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Marxism and Feminist Standpoint Theory in the corporate university 

Abstract 
This chapter relates the experience of teaching Marxism and Feminist Standpoint Theory in a 

compulsory law course to produce graduates with a propensity for deep critique. Deep 

critique is my version of what Marx called “the ruthless criticism of the existing order”, Giroux 

called “critical pedagogy”, Freire called “pedagogy of the oppressed”, Adorno called “critical 

self-reflection”, and others have called “radical pedagogy.” While deep critique falls short of 

an extensive program of critical pedagogy, it shares the aims of critical pedagogies to produce 

students capable of critical self-reflection so that inequality and oppression can be 

confronted, perhaps overcome. The intention here is threefold. Firstly, to outline why I see 

critical pedagogy as necessary in the context of the corporate university and the world that 

has produced the corporate university. Secondly, to relate my practice of deep critique as a 

small part of the critical pedagogy movement. Thirdly, to share my experience of Marxism 

and Feminist Standpoint Theory as vital elements of deep critique and critical pedagogy in 

terms of addressing the turn to identity politics.  

 

1. Introduction 
Inequality is a continuing feature of the capitalist world order despite booms and busts, and 

despite the waxing and waning of the welfare state. It has been this way since the industrial 

revolution and the shift from feudalism to capitalism. Over the same period of time science 

and technology have made enormous strides (not always good) and yet in social theory, public 

policy, and politics, the strides turned into circles. The paradox of legitimation following the 

postmodern turn, and the material and ideological pervasiveness of neoliberalism, gave rise 

to identity politics. Identity politics has been unable to grapple with growing inequality and 

the crises of world systems be they wars, the environment, or human crises. Without 

suggesting that ideas let alone university education can solve these tumultuous problems it 

remains the case that universities have some responsibility for the inability of social theory to 

grapple with these circumstances.  
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What does this suggest for those of us in the university system? It suggests a need to 

invigorate critical pedagogy despite the hostility of the corporate classroom. It suggests that 

through our research and teaching practice there is a need to explore ways of subverting the 

corporate university, pushing through the postmodern turn, re-centering Marxist critique, 

and problematizing the pluralism of identity politics to rebuild a culture appropriate to a more 

just world system. As someone who identifies with Feminist Standpoint Theory (FST) I engage 

with Marxism not just because of an historical connection between the two but because 

Marxism is essential to an understanding of class inequality and to what I teach – property 

law.              

This chapter relates my approach to teaching compulsory property law courses with the aim 

of producing graduates with a propensity for deep critique by engaging with Marxism and 

Feminist Standpoint Theory. Deep critique is my attempt to practice what is described in the 

literature as critical pedagogy. While deep critique falls short of an extensive program of 

critical pedagogy, it shares the aims of critical pedagogies to produce students capable of 

critical self-reflection so that inequality and oppression can be confronted, perhaps 

overcome.  

The chapter begins with an outline of inequality and the problems facing the world and the 

conditions giving rise to the corporate university before turning attention to critical pedagogy 

and its propensity to address conditions of inequality. It is argued that critical pedagogy needs 

to re-centre Marxist critique in order to grapple with the vacuousness of postmodern identity 

politics. To do this requires the “ruthless criticism” Marx (1843) described in a letter to Arnold 

Ruge, and fundamental to that practice is critical self-reflection of the Adorno and Freire kind. 

The chapter ends by linking these together with my experience of deep critique in the 

corporate university. It concludes that the greatest challenge to teaching in the corporate 

classroom is remaining authentic as a human being to a project of addressing inequality, and 

reconciling through both dialogue and action one’s own privilege relative to others oppressed 

by that privilege. 
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2. Inequality and the corporate classroom 
The OECD (2015) has cautioned against growing economic inequality as a drag on the global 

economy. Piketty’s (2014, 571-77) comprehensive review of capital concludes that the biggest 

threat to western democracy is the extreme inequality that exists according to the historical 

formula that returns to capital grow faster than returns to labour and growth in outputs. 

Marxists have long recognised this as the extraction of surplus value (Singh 2017, 418-24). For 

those who live economic inequality, the daily deprivation and trauma that brings, means 

addressing inequality is all the more urgent.  

Beyond the borders of the affluent west, the majority of the worlds people fare significantly 

worse off than those marginalised in the west. Meanwhile we teach a generation of students 

facing low wage growth and increasing casualization of their labour whether as students 

funding their way through university or later as graduates. Students face a global future where 

class mobility is more closely tied to exchange rates and inheritance than it is to individual 

merit. Students face challenges posed by an increasing concentration of wealth, privatisation 

of commons, global pollution and climate change. For Giroux (2013): 

Free market fundamentalists now wage a full-fledged attack on the social 

contract, the welfare state, any notion of the common good, and those public 

spheres not yet defined by commercial interests. Within neoliberal ideology, the 

market becomes the template for organizing the rest of society. Everyone is now 

a customer or client, and every relationship is ultimately judged in bottom-line, 

cost-effective terms. Freedom is no longer about equality, social justice, or the 

public welfare, but about the trade in goods, financial capital, and commodities. 

Students are ‘prepared’ for these challenges by a privatised corporate education system that 

is increasingly tethered to neo-liberal capitalism whose emphasis is on reproducing existing 

conditions for profit while marketing student choice rather than questioning hegemony.  

