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ABSTRACT 

The March of Remembrance and Hope is a nine day Holocaust genocide study that takes 

a diverse group of University students from across Canada to Germany and Poland. 

Together with survivors, academics, and social workers, the participating students 

engage in a critical, place-based study of the Holocaust. This thesis explores the 

experiences of nine individuals, including the researcher, on the 2010 March. Informed 

by critical theory with its focus on identifying and analysing structures of dominance, 

power and privilege, the research is attentive to the influence of critical pedagogical 

practices during the March for participants. More specifically, critical empathy and social 

justice activism are considered in light of the participants’ stories of their experience. 

Using qualitative methodology, and drawing on aspects of Indigenous Methodology that 

value the ethical aims of research and research as being in relation, interviews were 

conducted with the eight participants and emergent themes identified using an inductive 

approach to data analysis. Additionally, the researcher’s experiences on the March are 

highlighted through reflective writing and analysis. Conversations with participants 

highlight the value of particular pedagogical approaches on the March, including 

survivor testimony, place-based learning, a pedagogy of discomfort and testimonial 

reading were meaningful and may have contributed to participants’ heightened 

commitments to social justice action and their expressions of critical empathy.  
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CHAPTER ONE: 
SETTING THE STAGE 

 
Background: The Holocaust 

I begin this thesis with a brief overview of the Holocaust that was perpetrated on 

the Jewish people in Europe by the Nazis, largely during the time period of 1933-1945. It 

frames the research in this thesis and my own experiences as a participant on the March 

of Remembrance and Hope (MRH), a Holocaust study tour I attended in 2010. It is the 

March itself that is the focal point of my research, along with my own and my 

participants’ experiences on the March. More specifically, the thesis is attentive to 

critical pedagogical approaches to teaching and learning on MRH which I describe in 

more detail later in this discussion. This thesis attempts to uncover whether the 

participants’ common experience of MRH, an experience that is characterized by place-

based learning, survivor testimony, a pedagogy of discomfort and testimonial reading, 

has fostered or influenced critical empathy and social justice activism amongst these 

same participants. 

 The Holocaust is understood by some scholars as one of the most obvious 

examples in human history of a collective lack of enacted empathy.  According to Laub 

and Allard (1998), 

In all situations, people take a certain amount of empathy for granted. In the 

concentration camps, this basic assumption was disapproved. The sadistic and 

bureaucratically sanctioned killing that characterized the Nazi genocidal system 

depended on the severance of this psychological basis for life, of the connection 

between “I” and “you”...An empathic response was absent not only from the 
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Nazis but from the bystanders and Allies as well (i.e., from society at large). A 

hitherto unimaginable nightmare crossed the threshold into reality. (p. 803)  

But this nightmare did not happen overnight. Jewish people had lived in Europe for over 

two thousand years prior to the Holocaust (Berenbaum, 1993, p. 5). As Christianity 

became the dominant religion in Europe, Anti-Semitism began to rise and the first waves 

of violence swept across the continent. Jewish people were expelled, massacred and 

subjected to pogroms which were organized systematic riots and exterminations from the 

fifth through to the twentieth century (Berenbaum, p. 8). During the French Revolution 

of 1789, Jewish people were granted the same rights as other French citizens and the 

granting of these rights slowly spread through Europe, although this did not amend the 

societal and institutional oppression and violence that Jewish people continue to 

experience worldwide.  

At the turn of the nineteenth century, Jewish people in Russia began to once again 

experience pogroms as they were accused of the murder of the czar (Berenbaum, 1993, p. 

12). This and continued oppression throughout Europe led to an increase in Jewish 

immigrants leaving for the United States. As the twentieth century began, Jewish life in 

Europe was varied. Many Jewish people in Eastern Europe spoke Yiddish and lived in 

villages that were predominately Jewish (p. 12); however, in much of Western Europe 

Jewish people were largely assimilated into the dominant cultural group and 

intermarriage was widespread. As Berenbaum (1993) notes, 

Germany was the place where Jews were best able to participate in intellectual 

and cultural life… [however]…Adolf Hitler’s appointment as chancellor of 
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Germany on January 30, 1933, sealed the destruction of constitutional 

government in Germany. (p. 12)  

This led to an almost immediate implementation of violence and restrictive laws enforced 

against Jewish people and others that opposed Nazism. By March 9, 1933 Dachau 

concentration camp was opened and a day later, on March 10, Jewish Department stores 

in Germany were attacked. An official boycott of all Jewish stores in Germany was 

organized for April 1 (Gilbert, 2000, p. 32), and on May 10 of 1933 twenty thousand 

books were burned directly across from the University in Berlin (Gilbert, p. 35).  

Exactly seventy-seven years later, I stood on the precise spot that these books 

were burned and wondered what I would have done had I been a non-Jewish citizen of 

Germany at that time. The Nuremberg Laws were passed in Germany in 1935 and these 

laws basically stripped Jewish people of any rights. In 1938 Kristallnacht occurred, an 

event where Jewish property was destroyed and looted and Jewish people were beaten 

and killed (p. 42) with some sent to German concentration camps. On September 1, 1939 

German troops stormed Poland and the Second World War had begun (p. 50). “More 

than eight million Jews lived in Europe on the eve of the Second World War. By the end 

of the war, six million of them had been murdered, in some of the most barbaric 

circumstances in recorded history” (Gilbert, 2000, p. 50).  

The Nazis did not stall in implementing their genocidal agenda and they 

murdered Jewish people daily in large executions immediately after the invasion of 

Poland (p. 54). In October of 1939, the first ghetto, a sealed and heavily guarded area 

where Jewish people were to live, was established in Poland. Quickly other ghettoes 



4 

 

 

were created throughout Poland and by 1942 most Jewish people in the ghettoes were 

starving and suffering from disease and exhaustion from working as slave labourers in 

various industries deemed valuable to the Nazis. In 1941 the Holocaust intensified with 

the invasion of the Soviet Union, 

Before 1941 the Jews under Nazi rule had been subjected to persecution, 

humiliation, expulsion and random killing. In June of 1941 began the deliberate 

attempt to destroy all Jewish lives over a vast region of Europe…in the 

immediate wake of the victorious German army, advancing swiftly eastward 

came the Einsatzgruppen (Operational Squads) – in reality, mobile killing squads 

whose task, for which they had trained since May…was to destroy the Jewish 

communities in regions that had witnessed many centuries of vibrant Jewish life; 

in eastern Poland, western Russia and the Baltic…within twelve months, more 

than one million Jews had been murdered…most were driven from their homes, 

forced at gunpoint to pits and ravines a few miles away, ordered to undress and 

then shot. (Gilbert, 2000, p. 62)  

The deportation of the Jewish people eastward towards the ghettoes, concentration camps 

and later death camps began first with the Polish Jews being deported and murdered at 

Chelmno, Belzec, Sobibor and Treblinka (Gilbert, 2000, p. 74). In 1942, Auschwitz, 

which had been a concentration camp, was turned into a death camp. Jewish people from 

all over Europe began arriving in the death camp Auschwitz, were sent to slave labour 

camps or immediately to the gas chambers after a selection process. As Germany invaded 

more countries and rounded up Jewish people, the death camps of Poland began 
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murdering people not only from Poland, Germany, Russia, Baltic nations and other 

annexed nations but from European nations such as; Holland, France, Belgium, Finland, 

Italy, Greece and later Hungary.  

 In 1945 as the war in Europe drew to a close the Nazis would be responsible for 

the deaths of more than twelve million people in the Holocaust. Two out of every three 

Jewish people living in Europe would be murdered. What I have shared is by no means a 

complete or comprehensive history of the Holocaust, what preceded it or follows from it. 

It does not detail the daily nuances of existence within the camps or during the 

occupation of Nazi Germany, nor does it detail the specific heroic acts of some or the 

horrific acts of others; rather it is meant as a general overview for the reader of this 

thesis. It is my hope that you will research this topic more in depth as a means of 

engaging with the fragility and often oppressive nature of our humanity.  

The March of Remembrance and Hope 

This research study was conducted in the context of the March of Remembrance 

and Hope. The March of Remembrance and Hope (also referred to throughout this thesis 

as MRH) is a nine day Holocaust genocide study that takes a diverse group of University 

students from across Canada to Germany and Poland. With survivors, academics, social 

workers, and each other, the participating students engage in a critical, place-based study 

of the Holocaust. Aspects of critical pedagogy (discussed in more detail later) are used 

throughout the experience, specifically place-based learning, survivor testimony, a 

pedagogy of discomfort and testimonial reading. I argue that these critical pedagogical 
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aspects have the potential to influence the experiences of participants on MRH and their 

involvement in social justice afterwards. 

Place-based learning occurs throughout the MRH experience as participants 

travel to Germany and Poland and visit sites of the Holocaust. Participants walk through 

gas chambers, smell rotting leather shoes stolen at Majdanek and feel the rain while 

standing at the memorial at Treblinka. Many other sites are visited and it is at these sites 

and traveling between them, that Holocaust survivors share their testimony. On the 2010 

MRH which is the focus of this thesis, Holocaust survivors Faigie Libman and Pinchas 

Gutter shared their testimony at places such as Auschwitz, Plazow, the Warsaw and 

Krakow Ghettos, Majdanek, Treblinka, the Lupochova forest, the Grunewald Train 

Station Memorial and during many casual conversations with participants.  

 Testimonial reading occurs prior to the experience as well as at sites where 

readings are shared. Such reading by participants supports a pedagogy of discomfort 

described by Boler (1999) as “the process of questioning cherished beliefs or 

assumptions” (p. 176)  through the deconstructing of binaries that were potentially in 

existence during the Holocaust and are potentially still at play. Binaries such as 

victim/perpetrator and victim/bystander were deconstructed and critically examined by 

program coordinators, academic guides, participants and survivors through reflection, 

dialogue and questioning.  It is through these strategies that I believe critical pedagogy 

was employed on MRH. To clarify, critical pedagogy may be understood as a practice 

and philosophy of education that strives to invite students to question, examine and 

critique systems of power and privilege that are constantly at work within the world 
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(Kincheloe, 2008, p. 7). It is about deepening the intellectual academic form of education 

as well as advocating for social change so that we may live in a world that is more just 

and equitable for all. It invites students to re-examine the world they inhabit and to 

question how and why it is the way it is. Critical pedagogy, with its roots in critical 

theory, has the potential to promote the development of critical consciousness within 

students so that they may understand and be attentive to social and political 

contradictions that reproduce oppression and inequity. As Kincheloe (2008) states, 

“Critical Pedagogy is grounded on a social and educational vision of justice and 

equality” (p. 6).  

 I understand critical pedagogy as having strong ties to the study of empathy as 

Brazilian social justice educator Paulo Freire himself maintained that education for 

liberation must be as much about the mind as it is about the heart (Kincheloe, 2008 p. 3). 

In order to explore the relationship between critical empathy and social justice activism, 

the intent of my research has been to examine the role of critical pedagogy in fostering 

critical empathy on the MRH study experience and whether the experience has 

contributed to participant’s understandings of and engagement with social justice 

activism, if at all. While there are multiple understandings of social justice activism, for 

the purposes of this study, social justice activism is understood as:  

Addressing issues of equity, power relations, and institutionalized oppression. It 

seeks to establish a more equitable distribution of power and resources so that all 

people can live with dignity, self-determination, and physical and psychological 

safety. It creates opportunities for people to reach their full potential within a 
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mutually responsible, interdependent society. Working towards social justice 

requires changing unjust institutional structures, policies, and practices and 

challenging the dominant ideology. (Goodman, 2001 p. 5) 

Goodman’s conceptualization resonates with me in that it calls for changing unjust 

practices, noticing and challenging power and dominance, and the corresponding 

practices that sustain them. The Holocaust stands as an example of how power, 

dominance, and institutionalized oppression can be rationalized and implemented in 

devastating ways. While there have been commitments made by nations of the world to 

ensure such events never again occur, power and dominance continue to reproduce 

oppression in all societies, including Canada, despite narratives to the contrary. As such, 

Goodman’s conception of social justice is useful. 

 My interest in the Holocaust and the value of Holocaust education cannot be 

separated from my identity and the experiences that have in/formed it. With this in mind, 

in what follows I describe my emerging understanding of race, racism, power and 

dominance as I grew up in a small rural community in Saskatchewan. I am cognizant that 

situating myself may appear to re-centre myself and my whiteness and may relegate 

people with less power and privilege to the periphery (Leonardo, 2013); however, it is an 

important narrative in light of the questions that frame my research, for as Sensoy and Di 

Angelo (2012) point out, the construction of our identities cannot be separated from 

considerations of inequity, power and privilege.  It is also meant to situate me as the 

researcher, in keeping with aspects of Indigenous Methodology in order to show respect, 
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build trust and rapport as well as to attempt to “identify and then mitigate power 

differentials” (Kovach, 2010, p. 110) that possibly exist in the research.  

Situating Myself: “Because your liberation is bound up with mine…” 
 

I knew it was coming. I had seen pictures, taken virtual tours, and I thought I 

knew all of the textbook facts. Dates, names, places…even the supposed reasoning and 

twisted logic of historians trying to make sense of the Holocaust. It did not matter. 

Nothing prepared me for it, and so there I was, standing outside the door, staring into a 

room that I was suddenly unsure that I could enter. I had been calm and introspective for 

the entire MRH experience so far, never reacting to anything with an outward display of 

uncontrolled emotion, but I was starting to breathe with difficulty. I couldn’t seem to get 

any air. The cement hallway suddenly grew colder and I shivered in my jacket even 

though it was just a regular day in May. As I got shuffled into the room with a procession 

of other solemn bodies I suddenly felt like my throat was closing shut. My eyes started 

filling with tears and I could hardly look through them to do the task that was set before 

me. Witness. I opened my eyes and lifted my head and tried to cement the image in my 

mind. The light was dim, reflecting off the glass that held the hair of thousands of 

women behind it. It was different lengths and different colours and after sixty years it 

still looked like it could have been just sheared from the heads of women that walked 

under the gates of Auschwitz. I began to feel nauseous and the room began to spin, and 

as I walked from that room I felt a cold numbness settle over me as I began to ask 

questions. How was this possible?  How is such hatred possible?  How could so many 

people let this happen?  How did we get to this?  How did I get here? 
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I was there, standing in that room, staring at the hair of thousands of women who 

were murdered at Auschwitz because of a series of events that happened in my life, 

because of who I thought I was and who I thought I wanted to be. 

In the summer of 1992 my family relocated to Balcarres, Saskatchewan. 

