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ABSTRACT  

This research problematises what it means to be a teacher in Chile after 35-40 years 

subjected to working within an established neoliberal regime. It is focused on the subjective 

limits that this type of regime imposes on teachers and on some possible ways of struggling 

and experimenting beyond these limits.  

Since the early 1980s, thorough neoliberal policies have reshaped Chilean society. In 2006 

and again in 2011, widespread student demonstrations were the first significant social 

movement and political critique against this neoliberal regime. During this period, teachers 

were described as an absent subject. However, in 2014 dissident teachers spontaneously 

asserted themselves inaugurating ôthe teachersõ springõ, which in 2015 involved a 57-days 

strike, and again 50 days in 2019.  

Following a narrative approach, I conducted 35 interviews with 10 leaders and eight 

grassroots teachers of eight different dissident teachersõ organisations. I did a set of three 

interviews with the grassroots teachers concerning their story, everyday limits and 

experimental practices as teachers. I analysed the interviews by creating ôpersonal narrativesõ 

and used these narratives to analyse the broader topic of their struggle as organised and 

dissident teachers.  

I argue that the dissident teachersõ phenomenon is a struggle in the field of pedagogy, 

enabling the composition of a political-pedagogical teacher subject. Each chapter of 

analysis provides support for this argument. First, I analyse the problem of agobio as the 

overarching notion mobilised by teachers to give an account of and delineate the effects 

of 35-40 years of neoliberalism (ôa struggleõ). Second, I analyse political-pedagogical dissent as 

the main criticism and critique the dissident teachers have articulated to problematise and 

disrupt the problem of agobio (ôin the field of pedagogyõ). Lastly, I examine three types of 

relationship where the dissident teachers are experimenting with political-pedagogical 

teaching practices (ôthe constitution of a political-pedagogical teacher subjectõ).   
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IMPACT STATEMENT  

My work has the potential to foreground the epistemic status (H. Zemelman, 2005) of the 

field of pedagogical policy and highlight the role teachers might play in this specific field. 

Pedagogical policy, in its multiple levels of articulation, involves a crucial epistemic 

problem: how we think and construct knowledge of a pedagogical relationship in its 

broadest sense - a relation between the old and the new (Arendt, 1961).  

My main argument is that the current mode of governing teachers treats them as technical 

workers, limiting their capacity to think about their pedagogical practice. The dissident 

teachers have elaborated a critique towards this mode of governing based on the 

politicisation of the pedagogical field as a crucial arena of struggle. This argument enables 

me to open up questions and lines of inquiry at the different levels where pedagogical 

relationships take place. For example, the classroom, different educational institutions, the 

field of research, the pedagogical role of the media, and the broader relationship between 

generations in a given society, among others.  

Regarding the classroom, in schools or universities, live or virtual, the problem is how the 

relationship between ôa teacherõ and ôa studentõ is assembled and articulated. This is a 

phenomenological problem in the sense of recognising that a pedagogical policy is always 

being enacted between these two pedagogical figures. Therefore, for a teacher or a student, 

this involves the possibility of detaching themselves from a given mode of organising their 

encounter, becoming critically aware of the pedagogical policy they are subjected to and 

are subjects of in their daily interactions.  

Regarding research, the problem relates to the different forms of producing knowledge of 

the pedagogical encounter. On a theoretical level, the main impact is to detach from a 

narrow understanding of pedagogy as the technical act of teaching and critically engage in 

reflecting on the psychosocial, cultural and political implications of different forms of 

organising the practices of teaching and learning. On a methodological level, it is important 

to consider that different ways of researching the pedagogical encounter will produce 

different ways of describing the teacher-student relationship. For example, observing a 

class it is not the same as talking or writing about it.  

The process of thinking critically about pedagogical relationships has the potential to 

detach oneself and others from everyday pedagogical enactments and go beyond its 

phenomenological limits. This is, to think about what society is doing when configuring a 
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specific mode of relationship between teaching and learning. My thesis contributes to this 

thinking by describing how a neoliberal pedagogical policy produces agobio in teachers, and 

how a group of teachers is fighting this form of pedagogy and experimenting with different 

ways of interacting pedagogically. The most important impact of problematising the 

pedagogical policy of a given order of things is to highlight that the sphere of relationship 

of teaching and learning that a given society has produced, in its broadest sense, is a 

historical construction, and as such, it can be thought about, experimented with and re-

created in different ways.  
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INTRODUCTION  

Using news headlines, I am going to re-construct and articulate a series of ongoing events 

regarding schoolteachers in Chile in the period 2014-2019 that constitute the ôstarting-

pointõ phenomenon of my research. These extracts refer to the political emergence of what 

has been called the dissident teachers.  

* 

éôWe will introduce to this Congress a project to create a new professional Teachersõ 

Career (TC), working together with the Colegio de Profesores towards a new deal, in order to 

build a more valued professionõ1 . This was one of Michelle Bacheletõs major 

announcements in her first public address to the country on 21st May 2014 in her second 

government (2014 - 2017) as President of Chile. The Government and the Colegio de 

Profesores, the main teachersõ organisation in the country began negotiating a ôshort agendaõ 

before the discussion of the TC. In August 2014, Jaime Gajardo, president of the Colegio de 

Profesores and member of the Communist Party, which was part of the centre-left 

Government Coalition named New Majority [Nueva Mayoría], reached a consensus with the 

Government, stating that: ôfrom all the recent governments, this agreement is the most 

complete response to our demandsõ. He called for a vote among teachers and 55% of the 

60.000 teachers who voted were against the agreement. ôWe will not negotiate a new 

agreement with teachersõ, the Government stated. In September 2014, the OECD 

published a report on teachersõ working conditions at the Governmentõs request. One of 

its main conclusions was that ôChilean teachers earn 39% less than the mean earned by 

teachers in OECD countriesõ. In November, the Minister of Education, Nicolas 

Eyzaguirre, travelled with a group of 20 people to Finland to ôlearn about their educational 

modelõ. The same month Chris Husbands, former director of the Institute of Education, 

stated in Chile that ôimproving teachersõ quality is the fastest and most direct way to impact 

educationõ. Meanwhile, ôTeachers threaten with an indefinite strikeõ if the Ministry did not 

address their ôshort agendaõ demands. The Government and the Colegio de Profesores finally 

ôsigned a new agreementõ after two days on strike. However, spontaneous demonstrations 

against this new agreement took place, with teachers in more than 150 municipalities going 

on ôstrike along the countryõ, the following week. This movement was called ôthe grassroots 

                                                 

1 For ease of reading, I have put the references of this extract in appendix 1 as ôReferences of the 
News Headlinesõ.  
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rebellionõ and ôthe teachersõ springõ, whereby a branch depicted by the news as ôdissident 

to the Colegio de Profesoresõs guidelinesõ emerged and began demanding ôto remain mobilised 

and to evaluate Gajardoõs continuityõ as head of the organisation. ôThis is the worst crisis 

in the history of the Colegioõ said Dario Vazquez, one of the leaders of the dissident teachers, 

after three weeks on strike. As the headlines read, ôteachers intensify their demonstrations 

and the Government set as a priority an immediate discussionõ of teachersõ demands. After 

a month on strike, Gajardo accepted a new agreement that resulted in a ônew break in the 

Colegio de Profesores [that] exacerbates the conflictõ. Thus, the ôTC project was postponed 

until 2015õ. ôGood teachers work with flexible guides and seek their own trainingõ was one 

of the multiple headlines regarding what it means to be a good teacher that emerged in the 

media after the conflict. At the end of February 2015, Eyzaguirre stated that ôthe TC project 

is on the ovenõs doorõ, that is, ready to be sent to the Congress. A couple of weeks later, 

Valentina Quiroga, the sub-secretary of Education, claimed that ôteachers are the pillar of 

this reformõ, adding that the new law was based on the OECDõs report. On 21st April 

2015, the TC project was presented by Bachelet as one seeking to ôenhance teachersõ workõ. 

ôTeachers are the soul of the educational process, and they will become the key players of 

the reformõ said the Minister of Education Eyzaguirre. ôTC will cost US$ 2.300 million, 

and in 12 years it will include every teacherõ. However, ôthe TC project doesnõt represent 

usõ Gajardo stated those same days in April, planning a ôrising plan of demonstrationsõ, 

from one day to a week on strike. Eyzaguirre responded that ôTC is an enhancement to the 

educational reformõ. According to one of the intellectuals who supported the new project, 

the educational economist Alejandra Mizala, the project ôconsiders all the elementsõ that 

international evidence deems relevant to build a new TC, and therefore the project ôis 

robustõ. Meanwhile, ôteachers reaffirm a global and unanimous rejection of the TC projectõ, 

with opposition starting to mount against it. First, they went on strike; then, after 

consultation within the Colegio de Profesoresõs branches, 97% of the teachers voted against 

the project. Thus, on 1st June 2015, an ôindefinite strikeõ was declared. The strike continued 

for 57 days, the second biggest teachersõ strike in the country since the 59-day strike in 

1968, and involved ômore schools than the student demonstrations in 2011õ. Many things 

happened during those 57 days. ôThis project is not neoliberalõ said Jaime Veas, the person 

in charge of the new TC, in an attempt to defend it. Eyzaguirre was forced to resign 

because, as one of the dissident leaders, Mario Aguilar, claimed, ôhe never understood our 

reasonsõ. In the end, ôthe strike was cancelledõ. Some of the former student leaders of the 

2011 demonstrations, such as Camila Vajello, now an MP of the Communist Party, were 
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of the view that ôwe are in front of a completely different projectõ, supporting the current 

project. For others, such as Aguilar, this still wasnõt ôour Career because it responds to a 

òbusiness and productivityó logicõ. The National Congress approved the new TC in 

December. In March 2016, Michelle Bachelet promulgated the law saying: ôthe educational 

reform has always sought to secure access to quality education in all its levels. Today we 

are taking possibly the most important step, by tackling the heart, the main driving force 

of quality: teachersõ workõ. Five months later, in August 2016, Adriana Delpiano, the new 

Minister of Education stated: ôwith this new law, teaching is today a more attractive career 

and, also, the quality of education is improvedõ. This statement, made at a press conference, 

announced the distribution and classification of more than 200.000 teachers according to 

the criteria of the TC. The process called encasillamiento or ôpigeonholingõ started. ô66% of 

evaluated teachers do not achieve the new òadvance levelóõ; the TC ôclassified 42% of 

teachers in the lower income levelsõ of the career; ôThe TC evaluated only 0,7% of teachers 

as the bestõ; ôthe TC pigeonholing classified 31% of teachers with a positive markõ. These 

were the news headlines regarding the categorisation of teachers. An ôAdvanceõ teacher 

asked why she thought she was classified as such, gave the following answer: ôI am 

disciplined in my work and I dedicate many hours to the preparation of my teaching. I 

think it was a recognition for thatõ. ôMy classes are well structured, and I consider my 

studentsõ abilities and needs. It is not that I have discovered something special. I have 

worked in this way my whole lifeõ adds an ôExpert Iõ teacher, in response to a similar 

question. ôI have the recognition of my colleagues, of my borough, and now the Ministry 

is telling me that I am a ôbeginnerõ teacher. To me, this is absolutely humiliatingõ, were the 

words of a teacher classified as ôEarlyõ. One of the headlines two weeks after the publication 

of the classificatory results read: ôthe new law encourages teachers: enrolment for the 

Teacherõs Evaluation rose to 78%õ. In this piece, Veas, the person in charge of the new 

TC, stated that ôthe new teachersõ career is motivating teachers to progress; and, as it is an 

explicit frame of development, teachers can define their goals and acknowledge their 

concrete possibilities to move forward according to their pedagogical experience and 

resultsõ. On 1st September 2016, the ôdissident teachers united in a single list to take over 

the presidencyõ of the Colegio de Profesores in Novemberõs electionsõ. ôLeft-wing list snatches 

the Colegio de Profesores to the Communist Partyõ and ôWho is Mario Aguilar? The dissident 

teacher who beat Jaime Gajardoõ were the headlines after the election. In December 2016, 

one of the first public actions of Aguilar was to criticize the new TC arguing: ôIn this project, 

we have not been heardõ and ôthe TC involves pedagogical authoritarianismõ. During the 
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year 2017, the year I did my fieldwork in Chile, the dissident teachers were focused on an 

internal reform of the statute of the Colegio de Profesores oriented to its democratisation. 

Additionally, the political agenda was captured by the Presidential Election that took place 

at the end of the year. The right-wing candidate Sebastian Piñera (2018 - 2021) was elected 

for the second time. His first Minister of Education argued in March 2018 that ôThe time 

of the demonstrations has passed; today we want to see the students in the classroomsõ. In 

September, an editorial of an influential right-wing newspaper was titled ôIneffective 

Teachersõ arguing that teachers were not ôdelivering an enriched education to their 

studentsõ. By the end of 2018, the news read that ôThe TC resulted in 82% of teachers 

having their salary raisedõ and ô60% of teachers say that now they take less work to their 

homesõ. However, the Colegio de Profesores denounced that ôthe raise of salaries was not the 

one promisedõ and that around 54.000 teachers were working in the public system with 

ôflexible contracts, between fear and labour precariousnessõ. In March 2019, the Colegio de 

Profesores published a study arguing that ôteachers can work up to 75 hours per weekõ. In 

May, Mario Aguilar denounced a change in the curriculum that made optional the subjects 

of history, arts and physical education, arguing that ônot having a basic common curriculum 

is a big mistakeõ. On 3rd June 2019, ôafter the break in the negotiations between teachers 

and the governmentõ, ôteachers begin an indefinite strike: òWe do not ask for readjustment 

of salaries but for improvement in our working conditionsóõ, said Mario Aguilar. The sub-

secretary of Education, Raul Figueroa, stated ôI do not understand why the Colegio de 

Profesores is on strike, we have had a productive relationshipõ. At the same time, ôTeachers 

highlight the òimpressive citizen supportó after the massive march in Valparaisoõ. In the 

middle of the strike, some of the news reports included, ôTeachers effective in their 

teaching are a great contribution to societyõ together with ôStrikes will affect 500.000 pre-

schoolers in the whole countryõ. The sub-secretary Figueroa added ôthe only thing that 

drives these demonstrations is the request for more earningsõ and the Minister of 

Education, Marcela Cubillos, ôrejected to participate in the negotiations with teachersõ. 

However, after three weeks on strike, ôteachers are not wearing away: massive march 

demands negotiations with Cubillosõ. President Pi¶era explained ôI like teachers when they 

are doing classesõ. ôAfter 22 days of strike, Minister Cubillos accepts to meet with the 

teachersõ. A headteacher for more than 30 years sent a letter to a newspaper called ôAchilles 

against the MINEDUCõ, using the example of Finland, he argues that in the Nordic 

country the Minister of Education ôdefines its role as one of cooperation and not of 

controlõ. In the south of Chile, a local newspaper trying to make sense of the 
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demonstrations states that the local leaders ôemphasise the role of the young teachers on 

the strike that has been going for five weeksõ. Adding that ô58% of the teachers from Biob²o 

and Ñuble are under 40 years oldõ, and interviewing one of the young leaders who said ôif 

you think, it is the same issue. Teachers striking today had their protagonism as students 

in 2011 defending the public educationõ. In the meantime, ôHow much will the government 

endure the pressure of the teachers?õ On 1st July, after a month of strike, the figures of the 

main pro-government surveys were released, ôGovernment management in education 

suffers a collapse and 69% [of surveyed people] supports the teachersõ strikeõ. Then, ôafter 

five weeks of demonstrations, Minister Cubillos promised an alternative solution to end 

the conflictõ. After 50 days, teachers voted, and the strike was called off becoming, after 

the one in 2015, ôthe second-longest in the last five decadesõé  

* 

Together, these ongoing events constitute ôthe dissident teachersõ phenomenonõ and 

delineate one thread of a complex social fabric that might be called the unsettling 

educational context of Chile. Chile has been described as the ôfirst experiment with 

neoliberal state formationõ (Harvey, 2005, p. 7) and the one country where ôa pure 

neoliberal experiment was put into placeõ (Robertson, 2008, p. 14) during the early 1980s 

under the dictatorial civil-military government (1973-1990) of Augusto Pinochet. 

Additionally, as ôthe first nation to engage in a thoroughgoing market reform of educationõ 

(Ball, 2008, p. 55) and where the earliest attempts ôto transform education systems through 

free market principlesõ took place (Sahlberg, 2016, p. 130). Chile began experimenting with 

market-based educational reforms that, in the late 1980s, took place in England, and 

ôbecame fashionable from the 1990sõ (Sahlberg, 2015, p. 163) in USA, Australia, New 

Zealand, and, in the developing countries in Central and Eastern Europe, former Soviet 

Europe and Latin America.  

The educational context of Chile first became ôunsettledõ in 2006 and again in 2011 as a 

result of the widespread student demonstrations. The 2011 demonstration is considered 

ôthe most relevant social mobilisation in Chile since the restoration of democracy in 1990õ 

(Bellei, Cabalin, & Orellana, 2014, p. 426). The students involved demanded that education 

should be not a commodity for profit but a social right, and that the educational system be 

placed ôbeyond the educational marketõ (p. 431) principles. A new generation of young 

people led the demonstrations, as one of the leaders of the 2011 movement argued, ôwe 

are a generation which was not born under the traumas of the dictatorship, a generation 
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with less fear, raised in the post-dictatorshipõ (Jackson 2013, p. 110, cited in Bellei et al., 

2014, p. 436). The first field of society widely problematised through social movements 

within the Chilean neoliberal society has been education. However, in the intense ôsocial 

movement for educationõ of 2006 and 2011, one of the main actors of the school system, 

the teacher, was described as ôan absent subjectõ (Cornejo & Insunza, 2013).  

In the early 90s, teachers represented the emblematic case of the pauperisation brought 

forth by the neoliberal policies in the middle-class population (Lomnitz & Melnick, 1991). 

Then, in the early 2000s, were labelled as the ôAchillesõ heel of the education reformõ (Bellei, 

2001) of the centre-left governments inspired in ôthe third wayõ political ideas. During the 

2006-2014 period, when a set of standards-based reforms policies were enacted (Bellei & 

Vanni, 2015), teachers were characterised as experiencing a contradictory perception about 

themselves as both the central actor to make changes (heroes) and the social group to 

blame for the problems of education (villains) (Avalos, 2013). However, in 2014, the absent 

teachers began to spontaneously assert themselves through what was described as a 

ôgrassroots rebellionõ inaugurating the ôteachersõ springõ (González, 2015, p. 117). Then, in 

June 2015, a small number of left caucus groups, some of them outside the leading 

professional association of teachers, the Colegio de Profesores, led the 57-days strike. Among 

the important dissident organisations leading the strike was the Movement for Teachersõ 

Unity. The national leader of the organisation, Eduardo González, published in May 2015, 

between both demonstrations, the book called Stand Up Chilean Teachers! From the neoliberal 

precariousness to the reorganisation of teachers. In 2016, a group of the dissident teachers were 

elected to lead the Colegio de Profesores. In 2019, teachers experienced their second massive 

demonstration in less than five years. The ôstarting-pointõ phenomenon to problematise 

and research in this thesis is this act of ôstanding upõ of the Chilean teachers after 35-40 

years subjected to work within an established neoliberal regime.   

Different dimensions of my research problem are condensed in the set of events I have 

described using the news headlines: educational reforms and policies labelled as producing 

something new; the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 

and other international agencies influence on these processes of change; the centrality of 

teachers in educational reform discourses; the measurement and classification of teachersõ 

work under a performativity system that uses numbers to govern; the formation of a 

specific kind of teacher subject that these policies enact; the disputes and struggles over 

this kind of teacher, among others. My thesis is deeply embedded in the Chilean context. 

It is about the neoliberal teacher subject formed in its neoliberal education system and 
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society. However, it is also about teachers, education and neoliberalism in a broader sense. 

My focus is on the teacher subject as a site to open questions and problematises the 

neoliberal order of things that has become the norm to understand educational systems 

and the possibilities that teachers have to change their current state of affairs. As Seddon, 

Ozga and Levin (2012) state, to address the challenges educators are facing in the present 

involves looking beyond  

the research that universalizes assumptions about educatorsõ powerlessness in 
bleak discursive struggles about who can speak and who will be heard. Instead, we 
suggest it is necessary to examine cases of educatorsõ agency to understand the 
emerging terms and conditions of ôliquid learningõ in which travelling reforms, 
perpetual learning and the de-anchoring of knowledge traditions engage educators 
in processes of professional renewal that are remaking education through 
educational work. (p. 12) 

My thesis shares this concern and suggestion. Neoliberalism in Chile has completely 

changed the ground of experience upon which teachers configure themselves as subjects. 

The situated local ensemble of the neoliberal policies, as Ong (2007) reminds us, is 

connected with its ôglobal assemblageõ (p. 5). The idea of neoliberalism as something ôliquidõ 

that ôflowsõ or ôtravelsõ suggests that local and global phenomena are in complex way 

interconnected. Therefore, by researching a group of teachers that were formed in 35-40 

years of an established neoliberal regime, but have decided to organise themselves and 

express their dissent, I hope to contribute to the understanding of what it means to be a 

teacher under a neoliberal regime, the subjective limits that this type of government 

imposes on them and some possible ways of struggling and experiment beyond these limits.  

* 

The thesis is organised in three parts. Part One ð Teachers as Subjects examines the 

dissident teachersõ phenomenon and discusses it within the broader scope of problems 

that gives rise to. In Chapter 1, I articulate the current dissident teachersõ struggle with the 

historical formation and governing of teachers in the context of Chile. In Chapter 2, I 

examine the current form of governing teachers in Chile within the broader context of a 

contemporary discussion on how a Global Educational Reform Movement (Sahlberg, 2011) 

is producing a particular type of teacher subject, with specific impacts on teachersõ 

subjectivity and particular forms of resistance. Both chapters articulate the phenomenon 

in a broader context ð one historical and local, and the other contemporary and global ð 

thus enabling different question to be formulated. In Chapter 3, I briefly describe the main 

research questions guiding the study.   
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Part Two ð Researching Teachersõ Subjectivity describes how the research questions 

were transformed into research tools that helped produce empirical data. In Chapter 4, 

following the work of Paulo Freire, Hugo Zemelman and Michel Foucault, I present the 

notions of subjective limits and field of experimentation and, following mainly the work 

of Judith Butler, the notion of narrative, as my central research categories. The main 

argument is for considering a subjective limit as a site from where an analysis of the 

historical limits imposed on oneself can be conducted. From this position, it is possible to 

study a field of experimentation as a space-time where a set of practices beyond what 

currently exists as the truth about oneself are taking place, experimenting with what one 

might be. Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 are descriptive in their scope. In the former, I present 

the methodological design and describe the fieldwork process. In the latter, I describe the 

major analytical decisions that I made to inform and construct the analytical chapters.  

In Part Three ð The Dissident Teachersõ Struggle I present the main theoretical 

analysis of the thesis. Chapter 7 is dedicated to the analysis of the problem of agobio as the 

overarching notion mobilised by teachers to give an account of and delineate the effects 

of 35-40 years of neoliberalism. I build on Zemelman and Quintarõs (J. Rivas, 2005) notion 

of a pedagogy of the bonsai to analyse the main strategies that produce agobio. A small 

parenthesis for the word agobio that will play a vital role in this work. 

Etymologically, agobio comes from the Latin gibbus which means hunchbacked and 
relates to the adjective bulging, ôprobably cognate with cubƅ (òbend oneself, lie 
downó)õ (Wiktionary). In Spanish it means ôto impose to someone excessive activity 
or effort, to seriously worry, to cause great sufferingõ; and also, ôto render, depress 
or bring downõ (RAE). The principal translations of the word are: to overwhelm, 
oppress, weigh down; burden, fatigue, tiredness, strain, stress, anguish. I will use 
the word agobio because not only it does not have an exact translation in English 
but also because it is the way Chilean teachers have themselves named their current 
subjective state of affairs. 

Chapter 8 is focused on political-pedagogical dissent as the main criticism and critique the 

dissident teachers have articulated to problematise and disrupt agobio. The chapter is 

dedicated to the analysis of the notion of the political-pedagogical as enabling the 

formation of the dissident teacher subject. Their dissent involves a combination of two 

critiques. First, the pedagogical critique deals with the failure of the traditional union leaders 

to understand how the neoliberal mode governing teachers produces precarity and 

insecurities and, at the same time, provides a way out by following the narrow mode of 

being as a teacher offered by a technocratic pedagogy. Second, the political critique deals with 

the technocratic pedagogy as a form of pedagogy that fixes the focus of attention of the 
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pedagogical relationship on an end-result product. The tactic of ôpedagogical validationõ is 

analysed as a way of struggling against the technocratic pedagogy and opening up a field 

of experimentation. Chapter 9 is focused on the tactic ôto give of oneõs timeõ as an 

additional tactic used by the dissident teachers to unfold experimental practices. I identify 

three types of relationships where the dissident teachers are experimenting with a political-

pedagogical true discourse (Foucault, 2005): the teachersõ relationship with society, with 

their colleagues and managers, and with their students.  

Finally, in the Conclusion, I recapitulate the main arguments presented in the thesis. I also 

offer a discussion of the implications and limitations of the work, formulating connotative 

questions as a way to signal possible ways for the continuation of this work.  
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Chapter 1 The governing of the teacher subject in Chile 

This chapter provides historical context to the phenomenon of the dissident teachers in 

Chile. It  argues that since the formation of the Chilean Republic the regulation of teachers 

has been an important means of governing civil society. The current way of organising 

Chilean society, which is based on neoliberal principles and policies, has produced its own 

form of regulating teachers. I will briefly describe the main changes experienced by 

teachers since their formation as a professional group in the mid nineteenth century, 

emphasising the transformations they experienced in the second half of the twentieth 

century. The second argument is that in different moments of the twentieth and twenty-

first century, teachers fought to participate more actively in the regulation of their own 

work and field of experience. The dissident teachersõ struggle can be considered as part of 

these moments. The analysis of the governing of Chilean teachers has both unique and 

shared elements with the formation, discipline and regulation of teachers in other parts of 

the world. However, the main literature used in this chapter studies teachers in the context 

of Chile, together with some analytical tools borrowed from Foucault (2004, 2008). The 

next chapter will connect the process of governing teachers with a global literature.   

Before starting, it is important to clarify briefly the way I understand the notions of ôteacher 

subjectõ and ôfield of experience of teaching and learningõ, which will play an important role 

in this work. Foucault (1988) argues that the subject is not the condition of possibility for 

experience but,   

it is experience which is the rationalization of a process, itself provisional, which 
results in a subject, or rather, in subjects. I will call subjectivization the procedure 
by which one obtains the constitution of a subject, or more precisely, of a 
subjectivity which is of course only one of the given possibilities of organization 
of a self-consciousness. (p. 253) 

The teacher subject, in this sense, can be understood as a historical mode of reasoning and 

governing the field of experience of teaching and learning. The work of Hannah Arendt 

(1961) is useful in delineating how I understand this specific field of experience. She 

explains that an educatorõs task is ôto mediate between the old and the newõ (p. 193). For 

her, ôthe worldõ, as a human creation, is ôthe oldõ, the past and the public domain of life, 

whereas ôthe childõ, as a human being ôborn into the worldõ (p. 174), stands for ôthe newõ, 

the future and the private domain of the home. She adds:  

The child requires special protection and care so that nothing destructive may 
happen to him from the world. But the world, too, needs protection to keep it 
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from being overrun and destroyed by the onslaught of the new that bursts upon it 
with each new generation. (p. 186) 

Whereas the family is the traditional ôshield against the worldõ (p. 186) for children, the 

world is the sphere of life constructed by the public affairs of adults. Arendt considers the 

school as the institution ôwe interpose between the private domain of home and the world 

in order to make a transition from the family to the world possible to allõ (p. 189). The field 

of experience of teachers is their relationship with the practices of schooling, teaching and 

learning; the pedagogical encounter between a teacher subject and a student subject. The 

teaching force of a given society, in this sense, is a segment of ôthe worldõ mediating 

between the private and the public sphere of the life of children and teenagers. Thus, I do 

not only understand the ôteaching forceõ as the collective noun for teachers but also as a 

force for shaping and organising the field of the experience of teaching and learning in 

different contexts.  

The formation and use of teachers to govern civil society 

Civilising the population by training normalist teachers 

In the mid-nineteenth century, the training and presence of the primary teacher was an 

important way of shaping the national state after the formation of the Republic of Chile in 

1810. The construction of a network of primary schools was established in this period, 

having literacy as its central focus. As Serrano, Ponce de León and Rengifo (2012a) indicate, 

ôfrom 1853 to 1895 primary schools increased from 561 to 1,659 and students from 26,262 

to 139,991õ (p. 22, my translation2). They add that ôthe primary school was the first positive 

right established as such in the history of Chileõ (p. 91, mt) and ôestablished the territorial 

institutionalisation of the national stateõ (p. 338, mt). The primary school and the primary 

teacher were in many places the first regular presence of the state in the territory of Chile. 

The primary school ôlinked, as none other institution, wide segments of the population 

through a shared symbolic experience. In this sense, it was the backbone of the formation 

of a modern nationõ (p. 22, mt). The importance of the role played by education can be 

summarised in the name given to the state in this period and during the twentieth-century: 

Estado Docente or Teaching State (Serrano et al., 2012a; M. Zemelman & Jara, 2006).  

