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Curriculum theorizing has focused on how curricula ought to be constructed (prescriptive 
theory) and, to a lesser extent, on how curricula are formulated and implemented 
(explanatory theory).’ There is a chasm separating the two approaches. The first type 
of theorizing focuses on questions of what ought to be and employs normative and 
instrumental appeals, while the second approach examines what is and utilizes de- 
scriptive and explanatory theories. Generally curriculum theorists and analytically 
oriented philosophers have emphasized the distinct and heterogeneous features of 
each type of endeavor. This “traditional” position argues that one can never derive an 
ought from an is: that is, for example, one cannot derive what knowledge ought to be 
taught from a description of existing curricula. Furthermore, it is often argued, decisions 
over what knowledge ought to be taught are the outcome of individual value preferences. 
Curricular choices are reducible to individuals’ values.‘ Finally, proponents of this 
position usually maintain that an investigation of the facts can be assessed objectively 
and should not be influenced by social or political values. Truth is to be found independent 
of ideological beliefs. 

Recently Marxist (radical or ~r i t ica l )~ theorists of curriculum have taken exception 
to many of these “traditional” propositions. These writers argue that the reputed 
separation between questions of fact and questions of value is simply mistaken. There 
are two distinct but related strands to the critical position. According to one view, 
knowledge claims (descriptive and explanatory theories) are always connected to some 
value position, tied to specific interest~.~ Employing the writings of Jurgen Habermas, 
these theorists argue that different knowledge claims serve either technical, practical, 
or emancipatory interests. The preoccupation with separating questions of fact from 
value is, according to this viewpoint, misguided. The critical tradition “emancipates” 
theorists from this predicament since it is able to “transcend dialectically” the false 
dichotomy separating questions of fact from questions of value. In the end, these 
authors maintain, the issue is not one of separation but rather a recognition of what 
knowledge serves which interests. The second strand in the Marxist position argues 
that it is both a peculiarity and an asset of the critical framework that it integrates 
explanatory and ethical concerns.’ While this view tends to support the Habermasian 
linkage of knowledge and interests, it more explicitly joins explanatory investigations 
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1. I have argued this position in an earlier unpublished paper entitled “Curriculum Theory: It 
Hasn’t Worked - It Must Change.” Here I will simply assert this characterization of the field. 

2. This position is taken by Ralph Tyler. See Ralph Tyler, Basic Principles of Curriculum and 
lnstruction (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1949), 4. 

3. In this paper I will use the labels Marxist, radical, and critical somewhat interchangeably. 
This is not to deny important distinctions between the Frankfurt School’s notion of critical theory 
and the classical nineteenth-century Marxist tradition or between classical Marxism and the recent 
work by Western academic Marxists. However, despite the differences all of the works cited here 
share a formidable debt to the Marxist tradition. This debt needs to be examined so that the 
radical tradition can offer cogent explanations, critiques, and alternatives to the currently existing 
educational order. 

4. The work of Henry Giroux and Robert Everhart falls within this tradition. 
5. Michael Apple’s analyses fall within this category. 
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to evaluative and prescriptive pronouncements. An overriding concern for social justice 
guides and motivates this approach to the educational world. While such an explicit 
value affirmation may be objectionable to some investigators, the critical theorist argues 
that all researchers must ultimately decide on whose side they fall. Those in the radical 
tradition simply make their commitment explicit. 

Although my sympathy lies with the radical framework, the obscure language of 
many of its proponents is troublesome. It seems that the traditional separation of fact 
and value is too rigid, but that the acclaimed “transcendence” achieved by the critical 
tradition is a bit of a muddle. Here I will argue that another approach exists within 
Marxism, and I will outline its implications for curriculum studies. It is important to 
clarify the critical tradition’s position in this “debate.” Curriculum theorists borrow from 
Marxist theory, and it is helpful to 
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to argue for something left of a Rawlsian stance. For a society to be just it 
must, as a matter of both principle and action, contribute most to the advantage 
of the least advantaged. That is its structural relations must be such as to 
equalize not merely access to but actual control of cultural, social and especially 
economic 
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Marx’s specific and explicit arguments continue the case saying that every 
right is a right of inequality. They are meant to show that no right which his 
contemporaries had advanced was preeminent enough to resolve conflicts 
without encountering a contrary, equally basic right. That the general problem 
had not been resolved even approximately, despite centuries of trying, made 
it a good bet, by Marx’s time, that it was insoluble.’6 