Balcarres is located ten minutes north of the Qu’Appelle valley and approximately ten 

minutes south of four of the Files Hills Tribal Council nations; Little Black Bear, 

Starblanket, Okanese and Peepeekisis. The area is rich with the history and culture of 

First Nations peoples and it is scarred by the history and contemporary realities of 

Canada’s colonial past. This community was drastically different from the community 

we had been living in, Windthorst, which was a segregated community in an area that did 

not confront its colonial past or First Nations roots.  I was entering grade two when we 

made the move and I adjusted very quickly. In high school I played on a number of 

sports teams and it was during these events that I witnessed overt individual acts of 

racism for the first time. Other teams would say things such as “Go back to your rez” or 

“Dirty Indians”. These racist comments and treatment were hurtful and upset our naïve 

understanding of what a just society should look like; however, it was obviously more 

troubling for my First Nations friends as it was directed at them specifically, while I 

could continue to enjoy the benefits and privileges of being white. So while I may have 

been upset by such racist comments, these comments did not directly affect/undermine 

who I imagined myself to be as a white person.  

In addition to witnessing racism and noticing the effects of race, I also began to 

notice the effects of colonization, although at the time I did not recognize them as such. 
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Many of my Aboriginal friends were dealing with lived conditions of oppression 

including poverty, unemployment, addictions, sexual victimization and violence. I 

learned that there was a divide between my whiteness and the privilege associated with it 

and the reality of the racialized, sexualized oppression of my friends and their families. 

As a member of the dominant group my whiteness allowed me to participate in or leave 

situations as I pleased. I began to resent my whiteness. I felt a need and drive to better 

understand this systematic oppression based on racializing practices and the 

corresponding privileges and power I enjoyed as a result.  I was happy to move away 

from my home community which I felt was stifling and negative at the time.  

I began to attend the University of Regina and throughout my undergraduate 

degree in Education, I became more aware of myself as a person that existed in complex 

layers of gender, class, race, ability, etc. I began to deal with my “white guilt”, where I 

started to distinguish myself as an oppressor, which caused considerable anguish (Freire, 

1970, p. 49) at this time and I desired to learn more ways of taking action. Classes I took 

with Dr. Jennifer Tupper, Dr. Val Mulholland, Dr. Michael Cappello and Dr. Norbert 

Witt were and continue to be, very influential for me in my thinking about difference, 

power, oppression and privilege. It was also during this time that I began to learn more 

specifically about the events of Saskatchewan’s history through my Indigenous Studies 

courses. These were facts that I had never studied before. The unraveling of both the 

settler narrative and the narrative of Canada as a multicultural state that I had grown up 

with was very educational and transformational for me. These narratives have framed 

Saskatchewan as a province that has grown from the strength and fortitude of the 
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pioneers and Canada as a nation that is united in equality. These stories depend upon the 

myth of the empty wilderness to be sustained, thus making invisible the lives of First 

Nations people prior to and after European invasion (Mulholland, 2009; Sterzuk, 2011; 

Tupper, 2014). They also depend upon settler descendants to ignore that they historically 

or currently may be complacent in the theft, oppression and domination of Aboriginal 

peoples and land (St. Denis, 2001).  Dominant narratives such as these serve to frame 

how we are able to think about and experience the world. They function to sustain 

conditions of oppression and privilege and I have come to be more acutely aware of these 

through my lived experiences, including my participation in the 2010 MRH.  

In order to better understand the power and privilege I gained through whiteness I 

was eager to begin my graduate studies two years after I completed my undergraduate 

degree. In graduate classes with Dr. Carol Schick I was challenged to ask myself “Who 

do you think you are?”  I began to ask myself questions such as; how have I become 

aware of myself as a human being with a gender, race, class and so forth?  How has my 

identity changed across time?  What is the intention of this?  Whose voice is heard?  

Who is being ignored and why?  And to whose benefit?  Who are we?  What are we 

afraid to know?  What will we become?   

I had to first understand my own role in oppression and began to “view [myself] 

as inseparable from the dynamics that create injustice and suffering” (Danforth, 1997, p. 

4). In order to disrupt these oppressive social systems, “we must first acknowledge their 

colossal unseen dimensions” (McIntosh, 1988, p. 169). In my own understanding of 

myself, I did not begin to examine my own racial identity until I was confronted by the 
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racialization of others. There was a series of “normalizing effects associated with having 

one’s race widely and positively represented in the media” (Dei, Karumanchery, & 

Karumanchery-Luik, 2007, p. 92). I saw my own whiteness recreated and normalized 

through the toys I played with, the television shows I watched and through the school 

system I attended, that reproduced white normativity through various pedagogical 

practices (Leonardo, 2002).  

White people are often the “subjects of whiteness because it benefits and 

privileges them. As a collection of everyday strategies, whiteness is characterized by the 

unwillingness to name the contours of racism, the avoidance of identifying with a racial 

experience or group” (Leonardo, 2002, p. 34). This minimization of a racist legacy, and 

other similar evasions of the real history of my community and nation was a part of both 

the hidden and obvious curriculum. The state sanctioned texts and curriculum that I 

consumed were designed to “effectively deny, manage and order racism” (Montgomery, 

2005, p. 438) and white supremacy. 

In attending graduate school, I began to understand that my own settler heritage 

was not an accidental success. Although I am proud of the hard work of my ancestors, 

there were both social and institutional practices that allowed them to be successful. The 

Swedish side of my family was attracted to Canada on purpose. The colour 

advertisements that my family viewed were strategically placed throughout Scandinavian 

newspapers to draw these particular immigrants to Canada. It was after all, part of a 

planned effort on behalf of the Canadian government that “intended to keep the northern 

plains white” (Shepard, 1983, p. 18). This goal was articulated by a pamphlet series that 
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maintained “the Scandinavians of all the ‘racial groups’ attracted to Canada in the last 

fifty years…have presented the fewest problems in regard to assimilation” (Mackey, 

1999, p. 51).  

Razack (2002) argues that space itself is racialized. This is indeed important to 

consider as I situate myself, for it is not a coincidence that my family ended up where 

they did. My paternal family homesteaded near Percival which was the traditional lands 

of the Ochapowace First Nation. This land was signed to Ochapowace in the Treaty Four 

negotiations; however it was never actually granted. The land of my family’s homestead 

was close to the Qu’Appelle valley, which supplied the settlers and the First Nations 

people with good hunting, wood, water and many other resources. It was a very 

economically beneficial place for white settlers to occupy. This land was later bought 

back by the Ochapowace First Nation through Treaty Land Entitlement. My maternal 

family settled in the Arcola region. This was also not a coincidence as it was in the 

Moose Mountain area that the peoples of White Bear First Nation wintered. Again, this 

land was deemed of economic value and was quartered up for white settlers, some of 

whom were my family. This space and the space I continue to occupy is indeed 

racialized. 

Despite all of this formalized education surrounding anti-racist education and 

critical pedagogy, my sense of security remained. I felt safe in my privilege; I did not feel 

a sense of urgency or a sense of danger that I might encounter oppression. I continued to 

benefit from the “normative teacher identities [that allowed me to] consolidate our [my] 

performances of raced, classed, and gendered identities” (Schick, 2010, p. 308). I still 
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continued to feel that unraveling racism and colonialism was an act that was largely 

beneficial to those that did not experience the power and privilege of whiteness, and in 

being honest, I believe I felt redeemed in my participation in decolonizing work. I 

believe in some cases I was participating in further acts of whiteness, of “good” 

whiteness. I relate it to what Thompson (2003) calls a “Tiffany” or a “Dr. Lincoln”, I was 

making assumptions about antiracism and whiteness and in doing so;  

The assumptions that progressive white teachers –call us “Dr. Lincolns- make 

about correct antiracism smack of much the same idealism as does the Tiffanies 

insistence on being acknowledged as good whites. To the extent that Dr. Lincolns 

become complacent that we, at least, are doing it right- that we really do get it- 

we buy into the notion that, secretly we are “the friends of  people of color”  

Regarding ourselves as authoritatively antiracist, we keep whiteness at the centre 

of antiracism. (Thompson, 2004, p. 8) 

I felt that anti-oppressive decolonizing work was urgent in the sense that I realized that 

real people were literally dying because of the oppression that exists in our society today, 

but I do not think I fully felt myself implicated in this. It was not until I stood in the mud 

of Auschwitz that I really realized the effects of privilege. As a person that has always 

had privilege, it was nearly impossible for me to imagine not having it. It was here that I 

came to see with some clarity that systems of power can support you if you are deemed 

to be the “right kind of white”, yet they can just as quickly strip you of that power and 

privilege. In a world where there is not equity for all, there is not equity at all.  
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It was not until I traveled to the sites of the Holocaust that I came to begin to 

realize what that meant for me and how I was/am so directly implicated and bound up in 

the systems of power and privilege and what the very real consequences of these systems 

were and continue to be for all people. It was not until I stared at mounds of hair the 

same colour as mine, that I realized my survival was wrapped up in decolonizing and 

anti-oppressive work as well. I think it was standing here that I really realized that 

injustice can and often does mean death for many. Death camps are an obvious example 

of the extremes of oppression, but just as obvious to those without privilege are teen 

suicides, incarceration rates, drug and alcohol addictions and other factors that stem from 

crushing poverty levels that are enforced upon those without power and privilege. I 

believe it was here that I began to more fully understand Lilla Watson’s message as 

quoted in Bradshaw (2009) that was delivered to a United Nations Women’s Conference 

“If you have come here to help me you are wasting your time, if you have come here 

because your liberation is bound up with mine, then let us work together” (p. R1). 

In light of my own lived experiences, a growing awareness of my privilege and 

white racialization, and my desire to teach in socially just ways, I made the decision to 

apply to attend MRH 2010. My desire to more deeply engage with the Holocaust, 

particularly as a classroom teacher, and the connections I saw between the Holocaust and 

certain aspects of Canadian history, informed my engagement with this experience and 

my desire to centre it as part of this research study. More specifically, my own 

commitments to critical pedagogy and social justice activism led me to wonder about the 

influences of experiences like MRH on the commitments of other participants to social 
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justice work in its many and varied facets. As such, this thesis represents my attempts to 

grapple with these questions. 
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CHAPTER TWO: 
THEORETICAL/CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORKS 

 

Indigenous scholar Margaret Kovach (2010) utilizes the term conceptual 

framework in her work which she describes thus:  

Conceptual frameworks make visible the way we see the world. Within research, 

these frameworks are either transparent (i.e., through form) or not, yet they are 

always present. The rationale for explicit representation of one’s conceptual 

framework is that it provides insight into a researcher’s beliefs about knowledge 

production, in general, and how those beliefs will impact the research project. 

The content and form of the conceptual framework itself assists in illustrating the 

researcher’s standpoint, thus giving the reader insight into the interpretive lens 

that influences the research. (p.41)  

In the context of my research, I have used a conceptual framework surrounding empathy 

largely developed by Megan Boler. Boler (1999) describes passive empathy as a form of 

empathy where the participant is able to identify with the situation but in doing so 

absolves him/herself of any guilt or responsibility in changing or ending the injustice. 

Individuals do not examine the power or social hierarchies that may implicate them in the 

oppression. She also describes what I have termed critical empathy as a “semiotics of 

empathy” (p. 253) where the power and social hierarchies which complicate and 

implicate the reader/listener, text/speaker are emphasized (p. 253). Critical empathy has 

the potential to help students understand how they themselves are implicated in the 

injustice they are attempting to understand. This has been an important aspect of my 
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learning about oppression, one I believe is important for teachers (and I include myself in 

this category) to consider in their practice and the pedagogical choices they make to 

engage students in explorations of difficult or controversial topics.  

Additionally, I utilize Goodman’s (2001) work in constructing my conceptual 

framework, as she examines empathy in relation to what she refers to as the dichotomy 

between empathy and sympathy. Goodman describes empathy as involving the ability to 

identify with the situation and feelings of another person. It “incorporates affect and 

cognitive components, requiring both the capacity to share in the emotional life of 

another as well as the ability to imagine the way the world looks from another’s vantage 

point” (Goodman, 2001 p. 126). Goodman (2001) also describes empathy as containing 

or relating to compassion where we recognize and share vulnerability (p. 127). Sympathy 

or pity is described by Goodman as separating ourselves as individuals from the “Other” 

and “thinking of their plight as something that makes the person fundamentally inferior 

or different from ourselves” (p. 127).  

To be clear, I am cognizant of how easy it is to slip into passive empathy, as well 

as the problematic idea of simply imagining what it might be like to be the other. In 

addition to this, one must be cognizant of the risks, or dangers of passive forms of 

empathy.  Boler (1999) asks “who and what, I wonder, benefits from the production of 

empathy…in what ways does empathy risk decontextualizing particular moral 

problems?” (p. 156). How might empathy create binary positions in the sense that those 

who have power come to empathize with those that do not have power, but do not see 

themselves as implicated in this power differential?  Boler indicates that empathy 
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combined with critical education are necessary to move towards critical empathy and 

justice.  This is why I draw on both Boler and Goodman to provide a more robust 

framework of empathy for my work. 

As a researcher, I have been strongly influenced by two theoretical frameworks. 

These theoretical frameworks have been applied and examined in part throughout the 

research process and my analysis of data. I recognize that these theories have 

independent bodies of thought, and as such, I acknowledge the importance of articulating 

them as separate theoretical orientations. Having said that, I do feel that there are many 

relational concepts from both of these theoretical frameworks that have worked together 

to influence the framework that I operate within and apply to my perception of reality. 

These frameworks are Critical Theory and Indigenous Methodology. 

