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Abstract 

This article examines how neoliberal educational reforms generate a wasted 

curriculum—knowledges, histories, and human capacities rendered expendable 

by standardization, accountability, and efficiency-driven schooling. Grounded 

in Dewey and Bentley’s transactional ecology, the analysis challenges 

interactional models of education that privilege closure and control over 

emergence and relationality. The concept of haecceity is mobilized to 

foreground irreducible difference and resist the fetishization of sameness that 

underwrites curricular waste. Drawing on Isabelle Stengers’ cosmopolitical 

account of time and relational emergence, the article reconceptualizes waste as 

a site of unrealized democratic and ecological potential. Case studies from 

museum pedagogy, including Mining the Museum and Curating Discomfort, 

illustrate how dissensus and discomfort disrupt hegemonic narratives and 

reopen suppressed histories. The article concludes by advocating for curricular 

reconstruction through transactional, plural ecologies that reclaim waste as a 

pedagogical resource and sustain democratic possibility. 
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Introduction 

Today, educational practices are enframed by a late-stage capitalist imaginary that focuses on 

the extreme commodification and atomization of nearly every aspect of life. These educational 

practices are trapped in an interactional onto-epistemology that foreclose awareness of 

meaning and value that emerges within lived experience. As Horkheimer and Adorno (2007) 

argued, this inevitably results in the subordination of human relationships to the voracious 

appetite of the capitalist machine. In lieu of considering the interconnectedness and circularity 

of time, space, and place, capitalist practices demand a linear, interaction-based approach that 

is largely based upon exploitation, production, consumption, and abandonment. 

Within this continuum to oblivion, education is subordinated to two separate, but interrelated, 

processes intended to create systems that, while efficient, neglect broader human and moral 

considerations: the fetishization of homogeneity and the generation of waste. That is, 
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capitalism promotes a fetishization of a homogeneity that inevitably leads to the generation of 

waste. Together, this rationale of fetishization of stasis in homogeneity and generation of waste 

ensure that ecological systems, including education, are places of exploitation, competition, 

and control rather than flourishing loci of transactional and interdependent relationships 

(Liboiron & Lepawsky, 2022).  

Educational practices from a transactional ecological perspective challenge what, at times, 

seems a linear and interactional approach to educational processes. This analysis relies on the 

concept of haecceity, or what can be called the “thisness” of an individual (Duns Scotus, 2024; 

Weldon, 2018). Duns Scotus (2024) (c. 1266–1308), a medieval Franciscan philosopher and 

theologian, argued that what makes an individual unique (their “thisness”) is not just their 

matter or form, but a non-qualitative property (haecceitas) that cannot be reduced to shared 

attributes. Ideological reductions to a homogeneous or normative valuation of characteristics 

or values are contrary to the focus on haecceity of each being – human and non-human. 

Haecceity introduces radical ontological heterogeneity. Each individual is ultimately singular 

and non-substitutable, beyond their framing within an ideological network or hegemony. 

Haecceity lays the groundwork for an emancipation project in education and counter to the 

capitalist hegemonic imaginary. The irreducible nature of organisms within vibrant ecological 

systems creates the promise and potential for recognizing the importance of heterogeneity. 

Within education, what is different and what is common (quiddity) become fertile terrain for 

transactional encounters that deepen meaning and open critical approaches to interrogation 

of the status quo. 

A Deleuzian reading of haecceity further sharpens this analysis by displacing identity-centered 

conceptions of the learner. Haecceity, understood not as essence (Duns Scotus, 2024) but as an 

event or assemblage of relations, emphasizes singularity without recourse to fixed subjecthood 

(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). A classroom moment, a pedagogical encounter, or a historical 

narrative may function as a haecceity: defined by rhythms, affects, trajectories, and intensities 

rather than by stable attributes. This understanding resists the reduction of learners to 

developmental categories, standardized profiles, or normative benchmarks. It foregrounds 

becoming: the ongoing production of difference through relational entanglements. 

When placed alongside Rancière’s notion of dissensus (Rancière, 1995), haecceity reveals the 

political stakes of curricular emergence. Dissensus is not disagreement between already 

constituted positions but a rupture in the distribution of the sensible, a disturbance of what 

can be seen, said, and recognized (Rancière, 1991, 2010). Haecceities, as singular events of 

becoming, often register precisely as such disturbances. They interrupt pedagogical 

expectations, unsettle representational coherence, and expose the contingency of curricular 

order. What dominant frameworks may interpret as distraction, irrelevance, or waste may 

instead be read as the emergence of dissensual possibility: a reconfiguration of relations that 

challenges the grammar of consensus. 

