
Protect the freedom to disagree

by André Croucamp (MindBurst Workshop)

Wits learners get ready to face off with the police during the FeesMustFall 
protests, using riot gear they stole from private security (photographer: Dennis 
Dvornak).

In his Mail & Guardian column on 13 Jan 2017, Eusebius 
McKaiser wrote a piece entitled ‘Terrifying truths about public 
debate’:

“In general, as human beings, we tend to be emotionally 
vested in not having our most deeply held beliefs critically 
challenged, let alone potentially falsified. This is why debates 
about land, racial identity, social justice, minimum wages and 
similar hot issues can leave friendships and professional 
relationships scarred, even broken. I know of colleagues in 
universities whose friendships have been irreparably harmed 
in the last year because each were deeply offended by the 
content of the views held by the other in debates about 
decoloniality. We truly are living in a time in which the political
is now demonstrably, for all of us, the personal. And it is not 
clear what we should do to ensure that deep disagreement is 
possible, and not avoided, and yet that such open and deep 
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disagreement might still generate productive outcomes in 
dialogue. One starting point is for the ability to think and 
reason critically to be recognised as a technical skill set that 
must be directly taught in schools.”

The quality of the political discourse in South Africa is at least in part
a product of the thinking skills and communication skills with which 
learners have left school. Can school education, traditionally 
designed to support the status quo and reproduce social norms, 
prepare learners to become the active citizens and critical 
consumers that question those norms? 

I want to explore the idea that - as McKaiser suggests - is one of the 
most valuable skills which can contribute to the creation of 
knowledge and the development of our democracy: knowing how to 
exercise the freedom to disagree. 
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A card from MindBurst’s Rapid Gains in Critical Thinking – a set of small 
interventions that can be applied by any teacher in any subject with results that 
are disproportionate to the effort.

Working with teachers and learners facilitating critical thinking skills 
training in schools, I have discovered that there is a common 
misconception that people have a right to have their opinions 
respected. In my experience, learners are horrified to discover that 
while they have the right to express their opinions, no one is obliged
to respect those opinions, even if they are religious or patriotic or 
based on personal trauma. In the process of democratic dialogue, 
other people have the right to publically criticise those opinions. In 
turn, people have the right to express how offended they are by that
criticism, but they do not have the right to limit the freedom of 
others to disagree with them. 

“An aversion to controversy is an aversion to democracy. 
Since all the views do not go together, and since the stakes in 
the validity of the respective views are very high, a free 
people should be a quarrelsome people. The quarrels of an 
open society are evidence of extraordinary philosophical and 
political development. They are the proof of our progress. The 
quarrels are not the problem, they are the solution.”
- Leon Wieseltier, in ‘Reason and the Republic of Opinion’, 
New Republic, 11 November 2014

Freedom of expression is protected by Section 16 of the Constitution
(explicitly excluding propaganda for war, incitement of imminent 
violence or advocacy of hatred that is based on race, ethnicity, 
gender or religion, and that constitutes incitement to cause harm). 
The right to assemble peacefully and unarmed, to demonstrate, to 
picket and to present petitions, is protected by Section 17 of the 
Constitution. While these rights are protected they do not ensure 
the quality of the dialogue or the mutual benefit that can be gained 
from deep disagreement. 

Quality of dialogue requires a set of skills that can be learnt at 
school. Education can be emancipatory when learners are told that 
they have the freedom to disagree with authority, with tradition and 
even with the ones they love. They should not be taught ‘how to 
disagree’ so they can do it in a way that is well behaved. They 
should be taught how to disagree so they can do it in a way that 
offers a real intellectual challenge to what we claim to know.

Learning how to disagree

“Democracy is about participation – my participation
in the decisions that determine my future. You can’t
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exclude me from discussions about me, or decisions 
that concern me, just because you don’t think I have
the skills for sharing ‘productively’. You might be 
pissed about the poor quality of my communication 
skills. You might be disturbed by my uncultured, 
unruly, immature and adolescent reactions to your 
patronising statements. You might try to lecture me 
about my failure to construct an argument rational 
enough for you. But you have no right to exclude me,
or ignore me, or silence my voice. Nothing about me 
without me!”
- the voice of a student 

I support these sentiments fully, and agree that no one should be 
excluded from dialogue on the grounds that they lack specific skills. 
If someone is able to speak, in whatever language they choose, they
should be included. It is through the process of participating in 
dialogue that we learn how to do it. 

I do wonder, however, how the events of FeesMustFall would have 
turned out if those learners had left Grade 12 better equipped to 
engage in democratic dialogue. 

At the height of the FeesMustFall protests a bus was set alight in Braamfontein 
while learners were still on it (photographer: Dennis Dvornak).

The revolutionary educator Paulo Freire distinguished between two 
kinds of education.
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“There is no such thing as a neutral education process. 
Education either functions as an instrument which is used to 
facilitate integration of the younger generation into the logic 
of the present system and bring about conformity or it 
becomes the practice of freedom, the means by which men 
and women deal critically and creatively with reality and 
discover how to participate in the transformation of their 
world.” 
- Paulo Freire, in Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1968)

The first kind of education reproduces inherited knowledge. The 
second emancipates learners to become agents of their own 
knowledge production. If knowledge is more than a means to 
reproduce power and privilege it needs to be co-created and 
emancipatory. This kind of education does not treat knowledge as an
abstract collection of absolute truths that only need to be believed, 
memorised and reproduced. When education is simply about 
reproducing knowledge it is what Freire called ‘banking’. 

