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Abstract

Postmodern approaches to spiritual education, such as that proposed by the Children and Worldviews Project ( Erricker and Erricker, 1996a, 1996b, 1999, 2000a, 2000b, 2000c, 2001 ; Erricker, Erricker, Ota, Sullivan and  Fletcher, 1997; Erricker, Erricker, Ota, Sullivan and Logan, 1994; Erricker, Ota, and Erricker, 2001) are strongly pragmatic and constructivist.  Drawing on the thought of Herbert Marcuse and contemporary socialist thinkers, I argue that this project is an example of  “resistance postmodernism” which is naïve regarding the encroachments of capital and fails to take into the account the way in which spiritual identities are constructed by the market. As an alternative, I propose an approach to spiritual education which offers emancipatory approaches to religion – such as liberation theology – as valuable pathways to spiritual understanding. 

The Children and Worldviews Project

The Children and Worldviews Project, following on from such predecessors as Coles  (1990), attempts to discover the world of meaning  that  British children generate for themselves. The intention, via interviews with children, is to investigate the way in which they fabricate spiritual lives out of the materials that are available to them, including religious traditions. The Errickers argue that phenomenological methods of religious education, for example, rest upon the assumption that the inevitable meaning-making of children has little bearing upon the spiritual and religious beliefs that children end up adopting. If we have truly abandoned confessionalism, they argue, we ought to be able to re-position religious education within the wider context of this meaning-making as it occurs in personal and social education. They therefore admit that, in seeking to broaden the notion of spirituality, “we find ourselves moving towards the justification of a subject that cannot be suitably described as religious education.” (Erricker and Erricker, 2000a:31)

The framework  for listening to children is provided by story, poetry and discussion of key themes. Themes that the children continually return to are those of belonging and identity, violence and conflict, death, loss and family separation, God, heaven and hell, dens and special places, relationships with others, animals and the natural world. By working sensitively with children in a variety of locations, the researchers have developed insights into how children build up a sense of identity and a sense of the cosmos they inhabit; in other words, a spiritual self.  This approach conforms strongly to curriculum guidance which affirms spirituality as something expressed in religious traditions, but not exclusively so. 

An example of the grass-roots approach can be given in a short extract  of dialogue between an interviewer and two eight year old boys at an inner city primary school in Southampton:

Q: Damien, you’re not sure about your grandad. Is it possible to be in touch with your grandad now?

D: I’ll always be in touch with him.

Q: How will you stay in touch with him?

D: By prayer, I pray for him every night before I go to bed. I say, please God could you make my grandad be alive soon. I want to see him.

Q: Do you think it’s possible for him to be alive again?

K: He’s still alive, Damien. He’s an angel.

D: I know he’s flying around now probably.

Q: Where are the angels, Kelvin, are they with us or somewhere else?

K: At night they come. They’re in the air. They never come in your house.

D: They look in through the window.

K: When my mum dies I’ll put some blood in [the grave] and then she’ll stay alive a bit longer. ‘Cos I don’t want her to die. When my mum dies I might want to go with her.








(Erricker and Erricker, 1996b)

It is important to see the integrity and vision in this approach. Children’s own need for  meaning and purpose in life is taken seriously and the “grounded” approach to the investigation prevents any superficial interpretation from being imposed. The project interviews often involve the children in finding the right words to express complex and deeply felt issues. Sharing these feelings, argue the Errickers, has an educational function in that the process of discovering them reveals to children the importance of “emotional literacy”. (Erricker and Erricker 2000a). This includes such qualities as self-knowledge, self-criticism and empathy.  Most importantly, there is the whole-hearted commitment to spirituality as an important relational quality that emerges out of the practical and concrete conditions of everyday life, rather than as a mere footnote to a larger task of moral restorationism. This latter endeavour has characterised approaches to spiritual development in schools by the UK government.  As Erricker (1998a) points out, the report on the SCAA Education for Adult Life conference (SCAA 1996) reads less like the discussions of a forum and more like the preparations of a council of war, with the scourge of “relativism” as the enemy. In terms of its recommendations, it recasts spirituality as a supplementary methodology which only allows for reflection and contemplation on values once they have been established separately.  The result is a manufactured ethos. The alternative is to recognise that “sufficiency, in terms of the spiritual, derives from what we might call the relational quality present in our pedagogy; it can be measured in the enrichment it results in for the learner and the teacher.” (Erricker 2001a,35) 

