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Educate towards change or change of civilization?

The traces of female freedom in education are everywhere and recognizing them in the present allows us to recognize them also in the past.  Without fear of discontinuity, latency or unexpected stopping, these traces flow from homes to schools, from streets to communities, from squares to meeting places, from markets to theatres, and from universities to places of social malaise.

These traces, focusing their attention to the present in its suffering parts and in so called 'normal parts', draw in cities and in territories effective educational and political paths, which are evident to people capable of recognizing them.  Extraordinary examples of ordinary women are the silent footprints of the afghan women who, by risking their own lives, have continued teaching young girls under the Taliban regime or the repetitive steps reaffirmed year after year by the Madres de Plaza de Mayo under the watchful eye of the regime.  By reversing the reality, these mothers invented symbolic political practices capable of holding in check the violent order of power and continuing to renew their function of being mothers and teachers of an order of life which requires self-loyalty, strong relations, and desire to give life to the world.  With the powerful drive of love these simple, yet unique, women (Muraro, 2002:6) are able to reinvent the masculine tradition of education with feminine practices.  An example of this are the Madres de Plaza de Mayo, which among their many initiatives have birthed La Universidad Popular in Buenos Aires with the powerful drive of their political action based on free relations and on the practice of starting from themselves.  Through this creation, the knowledge gained through their experience with struggle intertwines with the knowledge needed to transform human relations thus contributing to making the outskirts of the world a habitable place.  A creation which opens up to young men and women coming from all parts of the world; they are received as if they were new sons and daughters and are given the opportunity to attend these courses which are held free of charge by teachers coming from different countries and where according to their words everything is blended "we cook, we analyze a document, we ask about the health of nephews and nieces." 

This is a legacy of life and freedom (Padoan, 2005: 9) which results from an intense subjective experience of the world and brings to my mind familiar situations:  like the meeting places of women where the pleasure of their relation stimulates thoughts and symbolic exchanges allowing personal stories and stories of the world to flow and intertwine and where political action becomes a never-ending process of social and self formation.  These are also the places, and there are many, where women come together and bring themselves and their lives in their  entirety and this generates transformations, which are the result of this free participation.  This also brings to my mind daily educational activities such as infancy centers, day cares, and elementary schools.  These are places where the almost exclusive presence of women as teachers allows the fusion of knowledge and affection which renovates every day the desire of meeting and the pleasure of knowledge in  boys and in girls, the confidence of mothers and fathers, and where everything, the seen and unforeseen, is blended thus creating an order of truth even in very difficult situations.  This allows bodies to touch and feel each other, emotions to meet and clash and work out, personal narrative to mix with finalized learning, informal exchanges to flourish while drinking a cup of coffee in order to plan public initiatives to defend the school as a loved place and as an inalienable social asset.  Places such as these, which are not socially estimated, especially because of their feminine characteristic, are more and more internationally recognized as the best part of the school.  People start to understand, because women have started to say it, that the quality of these places emanates from the quality of human relations and emanates from the fact that women know how to integrate professional knowledge and life's experiences and know how to give priority, not to the simplifying codes of science and organization, but to the needs, the desires, and the skills of the children and adults who daily interact with these places.

We have voiced publicly that the primary substance of education is to continue the maternal work of humanization and civilization and this is what we have learned listening to our own experience of origin, that is the relation with our mother, and  listening to the voices of female teachers who are in action close to the beginning of  life (Mecenero, 2003, 2004).

I had the opportunity to visit, as part of a research project and cooperation, the North East of Brazil, a poor area of the country and there, visiting universities and Colleges I was struck by the joy you can see in the eyes of students, a joy which is the expression of their happiness for being able to study, to relate to other people, to understand the world and to be part of important transformations.  I could perceive the pride and the dignity they had for being students, no matter if the environment  was poor in material and financial  resources. They were fully aware that they were rich in human and symbolic  resources : the pleasure of human relations, the feeling of confidence and hope for being seen in their distinctiveness, their cultural curiosity, the pleasure of exchanging among themselves and adults knowledge and life skills (the possibility of mixing different languages that is the language of the body and every day life - music, dance, and sharing food) with subjects of teaching within universities and  schools open to city and quarters pulsating life. 

And I, who lives in a Western country with a low natality rate and where women's politics is fighting for the difficult and important challenge of the "double yes" (yes to work and yes to maternity for all the women who wish so), have met there girls only 20 years old who were already mothers and were very close to obtaining their degree who have been able to balance their dedication and love for their studies and their dedication and love for their children in a very effective and independent way and have been able to count on free and efficacious help from people from their community.

