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Abstract: The socio-political movement called the Social Turn in mathematics 

education has alerted people to the use of mathematics as a factor of social 

exclusion. The political efficacy of the movement as a driver of change relies on the 

degree of indignation that it is able to provoke. We suggest that, instead of a having 

long discussion to define a minimal positive agenda on which we all could agree, 

perhaps we can set a maximal negative agenda by eliciting a discourse that we all 

would spontaneous and promptly reject. In this article, we create a character that 

would utter such discourse, and call it the Big Enemy, paraphrasing George Orwell. 

It is an entity incapable of showing any indignation when confronted with the charges 

of the Social Turn; on the contrary, it maintains that school is as it should be. We 

present a hypothetical dialogue between BE and Mrs. Smith, a teacher and 

researcher devoted to the directives of the Social Turn. Our argument is based on 

economic principles and Lacanian psychoanalysis.  

INTRODUCTION (BY ROBERTO RIBEIRO BALDINO) 

Ana Chronaki (2017) has very nicely refreshed our memories about the foundation of 

MES. During these twenty years, our identity has been cast into aphorisms like "a 

space for people who are concerned with the failures of existing institutions and 

structures to address the socio-political aspects of mathematics and mathematics 

education" (Chronaki, 2017, p. 9). This identity has been broad enough to harbor 

different conceptions of "socio-political" among the multitude of conceptions to 

which the one thousand pages of MES-9 Proceedings give witness. Therefore, I feel 

the need to make precise how I understood what our identity would be when Peter 

Gates proposed MEAS (MES˗1) during the PME in Finland. 

At that time, globalizing Capital was already triggering a ruthless struggle against all 

forms of opposition. This struggle has become more severe today. In mathematics 

education, it materializes itself through the strict control of publication vehicles so 

that no novelty will emerge that challenges the general trend of neoliberal 

globalization. In the name of welcoming socio-political aspects, a cohort of reviewers 

submits articles to castrating requirements. What is the focus of the paper? Is the 

argument well-grounded on a thorough revision of literature? What is the article's 

contribution to improving practices? How helpful is the conclusion?  What is the 
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research methodology? What is its theoretical framework? What has been the impact 

of the authors mentioned in the references? 

Having to ground a new idea on existing literature resembles the quadrature of the 

circle. How can an author like Hegel ever cause an 'impact' if he is rejected for not 

having caused an impact thus far? Besides, being 'helpful' subjects any criticism to a 

Hollywood-style happy end. Due to the obtuse, or perhaps exceedingly smart, 

scrutiny of reviewers, the criticism of existing practices is filtered out and new ideas 

are foreclosed. Research on research, research on failure and on economics has been 

suggested - Pais (2016, 2014) and Pais & Valero (2014) - but has produced little eco.   

Because of vigilant scrutiny, great part of recent literature in mathematics education 

consists of reports of local improvements, bulletins of victory, juggling with new 

words over old issues, substitution of recently established fashions by even newer 

ones. Literature on mathematics education hovers uncritically over the reality of 

schools and classrooms. Nevertheless, this literature is cast into an academically 

perfect format; some papers rely on an intimidating amount of references to 

transform quantity into quality. Despite the huge investment in mathematics 

education (including journals, research grants, help for congresses, paid-for access to 

articles, exorbitantly expensive yearbooks) mathematics in the school continues to be 

haunted by failure and anxiety. Classrooms remain almost untouched.  

My enthusiasm to participate in MEAS has been grounded on the hope of 

constructing a community that addresses social issues from the point of view of 

challenging the traditional current research in mathematics education. In MEAS 

(MES-1) Peter Gates launched a prophetic question: what measures should we 

undertake to keep MES from being absorbed by the trends of global capitalism and 

becoming just one more space for the reproduction of sameness. At that time, my 

naïve answer was: if this happens, we can always found a new one. I do not think that 

we have already reached this point. I imagined that MES would have a progressive 

characteristic, so that each meeting would articulate with the previous one rather than 

with the world's political agenda of the moment. I imagined that authors would 

present their main articles here and send reproductions elsewhere.   

Therefore, in the present intervention we seek to take MES-9 as our basic reference. 