“The students are the depositories and the teacher is the 
depositor. Instead of communicating, the teacher issues 
communiqués [statements] and makes deposits, which the 
students patiently receive, memorize, and repeat. This is the 
‘banking’ concept of education, in which the scope of action 
allowed to the students extends only as far as receiving, filing,
and storing the deposits.”
- Freire in Pedagogy of the Oppressed 

Some people see school as the place where you learn the basics and
the rules as if they were absolute truths. Once you have left school 
and are in the real world you can test these truths, break the rules 
and innovate with knowledge. This suggests that active knowledge 
production should be seen as something that remarkable learners 
do after they have completed school – and in some views, after they
have completed undergraduate courses at university. For Freire this 
perception is just the reproduction of class and the domestication of 
the masses. 

I would like to suggest that the learner’s experience of the real 
world no longer begins after they have completed school. Our young
people are already embedded in the world of digital media, mass 
consumerism, waste management, global transport systems, the 
financial industry, local and global social movements – exchanging 
their attention, time, energy, money, and labour for food, safety, 
belonging, meaning and an expression of their individuality. They 
are trying to navigate the 21st century from a young age. For this 
reason, the skills of knowledge creation need to be discovered and 
practised at school by everyone. 
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Universities and industries all over the world are recognising a lack 
of creative and critical thinking skills in learners leaving school, 
given an understanding of what is required to thrive in the 21st 
century. (Universities and industries all over the world are 
recognising that in order to thrive in the 21st century, learners 
require more creative and critical thinking skills than they currently 
leave school with.) The focus is shifting away from memorising 
content to using content more effectively as a context for acquiring 
fundamental creative and critical thinking skills. The international 
discourse seems to be calling for a move away from viewing specific
content as the end goal of education, towards learning the skills of 
how to work with any content, regardless of what that content is. As 
the cognitive scientist, Howard Gardner (well known for his theory of
multiple intelligences), put it: “Cover less and uncover more.”

I am not arguing that we should dispense with the rigour and 
discipline of memorising certain kinds of knowledge and procedures,
but exactly what and how much we need to memorise and recall in 
order for it to be useful should be questioned and rationalised. 

Computers already do the memorising, recall and step-by-step 
procedures better than we do – and they are fast replacing humans 
in jobs that require those skills. Are we preparing our children to be 
poor computers? Shouldn’t we be spending some of the time they 
are at school enabling them to be more creative and critical human 
beings – independent thinkers, self-motivated innovators, active 
citizens, critical consumers and resilient problem solvers in the 21st 
century? 

Growing knowledge together

“Knowledge emerges only through invention and re-invention, 
through the restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry 
human beings pursue in the world, with the world, and with 
each other.” 
- Freire in Pedagogy of the Oppressed 

For Freire, the process of enabling learners to become agents of 
their own knowledge production is a counter-cultural process that is 
not based on the passive acceptance of abstract truths, traditions or
authorities, but on the active participation of learners in knowledge 
production, driven by a particular quality of dialogue.

What I want to propose is the following:

Knowledge spreads when people agree with each other 
(through understanding, through persuasion 
or even through mimicry and memorisation).
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Knowledge grows when people disagree with each other.

If we are committed to enabling learners 
to become agents of their own knowledge production, 

to participate in solving the problems of our local democracy, 
and to thrive in the global knowledge economy, 

we need to protect the freedom to disagree. 

We could say that being an educated human being means being 
able to create robust disagreements, while simultaneously being 
able to engage the disagreements of others fully.

Disagreement is more likely to be mutually beneficial if the 
participants: 

 believe that a rational consensus is possible;

 share a solidarity of purpose;

 agree on the criteria for disagreement.

Let’s explore each of these conditions.

The philosopher Jürgen Habermas promoted the idea of “the 
possibility of consensus” (The Theory of Communicative Action 
Volume One: Reason and the Rationalization of Society, 1981) and 
argued that it is “the unforced force of the better argument” that 
distinguishes democracy from tyranny. This approach relies on 
rational rules for dialogue. It is an “ideal speech situation” which 
includes everyone who is affected by the decisions, everyone who is
committed to coming to agreement, and everyone who is willing to 
accept the decision that has been reached through the rational 
process. The voice of authority is not outside the debate, but lies in 
the nature of productive debate itself.

You become more willing to grapple in the process of dialogue when 
you believe that a rational consensus is possible. You can 
believe this if you have had a personal experience of the efficacy of 
rational thinking. It is a teacher’s job to provide this formative 
experience. Just as the pleasure of reading has to be modelled, 
tasted, explored, practised and mastered, so the joy of discovering 
knowledge creation through critical thinking skills can be modelled, 
tasted, explored, practiced and mastered.

Let’s assume that we are at the very least trying to solve the same 
problem, and share solidarity of purpose. Then it should be in 

7



everyone’s interests to come up with the best solution possible. This
is not about winning a debate, or the victory of one position over 
another, or protecting an identity, or shaming someone for being 
politically incorrect, or claiming the status of victim. It is about 
having a conversation in order to understand, because 
understanding what is going on is more valued, by all involved, than
being right.

If the goals of the participants are perceived as irreconcilable and 
fundamentally antagonistic, each trying to obliterate the goals of 
the other, then disagreement cannot be experienced as mutually 
beneficial. In this case you can walk away, manipulate your 
opponents economically or resort to violence.

In addition to sharing the same goals, the mutual benefit of 
disagreement is more likely if the participants agree on the 
criteria for disagreement. 

What are some of the criteria for disagreement that could be taught 
in high school?

 Clearly communicate the reasons behind what you think you 
know.
 

 Define your terms (because words do not have absolute and 
unambiguous meanings) and use them consistently.
 

 Distinguish clearly between the literal and figurative uses of 
words.

 Challenge all generalisations, categories, assumptions and 
stereotypes in a way that gives us a deeper understanding about 
the differences and similarities between things.
 

 Try to find the historical sources of your ideas, and the chain of 
ideas that contributed to what you are thinking (through research
practices and accurate referencing).
 

 Use logical deduction to analyse the internal structure of claims, 
explanations and arguments – and identify the common errors of 
reasoning.
 

 Criticise the ideas – not the people who expressed them.