It is a system marketed to students on the promise they will become effective communicators, 

entrepreneurially individual, technically adept, capable of critical thinking and working in a 

team, and most often featured in marketing campaigns, ‘job-ready’. The corporate university 

and the corporate school have dehumanised education: 

… at the heart of this market driven regime is a form of instrumental rationality 

that quantifies all forms of meaning, privatizes social relations, dehistoricizes 



Last revised by AA 26 July 2018 Pre-publication manuscript  

4 
 

memory, and substitutes training for education while reducing the obligations of 

citizenship to the act of consuming. The production of knowledge in schools today 

is instrumental, wedded to objective outcomes, privatized, and is largely geared 

to produce consuming subjects. The organizational structures that make such 

knowledge possible enact serious costs on any viable notion of critical education 

and critical pedagogy. Teachers are deskilled, largely reduced to teaching for the 

test, business culture organizes the governance structures of schooling, 

knowledge is viewed as a commodity, and students are treated reductively as 

both consumers and workers (Giroux 2013). 

The culture is one where students are not asked to understand and question this context but 

to take responsibility for it as individuals. In this highly competitive commodified education 

system with fewer prospects that academic performance will lead to full-time continuing 

graduate employment, it should be no surprise that students suffer increasing rates of anxiety 

and depression (Baron 2013, 276-79), and are increasingly sceptical of institutions other than 

the trusted logos and brands selling them an identity.    

These conditions mean that students have become commodities themselves such that they 

are subject to the vagaries of global capital flows, market risks, and bear disproportionally the 

losses externalised by global capitalism. Locke’s vision for property has meant wage-earners 

and sub-contractors bear the risks and excesses of capital without sharing proportionally in 

the benefits of trickle-down economics. From a pedagogical perspective our students are 

cultured into becoming self-absorbed utility maximisers well before they arrive at university. 

This is necessary if they are to navigate the conditions imposed upon them as individuals. 

They are made into solipsists where the only perceived truth is their individual atomised 

experience of the world which is confirmed in silos of social media that echo this reality or 

their aspirations. As solipsists students are ill-equipped to grapple with their own 

circumstances, their education, their futures, let alone interrogate the conditions producing 

inequality and oppression.  

The tragedy is that if  students continue to be cultured in this way, who is going to address a 

world plagued by extremes of class inequality, abuses of human rights, poverty and hunger, 

war, colonial rule, and the prospect of environmental apocalypse? What should we be doing 

in the academy about this situation? What is our role in shaping the future? As Adorno (2005, 

187) asked “What is to be done?” 
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It would be a mistake to presume that what happens in and around the class-room can be a 

panacea for these conditions or is solely responsible for making a better world. As Gerrard 

(2013, 186) reflected:  

I find myself increasingly unsure about the potential for education to alter long-

standing social hierarchies of power. As much as education offers powerful 

possibilities for social action, systems of education have also played an 

unmistakable role in maintaining structures of inequality. Decades of work in the 

history and sociology of education clearly demonstrates that, in Basil Bernstein’s 

words (1970, 344-47), ‘‘education cannot compensate for society,’’ and that in 

many cases it compounds existing inequalities, exclusions, and disadvantages. 

However that cannot be an excuse for acquiescence. Instead critical pedagogy affords two 

possibilities for a better world. The first possibility is the pre-emptive need identified by 

Adorno (2005, 191-204) to “prevent another Auschwitz”, and the second possibility is the 

need for revolutionary cultural synthesis identified by Freire (1994, 157) to make a better 

world. In each case, “… it is therefore essential to have an increasingly critical knowledge of 

the current historical context, the view of the world held by the people, the principal 

contradiction of society, and the principal aspect of that contradiction” (Freire 1994, 157). In 

other words, preventing another Auschwitz or making a better world requires critical 

pedagogy. 

For these reasons I am developing what I call ‘deep critique’ which is my way of practising 

critical pedagogy as a means of preparing property law students to grapple with these 

conditions in the hope of a better future. Here I want to elaborate on the importance of Marx 

to critical pedagogy while differentiating it from the vocational critical thinking that has 

become fashionable in the corporate university. Long before the recent neo-liberal turn to 

vocational critical thinking (Davies 2016), Marxists, Feminists, and Critical Race activists were 

championing critical pedagogies.1 The difference between vocational critical thinking and 

critical pedagogy goes to the heart of whether or not these sorts of questions can be 

addressed. Also, as argued below, critical pedagogy must reconnect its fragmented 

                                                      
1 For example, in 1848 Marx and Engles (1998, 60) wrote: ‘And your education! Is not that also social, and 
determined by the social conditions under which you educate, by the intervention, direct or indirect, of society, 
by means of schools, etc.? The Communists have not invented the intervention of society in education; they do 
but seek to alter the character of that intervention, and to rescue education from the influence of the ruling 
class’. 
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pedagogies through what Marx (1843) described as ruthless critical self reflection, as opposed 

to liberal pluralism, if it is to have any effect beyond the fragmentation of identity politics. In 

saying this, there is no formula for teaching critical pedagogy other than a commitment to 

continuing the project commenced by Marx and taken forward by many others since. 

