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PROGRAMMES OF EDUCATIONAL REFORM IN Central Asian@eties—as in
many other societies across the globe—are oftesupred to be either reflections of
dominant political and economic change or toolsaidrieving it. In this essay, which
uses higher education reform in Kyrgyzstan as a sagly for theoretical analysis, |
argue for an alternative, more constructivist iptetation of the relationship between
education and the political. This is that educatlamork is a key site for the articulation
of social imaginaries and for defining the cultumall political practices through which
they may legitimately be realised. My argument pemts as follows. In the first part of
the essay, | introduce some of the dominant clamade about the political meaning of
higher education reform in contemporary Kyrgyzstahen offer a theoretical
explanation of why education is an important spacsultural politics as well as an
institution of socialisation, drawing on culturbkbry, the sociology of knowledge and
especially the work of Pierre Bourdieu to explidatev the idea of education may
become an idée-force—'an idea which has sociakferin contexts of major social
change (Bourdieu 2001, p. 34). Following this | lexe how the idea of education in
Kyrgyzstan has been articulated within and agaundeér cultural discourses of
Marxism—Leninism and neoliberal capitalism, anctdss how these processes of
articulation have shaped the present-day imaginatighe futures

education might promise. | illustrate this speeifig by looking at how certain
pedagogical styles have become articulated asfigignof ‘competing’ political cultures
within the society. Finally, | consider the implians of this signification for the
development of alternative ideas about educatimfarm.



Understanding education as a resource of hope

As in many other post-Soviet societies, initial tposlependence assessments of
education in Kyrgyzstan were made against a backgrof ‘total social collapse’ and in
the context of a predetermined ‘transition’ of fueiety from parochial communist
authoritarianism to liberal democracy, free-macagitalism and global citizenshtp.
While the rhetoric of reform emphasised the impwrtaof depoliticising education by
disentangling it from the requirements of centealistate power, education continued to
be conceptualised as both a tool for advancingfoems of cultural and economic
change and a space in which such changes mighabesed, observed and evaluated.

There were (and are) justifiable laments aboutdhsis of science and education’, which
was understood to be caused primarily by ‘the esvaaollapse and the inevitable
decline of state expenditures for the social sphetieese conditions’ (Bokonbaev 1995,
p. 50)? In the late 1990s, the situation in Kyrgyzstan wiasilar to that in Kazakhstan, as
described by DeYoung and Valyayeva (1997, p. 34):

The teachers we surveyed could in fact reportahane or another school,
something positive might be happening. Neverthelbgy report, the national
school system is in complete chaos. The overwhgmiajority of those who
answered our survey claim that schools are muckevtvan before and are
steadily declining. They indeed do use the wordslta describe this situation,
as well as ‘collapse’, ‘breakdown’, ‘ruin’, and ‘dastation’.

Whatever their earlier hopes for freedom and autgnand creativity had been,
teachers today report their situation as disastmmsespect, too little pay, and no
coherent educational direction beyond what they heae in their own buildings.

However, these conditions have been an impetugform, and the criticisms have thus
been matched by hopes that the crisis might opacesior a new kind of education,
either through relegislating its functions, fundiemgd organisation (Kakeev 1995, p. 6),
or by embarking upon its curricular ‘humanisatigisaev 1993). Institutions and
practices of education in Kyrgyzstan hence funcéismesources of private and social
hope. At a societal level, this includes the hdya literacy of all kinds will enable
autonomy and independence; that socialisationemgible civility; that knowledge will
cement social stability and economic developmemtrovoke innovative change; and
that cognitive, affective and technical skills valthisure meaningful and competent

! For an excellent critique of ‘intellectual redwetism in the analysis of transition’, see
Thompson (2008, pp. 23—-24). In my view, this is taxsurately characterised as an
embracing of neoliberalism, and for further readamgthe economic, political and
cultural dimensions of this regime | recommend eriph work by Antonio (2007),
Bourdieu (2001) and Harvey (2005).

? See also Sabloff (1999).



labour® For educators and students, education often ptivptomises the fulfilment of
desires which are denied possibility through otheans—the possibility of open futures
and economic security; professional recognition satéfaction of work; personal self-
development; membership in a privileged elite; @ctbn from marginalisation and
exclusion; and legitimacy under a global gaze wélttvorld neglect and, in some cases,
disrespect. There is little ambiguity here aboetghcial and political import of
education; indeed, the belief that education igderal bridge between a damaged past
and improved future makes these localised hope#igible parts of a more global faith

in the social value of education itself (Grubb &basen 2006; Popkewitz 1991).