Critical Theory 

  I was introduced to critical theory in my undergraduate work at the University of 

Regina through social studies education classes, multicultural education classes and 

education professional studies classes. Learning from professors that encouraged students 

to ask questions and reflect on their perceptions, emotions, identities and reactions was 

very powerful for me and initiated my interest in critical theory. I found that during this 

time I began to perceive the world around me in a different manner than I had previously, 

and I began to feel that I had a better understanding of the world in which I existed and 

how things had come to be as they were/are. Indeed, it was through my exposure to 

critical theory that I began a process of learning to disrupt and challenge the status quo 

that reproduced dominant ideologies (Kincheloe, 2008, p. 46). 
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This work in critical theory was deepened through my graduate studies as I 

encountered research and scholarship in anti-oppressive education. I had the opportunity 

during this time to engage with many theorists (including but not limited to Kumashiro 

(2004), Kincheloe (2008), hooks (1994), Apple (1995) and Giroux (2011)) in this field 

and to deepen my own understanding of what critical theory is and how it has both been 

influenced by and has influenced other theoretical frameworks such as Critical Race 

Theory, Feminist Theory, and Post-Colonial /Decolonizing / Anti-Colonial theory. As 

noted earlier, critical theory demands that all societal constructs be critiqued and 

analyzed based on understandings of how power and privilege are constructed and 

implemented through different sociological creations (Kincheloe, 2008). Kincheloe 

(2008) maintains, 

Critical theory is a difficult animal to describe because (a) there are many critical 

theories, not just one; (b) the critical tradition is always changing and evolving; 

and (c) critical theory attempts to avoid too much specificity, as there is room for 

disagreement among critical theorists. (p. 48)   

I am thus mindful of the complexities inherent in critical theory, but I believe it is a 

useful framework to support my research as it facilitates a deeper understanding of the 

responses of my participants in relation to their experiences on MRH and of my own 

perceptions of the construction of this experience and its influences on me and others. 

 Critical theory emerged from the Frankfurt School, although the majority of its 

texts were not actually published in Germany, but in the American universities to which 

Adorno, Fromm, Marcuse, Pollock and others had fled to due to the rise of Nazism 
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(Pongratz, 2005, p. 154). These scholars were deeply influenced by the philosophies of 

Marx, Kant, Hegel and Weber. They were also deeply influenced by ideas of 

Freudianism (Gibson, 1986, p. 21). It was here that they began to develop a theory that 

would strive to bring to consciousness “the illegitimate domination and violence of this 

situation, and to bring to express the real existing, but as yet unarticulated, potential for 

liberation” (Pongratz, 2005, p. 155). After the war, the Frankfurt school was moved from 

Columbia University back to Frankfurt where it attracted “new members such as Jurgen 

Habermas and Alfred Schmidt” (Peters, Lankshear, & Olssen, 2003, p. 3). These critical 

theorists 

Begin with the premise that men and women are essentially unfree and inhabit a 

world rife with contradictions and asymmetries of power and privilege. The 

critical educator endorses theories that are, first and foremost, dialectical; that is, 

theories which recognize the problems of society as more than simply isolated 

events of individuals or deficiencies in the social structure. Rather, these 

problems form part of the interactive context between individual and society. 

(McLaren, 2009, p. 61) 

This dialectical understanding then allows educators to view school and the process of 

schooling not only as a site of domination and oppression but also potentially a site for 

liberation and empowerment. 

More recently, in the context of education, Kincheloe (2007) reminds us that we 

must be careful,  
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That critical pedagogy has become too much of a North American (and often 

European) “thing,” as White North American scholars appropriate a South 

American discourse. North Americans must be demanding in their efforts to 

make sure that Paulo Freire and his South/Latin American colleagues and 

progeny are viewed as the originators of this hallowed tradition. (p. 11) 

It is important to remember the roots of critical pedagogy do not lie with those with 

privilege but instead stem from oppressed peoples. Indeed,  

Attempting to liberate the oppressed without their reflective participation in the 

act of liberation is to treat them as objects which must be saved from a burning 

building; it is to lead them into the populist pitfall and transform them into 

masses which can be manipulated. (Freire, 1970, p. 65)  

Scholars such as Freire, Fanon and later Shor, Macedo and others developed the 

foundations of this pedagogy that would be taken up by such academics as bell hooks, 

Michael Apple, Henry Giroux, Peter McLaren, Joe Kincheloe and Howard Zinn. In her 

work, bell hooks brings to consideration the ways in which education, and more 

specifically, classroom practices, can be both oppressive and transformative, all the while 

attending to the intersections of race, class and gender as organizing social conditions. 

Drawing on the work of bell hooks, Michael Apple has written extensively about the 

relationship between education and equality and has been a tireless advocate of 

democratizing practices in education. Similarly, Henry Giroux’s work has contributed to 

considerations of what constitutes critical pedagogy, and the challenges of this work in 

light of neoliberalism. 
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Critical Pedagogy and Critical Consciousness 

As previously noted, Kincheloe (2008) states that critical pedagogy is often 

understood as practices and learning in education that examine systemic positions of 

power, injustice and inequity. He notes, “critical pedagogy is interested in the margins of 

society, the experiences and needs of individuals faced with oppression and 

marginalization” (p. 23). Many teachers that utilize critical pedagogical approaches in 

their teaching are committed to working toward a more equitable and just world and to 

developing intellectual thought in their students that challenges oppression. Kincheloe 

(2008) states that “advocates of critical pedagogy believe such suffering is a humanly 

constructed phenomenon and does not have to exist” (p. 12). Teachers that employ 

critical pedagogy then work with students to examine how societies are shaped, how 

oppression is produced and what can be done to eradicate it (p. 12). Critical pedagogy 

thus requires helping students to see how dominance and power work to privilege some 

individuals and groups and marginalize others. 

As discussed earlier, I have employed a critical theory framework which informs 

approaches to and understandings of critical pedagogy. It is difficult to describe or define 

critical theory in a definitive way, as there are many theories foundational to it. It has 

therefore been taken up over time and in various ways by scholars from multiple 

disciplines, including education. It is ever changing and evolving to adapt to the society 

and social structures therein that reproduce dominance and power. A central commitment 

remains examinations of the (re) production of power, privilege and dominance.  
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 For the purposes of this thesis, there are some concepts that Kincheloe (2008) 

outlines as important specifically to the study of critical theory in education. In this 

research I draw on notions of critical enlightenment, analysis of hegemony and ideology, 

the concepts of immanence and of critical emancipation (p. 50).  

Critical enlightenment is described by Kincheloe (2008) as the analysis of 

competing power interests. It is about “identifying who gains and who loses in specific 

situations” (p. 50). It also includes learning to unlearn and to question the status quo. 

This connects directly to one’s ability to analyse hegemony, understood as the creation of 

the lifestyle, ideas, language and so forth of the dominant group as the norm. Hegemony 

ensures the maintenance of dominance and power through cultural and institutional 

practices/exercises; it ensures that dominant ideology becomes common sense. By 

examining hegemony and ideology individuals may begin to ask questions about 

domination. 

 The interrogation of hegemony is necessary for critical emancipation, which has 

been described as individuals and groups “[gaining] the power to control their own lives 

in solidarity with a justice-oriented community” (Kincheloe, p. 51). Central to critical 

emancipation is the idea that education can be a liberatory practice and that as critical 

scholar and educator Friere (1970) understood: 

Education as the practice of freedom- as opposed to education as the practice of 

domination- denies that man (sic) is abstract, isolated, independent, and 

unattached to the world; it also denies that the world exists as a reality apart from 

people. Authentic reflection considers neither abstract man nor the world without 
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people, but people in their relations within the world. In these relations 

consciousness and world are simultaneous: consciousness neither precedes the 

world nor follows it. (p. 81) 

As Kincheloe (2008) articulates, “liberation takes place in the action of human beings 

operating in the world to overcome oppression” (p. 71).  

 The concept of immanence is one that I compare closely to MRH’s stated ideal 

of hope itself. Immanence is described by Kincheloe (2008) as involving “the use of 

human wisdom in the process of bringing about a better and more just world, less 

suffering, and more individual fulfillment…critical theorists are profoundly concerned 

with who we are, how we got this way, and where do we go from here.” (p. 53). Freire’s 

understanding of hope is also closely tied to activism as he states “hope, however, does 

not consist in crossing one’s arms and waiting. As long as I fight, I am moved by hope; 

and if I fight with hope, then I can wait” (Freire, 1970, p. 92). 

One of the most pivotal aspects of critical pedagogy is the “cultivation of critical 

consciousness” (Kincheloe, 2008, p. 72). Critical consciousness becomes evident when 

teachers and students, 

Conceptually pull back from their lived reality so as to gain a new vantage point 

on who they are and how they came to be this way. With these insights in mind, 

they return to the complex processes of living critically and engaging in the world 

in the ways such a consciousness requires. (Kincheloe, 2008, p.73)   

Freire (1970)  elaborates when he suggests that critical consciousness is “embodied in 

action, a climate of hope and confidence develops which leads men (sic) to attempt to 
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overcome the limit situations” (p. 99). Critical consciousness may thus be understood as  

a paradigm shift away from naiveté and acceptance of the status quo (and also from what 

Gramsci (2000) refers to as the social common sense) towards a consciousness that 

recognizes and challenges oppression. These aspects of critical theory not only inform 

my research, but shed light on my own and others’ experiences on MRH. I use them to 

consider the responses of my participants, and to frame the critical pedagogical 

approaches that shaped the experiences on the March.  

Indigenous Methodology 

In addition to critical theory, I draw on aspects of Indigenous methodology in my 

research. Kovach (2010) describes several characteristics of this methodology including 

“(a) tribal epistemology, (b) decolonizing and ethical aim, (c) researcher preparations 

involving cultural protocols, (d) research preparation involving standard research design, 

(e) making meaning of knowledges gathered, and (f) giving back” (p. 45). For the 

purpose of my research, I draw on her notion of the ethical aim and of giving back. 

Throughout my research, I tried to maintain a high degree of ethics firstly through my 

transparency with interview participants about my research and the procedures I 

followed. I also ensured that research participants had the opportunity to read transcripts 

and make edits or add additional comments if they wished after our interview concluded. 

In conducting my research I tried to remain respectful of each participant and their story 

as they understood it. Kovach elaborates on this methodology by highlighting the 

difference between an Indigenous methodology that is frequently utilized, one that 

consists of methods such as sharing circles, and an Indigenous methodology that also 
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consists of the valuing and privileging of Indigenous epistemologies alongside specific 

cultural methods (Kovach, 2010, p. 42).  

As a researcher, I understand that Indigenous epistemologies or ways of knowing 

are complex and diverse. Kovach (2010) describes Indigenous epistemology using the 

following descriptive words “interactional and interrelational, broad-based, whole, 

inclusive, animate, cyclical, fluid and spiritual” (p. 56). It encompasses relational 

knowing, spiritual knowledge, holistic orientation, language and culture, importance of 

place, and sharing and generosity (p. 55). She advances a research framework that is 

attentive to the experiential nature of knowledge and has, at its centre, an ethical aim. 

Throughout this study, which is centred on the experiences of my participants, I have 

attempted to incorporate aspects of Indigenous methodology that include but are not 

limited to the specific methods and characteristics of Indigenous research that Kovach 

(2010) lays out, such as: critical, user-friendly, located within a contextual site, organic, 

flexible and focused on change (p. 47).  I attempt to recognize what Kovach points out, 

that utilizing an Indigenous methodology is not just about using methods or 

characteristics; it is about understanding and constructing realities with different forms of 

knowledge. Further, I am attentive to Kovach’s (2010) assertion that “the way one goes 

about doing research holds complexity” (p. 44). 

Although I am not an Indigenous researcher, I feel that it is important to ally 

myself with epistemologies that represent peoples who have been positioned outside of 

the dominant group. I also feel that it is important to recognize that Indigenous 

epistemologies have affected my construction of my identity because of where I grew up 
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and because of the place that I am writing this research from. I am writing from Treaty 

Four territory in Saskatchewan, and as Kovach points out, the land itself, the sense of 

place has a huge effect on the research. I do recognize that Kovach (2010) identifies three 

distinct aspects of Indigenous frameworks and research: “ (a) the cultural knowledges 

that guide one’s research choices; (b) the methods used in searching; and (c) a way to 

interpret knowledge so as to give back in a purposeful, helpful and relevant manner” (p. 

44).  

Obviously as someone who is not Indigenous, I lack specific Indigenous cultural 

knowledge. However, I believe it is important to adhere to the other two aspects 

identified by Kovach; the methods of research and ways of interpreting to give back. I 

believe strongly that knowledge should be accessible to all and that research should give 

back. It is my hope that the research I have conducted will help teachers to see increased 

value in critical pedagogical practices that not only influence learners’ involvement in 

social justice activism but that deepen their understanding of power, privilege and 

dominance. It is my hope that similar pedagogical practices to those that were employed 

on the MRH 2010 may be implemented in various levels in various locations with the 

hopes of fostering critical empathy and critical consciousness.  

 Another important aspect of Indigenous Methodology that I have strived to 

adhere to is the importance of relationality. Shawn Wilson (2008) writes about the 

importance of relationships and the respect that must be given when someone shares their 

story with you, the researcher. In his book, Research is Ceremony (2008), Wilson 

attempts to build a strong connection between the reader and the other people involved in 



30 

 

 

the research process (p. 62). I too, have attempted to respect the relationships I have with 

my research participants and to acquaint you, the reader with them. I do this by firstly 

respecting the shared stories of my participants and honouring the intent behind the 

sharing of their deeply personal stories. During each of my interviews, the feeling was 

more of a casual conversation, where we first conversed about our personal lives and day 

to day living before seguing into the interview questions. Humour was a part of each 

conversation and I felt a great responsibility to each of my participants to share their 

stories in a way that honours aspects of Indigenous methodology. I have written about 

each participant in an effort to acquaint the reader with some of the traits, background 

and experiences of each person. It is my hope that this allows for the reader of this thesis 

to connect with and relate to the participants.  

 Wilson (2008) extends this thinking beyond relationships between the researcher 

and the participants to concepts, ideas, places, describing how knowledge is “built upon 

relationships between things, rather than on things themselves” (p. 74). Knowledge is 

indeed based upon relationships. The relationships that I have with participants were vital 

to this research, as were the relationships we develop with the places we visited and the 

survivors we witnessed. Because of the difficult learning that occurred on the March, I 

believe the stories my participants shared as part of this process were made available to 

me because of our already established relationship and because I too had been a member 

of this learning community. 

 Additionally, I have applied aspects of an Indigenous framework through my 

study of place and its effects on participants, recognizing, as Wilson (2008) does, - the 



31 

 

 

importance of place and our relationships with it. I have found that as Basso (1996) 

explains:  

The past lied embedded in features of the earth- in canyons and lakes, mountains 

and arroyos, rocks and vacant fields- which together endow their lands with 

multiple forms of significance that reach into their lives and shape the way they 

think. Knowledge of places is therefore closely linked to knowledge of the self, to 

grasping one’s position in the larger scheme of things, including one’s own 

community, and to securing a confident sense of who one is as a person. (p. 34) 

In the context of MRH, place is of central importance. The experience requires that 

participants visit sites and locations of significance in attempting to understand the 

Holocaust.  It is much more than just being in a place; it is the experience of the place 

itself, its affect, its historical traces, its life forces. Further, in the context of my own 

lived experiences, the importance of place cannot be overstated. Again, it is much more 

than simply where I grew up. Rather, it is a deep understanding of the significance of 

place to historical consciousness and understanding. For these reasons, I see great value 

in utilizing aspects of Indigenous methodologies in my research. 