We were glad to find papers in MES-9 that pointed towards the initial concerns 

present at MEAS. D’souza (2017), Subramanian (2017) and Sadafule & Berntsen 

(2017) offer us dramatic reports of schools and classroom reality: they show us where 

and how exclusion through school and mathematics happens. These reports make 

evident that mathematics education is not an 'interdisciplinary area of knowledge' 

subject to external control; on the contrary, the exclusionary object that we are 

required to deal with in our classrooms is itself an interdisciplinary object. 

Accordingly, we authorize ourselves to gather knowledge from other areas to account 

for our activity as researchers-teachers. We do not have to submit to specialists what 

we learn and apply from sociology, economy, psychoanalysis or political science. 

This is the identity that I hoped MES would have. The essentiality of exclusion made 



evident in India is present in the U.S., Europe or South America. Failure and 

exclusion will be the main focus of our address today. 

THE BIG ENEMY  

The foundation of MES is concomitant with what we consider as an important 

political movement in mathematics education, referred to as the Social Turn (Lerman 

2000, Gutiérrez, 2010). This movement constructively criticizes mathematics 

education for insufficiently addressing questions such as equity, gender, ethnicity, 

achievement gap, identity and power. "Without such critique, mathematics education 

as a field is in danger of stagnation, unable to address the realities of global citizens" 

(Gutiérrez, 2000:24).  This movement has generated a huge amount of literature in 

the last decades. Its political efficacy is grounded on the degree of indignation that it 

is able to raise when people are confronted with the role of mathematics as a social 

segregator. However, imagine an interlocutor who consciously rejects any 

indignation, recognizes the criticism of the Social Turn but simply replies, 'of course, 

why not?' 

In Ghost, the 1990 film by Jerry Zucker, the efficiency of the main character (Patrick 

Swayze) as a ghost depended on how well he could scare people. However, the 

villain (Tony Goldwyn) simply assumed that he was dealing with a ghost and was not 

scared at all. Following this line, we propose a character who refuses to show any 

indignation in the face of Social Turn charges and argues that this is how things 

should be. How would we deal with such an enemy? 

Should we try to find a minimum common ground to anchor our struggle? Perhaps, 

but, as Hegel teaches us, any positivity inevitably negates itself in the process of 

enunciation that he called dialectics. Pais (2016) shows how the use of 'dialectics' in 

recent mathematics education literature has deviated from the meaning it had in 

Hegel and Marx. Intentionally or not, such deviation weakens the Marxist discourse.  

On the contrary, relying on the original Hegelian meaning, Pais & Costa (2017) show 

how the official UNESCO discourse of global citizenship education aimed at uniting 

everyone around positive values actually, ends up by reinforcing the neoliberal 

ideology at the level of school practices.  

Therefore we suggest that perhaps we might unite, not around something on which 

we all promptly agree, but around something we promptly reject. Can we discern an 

entity that we can immediately recognize as our common enemy? Greer et al (2017) 

produced an excellent short text that counts as a balance sheet and a manifesto of the 

Social Turn; they end with a gloomy phrase: "We have no choice but to continue the 

struggle" (p. 162). On the contrary, we contend that choosing to fight off a common 

enemy, may signify a leap forward in our struggle for the values of the Social Turn.  

We will endeavor to show that the discourse of such an entity already exists, sparsely 

enunciated but never fully claimed by anybody. Bourdieu & Passeron (1970) teach us 



that as long as this entity remains half-hidden, its power increases. Accordingly, if we 

bring it into fully enunciation and force it to assume its identity, it will certainly 

become weaker and make a visible target for our multi-sided attack. We therefore 

postulate an entity that would remain aloof of all the indignation the Social Turn 

expects from its interlocutors. Paraphrasing George Orwell's "Big Brother", we will 

call this entity the Big Enemy (BE). It will be what Žižek calls a cynical 

"manipulative authority", for which the symbolic order is a fiction and "merely uses it 

as a means of manipulation" (Žižek, 2002:251). 

We will introduce BE, first through its reaction to the Social Turn as expressed by 

Geer et al (2017) and later, through a dialogue with Mrs. Smith, a hypothetical 

character condensing the values of this movement. We hope that our expositive 

strategy will indicate how to reinforce what we think are the open flanks of the Social 

Turn.     

BE's REACTION TO THE SOCIAL TURN 

Geer et al: How do we forge a critical community of educators and activists who can invert (and 

subvert) the hegemonic pyramid to realize ‘mathematics for the majority'? (159). 

BE: Of course, I subscribe to that. Mathematics for the majority means that it is not 

for all. A certain amount of failure should remain as necessary to enhance the merit 

of those who manage to learn it. Economists also know that a certain amount of 

unemployment is beneficial.  