As a result of these subjective associations otatiton with social progress, discourses
on educational reform are often framed in techrtieahs which focus on how
knowledge production in general, and learning &aahing in particular, should be
conducted in order to accomplish these sociallgedirupon ends. There is, therefore,
voluminous publication of reports about the conttibns that formal education—
primary and higher, cultural and political—might keao the society’s economic,
political and social ‘development’ (e.g. AndersorH&yneman 2005; Berryman 2000;
Briller & Iskakova 2004; Heyneman 1998). This isiarernally contested body of
knowledge which includes both academic researcloegmhisational documentation,
and a great deal of debate within Central Asiarcational

studies revolves around which types of educatiemawst viable, progressive or
desirable, and who (or what) should organise amahfte them. On the other hand is a
more minor collection of critical work which expks the ways that certain forms of
education are implicated in creating or exacerlgagiocial inequalities, studies the
practical relationships between knowledge and pamwelassrooms and boardrooms,
interrogates the politics of national and interoiadil educational policy, and highlights
imbalances of cultural and economic power withingpammes of ‘development
education”

However, despite voluminous output, there has belatively little research into the idea
of education in Kyrgyzstan: to what education mesams how it is experienced by
educators and learners; to why different notionsnaiwledge, learning and social change
garner uneven cultural legitimacy within the sogietr to how and why beliefs about
education become forged in efforts to constructmimedul narratives of personal agency

3 For more on education as a resource of hope indhemporary global context, see
Freyberg-Inan and Cristescu (2007), Giroux (200&yder et al. (2006), Robertson et al.
(2007) and Svi Shapiro (2009).

* | am thinking here of work by Madeleine ReevesD@®005), Alan deYoung (2002,
2007), and Safarov Niyozov (2006), which engageenirectly with the cultural politics
of education and the ethnographic study of and adlircators in Kyrgyzstan. Norma Jo
Baker and Chad Thompson have, individually (Thomia@08) and together (Baker &
Thompson 2009), also made important interventiansitically reconceptualising
‘liberal education’ in Central Asia.



against the ideological backdrop of an autopoimtid dehumanised notion of social
‘transition’.> These questions matter, because in practice theepbof education
signifies complex fields of expectation and desatther than describing or prescribing it
(Giroux 2005; Popkewitz et al. 2001). Furthermdre;ause education is regarded as a
set of institutions through which individuals antgps can self-consciously shape the
future, struggles over the cultural meaning ofittea of education rise to the surface of
political discourse particularly clearly in conditis of social crisis and transformation. In
such moments, the symbolic meaning of educatiomnass particular import as ‘both an
ideal and a referent for change in the servicerd\w kind of society’ (Giroux 1985, p.
xiii). As educational theorist Henry Giroux suggest

education is that terrain where power and polaiesgiven a fundamental
expression, since it is where meaning, desireguiage and values engage and
respond to the deeper beliefs about the very nafundat it means to be human,
to dream, and to name and struggle for a partidutare and way of life. (1985,

p. Xiii)

Conceptualising education as a symbolic resour¢®mpé in this way is thus important
for understanding the complex politics of educatiaeform in ‘transitional’ societies; in
this case, in post-Soviet Central Asian societiesl, Kyrgyzstan in particul&rHere,
guestions about how to theorise human nature, warelmplicit in all educational
activities, have become sites of struggle betweanpeting notions of the human
subject. Here, the choice of educational ‘modelgi-fetlow an ‘American’ model in
developing a system of standardised testing forarsity enrolment (Drummond &
DeYoung 2004) for example, or to construct an tnstnal identity based on ‘critical
thinking’ (Reeves 2005)—are choices about ideraitgl geopolitical economy as much
as they are problems of pedagogy and administrafio@y are intellectual and emotional
investments not just in a particular way of doihimgs, but also in whole ways of being
in the world. They are, in other words—and perhapaetimes only in the deepest
recesses of in other words—and perhaps sometinigshathe deepest recesses of
consciousness—investments of hope in alternatitveds.

Shifting focus: from educational facts to the ‘ideaof education’

It is this deeper symbolic significance of educatioat interests me here, and that opens
up possibilities for a critical analysis of eduocatl reform from the perspectives of the
sociology of knowledge and culture. Karl Mannheinc® wrote that ‘when any human
activity continues over a long period without besupjected to control or criticism, it
tends to get out of hand’ (Mannheim 1991, p. 1) al$® argued that by not subjecting
our commonsense meanings to critical interrogatiemay find that ‘those methods of

> For more on the project of the ‘critical studyonfitural practices’ in the work of Pierre
Bourdieu and other critical sociologists of cultuisee Swartz (1997).

® For further discussion, see Amsler (2007, pp. iw-x



thought by means of which we arrive at our mostialudecisions, and through which we
seek to diagnose and guide our political and salgatiny, have remained unrecognised
and therefore inaccessible to intellectual cordara self-criticism’ (Mannheim 1991, p.
26). Much more recently, this insight has been bgpesl by critical theorists such as
Pierre Bourdieu, who ‘stresses the active rolegadyy the taken-for-granted
assumptions and practices in the construction esidgtance of power relations’ (Swartz
1997, p. 89). Bourdieu argued that as a site airisgd power over the determination
and distribution of cultural, social and acadendpital, education is one of the most
politically significant institutions in any societlfor Bourdieu, the uncritical
understanding of education as simply or primaritga for technical progress prevents
us from recognising that it is the ‘preeminentitogional machinery for the certification
of social hierarchies in advanced nation-states fanthis reason a central ground and
stake in democratic struggles’ (Wacquant 200534).1