Given the power of the hegemonic regime to control narratives, extricating education from the 

grasp of the neoliberal and capitalist rationales grounded within the fetishization of stasis and 

the generation of waste is, at best, an arduous process. High-stakes testing (Tenam-Zemach et 

al., 2021), accountability (Gottlieb, 2020; Siegel, 2004), and standardization (Au, 2009; Dye, 200; 

Parkison, 2019), encouraged by politically enframed regimes and their false promises of 

“improved” educational practices and outcomes, has narrowed curricular content and focus 

while also fragmenting knowledge and student engagement. The resultant re-installation of 
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the status quo renders educational practice a hollow form of interactional pedagogies that 

obliviate questioning and critical thinking. As we will demonstrate, Dewey and Bentley (1949) 

asserted that if we frame experience transactionally, we do not need the baggage of 

accountability. In education, accountability has become a mechanistic interaction generating a 

fetishized stasis, foreclosing novelty, and ultimately generating waste. Accountability, from a 

transactional framing, becomes a functional name for a kind of reorganizing activity within 

the transactional field, a participation in and reorganizing activity within education (Dewey 

& Bentley, 1949). 

The conceptualization of curricular waste we advance carries several implications for 

curriculum theory and educational thought. Reframing waste through transactional and 

posthumanist lenses disrupts the dominant evaluative grammars that equate educational 

value with efficiency, coverage, and measurable outcomes. Waste, in this account, is neither 

residual nor accidental; it is constitutive of curricular systems organized around closure, 

homogeneity, and anticipatory control. Integrating haecceity foregrounds singularity as event 

(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987) rather than attribute (Duns Scotus, 2024), challenging identity-

based and developmental reductions that stabilize learners as predictable subjects of 

instruction. Haecceities, fleeting yet consequential configurations of bodies, affects, materials, 

and histories, demand theoretical vocabularies capable of accounting for emergence without 

immediate normalization (Carstens, 2018; Clarke, 2024; Clarke & Mcphie, 2016). Positioning 

dissensus alongside haecceity reconceptualizes educational disruption as politically and 

pedagogically generative rather than deficit. Dissensus signals reconfiguration of the sensible 

field in which new relations, agencies, and meanings become thinkable, not breakdown 

(Rancière, 1991, 1995). A posthumanist transactional framework shifts curriculum from a 

technology of ordering knowledge toward an ecology of participation attentive to more-than-

human entanglements, temporal plurality, and ethical responsiveness (du Preez et al., 2022; 

Gershon & Wozolek, 2024; Snaza & Weaver, 2014). Such a framework does not seek the 

elimination of waste but its re-reading: as diagnostic of hegemonic exclusions and as a 

potential site for the cultivation of democratic, relational, and ecological becomings. 

As we continue to explore sustainable and liberatory ecologies within the field of education, 

we hope to help critical educators grasp the importance of the mundane in creating pedagogies 

that interrogate and interrupt the status quo. Efforts grounded in recognizing the uniqueness 

of each individual. This focus on haecceity generates engagement amongst students who rarely, 

if ever, see themselves in the curricular content offered as facilitation and rationale for a 

continuation of the status quo. Along this journey, we will question the fetishization of stasis 

or closure as the construct on which exploitive capitalism is dependent as well as its influence 

on educational practice. When a constant search for routine supplants rigorous exploration of 

the social, cultural, political, and economic pathologies that plague societies, education is 

rendered impotent as a corrective lens. We hope to interrogate and interrupt this hegemony. 

The Capture of History 

The blatant disregard of the historical narrative in favor of mythologies that promote the 

American Dream has significant implications within a transactional ecology. The capture of 

the historical narrative follows the playbook of the capitalist hegemony. With the foreclosure 

of the narrative of American history into the mythology of the “American Dream,” the 

capitalist machinery of hegemony has appropriated the stories and experiences of the 
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marginalized, stripped them of their counter-narrative potential, and discarded the husk as 

waste. In this case, history, or more particularly the narrative of those who possess the 

arbitrary positionality or claim to power to decide what becomes history, is a determinant 

consideration. Those elements of shared experiences that are inscribed in our texts and 

curricula are those, quite naturally, that are studied and to some degree reified. Each 

interaction with these narratives reinforces the static, homogenized message of the hegemony. 

The power to control the historical narrative leads to the possibility of determining social, 

political, and cultural consciousness. Without a full and complete reckoning of the past, the 

future is occluded by the fog of hegemonic vapors and rarely considered alternatives. Indeed, 

the ability to determine what is considered “correct and good” through the lens of social and 

political control precludes the possibility of working toward a shared commons. This process 

enforces consensus and eliminates the potential for dissensus within the transaction. The 

tension between consensus and dissensus is crucial to transforming educational experiences 

(See Table 1: Consensus in Tension with Dissensus): 

Table 1. Consensus in tension with dissensus 

Consensus Dissensus 

Curriculum as a place of harmony, heritage, 

celebration of elite culture. 

Curriculum as a stage for conflict, erasure, 

silences, and contested memory. 

Learners experience comfort, affirmation, and 

continuity. 

Learners encounter rupture, discomfort, and an 

expanded sense of whose histories matter. 