Greer et al: Pushing poor countries into PISA, along with hysterical chest-beating by the media 

on poor performance, demoralizes those that fight for basic provisions for public education 

despite abysmally low resources (161).  

BE: Public education is a waste of resources. Due to different abilities grounded on 

genetic heritage, poor performance by some is unavoidable. Average poor 

performance in mathematics is a sure indicator of the backwardness of a country and 

the media has the duty to alert its population.  

Greer et al: This serves the interests of the privatization lobby and the billion dollar market share 

of ‘low-fee private schools’, actively promoted in developing countries, with low-paid 

unqualified teachers and programmed tablets (iPads) to deliver outcomes (161). 

BE: The privatization lobby is right, education should be completely private; only 

private capital is fast enough to recognize the needs and adapt education to market 

demands. Besides, education has a cost, which is paid with taxes collected from 

everyone. Teaching platforms based on technology provide the necessary uniform 

quality of the product that schools deliver to society. They allow reducing the cost of 

teacher's salaries for the befit of all. Teachers should limit themselves to verifying 

whether the students have followed the prescribed timetables. With excessive 

qualification, some will be willing to introduce changes and become unhappy if they 



are prevented from doing so. Moreover, the standardization obtained by programmed 

tablets allows qualified students to be recruited from developing countries as well.  

Greer et al: With more than half the children not able to complete secondary school, the State 

Board examinations (Class X and XII) serve to support the hegemony of mathematics as ‘gate 

keeper’, for future professional opportunities (161). 

BE: Of course, mathematics provides a precise measurement of acquired knowledge 

and alleviates teachers' consciousness of the dilemmas they face when they fail a 

student. It is natural that some children will not complete secondary school; this is 

due to a law of nature that Darwin called survival of the fittest. School must allocate 

people to different professions; lesser jobs must also be filled. 

Greer et al: (2017): “recognizing that traditional knowledge and indigenous cultural heritage 

have value and validity in their own right and capacity to both define and promote development” 

[1] (160).  

BE: Of course, all available social resources, including from marginalized ethnic 

groups, should be included in a developmental project. Economic development needs 

efforts from everybody, no matter how small their contribution. "Despite all the talk 

of pollution, global warming and climate change (…) when the moment comes to 

choose between economic growth and ecological stability, politicians, CEOs and 

voters almost always prefer growth" (Harari, 2015:23).  

At this point the reader can already guess the identity of BE. But let us proceed a 

little further. To the following statements, BE would simply reply: that is exactly how 

it should be. Since the speaker cannot control the aphorisms of what she says, BE 

may read the aphorisms of the Social Turn in the following way.   

BE: Mathematics for the majority? Of course, the majority should learn mathematics 

up to the point of recognizing that the numerical data presented by government 

agencies are above any possibility of fallacy. There is no need to go beyond that; the 

needed experts will find their way to the top anyhow. To become citizens? Of course, 

people should become good citizens, obey the laws and endure vicissitudes in times 

of crisis and save surplus in normal times. Struggle for social justice? Of course, 

social justice should protect heritage and risky investments from crisis that threaten 

bankruptcy and plunging the whole of society into chaos. Global citizenship 

education? Of course, "critical democratic approaches to global citizenship education 

(…) occur within a wider society that is ‘reproducing powerful corporate 

cosmopolitan ideals entrenched in a set of neoliberal and knowledge-economy 

norms’ (Marshall, 2011, p. 424 in Pais & Costa, 2017).  

BE CHALLENGES MRS. SMITH: CAPITAL NEEDS YOU 

Mrs. Smith is deeply impressed by BE's insolence. This entity is pure evil, she thinks. 

For more than three decades, Mrs. Smith has been an exemplary teacher and 

researcher. Some accepted ways of running schools have always disgusted her. She 



enthusiastically embraced the humanist concerns of the Social Turn and the global 

citizenship education directives as a blessed pathway in a world of injustices. She is 

very dedicated to her students and works hard for many hours, far beyond what is 

expected from her. Being a Kardecist, when someone reminds her that public service 

will never reward her or even recognize her extra effort, she timidly replies, I do it 

out of kindness (Duval, 2018). Mrs. Smith is indeed a beautiful soul. Now, she is 

appalled at BE's discourse. The evil in the world has become too strong, she thinks. 