The insights of Mannheim and Bourdieu may be useagplied to unpack the idea of
education in Kyrgyzstan today, for while ‘educatiewidely discussed in public space,
its deeper political and affective meanings ard@al articulated in an explicit way. Talk
about education in Kyrgyzstan is ubiquitous andeajp on diverse registers. The state
professes an ostensible commitment to supportingagobn, although in practice this has
translated into very low levels of investment ilh@aling (Ministry of Education 2006;
Shagdar 2006; Tiuliundieva 2006), and into what &tar Toursunov has referred to as
a ‘gap between good intentions and tangible impr@res’ (2008). Foreign
governments have invested considerable sums ofyrorromoting and supporting
particular forms of education, often as part ofrtheore general ‘development’ and
foreign policy programmes (de la Soblonniére e2@09; DeYoung 2002), and
international organisations host a range of edacatiembassies and programmes, for
example, the Asian Development Bank (Asanova 2086ally, individual
philanthropists, namely George Soros and the Agankhave built competing, multi-
million dollar cultural empires around educationahtres in the region (Silova &
Steiner-Kamsi 2009).

Apart from basic facts of this sort, however, winaght it mean to speak of the ‘idea’ of
education? It is, of course, possible to identifynial institutions of education in
Kyrgyzstan and to understand their declared funstigithin the society. It is also

’ According to the Kyrgyzstan Ministry of Educatidgience and Youth Policy, the state
budgeted 7.6% of its GDP to education in 1990 télated thereafter with an all-time low
of 3.5% in 2000, rose to 4.6% in 2005 and 8.7%063(Shagdar 2006, p. 521). In 2007,
the United Nations reported that between 2002 @&@% 2n estimated average of 4.4% of
the GDP was directed towards education (UnitedddatDevelopment Programme
2007, p. 267). To put this in some internationaltest, during the same period Iceland
(ranked first on the UNDP’s ‘human development’iaadors, or HDI) spent an average
of 8.1% of GDP, Sierra Leone (ranked last on thd)HiD estimated 4.6%, and Russia
(ranked 67th of 177 countries/territories) an eatad 3.6% (United Nations
Development Programme 2007, pp. 266—68).



possible to distinguish a wide range of educatipnattices within the society, including
teaching, learning, facilitating, training, managknowledge, consulting and
researching; and indeed, doing so is an imporiantent of pedagogical science in the
society. For example, both Russian and Kyrgyz laggs retain clear semantic
distinctions between vospitanie or tarbiyaloo (axdt socialisation and moral
improvement) on the one hand, and obrazovanielemteruu (the transmission or
refinement of knowledge and skills), on the othBoth languages have also
incorporated the term treining (training), and eatthese practices is further
distinguished from the creative production of newkledge through issledovanie
(research). When prefixed by more narrowly focusdjectives—narodnoe obrazovanie
(people’s education) or dukhovnoe vospitanie (Bmtior moral guiding), for example,
or sovremennoe as opposed to traditsionnoe obramyanodern’ versus ‘traditional’
forms of education)—the form of the idea of edumatbecomes ever more filtered
through the situated lenses of concrete polititedinaries.

However, knowledge of these observable institutifunsctions and practices does not
necessarily shed light on the underlying relatigpsitheories, beliefs, interests and
emotions which give rise to and legitimise thesgaddunctions and practices of
education in the first place. The multitude of terwhich stand for ‘education’ in
everyday discourse do not exhaustively describrefmesent specific institutions or sets
of practices, even though they are often discuhgiemployed in this way. Rather, they
work as a kind of symbolic shorthand for compleaxcitand often sublimated theories
about the relationship between the transformatfmsubjective consciousness and the
future condition of society itself, about the redaship between education and power,
and the role of knowledge in social governancesajective freedom. In addition to
thinking about education as a set of institutiond practices, therefore, we can also
consider it to be an idea. The ‘idea of educatreférs to any situated

constellation of representations, images, valwdationships, memories and
imaginations—and to the expectations and anxiettbst-are embodied in and expressed
through particular educational discourses and et

While an idea of education may thus share someeglesof an ideology of education,
the two concepts should not be confused. Theifirgties more fluid and less
intentionalist relationships between reason anecafkignifier and signified, fact and
imagination, and past and future. In particulaexitends theories of the materialist origin
of knowledge and belief to explain how the mearahgny cultural practice emerges
through symbolic constellations, in which ‘one marngheds light on the other, and the
figures that these individual moments form togetirerspecific signs and a legible
script’ (Adorno 1994, p. 109). The concept of agadf education also allows us to
recognise that emotions and practices of emancipatmsciousness (such as hope and
fear) work to orient social action; in this cadegaging the character of educational
practices and the outcomes of educational reformgléar 2008b; Anderson 2006; Rorty
1999; Zournazi 2002b). These affective dimensidrti@idea of education are not

8 | am grateful to Madeleine Reeves for clarifyihgstterminology in Kyrgyz.



necessarily conscious elements of self-understgratindeology, but apprehensible as
what Raymond Williams once called ‘structures @flifeg’ (Williams 2001, p. 64), and
what Ben Anderson has more recently referred taféective cultural politics’ (2006, p.
749)? The concepts of the idea of education and of timstellation therefore enable us
to map the diverse and often conflicting ways thatidea of education is instantiated in
personal identity projects, struggles for cultunflluence and contests of political
authority in contemporary Kyrgyzstan.