This relational quality can only be welcomed. However, various concerns about the effects and underlying commitments of the Children and Worldviews Project arise when we begin to take note of its deep affiliation with “post-modernism” and the radical post-structural philosophies which underpin it.  A brief discussion of two  different currents within postmodernism will therefore be useful. 

Postmodernism and the Children’s Worldviews Project

In defending their openly relativist methodology, the Errickers assert that “epistemologically we do not know and cannot know where we are, but it does not actually matter.” (Erricker and Erricker 2000a,74) Theories about how the world is, in an objective sense, are thought to be mere expressions of power which effectively muffle the voice of the child.  By contrast, a totally pragmatic starting point allows him or her to express the often complex and “messy” sense of identity, constructed out of race, class and gender ideologies. Spirituality is part of this construction which “is inevitably always incomplete and provisional, and, by virtue of being a construction, can never claim any epistemological foundation outside itself. “ (Erricker and Erricker 2000a,62) 

The Children and  Worldviews Project appears to align itself with this kind of postmodernism which  sees dialogue, participation and pluralism as the best way of resisting the totalising effects of the “meta-narrative”.  Lyotard (1984), for example, argues that these meta-narratives present themselves as foundationally “true” whilst expressing  the interests and concerns of those who  write it.  The Errickers therefore turn to the micro-narratives of everyday life and work “to encourage children to express, reflect on, and coherently organise an account of their experience such that it provides a meaningful account or "plot". (1996) 

This anti-hierarchical and participatory approach has been characterised by Lather (1991) as the “postmodernism of resistance”, to distinguish it from the “postmodernism of reaction”. This latter kind openly celebrates the Nietszchian collapse of meaning and plays with the broken shards and fragments of culture. There is much of this in today’s art galleries. It is typified by the ideas of Baudrillard (e.g., 1995) and his view that we can only understand the world as a kaleidoscopic heap of images.  Lather sees this as a “postmodernism of reaction” because its light-hearted desperation embraces, rather than resists, the intensification of consumerism. In this culture, pieces of rubbish can be sold to an art dealer for thousands of pounds. 

It is sometimes difficult to tell which kind of postmodernism is embraced by the Children and Worldviews Project.  In common with Lyotard, Erricker (2001b,71) asks  “why we need to theorise the world rather than just live within it and give up on these meta-explanations.” For him, the alternative is not an “anything goes” relativism but a philosophical relativism that respects divergence of views.  In claiming that “tradition and identity are selective constructions of the past that are made in the present”, he argues that “their value can only be derived from determining how far they fulfil or advance the values of a particular culture or the needs and desires of individuals.” (Erricker 2001a,29) On the other hand, the writing often has a distinctly Nietzschian tone: “the distinction between fact and fiction, we argue, owes more to political design that to the mimetic reflection of a reality.” (Erricker and Erricker 2000a,8) A remark by Foucault is quoted with approval : “What matters is to create the conditions whereby we can all be artists of our own lives” (Erricker et al 1997,10)