 Avoid jumping to conclusions before you have considered all the 
available evidence.
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 Understand that an anecdote could offer a clue but is not the 
same as statistically significant evidence of a pattern or a 
category.

 Create explanations and models of reality that make predictions, 
and that can be tested by comparing those predictions with what 
actually happens next.
 

 Design effective experiments that can disprove your own 
hypotheses.
 

 Embrace a healthy scepticism that not only helps you question 
everything, but also helps you to stay open-minded by treating 
all ideas, especially your own, as potentially flawed.

 Avoid simplifications that obscure the complexity of what is really
going on.
 

 Recognise and make space for a subjective experience that is 
different from yours. 

 Engage the disagreement of others fully, giving them your 
attention, energy and time.

While many of these criteria for disagreement (and you may think of
others) are perceived as products of European philosophy and 
science, they do not, in and of themselves, marginalise anyone. If 
anything they allow anyone to criticise and to be criticised according
to the same reasonable criteria. 

The criteria for disagreement listed above are not representative of 
some kind of cultural hegemony protecting positions of power. They 
are the opposite – reliable criteria for identifying error in any 
argument. And if you disagree (which, unlike in most other 
knowledge systems, you are encouraged to do!), and think you 
know of more reliable criteria, your suggestions should be 
welcomed.

Of course we must appreciate that criteria for disagreement that try 
to transcend cultural context run the risk of offending all cultures 
with their abstract rationalism. Jürgen Habermas believed that when
we try to create explanations (grow knowledge) and come to 
collective decisions (in democratic process) around moral issues we 
need to use a methodological atheism that does not appeal to truth 
claims we cannot assess rationally. A belief in absolute truths can 
obstruct the freedom of inter-subjective discourse.

“Democracy demands that the religiously motivated translate 
their concerns into universal rather than religion-specific 
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values … it requires that their proposals be subject to 
argument and amenable to reason.
Now I may be opposed to abortion for religious reasons, to 
take one example, but if I seek to pass a law banning the 
practice I cannot simply point to the teachings of my church or
evoke God’s will. I have to explain why abortion violates some 
principle that is accessible to people of all faiths, including 
those with no faith at all.”
- Barack Obama 

How science embraces disagreement

One knowledge system that employs disagreement to its greatest 
benefit is science. The scientific and political revolution that began 
in the 17th century Europe was all about challenging authority, 
tradition and antiquity as reliable sources of knowledge. This 
revolution, dubbed as the Enlightenment or the Age of Reason, was 
as anti-European as it was anti any other set of cultural biases and 
assumptions. This can be seen in the motto of the Royal Society. 
Born out of that revolution, it is the oldest scientific academy that 
has been in continuous existence. Its motto is Nullius in verba, or …

TAKE NO ONE’S WORD FOR IT!

The success that contemporary science has had at creating effective
explanations is, contrary to popular views, not the evidence it uses, 
not the experiments it performs, not even the accurate predictions 
that it makes. Its success is almost completely a product of its 
willingness to doubt itself. Many knowledge systems use evidence, 
test their ideas and make predictions, but science is the only 
knowledge system that consistently and bravely says, “Don’t 
believe me.” In many knowledge systems, doubt excludes you from 
membership. In science, doubt is what grants you membership. 

The philosopher and educator Karl Popper argued that the freedom 
to disagree lay at the heart of scientific knowledge production.

“What are the best sources of our knowledge – the most 
reliable ones, those which will not lead us into error, and those
to which we can and must turn, in case of doubt, as the last 
court of appeal? I propose to assume, instead, that no such 
ideal sources exist – no more than ideal rulers – and 
that all ‘sources’ are liable to lead us into error at times. And I 
propose to replace, therefore, the question of the sources of 
our knowledge by the entirely different question: How can we 
hope to detect and eliminate error?”
– Karl Popper
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In his The Logic of Scientific Discovery (1959) Popper challenged 
Aristotle’s idea that knowledge is “justified, true belief” and showed 
that you could never know that you had completely proven a 
scientific theory. You could only ever show how it was false. All ideas
are potentially falsifiable. An idea’s ability to survive falsification 
makes it “the best model we have so far” for explaining some 
phenomenon in reality, but does not make it true with 100% 
certainty. So, you can never know that you are right, but you can 
know that you are wrong. 

Scientific method recognises that all theories are potentially fallible 
and that there are no authorities or traditional sacred cows that 
cannot be questioned, criticised and compared to alternative 
explanations. Science is not a collection of truth statements, but a 
process that encourages creative guesses and then ruthlessly 
criticises those guesses, seeing which ones survive. 

Of course, disagreement isn’t the only way knowledge grows. 
Knowledge also grows through the observations, investigations and 
discoveries that contribute to new explanations or hypotheses. But 
these hypotheses must at least be open to being tested and 
disproved, for them to qualify as scientific knowledge. If you cannot 
show what is needed to refute your hypothesis, then we cannot 
accept it as a scientific theory, because there is then no clear way of
challenging it, building onto it or growing knowledge with it. Also, if 
someone is going to disagree with your hypothesis in a way that you
can both benefit from, they need to base their disagreement on 
something you can understand and test and use to improve or 
replace your explanation. If their disagreement is based on a belief 
about the nature of reality that there is no way of testing, then the 
two of you can’t use it to grow knowledge together. 

In science all claims to having knowledge about the nature of reality
are provisional – open to criticism and subject to revision when we 
have new information, or better explanations using the same 
information, or new technology that can access and process 
information more accurately, or more effective experimental 
designs.  

If teachers can present knowledge as a work in progress, a draft, 
rather than a finished product, learning immediately becomes more 
open-ended and invites creative and critical dialogue. It also opens 
up the possibility of identifying error as a way of generating 
knowledge rather than simply constituting failure. 