The cultural politics of educational reform in historical perspective

In order to understand these cultural politics, @esv, it is important to recognise that
they are not uniquely post-Soviet phenomena. Educats been linked both
symbolically and practically to the politics of tewlogical and social progress
throughout the history of modernist developmenjquts in Central Asia, from Tsarist to
Soviet and through to capitalist interventions (Aen2007; Thompson 2008). It is
precisely because the idea of education can catm(re)signify a range of competing
political interests and visions of the future, anad because it marks a departure from
them, that it remains as a key site for symbolicggile.

As Kyrgyzstan began its geopolitical ascendanc®aviet space during the mid-
twentieth century, the institutionalisation of faheducation symbolised progress in
both technological and cultural modernisation, tleggtimising Russian colonisation of
the region and providing an orientation for theistyts Westward-looking development.
In the official (Communist Party) narratives ofghime, it was argued that prior to the
October Revolution ‘the Kirghiz people were in nienthe most severely deprived, in
the sense of education, enlightenment and know|esigie only the elementary trappings
of civilisation, and without a national written lguage’ (Tabyshaliev 1984, p. 161). From
this barren memory of humble beginnings, the etdiginent of the imperial borderlands
could be clearly mapped through the progress oh&education itself, and particularly
of linguistic and scientific literacy: first as tip@pulation encountered ‘Russian and
Western’ travelling scholars, and finally ‘during\8et rule, when, among other socialist
transformations, the culture of revolution was il in the periphery’ (Tabyshaliev
1984, p. 162).

Some decades later, as the Soviet state strugglshtain growing forces of
regionalisation within the non-Russian republibss tdea of education was criticised as
having legitimised anti-democratic centralisatiangd it was rearticulated to frame new
localised visions that were linked to new projesftsegional and republican autonomy—
or as one Kyrgyz social scientist put it, to thevlutionary renewal of Soviet society on
the whole and in the union republics in particulgsaev 1991, p. 32). In some ways,
these ideas of education were integral parts oémmdtionalising discourses across the
non-Russian Soviet republics during perestroikarather sense, however, they may
also be interpreted through the lens of more stibgdesires for recognition, self-

® See also Ahmed (2004).



determination and resource control from subordohatembers of an unequal society. As
DeYoung and Valyayeva argued of teachers in Kazakh&eform-minded professional
educators tied many of their hopes for educatiohahge to the national movement for
glasnost’ as well’ (1997, p. 23). However, thespdsosubmerged soon after they
surfaced, with the disappearance of the Russiderobf power and the emergence of
new sites of economic power and cultural autharitshe global NortH°

Following independence, the horizon of social imagon about what education was,
what it was for and how it ought to be accomplisimel{yrgyzstan became embedded in
a meta-narrative of post-Soviet—and primarily neelal—educational and social
reform. By the mid-1990s it was possible for onomxmunist-identified educators to
argue that ‘the paradigm of the new global thinkioday is the assertion that the fate of
humanity is becoming more dependent on the indalidesources of the person . . .
human capital, personality, its value orientatiand morality’ (Arzymatova &

Artykbaev 1995, p. 79). As one Kyrgyzstan-basedasscientist wrote more explicitly,

the fact that Kyrgyzstan obtained an independelitigad status, the
transformations occurring in society, the transitio a market economy and the
democratisation of social life have created fundatadechanges in the educational
system . . .As our and foreign experience shovessyistem of education requires
constant improvement. In the history of our edurgtive also have had efforts to
reform it. However, in the conditions of a totalitan state and ideologicised
society, they could not objectively bring to fromi the renewal of education in the
spirit of the times . . . The new conceptions af@dtion maintain the
independence of educational institutions from idgaal institutions, creates the
conditions for competition in the sphere of eduma@nd the free development of
educational institutions in all forms of propertyyes the legal foundations for
the creation of ties with state and non-statetimstins and also for the gradual
decentralisation of state administration and thaegimation of educational
institutions with wide independence. (Kakeev 199%,6-7)

At first glance, none of these claims seems pdaitiuremarkable. However, a closer
reading suggests that the idea of education tteatiulated here operates as a something
of a symbolic shibboleth. To understand educatiothis particular sense, to accept the

9 The ‘global North’ refers to the world’s wealthiesd most industrially advanced
societies, particularly in North America, Europel@ceania. In a broader definition it
also includes the economically strongest countriéssia, and replaces both discursively
and geographically earlier concepts of ‘first’ developed’ world. The analytical use of
such spatial classifications is increasingly questble, due to the deterritorialisation and
globalisation of capitalism, the emergence of pmHeconomic alliances such as the G-7,
G-8, G-20 and G-33, categories such as ‘BRIC’ (Br&ussia, India and China) and
‘emerging economies’. However, for the purposethisf argument and in the context of
late-Soviet and early post-Soviet internationatiehs, it remains useful. For more on
the concept, see Therien (1999).



values and practices which underpin these progranaheeform, also communicates an
acceptance of and at least formal commitment taitheltaneous affirmation of the
economic, political and social values of liberaimderacy and neoliberal capitalism.
What it does not communicate, however, is an itiiteto critically unpack all the
symbolically pregnant and politically powerful refaces to ‘independence’,
‘transformation’, ‘the market economy’, ‘totalitanism’, ‘ideology’, ‘competition’,

‘free development’ and ‘decentralisation’, or téeimogate the particular way that they
are woven together into a particular constellabwhat education is and is for.