Literature Review 

There is a significant collection of literature that explores different forms of 

empathy such as, passive (Duncan, 2002), historical (Brooks, 2009), strategic and 

reconciliatory (Zembylas, 2011) and emotive. As previously noted, the framework of 

empathy that I draw from most heavily is that which Megan Boler developed. Boler 

(1999) argues it is only through critical empathy that the student may be able to 



32 

 

 

understand how they themselves are implicated in the injustice they are attempting to 

empathize with. This may occur through what Boler describes as a “crisis of truth” (p. 

264), that may emerge when we develop our relationship to the trauma of contemporary 

history and how, when we attempt to implement a critical view of the construction of 

history, we may come to understand the complexity and variance of historical narratives. 

In order for dominant identities to be questioned, dominant narratives need to be revealed 

and challenged which in turn may lead to the “crisis of truth” Boler describes. It is 

important to be mindful of the power of whiteness to persist through its structuring forces 

as they may be deployed to re-establish dominance, despite efforts to establish critical 

empathy.  

Boler is critical of what she perceives to be a form of empathy that is passive. 

Passive empathy is perhaps the most commonly perpetuated and most troubling form of 

empathy in terms of recreating current systems of oppression that are at play within 

societies today. Passive empathy is dangerous in that it creates a type of empathy that 

allows the student to ‘consume the other’ (hooks, 1992). The student is able to look at the 

oppression or injustice, relate on a superficial emotional level to the pain or discomfort 

that the other is/was experiencing, but are not pushed or asked to examine how power 

and privilege are working to create or construct the obstacles that the other is/was facing. 

This form of empathy then reinforces the dominance of the oppressive group as it 

“absolves the reader through the denial of power relations” (Boler, 1999, p. 261). The 

student or reader is able to passively examine the context and determine that the other 

felt “bad”. They then relate to that feeling and they too feel “bad” but are not asked to 
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question why they feel that particular way nor are they encouraged to explore the 

conditions that make the emergence of such feelings possible or likely.  

Similar to Boler’s definition of passive empathy is Duncan’s (2002) description 

of Delgado’s “false empathy” which is described as a person of privilege superficially 

relating to another without privilege. This empathy is then understood as “shallow” (p. 

89). Brooks (2009) also looks at historical empathy, calling for a critical understanding 

of history through empathy. She understands that history cannot be understood (if it is 

arguably to be understood at all) without the student exploring their own perspectives 

and “socio-cultural bearings” (p. 217). In her work, Goodman (2001) examines the 

difference between “sympathetic responses” and “empathetic responses” (p. 129). 

Goodman believes that an empathetic response may lead to social action in that people 

feel a sense of obligation and responsibility to take direct action. They recognize that by 

not acting they become a direct participant in the oppression. It is important to consider 

however, that empathy has the potential to stand in for critical thinking insofar as 

individuals become overwhelmed by their emotional response to an experience. This 

response may allow participants to imagine that they have now experienced similar 

oppressions, thus maintaining their dominant social position.  

In utilizing a Holocaust study experience, MRH, as the context in which I have 

explored the relationship between critical pedagogy, critical empathy and social justice 

activism, I have found a wide array of literature that examines the effects of Holocaust 

education for students or pre-service teachers. Research conducted by Spalding, Savage 

and Garcia (2003) examined the effects of the American March of Remembrance and 
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Hope and its impact on pre-service teachers’ feelings about diversity. The study found 

that immersion experiences such as the American March of Remembrance and Hope 

“play a valuable role in sensitizing students to diversity issues” (p. 39). Another study by 

Jennings (2010) served to examine the role between Holocaust education and varying 

forms of citizenship including ideas of tolerance (p. 36). These studies differ from mine 

as they explored Holocaust education in general or they discussed previous versions of 

the March of Remembrance and Hope, rather than the one designed by the Canadian 

Centre for Diversity that I attended. However, they are important considerations to my 

research because they examine Holocaust study experiences similar to the one I 

participated in, and they examine the possible impacts of Holocaust education, as well as 

ideas of empathy, activism and power.  

The March of Remembrance and Hope discussed in the literature was most 

frequently the American one that was conducted throughout the 1980s and 1990s. This 

endeavour was later taken up by the Canadian Centre for Diversity to create a similar 

Canadian experience. The Canadian version of MRH that occurred throughout the 2000s 

and still continues is the one I attended. These study experiences differed from the one I 

participated in with the Canadian Centre for Diversity in that there was no required 

preparatory course, no required final project, no additional study experience to Israel and 

no official mandate of “never again”, which were all aspects of the previously run 

American March of Remembrance of Hope (Rosenblum, 2007, p. 60). In addition to this, 

the most frequent references to empathy consisted of statements such as “MRH appeared 

to be successful in creating empathy toward victims of the Holocaust” (Spalding, Savage, 
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& Garcia, 2003 p. 39) as the study of critical pedagogy and empathy itself were not the 

focus. Rosenblum (2007) did conduct significant research about the American March of 

Remembrance and Hope and its connection to social justice (2007). This was extremely 

useful in that Rosenblum was herself a participant within the experience and also chose 

to utilize a qualitative research framework. However, Rosenblum’s research did not 

focus on connections between critical empathy, the use of critical pedagogy and social 

justice activism. Rather, she focused specifically on the use of Holocaust Education as 

the catalyst for “prosocial activism” (Rosenblum, 2007 p. 2). Pro-social activism is 

described as “sustained action in the service of improving another person’s or group’s 

life condition by working with them or by trying to change society on their behalf” 

(Hoffman, 1989, p. 65).  

Peto (2010) has explored the Holocaust and Holocaust education in her 

scholarship and research. More specifically, her work grapples with the effects and 

influences of white privilege in understanding a hierarchy of oppression. Peto (2010) 

cautions against the perpetuation of white hegemony and the potential danger that 

Holocaust Education serves to perpetuate Eurocentrism in the sense that while on MRH 

all experiences of genocide or oppression are situated against the backdrop of the 

Holocaust.  Peto’s work offers an important analysis surrounding the implicit and explicit 

dangers of Holocaust education along with her own in-depth consideration of identity 

and its construction. She argues that experiences such as MRH create the possibilities for 

perpetuating white hegemony. I draw connections between her work and that of Wendy 

Brown’s (2006) study of the Wiesenthal museum. In this context, Brown notes, “while 
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the visitor is subjected to sensory and emotional overload, she or he is simultaneously the 

recipient of an intense moral-political didacticism” (Brown, 2006, p. 125). I have 

attempted to be attentive to these concerns in my research and in reflecting on my own 

lived experiences of MRH. 

My research focused on understandings and constructions of critical pedagogy 

and critical empathy in the context of MRH and how these relate to participants’ 

engagement in social justice activism. Thus, there are differences between previous 

research studies and my own. I have utilized the context of the Canadian MRH because it 

allows me as a participant to understand the extent to which certain critical pedagogical 

practices supported the fostering of critical empathy for me personally and for my 

participants. I was then able to explore the extent to which this particular experience and 

the potential deepening of critical empathy influenced participants’ social justice 

activism, including my own. The specific aspects of critical pedagogy that were 

examined in my study include: pedagogy of discomfort, testimonial reading, and placed 

based learning. It is my belief, based on the responses of my participants, that these 

pedagogical practices support critical enlightenment, an analysis of hegemony, 

immanence and emancipation. 

Like Peto (2010), I understand that promoting liberatory practices in education 

may indeed perpetuate forms of dominance (see my discussion of ‘safe spaces’ later in 

this thesis for example). However, I feel that my own experience as a participant on 

MRH precipitated a disruption of my own understanding of the power of whiteness. I 

began to more fully understand that as a white person on MRH, whiteness itself is 
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constructed, and applied in a multitude of levels. For me, the sites of the Holocaust 

facilitated a realization of the very tangible implications of white supremacy. 

Critical Pedagogical Approaches 

A pedagogy of discomfort may be understood as advancing the idea that in order 

to foster critical empathy educators must steer away from the perpetuated myth that all 

classrooms should be ‘safe spaces’. This discourse of ‘safe spaces’ has the potential to 

shut down possibilities for teaching about difficult topics and engaging in difficult 

dialogues about such topics. The notion of ‘safe’ is sometimes interpreted by teachers as 

the need to shelter and protect students from knowledge that may make them feel 

uncomfortable or unsettled. In effect, this reproduces dominance. It is my belief that 

places of learning should be places where dominant ideologies, identities and structures 

are revealed, questioned and challenged (Kumashiro, 2000). This is not a comfortable or 

‘safe’ space in the way that members of dominant groups frequently understand safety; 

as a space where the dominant ideology is not questioned or challenged. This space that 

questions and challenges the status quo may indeed become a safer space for members of 

marginalized groups. It is important to create a space where oppressive institutions and 

systems are questioned, along with the identities of those who experience and enjoy the 

privilege that this oppression provides, these very spaces will “become the most 

uncomfortable for those who benefit from that power” (Leonardo & Porter, p. 140). 

Boler (1999) describes a pedagogy of discomfort as:   

Both an invitation to inquiry as well as a call to action. As inquiry, a pedagogy of 

discomfort emphasizes “collective witnessing” as opposed to individualized self 
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reflection. I distinguish witnessing from spectating as one entree into a 

collectivized engagement in learning to see differently. (p. 176) 

This notion of learning to see differently is central to fostering critical empathy and was 

very much a part of my experience on MRH. 

Testimonial reading is another aspect of critical pedagogy that is particularly 

important when studying the Holocaust, as hearing actual survivor testimony, being 

alongside survivors is rapidly becoming unavailable as more and more survivors die. 

Technology has made the viewing of these testimonies more accessible in many cases, 

but the reading of testimony is increasingly important. Testimonial reading is the reading 

of the testimony of those that actually experienced the oppression or the injustice that the 

student is studying and attempting to understand. Boler (1999) states that “testimonial 

reading requires a self-reflective participation: an awareness first of myself as reader, 

positioned in a relative position of power by virtue of the safe distance of reading” (p. 

263). It is also important to note that while testimonial reading is necessary for critical 

empathy to be fostered amongst students, in the context of the Holocaust, testimony can 

also be necessary to the survivor. Laub and Allard (1998) write, 

The experience of failed empathy (of being abandoned by those turned 

persecutors, by bystanders, and ultimately by one’s own internal other) is at the 

heart of the survivor’s intolerable and overwhelming sense of aloneness; it 

structures the survivor’s need to find a good other who can combat this sense of 

aloneness and who can refigure the survivor as a human being who has a place in 

the world. The listener embodies the return of the other...the wish is to reinvent 
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the responsive other through testimony so as to reconstitute the self as one who is 

heard. (p. 808) 

This testimonial reading has the potential to be part of a healing or cathartic process for 

the survivor as well as for the listener. While attending MRH, I found that hearing 

testimonial reading, coupled with place-based learning was extremely powerful and 

motivating for me. 

Laub (1991) examines the distinct levels in which witnessing in relation to the 

Holocaust may occur; “the level of being a witness to oneself within the experience; the 

level of being a witness to the testimony of others; and the level of being a witness to the 

process of witnessing itself.” (p. 75). Survivor testimony supports the abilities of 

individuals to bear witness to the events and experiences of the Holocaust. It can create 

an entry point into thinking differently about the event, and may even provide 

opportunities for teachers to explicitly address issues of power and oppression embedded 

in testimonies. 

Place-based learning was a central aspect of critical pedagogical practices and 

corresponding experiences of MRH. Place-based learning may be understood as the 

utilization of the place as a tool for learning. This often means that the learning is 

necessarily moved from outside of the classroom. Learning is thus able to occur within a 

place and the instructor is able to utilize aspects of place to deepen students’ 

understanding and engagement with the curriculum. Environmental factors such as 

climate, landscape, weather, architecture, geography and so forth become a primary 

source for learning. Students may also develop a sense of what the place “feels” like - the 
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energy of the place, and to begin to reflect on how they themselves feel in such a place 

and why they might feel as they do. This is particularly important within the context of 

MRH as students are not only transported overseas; they themselves experience firsthand 

places of historical significance. They are able to better situate these places within a 

larger context of geography and feeling.  

 Incorporated into place-based learning is the importance of understanding that 

place does not simply mean a place that is full, it can also be learning from the sense of 

emptiness of a place. This is evident in terms of the Holocaust sites where there had been 

a thriving Jewish community prior to the Holocaust or even death camps like Chelmno 

where what once was is no longer present in the physical sense. To draw the comparison 

to Canada, it may also be evident in sites where Residential schools once were but no 

longer stand. 

From my perspective as a participant, and in light of my own critical 

understanding, I believe MRH attempted to promote an educational atmosphere whereby 

specific pedagogical approaches were used to promote critical empathy and subsequent 

social justice activism. Throughout the experience of MRH, binary positions were 

examined, including victim and bystander, as were many alternative perceptions of 

historical narrative. As previously noted, several pedagogical practices with the potential 

to promote critical consciousness were utilized. Conversations about power and privilege 

were frequent amongst participants and organizers, as were specific conversations about 

Palestine and Israel both in large group conversations and between participants. Dialogue 
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was consistently encouraged and a pedagogy of discomfort was often in practice, causing 

participants to re-examine their assumed paradigms. 
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CHAPTER THREE: 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

The data I have collected consists of personal stories and perspectives of participants 

on MRH and my analysis of these responses. As discussed previously, I have chosen to 

follow an Indigenous Research methodology as described by Kovach (2010), Wilson 

(2008) and Tuhiwai Smith (1999). The aspects of this methodology that I include, but are 

not limited to: user friendly language, flexibility, critical analysis, accountability, 

understanding of Indigenous worldviews and storytelling (Kovach, 2010). Further, the 

importance of relationality and the value of stories in Indigenous methodology are central 

to my research. I am conscious that the research exists in the style of community based 

research in that I am part of the MRH community and am very conscious of my 

relationship to this research and the participants as well as the collected data and my 

analysis of it. This means that I have attempted to be extremely sensitive in how 

interviews were conducted and how data was collected, but also in how I am articulating 

my findings. At all times I have made an effort to be respectful and supportive of the 

people that shared their stories and experiences of MRH with me.  