Historical narrative is complete and 

unproblematic. 

Narrative is shown to be partial, unjust, and open 

to reconfiguration. 

For Rancière, politics emerges through dissensus in tension with the forces that stabilize 

consensus (Rancière, 1999, 2010). Consensus names the ordering of the social in which 

dominant arrangements come to appear natural, rendering existing inequalities sensible as 

common sense. Dissensus arises when those excluded from visibility, speech, or recognition 

interrupt this ordering by asserting a presence that the prevailing distribution does not 

acknowledge. In this way, dissensus is not simply disagreement with consensus but a 

disturbance within it, a reconfiguration of what can be said, seen, and thought (Rancière, 2010). 

The value of discomfort is precisely that it prevents this type of premature closure and keeps 

the political potential of dissensus alive. As Giroux (2014) notably suggested, the importance 

of history has been eradicated by a “disimagination machine” intent on undermining the 

capacity to remember, or even consider, alternative means of imagining the past, present, or 

future. In a 2014 interview for Truth Out, Giroux asserts that we are currently inhabiting 

… a historical moment when memory, if not critical thought itself, is either under attack 

or is being devalued and undermined by a number of forces in American society. 

Historical memory has become dangerous today because it offers the promise of lost 

legacies of resistance, moments in history when the social contract was taken seriously 

(however impaired), and when a variety of social movements emerged that called for a 

rethinking of what democracy meant and how it might be defined in the interest of 

economic and social justice (Harper, 2025, para 2). 

What Henry Giroux identifies as a contemporary assault on historical memory can also be 

understood through an earlier philosophical reflection on the temporal condition of 

modernity. Writing decades earlier, Walter Benjamin suggested that modern societies inhabit 
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a paradoxical relationship to history: even as the ruins of past injustice accumulate before us, 

the forces driving what is called “progress” propel society forward in ways that inhibit the 

possibility of reflection, repair, or redemption. Benjamin described this condition through his 

reading of Paul Klee’s Angelus Novus, an image that captures what might be understood as a 

form of historical double blindness. Benjamin (2005), in lamenting the inability to learn from 

the growing pile of debris, from the waste of history, that represents the past while 

simultaneously being unable to see or influence the future, recognized the challenges present 

in this as a historical double blindness. In his description of Klee’s 1920 monoprint Angelus 

Novus, Benjamin (2005) described the print as showing: 

There is a painting by Klee called Angelus Novus. An angel is depicted there who looks 

as though he were about to distance himself from something which he is staring at. His 

eyes are opened wide, his mouth stands open and his wings are outstretched. The Angel 

of History must look just so. His face is turned towards the past. Where we see the 

appearance of a chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe, which unceasingly piles 

rubble on top of rubble and hurls it before his feet. He would like to pause for a moment 

so fair [verweilen: a reference to Goethe’s Faust], to awaken the dead and to piece 

together what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise, it has caught 

itself up in his wings and is so strong that the Angel can no longer close them. The storm 

drives him irresistibly into the future, to which his back is turned, while the rubble-heap 

before him grows sky-high. That which we call progress, is this storm. (Benjamin, 2005, 

para. IX) 

Giroux (2011), also commenting on Angelus Novus, suggested that the angel is paralyzed by a 

notion (storm) of progress that denies the existence of the past and which intentionally 

occludes our understanding of the future. Giroux, in a poignant critique of Neoliberalism, 

noted that: 

Social progress has ceded the historical stage to individual actions, values, tastes, and 

personal success, just as any notion of the common and public good that once defined 

the meaning of progress is rendered as a pathology, the vestige of a kind of socialist 

nightmare that quelches any possibility of individual freedom and responsibility. (2011, 

para. 5) 

In short, anything not contributing to the continuation and re-installation of the narrow 

capitalist vision of the future is intentionally jettisoned to the scrap heap of history. It is our 

contention, however, that the remnants of the past and present that appear to offer no value, 

whether economic, ideological, or social, retain value, or perhaps more correctly, never lost 

the eminent potential to situate meaning. They remain unmined and trapped in a periphery 

that excludes them from an unbiased consideration of the past and the potential to shape the 

future.  

Considering Waste 

The foregoing conceptual frames offer a means to consider and explore what might be labelled 

the “wasted curriculum.” The “wasted curriculum”, or what might be “taught” but which is 

never explored, recognize, used, or seen, becomes available to offer compelling alternatives to 

the hegemonic narrative. With arbitrary pacing guides, testing schedules, and other 

mechanisms of surveillance and control in place, educators can do little more than “cover” 

material that reinforces, instead of interrogating differentials in power and control that limit 
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the potential of education to interactional encounters (Saltman, 2024). The neatly curated 

curriculum offered to students and teachers ensures the generation of curricular waste, or 

materials that are covered but quickly jettisoned in favor of narrow reconstructions of and 

rational for the hegemonic regime. Moving beyond a spectator view of knowledge, a 

transactional approach that promotes complex and deep explorations of the pathologies that 

haunt society, provides an opportunity for the emergent quality of experience that allows for 

reorganization, not a re-enforced hegemony. 

