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Toppling Statues and
the Defenestration of
Comparative Education

n his recent book, A Short History

of Relations Between Peoples: How

the World Began to Move Beyond
Tribalism, John Ellis explains that for
most of recorded history neighboring
communal groups viewed each other
with apprehension if not outright fear
or hate. As such, a charge of racism
made no sense, since the loathing of
others was near-universal. By contrast,
a widespread idea in our own relative-
ly recent era has ignored the history of
tribalism. This oversight has become a
new orthodoxy, characterized as criti-
cal race theory that regards the human
family as a single entity, ignoring the re-
al-world history of tribalism. It claims
that up until the modern age racial har-
mony was the standard. Against the
history of tribalism, this theory con-
tends that racist Europeans broke that
harmony—albeit a harmony that never
really existed—and that, with commu-
nal harmony now fractured, everyone is
a “racist.™
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Concomitant with racial theory is
the concept of decoloniality, the pro-
cess of defying the rules and hierarchies
imposed by colonial hegemony, espe-
cially as this process relates to knowl-
edge and data. Emphasis is given to
indigenous/“racial” perspectives and
identities as these seek to “decolonize”
scientific teaching and knowledge gen-
eration. As such, decoloniality has spe-
cial resonance in areas of schooling. It
has become a new orthodoxy that has
captivated a wide range of educational
institutions, from early-child education
to universities and a variety of academic
associations.

Economist Roland Fryer provides an
illuminating anecdote:

a student [asked] if racial disparities are due to
systemic racism or differences in work ethic.
He happens to be black from a disadvantaged
background, and he earnestly wondered why,
in his neighborhood growing up, it seemed to
him that black immigrants worked harder than
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American-born blacks. A white woman a cou-
ple of rows behind him called him a “white su-
premacist.”

The new orthodoxy has turned
words like “race ‘“racist,’ and “rac-
ism” into metonyms, their transformed
meanings weaponized to assault tradi-
tional concepts. The pervasiveness of
decoloniality at all levels of education
is of special concern. Consider the job
description for an open rank faculty
position in secondary social studies ed-
ucation at one of America’s most pres-
tigious schools of Education, Teachers
College, Columbia University: “We are
seeking a candidate who researches and
teaches against master/colonizing nar-
ratives” (emphasis added).3

By insisting that instructors con-
demn rather than rationally explore
such narratives, Teachers College de-
prives students of the experience
gained by engaging in balanced analy-
sis. Here the University seeks indoctri-
nation rather than intellectual engage-
ment. And the students, prospective
social studies teachers, will in turn
indoctrinate their primary and sec-
ondary-school pupils, expanding the
pervasiveness of decolonial ideology
throughout the educational system.

Among education faculty, those in-
volved in international teaching and re-
search are uniquely susceptible to deco-
lonialist ideology. Colonialism, after all,
is a world-wide phenomenon in view
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of the hegemony of metropoles over in-
digenous peoples. No academic field is
more engaged in international teaching
and research than comparative educa-
tion, a hybrid academic area that applies
the theories and methods of all the so-
cial sciences and history to understand-
ing international issues of education.
As a hybrid that combines the social
sciences and history, its practitioners
come from a variety of disciplines and
are often members of one or another of
the academic associations that repre-
sent their areas of specialization—espe-
cially anthropology, economics, political
science, psychology, sociology, and his-
tory—as they focus on the comparative
study of education.

Just as practitioners of other aca-
demic fields have done, comparativists
of education have formed scholarly
associations. These are mostly nation-
al or regional in scope, with currently
46 such groups represented in a global
umbrella organization, the World Coun-
cil of Comparative Education Societies
(WCCES).> The first and largest of the
WCCES constituent associations is the
U.S.-based Comparative and Interna-
tional Education Society (CIES), with
a membership of about 4,000 compar-
ativists from around the world.® CIES,
with its large membership and flagship
journal, the Comparative Education Re-
view, exerts a disproportionate influ-
ence on the field.

As a field that draws on the social
sciences and history, many if not most
comparativists of education identify
themselves as anthropologists, econo-
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mists, political scientists, psychologists,
sociologists, or historians, but also as
specialists of one or another region of
the world (that is, as Africanists, Asian-
ists, Latin Americanists, etc.). As such,
they often belong to organizations that
are disciplinary (such as the Ameri-
can Sociological Association) and/or
regional (such as the Latin American
Studies Association). Many of these
organizations have embraced radical
leftist political ideologies, such as the
boycott, divestment, and sanctions
movement (BDS) and the anti-Zionist
movement. Among such organizations
to do so are the American Anthropo-
logical Association, the American So-
ciological Association, the American
Psychological Association, the Amer-
ican Political Science Association, the
American Studies Association, and the
Middle East Studies Association. It
is therefore not surprising that many
comparativists of education have incor-
porated radical movements in their own
scholarship.