All my research devoted to promoting justice and equity with respect to gender and 

ethnicity has just been nullified. There is nothing that I can do… perhaps I should 

retire…, she concluded. 

On the next day, upon entering her office, she becomes aware of a strange presence. 

Who is there? she asks. The answer comes clearly into her mind: It is I, your BE. She 

feels a cold shiver run through her spine but controls herself. What do you want? 

Again the answer is clear: I need you; please do not retire. Mrs. Smith was 

perplexed. Pure evil needs me? She redresses herself and decides to accept the 

dialogue, to confront the intruder as she used to do when an evil spirit showed up in 

the Kardecist meetings. Well, tell me who you are. 

BE: My name is Capital, proceeds the entity. My essence is a circular movement in 

which I change forms from commodity to money, back to commodity, and so on. At 

each turn, I buy human work in the form of expenditure of muscles and nerves and 

crystallize it into a commodity. Crystalized human work is what you call value.  

Mrs. Smith: Do you mean that you are made out of captured human work? 

BE: Precisely. This is not a dreadful will of mine. It is just that if I stop my money-

commodity metamorphosis, I stop circulating, I stop growing, I fade and vanish. I 

only exist while in movement. "The modern economy needs constant and indefinite 

growth in order to survive. If growth ever stops, the economy won't settle down to 

some cosy equilibrium; it will fall to pieces" (Harari, 2015: 59).  

Mrs. Smith: All right, that’s enough. Just as you came, you may leave, said Mrs. 

Smith, hoping to end the conversation and expel the intruder.  

BE: Going away is not that simple, replied the entity. I exist as a natural law in the 

world, much before the advent of men. When a dog buries a bone, it is saving a piece 

of me [2]. I cannot avoid being present at every single act of reproduction of life. My 

desire is always satisfied. In 1989 people realized that mine is the only possible mode 

of such production. What they are on the verge of finding out is that I am not at all 

interested in (re)producing their lives. Human beings are an irrational burden that I 

still have to carry "Computers powerful enough to understand and overcome the 

mechanisms of aging and death will probably also be powerful enough to replace 

humans in any and all tasks" (Harari, 2015: 76). For me, only my growth matters. 

Again, a shiver runs through Mrs. Smith's spine. This entity was not the specter of 

someone who had once being alive and subjected to human desire. On the contrary, 



its desire seems fully transparent to it; growth is all that matters. She had never dealt 

with an entity that transcended death.    

Mrs. Smith: Well, I am a school teacher and a researcher in mathematics education.  

What, precisely do you want from me? 

BE: I want you to go on doing what you do. For many centuries I managed to hide 

that labor-power is one of my commodity forms, until a certain Karl Marx discovered 

that I buy this commodity, pay its price in the market and use it to produce more 

value than it costs me. He called it surplus-value. More recently a certain Lacan 

invented an 'object of desire' that he called small-a and related it to me. "The object a 

was the place Marx revealed, uncovered, as surplus-value" Lacan, 2007:201). 

Mrs. Smith: I see. This is why people say that you exploit others for your own 

benefit... 

BE: Exactly. I collect this surplus-value for my own growth. It took more 150 years 

for people to find out that I also have a special form, a labor-power whose place of 

production is the school apparatus at all levels; they are calling it the qualified-labor-

power (Baldino & Cabral, 2013).  

Mrs. Smith: Do you mean that school produces one of your forms? That it reproduces 

you? Do you mean that school is a place of economic production? 

BE: Yes, of course. Many people seem dissatisfied with my mode of production, 

especially some who operate the school apparatus. Each of them picks one of my 

features and criticizes and tries to change it. In the end, the sum of their efforts is null 

and my will stands. Their hasty effort reminds me of the poor motorcyclist who 

turned his coat backwards because the zipper was broken. He fell, the ambulance 

came and found him dead. “How come?” asked the first responders, “from so simple 

a fall…” People around explained: “apparently he was ok, but had twisted his neck, 

so we tried to straighten it out; we heard a ‘crack’ and he died.”  

Mrs. Smith could not help smiling, not at the joke, which she already knew, but 

because she had never heard of spirits telling jokes.   

Mrs. Smith: Commoditizing education is one of the criticisms addressed to you.     