It does not appear that Marx condemned capitalism for an inequitable distribution 
of social goods, a violation of rights to equal exchange or as an infringement of basic 
human rights. For Marx, I believe, all of these standards were faulty. Justice was not 
a standard to which Marx appealed and therefore an unlikely candidate for the value 
element in the fusion of normative and factual claims. Today, those of us in the radical 
tradition who employ the standards of justice or equality must at least recognize and 
appraise Marx’s own radical critique of these standards. We must revise the basis of 
our moral criticism or argue against Marx’s position. It can no longer be assumed that 
a Marxist approach to schooling and society condemns the inequalities or injustices 
of a capitalist society. 

A Naturalist €thic 

In contrast to those Marxists who condemn capitalism for its alleged injustices, 
there are those who claim that Marx critiqued capitalism because it frustrates the 
satisfaction of basic human needs and inhibits the flourishing of the human potential. 
Marx, the argument proceeds, believed this frustration and inhibition to constitute a 
moral transgression. In this view Marx’s ethic is a naturalist ethic. According to such 
an ethic men and women have certain basic physical and emotional needs (e.g., hunger, 
shelter, and security) and as human beings are defined by certain essential capacities 
(e.g., a projective self-consciousness and self-determination). It is here, in fact, that 
the basis for Marx’s conjunction of fact and value can be found. 

Norman Geras outlines the rationale of Marx’s naturalist ethic when he states that 

an ethical position resting upon a conception of human nature is a perfectly 
possible one, possible in the sense of being logically unobjectionable, coherent 
in principle. If one places value upon human life and happiness and there exist 
universal needs that must be satisfied respectively, to preserve and promote 
these, then this furnishes the value and the fact conjointly, a basis for normative 
judgements: such needs ought to be satisfied.” 
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in Brenkert's elaboration of Marx's notion of freedom, it seems, in principle at least, 
capable of re~o lu t ion .~~ 

Another obstacle to the identification and development of one's desires, capacities, 
and talents lies in an incorrect understanding of how society works. Self-determination 
entails a recognition of which natural and social relations are and which are not 
amenable to human alteration and direction. All too often this recognition is obscured. 
Accordingly, Brenkert notes: 

Self-determination implies a knowledge and understanding of the nature of 
one's life conditions and relations, how they arose and how they oper- 
ate.. . . self-determination involves individual control of one's affairs in light of 
a rational understanding of the situation in which one lives and the nature of 
the processes underlying that situation. Those who live under capitalism may 
believe that they are self-determining and free, but in reality they are not. This 
is true not only of the proletarian but also the capitali~t.'~ 

The second proposition may be more obscure than the first. The essential idea 
behind Marx's notion of self-objectification is that humans come to know who they are 
only through acting in and on the social and natural world. Through acts of transformative 
labor an individual objectifies him- or herself and comes to know him- or herself.= This 
does not strike me as an exceptionally controversial or troubling notion. It may be 
contested that self-objectification is not the only or most efficacious route to the 
recognition and development of an individual's desires, capacities, and talents. Self- 
knowledge may arise from introspection, where little if any transformative action occurs. 
But it seems Marx and Brenkert would argue that the development of one's capacities 
and talents necessarily requires action in the real world and not mere contemplation. 

The third aspect of Marx's conception of freedom, the requirement of communal 
social relations, does not further define Marx's notion of freedom, but rather stipulates 
that communal social relations 
(recognition )T1tial 
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are similarly compelled. Since individuals are peculiarly human only when they are free, 
schools and their curricula which contribute to a restriction of this freedom are criticized. 