The leftist turn of so many academ-
ic associations is antithetical to rea-
soned scholarship. The term “studies”
in their titles may not accurately reflect
their focus, which emphasizes advo-
cacy of specific positions rather than
impartial study and evaluation. Daniel
Diermeier, the chancellor of Vander-
bilt University, contends that academic
associations, like higher education in-
stitutions generally, “thrive on the free
and open exchange of ideas [and] must
join the growing number of universities
embracing the core principle of insti-
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tutional neutrality and refraining from
taking positions on political and social
issues."”

As advanced by The Chicago Canon
on Free Inquiry and Expression, which
describes the intellectual posture of the
University of Chicago, unless an issue
relates directly to the university’s core
mission, the institution must desist
from taking public positions on contro-
versial matters. Chicago’s orientation of
academic neutrality is being increasing-
ly adopted by North American universi-
ties—not so much, however, by scholar-
ly associations.

A conspicuous example regard-
ing comparative education is a recent
article in the journal Compare, the
journal of the British Association of
International and Comparative Edu-
cation—among the field's most prom-
inent organizations—in which Robin
Shields and Julia Paulson excoriate tra-
ditional accounts of comparative ed-
ucation but focus especially on works
by Edward Vickers and me, viewing us
along with many others as racist. The
title of Shields' and Paulson’s article is
“Toppling Statues? Complicity, White-
ness and Reckoning in Comparative
and International Education”® The ar-
ticle claims that “lionized” comparativ-
ists are among “statues” metaphorically
erected by contemporary practitioners
of racist coloniality. Shields and Paulson



ACADEMIC QUESTIONS

identify some of the most traditionally
acclaimed comparativists described no-
tably as “statues” in two books: North
American Scholars of Comparative Ed-
ucation, edited by Erwin H. Epstein,?
and British Scholars of Comparative Ed-
ucation, edited by David Phillips.*> We
discover in this way that the compar-
ativists who are the books’ focus are
representative of racist white maleness,
regardless of their true race or gender.
They include such outstanding female
figures as Gail Kelly, Heidi Ross, Mary
Jean Bowman, and Margaret Suther-
land.

Not content with illogically depict-
ing comparativists about whom the
chapters are written, Shields and Paul-
son turn words into spears as they
speciously portray the writers of these
books’ chapters, notwithstanding their
gender, as “exclusively white and male
authors” [emphasis added]. Who then
are these “racist sculptors” of the “stat-
ues” metaphorically erected by so-called
contemporary practitioners of racist co-
loniality that Shields and Paulson seek
to “topple™?

As shown in the “notable compara-
tivists” books, the complicitous “sculp-
tors,” besides David Phillips and me,
include prominent authors such as
Vandra Masemann, who “sculpted” the
“statue” of Gail Kelly; Irving Epstein,
who erected the “sculpture” of Hei-
di Ross; David Plank, who crafted the
monument to Mary Jean Bowman; and
David Phillips, who “sculpted” the stat-
ue of Margaret Sutherland. Among the
many other builders of “statues” to hon-
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or “racist white males” in these books
are such well-known scholars as Regi-
na Cortina, Liping Bu, David Post, Ste-
phen Heyneman, Robert Lawson, John
Weidman, Karen Mundy, Robert Cow-
en, Michele Schweisfurth, Keith Wat-
son, and Michael Crossley. These are all
presumed collaborators in the colonial
project to impose “whiteness as an (of-
ten unspoken) organizing principle of
Comparative and International Educa-
tion."

What is Shields and Paulson’s motive
for wanting to topple statues of “lion-
ized” comparativists? It is “to help open
an empty space in which a less polarized
and more open discussion of the history
of our field may be reconstructed” [em-
phasis added]. In other words, the au-
thors claim that the real history of our
field has been deliberately concealed
to hide a conspiracy of coloniality per-
petrated by “an academy [comparative
and international education] defined
by white patriarchy.” Contrary to their
claim of wanting to close the space be-
tween “colonialist conspirators” and
de-colonialists, Shields and Paulson
magnify the polarization between the
two sides by their unbalanced narrative,
the real purpose of which is to bring an
end to normative comparative educa-
tion.

Shields and Paulson resort to an as-
sortment of tricks in their quest to “top-
ple statues.” To show that the “statues”
are of “notables’ [who] are overwhelm-
ingly white men, who are elevated and
‘lionized’ through largely celebratory
narratives of their personal and pro-
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fessional lives,” they give as an example
Robert Cowen’s chapter on Nicholas
Hans in the British “notables” book.
One might expect Shields and Paulson
to condemn Cowen for his elevation
of Hans’ “statue.” Instead, they criticize
Cowen for doing the opposite—for de-
scribing “Hans' treatment of race in
this book as ‘embarrassingly bad.” The
problem for Shields and Paulson is that
Cowen portrayed Hans' treatment of
race as being not bad enough. Alexander
Riley’s characterization of contempo-
rary sociology applies equally well to
what comparative education will be-
come if Shields and Paulson have their
way.