The neoliberal idea of education in Kyrgyzstan

From this example, we can better understand howdgeeof education in Kyrgyzstan
functions as what Bourdieu described as ‘a mytihénstrong sense of the word, a
powerful discourse, an ide”e-force, an idea whiaé $ocial force, which obtains belief’;
or more simply, as a complex idea or discourseithatbued with performative social
and political legitimacy, authority and power (20P1xx). As | have argued elsewhere
(Amsler 2008a), many teachers, students and polalers in the post-communist
world—including some who are sceptical that thigipalar economic and political
‘transition’ is desirable or even occurring—maintéaith in the power of formal higher
education to enable both individual and social pgeg within a global capitalist system.
The rhetorical promises of a de-Sovietised, delmgoised and liberalised education
might even be said to have assumed the characten@iv ‘education gospel’. Grubb and
Lazerson define the ‘Education Gospel’ as a glgedlidiscourse of education which
‘stresses the failures of schools and universéresthen proceeds to reform them with
more economic and utilitarian goals’ (2006, p. 295 which teaching and learning are
viewed ‘as central to national competitiveneshimglobal knowledge economy’
(Lauder et al. 2006, p. 3).

Many of the new ideas of education that have entesgee independence indeed
resonate with hegemonic discourses of economicdliisen, democracy, development,
global citizenship and civil society. Early on ts career of educational reform, the
Kyrgyz state adopted elements of a neoliberal volea, issuing a succession of laws
and decrees on the necessity of ‘marketising’, ‘denatising’, and creating competition
in (mainly higher) education. These included a laawEducation (1992), a national
Education Doctrine (2000), an educational Develapnitan (2002), adoption of the
‘Education for All' goals specified in the Dakar Aggment (2002), constitutional
revisions (2003), and a second new Law on Educ#fi663)* In another development,
academics and managers at a small number of viglygiheducational institutions) in
Kyrgyzstan have also worked since 1994 to ‘takadive part in [the] global project of
the creation of [a] European—Asiatic space of higitkication’ through implementing
principles of the Bologna Process in particulaidg Dzhaparova 2006; Resolution

1 See Amsler (2008a) and Ministry of Education (20065).



2007)*? National government bodies such as the UK’s Depemt for International
Development continue to monitor Kyrgyzstan's ackraents in basic and tertiary
education as part of a wider ‘development’ framdw@obertson et al. 2007).

However, the idea of education in Kyrgyzstan isiobsly considerably more diverse
than this, and neoliberal imaginaries of reformfardrom hegemonic in practice
(Amsler 2007, 2008a; Liu 2003). In the first instanthe hope that education promises
brighter individual and societal futures often asexawkwardly with educators’ and
students’ lived experiences. Many schools and usities located outside the elite
centres of cultural capital and economic privilegmain extremely deprived (DeYoung
2007, p. 243; Niyozov 2006; Tiuliundieva 2006; Tswmov 2008). Within the elite
centres themselves, educators speak of subordinatigender, ethnic and cultural
‘superiors’, constraints on intellectual autonommygd physically and financially
impossible workloads (Amsler 2007). Perhaps unssirgly, in recent years admiration
for some of the educational achievements of theebpast has increased (Reeves 2005,
p. 10), as has interest in localised theories afairend cultural education, such as those
based on the redefined ‘seven precepts of ManasY@dng 2007). DeYoung has
highlighted the significant differences betweeneffert to ‘build open societies’ in the
region, as according to the Soros Foundation’s @mi@n&@nd the banking and finance
initiatives to create ‘future participants in thend capitalist economy’, according to the
Asian Development Bank (2002, p. 14). There are atsv pockets of more radical
creative development in education, such as thedattion of the Theatre of the
Oppressed for use with rural communities and valpleryoung peopl€ and critical
research projects are routinely undertaken by tdwabResearch Center at the American
University in Kyrgyzstan. One such study, fundedliy Aga Khan Development
Network, is particularly interesting here as iteals the complex symbolic politics of
work now being undertaken by a dizzying numberaifanal and international
organisations in order to construct definitions aadagogies of ‘civic education’ in
secondary, higher and adult education (Social Relsé2enter 2007).

In other words, the idea of education can onlyrtiewdated in particular terms by

reading it through other symbolic discourses, dquiactices and material realities.
Saying that education promises futures is not egusdying that learning creates
opportunities, or that progress in knowledge couotes to personal emancipation or
social improvement. The idea of education can Inebsyically reappropriated and
reassigned to mean, represent and signify contaaglithings. As Ghassan Hage recently
argued, we therefore ‘need to look at what kinti@be a society encourages rather than
simply whether it gives people hope or not’ (Zowir002c, p. 152). In the words of
Chantal Mouffe, ‘the desire for hope is ineradiealblut if democratic political parties

12 For details about initiatives to align Kyrgyzstamgher education with the Bologna
agreement, sddtp://www.bolognakg.netaccessed 20 March 2009.