Posthumanist scholarship in curriculum studies challenges the anthropocentric and 

developmental assumptions that underpin dominant educational frameworks. Rather than 

treating the human subject as the stable center of knowledge production, posthumanist 

thinkers conceptualize learning, subjectivity, and meaning as emergent within dynamic 

assemblages of bodies, materials, affects, technologies, and environments (Barad, 2007; 

Braidotti, 2013, 2016; Snaza, 2019). This shift destabilizes curricular traditions grounded in 

representation, mastery, and linear progression. Curriculum, from this vantage point, is not 

simply a structure for transmitting sanctioned knowledge but a site where relations are 

organized, intensities are regulated, and possibilities for becoming are enabled or foreclosed 

(Snaza & Weaver, 2014). 

Within critical curriculum studies, scholars have extended this orientation to interrogate how 

schooling produces exclusions that exceed questions of access or identity. Wozolek’s work 

foregrounds affective, embodied, and relational dimensions of curriculum, emphasizing how 

pedagogical encounters generate intensities that may disrupt normative educational scripts 

(Wozolek, 2021, 2024). Discomfort, in this sense, is not an obstacle to learning but a force that 

exposes the fragility of consensus and the instability of educational norms. Similarly, Tarc 

(2011) draws on psychoanalytic and poststructural traditions to illuminate how curriculum 

mediates anxiety, difference, and otherness. Curricular structures often function defensively, 

managing uncertainty through standardization and closure, thereby displacing alterity into 

zones of neglect or erasure (Clay & Parkison, 2026). These analyses position curriculum not as 

a neutral design but as an affective and ethical apparatus implicated in the production of 

intelligibility and disposability. 

Posthumanist critiques also reconfigure understandings of agency and materiality. Barad’s 

(2007) agential realism rejects the separation of discourse and matter, arguing that phenomena 

emerge through “intra-actions” rather than interactions among preexisting entities. Taken 

together, these perspectives suggest that curricular formations do more than organize 

knowledge; they also produce zones of exclusion through which certain bodies, histories, and 

relations become unintelligible. Attending to what curriculum renders negligible or 

disposable, therefore opens an analytic space for examining how educational systems 

participate in the production of waste. What becomes waste is not simply discarded content 

but the residue of relations rendered unintelligible within prevailing onto-epistemological 

regimes. The curriculum’s boundaries, what is included, assessed, remembered, or forgotten, 

participate in material-discursive practices that shape which bodies, histories, and modes of 

existence are recognized as educationally consequential. Waste, therefore, signals not absence 

but the active organization of value, attention, and legitimacy (Liboiron & Lepawsky, 2022) 

In educational theory, Snaza (2019) critiques the persistent humanist investment in autonomy, 

rationality, and control, suggesting that schooling often functions to secure a narrow 

conception of the human while disavowing ecological entanglements. Education’s obsession 

with measurable outcomes and standardized competencies reflects an epistemology of 
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containment that cannot easily accommodate indeterminacy, excess, or relational 

unpredictability. Posthumanist curriculum inquiry resists this containment by foregrounding 

emergence, multiplicity, and vulnerability. It invites educators to consider how learning 

unfolds within assemblages that exceed the classroom: infrastructures, ecologies, technologies, 

histories, and nonhuman agencies. Such perspectives resonate strongly with transactional 

ecology’s rejection of subject-object dualisms and its emphasis on co-constitution (Dewey & 

Bentley, 1949; Snaza, 2017). 

Together, these posthumanist interventions offer a reconceptualization of curricular waste. 

Waste is neither accidental nor merely inefficient; it is produced through normative regimes 

that privilege stability, homogeneity, and closure. At the same time, posthumanist thought 

reframes waste as generative — a site where suppressed relations, neglected agencies, and 

unrealized becomings remain materially and affectively present. This reframing shifts the task 

of curriculum from recovery or inclusion toward reconfiguration: altering the conditions 

under which relations, differences, and intensities can persist. 

Taking an Ecological View 

Though Dewey began articulating ideas that linked educational practices to ecological systems 

as early as Democracy and Education (1997), his early concerns were primarily constrained to 

the effects of the interactions and resultant changes upon individuals as they lived in and 

adapted to the surrounding social and physical environment. In rejecting fixed and final 

categories of existence, Dewey (1910) followed Darwin’s lead in understanding relationships 

as evolutionary processes that, while untethered from supernatural explanations and mystical 

causations, were nonetheless deeply rooted in the encompassing ecosystems. 

It was not until the late 1940s, with the publication of Knowing and the Known (1949), that 

Dewey offered a mature elaboration on earlier works related to ecological systems. Dewey and 

Bentley’s (1949) work fully articulated an epistemological position that rejected viewing 

knowledge as a static representation of independent reality divorced from the experiences of 

a detached knower. In this work, Dewey and Bentley (1949) made a significant distinction 

between the concepts of “interaction” and “transaction” in understanding human relations. 