                                                 

2 From now on, I will use the abbreviation ômtõ to indicate when quotations are my translation.  
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This process can be linked with the formation of state power and norms to discipline the 

bodies and regulate the population described by Foucault (2004). As he argues, in the case 

of Europe, during the eighteenth-century, ôthe power of sovereigntyõ was ôon the retreatõ 

(p. 254) and new forms of power were increasingly ôon the advanceõ (p. 254). For him, the 

forms of power articulated around the notion of civil society gave rise to the problem of a 

ônormalising societyõ as ôa society in which the norm of discipline and the norm of 

regulation intersectõ (p. 253). The problem, as he puts it, was that ôfar too many things were 

escaping the old mechanism of power of sovereignty, both at the top and at the bottom, 

both at the level of detail and at the mass levelõ (p. 250). Therefore, two adjustments were 

made: 

A first adjustment was made to take care of the details. Discipline had meant 
adjusting power mechanisms to the individual body by using surveillance and 
training (é) at a local level, in intuitive, empirical, and fragmented forms, and in 
the restricted framework of institutions such as schools, hospitals, barracks, 
workshops, and so on. And then at the end of the eighteenth century, you have a 
second adjustment; the mechanisms are adjusted to phenomena of population, to 
the biological or biosociological processes characteristic of human masses. (p. 249-
250)  

In Chile, the training of a teaching force to normalise the population involved both 

adjustments working together. The first adjustment not only implied the elaboration of a 

network of primary schools to train students but above all the formation of preceptors or 

normalists, the two names given to the primary teachers trained in the Normalising School 

[Escuela Normalista]. By adding a couple of years of training, a student in this specific type 

of primary school could become a preceptor and teach in the primary school system. As 

Serrano et al. (2012a) argue ôthe school was the first and only social policy of the liberal 

state in the nineteenth-centuryõ. (p. 19, mt).  From 1865 to 1899, the preceptors increased 

by 241%, ôfrom 693 to 2,365õ (p. 257, mt). This increment ôwas mainly related to female 

incorporationõ (p. 257, mt). Their presence ôwas promoted by the authorities who 

considered teaching as an extension of their maternal role and mainly because they had a 

lower salaryõ (p. 258). As Serrano et al. (2012a) explain: 

Schools created new actors and new relationships in Chilean society. The first, 
without doubt, was the figure of the preceptor, their formation, social profile, 
increasing feminisation. They were the first professionals certified in a symbolic 
knowledge [saber] who came from working-class segments. They were the heart of 
the school. (é). In this period, the primary school was the teacher, and it began to 
acquire a new residence, which is the classroom, precarious but different from 
home. New objects appeared sent by the central government: desks, papers, quills, 
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ink, chalkboards, world maps and, above all, school texts, which were the first 
prints that circulated massively in Chilean society. (p. 21, mt) 

Chilean civil society used the normalising force of the primary teachers to create a space 

in different parts of the national territory that was ôdifferent from homeõ called ôthe 

classroomõ. The classroom enabled a teacher to teach different precepts using a new set of 

objects and artefacts that helped to shape a new ôshared symbolic experienceõ.  

The second adjustment or the biopolitical form of power (Foucault, 2004) was linked to 

the formation of the network of primary schools which, as Serrano et al. (2012a) put it, 

activated the ôneed to figure out the degree of literacy of the populationõ (p. 121, mt). This 

need gave rise to the importance of measurement and ôto know the territory and the 

population, the statistics were called the òscience of governingóõ (p. 18, mt). 

The formation of teachers contributed to producing what Foucault (2004) names ôbreaks 

in the domain of lifeõ (p. 225), which create hierarchies within the population by 

fragmenting it. The clearest one was between primary and secondary education. The first 

was directed to working class people and the second to the elites. By the end of the century, 

fewer than 5,000 students attended secondary education, while a little more than 100,000 

students were enrolled in primary school (Serrano et al., 2012a). The field of experience of 

teaching and learning reached mostly the urban cities, where the middle and upper classes 

of Chilean civil society were settled. The teaching force, in this sense, produced a new 

educated or ôcivilisedõ segment within the social body that was primarily urban, Chilean 

and from a middle-upper class. This ôcivilisedõ segment could be differentiated from an 

uneducated or uncivilised rural, native and working-class fragment of the population 

(Serrano et al., 2012a).  

Developing the population by forming a worker and civil servant teacher 

The regulation of the teaching force as a technical and productive subject was an important 

way, in the twentieth century, to give shape to the project of Chile as an autonomous 

industrial country that became, as Ruiz and Boccardo (2015) argue, a national consensus 

during the 1938 to 1973 period. This cycle was led by ôa thriving middle class that aimed 

to lead the modernisation propelled from the state actionõ (p. 111, mt). Teachers, as 

Lomnitz and Melnick (1991) put it, were the emblematic example of this middle class 

produced under the forces of the state.  

As the national educational system was in constant expansion, becoming a teacher was one 

of the best ways for a working-class individual to obtain a secure job opportunity. By the 
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beginning of the twentieth-century, only two out of 10 children from five to 15-year-old 

attended school; by 1970, 10 out of 10 were attending primary school and almost four out 

of 10 secondary education (Serrano, Ponce de León, & Rengifo, 2012b). Therefore, 

ôteachers provided one of the services most solicited by the populationõ (Lomnitz & 

Melnick, 1991, p. 33). As civil servants, teachers had ôa series of rightsõ such as ôjob stability; 

health care; rights to severance pay (deshaucio), a retirement pension, and a pension fund 

for widows and orphans; and the right to the free exercise of citizenship and to express 

opinion on political mattersõ (1991, p. 34).  

However, the teachersõ relationship with the state-employer was not an easy one. Ivan 

Nuñez (1990, p. 215, mt) describes this relationship as one of ôunsettled integrationõ 

[integración conflictiva]. Teachers considered themselves as members of the welfare state; 

however, at the same time, they ôstruggled strongly to participate in the economic benefitsõ 

(p. 216, mt) of national productivity. As Nuñez (2007) adds, teachers ôfelt they were part 

of the social base of the welfare state of those years, defending its economic project and 

democratic policies. The state responded without substantially improving their salaries but 

guaranteeing civil servant rights such as job securityõ (p. 156, mt). 

The ôunsettled integrationõ established between teachers and the state-employer in Chile 

describes the role that teachers began to occupy in the civil society ensemble. According 

to Nuñez (1990), during the nineteenth-century, the central figure of the teacher was one 

of an unskilled labourer. Thanks to the Normal Schools and the Instituto Pedagógico, the 

institution formed to train secondary teachers, by the end of the century the first process 

of professionalisation took place. Nuñez (1990) states that four leading figures composed 

teachersõ identities during the twentieth-century: the worker, the civil servant, the 

professional and the technician. The first two were the more important ones and can be 

related to the figures described by Foucault (2008) as the homo juridicus and the homo 

economicus. Civil society, Foucault (2008) argues, articulates both subjects. The subject of 

right possesses ôimmediate rightsõ and can agree to ôrelinquishing themõ (p. 275) while the 

subject of interest ôis never called upon to relinquish his interestõ (p. 275) and operates by 

ôan egoistic mechanismõ (p. 276). 

On the one hand, the worker identity formalises teachers as economic subjects. The main 

demands were the improvement of their historically low salaries and of their labour 

conditions (Nuñez, 1990). As economic subjects, the teachersõ struggle was with the 

welfare state.   
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On the other hand, the civil servant identity articulates teachers as subjects of rights. This 

identity involved ôimportant conditions such as job stability, salary scales at a national level, 

and many other rights that were in favour of teachersõ (Nuñez, 1990, p. 209, mt). As Nuñez 

(2007) argues, during the twentieth-century, the class difference between primary 

(working-class background) and secondary teachers (middle-upper class background) 

began to soften because of their common working conditions. Teachers were, ôin a high 

proportion, employees of the centralised national state that incorporated them into the 

bureaucratic culture, with its features of uniformity, hierarchy, formalism and 

performances according to standards. This trait became stronger between the 1940s and 

1970sõ (p. 156, mt). During the twentieth century, teachers, as subjects of rights, managed 

to acquire immediate rights that made them feel part of the welfare state, and for this 

reason, they supported it.   

However, the teachersõ field of experience produced a more essential social bond that 

shaped a more communitarian form of identity. As Foucault (2008) states, ôcivil society is 

characterized by bonds which are neither purely economic nor purely juridicalõ (p. 308). 

These are communitarian bonds that ôlink[ ] individuals to each other in civil societyõ (p. 

301). They are ôactive bonds of compassion, benevolence, love for oneõs fellows, and sense 

of communityõ (p. 302), which makes ôone prefer[ ] to stay in oneõs community, even if one 

finds abundance and security elsewhereõ (p. 303). The school and the classroom created an 

experience that produced communal bonds that were not reducible to economical nor 

juridical bonds. The relationship between teachers and their students and families were the 

foundation of these communal bonds. As Azun Candia (2014) argues, primary teachers 

ôwere in permanent and close contact with the miseries and poverty of the people: they 

lived in the front line of the sufferings of the poorest children and families and, usually, 

they shared their same conditionsõ (p. 192, mt). These primary teachers shared a similar 

working-class background with their students and families, but at the same time, because 

they had access to the public educational school system, were able to differentiate 

themselves from them.  

In this concrete sense, they experienced a ôsense of communityõ with their students and 

their families in a more disinterested way, which began to be formalised throughout the 

twentieth-century. As Lomnitz and Melnick (1991) state, ôthe two concerns of Chilean 

teachers can thus be observed from the outset: on the one hand, the interest in improving 

their own living conditions; and on the other, the desire to improve education itselfõ (p. 

35). Improving the education system itself required teachers to struggle to expand and 
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improve the schools in the country, which in a way was against their immediate economic 

interests because ôpublic funding for education was not only allocated to pay the teachers 

but also to expand and improve the systemõ (Lomnitz & Melnick, 1991, p. 35). 

A competitive population by incentivising an effective teacher 

After Augusto Pinochetõs coup in 1973, a different way of regulating the teacher was 

enacted in Chile based on market and competition principles. The dissident teachers 

emerged in reaction to this neoliberal mode of governing teachers. According to Garretón 

(2012), neoliberalism ôwas imposed through blood and fire (é). It accomplished the 

double task of revenge and disarticulation of the previous society and of constituting the 

bases of the foundational regimeõs project on its economic, social, cultural and political 

aspects.õ (p. 17, mt). The 17 years of dictatorship, from 1973 to 1990, entailed not only 

brutal repression but the possibility of rebuilding the institutions of the country based on 

the principles of a group of economists called ôthe Chicago boysõ, who were trained in the 

University of Chicago by Milton Friedman (Harvey, 2005). The neoliberal revolution of 

the civil-military alliance enabled what Ruiz and Boccardo (2015) called ôthe most re-

foundational dictatorship experience of the regionõ (p. 11, mt). 

The modernisation of education was part of a more significant set of market and 

privatisation reforms that took place in Chile (GarretoӢn, 2012; Ruiz Encina & Boccardo, 

2015). The book The educational modernisation of Alfredo Prieto (1983), Minister of 

Education under Pinochet between 1979 and 1982, explains the rationale behind the 

changes introduced in the new educational system. His arguments aligned with the state-

phobia and the central role of families that led the organisation of the new system. A 

syllogistic argument was built around the family: because families pursue the common 

good by self-initiative, the state, whose primary purpose is to guarantee the common good, 

has to assurance that intermediate groups such as families can accomplish their specific 

goals. Therefore, ôwe may conclude that the state has to create every necessary condition 

for the family to accomplish its specific goalõ (p. 14, mt). Society is collapsed and reduced 

to families and its individuals. The role of the state is re-organised. Instead of its active role, 

now it needs to protect the family, and it can only act when intermediary groups ôcannot 

fulfil or when they perform their goals wronglyõ (p. 12, mt). This is called a ôsubsidiary 

stateõ, which means the state has a passive role, only activated when individuals cannot 

solve their problems in the free market. As Prieto argues: ôthe subsidiary principle is the 
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foundation of a truly libertarian society, and it is the best guarantee of the existence of 

effective individual freedomõ (p. 16, mt). 

In education, the main interest of the family is to educate their children, having the right 

to choose the school they consider the best for them. For this reason, the familyõs right to 

choose schools becomes a constitutional right in the 1980 Constitution. The problem is 

that for freedom to choose to be enacted, the system must provide alternatives. The forces 

of the state were directed to the elaboration of an educational market that provides 

alternatives of choice. As Prieto (1983) argues: ôFor this right to become real, the state has 

to guard the existence of a mechanism that can provide alternatives of choice (é). Here is 

one of the foundations of the need for a financial education system that allows parents the 

exercise of these rightsõ (p. 25, mt). Four primary policy devices were used to fabricate the 

market system in Chile: the voucher system, which activates competition by monetising 

student enrolment; the encouragement of private subsidised schools; the measurement of 

the quality of education by means of a standardised System of Measurement of the Quality 

of Education (SIMCE); and the municipalisation of schools. All of them had as a common 

feature, which was the need to generate ôa self-regulated educational system with less state 

regulationõ and fabricate the means to increase the ôdegree of competitionõ (p. 93, mt) of 

the system as a whole.  

The municipalisation of the schools implied the most explicit transformation in teachersõ 

working conditions. As Prieto (1983) explains, freedom of education was impossible within 

ôthe rigidities of the public systemõ (p. 88, mt). The municipality, as an intermediate group, 

was thought of as ôthe institution where community participation can unfold betterõ (p. 78, 

mt). In 1980, the public sector employed 80% of the teachersõ workforce (Cox & Jara, 

1989). The municipalisation policy implied the loss of teachersõ historic civil servant status 

and rights, which meant they now worked in the same conditions than any private worker 

in the country. As Bellei and Vanni (2015) state, the ôfree-market approach was argued as 

a solution to the inefficiency of bureaucratic models and a system captured by interest 

groups, in particular teachersõ (p. 196). Teachers, as Nu¶ez (2007) claimed they were 

literally ôthrown into the generic status of òworkersó, made subject to the standard labour 

lawõ (p. 157, mt) or as Lomnitz and Melnick (1991) put it, they were ôthrown onto the 

labour market, with a considerable loss of prerogatives ð job stability, salary increases, 

social security, and so onõ (p. 68).   



37 
 

Additionally, the process of municipalisation meant that teachersõ payment was deregulated. 

As Prieto (1983) argues, this deregulation was done in order to increase the remunerations 

of the best teachers in a school. The aim was to ôlead to a sort of competition among 

teachers, which forced them to further training and to a better performance of their 

functions, in order to qualify for better remunerations or employmentsõ (p. 84, mt). The 

idea was ôto retain and keep the good teachers and marginalise those whose work is 

inefficient, inadequate and harmful to the communityõ (p. 85). Gerado Jofré (1988), advisor 

of the Minister of Treasury from 1985 to 1989, describes as follows the new way of 

perceiving teachers:  

If, as it usually happens in the private sector, the teacher perceives that his salary 
depends on the quality of his services, even at an individual level, and also believes 
that he will keep his job if he performs his functions efficiently, he will have the 
incentives to make an effort to his optimal performance. (é). The optimal 
situation is that the worker ð and also the teacher ð feels that he can obtain [job] 
security with his efficiency and dedication, but that unemployment waits from him 
if he does not provide a quality service. (p. 204-205, mt) 

It is not only that the juridical nature of teachersõ work, their homo juridicus, was transformed 

by being moved from the status of a civil servant to that of a private worker, but also a 

new type of teacher subject was enacted. A new ontology based on what Foucault (2008) 

calls the neoliberal homo economicus was imposed on teachers. The historical economic 

subject of exchange, teachersõ need to sell their labour force for money, is reshaped under 

the notion of an entrepreneur. In neoliberalism, as Foucault states, the homo economicus, 

is not at all a partner of exchange. Homo economicus is an entrepreneur, an 
entrepreneur of himself. This is true to the extent that, in practice, the stake in all 
neoliberal analysis is the replacement every time of homo economicus as a partner of 
exchange with a homo economicus as entrepreneur of himself, being from himself his 
own capital, being from himself his own producer, being from himself the source 
of his earnings (p. 226).  

It is not simply about teachers now selling their services as private workers, because even 

if they manage to do this, they are now required to perform efficiently and continuously 

improve their performance, becoming responsible of their own (un)employment. As 

Cornejo and Reyes (2008) explain, the most evident impact of the dictatorshipõs new 

policies on teachersõ professional and personal lives was ôthe abrupt drop in their 

remunerationsõ (p. 87, mt). Economic precariousness and insecurity, a constitutive feature 

of neoliberalism according to Lazzarato (2009), became the norm for teachers by the end 

of the 1980s. The dictatorship transformed teachersõ system of needs: their main incentive 

is now to keep their job by becoming an efficient worker. 
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With the Chilean transition to democracy, which began in in the 1990s and was led during 

20 years by four consecutive governments of the centre-left coalition Concertación, the 

economic insecurities started to shift to a new set of regulatory policies. Bellei and Vanni 

(2015) divided the 1980-2014 period in three moments: school market (1980-1990), market 

and the state: the third way (1990-2005) and the evaluative state: standards-based reforms 

(2006 - 2014). The main characteristic of the third way period was ôthe intention of re-

establishing the stateõs active role within the market systemõ (p. 184). ôDespite of the 

expectations of teachersõ, as Cox (2003) argues, ôthe governments of the transition to 

democracy made the strategic decision of not reverting both the process of 

municipalisation and the financial model and mechanism established in 1981õ (p. 16, mt). 

Among the reasons for keeping things as they were was the fear of authoritarian regression. 

As Bellei and Vanni (2015) state, ôthe term ôeducational reformõ was avoided by Chilean 

authorities and policymakers and only ôcontinuous improvementõ [was] referred toõ (p. 182). 

They add that the ôonly feature during this period that underwent a structural change was 

the promulgation of a new Statute for Teachers [Estatuto Docente], which established special 

labour and professional regulations for them, particularly in public schoolsõ (p. 182). One 

of the problems that the Teachersõ Statute produced was an internal fragmentation within 

the teachersõ workforce that still exists: only teachers working in the public municipal 

system were subjected to it; the teachers working in the particular subsidised system 

continued working under the private workersõ code3. However, the Teachersõ Statute did 

contribute to set a minimum wage, which implied salary improvements for all teachers 

(Valenzuela, Sevilla, Bellei, & De los Ríos, 2010).  

In the mid-90s, one of the main campaign promises of the new government was an 

educational reform. One of the four main pillars, according to Cox (2003), was a set of 

different measures aimed at what was called the strengthening of the teacherõs profession. 

Avalos (2003) has argued that the different actions focused on teachers, i.e., programmes 

to improve Teachers Education, to train teachers on the new curriculum and to study 

abroad, were not based on ôan integrated and coherent mid-term policy of teachersõ training 

and developmentõ (p. 559, mt) but were emergent responses to different demands. The 

social-political consensus and enthusiasm with the educational reform faded away in the 

                                                 

3 The school system after the dictatorship was fragmented into three major types of schools: public 
municipal, private subsidised by the state and private. By 1989, 58.7% of teachers worked in the 
public municipal system and only 27.1% did it in the private subsidised one. However, since 2010, 
the majority of teachers work in the private subsidised system (Gonzalez, 2015).    
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first years of the twenty-first century with what Bellei and Vanni (2015) called the ôimpact 

crisisõ (p. 187). As they argue:  

In the middle of 2000, the SIMCE results for fourth grade primary students from 
1999 were announced and that was seen to be the first national evaluation of the 
reform, since these students had been at school under the new curriculum and had 
been the beneficiaries for the greater part of the reform initiatives. (p. 188).  

The results showed no difference compared with the students of 1996. The ôSIMCE was 

like the GDP of educationõ (p. 187); therefore, the whole rhetoric of ôeducational bonanzaõ 

(p. 188) was under a state of ôshock, triggering a public debate that put the educational 

reform under [ ] crossfireõ (p. 188). While the right-wing parties proposed ôto deregulate 

the teaching profession, give schools greater autonomy and implement an evaluation 

system with greater consequencesõ, the Colegio de Profesores ôcalled for the reform to be 

stopped, and advocated a drastic change replacing the market paradigm with a traditional 

system built around public educationõ (p. 189).  

The ôimpact crisisõ had two interrelated consequences for teachers. First, teachers began to 

be thought of as having the principal responsibility for this educational crisis. As Assaél 

and Pavez (2008) argue, ôthe unsatisfactory results of the students from the public system 

were attributed to the poor quality of teachersõ performanceõ (p. 43, mt). Nuñez (2007) 

explains that one of the main problems with teachers was that their old civil servant culture 

had suffered an identity ôshockõ with the 1980s neoliberal reform. Bellei (2001) named the 

problem of teachers as the Achillesõ heel of the reform. From his perspective, the reform 

of 1996 was seen as an important hero (Achilles) of the Concertaciónõs governments; however, 

this hero had one weakness: teachers (the heel). Teachers, according to Bellei, had a 

ôschizophrenicõ (p. 135) relationship with the reform. On the one hand, they ôparticipated 

and showed commitment to the programmesõ and, on the other hand, expressed ôstrong 

criticism and oppositionõ (p. 135, mt). The reason behind this divide was an attachment to 

an old traditional culture. 

The arguments around the culture of teachers provide a theoretical support to introduce 

accountability policies in teachersõ work. In the late 1990s, teachers were seen as 

ôbureaucrats without incentivesõ (Acuña, 2015, p. 9, mt). As Mizala and Romaguera (2002) 

state that the problem with the performance of teachers in Chile, ôunlike other 

professionalsõ (p. 355, mt), is the uniformity of their structure of salaries, which varies 

according to their years of service, i.e., ôby considerations external to their performance 
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and independent of the quality of the teacherõ (p. 355, mt). They argued that the statistically 

significant difference in SIMCE results by type of school,  

endorses the importance to reward teachers who achieve a better school 
performance among their students. In conclusion, these elements highlight the 
importance to measure school performance, give transparency to the school 
system and design incentivesõ schemes to stimulate teachers to improve the quality 
of teaching. (p. 358, mt).   

The old cultural practices of teachers were resisting the formation of an entrepreneurial 

teacher subject. This cultural problem was the ôheelõ of the reform and the way to solve it 

was by creating a set of policies of evaluation, measurement, accountability and incentives 

of teachersõ work. For Beyer and Araneda (2009), active supporters of this way of 

regulating teacherõs work, these policies involve linking teachersõ salaries not only to their 

competences but also to the learning outcomes of the students. As they state, ôthe 

insistence on linking payment to teachersõ performance is not arbitrary. An effective 

teacher has a way superior impact on the learning of their students than an ineffective oneõ 

(p. 412, mt).  

The different evaluation and measurement policies around teachers enabled a way of 

putting numbers and labels to the level of efficiency of teachersõ work. As Beyer and 

Araneda (2009) explain, teachers classified in Chile as ôoutstandingõ in the Teachersõ 

Evaluation policy ôcan manage for their students to achieve an increase of 0.34 standard 

deviation in the SIMCE (é) in comparison to teachers classified as unsatisfactoryõ (p. 414, 

mt). Their argument is that effective teachers improve the learning of the students and the 

competitiveness of the country, not only in an economic sense, but also in the international 

educational table leagues like the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), 

which are relevant measurements for the countryõs competitiveness in OECD and other 

international rankings.  

Teachersõ status shifted from public workers who had certain job security as civil servants 

during the twentieth century to private workers who, in the last 35-40 years, have had to 

increasingly show evidence of their efficiency and productivity in order to obtain job 

security.  

Teachersõ struggles for participation in the governing of civil society 

During the twentieth and twenty-first century, Chilean teachers have found, in different 

moments, the possibility of struggling and participating in the way they are being governed 
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as teachers. Very briefly, I will describe five different moments where teachers have tried 

to self-organise their own field of experience.  

The Struggle for the Compulsory Primary Education Law (1889 - 1920) 

One of the main resolutions of the First National Congress of Pedagogy held in 1889 was 

the struggle for a law for compulsory primary education. Finally promulgated in 1920, the 

first political policy promoted by teachers took them 30 years of struggle. As Zemelman 

and Jara (2006) explain, the importance of this very concrete demand is that it is linked to 

the creation of the first organisations of teachers in the country such as the Association of 

National Education (1904) or the Federation of Teachers of Primary Education (1915). 

Even though the expectations placed in the law were to a great extent unfulfilled because 

ôin many places the Law of Primary Education was dead letterõ (p. 53, mt), it ôremained in 

the collective imaginary as one of the first social laws coherent with the principles of greater 

participation, justice and social equality of the XX centuryõ (p. 52, mt). This law, which 

sought to make primary education compulsory, was the first political struggle of teachers 

in Chile for participation in the governing of the field of experience of teaching and leaning; 

this is, expanding the possibilities of the population to participate in the field of experience 

of teaching and learning.  

The Integral Education Reform (1927 - 1928) 

The 1920 to 1940 period is a significant moment for Chilean teachers. It is a period where 

they not only had a leading role in the formation of educational policies at a national level 

but they also elaborated an original and critical pedagogical discourse regarding their own 

field of experience as teachers by adapting the progressive educational ideas of the New 

School movement. As Zemelman and Jara (2006) state, the revolutionary years between 

1917 and 1918 contributed to ôlegitimise the reformist demands, among them was the 

òNew Schooló progressive movementõ (p. 56, mt). A professional conception of teachersõ 

work, as Nuñez (1990) explains, emerged in this period. The most emblematic example 

was the Integral Public Education Reform of 1927-1928, based on a progressive 

pedagogical approach and led by primary teachers organised in the General Association of 

Chilean Teachers (GAT) formed in 1922. As Zemelman and Jara (2006) argue, they 

demanded a ôtotal reform of the educationõ (p. 56, mt), adding that: 

Even though the 1927-28 education reform was aborted almost the same day it 
was launched, due to the way it developed and its main content, it was one of the 
most significant reforms of the twentieth-century. It was the product of a decade 
of discussion during the 1920s at the centre of the teaching profession. (p. 56, mt).  
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Moreover, its radicalism was based on its attempt to produce ôa deep change in the 

pedagogical methodsõ (p. 64, mt). The reform elaborated a substantive critique to the 

disciplinary pedagogical method of Chilean education. As the leading journal of the GAT, 

New Paths, argued in 1925, ôthe current school organisation can be characterised in one 

word: coercion. The school confines students physically, intellectually and morally to direct 

their faculties in a specific directionõ (cited in M. Zemelman & Jara, 2006, p. 65, mt). The 

GAT defended the idea of a pedagogy forming students to think critically as free subjects.  

It was one of the first times teachers struggled against the way pedagogy was organised and 

defended their need to conduct pedagogical research and experimentation (Acuña, 2018). 

Among the vigorous exponents of what was called the experimental pedagogical approach 

was the Chilean poet Gabriela Mistral, a primary teacher for more than 20 years (1900-

1925) and Nobel Prize in Literature (1945). In the decade of the 1920s, the New Path journal 

published several conferences given by Mistral on the subject. In 1925, the following words 

appeared as comments to one of Mistralõs conferences: 

We must kill the pedagogical dogma, but we must be aware of not creating new 
ones. The theoretical discussion must walk along with practical experimentation. 
Then, we will remember the saying: it is easier said than done [otra cosa es con guitarra]. 
There is no reform possible if it is only done in the assembly, we must go to the 
field of experimentation; we must transform the idea into action. (Nuevos Rumbos, 
2 de junio de 1925, in M. Zemelman & Jara, 2006, p. 66, mt) 

Leonora Reyes (2014) has analysed in detail GATõs reformist ideas. She explains that, even 

though it was never hegemonic among teachers, their pedagogical ideas were an essential 

thread in the educational debate of the period. Their view of education not only struggled 

against the conservatives who did not want to expand education but also with the liberals 

and economic nationalists that thought that education needed to be centrally ruled from 

the state. As Reyes states, the GAT ôproject dismissed the state monopoly of public 

education, proposing a school project governed by the community, based on a local and 

original version of the New School trendõ (p. 27, mt). Even though the reform of 1927/28 

was defeated, and a period of conservative counter-reform came after the crisis of 1929, 

the experimental ideas of the GAT were disseminated more widely. For example, a few 

secondary schools, as Mistral recommended, became experimental ones during the 1930s 

and 1940s (M. Zemelman & Jara, 2006).    

It is in this sense that Nuñez (1990) argues that the failure of the professional ideas of the 

primary teachers had a significant effect on teachersõ identity. In the 1930s, he explains, 

two ôproposals for a reorganisation of teachersõ work competedõ (p. 207, mt), a professional 
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versus a technical one. The primary teachers led the first one with the educational reform 

of 1927-28. He states, ôon top of the frustration for the defeat of that professional project, 

since 1929 and framed under an authoritarian counter-reform, a òtechnicaló proposal of 

teachersõ work was developedõ (p. 208, mt). Thus, teachersõ work was normed, 

hierarchically organised and ôthe òprofessionaló identity was cut off of its development 

with the defeat of the GAT and with the frustration of the 1928 reformõ (p. 212, mt). Only 

in the second half of the 1950s, a new professional proposal emerges, led by a group of 

young secondary teachers. However, it was an elitist project, which ôpresented itself as 

against a òworkeró identityõ (p. 213, mt) and teachersõ syndicalism. Their project was to 

form the Colegio de Profesores, an idea supported by the right-wing parties of the period but 

that did not find enough support to succeed.  

