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Abstract   

The central motivation of this research is to contribute to the understanding of transformative 
teacher learning, by focusing on the educational contexts of extreme urban poverty. I develop 
the concept of Ôideology criticismÕ to use it as an analytical tool in an ethnographic research. 
The critique of ideology allows for unmasking how pedagogical practices are constrained by 
ideological illusions. Moreover, I understand transformative education as ideology criticism 
per se, the fostering of which has a significant potential in the context of urban poverty. Thus, 
besides trying to grasp the ideological fantasies characteristic to teachersÕ pedagogical praxis, 
I also attempt to outline an ideologico-critical gesture in teacher education by facilitating 
teachersÕ engagement with the social and micro-institutional environment of the schools. 
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CROSSING THE THRESHOLD IN THE MARGINS 

INTRODUCTION 

Statement of the Problem  

Education has undoubtedly become one of the omnipresent and omnipotent ÔmegaspectaclesÕ 

of our time. Grubb and Lazerson (2006) argue, that education has taken an almost religious 

character during the past decades. Due to the overestimated importance and potential of 

education, social problems are more and more addressed with the promotion of more education. 

The third volume of the series Educational Research, The Educationalization of Social 

Problems (Smeyers & Depaepe, 2008) discusses these issues in depth: on the one hand the 

Ôschooling of social problems,Õ i.e., how social issues are transferred to the responsibility of the 

School; and, on the other hand, the Ôpedagogization of the society,Õ i.e., how the Western state 

became primarily pedagogical in character. The state not only relocates (thus de-politicizes) 

social problems to the School, while making teachers responsible for them, but at the same time 

pedagogizes social issues themselves (e.g., presenting homelessness as Ôlearned helplessnessÕ). 

Education has become a remedy for almost any social problems, while the language and 

vocabulary of learning has gained a dominant position in problematizing the social as such. As 

Tomasz Szkudlarek put it, 

[l]earning has become the solution to nearly anything. Joblessness, inadequate 

retirement provisions, environmental pollution, or poor health services are no longer 

seen ÔsimplyÕ in terms of public arrangements, but as problems demanding individual 

awareness, knowledge, proper attitudes, skills of rational choice, and self-management. 

To us as educators, it may sound nice and smell like money; but it inflates the 

responsibilities of education far beyond their conceivable limitsÉ Õ (2013, p. 1). 

This overwhelming overdetermination of education (i.e., the extreme multiplicity of demands 

as present in Ôpolicy discoursesÕ for instance) exposes teachers to an increasing cacophony of 

educational tasks, which leaves the teachers in limbo between the multiplicity of educational 

demands imposed on them, and the proliferating social problems characteristic to postmodern 

global capitalism. Among these problems there are two global trends, which, while being 

dominant parts of an emerging European context, appear even more concentrated in Central-

Eastern European post-socialist, semiperipheral countries: on the one hand, education is 

confronted with the emergence and proliferation of new antagonisms, among which far-right 

discourses are advanced in the sense, that they are ahead of us, they constitute the very horizon 
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of the becoming of contemporary societies; on the other hand, education is confronted with the 

globalization of extreme poverty, the displacement of a growing underclass, which is emplaced 

and condensed with high density into urban slums, shantytowns, settlements, ghettos (cf. Davis, 

2006). I understand these two dominant global trends as complementary dimensions of an 

emerging European context. 

Considering the density and scale of these social problems (constitutive of and constituted by 

global capitalism) the transformative potentiality of education seems not to be evident at all, 

especially in the case of those schools, which work at the margins of the society. In their cases, 

the cacophony of educational demands (the education gospels of cooperation, child-

centeredness, inclusion, democratic schooling, interactive classrooms, the promises of social 

mobility, etc.) falls short. The newest information technologies make no sense, when the child 

has no electricity at home; the professional development of underpaid teachers, who work in 

urban slums, is a na•ve dream; classroom cooperation is short-lived, if the child starves with 

hunger and falls asleep on the desk; and democratic decision-making is not an option, if the 

child is absent from class, because she is begging in the city. The question immediately arises, 

whether teachers are able to (or should) take the burden of responsibility of dealing with these 

social problems, and meet the demands, that are imposed on education.  