BE: That’s because people do not realize what school is for. After graduation, the 

qualified-labor-power produced here will be exchanged for salaries in the market, for 

a lifetime. "Today we assume that you learn a profession in your teens and twenties, 

and then spend the rest of your life in that line of work" (Harari, 2015:30). Qualified-

labor-power has use and exchange values and, like any other commodity, must have a 

seal of quality. It must conform to a uniform pattern. Through legislation and 

curricula the state ensures that equal kinds of qualified-labor-power have the same 

use and exchange values: the graduation programs must contain the same number of 

hours of crystallized human work and the product must pass quality tests according to 

the same syllabi.  



Mrs. Smith: That is a one-sided view of the school. You cannot reduce our work to 

the production of qualified-labor-power. 

BE: I am not reducing, I am just adding. I admit that looking into the economic role 

of schooling may displease you. Nevertheless, your students own an initially simple 

labor power that they set aside in consignation to participate in an economic 

enterprise. During class time they are forbidden by law to sell this labor-power, but 

they take possession of it again at graduation when they will become free to sell it 

again, thenceforth for a higher salary.   

Mrs. Smith. That is almost a truism. Everybody knows that school certificates lead to 

better economic conditions. 

BE: Indeed; then there’s no harm in saying it. Besides, it might help you to 

understand why you cannot simply dismiss me. You and your students work to 

increase the value of your qualified-labor-power. "You are the product of the 

university, and you prove that you are the surplus-value (…) which is that you leave 

here, yourselves, equivalent to more or fewer credit points" (Lacan, 2007:201). 

Teachers own a piece of me and you take good care not to devaluate it. The value of 

your qualified-labor-power is more real than your subjective feelings about yourself. 

School provides your students with the necessary experience to recognize me inside 

themselves. "You come here to gain credit points for yourselves" (ibid). You, dear 

Mrs. Smith, have been very successful in this game, haven't you? 

Mrs. Smith avoided responding to the insolence.  Are you saying that my students are 

capitalists? 

BE: Nearly, yes; they are learning to become capitalists. In the school practices they 

play a double role, both as workers and as capitalists. They act as workers when they 

study and seek to increase the use-value of their qualified-labor-power; they 

experience the capitalist position when they realize that they are increasing the 

exchange-value of a commodity that belongs to them and is circulating through the 

school. As you know, they seek to produce maximum value with least effort, don’t 

they?  

Mrs. Smith: Do you mean that I am teaching my students to become capitalists? 

BE: Precisely.  

Noticing a certain nervousness in Mrs. Smith’s voice, BE adds… 

BE: Relax, there is nothing you can do to avoid it. My school is structured to stage 

this experience. Accordingly, the teachers’ role is also doubled. You play a sacerdotal 

role when you sit together with the students to help them, but you also play a judicial 

role, when you decide about their promotion. 

Mrs. Smith: I see, so you ask me not to retire in order to keep the school going. 



BE: Not quite. If you retire, other people will replace you. However, they will see 

their activity as being rather formal, whereas you believe in what you do. You truly 

believe that you can make justice when you make a decision about an assessment.    

Mrs. Smith becomes nervous, as if she had been accused of perpetuating injustice. 

She protested.  

Mrs. Smith: I am always very careful, she said, when I evaluate my students. I try to 

measure what they have learned in a precise and trustful way. I am eager to apply 

results from recent research on brain science, as my colleague Elizabeth de Freitas 

(2017) has indicated. Bioscience may provide me with a precise evaluation of 

knowledge and increase the reliability of my judgment (Amalric & Dehaene, 2017; 

Butterworth, 2017). 

BE: That is precisely what I mean: you are special for me because you believe that 

your summative judicial function is a consequence of your teaching and evaluation. 

Your behavior is exemplary to other people so they will also believe it. This belief is 

of uttermost importance for me. Among you, there was a certain Lacan who 

explained that I must remain hidden in order to function as an object of desire. My 

hidden role stimulates the students to love me. You help me by dissimulating school 

failure as being necessary, and making students believe that it is entirely due to their 

own fault.  

Ms. Smith protested again. What do you mean? I have always fought for mathematics 

for all. Is failure at school necessary?  

BE: Certainly. Everybody works in the production of qualified-labor-power; their 

effort builds up the institution's sign-value. However, only students who get 

certificates collect the work done by all students. Appropriation of the work done by 

one’s colleague is the most important experience that I need the school to provide to 

the students. Again, a certain Marx called it seizure of surplus-value. Your earnest 

desire for justice is very important to make the appropriation of surplus value go 

unnoticed, as if it were a natural consequence of the credit system (Baldino & Cabral, 

1998, Vinner, 1997).  