The experimental pedagogical policy was confined and reduced to technical guidelines. As 

Nuñez (1990) argues, the professional ideals of the New School progressive movement 

were confined in a group of ôdistinguished pedagogues of the professional eliteõ with the 

task ôof translating the modern pedagogyõ (p. 211, mt) into pedagogical practices. This ôelite 

of specialistõ produced a ôtechnical teacherõs work centred on methodological recipes, 

which were in fact the result of the vertical transference of the new pedagogical knowledgeõ 

(p. 212, mt) to the schools.   

The Democratisation of Teaching and the ENU (1970 - 1973) 

Strikes and unionism became more and more relevant during the twentieth century. As 

Nuñez (1990) states, ôin the 60s and especially in the 1970-73 period, the definition of 

teachers as workers increasingly spread. By the end of the period, the notion of òworker 

of educationó becomes dominant and even officialõ (p. 217, mt). Teachers, identified as 

workers, pursued their own particular interest in improving their working conditions by 

going on strike 

in 1951, 1952, 1957, 1960, 1961, 1963, 1965, 1966 and 1968. The strike in 1961 
extended for 56 days. The one from 1968 for 59 days. The strikes during this period 
were hard, unfolding an increasing spiral of radicalisation and repressive responses 
from the State. (é). The conjunctural economic crisis of 1967 unleashed a teachersõ 
strike in 1968, the longest strike in the history of the teachersõ profession. (p. 218, 
mt) 

As Candina (2014) argues, during the 1960s and 1970s, the idea of a unique union gained 

momentum and support. In 1970, with the socialist Salvador Allende as president, the 

Unique Union of Teachersõ Workers [Sindicato Único de Trabajadores de la Educación (SUTE)] 

was formed. The SUTE led the two main projects of education of the Unidad Popular 
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government: The Democratisation of Teaching and the Escuela Nacional Unificada (ENU) 

or Unified National School project. The first project, approved in 1973, created the 

Education Councils as local spaces where different members of the school community 

participated ôin the direction, administration and governing of the educational and cultural 

servicesõ (Decreto 224, 1973 in Cornejo & Reyes, 2008, p. 81, mt). One of the main policies 

was the Education Workshop, which involved practices of research and experimentation, 

reconnecting with the ideas of the primary teachers of 1927-1928. The second project, the 

ENU, was a report that intended to change the old nineteenth-century school system by 

arguing that ôthere will no longer be an education branch for the upper class, another for 

the middle and another for the working class, but only one school where every Chilean will 

be educatedõ (MINEDUC, 1972 in Cornejo & Reyes, 2008, p. 81, mt). However, all of 

these projects of change were interrupted by the coup on 11th September 1973. As Nuñez 

(2003) explains, for some, the ENU is still one of the reasons that legitimised the coup of 

1973. For others, it is still a source of inspiration.  

As Lomnitz and Melnick (1991) argue, after the coup, ôthe regime questioned the term 

educational worker and proposed to recognise the professional nature of the educatorõ (p. 37). 

Accordingly, one of the first actions of the civil-military government in relation to teachers 

was dismantling the SUTE and, in October 1974, creating the Colegio de Profesores. This was 

done in order ôto produce an organ to control teachers and their practice in the country 

together with keeping them away from the definition of òworkersó, one that had clear left 

connotationsõ (Candina, 2014, p. 198, mt).  

The Pedagogical Movement (1996 - 2007) 

During the dictatorship years (1973-1990), the Association of Teachers of Chile (AGECH), 

founded in 1982, was created to fight against the neoliberal policies and reorganise teachers. 

In 1985, the organisation decided to dissolve and participate in the first democratic 

elections of the Colegio de Profesores, which were won by Osvaldo Verdugo4. In the early 

1990s, as Cornejo and Reyes (2008) argue, the economic working conditions of teachers 

were their focus of struggle, ôthe majority of teachersõ social achievements before 1973 

were abolished, so òlabour conditionsó demands assumed considerably more relevance 

                                                 

4 The Colegio de Profesores has had four presidents since 1986, the first three elected for three or four 
consecutive periods. The Christian democrat Osvaldo Verdugo (1986-1995); the left-wing 
independent Jorge Pavez (1995-2007); the communist Jaime Gajardo (2007-2016); and the 
dissident Mario Aguilar (2017-2019).   
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than òpedagogical issuesóõ (p. 87, mt). However, because Verdugo was a militant of a party 

of the governing coalition, as González (2015) explains, the ôorganisation lost its autonomy, 

becoming a conveyor belt of the government interestsõ (p. 42, mt).  

The appeasement and partnership of this first democratic leadership with the government, 

which also happened with the next two future leaders, resulted in a change in the leadership 

of the Colegio de Profesores. From 1996 to 2007, a left-wing and old union leader, Jorge Pavez, 

led the Colegio de Profesores, shifting the focus of teachersõ demands from ôthe salary demandõ 

to a ôtechnical political dimensionõ (González, 2015, p. 46, mt) of teachersõ work. Pavez 

was critical towards the new policymakers who ôconsider that the only space for teachers 

to participate as professionals is in the school and the classroom; whereas, the definition 

and control of policies belongs to the technicians of the ministry and the politiciansõ (Assaél 

y Pavez, 2001, p. 9-10, in Cornejo & Reyes, 2008, p. 64, mt). The response of the Colegio de 

Profesores to this lack of participation was the creation of a Pedagogical Movement, the main 

agreement of the National Congress of Education held by teachers in 1997. One of the 

conclusions of that Congress was: 

The strengthening of public education depends on the capacity for struggling and 
negotiating not only in the labour-union field [reivindicativo laboral] but also in the 
educational pedagogical field. It was concluded that educational-pedagogical 
thinking must be constituted to legitimise the task of teaching and position the 
Colegio de Profesores as a valid actor in the debate and implementation of education 
policy. (Cornejo & Reyes, 2008, p. 111, mt).  

The Pedagogical Movement was an attempt to reconnect with the experimental 

endeavours of teachers in the 1920s, 1970s and with some resistance practices that took 

place in the 1980s. However, after a decade of trying to foster pedagogical research, in 

2007, the pedagogical movement was in ôcrisisõ and suffered a ôbreakupõ (Cornejo & Reyes, 

2008, p. 123, mt). One of the reasons that contributed to the breakup was that the leaders 

of the pedagogical movement, after the impact crisis of SIMCE (Bellei & Vanni, 2015), 

assumed a leading role in the discussion of the Teacher Evaluation policy. That discussion 

ended in ôa movement from resistance to agreementõ as Beatrice Avalos and Jenny Assa®l 

(2006) put it. They were both key members in the Teachers Evaluation policy negotiations 

from the government and the teachersõ side, respectively. They argue that there were ôtwo 

opposite poles (é). One recognises accountability and incentives as a force for change 

and the other banks for trust in the strength of teacher professionalism. The Chilean 

system incorporates both perspectives in a tense form of agreementõ (p. 264). This 

movement from resistance to an agreement not only produced a new partnership between 
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the Colegio de Profesores and the government that contributed to the ôbreakup of the 

Movementõ (Cornejo & Reyes, 2008, p. 123, mt) but also resulted in a shift in the leadership 

of the Colegio de Profesores. In 2007, the communist Jaime Gajardo became the President of 

the institution with a discourse against the teachersõ evaluation policy and demanded 

improvements in salaries and recognition of the historical economical debt produced by 

the municipalisation process in the 1980s, when teachers lose part of their retirement 

pension resources.  

The Dissident Teachers (2014-15 - 2019)  

The secondary student demonstrations of 2006 and the university student demonstrations 

of 2011 were not only a turning point in the educational debate of Chile (Avalos, 2010; 

Bellei, 2015; Bellei & Cabalin, 2013; Bellei et al., 2014; Hernandez, 2019; Orellana & 

Miranda, 2018; Ruiz Encina, 2013; Williams, 2015), but also of the internal political 

alliances of the country as a whole (Ruiz Encina, 2015). Regarding the educational debate, 

Bellei and Vanni (2015) state that ôthe student movement was able to break the inertia 

about an educational policy that had avoided questions on the structural changes required 

by the school system because of political stalemateõ (p. 190). Both movements opened a 

space for the elaboration of a ônew architectureõ: a new education law, new institutions 

based on a ôstandards-based reformõ (p. 191); and new accountability policies, which 

implied a new classificatory system for the schools based on their results in the SIMCE 

(Assaél, Acuña, Contreras, & Corbalán, 2014). As I argued in the introduction, in the 2006 

and 2011 demonstrations, teachers were described by Cornejo and Insunza (2013) as an 

absent subject of the educational movements. 

The 2011 conflict produced an educational momentum against profit in education and in 

favour of free, public and quality education for all, the main mottos of the demonstrations 

(Bellei et al., 2014). Thus, the central campaign promise of the left-centre Government of 

Michelle Bachelet (2014-2018) was an educational reform that would abolish market-

oriented structures and reinstate the view of education as a social right (Programa de 

Gobierno Michelle Bachelet, 2013).  

The New Majority coalition signalled a change from the old Concertación third way coalition 

by, for the first time since the return to democracy, including the Communist Party and 

other smaller left-wing parties. Four major changes were proposed and enacted in different 

laws but with effects that are still too premature to weigh. First, in the tertiary system, a 

new free education model over the old market system has been established. In the school 
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system, and this is the second element, the de-municipalisation law will replace the 356 

municipalities that run public education for 70 new Local Educational Services in a 

progressive process (2018 - 2030). Third, the new inclusion law bans the practices of 

student selection, profit-making and fee charges in public and private subsidised schools. 

Fourth, the law for a New Teaching Career Policy (TC) includes 30% of increment in 

teachersõ salaries, an increase of 10% in hours for non-teaching duties, a new mentoring 

process for new teachers and possibilities of continuous training along with the career. All 

these improvements are part of a new design of teachersõ careers throughout their 

professional life where teachers are distributed and classified in five levels of performance: 

Initial, Early, Advance, Expert I and Expert II.  

The government counted on the support of and an alliance with the Colegio de Profesores led 

by Gajardo, whose party was now a member of the government coalition. Before 

discussing the TC, a ôshort agendaõ of five demands was negotiated between the Colegio de 

Profesores and the government. Gajardo supported the deal reached, once again a leadership 

moving from resistance to agreement. However, a grassroots and spontaneous movement 

of teachers rallied and called for a strike against this deal. This movement was called 

ôdissidentõ because they were mainly against Gajardoõs uncritical partnership with the 

government. After a couple of weeks on strike, they won a better deal. In 2015, the 

negotiation for the new TP began. Teachers were on strike for 57 days, the second-longest 

strike of Chilean teachers after the one held in 1968. One of their main demands was to 

stop agobio and even though they managed to change some elements of the new TC, they 

did not feel it was their career (Moreno, 2016).  

In the heat of the 2014 protests, the name of the campaign that articulated the concerns 

of the dissident teachers was ôFor a New Education: to Dignify the Teacher Careerõ 

(Insunza, 2014), the same name that in 2016 was adopted by the electoral list of the 

dissident teachers who won the Presidency of the Colegio de Profesores. As Lomnitz and 

Melnick (1991) argue, at the end of the 1980s, ôthe demand most frequently mentioned in 

recent times by the profession ð through the Colegio de Profesores ð is the recovery of dignity, 

both of the profession and of the teacherõ. (p. 68). The problem of dignity, 25 years later, 

is still current. 

The dissident teacher subject is the focus of this thesis. As I will expand in Chapter 5, in 

2017, I interviewed some of the members of the organisations leading the 2014/2015 

movement. However, the movement has not stopped. In 2019, a new strike that lasted 50 
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days took place. Teachersõ absence described in 2013 (Cornejo & Insunza, 2013) has 

become a presence. To understand better this subjective change is the central 

epistemological curiosity leading this research. This dissident presence, I would like to 

argue, expresses dissent against the way teachers have been governed for the last 35-40 

years of neoliberalism. As can be seen in Table 1, there is a strong continuity of the main 

demands of the Colegio de Profesores in these years.  

Table 1 ð Main Demands of Colegio de Profesores 1989, 2014 and 2019 

 1989 2014 2019 

The labour-
union field 

¶ Job stability 

¶ Fair pay 

¶ Access to 
further 
training 

 

¶ Fixed-term contract to 
teachers under a temporary 
contract 

¶ Retirement incentive bonus 

¶ Increase of the Minimum 
Teaching Income 

¶ Reparation of historical debt 

¶ Job stability 

¶ Reparation of 
the historical 
debt 

¶ Salary and 
gender 
discrimination 

The 
pedagogical 
field 

¶ Participation 
in the 
formulation 
of education 
policies. 

¶ Stop agobio 

¶ Labour Agobio 

¶ Participation 
in the 
educational 
project of the 
country 

 Lomnitz and 
Melnick (1991, p. 33) 

Thielmann and Delgado (2016, p. 21) González (2019) 

The demands grouped in the labour-union field relate to a teacher subject understood 

mainly as an economic subject struggling to gain back the labour rights they used to have 

as civil servants. These struggles have historically been important for teachers. However, 

in this research, I am especially interested in the demands of the pedagogical sphere. In 

this field, the particular interests of teachers, for example, their aim to stop agobio, but also 

the previous demands of making primary education compulsory or developing an 

experimental pedagogy, can be related to the communal interest of participating in the 

organisation and regulation of the field of experience of teaching and learning. In other 

words, they demand participation in the governing of the social bonds experienced in the 

pedagogical encounter.  
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Chapter 2 The global-local neoliberalisation of teachersõ subjectivity  

In this chapter, I examine the neoliberal form of governing teachers in Chile, considered 

in the previous chapter in relation to an international and global reform movement 

(Sahlberg, 2011) that has become a consensus in terms of organising and regulating the 

field of experience of teachers. As Meg Maguire (2009) argues, ôthere is sometimes a 

tendency for northern-hemisphere researchers to concentrate on northern-hemisphere 

cases, frequently the UK, the US and Australia, that then stand as a proxy for the òglobal 

worldó.õ (p. 65). In this chapter, I make use of much of the enormous corpus of the 

northern-hemisphere ôglobal worldõ research literature, with the aim to articulate the 

dissident teachersõ phenomenon with these global trends.  

The chapter is divided into four sections: first, I describe what Sahlberg (2011) refers to as 

the Global Education Reform Movement (GERM), delineating subjectivity as my 

theoretical approach from which to research this movement. I then discuss the way GERM 

has used teachersõ subjectivity as a significant site to deploy its pro-market principles, 

suggesting the elaboration of a particular type of teacher subject. Then, I highlight three 

major impacts on teacher subjectivity as subjects of knowledge, power and ethics. Finally, 

I describe some ways in which teachers are engaged in collective and individual modes of 

struggle and resistance, highlighting the importance of considering subjectivity as a key site 

of struggle (Ball, 2015).  

The subjectivity angle of the global education policy space 

The tendencies of development and professionalisation of teaching that I have described 

in Chapter 1, and as seen in Seddon, Ozga and Levin (2012), have similarities with what 

has taken place the European welfare state. As the authors argue, professionalisation ôtook 

the form of state professionalism that encouraged the collectivization of labour in nation 

building (é), particularly in human service work that supported socially reproductive 

labour in largely feminized fields of work (e.g. teaching, nursery and social work)õ (p. 12). 

Their main focus, however, is on how ôthese national practices of educational work are 

disturbed by travelling reforms: globally mobile ideas, policies, people and goods (é) 

which requires educators to navigate and negotiate these shifting terms and conditions of 

workõ (p. 4).  

The fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War, as Mundy, Green, Lingard and 

Verger (2016) state, allowed ôthe emergence of a new global policy spaceõ (p. 4) characterised 
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by ôfinance driven reformsõ (p. 4) and ôcompetitiveness driven changes to education systemsõ (p. 5). 

Sahlbergõs (2016) notion of GERM brings together this complex combination of 

globalisation and neoliberalism. He acknowledges Chile as the site of one of the earliest 

attempts ôto transform educational systems through free market principlesõ (p. 130) but 

argues that it was the Education Reform Act (ERA) of 1988 in England that ôbecame the most 

well-known and globally [sic] research act of its kindõ (p. 130), inspiring ôother large-scale 

school system reforms in North America, Europe and Asia-Pacificõ (p. 130).  

The five main features of GERM according to Sahlberg (2016) are: competition and choice, 

standardisation of teaching and learning, focus on reading, mathematics and science, 

corporate models of change, and test-based accountability. GERM has had different 

impacts on schooling, such as: the limitation of opportunities to cooperate, share ideas, 

and help one other; the elaboration of linear processes where risk-taking in teaching and 

learning becomes unlikely; the ethos of schools has become academic rather than 

comprehensive; schools run according to measured results narrowing the purpose of 

school education; the distance of teachers from the moral purpose of their profession; and 

the increase on teaching-to-the-test practices (see p. 138-139).    

With the end of the cold war, market ideas have found in the twenty-first century a new 

way of being assembled. Jenny Ozga (2008) calls this new ensemble the ôknowledge 

economyõ, which involves a ôpolicy meta-narrative that assumes and requires the 

commodification of knowledge in a system of global production, distribution and exchangeõ 

(p. 265). A countryõs competitiveness no longer depends solely on its level of 

industrialisation but also on the level of knowledge of its economy. The success of a 

country is linked to the effectiveness and improvement of the human capital of its 

population. This is one of the reasons Aihwa Ong (2007) considers that ôneoliberalismõs 

metaphor is knowledgeõ (p. 5); that is, knowledge organised by the principles of market 

freedom. 

Knowledge and education are key sites to achieving economic growth and competitiveness 

(Ball, 2008; Ozga, 2008). This process involves, as Ozga (2008) puts it, a governance turn 

in the way the state operates. Ball (2008) argues this turn involves changes in the ôforms 

and modalities of the state (é) from rowing to steering, from direct to indirect forms of 

control, from prescription and direction to contracting out and performance managementõ 

(p. 213). Governing by numbers is a major trend of the governance turn in the field of 

education. Its aim, as Ozga (2008) argues, is to promote ôthe collection and use of 



51 
 

comparative data on performance as a way of controlling and shaping behaviourõ (p. 266). 

This is, a ôshift from centralised and vertical hierarchical forms of regulation to 

decentralised, horizontal, networked formsõ (p. 266).  

Governing teachers by numbers implies that education has redefined learning as capable 

of being measured, compared, managed, improved and, therefore, efficiently delivered. 

Table leagues, benchmarking and comparison, as Ozga (2008) claims, are ôcore governing 

processes across a òlearning societyó shaped by economic reforms, citizenship obligations, 

employability and the use of OECD policy tools in educationõ (p. 267). She is referring to 

standardised tests such as the PISA or the Teaching and Learning International Survey 

(TALIS).  

The focus on learning was one of the conclusions of the World Conference on Education for 

All  that took place in Jomtien, Thailand, in 1990, sponsored by the United Nations 

Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), the United Nations 

Childrenõs Fund (UNICEF) and the World Bank (WB). One of the main components of 

the Education for All framework is ôa focus on learningõ. As stated in the final report of 

that meeting:   

The thematic roundtable on improving primary education in developing countries 
shifted the debate from promoting access and equity, to boosting quality, further 
arguing that quality improvements were central to assuring demand and increasing 
the efficiency and holding power of schools. Boosting quality means moving the 
focus from simply providing inputs and counting participation and completion 
rates to enriching the learning process and measuring learning acquisition and 
performance. (UNESCO, 1990, p. 27) 

The shift in the education debate concerns the mode of regulating the relationship between 

society and education: from access and completion rates to measuring learning. The focus 

on ôboosting qualityõ relates to what some scholars have called the twentieth-centuryõs 

educational revolution (Baker, 2014; Esteve, 2006). Baker (2014), for example, explains 

that this revolution ôproceeded through a stepwise pattern, first of access to primary 

schooling, then by the opening up of secondary schooling, and lastly in the expansion of 

tertiary educationõ (p. 23). He also adds that this ôprogression began in wealthier nations 

and since the middle of the twentieth-century spread globally with less and less time 

between each stage of educational developmentõ (p. 24). According to Roser and Ortiz-

Ospina (2018), ôwhile only 12% of the people in the world could read and write in 1820, 

today the share has reversed: only 17% of the world population remains illiterate. Over the 

last 65 years the global literacy rate increased by 4% every five years ð from 42% in 1960 
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to 86% in 2015õ5. Today, globally, 9 out of 10 students will finish primary school, learning 

how to read and write6 (UNESCO, 2016). Worldwide, children from about 4 to 11 years 

old are experiencing the practice of schooling in their respective sociocultural contexts. 

Therefore, regulating the teaching and learning process is one of the major debates in 

education policy.  

However, the regulation of learning through numbers keeps the privatisation agenda of 

the knowledge economy hidden (Ball & Youdell, 2007). This is what the notion of GERM 

makes manifest. For Ozga (2008), for example, ôthe quality debate is not about qualityõ (p. 

269) because the problem of boosting quality is framed as ôcost-effective and contributing 

to knowledge economy agendasõ (p. 269). In this sense, critical voices of this agenda, like 

Ozga (2017), argue that ôeducation policy should not be driven by performance dataõ (p. 

1). Ball (2010) adds that the economic rationality of the market that guides these ôtrends 

and movesõ can create the conditions for ôthe gathering of a perfect stormõ. For this reason, 

Ball (2015a) also warns against ôthe tyranny of numbersõ (p. 299).  

The problem, as Sahlberg (2016) suggests, is not that ôcompetition, choice, standardised 

testing, or accountabilityõ are harmful per se, but that ôthe evidence is very clear that market

based education policies that rely on these elements of GERM are the wrong wayõ (p. 142) 

to offer quality education. Sahlberg (2015) speaks about a ôFinland vs the GERMõ (p. 166) 

conflict, adding that ôunlike the Chilean system, among many others today, the Finnish 

system had not been infected by market-based education reforms that typically emphasize 

competition between schools, high-stakes standardised students-testing policies, and 

privatizing public schoolõ (p. 168). The Chilean educational system, in his view, is almost a 

replica of GERM. Ironically, the same performativity results of PISA that have been used 

to spread GERM have made visible ôthe Finish miracleõ (Sahlberg, 2010). However, the 

active schoolsõ communities and teachersõ professionalism of the Finish education system 

are not features ôspreadõ by GERM, thus exposing the political nature of a discourse that 

hides its agenda of privatisation (Ball & Youdell, 2007).   

                                                 

5 From the website Our World in Data, based at the University of Oxford 
https://ourworldindata.org/literacy, retrieved on July 2019 
6 In 2014, the global adjusted net enrolment rate was 91% for primary education, 84% for lower 
secondary education and 63% for upper secondary education. Rates which varies considerably 
according to the income of the countries. In high-income countries, the same three levels are 97%, 
98% and 92%, respectively, and in low-income countries, they are 81%, 65% and 40%, respectively 
(UNESCO, 2017, p. 182).   
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The problem of how GERM policies and practices travels around the world is a critical 

education policy discussion (Ball, 2008; Peck & Theodore, 2010). The emphasis can be 

placed on the idea that this global movement is an uncontrolled disease infecting national 

systems. Little (2015), for example, argues that GERM ôinfects education systems globally 

and has changed the very nature of educationõ (p. 3). If this is the case, teachers unions, 

for example, can be seen as ôthe Penicillin to the GERMõ, as Mayle (2015) states. This way 

of framing the problem highlights what Foucault (1982) calls a domination struggle in the 

sense of a relation of force that acts ôdirectly and immediately on othersõ (p. 789). It is what 

Ong (2007) calls the ôeconomic tsunamiõ or Neoliberalism with big ôNõ, which ôcollapses 

multiple socio-political values into a single measure or structureõ (p. 4), in this case GERM, 

and produces ôglobalized uniformityõ, ôde-contextualizationõ, ôhomogeneityõ, ôunified set of 

policiesõ, a ôstandard neoliberal stateõ, and structured ôgeographical entitiesõ.  

If GERM is framed as a domination struggle, teachers are placed in a subordinated position. 

Even though, in my opinion, an intense domination struggle is taking place, to see the 

problem of GERM as a struggle occurring in the site of subjectivity, as Ball (2015b) 

suggests, prompts me to examine the problem with the aim to understand the 

phenomenon of dissident teachers in Chile. The subjectivity angle of the problem, 

following Ong (2007), implies that GERM, as a ôglobal assemblageõ or neoliberalism with 

small ônõ, acts as a ômigratory technology of governing that interacts with situated sets of 

elements and circumstancesõ (p. 5). Ong (2007), Peck and Theodore (2010), with this way 

of understanding neoliberalism, stress the idea of a global space that enables multiple 

directions and constants ôflowsõ, ôtravelsõ, ôjourneysõ and ômobilityõ of policy. This mobility, 

Ong (2007) argues, needs a ôspaceõ to be assembled. The field of experience of teachers 

constitutes such a space. GERM acts in the contextual filed of experience of teachers in 

different parts of the world creating a local ensemble of GERM. Thus, GERM can be seen 

as interacting, as Ong (2007) puts it, with ôsituated political regimesõ (p. 5), producing an 

ôopenness to unexpected outcomesõ (p. 5) and ômutating configurations of possibilityõ (p. 

4).   

The set of practices a teacher considers ethical and possible to be performed in the field 

of experience of teaching and learning configure the site for a subjective struggle (Ball, 

2015b). As Foucault (1982) explains, this struggle involves an action ôwhich ties the 

individual to himself and submits him to others in this wayõ (p. 781), adding that it is an 

ôaction upon an action, on existing actions or on those which may arise in the present or 

the futureõ (p. 789). What is considered valuable and/or necessary in the field of experience 
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of teaching and learning is part of this struggle. As Ball and Youdell (2007) argue, the 

neoliberal form of governing education constitutes ôa new moral environmentõ where ôa 

culture of self-interestõ (p. 52) is promoted. This way of articulating the problem, as 

Pignatelli (1993) argues, enables us to relate the phenomenon of the dissident teachers to 

their ôproject of freedomõ or their practices of self-formation. The way teachers are 

currently being governed is not only by ôdirect and immediateõ relationships of power but 

also, as Foucault (1997a) claims, by a ôrelation to ethics through which we constitute 

ourselves as moral agentsõ (p. 262).  

Shaping the subjectivity of global teachers locally 

Teachers around the world are being subjected, in different ways, to the global trends of 

privatisation governed by numbers. Mary Compton and Lois Weiner (2008), both teachersõ 

union activists, edited the book The Global Assault on Teaching, Teachers, and their Unions: Stories 

for Resistance. As they have argued, Comptonõs position in 2004 as President of the English 

National Union of Teachers (NUT) gave her ôthe unique opportunity to visit teachersõ 

conferences all around the world.õ (p. 3). In places as distant socially and geographically as 

South Africa, Australia, Canada, Germany and Brazil, she recognised a global trend: 

ô[t]hough the titles and acronyms of policies differ from one country to another, the basics 

of the assault are the same: undercut the publicly supported, publicly controlled system of 

education, teachersõ professionalism, and teacher unions as organizationsõ (p. 4). They 

argue that this global trend is based on a new global consensus, the idea that ôprivate 

corporations and entrepreneurs are much more able to make education work for the poor 

than teachers, communities, and their elected representatives in governmentõ. (p. 5-6). Meg 

Maguire (2009), elaborating on a sociology of the global teacher, argues something similar:  

Contemporary teacher education reform, and concomitantly the construction of a 
ônewõ teacher for the ônew world orderõ, is predicated on a range of suppositions: 
that schools have failed in the past, owing, in some part, to inefficient and 
incompetent teachers, and that policymakers and governments are best placed to 
determine what makes an ôeffectiveõ teacher and a ôgoodõ school. (p. 60) 

This process is described by Susan Robertson (2016) as the ôthickõ global governance of 

teachersõ work. She refers to a historical shift, from thin to thick, of the governing 

capabilities of international agencies such as UNESCO and OECD. From 1945 to 1990, 

this governance was ôthinõ, in the sense that the nation and teachersõ professional 

organisations still had a strong voice in shaping the terms of the education debate. 

However, in the 1990s a new set of actors (OECD, the WB, and a small group of global 
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educational firms) began not only to frame the requirements of being a good teacher, as 

previous organisations such as UNESCO have tried to do, but also to shape ôthe ongoing 

realization of this through these new systems of data-driven, direction-given assessment 

and accountabilityõ (p. 287). The teachersõ mode of being, therefore, shifted to a ôthickõ area 

of concern.  

What is at stake in this mode of governing, according to Ball (2003), is the ôsoul of the 

teachersõ. He highlights the performative dimension of the teachersõ reforms, i.e., new 

technologies which rest on ômonitoring systems and the production of informationõ (p. 

216), and warns us of ôthe terrors of performativityõ. By providing proxies of individual or 

organisational performances, these technologies seek to frame what it is to be a ôgoodõ or 

ôbadõ professional. As Ball states:  

As such they stand for, encapsulate or represent the worth, quality or value of an 
individual or organization within a field of judgement. The issue of who controls 
the field of judgement is crucial. One key aspect of the current educational reform 
movement may be seen as struggles over the control of the field of judgement and 
its values. (p. 216) 

Governing teachers by numbers creates new ways of being a teacher. This is achieved, as 

Ball (2003) argues, ôby providing new modes of description for what we do and new 

possibilities for actionõ (p. 222). These governing technologies are both de-regulating and 

re-regulating what it means to be a teacher, i.e., ôteachers are òdeprofessionalizedó and 

òreprofessionalizedóõ (p. 218).  