In the context of this research, I specifically adhered to the following procedures: 

1. Ethics approval by REB (See Appendix A) 

2. Informed the Canadian Centre of Diversity of my research intentions 

3. Situated myself and began to examine my own individual desire/need to conduct 

this research 
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4. Invited research participants by firstly sending letters to all MRH participants 

from 2010. From those that were interested in participating in the study I 

randomly selected eight participants. 

5. Developed questions that helped to construct portraits of the research participants 

so as to ensure they had identities within the research. Developed interview 

questions regarding critical pedagogy, empathy and social justice in the context of 

MRH. (See Appendix B) 

6. Engaged in an analysis of participant data collection through coded thematic 

analysis 

7. Shared findings with participants and allowed them to review transcripts and 

make changes or edits. 

8. Understood/developed research limitations 

After completing my proposal and receiving my ethics approval I set out to inform 

the Canadian Centre for Diversity of my research intentions. Carla Wittes, the former 

program director of MRH was extremely supportive. In addition to encouraging my 

pursuit of graduate studies, she offered to contact former participants for me and endorse 

my research. Although I was extremely grateful for her offer, I felt confident I would be 

able to gather a sufficient number of participants on my own. After reaching out to 

participants of the 2010 March through letters and social media, I quickly found myself 

with enough individuals willing to be part of my research. If I had been in need of further 

participants I would have had no difficulty in finding them. All of the people that 
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contacted me were very supportive of my endeavours and this indicated to me that many 

of us did indeed form significant bonds while on MRH.  

As I was working within a particular timeframe for the research, the eight people I 

selected were the first to respond to my call for participants and submit their letters of 

consent. I made sure that each of the conversations I had with participants built upon the 

relationship I had already established with them. I strove to be both ethical and personal 

in all of my communication, in keeping with Indigenous research methodology. I also 

strove to be transparent with what I was attempting to research. I was clear with 

participants that I would utilize their stories in a respectful manner that attempted to 

honour them, their experiences and their knowledge. While conducting all of my 

interviews, although they occurred over the phone or through skype, I attempted to create 

an ethical space- a space Ermine (2007) describes as a “position where human to human 

dialogue can occur…a dialogue that begins to set the parameters for an agreement to 

interact modeled on appropriate, ethical and human principles” (p. 202). It is within the 

parameters of this ethical space that I was able to have meaningful conversations with 

participants about their experiences on MRH.  

 In adhering to the principles of an Indigenous research methodology, I shared my 

own story. Bull (2008) notes, this may include, “providing details of their ancestry, 

family life, scholarship and intentions, not only during initial introductions but 

throughout the project” (p. 38). Central to any Indigenous Methodology is the building of 

trust, familiarity and respect. Archibald (2008) explains that “patience and trust are 

essential for preparing to listen to stories. Listening involves more than just using the 



45 

 

 

auditory sense…As the Elders say, “it is important to listen with ‘three ears: two on the 

sides of our head and the one that is in our heart’” (p. 8).  

In order to draw on aspects of an Indigenous methodology I must first remember that 

research in itself is a form of ceremony, that research is connected and related to sacred 

things, land, people and spirituality (Wilson, 2008). I have focused my research on 

relationality, humility and research for the community at large. I have attempted to utilize 

the “four R’s” as laid out by Archibald (2008) “respect, relevance, reciprocity, 

responsibility” (p. 1). I have also endeavoured to take into account the lessons that 

“nothing is ever perfect and everything is always evolving” (Michell, 2009, p. 71). This 

is true for many things in life and is certainly true for the research I have conducted.  

I have also modeled my data collection techniques within my research on the work of 

Kovach (2010) and Wilson (2008). Kovach (2010) discusses the need for data to be 

presented in a language that is accessible, through story format, and to ensure room for 

participants to reviews the transcripts of the interviews (p. 52). This allows for the reader 

of the data to situate themselves and interpret and perceive the data as they understand it. 

I have also utilized a method of grouping or coding the responses in order to understand 

common themes or responses from participants (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This is known 

as inductive thematic analysis, where the researcher allows for themes to emerge from 

the interview responses, rather than forcing themes upon the data. During my research 

this allowed me to maintain flexibility and accessibility in my data analysis.  

 Braun and Clarke (2006) emphasize the need for the thematic analysis to be data 

driven as well as a six phase approach to data analysis. In the context of my research this 
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consisted of familiarising myself with the stories of my participants, generating initial 

codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes and finally 

producing my discussion of findings (Braun & Clark, 2006). I initially familiarized 

myself with the data I collected through transcribing over ten hours of interviews. By 

transcribing each interview myself, I had the opportunity to closely examine each word 

and the delivery and tone of each word spoken by the participants. Through this process, 

I began to notice themes already emerging, with participants consistently using the same 

language and in some cases discussing the same moments and people. These 

commonalities apparent in the transcripts led me to identify themes specific to the 

influence of survivor testimony, place, connections to disenfranchised peoples, apathy, 

and the importance of other MRH participants on the research participant. I was also able 

to uncover themes of engagement or action through each participant’s data.  

Once I was able to identify these themes, I combed through the data carefully looking 

for additional themes that would support those earlier identified. It was here that I also 

observed a level of trauma that each participant expressed, both implicitly through 

emotion and explicitly through descriptions of the MRH experience. Participants often 

described the experience as traumatic, or they discussed the challenges they encountered 

upon returning home and resuming their lives as they had lived them before. I was 

curious, did this experience change people?  What kind of people wanted to travel around 

the world to see some of the most depressing remnants of human history?  What kind of 

people needed to bear witness to this atrocity?  And would these people use this 

experience to make positive changes in the world? 
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The Participants 

I am to be executed. It will be soon. The Nazis are getting more desperate, and as 

they get more desperate they get meaner. I’ve been alone in this cell for two 

weeks now. There is a little desk in the corner, and a few minutes ago a guard 

came in and dropped a piece of paper and a pencil on a desk. I’m allowed one last 

letter, a farewell letter to my family. The guard laughed. He knows I can’t write. 

They pulled all my fingernails out and my fingers are swollen and bleeding. But I 

can think. They can’t stop that. (Matas, 1989, p.1) 

Nicole 

When I was ten years old, I picked up a book and read these words written above. 

Because of this textual encounter, I was hooked on a course of studying history that 

eventually would lead me to participation on MRH 2010. I picked up this fictional novel 

at a Scholastic book fair in my small town’s rural school, and it was titled “Jesper”. This 

book tells the tale of a young Danish resistance fighter during the Second World War. I 

read this opening passage and wanted to read everything I could about the Holocaust. I 

was fascinated by the capabilities of people to perpetuate evil and the strength and 

resiliency of people to survive. I wondered why people made the choices they did. What 

caused some people to react in just ways and others to react in evil and horrific ways?  I 

wondered why things like the Holocaust happened and what role people like me might 

have in ensuring a more socially just world.  

 As one of the participants on MRH, I know that the experience of reading this 

novel was an important part of what lead to my participation as it sparked my interest in 
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learning about the Holocaust and other historical injustices. It also caused me to 

investigate how these historical injustices influence our society today and often lead to 

the perpetuation of further injustice. While attending university and studying education, I 

became passionate about social justice education and working towards a more equitable 

society. As a classroom teacher, I became committed to using anti-racist and anti-

oppressive pedagogies in my classroom. I specifically attempted/and continue to attempt 

to make sure that mandated treaty education, which includes an exploration of 

Saskatchewan’s history of colonization, is taught to students in the hopes that they may 

better understand the context of the world in which they live. I have endeavoured to 

challenge students’ views on power and privilege and more specifically meritocracy. I 

learned to value the experiences I had while growing up as a white settler Canadian in a 

largely Aboriginal community and to learn from the relationships I had with people and 

places. I continue on this journey of learning about and commitment to social justice 

education.  

Rob 

In our research conversations Rob described himself as being open minded, 

passionate and focused. He became interested in attending MRH because a former 

participant recommended the program to him. He believed that the experience would be 

unique and “once in a lifetime”. He also discussed how he felt a sense of urgency as there 

would be a limited amount of people that would be able to have this opportunity given 

that Holocaust survivor’s time was finite and they were aging. At the time of the 2010 
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MRH Rob was a university student in Edmonton and studying economics. He was 

actively engaged in his university’s Student Union. 

Ashley 

Ashley has lived in Europe, North America and Asia and described herself at the 

time of our interview as culturally flexible. She felt as though she was and is open 

minded and has had a lot of exposure to a variety of cultures, worldviews, travel 

opportunities and different people. She grew up in Romania and was driven to participate 

in the MRH because of her interested in the Roma Holocaust1. She was not exposed to 

this information until she moved with her family to Canada while she was in her teens 

and as she furthered her historical understanding through her history classes at university. 

She shared that she felt the experience of MRH would deepen her knowledge 

substantially. 

Matt 

Matt is a writer who believes in learning and innovating. He likes to create and 

has studied history formally through his university degree. Prior to MRH he had studied 

European history from 1914-1945 extensively. He was drawn to MRH by his love of 

studying history in Europe and the idea of going to study Holocaust history with 

survivors was monumental to him. He was also inspired by the idea of attending such an 

experience with other students who were all trying to learn as much as possible. 

                                                           
1 During the Holocaust the Nazis also targeted the Roma populations of Europe. Of the approximately 1 

million Roma living in Europe before WWII approximately 220,000 were murdered at the hands of the 

Nazis (MRH Resource Guide 2010, p. 99). 



50 

 

 

Brad 

Brad developed an interest in World War Two early on in his life. For as long as 

he could remember he had been reading books on military history. He worked for two 

summers as a historical interpreter at Vimy Ridge and found the experience to be 

remarkable. He described himself as having an analytical mind, a cheeky sense of 

humour and a keen interest in knowledge for the sake of knowledge. He also described 

himself as having a love for people. At the time of this research he had completed two 

graduate programs: one in Ottawa and the second in Scotland and his areas of study have 

focused on the history of philosophy and energy management. 

Alastair 

MRH was recommended to Alastair by students that were on the University of 

Calgary Students’ Union with him. He described himself as an intellectual who enjoys 

work and politics. He has an undergraduate degree in political science and at the time of 

this research, was studying law at the University of Calgary.  He described himself as 

outgoing and social. 

Emma 

Emma does not remember a time in her life when she did not know about the 

Holocaust. As a Jewish youth she knew while growing up that she would attend some 

sort of an experience like MRH but originally thought she would attend the March of the 

Living, which is a denominational trip for Jewish youth. She heard friends speak very 

highly of the facilitators for MRH and wanted to expose herself to how groups outside of 

hers would relate to the Holocaust and felt that a non-denominational and diverse trip 
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was more representative of her life.   She identified herself as a global citizen and an 

idealist. She also described herself as an environmentalist and feminist.  

Cameron  

Cameron was also recommended to MRH by a friend. He was not exposed to the 

history of the Holocaust in the same way as many other participants as his area of study 

was medicine. He attended the University of Alberta College of Medicine. After 

discussing MRH with his friend he decided that it would be a great opportunity to learn 

about history and people’s experience. He described himself as someone who enjoyed 

adventure and exploring what life has to offer. During this research, he was a practicing 

doctor in the Maritimes. 

Adam 

Adam is a self-described detail oriented person. He enjoys learning, studying and 

connecting with people. He likes to travel and see new cultures, places, people and 

languages. He described himself as outgoing. He too, was recommended to the program 

by a friend who had previously participated. He believed it would be a good opportunity 

to expose himself to the history of the Holocaust through MRH and join with leaders 

from a variety of locations that would return to their communities equipped with special 

and unique knowledge. He studied refugee law at McGill University and was a practicing 

lawyer in Edmonton when we spoke. 

 

Commonalities 
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There are many commonalities amongst the participants in my research. As 

individuals who attended MRH in 2010, we all underwent the same application and 

interview process to be selected for MRH. We were selected based on our ability to 

communicate and display a commitment to leadership and education in our home 

communities prior to MRH, as well as our attendance at a Canadian post-secondary 

institution. Further to that, many participants heard about the experience from their peers, 

which is indicative of the reality that many of the participants share relatively similar 

cohort groups. Certainly, it might be argued that participation in the event was more 

accessible for middle class students representing membership in dominant groups. 

However, it is not the focus of this research to deconstruct access to this experience. 

Rather, it is the intent to explore the significance of the experience for those who were 

able to participate. Several of the participants in this research had a prior interest in the 

history of the Holocaust or other historical injustices preceding their participation on 

MRH which compelled them to become involved in the experience. 

Variances 

The participants in my study as well as others who attended MRH represented 

relatively diverse backgrounds (while sharing the commonalities listed above). There 

were religious and socio-economic variances as the trip was heavily subsidized. In 

addition, sexual orientation, gender identity, race, age, political affiliation and education 

all factored in the differences between and among participants. In terms of socio-

economic status all of the participants were able to financially attend post-secondary 

institutions, and as such may be considered as coming from working middle-class to 
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upper middle-class social locations. The participants on the 2010 MRH were largely 

racialized as white. However, there were participants that racially identified as First 

Nations, Métis, Vietnamese, Chinese, Pakistani and African. 

I would also like to point out that although I have attempted to adhere to aspects 

of an Indigenous research framework, I have encountered many challenges. My 

understanding of the world is shaped through language, and I do not speak any language 

besides English. Language is neither “neutral nor unmarked” (Sterzuk, 2011 p. 16) and 

the discourse of my white settler English has positioned me as part of the dominant social 

group within Saskatchewan, Canada and to a certain degree even globally. This has 

affected my ability to truly understand or implement an Indigenous methodology. It has 

also affected my ability to understand or express anything outside of the dominant social 

group as I am restricted in my ability to only communicate through a dominate discourse 

and construct my understandings of logic within that (Capeheart & Milovanovic, 2007, p. 

121).  

 I believe, in light of my experiences on MRH, that I have also been writing from 

a place of some traumatization as there is the potential that “this return of the past, this 

traumatization, is experienced not just by the primary witness (the survivor or eye-

witness) but by those who hear or read accounts of what others have experienced.” 

(Simon & Eppert, 1997, p. 177). This has deeply affected the lens through which I view 

my experience as a participant and my research thereafter. I acknowledge my position of 

privilege, recognizing that this really only allows me to align myself as an ally within 

Indigenous Research frameworks. I wish to utilize and honour aspects of Indigenous 
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methodology because I believe it is a more accessible, ethical and just way to conduct 

and view research, and also because I understand that research is inherently political and 

I believe that by honouring and utilizing aspects of Indigenous methodologies, I in some 

way, resist dominant epistemologies. 