Interaction, as Dewey initially described it, refers to the reciprocal relationships between an 

individual and their environment. These encounters, however, are episodic in nature and fail 

to encourage genuine exchanges that are mutually beneficial.  

Interactional ecology emphasizes mutual influence between people and environments 

through meaning-making and embodied presence. It highlights social context and 

interpersonal dynamics within ecological settings. Interactional ecology emphasizes how 

humans and the environment co-construct meanings. It is important to recognize the 

constraining influence seen in the environment, it provides specific affordances, or 

opportunities for action, based upon specific constraints (Gibson, 2014). Though subject to 

cause-effect logic, interactional ecology’s emphasis on co-construction is significant. There is 

mutual influence between humans and the environment. Interaction sustains a subject-object 

dichotomy that prioritizes the search for stasis, predictability, and certainty. 

Dewey and Bentley’s (1949) elaboration of the concept of transaction offered a more integrated 

and holistic perspective on human and environment relations. Whereas interaction might 

suggest a back-and-forth or cause-and-effect relationship between separate entities, 
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transaction captures a more profound mutual involvement (or entanglement) that is not based 

on competitive practices, but rather on an understanding of complex and integrated processes 

that sustain the whole ecological system. While interaction assumes separate entities that affect 

each other, transaction refers to a non-dualistic process where distinctions between subject 

and object are emergent and provisional. A common misunderstanding is to treat a transaction 

as if it were just a strong form of interaction. Interaction presumes two pre-existing, separate 

entities that affect each other. Transaction, in Dewey and Bentley’s sense, denies this 

separation; the entities, meanings, and relations co-emerge within a shared activity.  

Educators often describe classrooms as sites where already-formed learners interact with 

already-formed content or teachers. A more nuanced view of transactional ontology suggests 

that learner, teacher, and content are constituted within the educational activity itself. This 

transactional view emphasizes becoming and interrelatedness. Reality, from a transactional 

perspective, is composed of events in relation, not substances. That is, in a truly transactional 

model, the individual and environment are not independent actors simply exchanging effects; 

rather, they are co-constitutive and inseparably entangled within the flow of experience. These 

processes are seen as deeply embedded in the ongoing, transformative interplay where both 

the individual and the environment are changed through their engagement 

Isabelle Stengers’ (2011; 2015) work, especially her theory of time, science, and ecology, frames 

a process-relational, cosmopolitical, and situated approach that aligns with transactional 

ecology. Her conceptualization of time is illustrative of this transactional entanglement 

(Stengers, 2015). Stengers does not offer a single “temporal theory,” but her conception of time 

emerges across her writings, especially in relation to Whitehead (1979), Latour (2013), and 

cosmopolitics (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). For Stengers, each event or situation invents its own 

time, its own rhythm, stakes, and modes of attention. She draws from Whitehead’s process 

philosophy to stress that time is not a neutral container but emerges with the world. Time is 

situated and evental; time is not universal nor homogeneous. People do not interact with time, 

they transact time. 

Transactional ecology (Dewey & Bentley, 1949) sees organism and environment as co-

emerging through ongoing entanglement; there is no separation of subject/object. The process 

ontology, shared by Stengers and transactional ecology, reject dualisms and affirm becoming 

over being. Temporality, or time as co-emergent with events, as proposed by Stengers, mirrors 

Dewey’s notion of experience as temporally continuous transaction, where entities are always 

in-the-making. Stengers resists totalizing control, preferring a participatory ethic which aligns 

well with Dewey’s experimentalism. There is, within this perspective, accountability without 

mastery. 

Stengers emphasizes the need to slow down reasoning and engage in hesitation, allowing 

multiple temporalities to surface. She introduces the concept of the “refrain” (inspired by 

Deleuze and Guattari (1987) to maintain a fragile, rhythmic order in the face of chaos, not to 

control time, but to hold open space for emergent relations (Stengers, 2015). This 

“cosmopolitical time” emphasizes that political and ecological problems are not settled 

through universal truths but require us to stay with the trouble. Haraway uses similar 

phrasing (Haraway, 2016). This understanding leads to attending to entangled temporalities 

of humans, non-humans, systems, and histories (Barad, 2007). Stengers adds a cosmopolitical 

dimension by insisting that we attend to the interruption of time by new or excluded actors 

(human or not). She brings in rhythms, affects, and ecological fragility, enriching the 

pragmatist transaction with ethical urgency and ontological plurality. Both Dewey and 
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Stengers affirm transactional ontologies, but Dewey leans toward constructive continuity, 

while Stengers emphasizes situated emergence and entanglement. 