Performativity is about linking statistical proxies related to some form of teaching or 

learning with teachersõ performance, in order to make assumptions about the field of 

judgment of teachersõ work. For example, the longitudinal statistical study of Sanders and 

Rivers (1996), following the learning standardised results of students from year 2 to year 5, 

reports that ôthe single most dominant factor affecting student academic gain is teacher 

effectõ (p. 6). These type of studies have helped to create a strong discourse regarding the 

importance of improving the quality of teachers. For example, based on the work of 

Sanders and Rivers (1996), as well as on other similar studies, the OECD (2005) argues 

that ôthe broad consensus is that òteacher qualityó is the single most important school 

variable influencing student achievementõ (p. 26). It also claims that ôas the most significant 

resource in schools, teachers are central to school improvement efforts. Improving the 

efficiency and equity of schooling depends, in large measure, on ensuring that competent 

people want to work as teachersõ (p. 18). The WB (2012) moreover suggests that there is a 
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ôgrowing focus on the need to strengthen the teaching profession to ensure better 

education resultsõ (p. 1). Teachers are thought of as a factor, a variable or a resource for 

ôboosting qualityõ.  

The political agenda of GERM has constructed a strong discourse about teachersõ 

centrality in improving quality. As Robertson (2016) argues, the ôthickõ way of governing 

teachers meant that ôan emerging view began to circulate and settle: that the key strategy 

of top performing education systems around the globe was recruiting top teachers and 

keeping them in the systemõ (p. 280). This is what Marianne Larsen (2010) has called ôthe 

teacher centrality discourseõ. She explains that this type of discourse is ôpreceded by a 

discourse of blame and derision towards teachersõ (p. 220). Under this type of discourse, 

teachers are perceived as incompetent, lazy and ignorant, and as somehow responsible for 

a kind of moral crisis that a country might be experiencing. The discourse of ôblame and 

derision against teachers for societal illsõ (p. 223), argues Larsen, is a common precedent 

to educational reforms where teachers are seen, in a completely opposite and contradictory 

way, as central to performing and achieving change. Carla Fontdevila and Antoni Verger 

(2015) have analysed the doublespeak of the WB, arguing that, on the one hand, the WB 

ôfrequently portrays teachers as part of the problem concerning quality education that many 

countries faceõ (p. 4) and, on the other, it ôconsiders teachers as a very important piece in 

the quality education puzzleõ (p. 4). Teachers are at the same time the problem and the 

solution of the education difficulties in this global discourse, becoming both heroes and 

villains, as Avalos (2013) puts it. 

An example of how a set of policy devices enacts the global teacher is TALIS (OECD, 

2014): ôa large-scale international survey that focuses on the working conditions of teachersõ 

(p. 5). OECD (2014) states that ôwhile the survey offers a wealth of information to 

education policy makers, it can also be seen as a global òselfieó by teachers: a snapshot, 

taken by teachers themselves, of what they believe, how they work, and how they feel 

about the work they do.õ (p. 7). In the 2018 version of TALIS (OECD, 2019), under the 

subtitle ôWhat do teachers want?õ, the report describes the results of a question asked ôfor 

the first timeõ that ôasks teachers to rate the importance of a number of priorities if the 

education budget were increased by 5%õ (p. 7). Beyond the results, what is interesting with 

regards to the ôselfieõ or ôsnapshotõ metaphor is that promotes the idea that the data 

produced is a self-generated picture of teachers taken by ôthemselvesõ about what they 

believe, how they work and even how they feel about their work. However, there is 

something paradoxical about a ôselfieõ taken by someone other than oneõs self, and where 
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one is invited to talk, through a survey, about priorities that are predefined and de-

contextualised. The problem, of course, is not statistics and the production of data per se 

but, as Ball (2003) puts is, the struggles over different forms of controlling the field of 

judgement over what it means to be a good teacher.  

Another concrete example of a global technology shaping the global teacher is the 

Educational GPS, also from the OECD, as analysed by Robertson (2016). As she states, 

the main problem of this specific technology is that,   

as a guidance tool for countries and their education systems [it] suggests a degree 
of agency on the part of the user, as choices can be made around what to look at. 
However like all GPS devices, it has a preferred route based on assumptions about 
what the terrain looks like, and what the direction of travel should be. The fact that 
there are alternative routes to be taken, or indeed routes to be taken that are not 
built into this system and which are perhaps more effective at delivering quality 
teaching and learning, is made invisible. (p. 287) 

The control over the fields of visibility and judgment of what it means to be a good teacher 

is a critical aspect of how GERM governs the field of experience of teachers. 

Impacts on teachersõ subjectivity 

Following Foucault (1997a), the analysis of the impacts of GERM on teachersõ subjectivity 

can be organised in three ontological domains: i) impact on teachers as subjects of 

knowledge, ii) impact on teachers as subjects of power, and iii) impact on teachers as ethical 

subjects (p. 262).  

Subjects of knowledge: teachers as evidence 

The field of experience of teachers, the way they relate in their everyday practice with their 

students, colleagues and themselves, is increasingly organised by a diverse set of data and 

test-based accountability devices that are currently hegemonic in the field of the truth about 

what it means to be a good teacher. Today, a good teacher is an effective teacher. The 

control of the field of what is considered knowledge about teachers is the first impact on 

teachersõ subjectivity. The effective teacher is an ontological result of the control exerted 

over the field of truth.  

Controlling the field of truth is a way of controlling the way teachers think and act with 

regards to education. For example, Hargreaves (2010) studied 300 secondary schools in 

England that were part of a project with a ôhighly collaborativeõ approach where ôtwo thirds 

of the schools improved at double the rate of the national secondary school average in just 
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2 yearsõ (p. 149). The collaborative approach elicited an ôimmense enthusiasm from 

educatorsõ (p. 149). However, the way teachers managed to improve was by ôengaging with 

and adopting short-term strategies that yielded immediate results (é) in order to deliver 

the governmentõs narrowly defined targets and purposes measured by test scores and 

examination resultsõ (p. 150). The ôshort-term strategiesõ are effective for improving in 

relation to the field of truth that governs what it means to be a successful school.   

In the case of the dissident teachers, the 2014/ 2015 demonstrations were against a new 

TC policy that involved the elaboration of a new policy device used to produce truths 

about teachers. The new classificatory system produced headlines such as: ô42% of teachers 

are classified in the lower income levelsõ (Guzmán & Bustos, 2016, mt). Teachers, as 

subjects of knowledge framed by the proxies of their performance, are reduced, as Ball 

(2015b) argues, ôto a category or quotientõ (p. 5), they are made evidence in this game of 

truth. 

Subjects of power: the loss of control over the work process 

As Foucault (1997d) explains, power relations are ôstrategic games between libertiesõ (p. 

299), where what is at stake is precisely the control of othersõ liberties. To play this game, 

different sorts of ôtechnologies of governmentõ are used. When the game constrains the 

otherõs practices of freedom to a point where liberty is reduced to its minimal expressions, 

the strategic relations become a ôstate of dominationõ. In the case of teachersõ practices, 

they have been reduced to a point that they have loss the control over their work process.   

This form of domination involves a complex process of reshaping teachersõ work. Ozga 

has dedicated part of her lifeõs work to the analysis of how this form of domination has 

been enacted. Her work, Teachers Professionalism & Class: A study of Organized Teachers (Ozga 

& Lawn, 1981) is considered by Martínez (2001) as one of the first studies of the process 

of teachersõ work. Here, Ozga and Lawn (1981) address the conflicts between 

professionalism and unionism, arguing that teachers were facing a process of 

proletarianisation with a double impact: first, they were becoming vulnerable in relation to 

their job stability and, second, this process ôalso involves a loss of control over the work 

process, a loss of definition by the worker of the essential elements of the task. Thus, the 

teacherõs broad self-image as an òeducatoró is eroded and his/her function as processor 

stressedõ (p. 143-144). Ozga (1995), 14 years later, argues against managerialism as a way 

of regulating the teachersõ workforce that has changed ôthe locus of controlõ (p. 34). 

Managerialism produces a division between the manager and the managed, with the latter 
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seen as a ôflexible, deskilled, part-time labour forceõ (p. 35). However, she adds, ôthere are 

invidious consequences for all teachers, managers and managed, in the acceptance of 

externally constructed agendas that contribute to loss of control over the meaning and 

purpose of work, which is the essence of deskillingõ (p. 35). Ozga (2017), 36 years after her 

first study on teachersõ work, argues against ôthe dominance of comparisonõ (p. 2). She 

considers that both policymakers and researchers are ôlargely persuaded that data use 

results in improved performance. This needs to be challengedõ, adding that ôcomparative 

data reduce the complexities of national and local education practices through their 

selection of key indicators on the basis of which schools may be comparedõ (p. 2). By 

warning against and strongly criticising ôdataveillanceõ (data and surveillance), Ozga not 

only shows that an intense form of dominance of teachers has continued in recent years 

but has also become more sophisticated, for example, by a ôconstant collection and 

monitoring of data on an individual that enables the operation of predictive profilingõ (p.1).  

The loss of control over the work process involves a transformation of teachersõ identities 

and an increase of teachersõ malaise and suffering. Ball and Youdell (2007) state that 

technologies of government such as ôtargets, accountability, competition and choice, 

leadership, entrepreneurism, performance-related pay and privatisationõ (p. 45), lead to a 

transformation of teachersõ identities, from headteacher to manager and from teacher to 

technician, generating ôincreased emotional pressures and stress related to work; increased 

pace and intensification of work; and changed social relationshipsõ (p. 46). The increased 

emotional pressure relates to the problem of teacher malaise, suffering and sickness. Regina 

Penteado and Samuel de Souza (2019) have recently analysed 12 publications on this topic. 

They used the notion of ôpsychic loadõ to analyse the relation between the workersõ own 

projects and the prescription ôof a precise operative modeõ within a work organisation, 

arguing that the psychic load ôincreases when freedom decreases ð that is, an authoritarian 

organisation increases the psychic loadõ (p. 144). From this point of view, a teacherõs 

suffering relates to the lack of freedom in their everyday work:  

When the worker does not have freedom to rearrange his operative modes to find 
the gestures that allow pleasure or reduce the psychic load of work, (é) then 
feelings of displeasure, tension and suffering appear, and energy is reduced ð 
fatigue (non-specific translation of physical or psychic overload) ends up having a 
somatic interpretation. (p. 144) 

The notion of agobio relates to this description of ôpsychic loadõ. As González (2015) claims, 

the neoliberal policies that have been in place for the last 35-40 years have had serious 

implications for the Chilean teachers: i) job insecurity related to flexible contracts, ii) 
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intensification of teachersõ work which involves taking work for home, iii) ôthe 

development of illness as an effect of the somatisation of the pressures we are exposed as 

teacherõ (p. 49, mt), for example, 46,2% of teachers suffer from dysphonia, 44,3% of 

irritable bowel syndrome and 41,8% of stress, among other illnesses, and iv) an excess of 

classroom hours, between 1.089 to 1.203, when the mean of OECD is between 769-881. 

He adds:  

The combination of these elements has radically modified the collective and 
individual identity of teachers, at least in the following aspects. First, the narrative 
of individual success and meritocracy (where there is a will there is a way [el que 
quiere puede]) creates the idea of superiority among some teachers that have 
performed well in a specific performance test. Second, consumerism, everyday 
malaise, authoritarianism, individualism and distrust among teachers and between 
teacher and students, prevail. Third, teachersõ actions, both pedagogical and 
industrial, face a massive crisis of social legitimacy. (p. 50, mt).  

Agobio becomes a somatic interpretation of the rearrangement of a teacherõs identity as 

neoliberal homo economicus (Foucault, 2008) who does not have control over the process of 

their work. Thought of as mere subjects of interest, as Feldfeber (2007) argues, ôteachers 

must become a òprofessional marketó of themselves, which [market] rules are defined by 

the stateõ (p. 446, mt) under the logic of comparative data used to control their everyday 

practices.  

Ethical subjects: ontologically insecure 

Ethics, for Foucault (1997a), refers to ôthe kind of relationship you ought to have with 

yourselfõ (p. 263). He distinguishes four significant aspects of this relationship: i) the ethical 

substance, called by the Greeks aphrodisia, ôthe act linked with pleasure and desireõ (p. 264), 

related to the ôaspect or part of myself or my behaviour which is concerned with moral 

conductõ (p. 263); ii) the mode of subjectivation: ôthe way in which people are invited or 

incited to recognize their moral obligationõ (p. 264); iii) self-forming activity: ôwhat are we 

to do (é) in order to behave ethically?õ (p. 265); and iv) telos: ôwhich is the kind of being 

to which we aspire when we behave in a moral wayõ (p. 265). The practice of taking care 

of oneself, as a critical ontology upon oneself (Foucault, 1997f), relates to these types of 

practices.  

Being regarded as evidence, in addition to not having control over the process of oneõs 

own work has led to a complicated and detrimental relationship with themselves as 

teachers. As Ball (2003) puts it, teachers feel that they are ôbeing constantly judged in 

different ways, by different means, according to different criteria, through different agents 



61 
 

and agenciesõ (p. 220). They need to constantly prove that they are good teachers and are 

constantly asked to improve as effective teachers. The devices used to verify their self-

worth, however, have their own self-forming activity and telos, for example, to raise this or 

that standard, to improve this or that quotient, because of this or that punishment or 

incentive. The problem is that the overregulation and control over the field of judgment 

of teachersõ work produces strong ôfeelings of uncertainty and ambiguityõ (van den Berg, 

2002, p. 612) and a ôhigh degree of uncertainty and instabilityõ (Ball, 2003, p. 220), unfolding 

ontological insecurities (p. 220) and ontological dilemmas (p. 222). This insecurity is related 

to the problem of teacher malaise, suffering and sickness. As Penteado and de Souza (2019) 

argue, one of the main effects of this is that ôteachers, as caregivers of the students, have 

little aptitude to take care of themselves!õ (p. 45).  

In the Chilean context, I distinguish three significant impacts of the absence of space-time 

to take care of oneself. The first is the adherence to the ethical principles of the different 

technologies of government as oneõs own ethical principles. For example, during the 

ethnographic work I have conducted in schools (Acuña, Assaél, Contreras, & Peralta, 2014; 

Assaél et al., 2014), I met a teacher who dedicated extra time to preparing her students to 

perform well in the SIMCE (described in Chapter 8). It was an ethical stance for her that 

her students performed well in the test.  

A second impact is what Pardo (2013) identifies as a critical disaffection, or what Rojas 

and Leyton (2014) refer to as a submissive attitude ôdeploying a semantic of pain: obligation, 

fatigue, anxiety, exhaustion, without alternativesõ (p. 219, mt). Cornejo and Insunza (2013) 

have also identified this as the absence of teachers in the education debate. Similarly, Acuña, 

Contreras and Assaél (2019) named it the silent subjective position of teachers in teachersõ 

meetings. In different ways, these studies show that the teachersõ experience is detached 

from, and critical of the ethical principles of the technologies of governing by numbers 

but, at the same time, they feel that it is not possible to change them. This hopelessness 

produces a mode of subjectivation of a never-ending need to endure and to cope. Teachers 

are ethically detached from their practice and become silent, submissive, absent or 

disaffected.  

A third impact is the teachersõ abandonment of the profession, as an ethical response to 

taking care of oneself through leaving an occupation that is producing agobio. In its most 

critical case, abandonment unfolds as the impossibility to continue working because of 

occupational burn out, an intense work-related anxiety (Foladori, 2007; P. Guerrero, 2008). 
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However, in a less psychosomatic way, as Avalos and Valenzuela (2016) have estimated, 

around 40% of young teachers (under 30) have abandoned teaching by the end of their 5th 

year. Gaete, Castro, Pino and Mansilla (2017) continued this line of research by 

interviewing primary teachers that have left teaching. They reported that the central 

reasons for leaving are salary, working conditions (stress, workload) and what they call 

ôdeprofessionalisationõ (p. 134, mt), referring to a lack of autonomy.  

These three different impacts discussed above are enmeshed in the everyday experience of 

teaching. The mode of governing teachers in the last three decades, both worldwide and 

in Chile specifically, has reduced the teacher subject to evidence, with teachers ultimately 

having no control over their own field of experience, and without economic and 

ontological security. The dissident teacher subject seems to be an original response to these 

impacts that, at first sight, does not ôadhereõ to this way of being governed; they are neither 

silent nor submissive, absent or disaffected; and they are not thinking of abandoning their 

profession. This prompts some specific questions: what is enabling the dissident teachers 

to elicit a different response to the problems they experience in their everyday life as 

teachers? Is the practice of dissent creating an experience in which a different form of 

teacher subject emerges?  

Resistance, care of the self and dissent 

In the current state of the teaching profession, feeling, acting and thinking differently as a 

teacher seems very difficult. Teachersõ everyday experience seems severely limited, with 

neither space nor time to exercise oneõs freedom. As Maguire (2009) argues, ôwhatever 

oneõs explanation of what is propelling international educational reform-making 

(globalisation and/or neo-liberalism), dominant discourses emphasising the economic 

aims of education currently seem to have displaced alternative discoursesõ (p. 59). As 

Larsen (2010) states, the centrality of the teacher discourse  

suppresses alternative modes of thinking and acting, making impossible the 
articulation of other ways of thinking about and acting to improve schools. How 
then can we begin to question or trouble a discourse that elevates the status of the 
teacher? How then can we open up spaces to think and act otherwise? Indeed, 
where are the spaces for different viewpoints, ideas and opinions about teachers 
today? (p. 224) 

My thesis strongly resonates with these last questions. I hope that the experience of the 

dissident teachers may be able to identify and promote new possibilities for teachers to 

feel, think and act with regards to their own self and profession. I also share the concern 
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expressed by Encarna Rodríguez (2015a) about the relevance of (re)imagining public 

education. She considers that GERM, as a neoliberal global imaginary, ôhas silently but 

efficiently privatized our educational imaginationõ (p. 9), adding that ôpedagogically, my 

main concern with these policies has been their lack of democratic imaginationõ (Rodríguez, 

2015b, p. 16). Working with ôa surprisingly anachronistic pedagogical simplicityõ (p. 16), 

she adds:  

What is really at stake in these policies is not just the risk of weakening the 
relationship between education and democracy, as important as this is, but, more 
importantly, our own ability to imagine this relationship within the public referents 
that current policies are so efficiently erasing. (p. 17) 

The school, as a public institution where democracy is experienced as an ethical telos or 

aspiration, is an imaginary limited by the current relations of force organising the practices 

of teaching and learning. However, as Foucault (1982) reminds us:  

Power is exercised only over free subjects, and only insofar as they are free. By this 
we mean individual or collective subjects who are faced with a field of possibilities 
in which several ways of behaving, several reactions and diverse comportments, 
may be realized. (p. 790) 

Even in a intense form of domination, there is ôthe possibility of recalcitranceõ, ôthe 

recalcitrance of the will and the intransigence of freedomõ (p. 790) which may open up the 

possibility ôto imagine and to build up what we could be to get rid of this kind of political 

òdouble bind,ó which is the simultaneous individualization and totalization of modern 

power structuresõ (p. 785). This problem is addressed by Paulo Freire (2013), in dialogue 

with Antonio Faundez, as the problem of the ôreinvention of powerõ (p. 121, mt). For him, 

ôit is impossible, for those who pretend to reinvent power, not to use their imagination, 

not to use their creativityõ (p. 121, mt).  

Teachers are, in different ways, struggling against becoming neoliberal teacher subjects and, 

in doing so, are trying to reinvent the current relations of power to which they are subjected. 

I will mention at this point a few forms of these everyday struggles. The first is that of 

collective and organised resistance enacted through more traditional union actions. I will 

consider the new challenges these practices are facing. Then, I will address some individual 

practices of refusal as a way of caring about oneself and resisting these trends. Finally, I 

will briefly consider the Chilean dissident teachers.   
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Collective resistance  

Collective struggle organised through teachersõ unions is still the primary way in which 

politicised teachers attempt to resist neoliberalism. As union activists, Compton and 

Weiner (2008) state that: 

Teachers are in a war being fought over the future of education, and though at 
times it might seem as though we are losing the war without firing a shot, we have 
a potentially powerful weapon in our hands ð our solidarity and organisation into 
powerful teachers unions. (p. 6) 

The global assault on teachers implies the existence of a direct war against their unions too. 

Compton and Weiner (2008) recognise a ôtremendous potential forceõ (p. 6), for example, 

in the Educational International Organisation of teacher unions and its 29 million 

members worldwide. However, they also acknowledge that they ôare a long way from 

achieving an equivalent global coherenceõ (p. 7), as GERM has. As Stevenson (2015) argues 

for the case of the NUT in England, ôstate strategies have been focused on marginalizing 

the teacher unions, and in particular, closing down the spaces in which collective barging 

may take placeõ (p. 616), adding that this has prompted the union to refocus its work on 

three strands of action:  

First is a commitment to lay member activism and in particular, a focus on 
developing workplace organisation. Second is a more explicit focus on political 
organizing in which the case for public education is set against a neoliberal narrative 
of privatization (é). The third element (é) is a commitment to coalition building 
whereby the union has sought to build alliances with parents and community 
groups, other teachers unions, and the labour unions more widely. (p. 616) 

As Stevenson (2015) adds, ôthe development of a more decentralized and fragmented 

school systemõ (p. 621), for example through the growth of academies, results in thinking 

about new collective strategies for a new workplace scenario. Maguire, Braun and Ball 

(2018) have analysed the perspective of some union representatives in their workplace, 

identifying three level of resistance: the day-to-day concerns, such as problems with 

students behaviour; the in-school-management, such as problems of bullying and heavy 

workloads; and the broader socio-political problems ôsuch as inequality in schoolingõ (p. 8). 

It is in the second and third level that resistance is more likely to become more overt and 

collective. They add that ôrepsõ are particularly critical towards ôpolicy enthusiastsõ, people 

ôwho often led teams responsible for making policies òworkóõ (p. 10), because, usually, 

ôpolicy work can be taken up and embraced more for its career-enhancing potential than 

pedagogic potentialõ (p. 10).  
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Similarly, González (2015) argues that, in the case of Chile, the three main transformations 

concerning teachersõ work that have occurred as a result of neoliberalism are: first, a 

juridical ôobjective and structural fragmentationõ (p.117, mt) between teachers who work 

in the private and public system; second, ôthe hegemony of the private sectorõ in terms of 

student enrolments and teachersõ workforce employed; third, ôteachersõ identity has been 

redefined based on neoliberal cultural norms such as individualism, consumerism, rejection 

to organise, de-politicisation, a-criticism, individual and private malaiseõ (p. 118, mt). In a 

fragmented, privatised and individualised context it makes sense to refocus the work of 

unions on the lay members and the workplace organisation. The problem, as one union 

representative quoted by Stevenson (2015) explains, is that ôit eats into a lot of my time 

and a lot of that time I do not have. And itõs not an easy position to be in. It is a stressful 

position to be in when you are trying to placate peopleõs concernsõ (p. 617). The union 

representative is not a traditional union leader with full-time dedication to their union work 

but a teacher who, along with running ôthe A-level in Literatureõ, is the school rep, and 

who deals with the constant fear of ômanagement reprisalsõ (p. 617).  

The juridical division between types of schools in Chile, and the fact that since 2010 the 

majority of teachers are employed by the private subsidised sector (González, 2015), has a 

correlation with their possibilities to be organised. Some figures are useful in understanding 

some of the problems teachers are facing in terms of their organising collectively. In 2017, 

235,527 teachers were working in 11,749 schools, teaching 3,5 million students from 

primary and secondary schools. The majority of schools (49,9%), students (54,6%) and 

teachers (45,3%) are part of the private subsidised system (Centro de Estudios MINEDUC, 

2018).  

The private and private subsidised sectors are barely organised and highly fragmented. 

Lizana and Bastías (2016) argue that the private sector is subjected to a ôhyper-

fragmentationõ (p. 10). There are 6,483 schools in the private sector (Centro de Estudios 

MINEDUC, 2018). One stakeholders can run one or a chain of schools. The unions, when 

created, act at the level of the workplace organisation. Lizana and Bastías (2016) state that 

in ôthe year 2015 a process of awakening of consciousness took place in the workers of the 

private sector, who after decades of exploitation and silence dare to raise their voiceõ (p. 

10, mt). In different school communities, they add, ôtrade union organisations are emerging, 

articulating different people such as teachers, assistant of education, managers, etc.õ (p. 10, 

mt).  
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Even though the organisation in the public sector is stronger than in the private, teachersõ 

participation is still weak. For example, in the 2013 elections, around 80,000 members were 

inscribed in the Colegio de Profesores (35% approx. of the teachersõ workforce in 2013). Of 

this, only 27,833 (12% approx.) participated in the election. Of the 27,833 who participated 

in the election, 90% worked in the municipal sector (Cornejo & Insunza, 2013). In 2016, 

after the 2014/2015 demonstrations, the participation in the elections rose to 48,407 (from 

12% to 22%) (Colegio de Profesores de Chile A.G., 2016). The Colegio de Profesores is the 

principal space of organisation for teachers who work in the public sector. Since the early 

1990s, it has been the leading political and public voice of teachers, recognised by the 

different governments as the only legitimate organisation of teachers for negotiating with.  

The trend of teachers who, having been subjected to decades of neoliberal policies, are 

now resisting its policies, is occurring in different places. The website 

www.teachersolidarity.com, founded by Mary Compton, is useful for following teachersõ 

struggles around the world. As stated in its ôaboutõ section:  

Education in almost every country in the world is subject to the grip of neo-liberal 
education ôreformõ which is slowly starving out public schooling, promoting 
privatisation, destroying teacher professionalism and aims only to produce a 
minimally educated workforce, which can read instructions and advertisements but 
is discouraged from thinking critically about the world. 

Teachersolidarity is an independent website which records the resistance to such 
reform of teachers, their unions, communities and researchers, who are fighting to 
defend public and democratic education.  

My work shares this political-ethical concern. In 2019, it is possible to see in the website, 

articles of union actions against different neoliberal policies taking place in Tunisia, China, 

Zimbabwe, the Philippines, Mexico, Oakland, the Netherlands, England, New Jersey, New 

Zealand, Brazil, Wales, Costa Rica, Greece, the US (e.g., Los Angeles) and Chile. The US 

has had some emblematic movements, like that of the Chicago Teachers (McAlevey, 2016), 

which in 2012 had their ôlargest strike of the new millenniumõ (p. 101). Another example 

is the teachersõ movement from Los Angeles in 2019, which as Weiner (2019) argues, in 

their ôrecent victorious strikeõ can become an example for teachers around the country to 

ôroll back free-market education reformõ.  

One thing that these protests have in common is their clear anti-neoliberal narrative and, 

as Stevenson (2015) puts it, the emergence of ôantagonistic relationshipsõ (p. 616) with 

neoliberal policies. As the work edited by Gawain Little (2015) shows, the target is GERM, 

and the objective is to build resistance and solidarity. There is a similar aim in the book 
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Flip the System. Changing Education from the Ground Up, edited by Evers and Kneyber (2015), 

where they dedicate the first part of the book to ôa global problem: accountability, 

privatization and controlõ (p. 9).  

As these cases suggest, since the 2010s, teachers are more aware of the importance of 

resisting GERM. This is also the case of the dissident teachers. For example, the book 

published by González (2015), as its title suggests, aims for a change in teachersõ attitude 

and labour conditions: Stand Up Chilean Teachers! From the Neoliberal Precariousness to the 

Reorganisation of Teachers. However, it is not clear how this process of reorganisation of 

teachers is being formed from the dissident teachersõ point of view.  

Individual care of the teacher self  

From the perspective of an individual teacher, one way to resist the governing by numbers 

is what Ball and Olmedo (2013) call ôirresponsibility as resistanceõ (p. 88). By analysing a 

set of emails exchanged between teachers and Stephen Ball over the problem of 

performativity, the researches focused on ôthe teacher who stands alone in their classroom 

or their staff common roomõ (p. 85). They argue that teachers ôare burdened with the 

responsibility to perform, and if we do not we are in danger of being seen as irresponsibleõ 

(p. 88). Teachers become irresponsible if they ôfail to re-make themselves in ôthe image of 

the marketõõ (p. 91).  

For the teacher who stands alone, it may be possible, by the process of self-writing involved 

in the email exchange, to explore ôthe possibilities and impossibilities of transgressionõ (p. 

94). This practice contributes to the identification of how relations of power work ôinside 

and aroundõ (p. 86) teachers, making possible to recognise, for example, ôtwo regimes of 

truthõ in opposition: ôone produces measureable teaching subjects, whose qualities are 

represented in categories of judgement. The other is vested in a pedagogy of context and 

experience, intelligible within a set of collegial relationsõ (p. 92). This translates to two 

systems of value where ôresults are prioritised over processes, numbers over experiences, 

procedures over ideas, productivity over creativityõ (p. 91). These teachers, by acting 

ôirresponsiblyõ, are questioning and resisting the responsibilities of the performativity 

regime. This irresponsibility can bring them ôback into the sphere of the political, as an actor 

who takes up a position in relation to new discourses and truths and looks critically at the 

meaning and enactments of policyõ (p. 92).  