3. Critical pedagogy  
Giroux scoffs at the idea there is an authentic form of critical pedagogy to be discovered in a 

mystical founder. He prefers the view that it is a movement based on praxis and for this 

reason it is a work in progress: 

… it is best to think of critical pedagogy as an ongoing project instead of a fixed 

set of references or prescriptive set of practices - put bluntly, it is not a method 

(Giroux 2013). 

However, when Giroux said there is no correct methodology for critical pedagogy he did not 

mean that it is possible to do critical pedagogy by extricating its revolutionary intent. To do 

this is not to practice critical pedagogy but to teach critical thinking. Critical thinking is a 

necessary skill and indeed a component of critical pedagogy but it is not concerned with 

addressing oppression, rather equipping students with important life/workplace skills and 

innovation within the existing world order.  

The possibility of a critical pedagogy begins with Marx’s (1843) recognition that revolution 

requires material action as well as contesting ideas through ruthless criticism:    

If we have no business with the construction of the future or with organizing it for 

all time, there can still be no doubt about the task confronting us at present: the 

ruthless criticism of the existing order, ruthless in that it will shrink neither from 

its own discoveries, nor from conflict with the powers that be.  

This is what Giroux meant. He was saying a critical pedagogy does not seek to remain faithful 

to a model if that model stifles the emancipation of the oppressed. It does not mean however, 

that Marxism is abandoned because it was imbued with enlightenment universalism 

(Traverso 1999, 21) or because it is incorrectly blamed for the Soviet experience, or more 

recently depicted by neo-liberalism and postmodernism as another ideology. Similarly, to de-

emphasise other so-called radical critiques of capitalism (eg critical legal studies, critical race 

theories, radical feminism, etc) because they may appear controversial is to water down both 
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the efficacy and essence of critical pedagogy (Appleby et al 2013, 351). This argument is 

developed further below. For now, while it is important to avoid romanticizing Marxism, it 

remains absolutely integral to a better understanding “of the intersections between the 

existing schooling experiences of working-class communities and the potential for a radical or 

emancipatory orientation in working-class education” (Gerrard 2013, 191).  

Critical pedagogy means learning from the past, listening to and working with the oppressed, 

and ruthlessly critiquing the existing world order. This is not possible if critique is reduced to 

critical thinking, or moments of individual political identity instead of understanding systems 

of power. To see gender inequality without recognising class and race inequality, or to see 

race inequality without gender and class inequality is to make the mistake of reductionism. It 

is akin to failing to see the forest for the trees. As Sengupta (2006, 635) has argued: 

Men do not oppress women because they are men; they do so because one of the 

forms in which oppression gets articulated happens to be patriarchy, which in turn 

has relationships with the ways in which forms of control over sexual or 

reproductive agency are tied to patterns of control over scarce resources. The 

factors that impel patriarchy are not unrelated to the factors that control other 

forms of agency in other resource and energy allocation and distribution scenarios 

in the material world; these can be and are inflected with tropes of ethnicity, race, 

caste, and the one that we most often forget to mention these days – class. 

The common thread linking Marxism, Feminisms, critical race theories, and other critiques 

are the conditions that sustain and reproduce them. Emancipation is unachievable while 

fragmentation persists and in the absence of critical self-reflection. Freire recognised this 

because of his experience of life and his place in history. Freire developed his thinking through 

revolutionary praxis and by working with the poor and illiterate (McLaren 2000, 146) to 

produce several ground-breaking works, among them Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Pedagogy 

of the Oppressed analyzes the dialectical relationship between domination and oppression in 

the context of the historical development of capitalist education, against the backdrop of 

(un)successful revolutions (McLaren 2000, 146).  

Freire (1994, 161), having observed the failures of revolutions maintained the vision of hope 

by learning from the past and combining it with critical reflection and dialogic action, or 

dialogic cultural synthesis. For Freire (1994, 30) the “central problem is this”: 
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How can the oppressed, as divided, unauthentic beings, participate in developing 

the pedagogy of their liberation? Only as they discover themselves to be ''hosts" 

of the oppressor can they contribute to the midwifery of their liberating 

pedagogy. As long as they live in the duality in which to be is to be like, and to be 

like is to be like the oppressor, this contribution is impossible. The pedagogy of the 

oppressed is an instrument for their critical discovery that both they and their 

oppressors are manifestations of dehumanization. 

Freire represents one of two discernible critical pedagogies, and was influenced by “Amilcar 

Cabral, a revolutionary leader who helped to liberate Guinea-Bissau from Portuguese 

domination in the 1960s” (McLaren 2000, 146). Freire like:  

Cabral had understood that the political education of the peasantry had to be 

achieved first or else the revolution would be short-lived. Cabral always stressed 

that the political struggle was paramount over the military struggle, and that the 

guerrillas were to assume the role of the servants of the people (McLaren 2000, 

146). 

From this experience it follows that authentic revolution is contingent upon cultural 

transformation in which leaders and teachers learn from the people, become integrated with 

the people, and do not impose their models: 

In their stead, there are actors who critically analyze reality (never separating this 

analysis from action) and intervene as Subjects in the historical process. Instead 

of following predetermined plans, leaders and people, mutually identified, 

together create the guidelines of their action. In this synthesis, leaders and people 

are somehow reborn in new knowledge and new action. Knowledge of the 

alienated culture leads to transforming action resulting in a culture which is being 

freed from alienation. The more sophisticated knowledge of the leaders is remade 

in the empirical knowledge of the people, while the latter is refined by the former 

(Freire 1994, 162). 