I am aware that there, as in many other places, different elements interlace in a complex way: persistent inequalities and strategies of freedom, desire  for women's emancipation and female consciousness. At the same time, I recognize  the risk that, also in that area of Brazil, schools, universities, and the form of life could be sucked in the vortex of forced modernization induced by global capitalism. 

But I cannot help thinking what we are losing or have already lost in our rich and equal society and, at the same time, I cannot help thinking about the great possibilities which reality offers to people who have the capability to see what already exists.   Being this a contradiction of the present times, which can be taken as an occasion on which to work in a deep and radical way in order to improve human relations making them more autonomous, liberated and civilized, once we are ready to learn from other worlds such as Anne-Cecile Robert has invited us to do in her book Africa helping the Western World (2006).

We are living in contradictory situations, from one side boys and girls who are willing to study and do not have the possibility and, from the other side, our sons and daughters who seem to appreciate very little all the opportunities to study which we have created for them.  It is a contradiction which risks to paralyze us.  Here I see adolescents progressively turning their minds and bodies off and, not only in the desires for studies:  they do not reply, they do not communicate, or at least they do not communicate in a form which we can understand, and their replies to our requests, even to the most amiable ones, are with a gaze in their eyes which seems to repeat very simply, as in Herman Melville's book Bartleby the Scrivener, "I would prefer not to."  Surprisingly this is a very productive contradiction because this "no" could be looked at as a gift for the educational process, much in the same way as Cristina Faccincani (2005) found to be so in the psychoanalytical process. This allows us to see, reflected in our eyes, our image, our super-activism, the inconclusive oscillation typical of our times between the feelings of impotence and omnipotence which are making us ill.

The fact that our children back away, leaving an emptiness of words, emotions and relations and remaining at a stand-still while, in silence, they denounce the uncomfort and symbolic disorientation for a world where every value is constantly put at stake and the only recognizable measure is money, forces us to invent new movements of our thoughts, of our emotions, of our gestures, and of our words leaving behind the traditional frames within which we are used to move in and forcing us to transform ourselves and research the origin of this dynamic if we have real interest in the relation. 

This implies raising the entire process starting from ground zero of their presence as just “human beings and nothing else”, who mistrust any kind of mediation and dizzily aim at  the essential.  This forces us to revive our way of interacting with them maintaining a position of receptivity where feeling precedes thinking and willing hoping that something better and more might happen.  

At the same time, we might consider it as a gift, and not as a challenge, the questions which many teenagers are placing every day.  Why do I need to go to school and what is the usefulness of studying this subject?  Placing these questions reflects the human dominant utilitarian  ideology of our times.  Many adults tend to receive these reactions as challenges and even when they do not fall in the trap of moralistic or ideological reply they end up adjusting to utilitarian parameters. In this case, as suggested by the psychiatrists Benasayag and Schmit (2004), a great part of teenagers is having to evaluate, as consumers, the merchandise that the adult seller is proposing to them and rejecting it. 

Accepting the shock of this request allows us to open up to the relation finding the right measure of interaction, avoiding the trap of traditional thinking and opening up to an innovative way of approach allowing us to get the essentials of their request and offering us an opportunity of satisfying the needs of meaningful relations where they feel that to be recognized in their peculiarity and giving them the opportunity to participate in the recreation of the world with their personal contribution.

This is an essential element which requires bringing back to basics the relation, avoiding complicated mediations, intellectual sophistication, technical languages, and reactivating the loving element of confidence. This can be done focusing on primary emotions, changing bodies, material and spiritual needs, vital desires, forms of life which are just beginning; all of this has to be circulated with a language which tries to reinvent itself so that it can articulate and reinvent what is part of knowledge in order to make this a living experience in transformation.  

This is what already happens as educational and political acts.  It is a change of civilization and not a preparation to  civilization.  This happens there, where women, in a mute presence, even if it is a majority, are becoming "masters of the game" gaining their freedom and measure to take responsibility from the relationships with others and go beyond the established boundaries to which they no longer credit.  It is a form of taking away in order to create life, to liberate time, inventive and subjective energies, to make the appropriate gestures and say the right words:  it is a form of taking away which has nothing to do with the easy mechanisms of destroying and rebuilding typical or characteristic of the common behaviour of men of which we are suffering the effects from the infinite recourse to war to the permanent change, paradigmatic oxymoron of our time.  