Cole and Hill  (1996, 1999) take issue with Lather’s hard and fast distinction between a postmodernism of reaction and a postmodernism of resistance.  A key distinction of the latter variety is that the subject possesses agency whereas the extreme postmodern “subject” is nothing but a mass of social constructions. However, this agency  must necessarily relate only to localised action. The promise of solidarity between people never becomes realised since pluralism must always take priority.  For example, the Errickers stress that their radical pragmatism “calls for a consensus of values whilst accepting the distinctness of different epistemological and faith stances.” However, in the same paragraph, the possibility of this consensus is dismissed with the concluding statement that “this position therefore opposes the idea of attempting to arrive at a shared definition or common theological basis upon which provision for spiritual development can proceed.”  (Erricker and Erricker 2000c,190) The narratives offered by the Errickers are so rooted in particular times, places and cultures that they  seem to deliberately cancel out any solidarity , for example, in opposition to exploitation and support for emancipation.   They confirm suspicions that “for postmodernists, there is only “emancipation in a particularist sense”” (Hill and Cole 1999:42) 

 In the final analysis, it seems that postmodernism which emphasises the fractured, hybrid nature of human beings and renders difference an absolute value has the effects of stimulating the intensification of capitalism, inviting the proliferation of niche markets and welcoming the endless varieties of consumer identity.  Separated from an understanding of  its origins in the “logic of late capitalism” (Jameson 1991), postmodernism is a politically naïve development, “involving ineffectual  (individual, small group and small scale) action at a time of increasing globalisation, internationalisation and marketisation of social relations.” (Cole, Hill and Rikowski 1997:196).  Without a spiritual or religious meta-narrative to rival it,  the meta-narrative of capital can continue unchallenged.

Children’s worldviews and the culture industry

The Errickers point out that worldviews take the form of certain genres and list two central ones as:

The “my little pony” genre – typified by a Disneyesque approach and a deep interest in the welfare of animals.

The all-American kid whose life revolves around theme parks, McDonalds and consumerism. (Erricker and Erricker 1996b)

The enthusiastic endorsement of such bricolage recalls the postmodernism of Baudrillard and his anarchic delight in an adhoc mixture of genres and images.  The Errickers give the impression that the child is cleverly manipulating the culture industry by judiciously selecting the “texts” (i.e., the videos, computer games, comics and film merchandising) which support the role he or she is currently choosing to adopt. It would seem likely that roles are not stable but that children move between them and take on others that they suggest, such as the “hard man” role and the “family-centred” role. However, there is little evidence from the interviews to indicate that, in doing so, they do anything but conform to the scripts which these roles require. 

Kevin and Damion, in the earlier extract, were clearly influenced by the supernatural themes of films, videos and computer games which offer a rich mixture of  angels, demons and vampires. In general, this cultural fascination with the paranormal perpetuates a false dualism between the mundane world of work, politics and society and the supramundane world of the inner self. As Herbert Marcuse indicates in his seminal work One Dimensional Man, the elaboration of the spiritual as exotic or sensational acts as a distraction from the socio-political order:

The reign of such a one-dimensional reality does not mean that materialism rules, and that the spiritual, metaphysical and bohemian occupations are petering out. On the contrary, there is a great deal of “Worship together this week”, “Why not try God”, Zen, existentialism and beat ways of life, etc. But such modes of protest and transcendence are no longer contradictory to the status quo and no longer negative. They … are quickly digested by the status quo as part of its healthy diet. (Marcuse 1964,14)

Marcuse  compares contemporary culture with its origins in the Enlightenment where misery and injustice stood in stark contrast to the ideals of rational humanism. The absence of popular media and the existence of a private consciousness allowed a dissociation from authority which could develop into effective opposition.  By contrast, argues Marcuse, misery and injustice now feature, not as contradictions, but as an unfortunate yet accepted part of the larger story of technological progress. Technology has become detached from human needs. It could be directed towards what he calls the “pacification of existence” but  “the more technology appears capable of creating the conditions for pacification, the more are the minds and bodies of man organised against this alternative.” (Marcuse 1964,17)