Mrs. Smith was upset. Pure evil not only needed her, but had been using her from the 

start. BE continued. 

BE: As a researcher you also perform a split role. You must try to promote real 

change in the school and you must keep and increase the value of your qualified-

labor-power, by publishing regularly. The Social Turn movement has opened 

possibilities of publishing research far beyond their effect in actual classrooms. 

Students have the opportunity to live the worker's and the capitalist's experience; 

teachers are required to experience the sacerdotal and the judicial functions; 

researchers have the opportunity to experience the ideology of improvement and the 

drive to transform school. The dominant ideology only recognizes the first one of 

each of these splits, namely, the student’s function as workers, the sacerdotal function 



of teachers and the good-will intentions of researchers. The other three are economic 

functions that must remain covert: namely the student’s capitalist function, the 

teachers’ summative function and the researchers’ self-promoting function.   

Mrs. Smith: Everybody knows these functions; they are not covert; it is simply that it 

is not necessary to mention them. 

BE: Not quite. Not only it is not necessary to mention them, but it is necessary not to 

mention them. Teachers must select according to the ideology of ableism (D'souza, 

2017) and establish benchmarks for success and failure. Students participate in the 

competition game; winners learn to love me, losers learn to respect me. Both 

experience the jouissance of owning me. They must keep me circulating and growing 

in the school practices. They must not suspect of my presence in school. Insofar as I 

participate unnoticed, people may align their unconscious desire around their 

qualified-labor-power, which is one of my forms. They make it the semblance of 

what a certain Lacan calls the object-a, the cause of their desire. The most important 

result of school practices is that graduates are the ones who have best learned to love 

me. You, yourself, are a good example.   

Mrs. Smith had always thought that teachers are selected precisely because they are 

the ones who most love school practices. Now she realizes that this love also 

addresses Capital. She fights off an inadmissible shadow of hatred in her beautiful 

soul.  BE noticed it and continued.   

BE: Hatred is not negation of love; it is only an inversion. Graduates in the 

movement called Social Turn seem to hate some of my aspects. However, since my 

control over the world is global, I am able to transform their actions into profitable 

enterprises. The value of their qualified-labor-power grows and I circulate in the air 

tickets they buy and the hotels they pay to participate in congresses, in the grants and 

fellowships that they get as researchers and graduate advisors. Publishing houses sell 

books, journals and special editions, they charge for online access to articles that 

criticize me. This makes me circulate. The Social Turn is a kind of disease that I keep 

under control, to maintain my façade of democratic freedom. 

Mrs. Smith was appalled. She remembered a fragment of a paper that only now made 

sense to her. School practices are algorithms (Harari, 2015) "that operate below the 

user interface that is invisible to practitioners. Hence it turns out that the mask of 

description conceals an underlying prescription and is further veiling the human 

influence" (Lensing, 2017:679).  

Reading Mrs. Smith’s mind, BE warns: 

BE: Do not trust this "human influence". Human desires are already the effect of my 

algorithms. Mathematics relies on arithmetic, arithmetic relies on numbers, numbers 

are a logical development of quantity, and quantity is the result of the dialectics of the 

one and the many (Hegel, 1966). I am the One. Do not expect to resort to what you 

call 'human influence'; it is already under the control of my algorithms. Straehler-



Pohl (2017) explains how mathematics contributes to making gadgets and 

immediately effaces its vestiges. He calls it "de|mathematization". This is just a 

particular case of what he could call de|capitalization. You do not notice my vestige 

in your desire. 

Mrs. Smith sinks in dismay and BE exits.  

Actually, BE is not a novelty of ours. Marx referred to Capital as an automatic 

subject (automatisches Subjekt) whose supporters (Träger) are the capitalists. We 

have just taken a step further and noticed that globalization has turned Capital into an 

entity capable of speech and action. Lacan says that, for common sense, God is a 

universal eye that is brought to bear on all our actions. In this sense, Capital is a much 

more powerful god: it determines the meaning of whatever we say and do (Baldino & 

Cabral, 2017).  

If we ever have the power to engineer death and pain out of our system, that same power will 

probably be sufficient to engineer our system in almost any manner we like, and manipulate our 

organs, emotions and intelligence in myriad ways (Harari, 2015:50).   