The reformistic impetus which has invested schools and universities with the idea of re-drawing them totally is a result of the anxiety induced by the new capitalism to reach the new or, even better, to fight in order to anticipate it.  Public discourses focus on the strategic centrality of the education for the formation of the human resources which are the foundation of the new economy and, in spite of diagnosis which where foreseeing the impossibility of the scholastic systems, which we know, to keep pace with new times and new global competition, the planetary agenda on education attributes to the formation tasks to what I would define as the “liquid education” (Baumann 2003, 2006):  a market of education, mobile and virtually infinite, where individuals can access and where different social actors operate to supply to their customers packages of light, fluid, and disposable skills, with which they could equip themselves to face emergency, better compete, and avoid ending up in the dregs of  society.  Utilitarianism is the element which controls any aspect of human life:  every teaching/learning must be useful in order to produce something, at least useful for the simple survival in a world characterized by precariousness, by a relation based on strength, by the economical struggle, and in the struggle for survival one can save only himself and sooner or later one finds himself against all the others.  As a consequence the social body shrinks from the educational responsibility leaving the lives of the young and the adults to the simple effort of surviving.  Education is no longer an invitation to desire the world, to desire life, but we educate in function of a threat, we teach to be afraid of the world and of life and to take up arms in order to survive.  We give up living and researching the transcendence in order to survive (Zambrano, 2002).  

In the changing scenario, the new element is represented by the fact that education has become directly raw material and, at the same time, production force and corporation, perhaps the most important one, in the transformation of capitalism.  Some observers (Olson, 2001) reaffirm that the new economy will be mainly oriented towards the production of subjectivity as principal economical activity. The neoliberal scenario and the post-Fordist workplace compel us to an unheard-of clash, which terms we haven’t yet  understood  because of their ambiguity.

And today when, as we know, economics has replaced politics, the shifting of education and formation into the production area as the new society of knowledge requires creates a domino effect determining an impoverishment of politics and education and a subjective loss of orientation and a loss of the meaning of words.  Words, which we have chosen and loved like subject/subjectivity, experience, freedom, creativity, relation, language, emotion, occasion, and difference have become an integral part of the corporation's language and, as such, unrecognizable to us having the globalized economical financial power of the establishment contracted the world and the life into the reductive concept of business and, as such, these words filter as dreams or nightmares through the individual conscience.  Skills and knowledge disappear while the economistic language (productivity, client, certification, portfolio, etcetera) tends to saturate the possibility of expression and communication also in the places of education reducing the human relation to instrumental relations having molded the human being as entities for the market.  Knowledge is replaced by formative/informative packages of knowledge which are no longer common assets but are reduced to privatized property which is accessible in the version which counts only to a very restricted part of humanity.  Knowledge is the temporary and contextual result of social practices and shared relations.  This knowledge is born from the interaction of men and women and from the form of their living together - as we have understood in many years of feminism when we denounced the non-absolute and non-objective value of entire traditions which have cut out women and knowledge of feminine origin - and it can be transformed.  This knowledge cannot be reduced to that one produced by closed and separated economic and technologic communities, that is the informative packages specifically formatted and rapidly substituted which are the basis of the manuals of globalization and of national and international documents from which our society derives its future imposing, at the same time, this standardized language to distant societies and cultures. Knowledge, which is based on experience and relation, teaches us that we can only learn with other people and not from other people.  

Today, also schools and universities have been drawn into the competitive game and put at the hands of the market and teachers and students experience the negative effect of instability and loss of sense which the situation inevitably creates.  Without realizing, we end up living in a place which is completely different from the one which we have loved and imagined:  no longer a community but a place characterized by the privatization of knowledge and destiny, by the fragmentation of knowledge and the offer of formation, by the rarefying of ties and relations.  A place, where the fragmentation or the fictitious unity of dissonant elements makes the conflict also difficult, the conflict which is indispensable to reopen the dialects of reality.  Schools and universities, squeezed between forced modernization and obsolete/ traditional models (traditional models which have lost their value of exchange in the market but  also their authority in the eyes of the people who are there to learn or even to teach), risk to be more and more places of quick transit where you acquire titles in exchange for little understanding and great submission.  These places contribute less and less to the formation of a strong and human feeling, unable to create social ties and ties between life and thoughts and, inevitably, they find difficulty in acquiring a proper dimension opening to an old and new wisdom: the wisdom which allows us to recognize the utility of uselessness (Benasayag-Schmit, 2004: 63-64).  Not what is free and disinterested, like we are used to say,  but rather, what is useless which is a high claim of any human existence; useful to life, to creation, to love, to desire which resides in a bigger economy (De Vita, 2004) and, to which we might get closer when we abandon the false shortcuts, the time management, the abstract theories, the techniques, the predefined mediations, and the acting in an instrumental way and all of this implies a longer way than the one which readily available.  This teaching comes from a wisdom close to the feminine experience and to the one of men who do not identify themselves with power.  This wisdom suggests to me that criteria of orientation exist which allows us to move better in the ambiguities of the present times and touch reality, leaving behind the feeling of unreality which often invades us/ me.  A reality in a delicate equilibrium shaken by the transformation, induced also by the feminine revolution and by the words of this revolution: a field of ambivalence where an opening of the space of freedom and of opportunities is counterbalanced by more risks and more ties and the political symbolic game has become more complex and subtle like a tight rope on which to stay in equilibrium to avoid falling in the nostalgic rim of the past or, on the contrary, to totally adhere to the present.  There is a criterion, powerful and, at the same time, fragile, which allows us to stay on the rope to go some where else avoiding tracks which risk to wipe us out, allowing us to contrast the dehumanization in progress:  it is the criterion of experience and practice which we can feed with our knowledge and which allows the generation and the regeneration of our thoughts.  It is on this ground, where the word births because it blends with the life lived and with the living experience, it is in the concrete quality of the context and the exchanges between bodies of both sexes and it is where a share of happiness is possible that we find the difference between abstract discourses and reality, between words of truth and words which are empty yet harmful.  This is the simply yet important scrutiny to which submits to examination the idea of education towards change, a idea which seems to promise the possibility for subjects to realize themselves and be happy free of ties, debts, and dependencies where freedom coincides with free choice of consumption and movement dissolving the tie between necessity and desire, between solid and fluid (Giardini, 2005), between subjective tension to infinity and the needs of having solid roots.   