The function of culture in this paradigm is to close down the radical possibilities of human creativity and channel them in a way that maintains “ a comfortable, smooth, reasonable, democratic unfreedom”. We can see that this happens with the raw material of Disney cartoons. The fairy stories which Disney appropriates- such as Cinderella, the Beauty and the Beast and Aladdin -  come from an oral tradition which often stood at variance with authoritative culture.  The hero is often poor and untutored whilst the rich are lazy and incompetent. They represent a good example of “the poetic language” which “speaks of that which is of this world, which is visible, tangible, audible in man and nature – and of that which is not seen, not touched, not heard.” (Marcuse 1964,67) One might say that Disney is only bringing the classics to life, but Marcuse seems to anticipate this defence:

True but coming to life as classics, they come to life as other than themselves; they are deprived of their antagonistic force, of the estrangement which was the very dimension of their truth. The intent and function of these works have thus fundamentally changed. If they once stood in contradiction to the status quo, this contradiction is now flattened out. (Marcuse 1964,64)

A striking example is the story of Aladdin from A Thousand and One Nights, a classic of Arabic literature. As Giroux  (1999) relates, in the Disney version, Aladdin himself doesn’t have a beard or turban and speaks with an American accent: the head of feature at the time admitted he was modelled on actor Tom Cruise.  Indigenous writing is represented as meaningless scrawl rather than as Arabic. The strongest controversy concerned the film’s opening song, “Arabian Nights” which included the lines:

Oh I come from a land

From a faraway place

Where the caravan camels roam.

Where they cut off your ear

If they don’t like your face

It’s barbaric, but hey, it’s home.

Disney executives ignored the protest at first but eventually agreed to change one line of the stanza in the world-wide film release and subsequent video. The penultimate lines became “where it’s flat and immense / And the heat is intense”. The last line remained.  This brief example demonstrates how a large cultural conglomerate such as Disney appropriates diverse cultural texts whilst cancelling out difference.  Irregularities in these texts which confront or challenge the reader are “flattened out”. The result is a narrative of plucky individualism for American audiences which re-affirms the triumph of wit and good looks over feudal authority. Giroux (1999,52) quotes Adorno and Horkheimer in remarking that “what Disney offers is not “flight from a wretched reality but from the last remaining thought of resistance.”” 

The Disney imperialist message is underscored by an idealised view of American history, as shown in the depiction of Main St in Disneyland. With its barber shop quartets, ice cream parlours and colourful parades, the street is a recreation of small town life from the first half of the twentieth century from which every trace of the forces which shaped it, such as poverty and immigration, has been eradicated. Theme parks account for a large part of the Disney empire.Talks with the Chinese government about a park for Hong Kong were facilitated after Disney produced the animated feature Mulan : the  favourable representation of China helped to convince officials of Disney’s good intentions (Klein 2000). The president of Disney, Michael Eisner, is emphatic that Mickey Mouse represents an ambassador for democracy and that “American entertainment” acted as “the delivery system” for the Western ideas that destroyed communism (In Giroux 1999,28).  He claims that Disney stands for “diversity of individual opportunity, individual choice and individual expression, [and that] for viewers around the world, America is the place where the individual has a chance to make a better life and to have political and economic freedom.”  This ideology is literally sold in the form of videos, clothing and merchandising in the network of Disney shops, a phenomenon which confirms the prophecy of Marcuse that “the cultural centre is becoming a fitting part of the shopping centre”  (Marcuse 1964,65). Whilst it would be wrong to suggest that children are simply passive dupes in the process, since children are undoubtedly sophisticated consumers,  this sophistication tends to express itself in terms of the credibility  or “coolness” of products. Even where postmodern cynicism towards the market exists, the same products remain valuable, only now through their “kitsch” appeal. Of course, this subtle difference matters little to those who manage the production lines in the Phillipines from whence  they come.

With its apparent complicity with the market, the Children and Worldviews Project  looks blithely upon the identities it offers us to choose from.  As an approach to spiritual education, it raises no objections to , and may even facilitate, the  incorporation of spiritual awareness as one of sought-after  characteristics of the twenty-first century worker and consumer.  That this is a developing requirement  in the new economy is evidenced by the increasingly numinous power of brands and also in what could be described as the “feminisation” of human resource departments. 