Simply put, learners should be free to doubt and question. And 
teachers should be free to admit that they are offering testable 
models as works in progress, not absolute truths. 
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“There can’t be a practical reason for believing what isn’t true.
I rule it out as impossible. Either a thing is true or it isn’t. If it 
is true you should believe it. If it isn’t you shouldn’t. If you 
can’t find out whether it is true or it isn’t you should suspend 
judgement.”
- Bertrand Russell
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A poster from one of MindBurst Workshop’s whole-school conversations.
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A curriculum without a dialogue is like a quiz show in which the 
quizmaster knows all the correct answers. No points are given for 
great questions – only correct answers. New discoveries, which are 
obviously not in the script, are not valued on the show. No 
alternative explanations are accepted, and no challenges to the 
authority of the quizmaster or the show’s producers are allowed. 
The only objective is to win according the predesigned rules and the
predetermined answers. Any other objectives, like building 
knowledge for its own sake, or simply enjoying the ride, aren’t 
valued.

Curricula that are content rich but lacking in creative and critical 
dialogue become problematic when:

 the future does not look anything like the past,

 knowledge changes so fast that formal representations of 
the current state of it are quickly out of date, 

 we live in a world in which those who produce knowledge 
are more advantaged than those who just consume it.

When there is evidence for the points above you have to privilege 
skill over content, process over product – or at least get a more 
reasonable balance. 

The perspective of Popper, emphasising the necessary falsifiability 
of all scientific knowledge challenges our education system’s: 

 focus on memorising content; 

 rigid curriculum with little opportunity for inter-disciplinary 
collaboration and almost no space for independent generation
of knowledge;

 ranking of learners according to narrow academic criteria;

 standardised testing; 

 presentation of the teacher as authority; 

 ideal of the single solution; 

 emphasis on correct answers instead of powerful questions; 
and 

 punishment of the most important experience of learning – 
failure. 
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A more sustainable form of education than memorising content 
would privilege those values, attitudes and techniques of the 
Enlightenment that leaners can integrate into their everyday 
thinking habits and carry with them for the rest of their lives. 

Respect – being willing to engage the disagreements of 
others fully
 
Mutually beneficial dialogue is about working things out together, 
ensuring the participation of multiple points of view over large time 
frames. Instead of a battle between contrary, mutually exclusive 
propositions, effective dialogue keeps the conversation focused on 
common goals that are shared by all. Instead of seeing the other 
participants as opponents, you begin to see them as fellow seekers.

What is crucial from this perspective is not resolving and concluding 
the conversation too quickly, but maintaining it for as long as is 
necessary. This requires, at the very least, a basic respect for the 
person you are in dialogue with. This is what the philosopher, Michel
Foucault, describes being “a partner in the search for the truth”. The
difference between antagonistic debate and open dialogue, 
according to Foucault, is "something essential”. He insists that:

“… a whole morality is at stake, the one that concerns the 
search for truth and the relation to the other … The person 
asking the questions is merely exercising the right that has 
been given him: to remain unconvinced, to perceive a 
contradiction, to require more information, to emphasize 
different postulates, to point out faulty reasoning, and so on. 
As for the person answering the questions, he too exercises a 
right that does not go beyond the discussion itself; by the 
logic of his own discourse, he is tied to what he has said 
earlier, and by the acceptance of dialogue he is tied to the 
questioning of other. Questions and answers depend on a 
game – a game that is at once pleasant and difficult – in which
each of the two partners takes pains to use only the rights 
given him by the other and by the accepted form of dialogue.”
[This was taken from ‘Polemics, Politics and 
Problematizations’, an interview by Paul Rabinow in May 1984,
just before Foucault’s death. The translation is by Lydia Davis, 
volume 1 “Ethics” of “Essential Works of Foucault”, The New 
Press 1997.]

An open dialogue is a conversation in which each participant 
accepts that there is an outside chance that she or he may be 
wrong. If you cannot accept that you may be wrong, your motives 
are probably geared to winning an argument, or leaving the 

15



conversation altogether believing that the other person is wrong, 
hopelessly lost or even deliberately malicious. 

The teacher’s role is to model this willingness to engage 
disagreement fully, creating real experiences of it and nurturing it 
over time. In this way learners are encouraged to embrace the 
experiment of respect and begin a journey along which they will 
eventually internalise it as a value and a habit. On this journey the 
teacher is a fellow traveller and co-producer of knowledge. 

“Education must begin with the solution of the teacher-
student contradiction, by reconciling the poles of the 
contradiction so that both are simultaneously students and 
teachers.”
- Paulo Freire in Pedagogy of the Oppressed

Freire encourages us to think in terms of teacher-student and 
student-teacher – a teacher who learns and a learner who teaches. 
This is the basis of dialogue in the classroom. Of course the teacher 
probably has more life experience, but not necessarily an equivalent
or more valid life experience. The teacher also has knowledge of the
knowledge products, which gives her or him a certain status and 
power. Freire challenges the teacher to sacrifice this status, and if 
necessary to relearn what she or he thinks she or he knows, through
interaction with the learner. Authority must not be allowed to 
degenerate into authoritarianism.

This doesn’t mean that rules are not useful, but it does mean that 
rules are more useful when they are negotiated. And once the rules 
have been negotiated they should not be considered final. Learners 
should be free to keep interrogating them, disagreeing with them, 
and adapting them as conversations grow. In this way the rules, if 
and when they are necessary, do not prevent conversation, but 
continue to help us reflect on the dynamics of it.
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A protesting student offers flowers to a policeman (photographer: Dennis 
Dvornak)

Foucault describes the opposite of dialogue, an antagonistic debate,
or what he calls “polemics”, in the following way:

“The polemicist … proceeds encased in privileges that he 
possesses in advance and will never agree to question. On 
principle, he possesses rights authorizing him to wage war 
and making that struggle a just undertaking; the person he 
confronts is not a partner in search for the truth but an 
adversary, an enemy who is wrong, who is harmful, and whose
very existence constitutes a threat. For him, then the game 
consists not of recognizing this person as a subject having the 
right to speak but of abolishing him as interlocutor, from any 
possible dialogue; and his final objective will be not to come 
as close as possible to a difficult truth but to bring about the 
triumph of the just cause he has been manifestly upholding 
from the beginning. The polemicist relies on a legitimacy that 
his adversary is by definition denied.”
- Michel Foucault
(in the same interview)

If your final objective, as Foucault puts it, is “to come as close as 
possible to a difficult truth” you have to proceed with the kind of 
respect that invites and maintains the participation of the “other” in 
the conversation. 
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“… dialogue cannot exist without humility. The naming of the 
world, through which people constantly re-create that world, 
cannot be an act of arrogance. Dialogue, as the encounter of 
those addressed to the common task of learning and acting, is
broken if the parties (or one of them) lack humility. How can I 
dialogue if I always project ignorance onto others and never 
perceive my own?” 
- Freire in Pedagogy of the Oppressed 

Rational consensus is not enough – the need to engage 
diversity

We cannot allow ourselves to believe that by simply agreeing to 
rational guidelines for knowledge creation that we have ensured the
equitable inclusion of diverse points of view. 

In any context, knowledge creation does not only involve the 
creation of knowledge about the subject being discussed. Through 
the dynamics of the dialogue itself there is also creation of the 
knowledge that participants have of themselves and of each other.

I said that instead of seeing the other participants as opponents, 
you could begin to see them as fellow seekers. But what if they are 
genuinely opposed to, or disinterested in, your wellbeing? What if 
they see your interests as standing in the way of their power, 
profiteering and privilege? We can never assume that an 
understanding of the rules of a rational dialogue is sufficient to 
ensure equitable inclusion in knowledge creation. 

Privileges that give advantages to …
middleclass, 
white, 
English-speaking, 
local, 
heterosexual 
men, 

… are subtly hidden and reproduced in social structures, language, 
media, the cultural assumptions of institutions and the use of 
symbolic space.

All sorts of social transactions may be expressed through the 
dialogue that have nothing to do with the subject being discussed.

 Some participants may be less assertive because of how they 
perceive themselves, or perceive how they are perceived. 

 Some may defer to authority out of fear, guilt or lack of 
confidence. 
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 Some may feel that they are not in a credible enough position to 
question the prescribed norms for the discussion. 

 Some may be perceived as giving their consent when they are 
actually submitting.

 The assumptions of those in positions of privilege may be 
questioned less than the assumptions of anyone else. 

 Some, who hold less mainstream views, may be intimidated by 
the thought that they are more likely to be asked to provide a 
rigorous justification of their views than others are. 

 Some may feel that they have more to lose by honestly 
disclosing what they feel and think.

 Some may not be skilled in the use of language and jargon being 
privileged in the dialogue.

 Some may be holding onto information, rather than sharing it, 
because it exposes their motives, or gives them an advantage, or
so that they can bargain with it later. 

 Some may even equate being understood as undesirable 
because it could be experienced as being possessed and owned 
by someone who already has more power. 

A participant isn’t just the words she or he speaks. It is important to 
remember that the point of view of each participant comes from 
somewhere. It has a history – a biological, cultural and personal 
history. It is potentially emotionally loaded, is possibly 
communicated through irrational, culturally-loaded symbols and 
myths. He or she may perceive the act of questioning it as 
questioning a much bigger framework and involving great personal 
risk.

This parallel ‘co-creation of knowledge about the participants’ is 
perhaps the more meaningful one, the subtler one, and the more 
important one as far as power and privilege is concerned. In the 
context of any dialogue diverse identities are being reinforced, 
discovered, asserted, censored, suppressed, practised, tested, 
adapted, exchanged and re-invented. Our awareness of this process 
of identity creation and performance (as well as our ability and 
willingness to talk about it and question it) is as important in 
facilitating inclusion, as are any rational guidelines for productive 
dialogue.
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It is a mistake to think that any of these diverse subjectivities are 
obvious, singular, fixed or complete entities that can be easily 
identified and perhaps accommodated. They are complex, multiple, 
fluid and incomplete performances. These diverse subjective 
identities are often transient verbs describing participation rather 
than permanent nouns describing participants.

We should challenge 
curricula, publishers, institutions and teachers 

who do not acknowledge the diversity of their students, and in the 
process do not use 

language, 
examples, 

narratives, 
exercises,

materials, 
technologies 

that ensure the experience of learning is relevant and meaningful 
for every learner.

“Any situation in which some men prevent others from 
engaging in the process of inquiry is one of violence … to 
alienate humans from their own decision making is to change 
them into objects.” 
- Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed

Our rational rules for dialogue and disagreement need to be 
complemented by a ‘diversity literacy’ that enables us to ‘read’ the 
power relations between participants. This is itself a critical thinking 
skill that is necessary for recognising the variables that facilitate or 
limit the individual’s free and informed participation. This 
fundamentally changes the way we need to listen, because we are 
not just listening to ideas. We need to listen (and watch) in a way 
that makes the process of the dialogue itself more self-reflexive, 
self-problematizing and open to change.

This doesn’t change any of the criteria for disagreement. Agreeing 
to criteria for disagreement is not intended to exclude anyone, but 
to create a common ground for evaluating claims, explanations and 
arguments. Furthermore these criteria help to expose fallacious 
arguments made by the privileged to maintain their positions of 
power. Having said all that, we have to agree that criteria for 
disagreement are not enough. 

I want to be very clear that I am not talking about empathy. I am not
suggesting that you need access to someone else’s subjective 
experience before you can enter into dialogue with them. I am 
talking about a rational appreciation for the way that power 
relations can block access to that common ground of disagreement. 
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Empathy, as well as curiosity about someone else’s subjective 
experience or interest in her or his wellbeing, is undoubtedly useful, 
but … 

 its elusive inarticulate emotional subjectivity; 
 its tendency to affirm in-group perspectives and cultural 

assumptions (on the basis of how you create your moral 
intuitions); 

 its focus on the experience of the present without a critical 
understanding of context, connections and consequences;

 its often mistaken association between ‘feeling hurt’ and 
‘being a victim of injustice’;

… cannot make it a reliable basis for respect. We do not have to feel
someone’s pain to recognise the injustice of it. 