Clearly, this is very different from the history of countries like the former Soviet Union, China, 

and North Korea which resulted in state dictatorships, and authoritarian capitalism in the case 

of China.     

A second strand of critical pedagogy emerging from Marx’s ruthless criticism and in response 

to history post-Marx was that developed by the Frankfurt School and in particular by Adorno. 
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Adorno like Freire emphasised critical reflection albeit with a tendency to prevent 

barbarianism as opposed to a project of hope. For Adorno (2005, 203), “All political instruction 

finally should be centred upon the idea that Auschwitz should never happen again.” This more 

pessimistic version of critical pedagogy was according to Gerrard (2013, 187) the result of 

lived experience:  

Following World War II, inspired by a deep skepticism toward the authority of 

scientific rationality and its universal tendencies, the notion of ‘‘emancipation’’ 

became radically refashioned. Led in large part by Theodore Adorno, Max 

Horkheimer, and others associated with the Frankfurt School, the ‘‘pessimistic 

turn’’ sought to abandon ‘‘action orientation’’ in the critique and challenge of 

capitalist power.  

Crucially both strands of critical pedagogy emphasise critical self-reflection not as an 

instrument of self-indulgent neo-liberal individual psychology (Cho 2009, 90-91), rather as 

necessary to pedagogies of understanding how oppression is reproduced and how it can be 

confronted by connecting people through praxis. For example, Adorno’s critical self-reflection 

“never stops at the level of the self” and instead “maps the self within the [at 77] conditions 

of society as a whole” so that the self is a “particular through which the whole is mediated” 

(Cho 2009, 76-77). The focus is on emancipation from dehumanisation in the case of Freire 

and on avoiding barbarianism in the case of Adorno. 

Since Adorno and Freire, three interrelated factors have acted dialectically with critical 

pedagogy. The first of these was the postmodern turn and the emergence of new identity 

politics.  

Another second factor was the increasing pervasiveness of neoliberalism and the corporate 

classroom giving rise to the appropriation of critical pedagogy as vocationally oriented critical 

thinking. The third was the call from Marxists to re-centre class. The call to re-centre class 

followed the impact of the first two factors which had effectively side-lined Marxism. Identity 

politics has proved impotent outside the west and in the face of growing inequality and the 

fallout of the GFC. As Best and Kellner (1998, 283) pointed out well before the 2008 Global 

Financial Crisis: 

The present conjuncture is highly ambiguous, positioning those in the 

overdeveloped Western and Northern areas between the era of modernity and a 

new epoch for which the term postmodernity has been coined, while people in 
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other parts of the world are still living in premodern social and cultural forms, and 

on the whole the developing world exists in a contradictory matrix of premodern, 

modern, and postmodern forms. 

Post-modernisms (mid- and late-twentieth-century women’s, antiracist, queer, and post- 

(and de-) colonial movements) greatest success has been to problematize: 

… the tenets of emancipatory authority in their experiences of exclusion and 

misrecognition in counter (as well as dominant) cultures. Wary of explanatory and 

exclusionary theories of social change that place authority solely in the hands of 

the working-class revolutionary subject, there is a ‘‘retreat from class-based, anti-

capitalism struggles, and a move towards anti-system or more specifically, 

counter-cultural or identity-based struggles’’ (Gerrard 2013, 188, quoting Cho 

2008, 9). 

Class has regained interest because the burden of the GFC has been bourn disproportionately 

by people with the least income and property rather than those who enjoyed pre-GFC profits. 

Calls to re-center class are not about revitalising Marxism but continuing the unfinished 

Marxist project of critiquing and understanding capitalism to be capable of creating a better 

future.  

In other words, the postmodern new identity mantra “that class alone cannot name 

oppression”, nor lead to emancipation of all forms of oppression (Gerrard 2013, 188) 

obscured the persistence of class inequality which accelerated due to the GFC and the 

neoliberal assault on the welfare state. At the same time sidelining class and over-

emphasising “the philosophical dilemma that lies between the necessity and impossibility of 

‘emancipation’” (Gerrard 2013, 198), has buttressed the misplaced axiom that the capitalist 

world order is the best and only option. Yet capitalism is unlikely to be the end of history. So 

for Gerrard (2013, 198-99) this means embracing the “historicist and normative limits of social 

analyses and emancipatory discourses”, and “the necessity to continue their production 

regardless”: 

Thus, in the place of conceptual emptiness, universals such as ‘‘freedom,’’ 

‘‘equality,’’ and ‘‘justice’’ can be defined, debated, and made constitutive through 

the act of emancipatory education. Indeed, the connection of class description to 

the potentiality of class action arguably opens the normative basis of class 

analyses to constant scrutiny. Or, in Freire’s (Pedagogy of the Oppressed 1972, 61) 
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words, ‘‘Once named, the world in its turn reappears to the namers as a problem 

and requires of them a new naming.’’ 