The Errickers are clearly very aware of this tendency of spirituality to be appropriated by capital. They agree with Klein that corporations “offer dream identities” and call “for spiritual education to become a form of spiritual activism against globalising economic practice and sanitised educational provision” (Erricker and Erricker 2001).  Yet because there is no shared meta-narrative of critique on which to base collective action, such a call rings hollow. The narrative tone is more confident, even bullish, regarding the value of being creative, “free”  and authentic. A favoured archetype of Clive Erricker is “the Punk” whose irreverent, anarchic bricolage allows him or her to create new narratives.  The remark that “the Punk is the outsider” (Erricker 2001b,77) recalls Albert Camus, as does the approving quotation from one Dorothy Allison: “Two or three things I know for sure, and one of them is what it means to have no loved version of your life but the one you make.” (Erricker and Erricker 2000a,9) This could easily be the caption to an advertisement for Microsoft or Orange mobile phones.

Conclusion

The pragmatic, grounded “postmodernism of resistance”, which characterises the Children and Worldviews Project,  seeks to empower those, such as women, children and indigenous peoples,  who have been marginalised by the Western meta-narrative of Reason and progress.  However, this empowerment is supposed to occur through a celebration of complete and total individuation and self-invention, that is,  in mixing  and matching the different products of the culture industry. In applying this approach to spiritual development, Cathy Ota (2001) uses the metaphor of knitting. She presents the metaphor of the jumper as a symbol of the self, knitted out of the ongoing process of relationship. Recognising that too many schools impose a “knitting pattern” on their pupils, she suggests that “it would be far more beneficial and valuable if the school sat beside the girls and helped them knit.”  This begs the question of what constitutes help. Is it helping if we assist a girl in replicating a jumper seen in the Disney store? This example shows how resistance postmodernism, which aims to empower children,  shades into the playful consumption that typifies reactionary postmodernism.  Without  drawing on religious traditions or an analysis of capitalism - an analysis which would itself constitute a “big picture” meta-narrative – spiritual development is left to the dictates of  the global market.  

An example of an alternative meta-narrative is  liberation theology which sees the desire for emancipation, peace and justice as characterising the main thrust of history. Campaigning  against  exploitation by the industrialised north and focussing on educating the poor and dispossessed,  members of this  school of thought, originating in South America, emphasise the role of religion in redeeming the world from oppression. This contrasts with the bourgeois theology of the industrial age which emphasised the salvation of the individual. John Hull (2000) argues that this latter  theology lingers on as a form of self-deceptive dream state. Part of “waking up” , he suggests, involves seeing the way that capital  has become progressively insubstantial and spiritualised under the control of the computerised money markets. Powerful, invisible, and totally symbolic,  money exerts a formative and numinous power upon consciousness  (Hull, 1999) .

 A religious metanarrative such as that presented by liberation theology is able to present a strong critique of “disneyfication”.  The use of cheap labour by multinational corporations and the degradation of the land are causes close to the heart of theologians and activists who understand religion in emancipatory and ecological terms.  Furthermore, such theology does not embody an oppressive, uniform metanarrative. On the contrary, Mary Grey (in Thatcher, 1999:17) emphasises “the crucial value of listening as a tool for liberation theology” and stresses “the need to listen to children themselves, engaging with the world-view(s) of children as they emerge from our multi-faith context.” This requires that we are familiar with, yet detached from, the culture industry,  “moving easily in and out of the many discourses which are part of the child’s world”.  She concludes by pointing out that “being bearers of tradition does not mean loading archaic concepts onto a child. Rather, “offering the word of life” is empathising imaginatively with what is possibly already a spirituality capable of wonder, of fierce capacity for justice-making, a spirituality where story-telling and listening to dreams are still trusted pathways, and where curiosity has not yet been stifled.”
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