This distinction becomes especially significant in educational ecologies, which Dewey viewed 

as systems comprising social, cultural, and material elements all in relationship. In an 

educational ecology, learning is not confined to the individual or the classroom but is 

understood as an emergent property of transactions within the broader context. Dewey’s 

notion of transaction emphasizes that knowledge and growth arise from participating in 

meaningful activities where learners reshape, and are reshaped by, their environments. This 

concept asks educators to be attentive to the layered contexts in which learning occurs. It 

requires that educators consider the ecological system(s) in which learning takes place. 

Creation of Waste within an Ecology 

The creation of waste, a byproduct of the search for the “same” or homogenization, stands as 

the second waypoint along this journey. Within capitalist systems, waste is necessary in the 

generation of new demand but ultimately leads to further exploitation and ecological 

dissonance. As we consider waste within education, we understand that curricular waste — 

what is jettisoned to the margins in favor of narrowed and essentialist curricula — becomes a 

site of semiotic interpretation and a pivot point for understanding power dynamics within 

society (Giroux, 2014; Parkison, 2019). Unlike the null curriculum (Apple, 2004; Eisner, 1982) 

which represents what education institutions do not teach or the hidden curriculum (Jackson 

et al., 1993) which referes to the hidden norms, values and power relations, we see that 

curriculum waste implicates certain content, especially content that questions hegemonic 

regimes, becoming what Douglas (2002) referred to as “matter out of place.” That is, it becomes 

impure in the hyper regulated curricula of contemporary schooling. Yet, as we shall see, this 

“waste” possesses the potential for an exploration of ideas that encourages a transactional 

curriculum where all parts seek to sustain the whole. 

If we continue to leverage Dewey and Stengers, “waste,” whether it is literal discarded 

commodities or abandoned/emergent possibilities, has a diagnostic and transformative role. 

Both see waste as more than just a byproduct. Waste is a symptom of how novelty is 

mishandled and potentially a site for rethinking relations. For Dewey, waste represents 

opportunities for growth that have been shut down or misdirected. This applies both to 

physical commodities and to emergent human possibilities. Experiential waste, as embodied 

within people’s skills, energies, and capacities, their haecceitas, are left undeveloped or 

sidelined because they do not fit the system’s economic logic of sustained consumption. The 

production of social waste can be seen when communities fail to draw on the experiences of 

marginalized members, losing possible democratic contributions. For Dewey, waste is 

educative failure, a sign that inquiry has been replaced by habit or expedience. 

In Stengers’ process-relational view, waste marks those moments when the capitalist 

machinery appropriated novelty, stripped it of its potential, and discarded the husk. Waste is 

the trace of captured and abandoned novelty. Innovations, aesthetics, or ways of living are 

rapidly commodified, exhausted, and abandoned by the regime of compulsive consumption 

when no longer profitable. Not only things, but haecceitas and possibilities for becoming, new 

social relations, ethical experiments, or emergent possibilities, are left undeveloped because 

the system offers no space for them to persist outside profit logic. This ontological waste is 

evident in the ecological aftermath of this regime of compulsive consumption in the 
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ubiquitous and ever-expanding material waste. Material waste (plastic, e-waste, toxins) 

embodies the violence done to the more-than-human world. For Stengers, waste is the corpse 

of an event, something that had potential for alternative futures but was prematurely 

foreclosed. 

If we merge Dewey and Stengers, waste is both a mirror and a natality. Waste shows where 

novelty was denied or mishandled, and it can be the site from which more democratic, 

ecological, and plural futures grow if we resist the logics that produced it. For Dewey, waste 

becomes and is a curricular problem, a starting point for inquiry into why it happens and how 

to transform the habits and systems that cause it. For Stengers, waste necessitates a political 

ecology of attention; we all must learn to see waste not as “garbage” but as the visible residue 

of suppressed possibilities, prompting alliances to keep future novelties alive. 

The fetishization of the novel is informative given that when waste is seen as “thoroughly 

defetishized object[s] that [have] fallen out of the realms of desire, exchange, and use” they 

have also “in some sense, fallen outside the realm of History” (Kantaris, 2016, p. 54). Rendering 

waste invisible ensures that the messiness, the detritus, of society is hidden from view and 

confined to the margins of past, present, and future (Armiero, 2021). This exercise of 

intentional exclusion and degradation of “waste” ensures a myopic view of the lived realities 

of oppressed populations and their fonts of knowledge, thereby establishing the basis for the 

perpetuation of malignant cultural, political, economic, and social ideologies favored by the 

hegemony. 

In disassembling powerful regimes that rely on the fetishization of stasis, or closure, and the 

creation of waste, critical pedagogues are called to challenge contemporary curricular 

processes that are largely interactional. The partitioning of education into neatly packaged but 

largely disconnected and episodic performances ensures that the smallest parts, seemingly 

inconsequential, are dismissed as waste or labeled as destructive to the whole. By engaging in 

an ecological reconstruction of education, neatly ensconced within transactional beliefs, the 

value of even the most miniscule organism in the ecosystem is celebrated and valued for its 

part in the sustainability of the whole. 