A heap of symbolic counterfeits or, being kind, a very bad translation....

REFERENCES: 

BAUMAN Zygmunt (2003), La modernità liquida, tr. it., Laterza, Roma-Bari.

BAUMAN Zygmunt (2006),Vita liquida, tr. it.,  Laterza, Roma-Bari. 

BENASAYAG Miguel e SCHMIT Gérard (2004), L’epoca delle passioni tristi, tr. it., Feltrinelli, Milano.

BUTTARELLI Annarosa,  MURARO Luisa, RAMPELLO Liliana (cur.) (2000), Duemilaeuna. Donne che cambiano l’Italia, Pratiche, Milano.

BUTTARELLI Annarosa (cur.) (2005), Concepire l’infinito, La Tartaruga, Milano. 

COSENTINO Vita (cur.) (2006), Lingua bene comune, Città Aperta, Troina.

DE VITA Antonia (2004), Imprese d’amore e di denaro. Creazione sociale e filosofia della formazione, Guerini, Milano. 

DIOTIMA (2002), Approfittare dell’assenza, Liguori, Napoli.

DIOTIMA (2005), La magica forza del negativo, Liguori, Napoli.

FACCINCANI Cristina (2005), La grazia del no nel processo analitico, in DIOTIMA (2005), pp. 195-201.

GIARDINI Federica (2005), Un’esperienza inattuale, in BUTTARELLI Annarosa (cur.) (2005), pp. 17-26.

LELARIO Antonietta, COSENTINO Vita, ARMELLINI Guido (cur.) (1998), Buone notizie dalla scuola. Fatti e parole del movimento di autoriforma,  Pratiche, Milano.

MECENERO Cristina (2003), Vicino all’inizio, “Via Dogana”, n. 62, pp. 21-23 (Cerca del comienzo, “Duoda”, n. 25, pp. 103-109).

MECENERO Cristina (2004), Voci maestre, Junior, Bergamo.

MELVILLE Herman (1994), Bartleby lo scrivano, tr. it., Einaudi, Torino.

OLSON Mancur(2001),Potere e mercati, tr.it.,Ed.Università Bocconi, Milano.

PADOAN Daniela (2005), Le pazze. Un incontro con le madri di Plaza de Mayo, Bompiani, Milano.

PIUSSI Anna Maria(cur.)(1989), Educare nella differenza, Rosenberg & Sellier, Torino.

PIUSSI Anna Maria e BIANCHI Letizia (1995), Sapere di sapere. Donne in educazione, Rosenberg & Sellier, Torino (Saber que se sabe. Mujeres en la educación, Icaria, Barcelona 1996).

PIUSSI Anna Maria, Mañeru Méndez Ana (2006), Educaciόn, nombre común femenino, Octaedro, Barcelona.

ROBERT Anne-Cecile (2006),L’Africa in soccorso dell’Occidente, tr. it., EMI, Bologna. 

SOFĺAS  (2002), Escuela y educación, ¿Hacia dónde va la libertad femenina?, edición al cuidado de Mª Milagros Montoya, horas y HORAS, Madrid.

SOFĺAS (2004), Recetas de Relación. Educar teniendo en cuenta a la madre, edición al cuidado de Mª Milagros Montoya, horas y HORAS, Madrid.

ZAMBRANO María (2002), L’art de les mediacions (Textos pedagògics), Publicacions de la Universitat de Barcelona, Barcelona.  