Research Aims 

The aims of the research are structured around the question: ÔHow do teachers relate to and 

shape to the ideologico-discursive landscapes of urban poverty, that are crisscrossed with a 

multiplicity of other apparatuses (the police, the Church, the welfare center, the NGO, etc.), 

social antagonisms and hegemonic discourses?Õ Four main goals unfold from this initial 

question: (1) defining what a discursive landscape is, how meaning and subjects are constituted, 

and how ideological illusions function in it; (2) contextualizing the Ôschools of the ghettoÕ by 

(a) focusing on the transnational dynamics characteristic to the geopolitical position of two 

post-socialist semiperipheral countries (Hungary and Poland), and (b) by looking at the broad 

institutional micro-environments of urban poverty of which the school is a significant 

constituent; (3) interpreting how teachers relate to and shape such complex milieus of urban 

poverty; and (4) reactivating the pedagogical question regarding the telos of education and 

reclaiming the transformative potentiality of the School against the contemporary cacophony 

of educational demands. 
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RESEARCH SCOPE AND RESULTS 

Background of the Study and Significance 

The question of ideology has gained a central significance recently, not only in the field of 

political philosophy, but in social sciences as well (cf. Barrett, 1991; Eagleton, 1991; Laclau, 

1996). The basic questions of ideology criticism remained the same: What is ÔfalseÕ in 

ideology? How does ideology function? Does it ÔmaskÕ or ÔhideÕ certain truths? Is it possible to 

resist ideology? But while the basic questions remained the same, the way they are addressed 

has radically transformed. The new conceptual directions of ideology are not only relevant to 

politics and to the political, but are of utmost importance for education as well. If one 

understands education as a specific way of making meaning, constructing identities, and 

transforming Ôwhat isÕ, then the new language of ideology criticism can be helpful to talk about 

Ôwhat isÕ and also about Ôwhat is not yetÕ in a different manner, but still educationally. 

The interinstitutional micro-environments of urban poverty (of which the School is an inherent 

part) are of outmost importance for mapping ideological mechanisms, since these places are 

oversaturated with hegemonic discourses, social symptoms and inconsistencies of the 

discursive landscape (cf. Wacquant, 2008, 2009). It is especially the case in post-socialist, 

semiperipheral countries (like Hungary and Poland), where the hegemonic reactivation of far-

right discourses (in alliance with the logic of Capital) has been radically rearranging the 

meaningful field recently. The hegemonic restructuration of the discursive landscapes leads to 

the expanding polysemy of the interdiscourse (especially in the conflictual places of urban 

poverty) and also to the reactivation and intensification of the hegemonic struggles over the 

discourse of education. 

On the one hand, a ÔpopulistÕ attack is levelled against education, which depicts education as a 

one-dimensional, straightforward process, which only needs to be managed by teachers 

according to scientific knowledge about Ôwhat worksÕ. This populist imaginary is being 

hegemonized by far-right discourses (not only in Hungary and Poland), based on what Hana 

!ervinkov‡ (2016) called the Ôproduction of homogeneityÕ. On the other hand, there is an 

ÔidealistÕ attack on education, which imposes overwhelming expectations about what education 

should deliver: ÔHere education is linked up with projects such as democracy, solidarity, 

inclusion, tolerance, social justice and peace, even in societies marked by deep social conflict 

or warÕ (Biesta & SŠfstršm, 2011, p. 540). In sum, while the populist attack on education 

focuses on Ôwhat isÕ (of the society, of the child, etc.), the idealist attack is concerned with Ôwhat 

is not yetÕ (radical plural democracy, socialism, global social justice). In both cases, however, 
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Ô[e]ducation never seems to be able to live up to such expectations and is thus constantly being 

manoeuvred into a position of defenceÕ (ibidem.). 

Looking from below (from the margins of the society) at the discourse of education (as it is 

exposed to the conflictual cacophony of such demands) and at the apparatus of education (the 

School, as it is embedded deeply in the interinstitutional micro-environments of urban poverty 

and their hegemonic landscapes) is a particular way to put ideological mystifications into 

perspective in education, in order to find a way out from these illusions, that hold us captive 

(cf. Rasi"ski, 2018). 

Key Concepts and Theory 

I ground the theoretical framework of my research in the post-Marxist theory of hegemony as 

elaborated by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe (1985) and I propose a return to MarxÕs 

understanding of ideology within post-Marxist theory. By rejecting both the interchangeability 

between the concepts of ÔdiscourseÕ and ÔideologyÕ and the postmodern narratives of Ôthe death 

of ideologyÕ I elaborate a discursive account of ideology, which I understand as the 

mystification of domination through hegemonic articulatory practices. I also argue for 

supplementing the discursive account of ideology with #i$ekÕs Lacanian-Marxist reading of 

ideology (1989), which promises a return to MarxÕs central concepts of ideology (opium, fetish, 

manifest reality). I also engage with contemporary critiques of the political economy, and with 

Lacanian ontology in order to further challenge LaclauÕs political theory and to advocate a 

theoretical and strategical return to class politics and to the analysis of class relations in global 

capitalism. I do so to illuminate the epistemological and ontological reasons for choosing places 

of urban poverty as the ÔprivilegedÕ sites of research. I argue, that such sites are not only of 

utmost relevance for ideology criticism, but they are also meaningful for teacher education. 