The task of recognising how privilege and oppression distort 
dialogue may or may not be inspired by empathy. It is a rational 
task, requiring critical thinking skills, and the same reasonable 
criteria for disagreement. Respect is only ensured when participants 
are prepared to engage the disagreement of others fully. 

So we need to add to our set of conditions to include this insight ...

Disagreement is more likely to be mutually beneficial if the 
participants: 

 believe that a rational consensus is possible;

 share a solidarity of purpose;

 agree on the criteria for disagreement;

 are aware of the relationships of power and the positions of 
privilege that distort the dialogue, regardless of the formal 
rules.

Social justice vs. critical discourse

In many universities, an ironic tension has arisen between the 
objectives of social justice activists and those who are trying to 
maintain the practice of critical discourse. Both perspectives need to
learn how to become more open to the disagreements of the other.

In the quest for social justice we want everyone to win. In the quest 
for knowledge however we don’t want every idea to be given the 
same value – we want the most effective explanations to become 
the ones we share and learn from. In a nation of such diversity we 
want to recognise that there are many ways of knowing, and we are 
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reluctant to admit that there may be some ways of knowing that are
more effective at helping us understand what is going on. How do 
we prevent the noble ideals of social justice from confusing the 
quest for knowledge with the quest for power? 

This is difficult when a tradition committed to growing knowledge 
per se is perceived as a vestige of colonial and apartheid power. 
Imposing criteria for disagreement can be easily misinterpreted as 
European standards that once again qualify and limit participation. 
Showing how these criteria are universal is a real challenge. 
Knowledge shouldn’t be dismissed just because of links to the 
history of colonial powers. 

This does not mean that we shouldn’t take the decolonising of 
education seriously. From a critical thinking skills perspective 
‘decolonising education’ is about identifying those specific aspects 
of western cultural capital that are harming us.

Capitalism has allowed the narrow ideals of economic growth to limit
access to the processes of knowledge creation, and distort that 
process in ways that have nothing to do with growing knowledge per
se. Competition and the invisible hand of the market don’t always 
produce the best solution possible. 

 The abstract value of capital frees the pursuit of wealth from the 
responsibility of growing real value for all – economic growth is 
no longer synonymous with development.

 Those who are economically advantaged can spread ideas more 
easily, whether they are well argued or not. 

 Marketing replaces access to accurate information with rhetoric 
and sensational media tricks. 

 Copyright limits the sharing of information – that can potentially 
save lives or improve the quality of life for many if it was made 
available as open source. 

 Profiteering fuels the development of technology without 
necessarily ensuring access for all.

 The world is seen as a set of resources (including human labour) 
that can be exploited rather than a complex system of mutually 
dependent variables that change each other over time – and that
we all embody and are embedded in.

 Non-rational knowledge systems and practices are framed as 
irrational, superstitious and primitive.
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Decolonising education has to be done intelligently. Sadly, with the 
intention of de-privileging certain privileged voices, knowledge-
growing dialogues that value disagreement are being silenced. 
Sensitivity to uses of language has led to the identification of 
‘microaggressions’ – those actions or word choices that are 
perceived as a kind of violence. Even when they have no deliberate 
malicious intent, they are seen as the unwitting reproduction of 
privilege and oppression. Even a question such as, ‘Where are you 
from?’ can be branded as an act of aggression, suggesting someone
shouldn’t be there. Other examples experienced as 
microaggressions include the use of gender pronouns that an 
individual finds offensive and the use of narratives or examples 
where characters happen to fit cultural stereotypes. Offenders are 
shamed and framed as oppressors, while those who have been 
offended are seen as victims who need protection from the 
authorities. This moral polarisation removes the space for healthy 
scepticism and disagreement.

Many universities, all over the world, are now developing 
‘microaggression catalogues’ and lecturers are asked to give ‘trigger
warnings’ if something in course material might cause a strong 
emotional response. For example, some students have called for 
warnings that Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart describes racial 
violence and that F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby portrays 
misogyny and physical abuse, so that students who have been 
previously victimised by racism or domestic violence can choose to 
avoid these works, which they believe might ‘trigger’ a recurrence of
past trauma.

I agree with Greg Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt who suggest that 
protecting college students from microaggressions is disastrous for 
an education (and mental health) that is supposed to prepare them 
for robust dialogue in which offensive ideas need to be discussed 
and interrogated rather than be avoided. By being protected and 
treated as victims learners are not developing emotional and 
intellectual resilience. Engaging the disagreement of others is a 
crucial part of persevering and being resilient.
[Lukianoff and Haidt, ‘The Coddling of the American Mind’. The 
Atlantic, September 2015, 
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2015/09/the-coddling-
of-the-american-mind/399356/]

Michael Shermer, publisher of Skeptic magazine says, “What may 
have started out as well intentioned actions at curbing prejudices 
and attenuating bigotry with the goal of making people more 
tolerant, has now metamorphosed into thought police attempting to 
impose totalitarian measures that result in silencing dissent of any 
kind. The result is the very opposite of what free speech and a 
college education is all about.”
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[http://www.skeptic.com/reading_room/campus-unrest-viewpoint-
diversity-and-freedom-of-speech/]

We need to empower young people with the ability to articulate 
their disagreements clearly, and to engage the disagreements of 
others rationally, in spite of the unjust power dynamics that try to 
manage and limit their participation. Lowering standards to ensure 
more people access higher education is not rational. Equipping 
children at school with the experience of regularly practicing those 
standards is.