These ideas are further developed by Ball (2015b), who argues that refusing the truth told 

about ourselves, taking care of ourselves by doing critical work on what those truths are 
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saying and doing, and by speaking fearlessly oneõs own truth to others, can configure a 

politics of refusal. The starting point for a politics of refusal ôis the site of subjectivityõ, 

from where it is possible to struggle ôover and against what it is we have become, what it 

is that we do not want to beõ (p. 15).  

The dissident teacher of Chile 

The teachersõ demonstrations of 2014 took place as a spontaneous collective rebellion 

against an agreement that the head of the Colegio de Profesores reached with the government. 

A group of teachers labelled by the press as ôthe dissident teachersõ emerged and, the next 

year, they led the 2015 strike. Except for Mario Aguilar and the organisation he led, the 

rest of the dissident organisations did not play a leading role within the Colegio de Profesores. 

This changed in 2016, when members of different dissident organisations were elected as 

representatives for municipal, regional and national positions in the Colegio de Profesores, 

appointing Mario Aguilar as its President. These organisations are small, anti-neoliberal, 

and of a similar type of lay member activists to what Stevenson (2015) describes in the case 

of England. Their primary focus is on the workplace organisation, usually located in a 

specific territory and meeting outside the school setting. I will expand on the specific 

characteristic of these organisations in Chapter 5. 

The dissident teachersõ phenomenon, in this sense, is a contextual and specific response to 

the global impacts described above. As a mode of struggling, it has the potential to bring 

together the collective and the individual forms of resistance.  
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Chapter 3 Research Questions  

I have articulated the phenomenon of the dissident teachers with two different forms of 

problematisation: one historical and local, the other contemporary and global. Here, I will 

reconstruct the main problems of my research and formulate the three research questions 

that will guide my work.  

I have argued that the Chilean civil society has strategically used teachers as a force to 

govern. First, the field of experience of teaching needed to be institutionalised by building 

a network of schools and training teachers. Once institutionalised, teachers have been 

strategically used to train and discipline the individuals and the population in specific ways. 

The organisation of the field of experience of teaching and learning in a specific way 

involves using teachersõ subjectivity. The most basic form in which this field of experience 

is organised is the space-time of the classroom. From this point of view, the way in which 

the field of experience of teachers is organised and regulated changes the mode of 

subjectivation of teachers, and therefore, it also changes one of the ways by which society 

regulates the relationship between the old and the new, as Arendt (1961) puts it.  

The point seems quite obvious, but it is very important for the research questions of this 

thesis: the teacher is not a historically stable subject. The way the field of experience of 

teachers is organised affects and configures different forms of teacher subjects. The 

neoliberal way of organising the field of experience of teachers, what Ozga (2008) calls 

governing by numbers, is not a natural but a contingent and hegemonic form of governing 

teachers. The dissident teacher subject is a form of resistance to the neoliberal way of 

experiencing teaching in Chile in the last 35-40 years. For a long time, the main modes of 

subjectivation that teachers have made visible in this neoliberal regime has been adherence, 

critical disaffection, or the abandonment of the profession. However, the 2014/ 2015 

political conjuncture made visible a different mode of relating to and processing their own 

field of experience. My first research question can thus be phrased as follows: how is a 

dissident and organised teacher subject elaborating its everyday experience as a 

schoolteacher subject?  

I have also argued that Chilean teachers have tried to participate in the organisation and 

regulation of the field of experience where they work. However, the current form of 

governing teachers, both globally and locally, has reduced them to evidence, with no 

control over their own work, and subjected to economic precariousness and ontological 

insecurity. Resisting this form of governing teachers is not easy. Nevertheless, teachers 
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have found, in different parts of the world, ways to do it. The dissident teachersõ 

phenomenon is the way in which the Chilean teachers are fighting against the impacts of 

neoliberalism on their profession. To become an organised and dissident teacher can be 

thought as both an individual and a collective form of resistance. I am particularly 

interested in what sort of limits make it difficult for a teacher to resist, respond critically 

and challenge the current governing of their work. Therefore, my second research question 

is which kinds of subjective limits are experienced by dissident and organised teachers in 

their everyday professional practice?  

Lastly, I argued that teachersõ demand to stop agobio is one example of an attempt to 

participate in the regulation and organisation of their field of experience. The phenomenon 

of the dissident teachers emerged in relation to the notion of agobio. In this research, I am 

not only interested in exploring the limits that are currently confining and subjecting 

teachers to a particular mode of being as teachers, but also in exploring the possibilities of 

feeling, thinking and acting differently as teachers. In other words, I aim to examine the 

possibilities to transgress the limits imposed on teachers, participating in the elaboration 

of a different type of teacher subject. My final research question is thus which type of 

experimental practices, beyond the everyday limits subjecting teachers, are being unfolded 

by dissident and organised teachers?



 
 

PART TWO ð RESEARCHING TEACHERSõ SUBJECTIVITY  
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Chapter 4 Categories of research 

This chapter examines the two main research categories of the thesis: subjective limits and 

experimental practices. Both categories put the focus of this research on the possibilities 

not only to resist a neoliberal order of teaching and learning, but also to experiment with 

different forms of being as a teacher. Additionally, I introduce narrative as a more 

operational category through which to apprehend the subjective movement beyond the 

limits. These three categories help organise and give form to my empirical research.  

Moreover, they give an account of my positionality towards the research in a theoretical-

epistemological sense, this is, the way I am understanding subjectivity can be researched.  

Subjective Limits 

The work of Paulo Freire has been a significant influence on the way I understand the 

notion of subjectivity. Especially his Pedagogy of the Oppressed (2005), written during the years 

1965-1970, while he was exiled in Chile. In this work, the ôbankingõ concept of education 

is defined as a contradictory relationship between a ônarrating Subject (the teacher) and 

patient, listening objects (the students)õ (p. 71). He works with the subject-object duality. 

Freireõs work was based on a precise political strategy, i.e., to teach peasants to read and 

write in order to be able to cast their votes in Brazil. It was a strategy to disrupt a 

relationship of oppression and subordination. Moreover, his work was written against the 

ôrevolutionary leadersõ who were carrying out a ômessage of òsalvationóõ (p. 95). Freireõs 

works with a historical, situated, contextual and concrete subject that could be taught by a 

dialogical pedagogy where a reconciliation between the teacher and the student poles could 

happen ôso that both are simultaneously teachers and studentsõ (p. 72).  

The third chapter of Pedagogy of the Oppressed is where Freire explains in detail his precise 

pedagogical strategy. It is in this chapter where I have found the most relevant categories 

for research and where the notion of a subjective limit for Freire can be re-created. He 

argues that the dialogue between an educator and a group of people needs to be based on 

the research of their ôgenerative themesõ which ôinaugurates the dialogue of education as 

the practice of freedomõ (p. 96). The object of this investigation is ôthe thought-language 

with which men and women refer to realityõ (p. 97). The ontological claim of Freire is that 

humans ôexist in a dialectical relationship between the determination of limits and their 

own freedomõ, calling ôthe situation which limits them: the limit-situationsõ (p. 99). 

According to Freire, only a limit-act taking place in the concrete historical present in which 
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the limit-situation is embedded can produce a transformation in reality, creating new limit-

situations, ôwhich in turn will evoke new limit-actsõ (p. 100). A historical epoch, for Freire, 

is ôa complex of ideas, concepts, hopes, doubts, values, and challenges in dialectical 

interaction with their oppositesõ, contained in what he calls the ôhistorical themesõ of the 

present.  

These themes can be defended, resisted, mythicised, and so on. They ôboth contain and 

are contained in limit-situations; the task they imply require limit-actsõ (p. 102). When themes 

are ôconcealed by the limit-situationõ, ôhumans are unable to transcend the limit-situations 

to discover that beyond these situations ð and in contradiction to them ð lies an untested 

feasibilityõ (p. 102). In this sense, limits, Freire (2005) argues, can be perceived as ôfetters or 

as insurmountable barriersõ (p. 99). In the second case, nothing can be done; therefore, 

there is no point in unfolding a limit-act and one ôact[s] to maintain the status quoõ (p. 102). 

However, if perceived as a ôfetterõ between who one is and who one might become, people 

ôbegin to direct their increasingly critical actions towards achieving the untested feasibility 

implicit in that perceptionõ (p. 102). Freire adds, ôthe fact that individuals in a certain area 

do not perceive a generative theme, or perceive it in a distorted way, may only reveal a 

limit-situation of oppression in which people are still submergedõ (p. 103). A generative 

theme, then, is generative precisely because it enables the possibility for a human being to 

ôemerge from their submersion and acquire the ability to intervene in reality as it is unveiledõ (p. 

109). This practice is based on an ôattitude of awarenessõ (p. 109) which results from a 

historical awareness of the limit-situation, what Freire calls conscientização.  

My reading of Freire was enriched by the encounter with the work of the Chilean 

sociologist Hugo Zemelman. Zemelmanõs (1997, 2005, 2007) notion of subjectivity is 

based on the experience of the failure of the socialist government of Salvador Allende. In 

1970, at 40 years old, Zemelman was the head of the department of sociology at the 

Universidad de Chile. After the coup, he was forced into exile. He went to Mexico, where 

he spent the rest of his life. In order to understand the failure of the thousand days of 

Allendeõs government, Zemelman, a militant of the socialist party until his death in 2013, 

refused to blame the right-wing parties and the US intervention as the sole explanation for 

the failure. For him, the analysis also needed to attend to the subjectivity of the left 

militants. His intellectual project was based on a critique of the Marxist notion of history 

by means of the recuperation of the historical subject, which involved re-thinking the 

relation between history and subjectivity from a Marxist and Phenomenological 

perspective. 
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In an interview trying to give an account of his life endeavours, Zemelman (2010) argues 

that the problems he wanted to address were related to the difficulties of understating the 

present that left militants faced then and now. In those years, he states, ôthe present did 

not have a presenceõ. He makes a strident critique of the limits of critical thinking arguing 

that, in those years, people who considered themselves progressive and critical thinkers 

thought that the political party or the union were in charge of making the changes that they 

could not perform in their own personal lives. The problem of the absence of the subject 

in the discourse is a crucial way for Zemelman to understand the failure of Allendeõs 

government. How was it possible that an ôIõ could hold a revolutionary socialist discourse 

in public but, privately, perpetuate classist, sexist, racist practices? This is the epistemic-

political problem from where Zemelman brings the notion of subjectivity forwards. One 

of Zemelmanõs (1997) major criticisms is related to the effect that a narrow category, such 

a ôclassõ and its subsequent theory of history, imposed on the subject. The narrow category 

of ôclassõ was limited to economic parameters, reducing history to the result of a mechanical 

struggle between economic subjects.  

The subject, for Zemelman (1997), needs to be conceived as the different modalities by 

which people are grouped in spaces with certain force to create something within society. 

These different modalities express the movement across space-time of both the individual 

and the collective, ôeither on the level of the family, a network of primary relationships, a 

certain territory, or other major collective entityõ (p. 22, mt). As such, the subject stops 

being considered as a simple economic function and begins to be conceived ôas ramified 

in multiple spaces and times, according to the amplitude and heterogeneity of the collective 

nucleus and its possible articulations with othersõ (p. 26, mt). The subject, in this sense, is 

ôsituatedõ [colocado] in a historical present. Subjectivity, then, cannot be limited, as a category 

of thought, to situations already established and controlled. On the contrary, ôbecause it is 

part of the process of historical elaboration of the social, it cannot be a function of any 

time-space scale insofar its role lies in the elaboration of its own time and space coordinates. 

This means, the formative social subjectivity consists of a specific articulation of times and 

spacesõ (p. 24, mt).  

The historical subject is a contextual mode of relating with the present. In this sense, by 

relating subjectivity and history, for Zemelman (2005), the notion of history is one that is 

ônot closed, but rather the expression of a process, i.e., of the movement of history as 

results of the relations between multiple subjects and their respective practicesõ (p. 10, mt). 

He adds:  
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This opening of the subject based on its position on the historical present involves 
the need to distinguish a form of thinking circumscribed by the use of closed 
semantic universes from the subject efforts to position itself historically. In this 
second case, by breaking with these limits, it becomes possible to address realities 
not contained within theories; which suppose the need to open thinking to the 
resignification of the concepts with which we are constructing knowledge. (p. 10, 
mt) 

Subjects become an epistemic possibility, this is, ôangles from where the elaboration of 

thinking and knowledge can be readõ (p. 11, mt). The problem of subjectivity, from reading 

Zemelman, is not only a problem about an activist type of research but also about a 

particular way of constructing knowledge and ways of thinking that circumscribe and limit 

the subject to a closed reading of their own present.  

To address this latter problem, Zemelman (2005) introduces the distinction between 

theoretical thought and epistemic thought. Thinking, for him, ôis a posture [postura], an 

attitude that each person can construct in relation to oneself in the face of the 

circumstances that one wants to knowõ (p. 65, mt). The problem is precisely, before using 

a concept full of meaning, to ask oneself ôhow can we situate ourselves [colocarnos] before 

what we want to know?õ (p. 65, mt). The difference between these types of thoughts lies 

in how they relate to the reality that someone wants to name and know. As he explains:   

In theoretical thinking, the relation established with the external reality ð with 
externality, to put it in more correct terms ð is always thinking with content. For 
that reason, the discourse of that thinking is always a predicative discourse. This 
means a discourse that attributes characteristics. This discourse cannot stop 
making affirmations about reality, because theoretical thinking is the one that 
makes affirmations upon what is real (é). Whereas, when we talk about epistemic 
thinking we are referring to thinking without content, and that is what is sometimes 
difficult to understand. How is it possible to think without content? (p. 66, mt) 

In order to elaborate his notion of epistemic thinking, Zemelman (2005) follows the work 

of Popper, Bachelard and Lakatos, arguing that ôthe centrality of epistemic thinking is on 

the question, not on the statements [predicas], not on the attribution of characteristicsõ (p. 

66, mt). However, the problem is how to give to the question such a status that enables 

thinking to be ôplacedõ [colocado] in front of circumstances without anticipating statements 

upon them. The tendency of always putting names to things is one that needs to be avoided. 

Zemelman states that the main precaution is to avoid two significant risks: ôone, not to 

give old names to new things; and two, to think that because they do not have a name at 

the moment in which they arise, they are unnameableõ (p. 67, mt).  
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The circumscribed mode of thinking works mainly through ôtheoretical conceptsõ, an 

epistemic mode of thinking through ôcategoriesõ. Categories, argues Zemelman, do not 

have a unique signification, but several possible contents. They are ôpossibilities of content, 

not a delimited content identified with a clear, unique significationõ (p. 69, mt). For example, 

in natural science, the notions of force, mass, and energy. Alternatively, in social science, 

notions such as power, subject, dynamics, conflict. These categories ôare not concepts with 

a unique signification; they can have multiple significationsõ (p. 69, mt), and will differ 

according to the author or theoretical lens one uses to understand it.   

The notions of generative themes (Freire) and epistemic thinking (Zemelman) include a 

form of thinking that attempts to disrupt what Antonio Gramsci (1971) called ôhegemonyõ, 

i.e., ôthe òspontaneousó consent given by the great masses of the population to the general 

direction imposed on social life by dominantõ (p. 12) relations of force. The more 

traditional way of understanding relations of forces corresponds to ôcoercive powerõ, i.e., 

ôenforce discipline on those groups who do not òconsentó either actively or passivelyõ (p. 

12). Both Freire and Zemelman are less interested in the struggle against coercive power 

and more in the one against hegemonic forms of consensus. Both generative themes and 

epistemic thinking are ways of enabling dissent. A dissent, in this sense, is the emergence 

(Freire) or the posture (Zemelman) than enables us to become aware of the limits that are 

subjugating the subject.  

I have briefly described the notion of subjective limits which I brought with me to London. 

Since my arrival, I have been working mainly with the ideas of Michel Foucault. His work 

has enriched the notion of subjective limits in several ways. For example, with the notions 

of episteme (Foucault, 2002), the relation between confinement and freedom (Foucault, 

2006), productive forms of power (Foucault, 1995), and the distinction between the 

discipline of individual body and regulation of the population (Foucault, 2004, 2008). 

These, among other sets of distinctions, have been important for me in problematising the 

way I understand the notion of subjectivity.  

In Freireõs (2005) work, the submerged subject is characterised as being subjected to a 

ôlimit-situation of oppressionõ (p. 103). The oppression-freedom relation is, for Freire, 

equivalent to a negative-positive relation of force. Reality oppresses and freedom generates. 

In that sense, a ôgenerative themeõ enables the subject to emerge from an oppressive reality. 

Foucaultõs work enables us to see how a field of visibility, a ôthematic universeõ in Freireõs 

words, can create a space of truth and restraint where the subject can construct its own 
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sense of freedom. This is the case, for example, of the asylum where the most visible 

symbol of justice became the straitjacket instead of the chain ôshowing that in madness, 

the experience was no longer of an absolute conflict between reason and unreason, but 

rather of a play ð always relative, always mobile ð between freedom and its limitsõ (Foucault, 

2006, p. 439). It is in the ways reality limits oneõs own possibilities that Foucaultõs work 

offers a subtler set of notions. The subject, both as an individual and as a population, is 

not only oppressed but also formed by productive forms of power that individualise and 

regulate oneself and ourselves. This is, ôpower produces; it produces reality; it produces 

domains of objects and rituals of truth. The individual and the knowledge that may be 

gained of him belong to this production.õ (Foucault, 1995, p. 194) 

Moreover, the productive field of visibility, an epistemic field, has contributed to a further 

understanding of Zemelmanõs notion of epistemic thinking. It can be argued that epistemic 

thinking is about restoring a sense of contingency and openness to the present. Foucault 

and Zemelman, in some sense, are doing similar work but in different directions. For 

example, madness, knowledge, power or sexuality are categories of thought that have been 

historically filled with content. From an archaeological-genealogical perspective, the work 

is to uncover how these categories have been historically filled in in order to awake its 

ôimmobile soilõ (Foucault, 2002, p. xxvi). However, from an ôepistemology of the potential 

presentõ (H. Zemelman, 2007, p. 180, mt), the work is to evoke the multiplicity of meanings 

that such categories could be naming. In both cases, there is an attempt to recognise the 

contingency of the present by an exercise of critique. Though one is oriented ôto uncover 

the deepest strataõ (Foucault, 2002, p. xxvi) shaping the present whereas the other to 

recognise in the present ôa way to advance towards the virtual as a horizon of possibilitiesõ 

(H. Zemelman, 2007, p. 135).  

I have never found in Freireõs work a reference to Foucault or vice versa. Therefore, to my 

understanding, they did not read each otherõs work. However, Zemelman (2007), following 

Castoriadis, mentions at some points Foucault as part of a group of thinkers who explore 

ôprocesses without subjectsõ. He is trying to distinguish his approach from two ôlineagesõ 

of European thinkers. First, embodying the idea of ôprocesses without subjectsõ is the 

ôdynasty of the Levi-Strauss-Althusser-Foucaultõ (p. 125, mt), where the subject is the effect 

of relations of power and domination. Second, postulating ideas that ôreabsorbed the 

subject completely into the social dimension, particularly in languageõ, resulting in a subject 

of the Unconscious that ôdoes not speak but that is spoken (é), is the lineage of Lacan-

Barthes-Derridaõ (p. 126, mt). This critique is similar to the one that can be found in other 
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authors who are trying to recover the historicity within the Marxist tradition. For example, 

in Envisioning Real Utopias, Erik Olin Wright (2010), writes that ôsome theories of society 

come close to affirming this kind of totalizing view of social reproductionõ (p. 26), adding 

in a footnote ôthe theoretical framework for analysing power and domination elaborated 

by Michel Foucault sometimes comes very close to this view of totalizing, untransformable 

power relationsõ (p. 27). Later on, he adds ôcertain interpretations of the work of Foucault, 

for example, sees domination as penetrating so deeply into the fabric of everyday life that 

there is virtually no room for transformative resistanceõ (p. 190).  

I think that these readings miss the point I have made that Foucaultõs work was focused 

on recovering the mobility of the historical epistemic ground. If our mode of thinking about 

the present is grounded, as Foucault (2002) states, in a ôsilent and apparently immobile soilõ 

(p. xxvi), it is difficult to resist. The archaeological-genealogical work enables us to restore 

to our thinking ôits rifts, its instability, its flawsõ (p. xxvi). Besides, these critiques also 

neglect Foucaultõs later work, where he recognised that he had put ôtoo muchõ emphasis in 

his early works on some modalities of power and domination. For example, in a lecture 

given in 1982, he argues that his objective ôfor more than twenty-five years has been to 

sketch out a history of the different ways in our culture that humans develop knowledge 

about themselves: economics, biology, psychiatry, medicine, and penology.õ (Foucault, 

1997c, p. 224). He calls these different forms of knowledge ôspecific òtruth gamesó related 

to specific techniques that human beings use to understand themselvesõ (p. 224). Then, he 

identifies four major types of technologies: of production and manipulation of things; of 

signs systems to signify and symbolise; of power or domination ôwhich determine the 

conduct of individuals and submit them to certain ends or domination, an objectivizing of 

the subjectõ (p. 225); and of the self, 

which permit individuals to effect by their own means, or with the help of others, 
a certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thought, conduct, 
and way of being, so as to transform themselves in order to attain a certain state of 
happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immortality. (p. 225) 

He states that his attention has been mainly focused on the last two technologies of 

domination and the self, adding:  

Perhaps, Iõve insisted too much on the technology of domination and power. I am 
more and more interested in the interaction between oneself and others, and in the 
technologies of individual domination, in the mode of action that an individual 
exercises upon himself by means of the technologies of the self. (1997a, p. 225) 

In other later interview regarding his work, Foucault (1988) explains:  
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I tried to locate three major types of problems: the problem of truth, the problem 
of power, and the problem of individual conduct. These three domains of 
experience can only be understood in relation to each other, not independently. 
What bothered me about the previous books is that I considered the first two 
experiences without taking the third one into account. (p. 243) 

Adding that his aim ôwas to reintroduce the problem of the subject which I had more or 

less left aside in my first studiesõ (p. 253). The early work of Foucault works with a 

subjected or determined subject and not with an autonomous subject.   

It is in his later work with the technologies of the self that the possibilities for the subject 

to transform him/herself became an object of analysis. In this sense, his latter endeavours 

enable the re-construction of a more precise relation with the work of Freire and 

Zemelman. Coming from different traditions, the problem of freedom is the one that links 

all three authors. For example, in Foucaultõs 1984 article What is enlightenment?, he argues 

that modernity can be envisaged ôas an attitude rather than as a period of historyõ, i.e., ôa 

mode of relating to contemporaryõ, ôlike what the Greeks called an őthosõ (1997f, p. 309). 

Following Kant, he argues that this attitude unfolds the possibilities of analysing ourselves 

as free and autonomous subjects who are historically determined and not mere ôcogs in a 

machineõ. However, this process of analysis is not oriented towards an ôessential kernel of 

rationalityõ as Kant suggests, but towards ôthe òcontemporary limits of the necessary,ó that 

is, towards what is not or is no longer indispensable for the constitution of ourselves as 

autonomous subjectsõ (p. 313). Foucault calls this attitude a ôcritical ontology of ourselvesõ 

which ômay be characterized as a limit-attitudeõ (p. 315). That is, a process of analysis and 

reflection upon the frontiers or limits of ôwhat is given to us as universal, necessary, 

obligatoryõ; a process which considers those singular, contingent and arbitrary ôevents that 

have led us to constitute ourselves and to recognize ourselves as subjects of what we are 

doing, thinking, sayingõ (p. 315). A limit-attitude is then a way of criticism which ôconsists 

of analysing and reflecting upon limitsõ (p. 315). 

The subject, as a subject elaborated by the historical limits imposed on one, is the site from 

where a limit-attitude as a practice of liberty can unfold. Therefore, there is a dual-task here: 

a ôhistorical analysis of the limits imposed on us and an experiment with the possibility of 

going beyond themõ (Foucault, 1997f, p. 319). Work that is ônot seeking to make possible 

a metaphysics that has finally become a scienceõ but ôto give new impetus, as far and wide 

as possible, to the undefined work of freedomõ (p. 316). This practice of liberty implies 

work done within oneõs own limits that does not seek to annul oneõs reality but to open up 

the ôdifficult interplay between the truth of what is real and the exercise of freedomõ (p. 
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311). Confronted with this ôdifficult interplayõ, ôthe high value of the present is indissociable 

from a desperate eagerness to imagine it, to imagine it otherwise than it is, and to transform 

it not by destroying it but by grasping it in what it isõ (p. 311). In an interview, Foucault 

(1997b) gives additional clues about this work done on the limits of ourselves. Thought is  

what allows one to step back from this way of acting or reacting, to present it to 
oneself as an object of thought and to question it as to its meaning, its conditions, 
and its goals. Thought is freedom in relation to what one does, the motion by 
which one detaches oneself from it, established it as an object, and reflects on it as 
a problem. (p. 117) 

Yet, for a domain of action or behaviour to enter the field of thought, several elements 

need to have made this domain ôuncertain, to have made it lose its familiarity, or to have 

provoked a certain number of difficulties around itõ (p. 118). Even more, when such a 

thought finally intervenes, it does not assume a ôunique formõ as a direct result or necessary 

expression of these difficulties, ôit is an original or specific response ð often taking many 

forms, sometimes even contradictory in its different aspects ð to these difficulties, which 

are defined for it by a situation or a contextõ (p. 118). Actually, most of the time there are 

different responses proposed to one single set of difficulties and what makes them all 

possible at the same time ôis the point in which their simultaneity is rooted; it is the soil 

that can nourish them all in their diversity and sometimes in spite of their contradictionsõ 

(p. 118). This common soil is ôthe general form of problematizationõ (p. 118) which 

transforms various difficulties and obstacles of a practice ôinto a general problem for which 

one proposes diverse practical solutionsõ developing ôthe conditions in which possible 

responses can be givenõ (p. 118).  

The general form of problematisation relates to Freireõs generative themes as contradictory 

responses ôproposed to a single set of difficultiesõ. When a generative theme or a general 

problem unfolds for a subject, a historical consensus loses its familiarity. As a provocation, 

the criticisms or problematisation enables the creation of dissent, from which the limits to 

a practice of freedom for the subject can be analysed. From this point of view, the dissident 

teacher subject is bringing forward a dissident thought regarding its own everyday field of 

experience as a teacher. This dissident thought, if it is not theoretical but epistemic, has the 

potential to enact a process, as Foucault (1997b) puts it, ôby which one detaches oneselfõ 

from ôwhat one doesõ (p. 117). A subject, as Foucault (1997f) adds, can thus ôexperiment 

with the possibility of going beyondõ (p. 319) their subjective limits.  
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Field of Experimentation 

In the scenario that a subject is engaged in a process of critical thinking about him/herself, 

then a field of experimentation might unfold. Freire (2005) notion of generative themes is 

useful to delineate the subtle difference. The idea of the elaboration and discussion of a 

generative theme is that people ônot only critically reflect upon their existence but critically 

act upon itõ (p. 109). Freire (2005, p.87-124) outlines the whole process of decoding and 

coding involved in the elaboration of a set of generative themes (e.g. a sketch, a photograph 

or a few spoken words presenting an existential problem, among other examples). After a 

generative theme is elaborated, the subsequent ôdecoding dialogues in the òthematic 

investigation circlesóõ (p. 117) takes place, where a ôtesting actionõ (p. 113) should be 

provoked that unfolds the perception of the ôuntested feasibility laying beyond the limit-

situationsõ (p. 116). As an example of this process of a decoding dialogue, Freire recalls:  

In one of the thematic investigations carried out in Santiago, a group of tenement 
residents discussed a scene showing a drunken man walking on the street and three 
young men conversing on the corner. The group participants commented that òthe 
only one there who is productive and useful to his country is the souse who is 
returning home after working all day for low wages and who is worried about his 
family because he canõt take care of their needs. He is the only worker. He is a 
decent worker and a souse like us.ó (p. 118) 

Relations between ôearning low wages, feeling exploited, and getting drunkõ and ôthe need 

to rate the drunkard highlyõ are possible connections to be made. Freire suggests that ôa 

moralistic educator, sermonizing against alcoholismõ (p. 119) will fail to see these 

connections. He adds that ôthe dialogical nature of education begins with thematic 

investigationõ (p. 119). This type of dialogical research implies a relation between subjects 

and their own way of perceiving reality. The decoding dialogue around a generative theme 

inclines the perception and knowledge of the limits ôtowards awareness of reality and 

towards self-awarenessõ (p. 107) where the field of untested feasibility becomes 

apprehensible. If it does, then experimental practices or testing actions are inaugurated.  

In his later works, Freire (1995) will call epistemological curiosity a kind of curiosity that is 

not spontaneous but a ôserious and rigorousõ one through which ôwe can approach the 

world and ourselves. We ourselves are objects of our knowledge and of our act of knowingõ 

(p. 72). That is, a kind of curiosity that is provoked by questions. In order to ask questions, 

Freire (2003) adds, you need to feel some kind of freedom and ôwithout limits, there is no 

freedomõ (p. 39). The problem of educators is precisely ôhow to establish limits, what do 
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they really mean, and which ones among all are the ones that have to be establishedõ (p. 39) 

in order for a question to have the possibility to unfold.  