The sociology that attracted me to this field is
no more. That now almost entirely extinct va-
riety of sociology approached complex and con-
tested questions with an open-ended and objec-
tive rigor, prepared to consider all reasonable
hypotheses and all evidence prior to carefully
presenting arguments.

All questions about human life are now equa-
tions of victims and victimizers and the mech-
anisms by which the powerful oppress the
powerless. No alternative explanatory models
for the empirical outcomes we see in the world
are entertained or even acknowledged as legit-
imate. All evidence that cannot be adequately
twisted to fit the storyline is ignored.™

Another of Shields and Paulson’s
tricks relates to the way they portray
the current field of comparative and
international education—and the stat-
ues-building “notables” books in par-
ticular—as promoting “geographically
unequal global systems.” They contend
that the “discipline,” exemplified by the
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“notables” book series, “has regular-
ly concerned itself with ‘non-Western
actors and the shape of non-Western
political and cultural structures’ but
not with ‘the significance and value of
what might be termed non-Western
thought.”

How do Shields and Paulson demon-
strate the Western bias against the
global South supposedly inherent in
this Oxford book series? It is by show-
ing that the volumes in the series are
all about the global North—the first on
North American scholars, the second
on British scholars, and “a third volume
focused on European lions is planned.”
However, contrary to their claim that
the third volume, just published, is on
scholars of the global North, that vol-
ume is specifically on notable Latin
American comparativists and therefore
clearly on the global South.** So much
for Shields and Paulson’s contention
that normative comparative education
conspires to conceal intellectual memo-
ry of global North predation.

One of their more egregious tricks
is to embrace an extreme form of an-
ti-positivist contextualism, claiming a
link between normative comparative
and international education to structur-
al racism and colonialism. They do this
by tying the field to “the development
of statistical techniques fundamental
to much modern research—most prom-
inently correlations and significance
testing—|as] deeply entwined with eu-
genics and racial pseudo-science of the
early twentieth century.” Just think of
this: for Shields and Paulson, compar-
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ativists who use statistical testing ap-
proaches are reprobates whose methods
of control are akin to selective breeding
of humans to improve the populations’
genetic composition!

Shields and Paulson's use of tricks
to advance their inane take down of
normative comparative education is
perhaps not so surprising when one
considers their relative ignorance of the
field.

While related fields have increasingly engaged
with issues of race and coloniality, CIE [com-
parative and international education] has large-
ly embraced a colour-blind ideology, arguably
becoming a leafy suburb where such issues can
be ignored. While dismissing the discussion
of racism in the history of the field, CIE cele-
brates uncritical histories of its predominantly
white, male founding fathers, repeating well-re-
hearsed narratives of the field. These venera-
tions of CIE's history are somewhat unexpected
given its relative youth and variegated intellectu-
al origins [emphasis added].

Two points: First, a casual glance
through the pages of the major compar-
ative education journals reveals noth-
ing of the sort, once it is understood
that Shields and Paulson persistently
use the words “race” and “whiteness”
as circumlocutions. Their purpose is to
inflame, not to inform, to incite rather
than to engage in reasoned analysis.
Contrary to what they would have us
believe, there is no shortage of research
on hegemonic power relationships aris-
ing from the depredations of colonial-
ism in the annals of the field, as Edward
Vickers and I have shown in a recent
article titled “Trashing Tradition” in the
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journal Comparative Education.s Shields
and Paulson could have used a less bra-
zen word like “subaltern” to more accu-
rately describe content in much of the
field’s literature. “Race,” in its original
meaning and when not used as a wea-
ponized trope, is the psychologically
biased disposition to view skin color
as representing superiority/inferiority;
“subaltern,” by contrast, refers to groups
denied access to hegemonic power, a
sociological concept. To grasp the dif-
ference between “race” and “subaltern”
and Shields and Paulson’s warped and
insistent use of the former is to under-
stand their contrivance of another trick
to conceal their attempt to defenestrate
normative comparative education.