It is important to point out that the purpose of my research is not to debate the 

question of whether more social justice activists are needed in society, nor is it designed 

to debate the value of empathy in society. Rather, the purpose of my research is to 

explore the connections between critical pedagogy, critical empathy and social justice 

activism in the context of participation on MRH. I am also aware of the dangers of 

teaching a particular form of empathy that is developed or normalized by the dominant 

group. It is problematic to attempt to cement or define any one particular form of 

empathy which is why I endeavour to work within a framework of critical empathy and 

social justice activism, avoiding definitive definitions. I also recognize that throughout 

my research there are similar limitations to those found in Rosenblum’s (2007) research. 

Like Rosenblum, research participants in my study were often members of privileged 

groups (p. 47). Further to this, MRH participants were also selected based on their 

commitment to leadership, action and education, creating a participant group that is not 

necessarily a cross-section of society as a whole.  

 Another clear limitation of my research is that as both researcher and participant 

on MRH, I exhibit a bias that must be recognized. I am biased in the sense that through 

the critical pedagogy that was implemented on MRH, I experienced a deepening 

understanding of my own forms and expressions of empathy. I am cognizant of how this 
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bias may have influenced my decisions regarding which of the participant stories to 

include.  I selected stories that I believed best represented the themes that emerged from 

the data I collected.  I am also biased in that I feel this experience compelled me to take a 

more active role in not simply sympathizing with oppressed peoples, but recognizing and 

striving to change how I as a person of privilege and unearned advantage can contribute  

to a more equitable society and be an ally. Kumashiro (2000) suggests anti-oppressive 

pedagogy necessarily requires teachers to engage in an analysis of their own privilege 

and complicity in the ongoing production of inequity.  Mindful of this, I find myself 

asking questions such as: how can I act to support those oppressed by dominance? How 

can I act with greater humility and be prepared to critique and dismantle the unequitable 

systems that serve to benefit me as a person with unearned privilege?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
CHAPTER FOUR: 

FINDINGS 
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Shema- written by Primo Levi 
You who live secure 
In your warm houses, 

Who return at evening to find 
Hot food and friendly faces: 

Consider whether this is a man, 
Who labors in the mud 
Who knows no peace 

Who fights for a crust of bread 
Who dies at a yes or a no. 

Consider whether this is a woman, 
Without hair or name 

With no more strength to remember 
Eyes empty and womb cold 

As a frog in winter. 
Consider that this has been: 

I commend these words to you. 
Engrave them on your hearts 

When you are in your house, when you walk on your way. 
When you go to bed, when you rise. 

Repeat them to your children. 
Or may your house crumble, 

Disease render you powerless, 
Your offspring avert their faces from you. 

 
(Levi, 1946) 

 The findings included in this chapter are illustrative of how critical pedagogy is 

enacted on MRH based on the practices I have described and indicated earlier in this 

thesis: place-based learning, survivor testimony, a pedagogy of discomfort and 

testimonial reading.  As I highlight the enactment of these pedagogical practices, I also 

provide the context through which participants indicated they were affected by these 

specific aspects of critical pedagogy. 

 

Place-based learning as Critical Pedagogy 

Nicole  
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Majdanek is a strong memory for me. It was cold and rainy like it was for most of 

our nine days in Germany and Poland. Although it sounds inane, I imagined that the 

weather emphasized and mimicked our grey and sombre moods. We got off the bus 

outside of Lublin and walked towards the looming Soviet monument that was designed 

to represent the burden of the Holocaust weighing down upon us. We walked under the 

monument and continued along the muddy path towards the entrance to the camp. 

Walking through the gates amidst the guard towers and wire was similar to other 

experiences at other camps, yet it was markedly different as the Soviets had preserved 

everything in its original dark wooden format. Items at Majdanek were behind wire, not 

glass as they had been at Auschwitz. It was here that we walked along the same path, 

through the same cement sterilization rooms and into the gas chamber. It was horrifying 

to stand in a small dark room, the walls a bright blue from the chemical Zyclon B, feeling 

finger nail scratches in the cement wall and imagining the experiences of the individuals 

who had gone before me in this place. It was even more horrifying to walk through these 

places with Faigie, a survivor of the camps. I felt sick to my stomach while I stood in the 

chamber and I could feel my heart racing. I was trying to stay calm, not to panic or 

appear emotional. I wanted to be strong for the people around me and to absorb as much 

as I could. I wanted to remember every detail. The musty smell, the silence only pierced 

by deep breathing and the weight of what felt like the world as I struggled to understand 

why I was here. 

I was and continue to be humbled by the strength and resolve of Faigie. I hear the 

voice of Pinchas, the other survivor that has accompanied us, and I am horrified to 
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realize that I now stand in the same chamber where his twin sister, mother and father 

were murdered. It is unimaginable, but real. I become numb as we recognize our ability 

to leave the chambers alive and do so. We walk through the camp and barracks and I 

barely remember anything until we walk into a barrack that contains the shoes of 

murdered people. The smell of musty leather and dust brings me choking back to reality. 

I am here. This is real. A large red shoe catches my eye; it must be a size nine or a 

ten…something similar to what my own mother would wear. I can’t stop myself from 

thinking about the seemingly impossible chance of survival for my mother. I cry a lot 

about this later when I am alone. I ask myself questions I think I already know the 

answers to; how was this allowed to happen?  How could people do this?  Why would 

people do this? 

Gruenewald (2003) states that “places teach us about how the world works and 

how our lives fit into the spaces we occupy. Further, places make us: As occupants of 

particular places with particular attributes, our identity and our possibilities are shaped” 

(p. 621). Chambers (2006) writes that a pedagogy of place “brings students in proximity 

to the past...to face the precariousness of life and our responsibility to ensure it may go 

on” (p. 36).  I would add that the places we encounter throughout our lifetime 

additionally shape and define us as individuals. In turn, Basso (1996) describes that we 

are also involved in place making, a type of retrospective world building where questions 

such as “what happened here? Who was involved? What was it like? Why should it 

matter” develop the place as we understand it (p. 5). The influence of place on people is 

significant; indeed, it is a pivotal aspect of the pedagogical practices that participants on 
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MRH experienced. The act of being in the place where atrocities of the Holocaust 

happened had an unimagined impact on the participants. One of the participants, Emma 

described the power of standing in the death camps: 

I wasn’t shocked, like I had seen hundreds of pictures of ovens, but it was, it took 
it to another level. I didn’t know that I was going to react the way I did, seeing it 
in real life as opposed to reading it on paper. That’s all it was. It took me by 
complete surprise. But it was important, I think it was really important. I couldn’t 
have anticipated the shock and nausea of seeing it in real. It was just totally 
overwhelming. (September 24, 2013, p. 7) 
 
Many participants also described how place influenced their critical 

consciousness, their paradigm shift from naiveté to seeing first-hand the workings of 

power and dominance, as these were re-inscribed through finger nail marks on walls, 

through the significance of the place in terms of lives lost in unimaginable ways. As Rob 

and I were discussing the site of the Wannsee Conference, he spoke about his recognition 

of how methodical the development of the Final Solution was. He discussed how he 

understood that it was not necessarily a “mob mentality” on behalf of the decision 

makers; rather it was a reflective decision where Nazis applied their own form of 

rationalism. He stated that “it scared me, and that was a real learning experience because 

it scared me to think that people are unpredictable on all levels. You can’t judge 

humanity in the same lens I thought you could” (September 16, 2013, p. 1). Rob’s 

statement is illustrative of coming to think differently about the world, reading it through 

a different lens more attentive to structuring forces of dominance critical theorists 

describe in their work.  

Like Rob, another of my research participants, Cameron expresses a loss of 

naiveté as he spoke about his experience at Majdanek.  
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I think if there was one story that just stood out for me on the entire trip it was the 
room beside the furnaces…with the bath tub that was running using water heated 
from the crematorium and that was, um, shocking to me because it was just such 
a demonstration of the brutal coldness, the detachment…you know, just to have 
dehumanized entire groups of people to the point where you can just set up a 
room like that…it was startling to me. (October 31, 2013, p. 2) 
 
In reflecting on my own experiences on MRH I too, related to this sense of a loss 

of innocence. I believe that this sense of innocence stemmed from a place of privilege. 

As middle class Canadians, often from dominant social groups, many of the participants 

on MRH did not live a life challenged by socio-economic status or geopolitical violence. 

Although this may not be true of all of the participants, it was certainly true for many. 

Those of us that had our sense of innocence irrevocably altered were obviously 

privileged to have ever been able to maintain a façade of innocence in the first place. 

Regardless, the loss of this security in humanity was a push in the direction of justice, as 

I felt like my experiences not just at Majdanek, but in all the places MRH took us, forced 

me to realize that genocide can happen anywhere, at any time.  

 Brad also described this when he said “I just try to underscore the seriousness of 

our time. People have this idea that it can’t happen again. They have this, like comfort 

delusion” (October 2, 2013, p. 7). There is a precarious imbalance in place in most 

geopolitical states around the world, and since my experience on MRH, I frequently 

wonder at what point does genocide begin? The experience has caused me to be very 

concerned about any infringement on human rights and human dignity. Can we ever be 

too vigilant or too cautious when it comes to acknowledging and speaking back to power, 

dominance, and assertions of supremacy by various states, groups and organizations 
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around the world?  For me, the lessons offered by MRH represent the need for anti-racist 

and anti-oppressive work not only in schools, but more broadly in and across societies. 

In the research, my participants also described a sense of connection through 

place to the actions that occurred at the sites of the Holocaust. During the 2010 MRH the 

participants actually visited Humboldt University in Berlin on May 10th, the same day 

that in 1933 students poured out of the University, walked across the street to Bebel Platz 

and burned books written by leftist philosophers and Jewish people. On the day we 

visited, citizens from all over Berlin were traveling to the site to lay flowers over the 

memorial which exists in Bebel Platz. Reflecting on his experience, Adam remarked, 

Those were our colleagues forty or sixty years ago…We could have seen 
ourselves placed in that situation. What would you have done?  Followed through 
with that instruction or stood up for someone else’s belief system or value system 
and right to choose and believe what they wish?  So for me it was a very poignant 
experience. (September 7, 2013, p. 2) 
 
Adam described another moment when he made a connection through place to the 

people that lived and died during the time of the Holocaust. When discussing Auschwitz, 

Adam described how he was very moved by the exhibit of photographs that is displayed 

at the camp.  

There was an actual exhibit in the back where you could actually see and put a 
picture to this whole experience and stand there not knowing who they were, but 
watching their faces. Seeing their faces…I think that moment was very cathartic 
because a lot of people on our trip were trying to find that connection, to an actual 
person who had gone through this experience and didn’t until that moment. 
(September 7, 2013, p. 3) 
 
Adam’s connection to these places also displays a level of discomfort. As he 

describes the connection that he is experiencing, he realizes that he is connecting to 

potentially both the victim and the perpetrator within the context of the Holocaust. As 
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Adam is able to put a face to the victims, he is also able to put a face to the perpetrators. 

The recognition that those of us with privilege could be the victim or the perpetrator is 

unsettling. One of the central themes of MRH was the critical examining of the binaries 

of victim/perpetrator and victim/bystander. As participants experienced the places of the 

Holocaust and made connections to them, a pedagogy of discomfort was often employed 

that pushed participants towards critical enlightenment and critical consciousness. Boler 

(1999) reminds us that a pedagogy of discomfort “begins by inviting educators and 

students to engage in critical inquiry regarding values and cherished beliefs, and to 

examine constructed self-images in relation to how one has learned to perceive others” 

(p. 176). As participants visited these sites, they were encouraged to critically reflect on 

their own social positions within larger structures that often perpetuate inequity and 

oppression. For many, these moments of self-reflection created discomfort as participants 

asked themselves “what are our responsibilities to these sites?  What can these places 

teach us, not just about the past, but about now and two days from now (Chambers, 2006, 

p. 35)?” 

 Alastair observed the close proximity of the ghettos, concentration camps and 

death camps to villages and towns throughout Europe throughout the MRH, remarking: 

It’s super bizarre to think you could tolerate that sort of systematized 
marginalization and discrimination against people. Although, I mean, if we want 
to internalize that into a Canadian context, we ship our Aboriginal people to all 
places, isolated places and then just leave them with nothing. So I say that, but I 
suppose it’s somewhat hypocritical in a sense in terms of how our Canadian 
society tolerates all sorts of things which truly shouldn’t be habitable. (December 
12, 2013, p. 2) 
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One of the most powerful descriptions of the influence of place on participants 

was when, in this statement, Alistair connects the violence and oppression perpetrated on 

Aboriginal peoples in Canada with the Holocaust. Further, he notes the complicity of 

both Germans and Canadians in those instances.  

Another powerful description of the influence of place on participants was when 

Emma stated that although she had heard survivors speak before and although she had a 

breadth of knowledge about the Holocaust ‘it didn’t mean anything until I went there”. 

The experience of being in and learning from the place was more powerful for Emma 

than simply reading a description in a text or even hearing from a survivor back home in 

Canada. Thus, for the participants in my study, a pedagogy of place afforded powerful 

learning opportunities, challenging the binaries victim/bystander and victim/perpetrator, 

and also facilitating a deeper understanding of power, privilege and oppression. 

Survivor Testimony as Critical Pedagogy 

A Small Station Called Treblinka 
Władysław Szlengel 

 
On the line between Tluszcz and Warsaw 
From the railway station Warsaw - East 

You get out of the station 
and travel straight… 

The journey lasts 
sometimes 5 hours and 45 minutes more 

and sometimes the same journey lasts 
a whole life until your death … 

And the station is very small 
three fir trees grow there 

and a regular signboard saying 
here is the small station of Treblinka... 
here is the small station of Treblinka... 

And not even a cashier 
gone is the cargo man 
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and for a million zloty 
you will not get a return ticket 

And nobody waits for you in the station 
and nobody waves a handkerchief towards you 

only silence hung there in the air 
to welcome you in the blind wilderness. 

And silent are the three fir trees 
and silent is the black board 

because here is the small station of Treblinka... 
here is the small station of Treblinka... 