Replacing "we" with "I" we get a typical BE discourse, the discourse of a crazy god. 

Can we resist it? Perhaps, but according to Butler, Laclau and Žižek (2000) we have 

to take into account that its power over us completes itself when we hope to be 

endowed with a hard inner core that would resist such subject repression "While the 

subject is pushed to suppose an ontological self and search for it, she is also 

simultaneously pushed to manufacture it" (Lensing, 2017: 680).  

COMMENTS FROM OUR THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

From the perspective developed thus far, the Social Turn appears as a compromise 

with, rather than as critique of current mathematics education research. From this 

perspective, the Social Turn may be subjected to an ideology criticism such as Pais & 

Costa (2017) have applied to UNESCO's global citizenship discourse: "the 

implementation of this discourse in schools and higher education institutions seems to 

be thwarted by neoliberal practices, marked by a market rationality" (ibid, 2). 

On this issue, we should ask, with Žižek: does the critique that presupposes ideology 

as a false consciousness "still apply to today's world? Is it still operating today?" 

(Žižek, 1999: 29). The answer is no, insofar as the cynical reason takes the stage. 

"The cynical subject is quite aware of the distance between the ideological mask and 

the social reality, but he nonetheless insists upon the mask" (ibid). Such a "cynical 

subject" is precisely what we attempted to elicit with the fictitious entity called BE.  

Against such a cynical position, the classical ideology critique of unmasking the 

particular interests behind the ideology is powerless.  

However, our presentation of BE did not lead to this dead end. Why? On the 

contrary, our presentation indicates that cynical reason can still undergo criticism. 

How can it be done? Žižek provides us the answer: "The cynical reason (…) leaves 

untouched the fundamental level of ideological fantasy, the level on which ideology 



structures the social reality itself" (ibid, 30). The social reality that is left untouched 

both by the Social Turn and BE, as well as by 'global citizenship' and 'neo-liberalism' 

is already structured by the ideological mask of "real abstraction" (Sohn Rethel, 

1978).  

In our case, real abstraction, the built-in ideology structuring reality, is the fantasy 

that disguises the promotional procedure moment as assessment. Once this fantasy is 

revealed as covering the moment of seizure of surplus-value, as happened in the final 

part of the dialogue with Mrs. Smith, BE loses its ground and becomes constrained to 

defending exploitation as such. "The most unbearable thing for the cynical position is 

to see transgressing the law in an open way, announced, that is, raising the 

transgression to an ethical principle" [3] (Žižek, 90: 75).  

The destructive effect of obliging BE to fully state its intention may be exemplified 

by the 1949 Gregory Ratoff film, Cagliostro, inspired on Alexandre Dumas' novel 

Joseph Balsamo. In one of the last scenes, the villain Cagliostro (Orson Welles) who 

masters almost superhuman hypnotic powers, falls in turn under a hypnotic trance 

commanded by his former master, Dr. Mesmer (Charles Goldner). Cagliostro is 

forced into fully stating his will: "Power! Power!” Our endeavor is to make BE 

confess its intention: “Growth! Growth!”, regardless of the survival of humankind 

and the planet. Once this enemy is well elicited and we evaluate its strength, we may 

become united around a common agenda and the social turn will have its leap 

forward.    

A FINAL WORD 

As we finish writing this article we hear of the last school shooting, this time in Santa 

Fe, Texas. The news comes only on the tenth page of our daily newspaper, with a 

small call-up in the front page! It is perhaps worth remembering what we said in 

MES2 and repeated in Baldino & Cabral (2013:82).  

Hereby we can find an answer to Althusser’s question: “Why is the educational apparatus in fact 

the dominant Ideological State Apparatus (ISA) in capitalist social formations, and how does it 

function?” (Althusser, 1970 p. 93). We retrieve our answer of many years ago: “It is because at 

school the student learns, above all, to participate in and accept the conditions of production and 

seizure of surplus-value, the work done by one’s fellow men” (Baldino, 1998, p. 77).  

It is time to start conjecturing that the routine school massacres actually target attacks 

on the capitalist mode of production.    

                                                             

NOTES 

[1] Quoted from UNESCO. 

[2] Perhaps, this is extending too much the law according to which man's anatomy explains the 

ape's anatomy, just like saying that a straight line segment is a rectangle with zero height. Would 

Marx subscribe to it? 

[3] This phrase does not appear in the English translation. 
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