This epistemological curiosity relates to Zemelmanõs (2005) idea that ôthe centrality of 

epistemic thinking is the questionõ (p. 66, mt). It is also similar to Foucaultõs (1997e) notion 

of curiosity. In an interview of the 1980s, Foucault criticises the stigmas that Christianity, 

philosophy and science have created around curiosity, adding that for him, curiosity 

ôevokes òcareó; it evokes the care one takes of what exists and what might exist (é); a 

certain determination to throw off familiar ways of thought and to look at the same things 

in a different wayõ (p. 325). Moreover, when Foucault (1990) gives an account of what 

motivated him to take some risks and shift the direction of his 1984 books on the history 

of sexuality, he argues that was curiosity, ônot the curiosity that seeks to assimilate what it 

is proper for one to know, but that which enables one to get free of oneselfõ (p. 8) 

Confronted with a generative theme, an epistemological curiosity unfolding questions 

about the truth of what is real and familiar for us has the potential to emerge. These 

questions can be filled with ôwhat existsõ and ôwhat it is proper for one to knowõ or with 

ôwhat might existõ, enabling in the latter case, ôthe knowerõs straying afield of himselfõ 

(Foucault, 1990, p. 8). In one of his last books, The angel of history: determination and autonomy 

of the human condition, Zemelman (2007) works on this problem in some depth. Here he 

rephrased his intellectual project as one related ôto discussing the freedom of the subjectõ, 

which relates to going beyond the limits of knowledge. That is, the possibility of a ôsubject 

without characteristicõ able to place itself in ôthe vastness of oneself and oneõs worldõ and 

ôin the presence of what one does not knowõ (p. 13, mt). Even though he does not say it 

in these exact words, it can be inferred that this epistemic ôBenjaminianõ subject is the 

paradoxical ôangel of historyõ placed between determination and autonomy. The ôsubject 

without contentõ (p. 13, mt) is then a mode of ôplacing oneself facing a reality that still does 

not have a name. Hence the first problem is giving priority to the nameõs gestation before 

than communicating its contentõ (p. 134, mt).  

It is concerning this problem, how the subject places him/herself in the presence of a 

moving present, that language becomes a crucial site of struggle. Zemelman (2007) 

distinguishes between limited and epistemic forms in which the subject might unfold 

through language. Following Nietzsche, among other authors, he relates the epistemic 

mode of thinking with connotative, metaphorical and poetical forms of language. 

Metaphor, as Nietzsche puts it, ôis a language being born, a language which is becoming, 
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but still is notõ (2000, p. 47, cited in H. Zemelman, 2007, p. 88, mt). Thus, as Zemelman 

argues, ôthe problem is about breaking from a dominant conception of what is clear or 

what identifies usõ (p. 141, mt). Zemelmanõs problem is to recover the possibilities of a 

more complex subject in the sense of a subject placed in the present with a broader capacity 

to name their own circumstances. As he puts it, ôthere is always something beyond what is 

defined by the limits that put us in front of a double reality: the given reality and the virtual 

realityõ (p. 167, mt). Whereas denotative and colloquial languages privilege the given reality, 

symbolic languages privilege virtual reality: ôwe are thinking in poetry, which, as a language, 

can represent virtual worlds still not socialised as living spaces; but it is an invitation and a 

challenge to adventure to them.õ (p. 167, mt) 

The field of experimentation as a field to act in relation to oneõs given historical limits 

involves not only a way of doing but a way of talking about and naming a given order of 

things. When we talk, argues Zemelman (2007), we are not only communicating, but we 

are continually creating meanings at least in two ways: i) re-signifying some of the given 

meanings, ii) creating other meanings to display [mostrar] new possibilities of worlds. These 

are the potentialities of a type of language of what might exist. ôIt seems clear that the 

languages of the virtual are languages that contribute to the enrichment of subjectivity, as 

far as its practice is a challenge for the subjectõ (p. 167, mt). He states:  

The use of language is located between a communicative function and other 
constitutive of the need to say (as is exemplified by literature, but particularly in 
poetry). In the first case, predominates an assertive or determined mode of 
declaring, writing or explaining. This fits with the syntactic level, which modes can 
be translated to mechanical mechanisms (é). On the other hand, when we speak 
about the constitutive functions of language, that we make equivalent to the idea 
of opening the world, the modes of expressions are not denotative because, instead 
of specifying an object, what is privileged is suggesting, evoking, or imagining 
contours [contornos]. Here the form is not syntax but rather composition. (p. 181, 
mt) 

The denotative and connotative use of language relates to the use of substantives and verbs 

in our ways of thinking ôwhat exists and what might existõ (Foucault, 1997e, p. 325). For 

Zemelman (2007), a connotative use of language needs ôto think in verbs [pensar en verbo]õ, 

ôa form of thinking centred on the verb, that having had a great presence in the classic 

languages such as ancient Greek, has gradually been lostõ (p. 142, mt). This way of thinking, 

ôsupposes breaking the parameters in order to open the horizon of what is possible. In this 

consists of the epistemology of the potential presentõ (p. 180, mt). It is interesting to think 
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that the later work of Foucault was precisely one engaged with the more verb-based ancient 

Greek language.  

Verbs imply a particular determination to act that evokes the idea of will and freedom. As 

Foucault (1982) argues, ôat the very heart of the power relationship, and constantly 

provoking it, are the recalcitrance of the will and the intransigence of freedomõ (p. 790). A 

limit-attitude provokes the familiar relations of force in which one is embedded unveiling 

that ôthe self is not given to usõ which has ôone practical consequence: we have to create 

ourselves as a work of artõ (Foucault, 1997a, p. 261). Our ontological limits are a historical 

imposition, and critical self-awareness of these limits open a field of experimentation where 

a work of self-elaboration can be practised. What might exist by unfolding an experimental 

and creative practice could be easily closed up if, as Zemelman (2007) states, awareness is 

not put into the connotative use of language as a way not to specify and communicate 

whatever one is elaborating but as a way to suggest, evoke, or imagine its present 

potentialities.  

From this point of view, the dissident teacher subject, placed in its present, can unfold 

practices of self-formation in an experimental field that could open up the horizon of what 

is possible by practising certain awareness in the use of their language. Instead of using a 

denotative language trying to fill with content the unfamiliar subjective position of being 

free of oneself and oneõs familiar practices, the point is to ask some questions and try to 

use a more evocative and verb-based connotative language to compose potential 

experiences of experimentation as a horizon of possibilities. This involves a way of doing 

the analysis aware of not closing the evocative potential concerning how the dissident 

teachers are speaking about their subjective limits and experimental practices.   

Narrative 

The empirical problem that the two previous categories of research pose is how to produce 

data about a subject who is unfolding an experimental practice? I have found the notion 

of narrative a useful one to address this problem. In her book Giving an Account of Oneself, 

Judith Butler (2005) challenges the idea of a subject who ôseeks to reinstall its mastery and 

unityõ (p. 64) by means of a coherent narrative. As she puts it, ôI am concerned with a 

suspect coherence that sometimes attaches to narrative, specifically, with the way in which 

narrative coherence may foreclose an ethical resource ð namely, an acceptance of the limits 

of knowability on oneself and othersõ (p. 63). However, she acknowledges that ôno one can 

live in a radically non-narratable world or survive a radically non-narratable lifeõ (p. 59). 



86 
 

Therefore, ôthe purpose here is not to celebrate a certain notion of incoherence, but only 

to point out that our òincoherenceó establishes the way in which we are constituted in 

relationality: implicated, beholden, derived, sustained by a social world that is beyond us 

and before usõ (p. 64). For Butler, the account one gives to oneself is always given in 

relation to an other, ôI give an account of myself to youõ (p. 50). The problem is that the 

narration always fails because there is always something obscure in oneõs narration: 

In this sense, a story is being told, but the ôôIõõ who tells the story, who may well 
appear within the story as the first-person narrator, constitutes a point of opacity 
and interrupts a sequence, induces a break or eruption of the non-narrativizable in 
the midst of the story. So the story of myself that I tell, foregrounding the ôôIõõ who 
I am and inserting it into the relevant sequences of something called my life, fails 
to give an account of myself at the moment that I am introduced. (p. 66-67) 

The break or the eruption of the non-narrativisable relates to unconscious forces. The 

question is then, as Butler (2005) puts it:  

The ôôIõõ finds that, in the presence of an other, it is breaking down. It does not 
know itself; perhaps it never will. But is that the task, to know oneself? Is the final 
aim to achieve an adequate narrative account of a life? And should it be? Is the task 
to cover over through a narrative means the breakage, the rupture, that is 
constitutive of the ôôI,õõ which quite forcefully binds the elements together as if it 
were perfectly possible, as if the break could be mended and defensive mastery 
restored?  (p. 69) 

On the one hand, if the subject of research is well attached to the historical consensus of 

what exists, then to ask for their account of themselves could be a way to apprehend the 

ways in which someone is attached to a historical consensus. On the other hand, if the 

focus were to understand the obscurer or òincoherentó aspects of this ôwell attached 

subjectõ, maybe a methodological tool sensitive to the points of opacity and the breaks or 

eruptions of the non-narrativisable aspects of the subject could be more pertinent, e.g., to 

use a free associative research strategy (Lapping, 2011). However, the subject I am 

interested in this research is not one well attached to the historical consensus of the truths 

of what it means to be a teacher. This thesis works under the assumption that the dissident 

and organised teachers are critical towards the historical consensus of what it means to be 

a teacher. What sort of narration is being captured when working with this type of subject? 

Is the dissident teachersõ òIó involved in a process of narration that binds or unbinds?   

Concerning this problem, the notion of true discourse is useful to understand the narrative 

exercise I am pursuing. In The hermeneutics of the subject, Foucault (2005) problematises the 

notion of knowing oneself with what the ancient Greeks called the care of the self. He 

argues that askesis was the term with which a set of practices around the culture of the self 
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were designated and the metaphor of the athlete was a common one to connote this term 

in those times:  

We must train like an athlete; the latter does not learn every possible move, he does 
not try to perform pointless feats; he practices a few movements that are necessary 
for him to triumph over his opponents in the fight (é). Like a good wrestler, we 
should learn only what will enable us to resist possible events; we must learn not 
to let ourselves be disconcerted by them, not to let ourselves be carried away by 
the emotions they may arouse in us.  

Now what do we need in order to keep our control in the face of the events that 
may occur? We need òdiscoursesó: logoi understood as true and rational discourses. 
Lucretius speaks of veridical dicta that enable us to ward off our fears and not let 
ourselves be crushed by what we believe to be misfortunes. The equipment we 
need to face up to the future is an equipment of true discourses. These are what 
will enable us to face reality. (p. 498) 

If the dissident teachers are unfolding a limit-attitude, being critical towards what it means 

to be a teacher, they are already engaged in a fight and in need of an equipment ôto face up 

to the futureõ. They are struggling in the site of their subjectivity, as Ball (2015b) would put 

it. The problem is that ôvirtual realityõ (p. 167), as Zemelman (2007) argues, can be 

experienced ôas a horizon of possibilitiesõ (p. 135, mt), which connotes an unknown and 

ungrounded reality. For grounding themselves in the ôvirtual realityõ and ôward offõ their 

fears, it can be argued, they have been elaborating ôtrue and rational discoursesõ. I am 

working with a teacher subject that could be thought of as engaged in a process of 

ontological unbinding, and, for that reason, I am interested in how they are holding ð or 

better, creating a ground, by elaborating a set of ôtrue and rational discoursesõ.  

Some characteristics of true discourses as an ôequipmentõ are, first, that they provide the 

self a social reference from where to position oneself, ôwhat we are in our relation to the 

worldõ (p. 499). Second, in the case that we suffer an unexpected event or misfortune, true 

discourses are like a medicine, a good friend, an internal voice or the ôappropriationõ of an 

accepted truth that helps us ôto deal with all the vicissitudes of lifeõ (p. 499). Third, one 

appropriates a true discourse through different practices, where ômemory obviously plays 

a major role here; not in the Platonic form of the soul that discovers its original nature and 

homeland however, but in the form of progressive exercises of memorizationõ (p. 500). 

Practices like listening, writing or giving an account of oneself, enable one to exercise oneõs 

memory of ôwhat one has learnedõ (p. 500). True discourses provide a relation between a 

learned-memorised truth and the subject, as Foucault (2005) states:    

There is then a whole set of techniques whose purpose is to link together the truth 
and the subject. (é) it is a question of arming the subject with a truth that he did 
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not know and that did not dwell within him; it involves turning this learned and 
memorized truth that is progressively put into practice into a quasi-subject that 
reigns supreme within us. (p. 501) 

In this sense, if narratives ôare part of the process of sense-making while also focusing on 

social and cultural processesõ, as Ann Phoenix (2008, p. 74) puts it, I am interested in how 

the accounts dissident teachers give of themselves work as a learned and memorised truth 

that gives sense to what they are elaborating as what it means to be a teacher subject. If 

they are able to experiment in relation to this truth, this means that they are practising a 

narration of themselves that provides them with a temporal and spatial social reference, 

the possibility to appropriate an accepted truth about themselves and the opportunity to 

exercise their memory of who they are. Ivor Goodsonõs (2006) recommendation that, in 

narrative work the idea is ôto get the life storytellers to rehearse their story with us, with as 

little intervention as possibleõ (p. 17), has been for me a feasible way to consider 

Zemelmanõs (2005) suggestion to give an epistemic status to questions instead of filling 

them with theoretical content. The idea, then, has been to try to create a methodological 

device that enabled the dissident teachers to rehearse their story with me.  

In this methodological device I intended to place myself as the other to whom the dissident 

teachers were going to give an account of themselves. The idea was to activate a space of 

relationality where the narration of their dissident ôIõ as teachers could be rehearsal. My 

otherness, as I argued in Chapter 2, shared the ethical-political concerns of resisting the 

current way of governing teachers and struggling for opening up spaces to think and act 

differently as teachers. Reflecting on my ethical and political attachments with teachers 

have contributed to create my own narrative work of why am I researching teachers. This 

narration opens different layers of the problem Lapping (2013) poses as ôwhich subject, 

whose desire?õ. Here I would like to say that the story I have been telling myself is that 

teachers, schoolteachers I had as a student and people such as Freire or Zemelman, have 

been vital for me to get in contact with the practice of reading and writing, and the world 

of the humanities and the social sciences, which is a world that I love. I think that teachers 

have the potential to open worlds for their students because I have had that experience. 

That is my ônarcissist attachmentõ (Lapping, 2013, p. 369), or to put it in my own words, a 

sense of gratefulness that I feel towards the abstract potential of teachers. In the next 

chapter, I continue reflecting on some of the ethical and epistemological issues of 

establishing a relationship with teachers from a positionality of ally. 
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Therefore, the empirical question I needed to solve was what type of story rehearsals I was 

going to ask the dissident teachers to practice through a narrative exercise. My research 

questions lead my focus of analysis. As dissident and organised teachers, I was interested 

in opening a ôspace of addressõ, as Butler (2005) puts it, for them to narrate: 

1. Their story as everyday schoolteachers 

2. Their story about the limits they face in their everyday practice as schoolteachers  

3. Their story about the possibilities to experiment beyond or transgress these everyday 

limits 

The first theme acts as what Alexandra Georgakopoulou (2006) would call a big narrative, 

a story that ôprioritises a unified, coherent, autonomous, reflected upon and rehearsed selfõ 

(p. 128). The second and third topics are an attempt to engage with a form of small 

narrative exercise in the sense of moving ôfrom òwhat does narrative tell us about 

constructions of self?ó to òhow do we do self (and other) in narrative genres in a variety of 

engagements?õ (p. 128). By asking the dissident teacher to give an account of their own 

subjective limits and ways to experiment beyond them as teachers, I expect to engage with 

the problem of how they are struggling in the site of their subjectivity in a less coherent 

and more fragmented way. As Phoenix (2008) argues, the two last topics have as their 

focus types of ôaccounts that construct emotions, worldviews, character or events in ways 

that illuminate why particular accounts are produced in particular ways ð i.e., on sense-

making processesõ (p. 76). The point, by asking them to narrate themselves is, as Butler 

(2005) puts it,  

not to expect an answer that will ever satisfy (é). The ethical stance consists (é) 
in asking the question òWho are youó and continuing to ask without any 
expectation of a full or final answer. The other to whom I pose this question will 
not be captured by any answer that might arrive to satisfy it. (p. 43)  

The narration of themselves as dissident teachers is not a ôfinal answerõ but rather a 

rehearsal of their ongoing process as experimental subjects and a way of making sense of 

themselves as teachers in their dissident subjective position.  

These three ôspaces of addressõ constitute my research objectives:  

1. To explore the narrative of the dissident teachers as everyday schoolteachers.  

2. To explore and describe the dissident teachersõ narratives about the limits they face in 

their everyday practice as schoolteachers.   

3. To explore and describe the dissident teachersõ narratives about their possibilities to 

experiment or transgress their everyday limits.
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Chapter 5 Methodological device and fieldwork  

This research is a form of qualitative research that has both an exploratory and descriptive 

scope. Exploratory in two different senses: empirically, this is the first research that has as 

its focus of analysis the subjectivity of the dissident and organised teachers of Chile. 

Theoretically, in the sense of exploring how the categories of subjective limits and the field of 

experimentation can enable the study of teacher subjectivity. Descriptive in the sense that I 

want to provide a systematic account of the limits and ways to go beyond them that can 

be analysed from the angle of the dissident teacher experiences in their everyday work as 

teachers. I worked with eight dissident teachersõ organisations and two types of teachers 

(leaders and grassroots of the organisations). The methodological device was composed of 

three phases. I present first the dissident organisations, then each one of the three phases 

and I end the chapter with a brief reflection about my relationships with the teachers and 

my own positionality in the research.   

The dissident organisations 

The fieldwork took place between March and May 2017 in Chile. The following Table 2 

synthesises the dissident organisations I worked with.  

The process of the research was as follows: I sent emails to the public leaders of 

organisations (3, 7) or to people I knew were part of the organisation (1, 2, 5, and 6) in 

December 2016, telling them about my project and asking them three things. First, if they 

knew any other relevant dissident organisation of teachers that could be considered. 

Second, who from their organisation could be considered a ôfounder, leader, main 

intellectualõ to interview. Third, if they could help me to get in contact with two members 

of their organisation (a man and a woman) that were currently working in a school and 

were not the ôfounder, leader, main intellectualõ. Organisation 4 appeared in the responses 

to the first question. Other organisations were mentioned, but only CET was mentioned 

by more than two people.  

Organisations 1 and 2 are the oldest, the first formed after the 2006 student protest, and 

the second after the 2011 student protest. They are more consolidated organisations in the 

sense of the number of members, having a presence in the national directory of the Colegio 

de Profesores, and having members from almost every region of the country.  
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Table 2 ð Dissident Teachersõ Organisations 

Organisations Founded 
Presence in 
the country 

Approx. 
number of 
members 

Elected 
positions at 
the Colegio de 

Profesores 

1 REF  
Movimiento por la Refundación 
Gremial y Pedagógica or Movement for the 
Union and Pedagogical Re-foundation  

2007 National 50 Yes 

2 MUD    
Movimiento por la Unidad Docente or 
Movement for Teachersõ Unity 

2012 National 100 Yes 

3 CON  
Construyendo Movimiento Docente 
Organizado or Constructing Organised 
Teachers Movement 

2015 Santiago 25 Yes 

4 CET 
Colectivo Educar y Transformar or 
Collective To Teach and Transform  

2015 Valparaíso 15 No 

5 MA  
Frente de Profesores Movimiento 
Autonomista or Autonomist Movement 
Teachersõ Front 

2016 

Santiago, 
Valparaíso, 
Rancagua, 

Concepción, 
Valdivia 

20 No 

6 IA  
Frente de Profesores Izquierda 
Autónoma or Autonomist Left Teachersõ 
Front 

2016 
Santiago, 

Concepción, 
Valdivia 

10 Yes 

7 AD  
Acción Docente or Teacherõ Action 

2016 Santiago 15 Yes 

8 PRETeC  
Profesores Reflexionando por una 
Educación Transformadora en 
Ciencias or Teachers Reflecting for a 
Transformative Education in Science 

2009 Valparaíso 15 No 

The organisations 3 to 7 function more as caucus or òcollectivesó, i.e., smaller organisations 

that work more horizontally, usually with a coordinator or speaker. They were formed 

during or after the 2014/2015 teachersõ demonstrations. Organisation 3, 6 and 7 gained 

presence in the Colegio de Profesores when some of their members were elected in 2016 as 

councilõs rep for the Colegio de Profesores. These organisations are usually located in one city, 

with a couple having a presence in more cities, but with just a few members in each.   

Organisation 8 is a different type of organisation. It is a group composed of schoolteachers, 

preservice teachers and university teachers, the latter, from Pontificia Universidad Católica de 

Valparaiso, that have been working together since 2009. They gather to reflect on their 

teaching practices as people who teach and research science. I found out about this 

organisation in my PhD thanks to Paulina Bravo, a Chilean biologist who is doing her PhD 

at the IoE. She is part of the group and has been a member of PRETeC since its beginning. 
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Talking to her at the end of 2016 about her work with PRETeC, I got the feeling that the 

organisation was dissident, not in a political sense, but more in a pedagogical one. I 

considered that it could be interesting to include this organisation to have a different type 

of dissent represented in my study.  

The approximate number of active members in the first seven organisation is 235, 

representing 0,1% of the more than 235,000 schoolteachers in Chile. It is important to 

remember this because the focus of this thesis is not the subjectivity of a random teacher 

in Chile, but of an organised dissident teacher. 

Phase one: dissident leaders 

During the first phase of the study I worked with the founders, leaders or main intellectuals 

of the eight dissident teachersõ organisation. The work I did with these teachers was 

focused on the contextualisation of their organisations, their political diagnosis about 

teachersõ problems and the main political actions they were promoting. The idea was to 

capture a well-structured narrative or, as Phoenix (2008) puts it, a ôcanonical narrativeõ 

about the ôcurrent consensus about what it is acceptable to say and do in their local (é) 

culturesõ (p. 73) as dissident teachers. This canonical narrative, as Goodson (2006) argues, 

referred to ôthe collective aspirationõ (p. 9) of these teachers organisations.  

I interviewed 10 people considered founders, leaders or main intellectuals of these eight 

organisations. Only with the leader of Organisation 8, I had a long conversation about 

PRETeC that was not recorded. As a group, I knew they had written some papers about 

their own history and aims (e.g., Grupo PRETeC, 2016). I asked the other nine people to 

sign an informed consent form that, among other things, stated that ôI understand that if 

any of my words are used in a report or presentation, they will be attributed to meõ. 

Offering the possibility to sign the same consent but stating ô(é) they will not be attributed 

to meõ. I told them that they should think about the interview as a conversation with the 

press and, if they wanted to say something more ôoff the recordõ, I could always put the 

recorder on pause. Eight of the nine accepted the first condition. One teacher asked to 

sign the second consent, and I have changed his/her name here. All interviews took place 

in a location, day and time of their preference.  

I had an interview guide with three broad topics and sub-questions: 

  



94 
 

Topic 1: History and characteristic of the organisation 

- Can you tell me the story of the organisationõs origin? 
- How do you organise yourselves? 
- How many members compose the organisation? 
- Where in the country do you have a presence as an organisation? 

Topic 2: Diagnosis  

- What is the main problem of teachers today according to the organisation?  
- What is the vision the organisation has of being a teacher in Chile today?  
- What does it mean to be with agobio? 
- Who are the main allies and enemies of the organisation? 

Topic 3: Possible changes 

- How does the organisation think that the problems enunciated above can be 
changed? 

- What are the main political actions the organisation is trying to put forward? 

As can be seen, the interrogated subject is ôthe organisationõ, that is the reason I asked 

them to speak as if they were talking to the press. The focus of this set of interviews was 

the more public discourse of the dissident organisations of teachers. Table 3 synthesised 

some characteristic of the interviewee leaders, constituting the main empirical data 

produced in phase one. 

Regarding their roles in their organisation, the ones I have labelled as ôleaders, speakers 

and coordinatorsõ (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7) were formal roles within the organisation. In the case of 

the ôinformal leadersõ (5, 6), they were identified by one member of the same organisation 

as someone relevant to interviewing. The case of the ôintellectual friendõ (4) was mentioned 

in the interview with Alejandra as someone who could be useful to interview because he 

was close to the organisation, providing intellectual support.  

Regarding their roles as teachers, Mario, Eduardo, Javier, Elizabeth and Jorge achieved 

positions in the 2016 elections in the Colegio de Profesores. Mario and Silvana were not 

working as teachers because of their new positions as head of the Colegio de Profesores and 

Director of Education of the Valparaiso Council, respectively. Eduardo had very few hours 

in a secondary school. Victor and Elizabeth were working around 30 hours a week as 

teachers and Javier was the head of the Technical Pedagogical Unit (UTP) of a secondary 

school in the council of Santiago. Alejandra, Ana Maria and Jorge were currently 

unemployed and looking for jobs. Corina worked at the university in an academic position. 
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Table 3 ð Main Empirical Data Produced in Phase One 
Organisa
tions 

Phase 1 Age 
Role in the organisation / Role as 
teacher 

Date Audio 

1 REF  
Mario 
Aguilar 

60 
Leader / President of the Colegio de 
Profesores 

May 
12 

21:56 

2 MUD    
Eduardo 
González 

40 
National Speaker / Member of 
National Directory of Colegio de 
Profesores (Treasury) 

Apr 
12 

37:04 

Apr 
20 

58:05 

3 CON  
Javier 
Insunza 

35 

Leader / Head of UTP in a Secondary 
School in Santiago and President of the 
Council of Providencia branch of the 
Colegio de Profesores  

Mar 
14 

1:08:56 

4 CET 

Alejandra 
Perez 

35 Speaker / Currently unemployed 
Mar 
21 

1:04:24 

Victor 
Figueroa 

40 
Intellectual friend / Full-time teacher in 
a Secondary School at Valparaiso  

Mar 
30  

42:13 

5 MA  

Ana M.  
Santos 

25 Coordinator / Currently unemployed 
Mar 
16 

1:01:30 

Silvana 
Saez 

55 
Informal Leader / Director of 
Education of the Valparaiso Council 

Mar 
21 

1:06:45 

6 IA  
Elizabeth 
Contreras 

60 

Informal Leader / Full-time teacher in 
a school at Valdivia and Treasurer of 
the Council of Los Riosõs branch of 
Colegio de Profesores 

Apr 
11 

2:44:04 

7 AD  
Jorge 
Muñoz 

35 
Leader / Currently unemployed and 
member of the Council of La Florida 
branch of Colegio de Profesores 

Mar 
13 

1:15:50 

8 
PRETeC  

Corina 
González  

40 
Coordinator / Scholar at the Biology 
Institute of the Pontificia Universidad 
Católica de Valparaiso 

Mar 
21 

Lunch 
talk 
 

Seven interviews were done in March, three in April and one in May 2017. Alejandra, 

Victor, Silvana and Corinaõs interviews took place in Valparaiso, 78 miles from Santiago. 

Elizabethõs interview was done in Valdivia, located 521 miles to the South of Santiago. The 

other five interviews took place in Santiago, where I was based.  

There were three age groups: First, Mario, Silvana and Elizabeth, aged between 55 and 60, 

born before the dictatorship (at the end of the 1950s or beginning of the 1960s), where the 

older group. Then, Eduardo, Javier, Alejandra, Victor, Jorge and Corina, all aged 35 to 40, 

born in the dictatorship (at the end of the 1970s and beginning of the 1980s), were the 

more predominant group. Finally, Ana Maria, age 25, born post-dictatorship (at the 

beginning of the 1990s), was the youngest. She just has finished her BA studies and 

searching for her first job as a teacher. 

The average time of an interview was one hour and six minutes, and in total, I recorded 11 

hours of audio with this group of teachers. All these audios were sent to a third person to 

be transcribed.  
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Phase two: grassroots dissident teachers 

During the second phase I worked with the main subject of my thesis. I define them as 

teachers with three characteristics: i) members of a dissident teacher organisation, ii) 

currently working in a school, and iii) not the founders, leaders or main intellectuals of 

their organisation. My idea was to work with grassroots teachers or lay activists of these 

organisations to let them rehearse their story with me ôwith as little intervention as possibleõ, 

as Goodson (2006, p. 17) suggests. The second phase of the design consisted of a set of 

three individual interviews with one member of each one of the eight organisations who 

met the three criteria outlined above.  

Regarding the three individual interviews, each one had a specific focus. The first one was 

about their personal story and trajectory as teachers; the schools where they have worked, 

and how they got involved with the dissident organisation they belonged. At the end of 

this first meeting, I gave them a notebook and asked them to take as many notes as possible 

regarding any moments or situations when they had felt constrained or limited as a teacher 

in their school workplace. The focus of the second interview was on unfolding these 

constraining and limiting situations by following their own writing. At the end of that 

interview, I asked them to do a similar exercise, but regarding moments where they had 

felt they had gone beyond the limits we had just analysed. Thus, the third interview was 

focused on the possibilities of going beyond and transgressing these limits. 

In each case, the interviews were recorded and I asked them to sign an informed consent 

form that offered them, among other things, confidentially. All their names and any other 

relevant information that could lead to their identification (such as the name of the schools 

where they had worked or were working) have been anonymised by using pseudonyms.  