And only a commercial board 
stands still: 

"Cook only by gas” 
(Szlengel, n.d) 

 

Nicole 

Standing in the rain at Treblinka was sobering. It’s a solemn place amongst the 

tall trees where you can’t hear anything. It’s lush, the ground heavily fertilized with the 

Jews of Poland. We walked along a muddy path that paralleled slabs of stone that are set 

to imitate the train rails that entered the killing factory. We came to a clearing in the trees 

that was full of stone slabs with the names of entire villages that were murdered painted 

across the front of them. We silently walked around reading the names and absorbing the 

vastness of the memorials that represent the more than eight hundred thousand people 

that perished here. We are called to the tall monument that is made of carved cement like 

stone. Here we stand holding our umbrellas over each other as Pinchas takes out an audio 

tape. He gazes around at us with his piercing blue eyes and tells us that he wrote this 

song for his twin sister that was gassed at Majdanek. He cannot remember her face, only 

her long blonde braid as she is taken away with his mother towards a different line, a line 

that will lead to the cement room with the blue stained walls. He will sing his song for 
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her here for us and he will sing it here for the people who perished in this exact spot. He 

sings it first in English so we can all understand the words and it is moving but it is not 

until he sings it in Yiddish, the language of his youth that we become haunted. We are 

witnesses now; to Pinchas’ experience in the Holocaust, his pain, his loss and his 

survival. We are witnesses now to this place and the residues of history that inhabit it. 

As articulated earlier, Laub (1991) describes three levels of witnessing, “the level 

of being a witness to oneself within the experience, the level of being a witness to the 

testimonies of others; and the level of being a witness to the process of witnessing itself” 

(p. 75). Because we were participants on the MRH in 2010, we became witnesses to the 

testimonies of Pinchas Gutter and Faigie Libman and to the process of witnessing itself. 

Participants on MRH, and the eight individuals in my research study were impacted 

strongly by the presence of these survivors throughout the experience of MRH. Survivor 

testimony proved to be a valuable approach to critical pedagogy. In our conversations, 

research participants often described the power of survivor testimony and place-based 

learning as aspects of MRH that deeply impacted them. Emma explained that: 

When Pinchas was speaking…at Plaszow the work camp…I don’t know there 
was just something crazy about the fact that he’s standing there and he’s 
describing it and you can see it like coming to life behind him as he was 
describing it. It brought this reality to the whole experience…I can visualize it 
when he was speaking and that was amazing. (September 24, 2013, p. 5) 
 

For Emma, listening to and learning from Pinchas was powerful. His experiences and the 

song he sang to capture some of what he felt allowed her to bring the place, and its 

inhabitants to life. Alastair also discussed how having survivors recount their experiences 

while visiting the places made it much “more human and personal” (December 12, 2013, 
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p. 3). Hearing the lived experiences of Pinchas and Faigie humanized participants’ 

engagements with and understandings of the past. Many of the participants explained 

how hearing survivor’s testimony made the Holocaust real, not simply a historical fact 

you read about in a text book. Alastair described that it was easy to become “academic 

about the Holocaust when you’re two generations separated from it” (December 12, 

2013, p. 1).  

The process of hearing survivor testimony was also closely linked to what 

Kincheloe (2008) has described as immanence, the involvement of using human wisdom 

to determine the process of bringing about a “better and more just world” (p. 53). Matt 

described that just the presence of Pinchas and Faigie and their “overall perspective, the 

gentle optimism” was something that inspired and stuck with him. Rob described a 

positive experience when we were standing in the barracks of Auschwitz Birkenau where 

Faigie told us her story. After she had shared the painful story of her experience as a 

child during the Holocaust and the loss of her family, she led us in singing. Rob 

described feeling a sense of resilience and optimism and even happiness about what 

might be. Emma also remembered this moment stating it was almost an “out of body 

experience...here we all are from all these different backgrounds like holding hands and 

singing together…celebrating the future…that was a really, really important moment for 

me” (September, 24, 2013, p. 5). 

Many of the participants I interviewed spoke about a moment when Carla, one of 

the MRH facilitators, read a letter her grandmother, who was murdered in the Holocaust, 

had written to her own mother. She read this letter to us while we stood at the 
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mausoleum beside Majdanek. Although not a survivor of the Holocaust herself, Carla is 

an intergenerational survivor, her mother was sent away to safety during the Holocaust 

and her grandmother perished in the camps, and so she shared many of the impacts that 

this had on her life and the lives of her children. Carla was a very powerful presence on 

MRH as a number of participants described feeling a connection to her. Ashley continues 

to keep in close contact with her and described her as a mentor and mother figure. 

Alastair described relating Carla to his own mother that he has a very strong relationship 

with. Hearing Carla’s pain in reading the letter from her grandmother was described by 

Alastair as, “an unexpected connection…like that is somebody that is a generation close 

to that immediate place. It was really profound”. Brad discussed how attending MRH can 

be “burdensome” as attending the program is a  

commitment to want to mourn...like I don’t think you can understand or begin to 
understand the Holocaust without feeling a sense of mourning for the 
suffering…that occurred there and you don’t begin to understand that sense of 
mourning until you can relate on some level… in a tangible way…the pinnacle of 
that was that very tangible human relation to Carla’s mother’s letter [from her 
grandmother]...the suffering of one, of just one person…I had that sort of 
epiphany there. (October 2, 2013, p. 3) 

 
Being alongside and hearing survivors speak about their experiences also invoked a 

critical enlightenment for many participants as they related the survivors’ experiences to 

those of disenfranchised people globally. Alastair described this poignantly when he said, 

I guess the difference after having gone and seen the places, and not just seeing 
the places as in museums but talking to people that were actually there and had 
family members who were victims of the camps and the various places, lived in 
the ghettos and so on, it makes the whole…it makes the whole thing a lot more 
human and personal…I think it helps to draw some parallels that we were just 
talking about a minute ago in terms of our own situation back home, we just sit 
there and you go back home and you think they made these people suffer and you 
think well how the heck did anybody ever tolerate this sort of thing and how are 
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some things in hindsight so grievous and cause so much pain and suffering and 
death…we’re here at home where Aboriginal people get treated…it makes me 
more aware of just how terrible things are in the world. (December, 12, 2013, p. 
3) 

 
The power of being in relation and learning from those directly affected by the Holocaust 

was apparent in many of my conversations with my research participants. As I noted 

earlier, my experience was heightened and deepened because of the survivors who 

accompanied us in our place-based learning. Their stories shed light on the real effects of 

power and oppression, making me acutely aware of the place of privilege I occupy and 

enjoy in my life. These stories were not simply shared with me to make me feel bad; 

rather, they were shared in the hope that I would take action in the face of injustice, that I 

would indeed experience a critical empathy.  

Testimonial Reading and Trauma  

Participants on MRH were discomforted and traumatized by the experience. As 

Simon and Eppert (1997) note,  “This return of the past, this traumatization, is 

experienced not just by the primary witness (the survivor or eye witness) but by those 

who hear or read accounts of what others have experienced” (p. 177). Many participants 

described their retreat from society upon their first return back to Canada following 

MRH. Adam stated “I became extremely insular and quiet and self-reflective. I think I 

was overwhelmed by what I saw and what I experienced”.  Emma echoed this sentiment 

when she shared “It was a hugely important experience, it was something that took me a 

really long time to be able to talk about after I came home. I just didn’t know how to talk 

about it with people that hadn’t been there and haven’t seen it.”  Ashley confirmed this 

experience of trauma by articulating “after coming back I had a lot of trauma of sort of 
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wanting to talk about it but not wanting to talk about it with someone who hadn’t had the 

experience”. As a participant on MRH, I too had experienced a sense of trauma through 

witnessing. There is an overwhelming sense of responsibility at being a witness or 

listener or as Laub (1991) describes “the interviewer-listener takes on the responsibility 

of bearing witness that previously the narrator felt he (sic) bore alone…this joint 

responsibility is the source of the emerging truth” (p. 85). Adam articulated this sense of 

responsibility when he spoke about his experience on MRH: 

There’s this moral imperative, where influenced, if we possess a unique 
understanding of this event. Of an atrocity that many other people, millions of 
other people in this world may never have the benefit of having gone through. I 
think it does place upon that individual a certain degree of responsibility to ensure 
that that experience does not go unshared. (September 7, 2013, p. 6) 

 
He continued on later in our discussion, elaborating “you, me, every one of the sixty of 

us that went. We are sixty witnesses now, who I think bear this responsibility.”  We now 

bear a responsibility to not only share this experience but to strive towards a just and 

equitable world where atrocities such as the Holocaust are not possible. 

It is partly this sense of responsibility that moves the experiences of participants 

on MRH beyond merely passive forms of empathy towards testimonial reading, which 

ideally inspires “an empathetic response that motivates action” (Boler, 1997, p. 256). 

Influencing Social Action 

When I spoke with Matt about his experiences on MRH, he told me “you know I 

still look at it as one of the most important things I ever did”.  I was curious to find out 

how other people described for themselves the ways in which the experience had 

influenced or shaped their lives. Many of the participants expressed a deepened level of 
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critical consciousness. Rob shared “like that experience has changed the way that I look 

at being a bystander for example, or how I look at contemporary issues…it definitely 

changed the way I think about things”. He also talked about being “more open to 

questioning things that I have been taught. Questioning ways of thinking.”  Later on in 

our conversation he went on to describe how he drew new parallels between the 

information he learned on MRH and society today. Due to his economics background, he 

made critical connections through this field to what we learned about the Holocaust. He 

stated, 

I think our lifestyle, and I guess what it costs the rest of the world to have the 
lifestyle that we enjoy. And I draw parallels in that fashion that everyone knows, 
to a certain extent what it costs and we have these stories coming out, like no one 
wants to hear it, but no one cares enough to do anything about it and change their 
lifestyle in small ways. (September 16, 2013, p. 4) 

 
Ashley also stated that the experience “made me a lot more critical and a lot more 

interested about other forms of discrimination.”  Similarly, Emma described a deepening 

of critical consciousness as she noted “It’s so important I think also, to just be able to 

step back from things and just think and look at why you think about certain things or 

react to certain things in certain ways…I think since then, it has affected my ability to 

think critically”.  

This experience also led many of the participants to “exercise compassion” as 

Adam described it. Adam described how since his return from MRH he has spent more 

time volunteering with the legal poverty network. He explained,  

It’s in me to understand that one of the greatest ways to decrease intolerance is to 
increase tolerance. That means accepting people for who they are. And even in 
my own world of lawyering, that means a lot of people who normally speaking, 
may have really solid and well-rounded claims against other people who have 
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legal positions but can’t do so because of an access to justice issue…for me that’s 
an issue of intolerance that I have been trying to bridge by giving my time. 
(September 7, 2013, p. 5) 
 
Ashley and Cameron also described an increase in their capacity for critical 

empathy; compassion that required action on their part. Ashley shared that as a result of 

the MRH experience she is “definitely more accepting as a person”. Cameron expressed 

his deepening of compassion and how he planned to utilize that in his field of medicine. 

He talked about how he is more “mindful” of diversity in experience, circumstances and 

stories since his experiences on MRH. He noted, 

When a person’s worldview is only their own world and their own set of stories 
and circumstances I think people joke about it, calling it #firstworldproblems, but 
when you can see what other experiences [have] happened, just to see that there is 
more to life than what you already know…even in my own experience as I deal 
with more patients and more people from different socio-economic groups you 
know, and working through them not only through medicine but also through the 
social part of their lives...it helps me to develop more compassion and just makes 
me slower to judge and quicker to listen and more willing to help. (October 31, 
2013, p. 4) 
 

 Rob also talked about how he felt this type of “personal development” was powerful. He 

noted, 

Like the power behind changing the way somebody thinks about the world in a 
positive way, like recognizing empathy in a different way, or empowering people 
to say something in a group of people where no one is going to say something… 
is going to have a hell of a lot more benefit than like a facebook group. 
(September 16, 2013, p. 4) 
 
Other participants used the experience to continue with and further their social 

action commitments. For example, Alastair discussed how prior to MRH he was already 

a fairly engaged citizen, and that contributed to his desire to go on MRH. However, upon 

returning to Canada he began law school. Attending MRH led him to think critically 
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about the ways in which the law is often utilized to legitimize forms of oppression. He 

specifically talked about how the law is a “serious power that is exercised in people’s 

lives and some of these people they don’t have lawyers, they don’t have money, they 

don’t really have any resources to understand how the system works, much less make the 

system work for them”. Like Alastair, Emma was also highly engaged prior to her 

experiences on MRH. She described that she didn’t know if MRH had affected her in a 

necessarily positive way. She talked about how she has already developed a career in 

Health Equity and International Development so she is “particularly sensitive to 

genocide”. However, she stated: 

I feel like the world hasn’t learned and its heart breaking. You know, something 
that’s always drilled into your head is Never Again, growing up as a Jew, Never 
Again. You know, if you forget it, there’s a chance it [will happen again] you 
always have to remember, but like we remember and things happen again and 
again…I see it escalating, and I just don’t trust governments, I trust citizens I 
guess but people end up being too complacent…I don’t know, it’s just scary and 
it makes me feel like we live in a scary world. (September 24, 2013, p. 8) 
 

Moving Forward Together 

In light of this research, and given our experiences with MRH, it became a 

powerful learning opportunity in part because of the survivors, the places and the 

pedagogical practices of the facilitators. However, it would not have been the experience 

it was without being in relation with other participants. In my research conversations, the 

themes of inclusivity and interconnectedness kept emerging. The participants often 

discussed the significance of the experience alongside other participants.  

 Matt shared that MRH was “the most inclusive environment I’ve ever been in”. 

He talked about the strong connections he felt with people and how it was hard to believe 
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we had really only spent nine days together. Although there were difficult conversations, 

emotions were piqued and people were sleep deprived; the bond that was developed 

amongst participants is difficult to capture in words. Emma described a moment that I 

think captures the inclusivity of the experience. She talked about entering the washroom 

and finding another participant,   

She was just sitting on the floor in one of the stalls sobbing and it was such a 
stark contrast because I had just been laughing hysterically and I had just gone to 
the bathroom to calm down and she’s just sobbing on the floor and I didn’t know 
it was her at first. I just knocked on the door and I pushed it open and I just ended 
up sitting on the floor with her in silence and just rubbing her back, for like, I 
don’t even know, like five or ten minutes…then she composed herself and comes 
back to the group. After the trip we had to write about our like one most amazing 
moment on the trip, and she decided that she wanted to share this with me, just 
randomly and her moment was when I found her in the bathroom. She was like 
there was this person I didn’t even know who comforted me and came to my level 
and stuff and so it was kind of after the trip that I was like I had no idea that a 
simple action could be the most meaningful thing to a person. (September 24, 
2013, p. 6) 
 
While this experience did not eradicate all divisive lines that existed amongst 

participants, it did provide a model and an opportunity through which participants were 

able to experience, to some extent, critical enlightenment, critical empathy, analysis of 

hegemony and ideology and a deepening of critical consciousness and discomfort 

together. Critical consciousness or an “awareness of oppressive conditions (whether 

affecting oneself or another), are presumed to be necessary and conducive for social 

action” (Torres-Harding & Meyers, 2013, p. 214). Emma shared, “I can’t pretend I don’t 

see what is happening everywhere else and I have to do what I can”. Matt also discussed 

a deepening of critical consciousness when he examined various forms of privilege and 
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how people take that privilege for granted when he noted “they just take it for granted 

and it’s just a novelty and they never sort of have a second thought about it”. 