EXPLANATORY INVESTIGATIONS 

Marxists hail the acclaimed transcendence of the fact-value dualism as an achieve- 
ment of the tradition, yet little is said about how this transcendence and its normative 
implications affect explanations of schools and their curricula. Marxists are peculiarly 
silent about this facet of their framework yet seem quick to point out the presence of 
suspicious ideologies in other explanatory frameworks. The claim is frequently made 
that in mainstream social science, social beliefs and values determine what theories 
are employed and what findings are garnered. Accordingly, the “Marxist view of 
science” has been described as maintaining that 

scientific theories and the interpretation of data . . . are inevitably shaped - 
wittingly or unwittingly - so as to serve the purpose of legitimating the existing 
economic class structure. Hence the proponents of this view see research in 
the human sciences not as a search for objective knowledge but as a socio- 
political activity that reflects the social contexts and value system within which 
individual researchers do their work. According to this view socio-economically 
conditioned presuppositions and prior prejudices about the nature of human 
kind and Tj
-0.01 Tc 3.9529 0 Td
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beings are such that in order to be human they must be free. Furthermore, Marx 
concluded that capitalism unduly restricted humanity’s freedom, and for that reason 
he criticized capitalism. At least two basic normative positions can be derived from 
these propositions: if to be human means to be free, then Marxists value freedom; 
and furthermore, if capitalism unnecessarily restricts people’s freedom, then Marxists 
devalue capitalism. Marxist educators, it seems, would be committed to these normative 
positions and would orient their explanatory studies towards uncovering just how the 
practices associated with both the public school curricula and capitalism unnecessarily 
limit the freedom of those employed and enrolled in the schools. A Marxist would most 
probably not be motivated to explain how demographic changes affect public school 
curricula, what makes principals effective leaders in curriculum development, or how 
contending status groups affect the development of school subjects. They would not 
explore these questions unless such concerns could be linked, through capitalism, to 
a restriction of individuals’ freedom. 

It seems that this proposal would be opposed by those who argue that personal 
and social values ought not to enter into 8 0lj
0.01 Tc 225
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could, in principle, agree in their assessment of the validity of asserted causal claims. 
Exactly how this can be accomplished is a difficult but not intractable methodological 
problem. Elsewhere it has been shown that this can be accomplished.32 In the remainder 
of this section I will establish the need for separating normative appraisals from 
judgments about the validity of causal claims. 

In radical analyses discussion about the validity of explanatory propositions is 
confounded by the belief that validity is not limited to a theory’s cognitive claims but 
is also a measure of its ability to engage people in meaningful action. A concern for 
the empirical accuracy of causal claims is either derided as “positivist” or overshadowed 
by a demand for a pragmatic or emancipatory “test” of a theory.= In the eleventh 
thesis on Feurbach Marx states that “philosophers have only interpreted the world, in 
various ways; the point, however, is to change it.”= Marxists have interpreted this 
dictum and applied it to explanations in a very pragmatic manner. Within this pragmatic 
orientation a valid and valuable theory is not one which simply explains phenomena, 
but one which can capably transform the social world. In addition to this 



148 EDUCATIONAL THEORY 

whom they are addressed, would freely agree to them. A critical theory 
addressed to the proletariat is confirmed, if its description of the objective 
situation of the proletariat in society is confirmed by normal observational 
means and if the members of the proletariat freely assent to the theory in 
particular to the views about freedom and coercion expressed in the theory.38 

It is evident from Geuss’s analysis that the validity of a critical theory depends on more 
than the empirical reliability of its causal claims, but it is also clear that an empirical 
assessment is a necessary (though not sufficient) condition for the confirmation or 
falsification of a theory. 

Given that a Marxist explanation entails knowledge claims about the world and as 
such requires empirical assessment, the question remains whether the Marxist Value 
of freedom and the belief that capitalism restricts that freedom should affect such 
empirical assessments. Here my argument will be blunt and quite simple. I Cannot 
foresee any plausible argument supporting the view that these Marxist tenets should 
play a role in the empirical assessment of explanatory claims. To maintain otherwise 
would be to enter into a solipsistic and relativistic cognitive world where whatever 
researchers assert, they confirm. This would certainly be a sad state of affairs, one 
which would leave any hope for emancipation dashed on the rocks of cognitive despair. 