Central to this is the recognition that any vulnerability of Marxism to claims of ‘preoccupation 

with enlightenment universals,’ does not impair the need for Marxist critique. This would be 

to privilege early Marxism over the later more rigorous volumes of Capital. Later Marx is 

salient because class relations, “incorporate interweaving processes of culture, identity, and 

economy” and “they are, fundamentally, rooted in the work of capital” (Gerrard 2013, 200). 

At the heart of this formulation is the basic Marxist premise that social analyses 

must form the basis for the theorizing of injustice and inequality, and thus also for 

the understanding of their possible challenge (Gerrard 2013, 200). 

Therefore, “as a marker for material relations of subjugation”: 

By its very nature [class] is a historically embedded process, experienced and 

interpreted differently across temporal and cultural space, and ultimately 

interrelated with other forms of oppression and inequality (Gerrard 2013, 200). 

Class is not a static universal but to exclude it is fatal to critical pedagogy. In addition, it is 

through the instruments of class analysis that we are able to focus on material inequality as 

opposed to moments of oppression. That is to say: 

… class analysis provides a means by which to understand the relations between 

cultural and material inequality and the broader processes of capital 

accumulation and expansion under neoliberal capitalism (Gerrard 2013, 193). 

By decentring class, critique turned to solipsism making the task of understanding and 

confronting oppression impossible. A project of critical pedagogy requires transcendence of 

the solipsism of identity politics, the hopelessness of what Žižek (2009, 157) referred to as 

“anti-communist Leftists”, or those who might otherwise be disparaged as the career-driven 

postmodern intellectual Left.2 In the words of Freire (1998, 40-41): 

To serve the dominant order is what many intellectuals of today who were 

progressive yesterday are doing when they reject all educational practices that 

unveil the dominant ideology while reducing education to a mere transference of 

                                                      
2 Richard Shaull’s Foreword to Pedagogy of the Oppressed makes a similar argument, “Fed up as I am with the 
abstractness and sterility of so much intellectual work in academic circles today, I am excited by a process of 
reflection which is set in a thoroughly historical context, which is carried on in the [at 14] midst of a struggle to 
create a new social order and thus represents a new unity of theory and praxis,” in (Freire 1994, 13-14). 
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contents that are considered "sufficient" to guarantee a happy life. … [at 41] And 

they do this with the appearance of considering themselves up-to-date and able 

to transcend "old ideologies." They speak of the great need of professionalizing 

pedagogical programs even if they are empty of any possibility to understand 

society critically.  

None of this means that a critical pedagogy sacrifices mastery of the technical abstraction 

necessary to disciplines. The two go together (Appleby et al 2013, 351). As Freire (1998, 41) 

explains, “an educational practice is falsely progressive when it rejects the technical 

preparation of students so as to focus only on the political dimension of education” because 

“technical mastery is just as important for students as the political understanding is for a 

citizen.” What critical pedagogy does is render disciplinary abstraction to a process of critique. 

It should do so in the sense that abstraction may harbour oppression as the appearance and 

price of a commodity obscures the nature of the exploitative productive relations that 

brought it to market.  

Unfortunately the neo-liberal tendency in the corporate classroom is to prefer the technical 

and democratic aspects of Freire’s pedagogy while extricating its revolutionary essence. For 

Giroux (2013) the focus on the technical as opposed to revolutionary essence of critical 

pedagogy means it “removes the classroom from larger social, political, and economic 

forces”, so that the ultimate objective of education is to “to train students to compete 

successfully in a global economy”. In other words, it is fashionable to cite Freire’s (1994, 53) 

reference to “banking education” and his call to abandon traditional authority in teaching 

without an emphasis on neo-Marxism (Appleby et al 2013, 346, 351). Active learning and 

democratising the didactic nature of education so that the teacher is a collaborator with 

students as opposed to their master coupled with pluralistic critical thinking is not going to 

change society. Necessary as active learning and critical thinking are to learning, by 

themselves they are not critical pedagogy. Democratising the classroom in the absence of 

understanding the historical construction of oppression and privilege means more of the 

same. Abandoning banking education and replacing it with active learning and critical thinking 

will not change oppression without teaching students about Marxism, neo-Marxism, radical 

feminisms, critical race and gender theories, amongst other ‘radical’ pedagogies to historicise 

life and the construction of knowledge.  
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So rather than severing off and fragmenting oppression it is necessary to reconnect people 

through dialogic action aimed at cultural synthesis. This is not jargon. Freire (1994, 155-56) is 

very careful to explain the action: 

In order for the oppressed to unite, they must first cut the umbilical cord of magic 

and myth which binds them to the world of oppression; the unity which links them 

to each other must be of a different nature. To achieve this indispensable unity 

the revolutionary process must be, from the beginning, cultural action. The 

methods used to achieve the unity of the oppressed will depend on the latter's 

historical and existential experience within the social structure. 

And to reiterate from earlier on: 

… it is therefore essential to have an increasingly critical knowledge of the current 

historical context, the view of the world held by the people, the principal 

contradiction of society, and the principal aspect of that contradiction (Freire 

1994, 157). 