The way I contacted these eight teachers followed a snowballing procedure with three type 

of contacts: first, direct contact. Maria is the only one of the eight teachers with whom I 

have direct contact. I have known her since 2013. We have been working together on the 

campaign against standardised tests called Alto al SIMCE, fact over which I will reflect at 

the end of the chapter. I asked her to participate, and she was one of the first people I 

interviewed because I felt more confident with her. Second, through someone that gave 

me their contact. This is the cases of Flor, Lis, Victor, Hugo, Pedro and Jacinto, with whom 

I got in contact with by asking another person I knew in their organisations. Third, through 

someone whom I did not know, and I met in the fieldwork. Alejandra, with whom I was 

put in contact with, gave me Rosaõs contact.  
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I wrote all of them an email inviting them to participate in a reflexive dialogue about their 

everyday work as a teacher. I positioned myself as someone critical towards the ways in 

which the TC imagined the elaboration of a new teacher as one being ôpigeonholedõ and 

presented the purpose as ôto try to research and better understand the dissident perspective 

of teachersõ. I told them the main aims of the research and that the invitation implied ôthree 

conversationsõ. Finally, that, if they were interested in participating, I could meet them 

anywhere that suited them. The eight agreed to participate. Table 4 presents some 

characteristics of the grassroot dissident teachers composing the main empirical data 

produced in phase two. 

Table 4 ð Main Empirical Data Produced in Phase Two 

      Age Speciality W.E  S.W. J. O. I  Day Audio 

1 REF Flor 45 Music 24 5 2015 

1 Apr 5 00:27:53 

2 Apr 12 00:32:13 

3 Apr 17 00:44:45 

2 MUD  

Lis 39 History 11 1 2015 

1 Apr 25 01:49:25 

2 May 2 0:50:22*  

3 May 9 01:33:21 

Maria 27 
Physical 
Edu. 

2 2 2014 

1 Mar 28 00:52:24 

2 Apr 4 00:57:07 

3 Apr 13 00:46:19 

3 CON  Victor 31 History 9 2 2016 

1 Apr 26 00:49:02 

2 May 3 00:58:40 

3 May 10 01:13:54 

4  CET Rosa 36 History 9 4 2014 

1 Mar 31 01:40:48 

2 Apr 21 01:24:54 

3 May 19 01:40:18 

5 MA          

6 IA  Hugo 32 History 5 4 2016 

1 Mar 23 01:10:47 

2 Mar 27 00:49:21 

3 Apr 3 01:02:50 

7 AD Pedro 29 History 1 2 2016 

1 Apr 4 00:54:32 

2 Apr 12 01:20:41 

3 Apr 18 01:01:31 

8  PRE Jacinto 27 Biology 2 2 2013 

1 Apr 6 01:42:04 

2 Apr 13 01:47:21 

3 Apr 20 01:32:18 

Mean  33  8 3 2015   00:59:23 

The first thing to highlight is that I could not interview anyone from organisation 5 (MA). 

The main reason being that, for different motives, the majority of their members did not 

work at a school level. Therefore, and considering that organisation 2 (MUD) is the biggest 

organisation in terms of members, I decided to select two cases from this organisation.  
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The interviews were mainly conducted in April. In all cases, except with Rosa, the 

interviews were done with no more than a week apart. In the case of Rosa, there were 

around 20 days or more between each interview. Jacinto and Rosa were the only two that 

I interviewed in Valparaiso; the rest took place in Santiago.  

The guide for the three interviews consisted of just one question asked at the beginning of 

each interview, and one question asked at the end of the interview.  

First Interview. Being a teacher 

¶ At the beginning: Can you tell me your story as a teacher and in which moment of 
this story you became a member of the dissident organisation that you are a part?  

¶ At the end: For our next meeting, can you write down in this notebook the limits that 
you experience in your everyday life as a teacher? 

Second Interview. The limits of being a teacher.  

¶ At the beginning: What limits did you write down?   

¶ At the end: For our next meeting, can you write down the ways in which you feel you 
have gone beyond and transgressed these limits? 

Third interview. The experimentation and transgression of the limits of being a teacher 

¶ At the beginning: What possibilities to transgress/experiment/go beyond these limits 
did you write down?   

Lis, Maria, Victor, Rosa, Hugo and Jacinto made use of the notebooks. Flor and Pedro 

told me that they had used them, but they forgot to bring them with them to the interviews. 

The following are examples of their notebooks. As can be seen in Figure 1, some of them, 

such as Rosa, just wrote a small topic with a subtitle that she then expanded in the interview. 

In other cases, such as Hugo, he wrote with more detail about his limits and 

experimentations.  
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Figure 1 ð Examples of Notebooks 

 

Rosaõs first limit: ôTime: 

the lack of time to doéõ 

  

Hugoõs first transgression: ôWith the studentsõ 

The majority of the interviewees were born during the dictatorship years (1973-1990). A 

few just before or just after, as Flor, the oldest, who was born in 1972, and Maria and 

Jacinto, the youngest, who were born in 1990. The mean age of the eight of them is 33, 

which, as can be seen in Table 5, corresponds to a hypothetical person born in the middle 

of the 1980s. This abstract teacher subject of 33 years old was still at university for the 

2006 secondary student demonstrations (21 years old), was in his/her first job experience 

for the 2011 university student protests (26 years old), and had around 5 years of work 

experience when the 2015 teachersõ demonstrations took place (30 years old).  

  



100 
 

Table 5 ð Age of Teachers by Year of Birth 

Born 2006 2011 2015 2017 Cases 

1972 34 39 43 45 Flor 

1980 26 31 35 37 Lis, Rosa 

1985 21 26 30 32 Hugo, Victor, Pedro 

1989 17 22 26 28 Maria, Jacinto 

However, in each particular case, things are different. Their years of work experience vary 

in each case and relates to their own story. For example, even though Victor and Rosa 

have the same years of work experience (W.E), they have five years of difference. This is 

because Rosa, as she explains, had a child and interrupted her studies. The same happens 

regarding the number of schools they have worked in (S.W.), having each story its own 

peculiarities. For example, Lis has worked for 11 years in the same school, and Hugo, with 

five years of experience, has worked in four different schools.  

They joined their organisations (J.O.) mostly during or after the 2014/2015 teachersõ 

demonstrations. Jacintoõs case is different because PRETeC began in 2009 through an 

academic path, and he joined the organisation while he was still studying at university in 

2013.  

I sought to have a sample of four men and four women. As I have said, I asked for a man 

and a woman when contacting the organisation. Because I did not receive all the contacts 

at the same time, I was able to have in mind this criterion when inviting people to 

participate. I did not take into account their subject speciality as a criterion. Therefore, the 

fact that five out of eight are history teachers is just by chance, in the sense that I had not 

asked for their subject specialism beforehand. Additionally, Flor, Maria and Jacinto were 

music, physical education and biology teachers respectively. Even though all but Maria 

were trained to work at the secondary level, Flor, Rosa and Maria worked at the primary 

level.  

The average time of an interview was 59:23 minutes. In total, I recorded 27 hours and 44 

minutes of audio with this group of teachers. I only had technical problems with one 

interview, the second one with Lis, where the batteries of the recorder ran out, and I missed 

around 45 minutes of the interview. I transcribed each of these audios.  

Finally, I told the eight of them that I was going to send them a ôpersonal narrativeõ as a 

way for them to have a document with their own story. All of them agreed to receive their 

ôpersonal narrativeõ, on which I will expand in the next chapter.  
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Phase three: the workshop 

The third phase consisted of one group interview with the same teachers as phase two. 

The purpose of this meeting was to reflect from a dissident and collective point of view 

about some common features about the limiting situations and experimental practices that 

they identified in the previous interviews. For this meeting, the idea was to bring some 

preliminary analysis of these common features. 

The workshop took place on a Saturday morning of May in the Centre for Advanced 

Research in Education (CIAE) at Universidad de Chile, where I used to work. CIAE is 

located in the centre of Santiago, making it a convenient place to meet. Maria, Flor, Hugo 

and Jacinto participated in the workshop.  

I divided the workshop into two main sections: limits and experimentations. For both 

sections, I did a preliminary analysis of the limits and experimentations that the eight of 

them narrated during the interviews. Using similar or the same names given by the eight 

of them, I organised and presented 34 limits and 27 experimentations. I wrote each limit 

with a red pen and each experimentation with a green one. In the end, the table looked like 

Figure 2. 

Figure 2 ð End of the Workshop Session 

 

I sent the audio of the workshop to a third person for their transcription. 

The following Table 6 summarises the empirical data produced in each phase: 
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Table 6 ð Summary of the Empirical Data Produced 
 Interviews Recorded Audio Transcribed by 

Phase 1 10 11:00:51 Other 

Phase 2 24 27:42:50 Me 

Phase 3 1 02:12:44 Other 

Total 35 40:56:25  

 

A brief reflection on my relationship with the teachers 

There were both similarities and differences between the relationships I established with 

each of the 18 teachers I interviewed. I would like to briefly reflect on three issues: the 

political identity, the willingness of the teachers to participate and the act of listening. A 

significant similarity I felt with all the teachers I worked with was a sense of sharing a 

similar political identity. This similarity relates to the fact that I positioned myself as a 

political ally. This positionality was not a strategic decision but an exercise of speaking 

frankly to them about my own political engagements in this topic and my interest in the 

dissident teachersõ organisations. One of the elements that contributed to bridging a sort 

of political ôweõ is that I told them, when presenting myself, that I was a member of the 

Stop SIMCE [Alto al SIMCE] campaign. The campaign is critical towards the 

performativity regime; therefore, by presenting this aspect of myself to them, a point of 

identification was made. The most positive aspect of this identification, from my 

perspective, was that a common ôusõ or ôweõ, the ones critical towards neoliberalism, 

provided a common ground that helped them to understand my work and to speak openly 

about their stories, their limits and their experimentations. However, I think it also 

introduced an important blind spot located around this sameness that implied that some 

things did not need to be made explicit. For example, a certain idealisation of the 

government of Allende, the problems of the dictatorship, and the fact that neoliberalism 

needed to be resisted. These topics were a sort of ògivenó.  

The second element is the willingness to participate in the research of the eight grassroots 

teachers. From my previous experience researching teachersõ lives, I knew that asking to 

participate in an activity that demanded at least three hours work was to ask a lot. The 

decision, however, was based on the need to go beyond a description of the events about 

what happened in the teachersõ demonstrations of 2014/2015 and to engage in a deeper 

reflection of the limits and possibilities to experiment created by those events. My 

invitation, in this sense, was to speak as dissident and organised teachers interested to share 

their own political view regarding their work. The field of address constructed, I think, 
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contributed to activating their willingness to participate. As the analytical chapters will 

show, these grassroots teachers do not have space in their schools or even sometimes in 

their organisations to speak about their own political views. In their schools, they have to 

be quiet and in their organisations, there are too many things to solve and do. In that sense, 

I think their willingness to participate was a willingness to engage in a space for reflecting 

and thinking about their own affairs.  

The last issue relates to the act of listening, which I think enabled the space of address to 

become significant for the teachers. Two elements played a significant role in the 

relationship established with the eight grassroots teachers during the interviews. First, the 

fact that we met three times enabled them to reflect on their previous statement, as when 

Pedro argued at the beginning of the third interview: ôI have been thinking of an issue from 

the first interviewéõ and then he re-developed a topic he had already addressed but in a 

slightly different way. Second, the fact that I asked them one question, letting them speak 

with very few additional interventions. This enabled a space-time for them to elaborate 

themselves, which they regarded with a sense of gratefulness. After we finished the third 

interviews, Flor, Rosa, Lis, Victor, Pedro and Jacinto, used the word ôtherapeuticõ to 

describe what they felt in a broad sense. Lis, for example, said:  

I must say that this has been an excellent experience, because even if you donõt 
believe it, to talk about your experience brings more calm because you see yourself 
in perspective, like what you are doing. That, in its way, is a contribution and it also 
gives you a different image about yourself within the school, like, okay, I have my 
objectives super clear and my feet on the ground. Like, this it is, here we go. (Lis) 

On an epistemological level, I think that both the political identification and the act of 

listening contributed to produce a dense knowledge in relation to the problem of their 

subjective limits and their experimental practices. On a more ethical level, even though, to 

the best of my knowledge none of the eight experienced any critical change in their lives 

resulting from this research, I do wonder what might happen if in future research the 

conversation extends for six months or two years. What types of ethical problems are 

involved in this sort of research? How does research deal with establishing a significant 

degree of intimacy that can be felt by the participant as a ôtherapeuticõ relationship?
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Chapter 6 Analytical decisions 

Preliminary analysis: the personal narratives  

The preliminary analysis consisted of elaborating a personal narrative for each one of the 

eight grassroots teachers. This work required one month approximately per case, also 

considering the work with the leadersõ interviews and the workshop. The procedures for 

the eight cases consisted in: 

1. Transcribing of the three audios 
2. Merging and editing the three interviews into one document 
3. Identifying in vivo codes (C. Rivas, 2012) in each case  

In appendix 2 it is possible to find an exhaustive description of these three procedures.  

Regarding the interviews with the leaders and the workshop, my preliminary analysis with 

this material was not as systematic as the one with the personal narratives. As an initial 

analysis, I just checked the audio with the transcriptions.  

The preliminary analysis was done in the software Word 2016. The following Table 7 

summarises the total corpus of data produced in this first phase of analysis: 344,680 words 

or 475 pages of data. This is the fundamental corpus of empirical data I used in the next 

phase of analysis.  

Table 7 ð Summary of the Fundamental Corpus of Data 

 
Phase 1 

(Leaders) 
Phase 2 

(Grassroots) 
Phase 3 

(Workshop) 
Total 

Word count 82,470 241,389 20,821 344,680 

Pages 114 333 29 475 

All the work was done in Spanish. Except for the case of Rosa, for which translation I paid 

and then checked, all the other work of translation with both empirical and theoretical data 

(when I have indicated), has been done by me. It is not an exaggeration to argue that this 

has been one of the most challenging tasks during the analysis.  

Translating is especially problematic because my analysis is focused on the connotative use 

of language (H. Zemelman, 2007), i.e., on the more metaphorical, suggestive, evocative or 

poetical use of language. Lev Vygotsky (1986), speaking about the translation of a poem 

of Heine into Russian, explains ô[i]n German fir is masculine and palm feminine, and the 

poem suggests the love of a man for a woman. In Russian, both trees are feminine (é). 

One grammatical detail may, on occasion, change the whole purport of what is saidõ (p. 
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222). One Russian translator did an exact translation, and the other changed one of the 

trees for a masculine one. Vygotsky argues that the first translator is working with meaning, 

the second with sense. In translation, he adds, there is a first and basic ôpreponderance of 

the sense of a word over its meaningõ (p. 244), because sense is ôdynamic, fluid, complex, which 

has several zones of unequal stability. Meaning is only one of the zones of sense, the most 

stable and precise zone. A word acquires its sense from the context in which it appearsõ (p. 

245).  

It is its contextual sense what enriches a word and, for Vygotsky (1986), ôa word is a 

microcosm of human consciousnessõ (p. 256). The way I deal with translation was, 

whenever possible, to translate the sense of what was being said. I will exemplify by using 

the quote of the primary teachers I used in Chapter 1, they wrote:  

Hay que matar el dogma pedagógico, pero hay que cuidarse mucho de no crear 
otros. La discusión teórica debe marchar paralela a la experimentación práctica, 
entonces nos acordaremos de aquel refrán popular: ôotra cosa es con guitarraõ 
(Nuevos Rumbos, 2 de junio de 1925, in M. Zemelman & Jara, 2006, p. 66, my 
translation) 

A translation based on meaning would read:  

We have to kill the pedagogical dogma but we have to take care a lot of not creating 
others. The theoretical discussion must march alongside the practical 
experimentation, then we will remember the popular saying: ôother thing is with 
guitarõ 

However, in this version, one of the most evocative aspects of the quote is lost, the saying: 

ôotra cosa es con guitarraõ, which refers to the difficulties of putting into practice the things 

one says. Therefore, part of my work was to find, whenever was possible, sayings or 

metaphors or suggestive ideas that shared not only meaning but the sense of what was 

being expressed, in this case: ôit is easier said than doneõ: 

We must kill the pedagogical dogma, but we must be aware of not creating new 
ones. The theoretical discussion must walk along with practical experimentation. 
Then, we will remember the saying: ôit is easier said than doneõ [otra cosa es con 
guitarra]. 

I have added square brackets in the translations to highlight some words or sayings that 

are playing an important role and which sense is particularly challenging to capture.  
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Intensive analysis: the analytical chapters  

In this section, I will present the logic behind the production of the analytical chapters. 

Three elements are relevant regarding the specific decisions I made to elaborate my 

analytical chapters: i) the guiding role of the group analysis, ii) the analysis as a big narrative 

composed of smaller narratives, and iii) the analytical role of long quotes.  

My analysis is greatly indebted to the process of group analysis that began in June 2018. 

The group is composed of two Chilean PhD peers based at the IoE: Paulina Bravo and 

Maria José Lagos. Paulina is working on the topic of professional development of teachers 

of science and Maria José on the topic of subjectivity of early yearõs teachers, both in the 

Chilean context. For more than a year, we have met religiously once a week. Every week 

one of us leads the session by selecting a piece of their data that will be read beforehand 

to be discussed with the others for a period of two hours. The criterion we established was 

a text of a maximum of 10 pages for each meeting. However, this sometimes involved a 

section of an audio or a paper to discuss. In my case, in the 12 meetings in which I have 

had to choose something for the group (form June 2018 to May 2019), I selected the 

personal narratives of Rosa (4 sessions), Lis (4 sessions), Victor (2 sessions) and the 

Workshop (2 sessions).  

The group work has been significant for my analysis for two reasons: first, it has required 

me to process and select my own data. The corpus of 475 pages was not only intimidating 

but also caused me feelings of anxiety in the sense of the desire to do justice to the complete 

corpus by working on it at the same depth. However, I knew from my previous experiences 

analysing that an important part of the analytical process involves a process of selecting 

the sections I was going to work with in more detail and mourning the sections I was not 

going to be able to engage as deeply. In that sense, the group helped me to realise that the 

narratives of Rosa, Lis and Victor, together with the workshop materials, were my richest 

pieces of data. In the cases of Rosa and Lis, because both really engaged with the 

conversations we had and both shared the contradictory position of being schoolteachers 

and union leaders of their schools, fact that I will analyse further in Chapter 9. In the case 

of Victor, the contrasting settings in which he had worked and the fact that he did not 

come from a ômilitantõ background, I think made his narrative a good example of the 

process of becoming a dissident teacher, a story that I will analyse further in Chapter 8. 

The workshop was an opportunity to engage with the voices of Maria, Flor, Hugo and 

Jacinto collectively, that I will analyse further in Chapter 7.  
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The second reason is that to discuss the personal narratives in the group opened for me 

new elements I was not seeing in the data. Because I did the transcriptions and editing of 

the cases, and I read them before our group meetings, I had some elements in mind that 

were the ones I considered the more relevant. Usually, the group acknowledged those 

elements, but at the same time, highlighted additional elements and further questions and 

interpretation were made in relation to the data. In that sense, my own reading of the data 

was enriched by the group meetings. For these two reasons, the four documents that I read 

in the group become the base of the empirical analysis of my analytical chapters. This does 

not mean that I did not consider, analyse and include elements of the other five personal 

narratives or from the interviews with the leaders, but the analysis done with these later 

sources was less systematic and comprehensive.  

The second important decision I made was to consider the complete analysis as a single 

narration that is organised and composed of different smaller narrations. Here I am using 

in a loose way Georgakopolouõs (2006) distinction between ôbigõ and ôsmallõ narratives. The 

main idea is that the three analytical chapters, taken together, tell a story about the struggle 

the dissident teachers. Table 8 synthesises the broad structure of the analytical chapters.  

Table 8 ð Structure of the Analysis Chapters 

 The Dissident Teachersõ Struggle 

 

Ch. 7 The 
problem of agobio 
and the bonsai 
teacher 

Ch. 8 Political-
pedagogical dissent 

Ch. 9 Care for oneõs 
time as a political-
pedagogical teacher 

Rosaõs 
story as a 
teacher 

The enthusiastic 
and foolish Rosa 
(2008-2011) 

The outstanding and 
silent Rosa 
(2012-2013) 

The speaking and leader 
Rosa 
(2013-2017) 

Empirical-
theoretical 
analysis 

The different faces 
of agobio 

The problem of fear 
and the practice of 
self-improvement 

The care for oneõs time 
to unfold political-
pedagogical practices 

The pedagogy of 
the bonsai 

The pedagogical and 
the political critiques 

Three space-time of 
relationship to unfold 
experimental practices 

Conclusion Closing remarks Closing remarks Closing remarks 

The broad narration is about ôThe Dissident Teachersõ Struggleõ, providing an in-depth 

analysis of the main elements that give sense to the activism of this particular group of 

Chilean teachers. Each of the three chapters provides a sort of ôsmallerõ clue as to how I 

account for their struggle. Each chapter is constructed of a mixture of ôdeductiveõ and ôin 
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vivoõ notions. The first is about subjective limits and is focused on the notion of ôagobioõ. 

The second chapter is about their dissent or main critiques and is focused on the notion 

of ôthe political-pedagogicalõ. The last chapter is about experimental practices and is 

focused on the notion of ôgiving of oneõs timeõ as its focus.   

There are two significant commonalities in each of the three chapters. First, each chapter 

begins with a fragment of Rosaõs story as a teacher as a way to introduce the chapter. Rosaõs 

story as a teacher helped me to organise the logic of the three chapters because her story 

illustrates in a way these three topics. Rosaõs story is the most concrete way in which I 

conducted the analysis of the first research question: how is a dissident and organised 

teacher subject processing its everyday experience as a schoolteacher subject? If the reader 

wishes to have a sense of the story of a dissident teacher, they can read these three sections 

before moving to the second part of each chapter.  

After Rosaõs story, each chapter develops its own ôempirical-theoreticalõ analysis. By 

naming the analysis in this way, I want to highlight that the analysis is an articulation of 

both empirical and theoretical sources. First, each chapter introduces the main problem 

the chapter is trying to address. Then, it moves into a more detailed analysis of the problem. 

In the first chapter of analysis, I engage more directly with the second research question 

related to subjective limits, whereas in the third chapter with the third research question 

related to experimental practices. Each chapter ends with a section of closing remarks that, 

more than intending to be a synthesis, works as a section to raise and build up arguments 

in relation to the research problem and the dissident teachersõ struggle.  

In each chapter, I worked with different theoretical-analytical tools, which means that I do 

not necessarily engage with or share the deep ontological claims of the authors I am using, 

but I make a more strategic use of their work. The more important tools have a 

metaphorical-evocative component, following Zemelmanõs (2007) argument about the 

importance of the connotative language I discussed in Chapter 4. For example, in the first 

analytical chapter, I use the metaphor of the pedagogy of the bonsai which I borrow from 

Zemelman and Quintarõs (J. Rivas, 2005) or in the last one I use Nietzscheõs (2006) figures 

of the camel, the lion and the child. These metaphors work as what Lakoff and Johnson 

(2003) have called ontological metaphors, i.e., ôways of viewing events, activities, emotions, 

ideas, etc., as entities and substancesõ (p. 26). Of the different types of metaphors, which 

they described as cognitive tools we use to live by, the purpose of the ontological ones is 

to ôgive us a way to referring to experienceõ (p. 27). In this sense, the idea of the bonsai 
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identifies and refers to aspects of agobio in a way that makes this experience more 

apprehensible. In the same way, the figures of the camel, the lion and the child enable me 

to guide and organise the multiplicity of ways in which practices of experimentation are 

taking place for the dissident teachers.  

The third point of my analytical decisions refers to the use of long quotes as a strategy to 

enact the analysis in the thesis. The three analytical chapters have several long quotes, i.e., 

quotes above 40 characters which, following the APA quotation style, are placed in a 

freestanding block without quotation marks. There are three important elements to 

consider regarding the use of long quotes. First, I use them to enable the evocative and 

connotative meaning to have a major presence in the analysis. In Table 9, two extracts of 

analysis from Chapter 9 help me to exemplify the difference between the uses of quotes in 

a paragraph or as a long quote. In the first example, the quotes are articulated in such a 

way that it is possible, for example, to include different voices talking about a similar topic, 

which provides a way to create a sense that that topic is a transversal one. However, it 

becomes more difficult to give alternative meanings to the quotes because a sense of 

totality and context is lost. The context in which Flor is speaking about a ôflow of powerõ, 

Lis about ôwho is whoõ or Hugo about ôalliesõ and ôthe need to fightõ is not completely clear 

and the reader needs to follow my own analysis. In these cases, my analysis has compressed 

the context, and thereby, the evocative potential of the quotes. In the second example, the 

context of the voice or voices is privileged. It is a way that I have found to capture and 

convey the connotative meaning of language in a more subtle way. In this case, Lisõ idea 

of the ôseduction of powerõ can be put in the backdrop of what it means to be a UTP, a 

specific invitation made by a superior, and why that invitation seems problematic to Lis.  

Table 9 ð Examples of Different uses of Quotes 
My own articulation of pieces 

of quotes in the text 
Long quote 

Flor speaks of the importance 
of doing a ômappingõ to 
understand ôhow the flow of 
power is movingõ. Lis speaks 

about the importance of 
ôunderstanding who is who 
within the schoolõ. Hugo 

speaks about finding ôsome 
common thing in educationõ in 
order to see that ôyou are not 
aloneõ and that you will ôhave 
alliesõ when the time comes 
when ôyou will need to fightõ. 

Besides, what means to be UTP in this school? The 
headteacher, it really was a seduction of power, she 
said: òyour role within the school is going to change, 

you are not going to be any more in the teachersõ 
roomó. And I didnõt want to go out of the teachersõ 

room! That is my space, it is my containment, 
there are my friends. When Iõm sad, or Iõm not 
well, or Iõm agobiada, between all of us we drown our 
sorrows, we have a coffee and we start laughing, we 
take out the guitar and so on. And to be up there, 
with the hyenas that at the end of the day are all 
trying to knife each other, stabbing, like in the 

Roman senate, so not for me. (Lis) 



111 
 

The second element relates to the productive effect that a long quote has in my analysis. 

Long quotes do not work as mere evidence of my analysis but as productive pieces of 

writing in themselves. Being aware that I am present, as a researcher, in every moment of 

the transcription, translation, selection, and placement of a particular quote, the long 

quotes in my analytical chapters correspond to narrations that work not in a passive-

confirmatory way but in an active-formative way. This idea enables me to treat an empirical 

quote similarly to a theoretical quote. Both are working in what Canales (2013) would call 

the ôfield of senseõ. The process of sense-making, as Phoenix (2008) argues, is relevant to 

analyse ôwhy particular accounts are produced in particular waysõ (p. 76). Long quotes are 

used as analytical tools to make sense of my own arguments and, however, they have their 

own productive effect beyond what I am trying to suggest or evoke. There is an excess of 

meaning in the long quotes not being captured by my analysis. By using the long quotes, I 

am inviting this excess of meaning to expand its connotative potential in the analysis.  

There are at least two potential disadvantages of working in this way that I want to signal: 

first, the reader is subjected to reading long quotes that usually are signified as ôraw dataõ, 

and therefore might be read as less attractive than the supporting analysis. I want to argue 

that the stories captured in the long quotes are not mere raw data, but they are making-

sense analytical quotes. The second is that I put particular emphasis on the analysis on the 

connotative, metaphorical and poetical elements of the long quotes. The problem with 

connotative language is, as Zemelman (2007) states, that what ôis privileged is suggesting, 

evoking, or imagining contoursõ; therefore the arguments sometimes can become loose 

and not entirely clear. I have tried to work parsimoniously in order to maintain a balance 

between the clarity of the arguments without fixing the connotative language I want to 

highlight.  

In order to do this, and this is the third element of the use of long quotes, I used bold in 

each long quotation as a way to specify where I am focusing my analysis, as can be seen in 

long quote of Lis referred in Table 9. In that particular quote, my emphasis is placed in the 

ôseduction of powerõ that is trying to disrupt Lisõ presence in the ôteachersõ roomõ as ômy 

spaceõ, ômy containmentõ, ômy friendsõ. However, I do not address the more subtle elements 

of what takes place in the teachersõ room that are evoked with the idea of ôIõm sadõ or ôwe 

have a coffeeõ or how Lis pictures the work with the managers as like working among 

ôhyenasõ, ôall trying to knife each otherõ, ôlike in the roman senateõ. In this sense, the tool of 

highlighting in bold the quotes indicates to the reader the specific aspects I am focusing 

on. 
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Chapter 7 The problem of agobio and the bonsai teacher 

This chapter is dedicated to the analysis of the problem of agobio as a specific and original 

way in which teachers give a name to their current subjective state as workers within the 

long-established neoliberal school system of Chile. Agobio is the overarching notion 

formulated by teachers in the heat of the 2014/2015 demonstrations to designate the effect 

that a diverse set of practices that limit their everyday work has on themselves and their 

profession. Following Foucault (1997b), I argue that ôat the rootõ (p. 118) of agobio, there is 

a general form of problematising both teachers and their practice. To analyse this form of 

power I build on Zemelman and Quintarõs (J. Rivas, 2005) notion of a pedagogy of the bonsai 

to describe three main strategies through which this specific pedagogy works: i) the control 

and regulation of teachersõ time, ii) the management and guidance of teachersõ practices, 

and iii) the harming of teachersõ creativity. This specific form of power has both a 

productive and repressive force that, above all, enacts a permanent sensation of lack of 

time in teachers. This form of power is at the heart of the problem of agobio fabricating a 

lack of time to unfold a practice of self-formation. The next segment of Rosaõs personal 

story as a teacher helps illustrate some of the difficulties faced by someone who wants to 

fight against this form of power.  