Drawing on Lo•c WacquantÕs concept of Ôadvanced marginalityÕ (2008) and FoucaultÕs concept 

of the ÔdispositifÕ (1980), I propose an analytical and methodological framework for studying 

the meaningful totality of the landscapes of urban poverty, that are overdetermined by the 

ideologico-hegemonic articulations. By charting a via media between the Althusserian (1971) 

and the Foucauldian critique of the School (Deacon, 2004), I reject WacquantÕs assumption that 

in the Ôdispositifs of advanced marginalityÕ the frontline apparatus is the ÔpoliceÕ. Drawing on 

Masschelein and Simons (2013) I argue that it is the School which holds the privileged position 

among the other apparatuses, due to its transformative potentiality. 
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Research Methods 

The empirical research is grounded in ethnographic fieldwork, where I use and further develop 

the analytical tool of ideology criticism with the central thrust to analyze and interpret the 

dispositifs of advanced marginality with particular focus on the School, and to investigate how 

the places of urban poverty are meaningful for teacher education. I frame my research with four 

intersecting modalities of ethnographic work. First, it is framed by the discursive analysis of 

hegemony (Thomassen, 2005), which is a contribution to recent methodological attempts, 

which try to combine ethnography and discourse analysis by promoting long-term engagement 

with a specific micro-social context (discursive landscape) in order to ÔmapÕ how meaning is 

constructed through articulatory practices (Dean, 2004). Second, the research is framed by the 

idea of mapping the dispositif, which is concerned with the investigation of the power structure 

of dispositif Ð or what Ranci•re calls the police: Ôthe set of procedures whereby the aggregation 

and consent of collectivities is achieved, the organization of powers, the distribution of places 

and roles, and the systems for legitimizing this distributionÕ (Ranci•re, 1999, p. 28). The frame 

of mapping the dispositif, is also indirectly linked both to institutional ethnography (cf. Smith, 

2005), and to multi-sited, comparative ethnography (cf. Marcus, 1995). Third, my ethnographic 

stance is also framed by the conceptualization of ethnography as a pedagogical praxis Ð 

developed recently by Gyšrgy MŽsz‡ros (2017) Ð that is understanding the pedagogical as that 

which refers to the very nature of the ethnographic research, Ôthat the research itself is a 

pedagogical processÕ (MŽsz‡ros, 2015, p. 30, translation mine). And fourth, I place my 

ethnographic research in a specific field, best encapsulated by the notion of therapeutic 

ethnography. Against George SpindlerÕs account of cultural therapy (1999), I attempt to frame 

my ethnographic research as therapeutic, drawing on the linguistic concept of therapy as 

understood by Jacques Lacan (e.g., 1998). Therapy for him is a traumatic confrontation with 

the constitutive void around which reality is structured Ð an act of Ôhitting onÕ the fantasies that 

hold our reality together, in order to reveal the inconsistencies and fissures of a meaningful 

totality. 

Based on these methodological considerations, I conducted ethnographic research between 

2016 and 2018 in Hungary, Poland and Romania. The research consisted of 7 months of 

fieldwork in Poland, 6 months of fieldwork in Hungary, 3 weeks of fieldwork in Romania; the 

research involved 22 institutions, including 4 schools; I organized a total of 20 working group 

meetings with the teachers in Hungary and Poland; and I produced approximately 700 pages of 

transcriptions of audio recordings and field notes, and approximately 300 photos. My daily 
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practice consisted of working in places of urban poverty, talking to locals in the neighborhood, 

visiting nearby institutions (police stations, hospitals, churches, NGOs, social centers, etc.) and 

organizing Ôworking group meetingsÕ with the teachers in the schools Ð in sum, listening closely 

to the interdiscourse. 