Alan Jacobs explores the idea of a growing culture of victimhood, 
and a dependency relying on administrators to resolve conflicts 
(‘Renewing the University’ in National Affairs, Issue number 28 – 
Summer 2016, 
http://www.nationalaffairs.com/publications/detail/renewing-the-
university), and suggests strengthening learners’ capacity for 
engaging disagreement in robust debate. He gives the example of a 
strategy used in Japan:

“In a fascinating 2011 article called ‘The Japanese Preschool's 
Pedagogy of Peripheral Participation,’ Akiko Hayashi and 
Joseph Tobin describe a two-pronged approach commonly 
deployed in Japan to deal with preschoolers' conflicts: machi 
no hoiku and mimamoru. The former means ‘caring for 
children by waiting’; the second means ‘standing guard.’ 
When children come into conflict, these approaches help make
sure that students know the teacher is present and watching, 
but will not intervene unless absolutely necessary. Even if the 
children start to fight, the teacher may not intervene; that will 
depend on whether a child is genuinely attempting to hurt 
another or the two are half-heartedly ‘play-fighting.’
The idea is to give children every possible opportunity to 
resolve their own conflicts — even past the point at which it 
might, to an American observer, seem that a conflict is 
irresolvable. This requires patient waiting, and of course one 
can wait too long — just as one can intervene too quickly.
“The mimamoru strategy is meant to reassure children that 
their authorities will not allow anything really bad to happen 
to them, though perhaps some unpleasant moments may 
arise. But those unpleasant moments must be tolerated, else 
how will the children learn to respond constructively and 
effectively to conflict — conflict which is, after all, inevitable in 
any social environment? And, if children don't begin to learn 
such responses in preschool, when will they learn them? 
Imagine if by the time they got to university they had 
developed no such abilities and were constantly dependent on
authorities to ease every instance of social friction. What a 
mess that would be.”
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When conflicts are about identity, many of the usual criteria for 
testing knowledge cannot be applied. My understanding of your 
subjective experience of identity is not something I can test in the 
same way I can test other explanations, because identity is a 
creative act not an objective fact. I don’t think the constructed 
nature of identity makes it a criterion for inclusion in the dialogue or 
exclusion from it. Where constructions of identity, by you or another,
are used as justifications to limit your participation in the dialogue, 
we all need to interrogate the way power relations are functioning in
that dialogue. Similarly, where constructions of identity are used to 
justify you having greater power in the dialogue, the dynamics of 
power relations need to be seriously questioned.

“I dream of a world where the truth is what shapes people’s 
politics, rather than politics shaping what people think is 
true.”  
- Neil deGrasse Tyson (astrophysicist)

The difference between asserting identity and building knowledge 
has to do with their different approaches to meaning making. In 
identity politics the meaning making of an individual or group is 
central. This meaning making is relative to the way that individual or
group constructs their subjective or inter-subjective narratives – the 
values, beliefs and language practices they share. These narratives 
are characterised by the certainty of a fixed identity. Questioning 
this narrative can be experienced as a threat to, or deep disrespect 
towards, that identity. In scientific knowledge production there isn’t 
a certainty of meaning. This is because knowledge changes all the 
time and we assume our understanding of what is really going on is 
incomplete and open to question. 

Of course, even among scientists there have been hidden agendas 
that are more about identity than an open-ended quest for truth. 
The conception of racial hierarchies that reinforced ideas of the 
inferiority of certain people and justified oppression is an example. 

When we are willing to be vulnerable to the pain that oppression 
causes, the pain that makes identity politics necessary, and are 
willing to admit the blind arrogance and conceit that privilege 
reinforces, we can combine the different perspectives of meaning 
and truth, and perhaps experience something we could call wisdom.

As Hannah Arendt put it: 
“The great obstacle that reason (Vernunft) puts in its own way 
arises from the side of the intellect (Verstand) and the entirely
justified criteria it has established for its own purposes, that is,
for quenching our thirst, and meeting our need, for knowledge
and cognition… The need of reason is not inspired by the 
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quest for truth but by the quest for meaning. And truth and 
meaning are not the same. The basic fallacy, taking 
precedence over all specific metaphysical fallacies, is to 
interpret meaning on the model of truth” 
(In her 1973 Gifford Lecture, later published as The Life of the 
Mind in 1978). 

The pedagogy of discomfort

In the process of becoming more open to disagreement, social 
justice activists and practitioners of critical discourse need to be 
willing to be discomforted by each other. The ‘pedagogy of 
discomfort’ (originally developed by Megan Boler in Feeling 
Power, 1999) acknowledges that learning may involve grappling 
with disturbing ideas and engaging people who are disturbingly 
different from you. 

Discourses that trouble our emotional investments, values, beliefs, 
generalisations, categories and practices, can serve as a way of 
opening up insight into the nature of power, which lies at the heart 
of all injustice. While this can be painful, we should not equate 
discomfort, pain or confusion with harm.

“When we are asked to swear in American courts of law — 
that we will tell ‘the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but 
the truth’ — we are being asked the impossible. It is simply 
beyond our powers. Our memories are fallible; even scientific 
truth is merely an approximation; and we are ignorant about 
nearly all of the Universe … If it is to be applied consistently, 
science imposes, in exchange for its manifold gifts, a certain 
onerous burden: We are enjoined, no matter how 
uncomfortable it might be, to consider ourselves and our 
cultural institutions scientifically — not to accept uncritically 
whatever we’re told; to surmount as best we can our hopes, 
conceits, and unexamined beliefs; to view ourselves as we 
really are… Because its explanatory power is so great, once 
you get the hang of scientific reasoning you’re eager to apply 
it everywhere. However, in the course of looking deeply within
ourselves, we may challenge notions that give comfort before 
the terrors of the world.”
- Carl Sagan, The Demon-Haunted World: Science as a Candle 
in the Dark (1995)

While protecting the freedom to disagree helps to facilitate the 
continued production of knowledge and participation in democratic 
processes, it is filled with uncertainty. The future is constantly open-
ended and nothing is ever finally resolved. We need to recognise 
that this can be unsettling.
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Certainty is often embraced in spite of its dogmatism, 
authoritarianism, fundamentalism, and totalitarianism. For this 
reason we need to resist the politics of seeking single ideal solutions
and resist juxtaposing different points of view as irreconcilable 
opposites. There is great value in allowing disagreements to keep 
our search for solutions dynamic, helping us reach the best solutions
possible. If there is no single, ideal and inevitable solution, we have 
to be prepared to grapple.