Second, referring to comparative ed-
ucation as a relatively youthful field is
another sign of Shields and Paulson’s
ignorance. “Relative youth” compared
to what? Tracing the field’s eighteenth
century origin to Louis-René de Cara-
deuc de la Chalotais of France reveals
that comparative education precedes by
generations the origins of, say, sociolo-
gy (beginning with Auguste Compte) or
anthropology (originating with Franz
Boaz).*+ If this allusion to the field’s rel-
ative youth is not made from historical
ignorance, it is then nothing more than
a shrill incitement to degrade norma-
tive comparative education. If the lat-
ter, then it should be counted as anoth-
er item in Shields and Paulson’s bag of
tricks.
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Fortunately, Shields and Paulson are
not the only assessors of the Oxford
series on “notables.” Contrast their cri-
tique with what Robert Cowen, one of
the most celebrated comparativists of
our time, has written about the North
American Notables book.

Overall, the book can be warmly welcomed as
a major contribution to our history and wel-
comed for its accounts of the careers of some
distinguished comparative educationists. Par-
adoxically, it is these two characteristics—the
aim of the project (an historical story) and the
form of the project (biographical chapters)—
that mean that this book cannot just be praised
and put on the bookshelf. The book may have to
be looked at quite a few times for all its impli-
cations to be absorbed. It contributes, in a very
complex way, to a multiple-generation conver-
sation.

A pleasant bonus of this text, and a probable
side-effect of other texts within the series, is
that the problem of history—history in the field
of study and history of the field of study—is be-
ing revitalized.®

As for the British Notables book,
another prominent comparativist, Ken-
neth King, wrote:

What makes this edited volume so special is
that the nine commentators on the group of
British comparativists are themselves criti-
cal analysts of the history and development of
comparative education. Their lens on the group
is hugely valuable as they are able to look across
the very considerable productivity of the group
and identify some generative themes that con-
tributed to the emerging field of comparative
education.*®
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These reviews refute Shields and
Paulson’'s vituperative narrative. Still,
praise for the “notables” volumes is
one thing, but what about these books’
practical value? On two occasions in
the recent past, the CIES Teaching
Comparative and International Special
Interest Group presented its coveted
annual Innovative Curriculum Devel-
opment Award in large part based on
the instructors’ groundbreaking use
of the North American Notables book.
The 2024 award was given to Bernhard
Streitweiser, who used the volume as
a basis for his comparative education
class at George Washington University,
and three years earlier the annual award
was presented to Martha Merrill for her
innovative use of the North American
Notables book in her comparative edu-
cation course at Kent State University.
If the presumed statues were toppled,
they were evidently resurrected stron-
ger than ever by innovators in CIES.

Sheilds and Paulson rampaged
through their article like drunken sur-
geons recklessly eviscerating their pa-
tient on the operating table. How could
their defamatory screed be accepted for
publication in one of the field's most
prestigious journals? How could this
shameless paper make it through peer
review? What was the editorial board’s
thinking? And how could the British
Association of International and Com-
parative Education allow its flagship
journal to produce such rubbish?

Looking closely at the article review
process, the answer becomes clear. Julia
Paulson, the paper’s co-author is also



ACADEMIC QUESTIONS

the co-editor of the journal Compare in
which their article appeared! I was edi-
tor of the Comparative Education Review,
the flagship journal of the CIES, for ten
years, during which I had an unspoken
rule: neither the editor nor the associate
and assistant editors were permitted to
publish their work as featured articles
in that journal. The emphasis on objec-
tivity was sacrosanct.

By contrast, “Toppling Statues” ex-
udes bias and dogmatism. In the words
of Bret Stephens, “When people argue
that education is the answer to bigotry,
they often forget that bigotry is a moral
failing, not an intellectual one—and few
people are more dangerous than educat-
ed bigots."7

For Sheilds and Paulson’s decolonial-
ist ideology, the application of merit to
judge the worth of scholarship in mod-
ern society is nothing more than a sub-
terfuge for white advantage, as opposed
to the precept that people are judged
on their natural and achieved abilities.
This perspective holds that the mod-
ernized Western world, from which the
concept of merit in the form of contest
social mobility, which has served as
an integral foundation of Western ed-
ucation, has played a deceitful role in
keeping non-Western peoples deprived
of power and higher status.® This ide-
ology explains how a white woman can
call a black man a “white racist,” Teach-
ers College at Columbia University can
openly advertise a teaching position for
someone to teach not about but against
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“master/colonizing narratives,” and

Schields and Paulson can so blatantly
use duplicitous tricks to defenestrate
traditional comparative education. That
decoloniality has become embedded in
the work of leading NGOs and interna-
tional donor organizations, such as Plan
International, Care, Open Society, the
Ford Foundation, Oxfam, and Médecins
Sans Frontiéres,” indicates how global-
ly disparate this ideology has become
and the consequent growing need to
raise an alarm to its perils.

Erwin H. Epstein is Professor emeritus, Depart-
ment of Cultural and Educational Policy Studies,
Loyola University Chicago. This article is an extend-
ed, modified version of a paper prepared for the an-
nual meeting of the Comparative and International
Education Society, Chicago, Illinois, March 2025.
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