Research Results 

After elaborating a discursive account of ideology and ideology criticism, and outlining the 

concept of the Ôdispositif of advanced marginalityÕ (i.e., the arrangement of interinstitutional 

modalities and strategies characteristic to urban poverty), I use these accounts as analytical tools 

for the interpretation of the research material. I start with the ethnographic research that I 

conducted in Poland, and I discuss the dispositif of a Gypsy settlement. I argue, that the 

distinctive modality of the settlement (and generally of the semiperipheral Ôhybrid ghettoÕ) is 

its strong omnipresent and omnipotent interinstitutional character (from the omnipresent police-

and-penal apparatus to the strong presence of public institutions). Then, I locate the dominant 

ideological nodal points in the dispositif of the settlement (begging, air pollution), which are 

superimposed by legal and human rights discourses, mediated through the punishment of the 

poor (Wacquant, 2009), ÔNGOizationÕ (Choudry & Kapoor, 2013), and ÔcircusificationÕ. By 

situating the two schools Ð where I organized working group meetings with the teachers of 

Gypsy children from the settlement Ð within the discursive landscape of the dispositif, I discuss 

the reasons for failing to organize household visits with the teachers in the settlement. I argue, 

that the possibility for enhancing transformative teacher learning via teachersÕ active and 

reflective engagement with the social environment was constrained both by how the educational 

apparatus is positioned in its respective dispositif and by the post-socialist struggles over the 

modalities of operation of the educational apparatus, which I characterize by introducing three 

ideologico-critical concepts: i.e., Ôneverland syndrome,Õ which refers to the parallax between 

the glorification and infantilization, appreciation and degradation of the teachers work (e.g. 

Labaree, 1992); Ôthe atrophy of the pedagogical,Õ which refers to the learnification, 

instrumentalization and scientifization of education at the expense of the primordial 

pedagogical question of the telos of education (e.g. Biesta, 2015); and Ôcynical pedagogy,Õ that 

addresses pedagogical practices structured against and conducted despite what the teacher 

knows. In the research, that I conducted in Hungary, I started to consider the dispositif of 

advanced marginality itself as educationally meaningful for teachersÕ transformative learning. 

Focusing on a Ôhybrid ghettoÕ, I locate the dominant ideological nodal points of its dispositif 

(drug market, environmental degradation and the ethnitization of poverty), characterized by the 
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Ôdissolution and detotalization of meaningÕ, channeled through middle class imaginaries, 

psychopatologization of social problems, and the institutional merger between the apparatuses 

and the local political regime. Then, I discuss the working group meetings with teachers in the 

ghetto school, which were completely open for other institutional actors (politicians, 

researchers, social workers, artists, police officers, etc.), in order to confront the teachers with 

how the school is embedded in an interinstitutional setting. I argue, that there were at least two 

promising aspects of this confrontation that were subversive in potentia. I characterize these 

aspects by elaborating two ideologico-critical notions: Ôthe gaze of the dispositif,Õ that refers to 

how teachers encounter that the school is ÔsecretlyÕ embedded in a broader micro-institutional 

context that shapes the daily aspect of their pedagogical practices; and Ôthe courage of 

hopelessnessÕ, that refers to how teachers come to terms with the impotence of education in 

fulfilling the spectacular desires (e.g., populist and idealist demands) that contemporary 

education gospels depict on it, which retroactively leads to giving up false, fetishistic hopes that 

are so characteristic to pedagogical philosophies, especially to critical pedagogy (e.g. Freire, 

1994).  

Discussion and Conclusions 

By looking from below (from the margins of the society) through the lens of ideology criticism 

at the hegemonic struggles over education, I argue, that teachers (especially in places of urban 

poverty) are exposed to unattainable fantasies and desires that circulate around the question of 

what education should be for (economic prosperity, rise of the nation, innovation, democracy, 

inclusion, multicultural society, social justice, socialismÉ). Confronting the structural points 

of failure and impotence of education to ÔdeliverÕ on a daily basis attaches the teachers more 

deeply to ideological fantasies, which provide comforting explanations for the permanent 

failure of the school in living up to the cacophony of demands so characteristic to postmodern 

global capitalism. I argue, that just as the dominant ideological mechanism in the political logic 

of hegemony is the mystification of that there is no a priori formal structure, principle or 

underlying Ôiron-necessityÕ of the social (i.e., the mystification of that there is no big Other), 

similarly, the dominant ideological gesture of the pedagogical is the mystification of that 

education is not predetermined and not limited by any preceding necessity, and the pedagogical 

always thrives against a political future held open. This is what Biesta encapsulates with the 

title of his book The Beautiful Risk of Education (2013), where he argues against the 

contemporary strong expectations for a predictable and risk-free education, and promotes a 

weak conception of education that is unpredictable, uncertain, held open and hence risky. The 
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consequence of such a theorization of the educational is not simply the declaration, that 

education cannot live up to the cacophony of demands, but more importantly that it shouldn’t. 