13 Theatre of the Oppressed Project in KyrgyzstanGemtral Asia main website
available athttp://www.toprojectcentralasia.org/page2.papcessed 23 May 2009.
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and democratic systems do not provide a vehicl¢éhisrthen we are in the situation
where other forms of hope are articulated’ (Zour2892b, p. 125). It is in this sort of
symbolic space that an idea of education can asswti®logical status as an inherently
transformative and progressive practice precisebabse no other futures are imminently
imaginable.

It is against this concern that it becomes impartamexplore the ways that particular
ideas of education are articulated, legitimated @radlenged through educational
practices. This is necessary not only in ordelioninate the relationship between
politics and education, but also because such daratanding can help educators clarify
the possibilities of advancing alternative visiafigducation and, by extension, of
society. Whilst acknowledging the complex diversifyexperience and activity in
everyday practice, my point of departure for thiguanent is that a neoliberal idea of
education either dominates or frames many discewfeducational reform in
Kyrgyzstan, and that everyday educational pracécesonnected both symbolically and
materially to wider processes of economic and caltglobalisation. This, of course,
does not assume that all international educatiorganisations working in Kyrgyzstan
are monolithic instruments of cultural imperialisf.rather would like to make the basic
observation that within the society, and indeedally, the horizon of imagination about
possible approaches to economic organisation,igalljprocess and educational activity
is not limitless or even very diverse. Few eduatstudents, governmental bodies, non-
governmental organisations or international orgatrogs now working in Kyrgyzstan are
developing theories and practices of education vdraw on any philosophical or
political traditions in socialism, participatory@wmics, anarchism or other alternatives
to capitalism. While this observation may be reedias absurd in the ‘post-socialist’
context, the fact that it is so obvious and yesaldom made or considered legitimate is
significant. There may be no paragons, but thezeartainly some clear parameters. In
fact, the symbolic naturalisation of this histolicanjuncture is one characteristic of a
form of discourse that French sociologists Loic &g and Pierre Bourdieu once called
‘neoliberal newspeak’'—in their definition, a glolsahg ‘form of symbolic violence’ that
works through ‘universalizing the particularismaubd up with a singular historical
experience by making them misrecognized as suchemudjnized as universal’
(Wacquant & Bourdieu 2001, p. 2).

Teaching for the transition: pedagogical form as sybolic politics

But how does a particular social value become pnéted and performed as a universal
one? How do everyday activities—in this case, th@ce of approaches to classroom
teaching—function as sources of symbolic power? Ao can we learn to see the
cultural politics of education critically in situahs where these politics themselves are
interpreted as resources of personal and soci@h®dp answer these questions, | will
consider the symbolic politics of ‘lectures’ anénsinars’—or in other words, ‘teacher-

4 Thanks to one of the anonymous reviewers for fagtihg that the argument might be
read in this clearly reductivist manner.
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expert’ and ‘student-centred’ approaches to teacfde la Soblonniere 2009)—in
contemporary Kyrgyzstan. In recent years, partityia those immediately following
independence, the classification of these pedagbffioms into competing sets of
political values has been a major activity for refers from international organisations,
the Ministry of Education, and the ranks of profesal educators. This is, of course, not
particular to Kyrgyzstan: the infamous thousand+ggrstudent lectures in European
higher education, late twentieth-century debatesitihe necessity for more ‘student-
centred’ learning in Britain and the United Statbe, debate between the ‘banking model
of education’ and ‘critical pedagogy’ in Latin Aniea, and new developments in ‘active
learning’ more internationally are sufficient evide of a general (if not generalisable)
trend.

In Kyrgyzstan, however, the debate has a heightsyedbolic dimension, as it

becomes especially pronounced in societies expenigriast paced political,
economic and social changes, because the questamab should be taught and
how it should be taught becomes a matter for ti fegure survival of the
society. (de la Soblonniere et al. 2009).

Furthermore, in addition to (or rather than) beantgchnical choice about the value of
different approaches to pedagogy, the normativesiflaeation of lectures and seminars in
Kyrgyzstan ‘requires teachers and students to otispéy modify their thinking and
actions towards education’ (de la Soblonnie” ral.€2009). For de la Soblonniere et al.,
this is primarily a problem of teachers relinqumshauthority over knowledge production
and students assuming responsibility for it. Thiars argue that in Western societies,
‘teachers and students have been exposed to lothabher/expert and student-centred
approaches from public debates and real-life egpegs in classrooms’, and that a
‘variety of approaches have been developed un@eurtbrella of the student-centred
approach’ (de la Soblonnie’ re et al. 2009). Thayt@st this to the more teacher-expert
focus of teachers in Central Asian societies, mbsthom had little exposure to this
debate or to ‘the alternative way to conceptuaidecation’ (de la Soblonnie’ re et al.
2009). The result is that ‘in spite of all the cbas in the educational system in the region
during the last decade, we cannot say that thexdéan a significant shift toward a
student-centered approach where the learner plays@active, constructionist role’ (de
la Soblonniere et al. 2009).