The enthusiastic and foolish Rosa (2008 - 2011) 

Rosa is 36 years old. She comes from a working-class and left-wing family. Her family was 

one of those that supported the Government of Salvador Allende (1970-1973) and, for 

that reason, suffered political persecution during the dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet 

(1973-1990). Rosa is the first member of her family to attend university. She was involved 

in political activities at the University and, as she explained, ôafter leaving, I got pregnantõ.  

In 2008, she started working in a public secondary school. She was 27 by then.  

It was hard because the teachers were set in their ways. So, when youõre new and 
especially when youõre new with lots of drive and enthusiasm to do things, that 
throws the teachersõ status quo off balance a bit. Like, for example, none of the 
teachers liked innovating or doing more than they had to. (é)7 So, I had problems 
with the teachers, especially the history ones. There were two of them. They made 
my life hard, they made my life hell. In that school, I felt it was an obligation to get 
involved in the Union. (é) So, from the beginning, I was always involved. I used 

                                                 

7 For all the quotes of my data, the ellipsis with parenthesis means that I have cut the quote and 
the ellipsis without parenthesis follows the speech of the person quoted.  
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to go to the meetings even though I wasnõt a union leader, I took part in strikes, 
Ié the strikes in 2008 were against the General Education Law that year. And that 
was enough for them to throw me out of that secondary school. Straight away. 
There were also things I didnõt know, that I had to experience to understand. You 
canõt arrive wanting to change the world straight away in one place. I was 
new, full of enthusiasm for new things and saying, òNo, youõre wrong, itõs not like 
tható. I was wrong. And the teachers never accepted me. 

Rosa said these words in the first 10 minutes of our first interview, the one about her story 

as a teacher. They are her first words regarding her work as a teacher after speaking about 

her childhood and university experience. She describes herself as being ônew with lots of 

drive and enthusiasm to do thingsõ, as feeling that ôit was an obligation to get involved in 

the Unionõ, and needing to say to her colleagues ôNo, youõre wrong, itõs not like thatõ. This 

way of being ôwas enough for them to throw me outõ and produced a difficult relationship 

with her colleagues because they ônever acceptedõ her. She made a sort of general reflection 

of her way of being that expresses a subjective change: ôThere were also things I didnõt 

know, that I had to experience to understand. You canõt arrive wanting to change the world 

straight away in one placeõ together with ôI was wrongõ.  

Rosaõs two following teaching experiences are useful to specify what she meant by ôI was 

wrongõ. After losing her first job as a teacher, Rosa was unemployed for the whole of 2009. 

In 2010, she found work in two very different schools; one was a private subsidised adult 

learning centre, the other a public secondary school. Regarding the private owners, Rosa 

says that they were:   

shamelessly cashing in. (é) March ended, and we didnõt get paid. March ended, 
and we didnõt have a register, we didnõt have a projector, or a whiteboard, 
absolutely nothing. (é) I sued them through the Employment Tribunal [ET]. We 
met, nobody wanted to be there. I went to the ET on my own to make my 
claim. (é) I reported all these things. I reported them; I went to the ET. I reported 
everything. They fired me. They fired me because I was the one who had reported 
everything. Everyone supported me, said òyes, yesó, but I was the one who 
reported everything. So, it had to be me. 

Rosa sees her first years as a teacher as being someone who felt as a personal duty to be 

an activist, ôI felt it was an obligation to get involved in the Unionõ, ôI was always involvedõ, 

ôI sued themõ, ôI reported everythingõ, ôI went to the ET on my own to make my claimõ, ôit 

had to be meõ. Rosa felt as a duty to act against what she considered unjust and unfair. In 

her narration, this attitude is related to being fired twice and to having relationships with 

her colleagues either of conflict: ôthey made my life hellõ, or a kind of distant engagement 

with her: ônobody wanted to be thereõ, ôeveryone supported me, said òyes, yesó, but I was 

the oneõ.  
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Regarding her job at the public school, the headteacher, who was a left-wing union leader 

and a friend, offered her some hours doing extra-curricular activities. There she became a 

good friend of an older colleague who became ômy tutorõ:  

We started to work together and to do some things together at the secondary 
school, and the headteacher didnõt like that, especially when the student protests 
started in 2011, when they took over the schools, and we started to take part in 
them too. So, in the teachersõ meetings, we suggested that we should support the 
students, take part in the occupations, run workshops for the kids, try and help 
organise things so that they werenõt just occupying the schools for no reason. 
Giving the protests a political sense that had to be worked on. Getting involved. 
We couldnõt just look at the protests and watch what was happening.  

The studentsõ protests of 2011, as I have already mentioned, were the most vigorous social 

demonstrations since 1990 in Chile. For Rosa, working in a school where the headteacher 

was also from the left, the urge of ôgetting involvedõ, ôtake partõ because something ôhad to 

be workedõ, was felt more than ever. It was difficult to just ôlookõ and ôwatchõ the protest. 

It was in this intense context of demonstration that Rosa put into question her own 

attitude.  

So, there were internal discussions at the teachersõ meetings, because nobody 
wanted to, he [the headteacher] didnõt want to. We were the minority (é) at some 
point, the option of going into the school won out. We took advantage, went in, 
drew up a calendar of activities, cinema, I gave yoga classes, but the girls werenõt 
particularly motivated by the occupation itself. (é) Because the girls werenõt really 
interested in politics at allé itõs something worth analysing, their hearts werenõt 
really in the political movement. And, during one of these discussions, they decided 
that we shouldnõt go into the occupied school anymore (é). The vote was held, 
the occupation ended. And the next day we entered into basically what was a 
confrontation, in a manner of speaking, with the school leaders and a group of 
well-off and privileged teachers. I started feeling uncomfortable (é) the 
headteacher started denying me the chance for further studies, to go to seminars, 
even though I was working on certification. Obstacles. I went to talk to him 
directly because we were supposed to have been friends at one point (é). I went 
to his office to stand up to him, and I said, òHey, whatõs going on?ó He said, òNo, 
itõs just that the teacherséó and he played the victim. I said òyouõre wrong 
becauseéó Iõm really unemotional and thatõs when I realised Iõd made a fool of 
myself [ahí yo me di cuenta que hice el ridículo], because when March came around, he 
started to put obstacles in my way so I couldnõt do anything and thatõs when the 
chance arose to come and teach where I am now. 

In the 2011 context Rosa felt it was important to ôget involvedõ and give to ôthe protest a 

political senseõ but not only her boss, friend and comrade, the headteacher, ôdidnõt like 

thatõ, but also the studentsõ hearts ôwerenõt really in the political movementõ. This was not 

a private school with owners ôshamelessly cashing inõ, it was a public secondary school run 

by a friend and comrade. The unsettling feeling was that, like in her previous experiences, 
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she ended the year with obstacles. So when she went to the headteacherõ office ôto stand 

upõ and explain to him ôYouõre wrong becauseéõ, something different happened this time: 

ôIõm really unemotional and thatõs when I realised Iõd made a fool of myselfõ. Somehow, 

she felt the headteacher was playing the role of the ôvictimõ and, in that stage, she was 

performing a ôfoolishõ character. Rosa needed to change something in her own ways of 

doing things. This time, ôwhen the chance aroseõ, instead of being fired, she just left the 

school.  

The different faces of agobio 

One of the significant assumptions I had when working with dissident and organised 

teachers was that if I asked them about what limits, in a broad sense, they faced in their 

everyday work, they would identify and describe really significant features of their 

professional lives. In my mind, if one dedicates time and energy to change something, as 

the dissident teachers do, regardless of oneõs success, one starts to distinguish what can 

from what cannot be changed. Someone who spoke about this was Maria:  

I think there are limits that you cannot go through. Even more, if you confront 
them, I think that you can create enemies. For me, my current idea is that there are 
some things that Iõm not going to confront in the school because it means 
generating enemies who are going to stop listening to you when you want to say 
something about what you really want to contest. Itõs to burn yourself. So, in front 
of those limits, you need to decide which ones are the battles that you can 
fight . (Maria) 

The example that Maria gave was that in her school the ômature teachersõ always used the 

same place in the teachersõ room. For her, that was not fair for a couple of reasons, but it 

was a limit she chose not to confront. This limit was related to, as she puts it, the ôschool 

culture. If I try to fight that, it would be a tough battleõ and her ômature colleaguesõ would 

probably turn against her.  

Which ones are, from the dissident teachers, the set of thick limits that you ôcannot go 

throughõ easily but that ôyou need to decideõ to battle? The 34 limits I presented in the 

workshop are useful to get a sense of these thick limits. In a broad sense, I presented them 

moving from the macro to the micro. First, ôthe more macro limitsõ, as I called them, were 

the curriculum, the textbook, the standardised tests (mainly SIMCE and the University 

Selection Test or PSU), the problems of competition for students in a market system 

promoted by policies like the voucher and the excess of the overload in work.  
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Second, ôwe are entering into the school cultureõ, as I said, ôfrom above, from the managersõ. 

Here the main limits were an institutionalised and naturalised school culture; the absence 

of a pedagogical reflection and critique in this culture; the difficulty of initiating discussions 

and organising yourself in the school; the difficulties involved in balancing the role of 

teacher and that of union member; some stories of problems with colleagues and managers; 

the difficulties of tracing the invisible networks of power within the school culture; and 

finally, the snitches or toads, referring to those teachers or managers who are informal 

informant working for the managers.  

Third, ôthe world of your colleaguesõ, as I said, were limits related to the pro-system vision 

of their colleagues, for example, being consumerist, paternalist and sexist; the competition 

between colleagues; their lack of motivation and enthusiasm, together with a resistance to 

change; feelings of isolation and the lack of teamwork; physical and emotional attrition; 

the constant fear to everything of their colleagues; the impossibility of speaking their mind 

and being emotional; the feeling of abandonment [desamparo]; and the recurring idea of 

quitting the profession and giving up being a teacher.  

Fourth, limits related to the relationship with students and the physical space. For example, 

the contempt and discrimination towards students; the fact they had to work only on the 

academic and disciplinary side of teaching with the student and not going beyond; the 

problem that students learnt everything separately; or the concern that sometimes students 

can be really hard on them; the excess of noise, dirt and not having the proper working 

materials.  

As the fifth group of limits, I said ôthese ones are mentioned as a lack of, they are very 

concrete but also a little bit more abstractõ, referring to the lack of physical space to work 

and rest; the lack of resources; to feeling a deficiency in your own competences; and the 

lack of time and autonomy.  

After presenting each limit, I asked them ôWhat does seeing these limits displayed like this 

evoke for you?õ, adding ôI feel that a school is being configured here, that every school has 

a few of these limitsõ. Maria mentioned that, for her, ôI think these are all limits that we live, 

itõs really complete. (é) Looking at it carefully, I think that one thing that is missing is our 

relationship with parents and families, I feel that hasnõt appearedõ. After talking for a while 

about families, other limits were mentioned. For example, the ôsocial limitõ, referring to the 

everyday difficulties families face in order to live their lives in a neoliberal context. Other 

limits mentioned were more concrete such us ôbeing a lead teacherõ, referring to problems 
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like the lack of guidance on how to engage in this particular relationship with their students. 

Then I asked them ôIf you had to put a name to this school, what name comes to your 

mind?õ  

- ôThe everyday school, for me this is like the quotidian schoolõ ðsaid Maria 
- ôThis would be a technical or traditional model of teachingõ ðsaid Jacinto 
- ôI have the feeling that schools are like the industries of the nineteenth-century, like 

spaces where contradictions are revealed, where a being exists that can produce class 
subjectsõ ðsaid Hugo 

- ôIt is through the school system that different paradigms are conveyed. We are not the 
more powerful; therefore, we will always have to fight against the current and more 
now, I think, when they have noticed the power we have as teachers, so [as they say] 
òyou have to try to keep them more pigeonholedó. As a matter of fact, we have been 
pigeonholed!õ ðsaid Flor, connecting the conversation with the conjuncture of the 
2014/2015 demonstrations (ôthey have noticed the power we haveõ) and the new 
Teacherõs Career (ôwe have been pigeonholed!õ).  

These limits evoke an ôeveryday schoolõ that is ôtechnifiedõ and full of contradiction. A 

school where a we, the teachers and a they, in this case the policymakers, can be 

distinguished. A we that is being pigeonholed by a complex system of policies and practices. 

Figure 3 has 34 lines symbolising this set of limits:   

Figure 3 ð 34 Limits 

 

34 limits is an arbitrary number that is going to change depending on how the inquiries 

about limits are identified and grouped. The point is that working as a teacher in a school 

means to work in a highly constrained job. This working experience is the starting point to 

connect with the notion of agobio. As I have described in the first part of the thesis, teachers 
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were an absent subject in the 2006 and 2011 studentsõ demonstration (Cornejo & Insunza, 

2013). I asked Javier Insunza, who wrote the article quoted and leader of the dissident 

teachersõ organisation CON (see Table 2), for his thoughts about the problem of this 

ôabsenceõ after the 2014/2015 teacherõs movement. He said:  

I think many residues of that ôabsenceõ are still there, but the emergence of a subject 
happened. The problem is that, I think, this subject still needs content, needs to 
continue its construction. Because, for years, a structural hit to the identity of 
this subject took place, so itõs difficult to reconstruct it. But that emergence is 
without a doubt a fact. (é). What we see as Organization is the incipient 
emergence of a teacherõs subject who can define itself as a political-pedagogical 
actor on the educational debate. (Javier) 

A subject that ôstill needs contentõ is a subject that is still not filled by denotative language 

(H. Zemelman, 2007). The broad category of thought grounding this emergent subject is 

the notion of ôa political-pedagogical actorõ, which is the main focus of the next chapter. 

Here, the focus is placed on the 2014/2015 teachersõ movement as a socio-political 

movement acting as, following Foucault (1997b), a key ôinstigatingõ factor of a specific 

ôdomain of actionõ or ôbehaviourõ, i.e., teacherõs everyday work. This movement contributed 

to making teacherõs work ôuncertainõ, to ôlose its familiarityõ and ôprovoked a certain number 

of difficulties around itõ (p. 117). Teachersõ everyday work entered to ôthe field of thoughtõ 

as a possibility of ôfreedom in relation to what one doesõ (p. 117). The dissident teachers 

were an ôoriginal or specific response ð often taking many forms, sometimes even 

contradictory in its different aspects ð to these difficultiesõ (p. 117).  

I have described in Chapter 2 other types of responses to the difficulties teachersõ face in 

their everyday work that the Chilean literature has reported such as critical disaffection 

(Pardo, 2013); a submissive attitude (Rojas & Leyton, 2014); absence in the education 

debate (Cornejo & Insunza, 2013); burn out (Foladori, 2007; P. Guerrero, 2008); attrition 

and 40% leaving teaching by the end of their 5th year (Avalos & Valenzuela, 2016; Gaete 

et al., 2017); silence in the teachersõ meetings (Acuña et al., 2019), among others. In this 

sense, the dissident teachers are just one possible response to the difficulties within the 

field of experience of teaching. As Foucault (1997b) explains, ôto one single set of 

difficulties, several response can be madeõ, adding that the problem is to understand what 

makes these responses ôsimultaneously possible: it is the point in which their simultaneity 

is rooted; it is the soil that can nourish them all in their diversity and sometimes in spite of 

their contradictionsõ (p. 118). As I have argued, the point is ôto rediscover at the root of 
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these diverse solutions the general form of problematization that has made them possibleõ 

(p. 118). 

The Chilean teachers named the ôsoil that can nourishõ both attrition, burn out and a 

submissive attitude together with a critical, dissident and organised attitude around the 

problem of the everyday practices of teachers as agobio. Agobio had the potentiality to 

develop ôa given into a questionõ, transforming ôa group of obstacles and difficulties into 

problems to which the diverse solutions will attempt to produce a responseõ (Foucault, 

1997b, p. 118). However, the problem is to rediscover what is ôat the rootõ of these diverse 

practical solutions, which is the shared form of problematisation that enacts agobio. 

Therefore, it can be argued that it is not possible to understand both the dissident teachers 

and the 2014/2015 teachersõ demonstrations without agobio but, at the same time, the 

problem is not just about agobio. Agobio as a ôsoil that can nourishõ is productive of several 

responses and practices. However, agobio also works as a notion that can limit or obstruct 

the analysis of a general form of problematisation. Agobio acts as a generative theme that, 

as Freire (2005) states, both contain and is contained in limit-situations. As Javier puts it, 

agobio is a ôfriendly-enemyõ or a ôdouble-edged swordõ: 

The configuration of the dissident teachers is agobio. If we do an Open Space 
exercise, òtell me why you are here?ó, and then we make groups, we will have 80 
papers with agobio and one that says ôan alternative educationõ. (é) Our reading is 
that agobio is a super relevant space of recognition of teachers work, of 
precarious dimensions of the teaching work and, undoubtedly, has been key to 
explaining much of the teaching movement, especially the one at the end of 2014. 
However, politically, we read it as a ôfriendly-enemyõ or a ôdangerous allyõ. It is 
a double-edged sword because itõs defined by victimisation. For us, defining 
ourselves as victims is very dangerous, because the teachersõ movement since the 
1990s has been defined from the point of view of victimisation: ôwe, the poor 
teachers who donõt earn moneyõ, ôthe poor teachers that need to have a bonusõ, ôthe 
poor teachers that are hit by parentsõ. Thatõs deeply settled in. Thatõs the definition 
of todayõs teacher. But, if our historical task is this, it also has to do with detaching 
from victimisation. This does not mean abandoning the objective and subjective 
state of precarity of teachersõ work. Itõs a good nucleus of articulation, but itõs a 
dangerous friend, a double-edged sword, which can be a good pivot, but it 
cannot be the end. That is what we read and try to overcome. But without a doubt, 
it explains with great force the 2014 movement, and it was only because of the 
context of the new TC policy that other contents were discussed in the 2015 
mobilisation, making that movement one with more content, but, undoubtedly, the 
most genuine motivation is agobio. (Javier) 

Agobio, as a ôsoil that nourishesõ, is a ôspace of recognition of teachers work, of precarious 

dimensions of teaching workõ. For this same reason, agobio can limit or obstruct the analysis 

of a general form of problematisation because of the identification it produces with the 
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historical position of teachers as victims: ôwe, the poor teachers that suffer agobioõ. It  is in 

this sense that the ôhistorical taskõ, as Foucault (1997b) argues, is ôto rediscover at the root 

of these diverse solutions the general form of problematizationõ.  

I think that a contribution to moving beyond the identification of teachers as victims and 

a possible way to name the general form of problematisation ôat the rootõ of agobio can be 

made building on the notion of a pedagogy of the bonsai. The notion was developed in a 

dialogue between the Chilean sociologist Hugo Zemelman and the Argentinian teacher 

Estela Quintar (J. Rivas, 2005). They do not elaborate in depth the notion but use it to try 

to make sense of how teachers are being shaped in the neoliberal educational context of 

South America. As Quintar states, ôto make a bonsai you need to manipulate with plenty 

of òcareó, plenty of òloveó, and a lot of òsweetnessó the taproot of what could become a 

large treeõ (p. 11, mt). As Lakoff and Johnson (2003) argue, a metaphorical concept ôwill 

necessarily hide other aspects of the conceptõ (p. 10). Therefore, seems necessary to clarify 

which is the central aspect that I would like to highlight by referring to the process of 

growing a bonsai as the general form of problematisation ôat the rootõ of agobio. 

The cultivation of a bonsai implies a process of fabricating a small tree. I relate this process 

with how Foucault (1995) describes power as productive instead of repressive, where the 

individual is ôa reality fabricatedõ (p. 194). Foucault (1978) adds that power is a ômultiplicity 

of force relations immanent in the sphere in which they operate and which constitute their 

own organizationõ (p. 92). These force relations are ôunbalances, heterogeneous, unstable, 

and tenseõ (p. 93). A productive network of force relations is the main idea I am trying to 

bring forward. In this sense, the elaboration of a bonsai subject implies a strategic field of 

power relations where a particular kind of subject is produced. However, and this is the 

emphasis I want to stress, this productive form of power, in relation to teachers, fabricates 

a teacher subject which main experience as a teacher is agobio, that is, a lack of delight in 

their own way of being a teacher. The pedagogy of the bonsai puts in motion a productive form 

of power that cultivates an experience of negativity. This is the sense that the pedagogy of the 

bonsai captures with the idea that it is necessary to manipulate with ôcareõ and ôloveõ the 

roots system (a network of force relations) of what could become a large tree in order to 

cultivate (productive form) a ôsmallõ tree (negative form).  

However, a hidden side of this metaphor is that it implies a ôgrowerõ or gardener as an actor 

with plans and intentions manipulating the network of force relations. This is not the case 

in the formation of a neoliberal teacher subject. As I have argued in Chapter 2, the 
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formation of a neoliberal teacher subject is based on a complex and diverse set of 

ômigratory technology of governing that interacts with situated sets of elements and 

circumstancesõ (Ong, 2007, p. 5). Therefore, when thinking on a gardener or a grower, I 

am thinking of force relations. As Foucault (1978) suggest in relation to Machiavelli, he 

was indeed ôamong the few (é) who conceived the power of the Prince in terms of force 

relations, perhaps we need to go one step further, do without the persona of the Prince, 

and decipher power mechanisms on the basis of a strategy that is immanent in force 

relationshipsõ. Pedagogy of the bonsai is a way of naming a hegemonic strategy in the field of 

force relationship where teachers work.  

Zemelman and Quintar (J. Rivas, 2005) are precisely trying to give sense to the formation 

of teachers in the neoliberal regime. For them, the core element in the cultivation of bonsais 

is manipulating the roots of plants and, as they put it, in the education field, the root is 

thought.  Thought, as I argued in Chapter 4, means for Foucault (1997b) the possibility to 

step back and detach oneself of oneõs own way of acting or reacting, making of oneõs 

practice a problem susceptible to critical reflection. ôThought is freedom in relation to what 

one doesõ (p. 117) says Foucault. For Zemelman and Quintar (J. Rivas, 2005), to manipulate 

the root of thought in the educational field is more than a pedagogical problem, it is a 

political one. They explain that a given social order works by shaping an ad hoc subjectivity, 

i.e., a particular way of acting and reacting, a mode of being and behaving. Therefore, when 

they speak about a pedagogy of the bonsai, they speak, as Quintar puts it, about shaping a 

ôminimal subjectõ 

by trimming with òcareó and òloveó the taproot of thought and the potentialities 
of the subject. If from a given social order I am carefully trimming the ability to 
think, to imagine, to relate with reality, with what is happening, seeing what can be 
done with what is happening (not to be sorry about or to establish never-ending 
diagnosis, but to see what can be done), a pedagogy of the potential is needed. (p. 
127, mt). 

ôTrimming the ability to thinkõ implies a way of governing teachers where it is difficult to 

step back and detach from their ways of acting and reacting in order to relate with their 

reality. It is not possible to detach from who one is in a given order to establish ôwhat one 

doesõ as an object and reflect ôon it as a problemõ as Foucault (1997b) argues. This particular 

pedagogy captures well the elaboration of the teacher subject described by the diverse set 

of limits the dissident teachers describe. For this reason, I consider it is a pertinent way to 

name the general form of problematisation that is ôat the rootõ of agobio. Figure 4 symbolises 

this general form of problematisation:  
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Figure 4 ð The Pedagogy of the Bonsai as a General Form of Problematisation 

 

Pedro, Lis and Rosa, respectively, identified as major limits the following characteristics 

among their colleagues that are useful to describe some features of a bonsai teacher: ôYour 

colleagues are like automatizedõ, ôRegretfully, our colleagues are like defeatedõ, ôThe 

motivation of teachers: itõs hard work to motivate themõ. Pedro said that whenever he 

arrived at teachersõ meetings with new ideas, his colleagues did not consider them. Adding:   

They are like automatized in the system. I think this is one of the bloody risks 
you face. You enter, and if you donõt get out quick because you are bored, you 
have two options: or you are part of the system like a cog in the machine, and, 
unfortunately, you continue to be functional and teachers usually adopt this 
attitude of complete apathy, a sort of ôOK, I donõt careõ kind of teacher, 
becoming a robot without a heart. (é) You become an automatized teacher, 
and you remain there in an inert way, still demanding but not doing anything. 
Or, on the other side, you organise yourself. If you organise, great, supposedly you 
have the hope to be able to achieve something. But itõs complicated because, 
according to the figures, after five years teachers leave, they leave their professional 
labour, and itõs a high percentage of the teachers who retire from the educational 
system. And itõs easy to understand. (Pedro) 

Pedro presents a dual scenario for teachers: on the one hand, they can be dissident teachers 

like him, who believe in the need to organise themselves and, supposedly, have hope. On 

the other hand, the bonsai teacher, who is described as ôa cog in the machineõ, with an 

ôattitude of complete apathyõ, ôbecoming a robot without a heartõ, ôan automatized teacherõ, 

ôinertõ, ôstill demanding but not doing anythingõ. It is the elaboration of a teacher who might 

protest for something but who experiences their everyday work with disaffection. The 

problem of being this second type of teacher, as Lis suggests, is that oneõs ethics is being 
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constructed from some place one is not thinking of. She is trying to make sense of why 

SIMCE is such a strong barrier:   

My colleagues are defeated. That is my reflection. (é) They are in such a 
precarious situation that, in the end, itõs like ôOK, itõs bad, anti-ethical to pressure 
students for their results, but letõs do it, in the end, we are talking about 300 extra 
quidõ. And itõs not less, 300 quid. So, who is willing to lose 300 quid? But for some, 
I think itõs just apathy. Others, I think, they see that they have lost the battle; 
others, to be honest, for selfishness, something more related to their ethics, I 
think. Your convictions. (é) Iõm convinced, I think itõs worth it, but the 
exhaustion and to be alone over there is difficult because it means that you take on 
battles from every flank. (é) So my problem is, in which battle I spend my 
energies? (Lis) 

Lis is voicing similar discomforts that Maguire, Braun and Ball (2018) described union reps 

have concerning their colleagues, for example, to be more worried about oneõs career than 

of the pedagogical and ethical implication of certain policies. The problem is that there are 

too many discomforts and limits. For that reason, Lis, as Maria, asks in which battles to 

use her ôenergiesõ. She offers a set of possibilities of why a teacher would choose to pressure 

their students in order to gain some extra money: apathy, being defeated or selfishness. 

These possibilities illustrate the productive form of power of a minimal teacher subject. 

The pedagogy of the bonsai enables different possibilities for teachers to choose a small way 

of being a teacher, for example, ôto pressure students for their resultsõ. Rosa, speaking 

about the motivation of her colleagues as a limit, complains that they do not show any 

motivation to get involved to fight for their own wellbeing, for example, by getting 

involved in union work:  

The convenience of better not to do anything. Thatõs really frustrating as well. It 
limits constructing your own projects, making an educational community, building 
learning together, and fighting for dignity. Itõs really frustrating to see a group of 
teachers with no motivation. Iõve been at this school for six years and this is like 
the fourth year Iõve been the rep because no one else wants to be it. Itõs almost by 
decree because the other day we held elections for the union council and they 
suggested, òRosaó, òWho else?ó (Rosa) 

Rosa feels her colleagues worry only about ôwhat is theirs, their piece of land, their room, 

their family and donõt see beyond that. They donõt see the us. They donõt see the union. 

They donõt say, òWe, the teachers.óõ Even more, Rosa claims that, if they can get individual 

privileges like more hours to plan their classes or a better timetable, they take them at the 

expense of their colleagues, again relating their practices to an individual career-enhancing 

ethics (Maguire et al., 2018) proper of an economic subject who peruses its own interests 
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(Foucault, 2008). These colleagues are the most controversial for her. The majority simply 

do not have the time to get involved in union work:  

In other words, everyone else is going to support you. Theyõre going to support 
you. What happens is that doing the job, theyõre not going to do it. Because that 
means taking time out, taking time out from doing your own thing. It means 
putting time aside. It means giving of your free time, your nap, it means, I donõt 
know, using the time you were going to use to mark a test or go to a meeting. Itõs 
a cost that the majority are not willing to pay. (Rosa) 

To think of time as a lack, as I am going to analyse, is one of the main effects of the pedagogy 

of the bonsai. Teachers feel that time is scarce and that they do not have enough time to live 

their lives; therefore, to be a rep is out of the question. One of the emblematic ways in 

which this problem was elaborated during the 2014/2015 demonstrations was by the 

motto òThe walking teacher. A teacher in Chile is a zombie. It does not have a lifeó. Adding 

òNo more agobioó, as can be seen in Figures 5 and 6:  

Figure 5 ð Teachersõ march 2014  
Figure 6 ð Teachersõ march 2015 

 

   

Source: Almarza (2014, Nov 18) Source: Sardou (2015, Jul 28) 

Another example, as seen in Figure 7, took place in the city centre of Victoria, a city located 

in the South of the country, where a group of teachers danced the song of Michael Jackson, 

Thriller, arguing: ôBecause agobio leaves us like zombiesõ.   

  


















































































































































































































