ÔTo keep education away from pure utopia is not a question of pessimism but rather a matter of 

not saddling education with unattainable hopes that defer freedom rather than making it possible 

in the here and nowÕ (Biesta & SŠfstršm, 2011, p. 541). Biesta and SŠfstršm argue that the 

theoretico-practical place proper to an educational conception is Ôin the tension between Òwhat 

isÓ and Òwhat is notÓ (É) rather than as an endless repetition of what already is or as a march 

towards a predetermined future that may never arriveÕ (ibid., p. 542). I argue, that the zero-level 

ideologico-critical moment of transformative teacher education is the liberating experience of 

confronting the points of failure of education in fulfilling the spectacular desires, that ÔpopulistÕ 

and ÔidealistÕ attacks depict on it; of giving up false, fetishistic hopes that should not be 

constitutive elements of the educational; and finally, of coming to terms with what is the 

negative founding gesture of the political and the pedagogical: namely, that there is no big 

Other, which is both an encounter with our irreducible incompleteness and with that we are 

completely alone.  

The working group meetings with teachers, that I organized as part of my ethnographic 

research, pointed to the possibility of coming to terms with that schools, especially in the 

margins of the society are not capable of bringing about the desired and demanded society 

neither of yesterday, nor of tomorrow Ð and this impossibility of education is its positive 

condition. Education always circulates in limbo between Ôwhat isÕ and Ôwhat is notÕ Ð its 

positive condition is its interruption into an unknown, unforeseen political future that is held 

open. Confronting the radical indetermination of the pedagogical is not only a refusal of 

populist temptations, of utopian idealism and of the belief that there is someone or something 

in charge, but it is also a liberating experience for transformative teacher education: I assert, 

that there is a profoundly liberating pedagogical moment in such a confrontation, which gives 

freedom back to the pedagogical: ÔSchool starts from the assumption there is no destination, no 

natural relation to future or that it is not given by ÔnatureÕ what we will become. The 

consequence is that school can question all social privileges or any so-called natural order or 

hierarchyÉÕ (Masschelein and Simons in Bernardo & Karwoski, 2017). 

Still, however, such a theorization of the educational cannot simply get away without a 

minimum anchoring in the political. For such a political anchoring that is intended to keep a 

political future open, I can hardly see any other theoretico-political stance possible than Alain 

BadiouÕs Ôcommunist hypothesisÕ (2008b, 2008a, 2010). Badiou understands ÔcommunismÕ as 

an affirmative hypothesis, devoid of method, content and utopian romanticism Ð it is merely a 
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philosophical defense of an unknown-yet-possible future. It is only an affirmation, that the logic 

of Capital, class domination, and any other forms of domination and exclusionary logics are not 

inevitable, rather historical and contingent; that a different collective organization is possible; 

overcoming private property over the means of production is practicable; putting an end to the 

prevailing relations of production is achievable; and getting rid of the coercive state, its punitive 

and penal dispositifs and the obsession with national identities is not limited by any underlying 

logic of necessity. In this sense, the communist hypothesis is nothing more but nothing less, 

than the affirmation of the very prerequisite of the pedagogy of the Real – it stands precisely 

for the affirmation that there is a political future held open. At the heart of the communist 

hypothesis is the declaration that Ôthere is only one worldÕ. The recognition that follows this 

axiom is Ôthat all belong to the same world as myselfÕ (Badiou, 2008a, p. 39). BadiouÕs assertion 

aligns quite well with the argument of Masschelein, that the scholè stands precisely for 

assuming this common world and the equality in it, both in the sense that we all belong to it, 

and that we are all capable. The scholè is the way Ôto communize and disclose world, and place 

students time and again in a position to begin (with the words, things): [it offers] the experience 

of being able, of potentiality in front of a thing in commonÕ (Masschelein, 2011, pp. 532Ð533). 

If there is a common task of teachers, then it is not only teaching, but becoming educators, 

which means orienting oneÕs practice toward the communization of the world and keeping a 

political future open. I argue, that the pedagogical Ôaspect changeÕ from the role of the teacher 

to that of the educator is transformative teacher learning par excellence: namely, becoming an 

educator who pushes and disturbs the student into its ultimate freedom to do the impossible, 

Ôi.e. what appears impossible within the coordinates of the existing constellation Ð and today, 

this means something very precise: you can think beyond capitalism and liberal democracy as 

the ultimate framework of our livesÕ (#i$ek, 2017, p. 211). 
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