A critical pedagogy is one that seeks to understand oppression and confront it through a 

“dialogical theory of action” where “Subjects meet in cooperation in order to transform the 

world” (Freire 1994, 148). For Freire (1994, 149) dialogue: 

… must underlie any cooperation. In the theory of dialogical action, there is no 

place for conquering the people on behalf of the revolutionary cause, but only for 

gaining their adherence. Dialogue does not impose, does not manipulate, does 

not domesticate, does not "sloganize." This does not mean, however, that the 

theory of dialogical action leads nowhere; nor does it mean that the dialogical 

human does not have a clear idea of what she wants, or of the objectives to which 

she is committed. 

This does not mean the teacher absconds as revolutionary leader, rather that the teacher 

does not impose “salvation” on the students “breaking the dialogical bond between them”, 

and instead enables students to be co-authors in naming their oppressor and acting upon that 

knowledge (Freire 1994, 148). Critical pedagogy is therefore a movement aimed at preventing 

and replacing oppression by working with people to ruthlessly critique the world order 

through critical histories, critical self-reflection, and replacing solipsism with cultural 

synthesis. So what is deep critique, how does it fit with critical pedagogy? 
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4. Deep critique in the corporate classroom 
I am the course convenor of two compulsory property law courses out of the 24 courses 

necessary to qualify for a law degree at my university. I am required to teach the following 

topics for students to satisfy their admission requirements (known as the Priestley 11 “areas 

of knowledge” in Attachment 1 Supreme Court (Admission) Rules 2004 (Qld)): 

1. Meaning and purposes of the concept of property. 

2. Possession, seisin and title. 

3. Nature and type (i.e. fragmentation) of proprietary interests. 

4. Creation and enforceability of proprietary interests. 

5. Legal and equitable remedies. 

6. Statutory schemes of registration. 

7. Acquisition and disposal of proprietary interests. 

8. Concurrent ownership. 

9. Proprietary interests in land owned by another. 

10. Mortgages. 

OR 

Topics of such breadth and depth as to satisfy the following guidelines. The topics 

should provide knowledge of the nature and type of various proprietary interests 

in chattels and land, and their creation and relative enforceability at law and in 

equity. Statutory schemes of registration for both general law land and Torrens 

land should be included. A variety of other topics might be included, e.g., fixtures, 

concurrent interests and more detailed treatment of such matters as sale of land, 

leases, mortgages, easements, restrictive covenants, etc. 

In addition to this property doctrine I am also expected to layer it with the Griffith Law School 

Strategic Plan, The Griffith Graduate, and the Australian Learning and Teaching Outcomes 

Project. Prior to the neo-liberal cut-backs, the courses were once twice the credit point value 

with twice the contact hours and taught over 13 weeks. In the corporate classroom of today 

the two 12 week courses do not leave much time for critical pedagogy let alone a classic liberal 

education. For this reason only 3014LAW Property Law 1 involves critical pedagogy, while 

3015LAW Property Law 2 is mostly doctrinal with some emphasis on critical thinking skills in 
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the context of hypothetical problem-solving. My student cohort is overwhelmingly middle-

class. 

What I call deep critique is not new or novel and like Gerrard (2013, 185) “I had come late to 

the party”. Critical pedagogy was already “a well-established cohort of educational thinkers 

that had experienced numerous divisions and whose work had already been subjected to a 

range of critical analyses” (Gerrard 2013, 185). I did not know this until I started writing this 

chapter. What I have been practising as deep critique already had a name in “critical 

pedagogy,” which was much more considered, practiced and sophisticated. Deep critique is 

my version of what Marx (1843) called “the ruthless criticism of the existing order,” Adorno 

(2005, 193) called “critical self-reflection,” Freire (1994) called “pedagogy of the oppressed,” 

Giroux (2013) called “critical pedagogy,” Gerrard (2013, 200) calls “emancipatory education,” 

and others (McLaren 1998) have called “revolutionary pedagogy,” and is much less than these 

critical pedagogies. It is much less because I do not practice deep critique beyond the confines 

of university life recognising that university and ‘private’ life are completely intertwined.  

To this extent I am both “an agent of reproduction” of the existing order and “a potential 

disrupter of social inequality and hierarchy” (Gerrard 2013, 200-201). I would like to think I 

spend marginally more employed time critiquing society than I do reproducing its inequality 

and oppression. However, I do not engage with the media to critique neo-liberalism, write 

blogs as a critic of the system, write letters to editors (Apple 2009, 94), or work with poor, 

oppressed communities (McLaren 2000, 46). Instead, deep critique is fundamental to my 

research and is practiced in one of the two compulsory law courses I convene.  

I practise deep critique in the way I do research using Feminist Standpoint Theory (FST) which 

embraces class/group analysis to critically assess power by reading up the ladder of privilege 

(Ardill 2008). FST also informs my approach to teaching deep critique because it is a logical 

step to take to transcend the vacuousness of the postmodern fragmentation of critique. This 

is because although FST accepts the postmodern premise that political neutrality is an 

unachievable objective, it refuses to relinquish the possibility of understanding power and 

embraces critical voices. Apple (2009, 91) explains the connection between critical pedagogy 

and FST as both start critique from the standpoint of the most oppressed: 

The framework I have employed to understand this is grounded in what in cultural 

theory is called the act of repositioning. It in essence says that the best way to 

understand what any set of institutions, policies, and practices does is to see it 
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from the standpoint of those who have the least power (Harding, 1991; Lukacs, 

1971). That is, every institution, policy, and practice – and especially those that 

now dominate education and the larger society – establish relations of power in 

which some voices are heard and some are not. While it is not preordained that 

those voices that will be heard most clearly are also those who have the most 

economic, cultural, and social capital, it is most likely that this will be the case. 