The authors then offer four inter-related explasraifor why a majority of educators
may resist adopting new student-centred approaohesching: ‘the lack of motivation,
the reluctance to compromise their privileged posjtthe need for facilitating
conditions, and the paucity of resources’ (de lal@miére et al. 2009). However, they
also argue that the normalisation of student-cdrezlagogies is a normative struggle
for influence:

Because the minority . . . of people promotingshelent-centered approach do

not have the benefit of widespread support, they lha be acutely aware of their
message compared to those favouring the traditieaaher/expert approach who
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try to exert influence on them. . . . In order ®gersuasive, the minority
proclaiming the student-centered approach musbhgetlly vocal, unified and
consistent in their arguments. Faced with suchterohéned minority, the
majority who may feel no pressure to comply, magithéo engage in what
theorists label a ‘validation process’. (de la Soibliere et al. 2009)

If this is successful, they argue, it will give ‘Kgyzstan’s educational system . .
.increased hope for applying a student-centredogmbf (de la Soblonnie™ re et al. 2009).
The question is, what is it exactly about this igatar educational philosophy that
promises hope for a better future for teacherslestts and the wider society, and why?
What is the political and economic content of tingpe? Why would it require a social
movement to legitimise and normalise it in the ediomal community? And how is the
‘validation process’ referred to above dependenthertransformation of symbolic
power; of what Bourdieu called ‘symbolic capitadt,the resources of authority to
interpret and define the world?

Here, individual and institutional preferencestiacher-expert pedagogies rather than
for student-centred ones are interpreted as asulful resistance to progress, a lack of
motivation to try something new, ignorance aboethbssibilities of the primary
alternative, and a war of position waged to mampabfessional status and hegemonic
authority within the system. However, the debate alao be interpreted as a practical
example of a more generalised ‘struggle for thelpction and imposition of the
legitimate vision of the social world’ (Bourdieu89®), p. 22). This is thus not simply an
attempt to shape teaching practices, but a pdlpicgect to change the world by
changing the way that people make sense of it]tbyireg the distribution of value and
esteem within existing social classifications, #mereby altering the distribution of
power amongst classes themselves (Bourdieu 1988§gEements about the
pedagogical merits of authoritative, positivisthaeiourist philosophies of teaching and
constructivist and participatory ones (de la Sobienre et al. 2009) are also struggles to
establish new collective identities and ‘beliefgatithe very nature of what it means to
be human, to dream, and to name and strugglegartecular future and way of life’
(Giroux 1985, p. xiii).

To clarify how this is articulated with wider patial and economic projects in practice, it
is instructive to examine how teacher-expert andestt-centred approaches are
classified in relation to one another in a duaistay, and how they function as
normative ‘signs of distinction’ (Bourdieu 1989,28). Figure 1 lays out, in schematic
fashion, some common normative connotations ottimeepts of ‘the lecture’ and ‘the
seminar’ in educational discourses in contempokamgyzstan. These terms represent,
respectively, the teacher-expert and student-cg@iperoaches, and in practice are used
to signify a diverse range of actual teaching pcast® Each approach occupies a

15 For further reading on semiotic theories of detiote(the literal or intended meaning
of a sign) and connotation (a sign’s symbolic, éiffee and ideological meanings), see
Barthes (1977), Hall (1980) and Panofsky (1970).
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different location within the broader culture araifocal economy of post-Soviet
educational reform. The ‘lecture’ is associatednarilly with the old society and ways of
being, which must be overcome in order to make rémmew and more progressive
possibilities in both the classroom and societis thus symbolically marked not only as
pedagogically inferior but also politically dubigwsd articulated as being antithetical to
the new idea of education itself, or related onlyts distorted or dysfunctional form. The
‘seminar’, on the other hand, is a space in whiadents are invited and expected

to engage in ‘active learning’ and critical thingjrand is routinely associated in
affirmative ways with the progressive idea of ediaca This dualism is schematised in
Figure 1.

Lecture Seminar
-> ‘transition’ 2
didactic interactive
passive active
authoritarian democratic
illiberal liberal
dogmatic critical
domination autonomy
power freedom
backward progressive
traditional modern
old new

Figure 1. Symbolic connotations of teacher-expertral
student-centred pedagogies in educational discoursé Kyrgyzstan

These normative connotations are not merely leggohthrough reference to alternative
but recognisable traditions of educational theéoy éxample, those of John Dewey, Lev
Vygotsky and Paulo Freire), but also affirmed tlglotheir homologous affinity to
dominant discourses of capitalist development &etdl democracy. The political
character of this dualism is hegemonic rather thalectical in character; the aim being
to define a unidirectional ‘transition’ in educated identities and reforms that can reflect
and serve the wider ‘transition’ from state to nedrik the society’s geopolitical
economy. The symbolic politics of teacher-exped student-centred education is
strikingly homologous to the cultural connotatia@ighe ideas of ‘the state’ and ‘the
market’, which Wacquant and Bourdieu proposed @irtisummary table of the
elementary forms of neoliberal thought’ (Figure Pis set of oppositions, they argued,
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rests on a series of oppositions and equivalenbeshvgupport and reinforce one another
to depict the contemporary transformations advaisoeckties are undergoing, economic
disinvestment by the state and reinforcement giotece and penal components,
deregulation of financial flows and relaxation dhanistrative controls on the
employment market, reduction of social protectiod enoralising celebration of
‘individual responsibility’, as in turn ‘benign, nessary, ineluctable or desirable’
(Wacquant & Bourdieu 2001, p. 5).