Dissensus and Discomfort 

For Rancière (1999, 2010), politics begins with dissensus, not consensus. Consensus occurs 

when dominant groups naturalize their order, presenting inequality as common sense. 

Dissensus, on the other hand, occurs when those excluded from visibility, speech, or 

recognition interrupt the order by asserting a presence that is not acknowledged. Dissensus is 

not simply disagreement; it is a reconfiguration of what counts as sayable, seeable, thinkable 

(Rancière, 2010). Transactions that heighten or emphasize dissensus recognize that the value 

of discomfort is in its prevention of premature closure and keeping the political and 

pedagogical potential of our interactions alive. Two examples will serve to illustrate the 

transactional potential in these experiences. 

Curation of the Narrative 

Fred Wilson’s landmark 1992 exhibition “Mining the Museum,” originally titled “Intervention 

at the Maryland Society,” held at the Maryland Historical Society (now the Maryland Center 

for History and Culture) presented juxtapositions that defined the exhibition’s powerful 

critique of institutional narratives (Alger, 2025; The Contemporary, 2011). The installation is 

described by The Contemporary: 
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In this, his first project within a museum, Wilson’s working method at the Historical 

Society was, in effect, to “mine” the institution’s archives, permanent collection, and 

storage areas, and to present an exhibition of his own devising. In keeping with the 

Historical Society’s style of exhibition design, Wilson created an installation of the 

museum’s collection objects that recontextualized over 100 historical artifacts. Through 

striking juxtapositions, which included slave shackles encased with fine silver, a Ku Klux 

Klan hood in a baby carriage, and Victorian chairs placed around a whipping post, 

Wilson’s provocative installation raised urgent questions about the Society’s historical 

representation of African-American and Native-American experiences. Unearthing 

repressed meanings and untold narratives from Maryland’s visual past, Mining the 

Museum revealed how the documenting of history and the curating of artifacts could be 

understood as powerful acts of selection, exclusion, and interpretation, each requiring 

renewed self-awareness (The Contemporary, 2011, para. 1). 

Wilson’s installations used powerful visual contrasts to open spaces of counter-narrative. 

These elements created a design that was non-didactic yet deeply suggestive, pushing visitors 

to question the narratives crafted by institutions. Wilson aimed to expose how museums 

construct narratives by omission, highlighting silenced histories of slavery, racism, and 

violence embedded within seemingly neutral collections. His method was interventionist: 

rearranging existing objects to make their contradictions visible. Wilson described his process 

as immersive and organic. He spent months getting to know the collections and the staff, 

letting the exhibition materialize through these relationships rather than starting with a 

preconceived script (Alger, 2025). He leveraged the pedagogical power of juxtaposition (e.g., 

silver teapots beside slave shackles, KKK hood in a baby carriage); absence as presence (empty 

pedestals labeled with names of Black historical figures); and re-framing artifacts from the 

archives to destabilize traditional “neutral” museum narratives. He effectively used irony and 

aesthetic shock to provoke a shift in awareness, showing what happens when marginalized 

perspectives literally rearrange a museum space. Wilson intervened to reveal the “comforting 

lies” of museums. 

A more contemporary interruption of the dominant narrative can be experienced in the 

University of Glasgow’s Hunterian Museum. Wilson’s Mining the Museum and the Hunterian 

Museum’s Curating Discomfort take differing routes to dissensus. The Hunterian Museum 

explicitly frames discomfort as a curatorial stance (The Hunterian, 2025). The museum 

acknowledges that many collections (especially colonial, anatomical, ethnographic, and 

scientific holdings) are products of imperial exploitation, racial violence, and unequal power. 

Rather than hide this, they bring discomfort forward as a necessary emotional and ethical 

response. Pedagogically, the Hunterian frames “discomfort” as something to be worked with, 

not resolved. As stated in the museum’s A Declaration of Discomfort: 

Most museums are monuments to a system that privileges some people over others and 

creates a narrative about the identity of nations or cities that institutions seek to project 

and protect. 

Museums hold collections from donors who benefited from the practice of racial slavery, 

violent endeavours, forced removal and the systematic oppression of indigenous 

peoples. 

Museums are political places. (The Hunterian, 2025) 
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Labels and programming openly foreground difficult provenance, ethical dilemmas, and 

contested meanings. Exhibits transact with communities of origin to co-curate responses. 