After all, we do not exist on a level playing field. Many economic, social, and 

educational policies when actually put in place tend to benefit those who already 

have advantages. 

This account resonates with my own journey to FST as I worked initially from postmodernism, 

to Marx, to Lukacs (1971), to Harding (1986) amongst others regarded as the founders of FST,3 

before learning of critical pedagogy.  

Gerrard (2013, 189) poses the question, “[on] whose authority does a pedagogue proclaim 

the emancipatory potential of their education?” Similarly, students question my authority to 

teach Marxism, Feminisms and critical race theories. They do so for two reasons. One reason 

is that these perspectives are seen as unnecessary to a career in law, and another is that these 

perspectives are derided as alien to their experience of the world. I have written elsewhere 

(Ardill 2017) about why those perspectives are important for students reading law.  

As to the second reason, I am able to engage students with the proposition that their 

individual experience of life may be real to them but it does not follow that it is a universal 

truth for everyone else especially for the good of the marginalised and oppressed. This is 

reinforced by a learning objective to critically assess the reasons for property inequality not 

by their own individual experience of it but by observing its historical and contested 

construction. Instead students learn about a history of ideas and their dialectical relationship 

with the shift from feudalism to capitalism - from theologies to positivism and from Hobbes 

to Locke to Hegel to Marx to postmodernism – students appreciate the partial nature of 

epistemological authority and legitimacy and its relationship with power and hegemony.  

Crucially, students see that property doctrines cannot account for property inequality despite 

all the detailed tradition, jargon, and the pretence of legitimacy and authority. What Rose 

                                                      
3 Often attributed to Dorothy Smith and Sandra Harding, but see generally Haraway 1988, Harding 1986, 
Hartsock 1983, and Smith 1987. 
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(1998, 605, 630) refers to as “Ownership Anxiety” which arises because of either a legal 

“indifference toward specific distributions” or an inability to justify any “distributional 

foundations of existing property rights.” With the reality that property has been concentrated 

less by ‘reaping what you sow” than privilege, and inequality is unable to be justified by law 

or philosophy, the student gains a deeper understanding of law and their place in it. They are 

freed from the solipsism that chokes learning and are able to step into the shoes with those 

who do not have property.     

Deep critique means that compulsory property doctrine is historicised and critiqued using 

Marxism, Neo-Marxism, Feminisms, critical race theory, and Feminist Standpoint Theory. The 

course commences by noting that property has been concentrated historically on the basis of 

race, class and gender (recognising the constructed and contested significance of those 

categories). Students are taught that both knowledge and property are social constructions 

in which they play a crucial role, in their dialogical relationship with me, as future 

practitioners, leaders, policy-makers and so on. They are expected to critically reflect on 

themselves as they study the way doctrines of property have changed over time starting with 

feudalism through to the current world order. They are asked to reflect on this history of 

property as a continuous struggle over ownership and its boundaries – who makes these laws 

and who benefits from them, and who loses out? They are invited to discuss in class and in 

reflective diaries how their experience of the world might influence their view of the 

concentration of property and its effects.  

In this way students work with and reconsider technical doctrine not merely as an abstraction, 

but as something shaped by particular interests and impacting on human life. It is understood 

as a process of continuous reproduction (of past and present inequality) in which they play a 

part. They see the concentration of property not as natural and inevitable but as the result of 

complex struggles between classes over time, over technology old and new, and over 

resources as classes are reconstituted. Students recognise the dependence of capitalism on 

the continuous privatisation of commons and the extraction of surplus value from wages, and 

through interest, prices, and rent. If the law recognises proprietorship, then it does so by 

denying First Australians any sovereignty over their land and affords them inferior property 

rights (native title). Similarly, women were deprived the status of proprietors and instead men 

have been their proprietors until very recently. Men wrote laws of primogeniture and 

coverture subordinating women and this control remains today over the right of women to 
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own and control the means of reproduction (birth control, sexual and bodily autonomy, child-

rearing, domestic labour and caring).          

The final closed book exam asks students not to regurgitate what they remember of my 

lectures, rather to present their understanding of why property is concentrated on the indices 

of race, class and gender. The requires students to internalise and then build upon the 

proposition that property is unjust, it need not be that way, and that it is the result of complex 

historical and social struggles that continue today, and to see themselves within this 

arrangement. As new lawyers they master the rhetoric of the doctrines as much as the way 

doctrines mystify inequality.      

In my 18 years of experience in the classroom the biggest intellectual hurdle as a human being 

is to be able to understand and contest the injustice of inequality, and with this, to reconcile 

through dialogue and action one’s own privilege relative to someone/others oppressed by 

that privilege. This is why I refer to my teaching practice as deep critique. Deep critique is a 

small step toward an emancipatory education: 

The first step would be to see education as a crucial foundation for creating the 

agents necessary to live in, govern, and struggle for a radical democracy. Another 

task would be to recognize how education and pedagogy are connected to and 

implicated in the production not only of specific agents, a particular view of the 

present and future, but also how knowledge, values and desires, and social 

relations are always implicated in power (Giroux 2013). 