Participants were discomforted with some of the conclusions they drew about our 

own time, and the dangers and oppression that exist in the world in which we live today. 

Brad noted that people are often complacent in oppression and that, 

They’re disinterested in some of the more deep, more serious realities of the 
world. And they’re not that interested to see and carry the impacts to their logical 
end, about what you know may happen or what could happen. If you start playing 
that what if game…there’s a lot of changes that could affect day to day routines if 
something happens elsewhere. (October 2, 2013, p. 7) 

 
He indicated that people with privilege often do not want to consider the implications of 

their actions elsewhere; that people with privilege do not want to consider the realities of 

a globalized world as violence and oppression in other nations could affect their day to 

day realities in what they perceive to be their own isolated “safe” community. Brad’s 

insight is illustrative of how the maintenance of dominance, through the active 

production of forms of ignorance, is very much intended to protect privilege, and as such, 

undermines possibilities for social justice and anti-oppressive work (Kumashiro, 2000; 

Tupper, 2011 & 2013).   

 In this research, it was evident that through a deepening or development of 

critical consciousness in light of encounters with collective trauma that a sense of shared 

responsibility and urgency was felt amongst participants. As noted earlier, Rob shared 

that he could no longer passively stand by when he heard disparaging comments being 

made. Specifically, he described the need to challenge the descriptor “gay” when used in 

derogatory ways.  For those accustomed to privilege, the unsettling revelations that one 
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encounters while on an experience such as MRH can inspire social action. It is no longer 

acceptable to leave the bathroom while another participant is emotionally distraught; it is 

no longer acceptable in social settings to allow the use of the word “gay”.  This 

movement towards social justice action may be made easier when it is collective.  

My research participants felt empowered through connections with other socially 

engaged participants. I believe the validation of this empowerment helped us to act in a 

multitude of ways that promote fair and equitable allocation of power, resources and 

obligations while considering people’s different abilities and backgrounds (Torres-

Harding & Meyers, 2013, p. 213). I too felt motivated and supported to engage in social 

justice action. Although I have often felt motivated in my rural teaching positions to 

discuss and promote social justice, I often felt isolated and ostracized because of it.  

Conversations and actions that troubled whiteness and the privilege that some 

gained because of it were and are often seen as radical, as many of my colleagues were 

the people who serve to benefit from the repetition of this oppressive system. They also 

see their identity and history as wrapped up in the hegemonic rhetoric of whiteness. 

Knowing that there was a community of MRH participants that were engaged in social 

justice all across Canada helped me to feel supported in my own efforts to disrupt 

hegemony and ideologies of oppression. I now felt that I had a group of allies with whom 

to move forward. As Holocaust victim Anne Frank (1942) wrote in her now famous 

diary, “This is not the end. It is not even the beginning of the end. But it is, perhaps, the 

end of the beginning” (p. 42). 

 



76 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE: 
SIGNIFICANCE OF THIS RESEARCH 

 
I’d Like to Go Alone 

Alena Synkova (written from the Terezin Children’s Concentration Camp) 
 

I’d like to go away alone, 
Where there are other, nicer people, 
Somewhere into the far unknown, 
There, where no one kills another 

 
Maybe more of us, 
A thousand strong, 

Will reach this goal, 
Before too long 
(Synkova, n.d) 

 
This thesis has set out to explore the ways in which 2010 MRH participants and 

their possible involvement in social justice activism may have been influenced and 

affected by aspects of critical pedagogy present on MRH, including place-based learning, 

survivor testimony, a pedagogy of discomfort and testimonial reading.  Participants have 

indicated through my research that they have indeed been deeply affected by these 

pedagogical practices. They have also expressed the various ways in which they have 

chosen to enact the influence of these experiences in their own lives.  Critical pedagogy 

on MRH has affected the various ways participants see, understand, feel and act in the 

world.   

Having said this, it is important to continually be alert to the ways in which 

empathy may be constructed by teachers and society, particularly as it can maintain and 

reproduce systems of dominance. People from dominant groups may empathize with 

experiences of people of marginalized groups and attempt to equate their own 

experiences with those of marginalized peoples (Goodman, 2001, p. 146). There is the 
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possibility that overemphasizing the similarity of experience may lead to members of 

dominant groups overlooking the “larger social and historical context in which these 

experiences take place” (Goodman, 2001, p. 146). Thus, it may be important for teachers 

to carefully consider empathy by whom and for what purpose? How do we, and the 

society we live in, determine who or what deserves empathy and who or what does not?  

How does the fostering of particular forms of empathy over others serve to reproduce and 

validate dominant knowledge systems?  

 For me and the participants in my research study, critical empathy was fostered 

through various experiences and pedagogical approaches employed on MRH. Their 

empathy was critical because as noted in our conversations, they not only sympathized 

with the victims of the Holocaust but they questioned their positions of power and 

privilege in relation to this and other instances of genocide and oppression. Their 

empathy caused them to take action or as Rob shared “I think that every time you do 

something you get a little bit bolder about standing up for something... I’m sure I’m more 

open to questioning things that I have been taught.”  Rob identified the MRH experience 

as something that has had a direct impact on his social action in society. The experience 

of MRH made him feel like he could no longer be a bystander in the face of oppression. 

He now takes direct action in a variety of ways to influence injustice and oppression. 

There is seemingly no end to the banality of oppression if critical empathy is 

minimized within society. Certainly, critical empathy is not the only necessary aspect of 

social justice and anti-oppressive work. However, the absence of critical empathy may 

serve to create a “peculiar human capacity that allows us to recognize and lament the 
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abhorrent nature of individual suffering while turning a blind eye to the multiple 

atrocities that torment, violate and oppress” (Dei, Karumanchery & Karumanchery-Luik, 

2007, p. 127). 

  If teachers utilize a social justice approach in their own pedagogy, if they “seek 

to create conditions required for a true democracy, one that includes the full and equal 

participation of all groups in society”, rather than merely focussing on delivery of  

prescribed curriculum content,  then the development of critical empathy within students 

may better be supported (Goodman, 2001, p.5).  If teachers were to utilize and apply the 

aspects of critical pedagogy the participants in my research have described as integral to 

their experiences on MRH, perhaps students would come to recognize (if they don’t 

already) the systems of power and privilege that are consistently at play around them. 

They may then feel a heightened responsibility to act in socially just ways and engage in 

social justice activism. If this is the case, could it not be possible to reconstruct place-

based learning experiences similar to MRH here at home?  Would we not be able to 

develop experiences for students where they potentially travel to sites of Residential 

schools for example, hear from survivors and visit the unmarked graves of murdered 

children?  Would this then spur them to greater understanding and action in our society? 

It is my hope that this is indeed the case; that through strategic implementation of 

critical pedagogical practices and efforts to foster critical empathy we may indeed, as 

teachers, support a more just and equitable society. We may create the conditions 

necessary for our students to develop a critical consciousness. I believe that it is possible 

to create a more liberatory education system that encourages students to take their own 
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forms of social justice action. It is my hope that we may recognize that “dehumanization, 

which marks not only those whose humanity has been stolen, but also (though in a 

different way) those who have stolen it, is a distortion of the vocation of becoming more 

fully human” (Freire, 1970, p. 44). Our humanity as either the oppressed or as the 

oppressor is directly wrapped together. How may we become more fully human?  How 

might we work toward a more just and equitable society? 

A walk with Elder Mike 

It is June in Saskatchewan. It is finally warm and all of my grade twelve History 

students are excited to be outside. They are from a small, rural farming community that is 

largely made up of white settlers of German and French descent. They are hardworking, 

caring and funny teenagers that are more interested in the latest iPhone app rather than 

learning about the historical and continued oppression of Saskatchewan’s First Nations 

peoples. They are white, and they don’t see this as “their history”. They tell me 

repeatedly throughout the semester that they know about treaties and Residential schools 

and everything there is to know about First Nations history. I listen to them, these kind 

and caring kids, as they say unkind and uncaring things that are disrespectful in a 

respectful tone. I do not let it deter me. I challenge their historical consciousness. 

I teach them about the Indian Act and the treaties and the Sterilization Act and 

Residential schools and blankets filled with smallpox. They are learning new things, 

things they did not know about our history as a country. They feel bad about what 

happened in the past, but they still are not connecting it to themselves, or now. They do 

not see their lives or their histories as bound with those of the people that they oppress. I 
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decide to organize a field trip as part of their assignment I have given them called 

“Understanding Witaskewin”, the understanding of the sharing of this land. How does 

their settler history correlate, wind and unwind at various points in history with those of 

the Indigenous peoples of this land?  They have been researching for weeks, writing and 

creating. But it is a walk with Elder Mike that changes everything. 

Together, we head down to Fort Qu’Appelle with Elder Mike. He walks with us 

around the town and points out specific sites that are important to Treaty 4, the numbered 

treaty that covers the area in which my students, Elder Mike and I have all been born, 

raised and live. We see statues, burial grounds, and we walk on the land. We hike to the 

top of the valley and sit and Elder Mike talks to us about the plants and the land and what 

existed here before white settlers came. My students are mesmerized. They hang on his 

every word and I wonder why I was ever worried that they might not listen or care to 

hear what Elder Mike has to say. He tells them about his own family, his experience at 

Residential school and his experiences with oppression under the Indian Act specifically 

relating to farming, as my students are mostly farm kids. I can see it is becoming more 

real to my students as they listen to the impacts of colonization and oppression on 

someone that they now know, someone they have come to care about and can relate to. 

On the bus ride home the students are quiet. I am worried that perhaps the field 

trip did not live up to their expectations, or perhaps they found it uninteresting. The next 

day in class I ask them to write down their thoughts about their experiences walking with 

Elder Mike. I am actually fearful of their responses, hoping that there is nothing that is 

going to make my stomach churn. However, when I read through their responses they are 
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encouraging and rewarding. They tell me that going out on the land with Elder Mike 

changed everything. Listening to me in the classroom was fine, but it did not have the 

same impact as going out on the land and hearing from someone that actually lived and 

continues to live these experiences. Although taking this course has not ended racism, 

perhaps it has started some of these students on a path to a form of empathy that will lead 

them to action. Perhaps they will be a little bit less inclined to live a life of privilege that 

causes others to suffer. Maybe they will take action. 

I continue to take students in the future on a similar experience to Fort 

Qu’Appelle. I expand the field experience and now take students to the All Nations 

Healing Hospital and the Treaty Four Governance Centre.  Whenever possible I bring in 

survivors of Canada’s colonial history and I read direct survivor testimony. I try to create 

place-based experiences for my students and I continue to have conversations in my 

classroom that are uncomfortable for both myself and the students I teach. I continue to 

question what I read and see and I encourage them to question what they read, hear and 

see. I love when they question me.  It is my hope that I can support my students as they 

begin to understand how “the meaning given to various historical events always reflects a 

particular perspective and set of interests, and to understand how knowledge is socially 

constructed and never neutral or free of the social context that produced or circulates it” 

(Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2014, p. 6). This is part of how I try to give back.  I try to share the 

pedagogical knowledge I have gained from the experience of MRH and I try to establish 

relationships throughout my research and my practice.  As Kovach (2010) indicates, 
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“Giving back does not only mean dissemination of findings; it means creating a 

relationship throughout the entirety of the research” (p. 149). 

At the end of this school year, two students sent me messages that I will cherish 

forever. One student wrote “I will take everything you’ve taught me and use it 

throughout my life. You made history my favourite class!  Each time I walked into your 

classroom I was guaranteed to learn more about the world and expand my perception of 

life. You’ve made me want to live my life in a whole new way”. Another student wrote 

“In the past few years you have opened my eyes to the world. I had never before thought 

that I could make a change in my community or that social justice or world issues could 

even affect me. You’ve taught me lessons that I will never forget, wherever I go, I hope 

to keep trying to make the world a better place.”  

I continue to try and model the pedagogy and practices that were imminent on 

MRH because I know they changed my life. Do place-based learning, critical pedagogy 

and critical empathy influence social justice action?  I believe they do and there was 

some evidence of this in my participants’ responses. I believe these practices changed the 

experience in the classroom for the two students who wrote to me about their learning in 

my class. These pedagogical practices influenced their lives and their perceptions of the 

world and themselves. They have caused them to take different actions in their own lives.  

If we encourage students to reflect upon their own humanity they may desire to be more 

fully human. It is important to learn with students and from students in an act of 

solidarity as Freire calls us to (1970). This is also true for the oppressor and the 
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oppressed. “Solidarity requires true communication, and the concept by which such an 

educator is guided fears and proscribes communication” (Freire, 1970, p. 77).  

 It is imperative that students be provided with environments and practices that 

foster critical empathy, enlightenment and emancipation. They must be supported in 

identifying hegemony, questioning homogeneity and seeing systems of power and 

privilege. Teachers and students must support one another as we learn to reflect and act 

with love, humility and solidarity. Critical pedagogy, place-based learning and critical 

empathy may not solely foster social justice action, and neither will social justice action 

alone create a more equitable and just society, but it is perhaps, a very good place for us 

to start. In light of my experiences as a participant on MRH, and in the context of this 

research project, the value of critical pedagogical approaches to teaching and learning 

cannot be over-estimated. While it is difficult to draw explicit connections from this 

research data between the experiences of participants on MRH, critical empathy and 

engagement in social justice action, the possibilities for social justice action to emerge 

through these types of experiences are important to consider. 
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Appendix B 
Interview Questions 

1. How would you describe yourself? 
2. What brought you to participate in the March of Remembrance and Hope? 
3. Were there any learning experiences that really stood out for you while on the 

March of Remembrance and Hope? 
4. Did you feel that the learning environment before MRH (through reading 

packages/webinars/conference calls) impacted your learning and do you feel the 
learning environment after (follow up group session) were valuable to your 
learning or not? 

5. Did the March of Remembrance and Hope influence the ways in which you 
understand the world?  Explain. 

6. How did you change (if at all) as a result of this experience? 
7. Did this experience influence your participation in society at all? 
8. Are there any other thoughts/comments/feelings you would like to share with me?   
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