Exhibits are not radically rearranged displays but problematize the act of display itself by 

admitting museums’ complicity in harm through colonization and appropriation. Three 

decades after Wilson’s exhibit, institutions like the Hunterian Museum have adopted 

discomfort as a sustained ethos, building it into policy and practice. Visitors are invited into 

an explicit process of reckoning, of dissensus. Labels and programming say upfront: “This 

may be unsettling, and that’s intentional.” This approach encourages dialogue about how 

institutions should ethically care for and present problematic collections. The Hunterian has 

made discomfort part of the museum’s DNA, shifting from one-off critique to an ongoing 

curatorial framework grounded in dissensus. Mining the Museum introduced the method of 

using museum collections against themselves, forcing hidden narratives and positions into 

view. Curating Discomfort institutionalizes that critical stance, making discomfort a long-term 

commitment to transparency, dialogue, and decolonial practice. Both Mining the Museum and 

Curating Discomfort enact Rancière’s idea that art and aesthetics can re-distribute what is 

seen/heard, creating a space for transactional experiences and learning. Neither aim at 

consensus (a new comfortable story) but at keeping tensions alive so that visitors must wrestle 

with histories rather than consume them neatly.  

Implications for Education 

The exclusionary practices of hegemony, embedded within interactional ecological ontologies, 

whether in socio-political or educational spheres, ensure the devaluation of the other as waste 

or disposable. The captured narrative has long laid the foundations for the exercise of power 

that can be seen, as elsewhere, in the control of education. Standardized curricula and the 

politicalization of education toward capitalist ideologies are reminiscent of Giroux’s (2014) 

lament that the cleansing of history and social concerns within schooling is part of a larger and 

more insidious process of instrumentalization of education toward reverence for and politics 

of the status quo. These considerations, and especially the unchecked trend toward 

standardization, are evidence of what Bataille (1985) characterizes as a 

… relation of scientific appropriation. … All questions posed beyond this represent the 

persistence of a dominant need for appropriation, the sickly obstinacy of a will seeking 

to represent, in spite of everything, and through simple cowardice, a homogeneous and 

servile world (Bataille, 1985, p. 98). 

The blatant disregard for exploration outside the well-entrenched power structures of the 

socio-economic hegemony ensures that the power to control ideological and material realms 

of existence is closely held by a few. For critical educators, this signals the need to claim a 

pedagogical terrain on which inclusion and community supplant individualistic and 

increasingly nationalistic curricula. That is to say, an educational terrain that encourages 

ontology and ecological perspectives that understand the importance of transactional 

pedagogies and curricular content steeped in discomfort and dissensus. 

For Rancière (1991), the foundations of pedagogical practices that mitigate against an 

enclosing of the commons and an undermining of democracy begin with a radical 

egalitarianism for all social and political actions. This perspective requires the dismantling of 

circles of power, within education (and society), that render students powerless and 

dependent upon the teacher for explanation and interpretation of “approved” content. To 
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break the systematic and intentional power differentials, Rancière (1991) argues that the circles 

of power must be demolished in favor of circles “of emancipation” (p. 16).  

In On the Shores of Politics (1995), Rancière develops the idea of “circles of emancipation” as 

part of his broader critique of political philosophy that tries to fix the boundaries of who can 

speak, act, and count as a political subject. For Rancière, emancipation is never a once-and-for-

all event but a process, a reconfiguration of what he calls the distribution of the sensible, meaning 

the system that determines who is visible and audible in the political realm and what counts 

as meaningful speech or action. 

Within much of Western political theory, emancipation is positioned as leading to a stable 

order, once the oppressed are “included,” politics is done. Rancière rejects this framing. For 

him, emancipation does not culminate in a harmonious consensus; it constantly reopens the 

question of belonging and equality. Circles of emancipation, therefore resist being closed or 

“completed” by power structures. He insists that emancipation begins from the presumption 

of equality, not from a gradual inclusion into or exclusion from an unequal order. A “circle” 

forms when groups act as if they are already equal, creating spaces where equality is verified 

in practice. Circles of emancipation are spaces of transactional subjectivation, moments and 

contexts in which people reconfigure themselves as political subjects, not as assigned social 

roles. This space of subjectivation rejects foreclosure and reappropriates waste as more than 

active violence against novelty. These spaces interrupt the normal order of governance (police 

order in his terminology). 

These newly-formed circles of emancipation resemble ecological systems where existence is 

predicated on dynamic interactions and interconnected symbiotic entanglements. With 

Rancière’s (2010) insistence on dissensus over consensus, the ecological system is informed by 

diversity, coexistence, and transactions that, while seemingly competitive, all work toward 

sustainability, a reorientation of curricular content, and understandings of the ways in which 

the world can be seen. There is no waste. There are only sublime connections that critique 

institutions, hegemonic systems, and the misconception of waste as burdensome rather than 

informative. 

There is no single, linear path to emancipation. Multiple circles can form around different 

struggles or emergent potentialities. The phenomena of labor, education, gender, migration, 

etc., each re-opening the political field and the space for education. These circles overlap and 

generate new ones, keeping politics alive rather than resolved. Rancière treats “circles of 

emancipation” not as closed communities of the liberated, but as ever-renewing spaces where 

equality is enacted and tested. They are temporary, mobile constellations of political 

subjectivity that resist being absorbed into a settled order, keeping politics in motion rather 

than resolved into governance. 
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