State Market

-> globalisation =

constraint freedom
closed open
rigid flexible

immobile, fossilised

dynamic, moving, sclf-transforming

past, outdated

future, novelty

stasis

growth

group, lobby, holism, collectivism

individual, individualism

uniformity, artificiality

diversity, authenticity

autocratic (‘totalitarian)

democratic

Figure 2. Summary table of the elementary forms ofeoliberal thought
Source: Wacquant & Bourdieu (2001, p. 5)

The homologies between these two otherwise uncosmeets of symbolic
oppositions—the connotations of educational phipbses on the one hand and of
‘neoliberal newspeak’ on the other (Wacquant & Blewm 2001)—suggest that even
the most seemingly technical debates about pedegjqgiactice in Kyrgyzstan may be
inflected with a wider cultural politics of capiistl globalisation'® It is, therefore,
important to recognise the explicitly political eaihat such signifying concepts and
systems of classification play in naturalising alieeral idea of education within the
organisation of everyday teaching practices, atichately into the governance of self,
esteem and social hope.

18 This, of course, does not preclude their simulbbasearticulation with other discourses,
such as that of post-Soviet ‘democratic transitesdescribed by Chad Thompson
(2008, pp. 23-25), or of cultural struggle betwHeast’ and ‘West’ (DeYoung 2002).
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Conclusion

The notion of ‘symbolic politics’ can evoke a ratadised image of individuals, often

in elite positions of social power, instrumentathgating and using ideas, representations
and symbols in conscious and deliberate ways iardmdaccomplish particular political
objectives. In this instrumentalist view, symbakpresentation is conceptualised as a
mechanism of political manipulation, of represegtionstructed things—or in some
cases as constructing imaginary things—which aa transformed into cognitive and
affective objects that can be externalised andapated to unify conflicting groups,
crystallise a collective emotional experience,astuce complex and ambiguous political
situations into simplified narratives or images ifimess conversion. The purpose of
studying symbolic politics from this perspectiveaasunderstand how the dysfunctions of
language, knowledge and cultural imaginaries worganstruct representations of ‘social
reality’ which serve and extend the interests efgbwerful. The attraction of this
approach is that if we can decode these signs wesemthrough them, perhaps catching
a glimpse of the ‘real’ political reality.

Without doubt, in cases of wilful propaganda timentionalist theory of meaning offers
a useful, if partial, framework for analysis. Instlessay, however, | have attempted to
present a different relationship between the symlaoid the political—namely, that
these forms of power are mutually constituted amuktituting. To illustrate this, | have
attempted to explore how and why the idea of edocatparticularly the neoliberal idea
of education—has assumed particular subjective mgamnd action-orienting potentials
for educators in Kyrgyzstan. Despite widespreadchaskedgement amongst many that
the official narrative of Soviet-led educationabgress was frequently deployed as a
blatant ideology to legitimise economic, culturatigolitical control, and amongst many
others that developmentalist views of education begqually as ideological, there are
also deep, lasting, emotional attachments to lat#hs which cannot be explained away
through blunt concepts like false consciousnesbyalismissive accusations of
‘uncritical thinking’. It is important to understdriwhy certain forms of truth come to
prevail, and be challenged, at different historioaiments’ (Popkewitz 1991, p. 43), and
what particular hopes the idea of education enahkgseducation itself may not.

Taking this theoretical suggestion seriously dagsequire a direct critique of either
teacher-expert or student-centred teaching. It doesnean that we should adopt an
uncritical position towards uninspired and disempong forms of education, much less
towards undemocratic or anti-democratic politicstaed, far from it. My personal
preferences for dialogical learning are themseinfssmed by critiques of the ‘banking
concept of education’ and philosophies of a moriical pedagogy’, which aspires to
the co-construction of meaningful knowledge foriabttansformation through the
democratic organisation of educational relationsitfreire 2000). The point is rather to
de-fetishise these concepts and to be aware tbatbite affective and political signifiers
as much as they are descriptors or prescriptiofigeaf realities. The aim of such
analysis is to enable educators to become mormexredly and collectively conscious of
how our most taken for granted ideas of educatiershaped through discursive
constellations, and how they in turn acquire whatiglieu defines as ‘world-making
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power’, which enables certain people to establi$égitimate vision of the social world
and its divisions’ (Swartz 1997, p. 89). The praobls not that we construct the future in
a particular way, for cultural philosophy tellsthss is a necessary condition of our
existence. The problem is rather that if we mistaliesymbolic representations of the
world for the world itself, we might miss importgmdlitical opportunities to imagine and
shape it otherwise.
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