Grappling

By grappling I do not only mean debate in which there are winners 
and losers. This is often how critical thinking is framed in schools. As
useful as it is in building the skills of constructing arguments and the
skills of rhetoric (and it is very useful for these purposes), debating 
is only part of the picture. By grappling I mean maintaining a 
conversation for as long as it takes to arrive at a common 
understanding and the best solution possible. It is about investing 
time, energy and attention in engaging someone’s disagreement 
with you. This is the basis of mutual respect and collaboration with 
points of view and subjective experiences that are different from 
your own. 

Grappling doesn’t happen with much depth through information 
bites on social networking media, or images on Instagram, or 
through protest slogans and simple maxims. We are all too quick to 
share the twitter quotes and video clips that support our bias.

Grappling doesn’t happen when: 

 the validity of someone’s statement is assessed and dismissed 
purely on the basis of the colour of their skin or their gender;

 someone’s discomfort with ideas they disagree with prevents 
them from learning how to engage those ideas critically;
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 the use of words that are clearly not intended as a form of hate 
speech designed to incite violence are nevertheless censored on 
the basis that they “threaten my existence”; 

 an objection to the use of politically incorrect language silences a
potentially productive conversation; 

 the skills of criticism are themselves labelled as examples of the 
hegemony of western epistemology that should be resisted; 

 a single label valued by a particular discourse is accepted as a 
placeholder for a whole argument (like “institutionalised racism,” 
“western epistemology” and “white monopoly capital”);

 a quote by someone famous is used instead of a well-structured 
argument;

 people are too quick to ridicule your use of language, especially 
when that language is not your own.

When the grappling stops, positions and identities coagulate into 
rigid dogmas and patronising arrogance, and people experience the 
need to defend them with violence.

How can we give learners the freedom to express their 
disagreement without fear, guilt, irrational discrimination, 
intimidation, hate speech, bullying or violence – especially when 
disagreement is often interpreted as disrespectful and antagonistic?

Learners as agents of their own knowledge production

Regardless of the subjects we may teach, we all need to become 
better equipped to empower learners to become agents of their own
knowledge production. 
This means embracing what may be one of the most critical keys to 
knowledge production: the freedom to disagree. 

It is hard to deny that allowing disagreement, especially if 
effectively probing and generative questions accompany it, is 
perhaps the most important engine for knowledge production. Using
this as the basis for its dialogue, science has become the most 
rapidly changing knowledge system in the history of humankind. 

When science is practised best, it is the responsibility of the creator 
of the hypothesis to show how it can be disproved. This is a 
profound idea. It is of course much easier to design an experiment 
that will prove your hypothesis because you can select and 
manipulate the evidence in favour of your desired outcome. This is 
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what we call confirmation bias. Most of the time confirmation bias 
happens unconsciously, so we cannot even be trusted with the task 
of recognising the influence of our own biases. But by designing an 
experiment to disprove your hypothesis you show that your 
commitment to knowing what is going on is stronger than your 
commitment to proving that you are right. This requires swallowing 
your own pride because you are committed to something much 
greater than your own success. 

David Deutsch (in The Beginning of Infinity - explanations that 
changed the world, 2011) suggests that this dynamic relationship, 
can be expressed as: 

CONJECTURE : CRITICISM

This formula has the capacity to generate increasingly effective 
explanations. To maintain this progress we should not be afraid to 
question anything. Deutsch proposes an epistemological principle as
the most important moral imperative we could embrace: “do not 
destroy the means of correcting mistakes.”

“… education makes sense because women and men learn 
that through learning they can make and remake themselves, 
because women and men are able to take responsibility for 
themselves as beings capable of knowing – of knowing that 
they know and knowing that they don’t.”
- Paulo Freire in Pedagogy of Indignation

Paulo Freire’s deep insight is that learners actually do want to know. 
They may not want to know what the teacher thinks they need to 
know, but they do want know what is going on and how it is relevant
to living a fulfilled life. 

If what I have been saying here is true of knowledge creation, and if 
that is what we are preparing learners for, then one of a teacher’s 
primary tasks is to free the learner from their fear of failure, and 
their sense of being a victim, so that they can open themselves to 
experience the power of disagreement.

Freire saw dialogue as a precursor to informed action, and wanted 
the results of that action to further inform dialogue. Without risking 
the experiment of action in the world, dialogue becomes nothing 
more than a meaningful indulgence – or indulgence in meaning. The
real test of thinking skills is that the skills have to work out there on 
a daily basis in the process of engaging, navigating, manipulating 
and responding to the world. 

The thing that motivates a learner’s dynamic collaboration in 
dialogue (as opposed to their reluctant cooperation) is their need to 
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learn how to perform actions that will transform their world 
according to their will. 

Productive collaboration is not possible if the dialogue is dominated 
by … 

… paralysing in-fighting (where conflict is not creative), 

… an exclusionary fortress mentality (where alternative ideas 
from ‘outside’ are ignored or even resisted), 

… an uncritical groupthink (where everyone unconsciously 
goes with the flow),

… or the norm of consensus (where subtle coercion silences 
dissent and rewards compliance). 

Where disagreement is allowed to function in a way that is mutually 
beneficial the potential of these traps occurring is significantly 
reduced, allowing knowledge to grow and democracy to flourish.
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