An example of the type of empirical test I have in mind may help clarify my 
proposal. Radicals claim that the public school curriculum represents a selective 
tradition, a tradition whereby the dominant class creates and recreates the conditions 
for their privileged po~ition.~’ Now Marxists may sincerely believe that a selective 
tradition operates in the public school curricula in ways to reproduce capitalist social 
relations, but an assessment of these propositions must be made independent of any 
sincere beliefs. In brief, it must be shown (1) that the public school curriculum represents 
a selective tradition and (2) that this selected curriculum persists because it is conducive 
to capitalism. If the radical penchant for freedom and devaluing capitalism clouds this 
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prescriptions. I will examine briefly the justification of radical curricular prescriptions 
and the problems entailed by the Marxist concern for freedom. 

Although radicals issue prescriptive pronouncements, very little attention has been 
given to how their values guide and justify calls for the transformation of public schools. 
Considerations over what sort of ethical procedure should be employed and how the 
various criteria should be weighed are Instead what seems prominent are 
attempts to derive prescriptions from descriptive and explanatory statements. Such 
derivations are not sound. Prescriptions for action cannot be derived from knowledge 
claims. In addition to the issue of justification there is a need to examine the conceptual 
and empirical problems posed by the Marxist concern for freedom. Marxists must 
examine the educational implications of their definition of freedom and confront the 
natural dependency of the child. 

Although there is some talk of the distinct demands of ethical justification in Marxist 
analyses of schools and curricula, it is for the most part infrequent and not ~ustained.~’ 
Instead what occurs are prescriptions which are justified by the “facts.” Marxists make 
broad claims about the pernicious state of schooling and capitalism, note the facts, 
and then launch into prescriptions for curricular and pedagogical changes. In the radical 
literature it is not uncommon to find critiques of schooling followed by suggested, but 
unexamined, prescriptions. Both Henry Giroux and Jean Anyon criticize schools, but 
neither examines the ethical basis for his or her critique, nor offers a justification for 
the suggested alternative. Instead both Giroux and Anyon justify their proposed 
educational programs through appeals to the “facts.” 

Henry Giroux proposes a plan for radical pedagogy and constructs a justification 
for this pedagogy and curricula through a description of the dialectics of social 
Reacting to deterministic or reductionistic theories of social change, Giroux asserts 
that the world changes “dialectically.” This assessment that the world changes dialec- 
tically is, for Giroux. a source of hope. If the explanation of social change is deterministic, 
there is no hope. However, if this reality can be explained dialectically, there is hope. 
This “inference” from an empirical assertion to a belief forms the ultimate basis for 
Giroux‘s proposal for a radical pedagogy, a pedagogy which “educates” politically 
radical activists. With this hope we are now allowed to see schools as an active force 
in the dialectic of social change. The justification for this program of radical pedagogy 
is an empirical assertion about social change. It seems that Giroux’s argument is 
lacking essential ethical justification. “Educating” radical activists in the public schools 
cannot be justified by a notion of dialectical social change. If this is not evident now, 
it should soon become so. 

Jean Anyon elaborates a theoretical model of “nonreproductive” education. Ac- 
cording to Anyon, this model “incorporates notions of contradictory or dual social 
consciousness, a dialectical view of social change and a set of situated (class-specific), 
transformative pedag~gies. ”~~ Similar to Giroux’s approach, Anyon’s justification for 
educational activity ignores the ethical dimension. It assumes that if people’s social 
consciousness is contradictory and the process n21d mode4al 
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crises, popular ideological equivocation or opposition is likely. Rejection can 
take many forms however.. . . It is within this possibility of radically different 
alternatives that appropriate politicized cultural work is needed -to make a 
crucial difference. One way that educators can make a contribution to such 
work is through a socially-situated, class-specific, politicizing education.” 

A class-specific, political education is justified by the claim of an acute, emerging 
contradiction between the cultural and economic spheres of society. Anyon employs 
an interpretation of societal change to justify her educational program. 