It is for these reasons I teach deep critique featuring FST as my way of practising critical 

pedagogy. In sum, firstly because FST does not abandon Marxism, feminism and critical race 

theories and instead regards them as necessary for understanding oppression and conducting 

critique. Secondly, FST requires accountability to those most marginalised or oppressed by 

their class (economic, social, gender, race) as the starting point for that critique. It does so by 

rendering: 

… dominant institutions in education and the larger society up to rigorous 

questioning and at the same time this questioning must deeply involve those who 

benefit least from the ways these institutions now function. Both conditions were 

necessary, since the first without the second was simply insufficient to the task of 

democratizing education (Apple 2009, 94). 
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It is also implicit here that critique in a pluralist sense is inadequate because pluralism is 

accountable to the notion of respect for all perspectives whether an oppressor or not. 

Pluralism is therefore necessarily tethered to the status quo as opposed to emancipation. 

Thirdly, essential to deep critique through the methods of FST is the ability to critically self-

reflect as a social being and it is ultimately through that practice – not as narcissistic self help 

psychology – that the individual is reconnected to humanity and the structures that restrict 

and enable emancipation. Whether that means Adorno’s defensive critical pedagogy aimed 

at preventing another Auschwitz or Freire’s revolutionary version of critical pedagogy.  

 

5. Conclusions 
Critical pedagogy, or in my case deep critique, is a practice that is intrinsically part of who I 

am as a self-described Feminist Standpoint Theorist (Ardill 2008 and 2013). Deep critique is a 

work in progress informed dialogically with my students according to the critical self-

reflection I engage in and as I do research. At the same time, I recognise that the corporate 

university aims to “meet the demand for ‘an ideologically compliant but technically and 

hierarchically skilled workforce’” (Baron 2013, 275, quoting Hill and Kumar 2009, 3). Even the 

earlier more critical and liberal university had limited scope to prevent barbarianism or to 

emancipate humanity while working for the opposite possibility: 

[Their] insights sadly effected little societal transformation on the way out of the 

growing despair of poverty, the melanoma of racism (West, 1993), and the 

general malaise that attends a social system characterized as misanthropic and 

segregated by class, race, and gender (Kanpol 1997, x). 

Education has for the most part been about reproducing the system as Gerrard (2013, 186) 

writes: 

As much as education offers powerful possibilities for social action, systems of 

education have also played an unmistakable role in maintaining structures of 

inequality. Decades of work in the history and sociology of education clearly 

demonstrates that, in Basil Bernstein’s (1970, 344-47) words, ‘‘education cannot 

compensate for society,’’ and that in many cases it compounds existing 

inequalities, exclusions, and disadvantages. 
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Neo-liberalism creates the conditions where students must look out for themselves from an 

early age to function in that system. Before students arrive at the corporate university their 

understanding of the world is atomised leaving them with the belief that their existence in 

society is a product of their choice. For the majority of the middle-class students I get to work 

with, this may not be problematic for them in a relative sense, though it leads to malaise and 

a failure to understand inequality.  

This makes it necessary to not only resist the constraints imposed on me and my students by 

the corporate university but also to make use of the opportunities and contradictions that 

arise as a result of neoliberal structures. It also requires working with students to reflect on 

what is best for them may not necessarily be best for everyone, in particular those who have 

a lot less. Deep critique is one way of empowering the student to unveil the possibility of a 

better world as they critically assess their place in it. Recognising as did Freire (1994, 150) that   

No one can, however, unveil the world for another. Although one Subject may 

initiate the unveiling on behalf of others, the others must also become Subjects 

of this act. The adherence of the people is made possible by this unveiling of the 

world and of themselves, in authentic praxis. 

Deep critique embodying Marxism, Feminisms, Critical race Theory, and Feminist Standpoint 

Theory are making a mark on the lives of my property law students. Students are surprised 

when they first discover the extraction of surplus value and commodity fetishism, and then 

enthusiastically supply their own examples of the ways in which property obscures the nature 

of the exploitative and wasteful production relations that have brought commodities to 

market. They are both shocked and excited to discover that they themselves are commodified 

through the very same exploitative and wasteful production relations. For other students they 

never quite connect the dots and still see oppression as aberrations involving pockets of 

discrimination or alternatively blame the victim never a system.   

As someone privileged by my whiteness, gender, place of birth, and recently by class, I believe 

the hardest achievement as a human being is to confront inequality and to reconcile through 

both dialogue and action one’s own privilege relative to someone/others oppressed by that 

privilege. It follows from that belief I must work with my students to challenge privilege in the 

corporate classroom. Critical pedagogy is even more important in the corporate university 

because students become the next generation of leaders. If universities simply reinforce a 

desire in students to emulate those with power today, then the future is indeed grim. On the 
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other hand if students are encouraged to reflect on who they are by critically assessing the 

circumstances that have produced their existence, hope for a better humanity becomes 

possible. Critical pedagogy is as relevant to an exploited Brazilian plantation worker (Freire) 

as it is to western university students (Adorno) and the global conditions sustaining inequality. 

Were Adorno and Freire to be wrong about this then the world would not be characterised 

by extremes in inequality and power. 
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