Both Giroux and Anyon have prescribed educational programs. They are suggesting 
to others what educational actions ought to be taken. In order to justify an educational 
prescription, one must consider its ethical implications. In effect, it is incumbent upon 
these authors to tell us why we ought to engage in a plan of “radical pedagogy” or a 
“class-specific educational program.” Talk about the social, political, or economic 
realities of schooling does not provide the ethical reasoning necessary to justify radical 
or class-based educational programs. Descriptions of schools and their curricula or 
explanations linking schools to capitalism cannot justify programs of educational and 
political action. Empirical appraisals may indicate consequences, but such empirical 
assessments cannot provide the moral legitimacy for proposed educational programs. 
In order to justify educational activities, one must begin to assess the program’s goals 
and the proposed means to achieving those goals.& 

It might be argued that Marx’s naturalist ethic provides the basis for the justification 
of radical educational proposals. The naturalist premise conjoins factual and evaluative 
elements when it states that since people are human only when they are free, people 
ought to be free. According to this line of reasoning, the naturalist admixture of factual 
and evaluative claims furnishes the ethical foundation for radical educational programs. 
Such a claim misconstrues the scope of Marx’s “synthesis” of fact and value. As 
noted earlier, Marx’s naturalist ethic grounds the value of freedom and the subsequent 
condemnation of capitalism. However, this naturalist ethic cannot identify which actions 
are freedom-producing actions, nor does it outline a general procedure to distinguish 
which actions ought to be pursued. The Marxist naturalist premise cannot be extended 
to a generalized proposition which states that ”facts justify human choices.” The 
naturalist premise is specific to and justifies only the Marxist value for freedom. Even 
with the naturalist ethic in hand, we don’t know whether (1) we intuit which curricular 
proposals are freedom-developing courses of action; (2) we measure the probable 
consequences of certain educational programs and thereby determine which proposal 
to follow: or (3) we believe that certain educational activities are intrinsically related to 
concerns for freedom and should be undertaken regardless of the consequences. In 
short, the naturalist premise furnishes the foundation for the value of freedom but not 
a general procedure for deciding which educational actions and designs are most 
promising. 

If one turns to Marx’s own writings or the secondary literature on Marxism and 
ethics to discern what justificatory schemas are contained within or compatible with a 
Marxist framework, little agreement is found. While it appears evident to most that 
Marx condemned capitalism for its restriction of freedom, it is not clear whether or 
how Marx justified his appeals for political and social action. Some argue that Marx 
did not but should have offered a justificatory schema and point to Marx’s inconsis- 

44. Ibid., 132. 
45. Giroux and Anyon do not provide substantial justifications for their educational proposals. 

One could argue that it was neither Giroux’s nor Anyon’s task to justify their programs ethically. 
Their task was simply to provide and describe additional educational avenues. They achieved that 
goal. According to this line of reasoning, my critique of Giroux and Anyon is like damning the 
letter carrier for not bringing the mail to my study, sorting the letters on my desk, discarding the 
“junk” mail, and paying the bills. There may be some truth to this response. Nevertheless, it 
should be evident that such justifications are sorely needed. 

SPRING 1986 
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SUMMARY 

It is possible, within the Marxist tradition, to formulate a particular resolution to 
the fact-value dichotomy. According to this tradition, human beings are such that in 
order to be human they must be free. This resolution conjoins rather abstract factual 
and evaluative claims about human nature. We, in the radical tradition, now need to 
confront more specific questions concerning how this conjunction affects prescriptive 
and explanatory analyses of curricula and education. Here I have argued that the 
Marxist value for freedom and devaluation of capitalism should affect the explanatory 
focus of radical studies but not an assessment of an explanation’s adequacy. Further- 
more, I have argued that the Marxist notion of freedom, while highly suggestive, is 
incapable of confronting basic educational and programmatic questions. Those of us 
in the radical tradition must begin to examine the ethical justification for our educational 
programs and confront the problems posed by the value of freed~rn.~’ We must also 
recognize the limited but important role these values play in explanatory studies of 
curricula. 

49. One final note should be raised. In this article I have argued that Marx was a formidable 
critic of justice-based critiques and that he relied, in his own formulations, on a value of freedom. 
While I believe the Marxist critique of justice is valuable, I do not believe it sufficiently undermines 
the values of justice or equality. These values require further inspection. I cannot do that here, 
but I would like to suggest a starting point for future consideration. If the radical premise is that 
in order to be human men and women must be free, I would add that in order to be human and 
free, men and women must live under conditions of basic equality. Freedom and justice (as 
equality) need not be, as is frequently supposed, mutually antagonistic values. It may be that a 
radical egalitarian position best suits the radical critique and vision. While I’m not quite sure where 
this would lead us, I do think it is a position worth exploring. 
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