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work people tend to be surprised. Mathematics and power? Mathematics and democracy? Those things do not go together! For many people it is astonishing that mathematics can be thought in relation to something “social” such as power relationships, political affairs and actions, and values and forms of living such as democracy. After a long conversation and many examples some people may come to see my point. However, it is difficult to break, all of a sudden, the view of mathematics as numbers, rules and procedures, which have no relation with people and their every day lives in society. Such a view is deeply entrenched as a result of 
people’s own school experiences and of their understanding of the public ways of talking about mathematics in the media and in society in general. This view is not only shared by those who dislike mathematics (and have probably had a “traumatic” school experience with it) but also by many of those who have been successful and like it. Part of the view is based on the assumption that mathematics has a life on its own, independently from the human beings that both have invented and used it. Critique to such an image has emerged from recent work in the philosophy of mathematics —as for example in the work of Paul Ernest (1998b) and his 
analysis of mathematics as a socially constructed knowledge—, and from research in mathematics education. When mathematics is considered as one of the many social activities and practices that human beings carry out, the entrenchment of mathematics into cultural, political and economic phenomena becomes more evident. Now, if we enter mathematics education, we definitely have to pay attention to society, not only because the content of this education is considered to be important in society, but specially because mathematics acquires an important part of its social life through educational relationships in schools. This is precisely the viewpoint 
I adopt and from which I would like to reflect about mathematics, education and power. My reflections are inscribed in a perspective concerned with the political dimension of mathematics education. This perspective has not been so widespread in the field, although it has been a growing trend (as shown in, for example, Valero & Zevenbergen, 2004; and Walshaw, 2004). In what follows I will discuss my view of mathematics education as a field of study and as a field of practice and will point to the necessity of broadening dominant definitions of these fields in order to grasp their socio -political complexity. I will also discuss three notions of power 
and how they have permeated mathematics education research. Finally I will present some remarks about the challenges that adopting a socio-political viewpoint for an understanding of the practices of mathematics teaching and learning poses to research. Mathematics Education: Broadening the Scope The term “mathematics education” can refer to two different domains. On the one hand, mathematics education names a field of practice, which is the space where people actually engage in the activities connected to the teaching and learning of mathematics. On the other hand, we mathematics education refers to the field of study, which is the space 
of scientific inquiry on and theorization about the field of practice (Ernest, 1998a). It is interesting to consider the relationship between these two fields, in particular, the way in which they are dialectically defined. A dominant definition of mathematics education as a scientific field of study is that of the discipline “covering the practice of mathematics teaching and learning at all levels in (and outside) the educational system in which it is embedded” (Sierpinska & Kilpatrick, 1998, p. 29). In this field, “[…] mathematics and its specificities are inherent in the research questions from the outset. One is looking at mathematics learning and one cannot ask 
these questions outside of mathematics.”(p. 26). This way of defining the field of study highlights the didactic triad —that is, the relationships between teacher, learners and mathematical content— as the privileged space of enquiry. This definition determines both what is taken as legitimate research questions and approaches in the field of study. Studies in mathematics education are mainly interested in characterizing, theorizing and explaining the practices that are clearly inscribed in the didactic triad. This definition of the field of study frames the possible meanings and definitions of the field of practice. Mathematics education practices are defined, 
then, as all the activities revolving around teachers’ instruction of a given content to some students who are engaged in the learning of that content. As a result, mathematics education practices also get inscribed into the closeness of the didactic triad that defines the field of study. Concerning this narrowness of scope, Gómez (1999) argues that “mathematics education research production is centered mainly on cognitive problems and phenomena; that it has other minor areas of interest; and that it shows very little production on those themes related to the practices that influence somehow the teaching and learning of mathematics from the institutional or 
national point of view” (p. 2-3). Chassapis (2002) also argues that little and almost insignificant attention has been paid in 30 years of research production to the issue of who are the mathematics learners and how the learners’ background influences mathematical learning. This lack of attention contributes to a lack of comprehension about the social, political and cultural complexity of mathematics education and the factors involved in it. Vithal and Valero (2003) also raise a critique to the lack of attention that dominant mathematics education research has paid to the impact of social context —and its conflictive nature— on the study of the micro-
processes of mathematical teaching and learning. This restrictive frame for what is considered to be legitimate objects of study has an impact in conceptions of the practices of mathematics education in society and, correspondingly, in conceptions about ways of undertaking the study of those practices. These arguments also resonate with Apple’s (1995) comment that most of the discussions about mathematics education have left apart “critical social, political, and economic considerations”; they have limited their scope to the individual realm and, therefore, “lost any serious sense of the social structures, race, gender, and class relations” that 
constitute individuals; and finally, they have not been situated “in a wider social context that includes larger programs for democratic education and a more democratic society” (p. 331). The field of study defines the field of practice and itself in a closed, internalistic fashion. This has as a consequence that connections to the external environment of the teacher-learners-mathematics triad are not researched, neither taken into account as a part of practice. Dominant definitions of mathematics education as a field of study and their corresponding definitions of the field of practice are problematic. It is not possible to think about neither the field of study, 
nor the field of practice, as spheres existing independently from the social relations and conditions where they occur. It is clear that there are many other factors affecting mathematics education than those considered in the didactic triad. Research in mathematics education within the “social turn” (Lerman, 2000) has pointed to some of the shortcomings of internalistic definitions of the fields of study and practice. Are there other definitions that open for other possible understandings of these two fields? Let us think about mathematics education as a field of practice covering the net-work of social practices carried out by different social actors and 
institutions located in different spheres and levels, which constitute and shape the way mathematics is taught and learned in society, schools and classrooms (Valero, 2002). This means that, besides the three basic elements of the didactic triad, there is a series of actors with their practices that contribute shaping the mathematics education practices occurring in the relationship between teacher, students and a content displayed in their interaction. One could consider, for example, the role of the group of mathematics teachers and administrators in the educational institution, in connection to the teachers ’ practices inside the classroom. Textbook writers 
with their materials definitely shape teachers’ practices. One could also take into account how teacher-educators impact practices through the construction and provision of certain teacher qualification. Community’s and of labor market’s expectations and demands about the mathematical competencies of students as potential working force can not be discarded as relevant contributors to shape mathematics education practices. This is also connected to the influence of policy-makers in mathematics education, and to the politicians’ inputs and expectations about the outputs of schooling practices. In summary, mathematics education as practices are 
not restricted to the sphere of the classroom, but transcend it by including the practices of different social actors and institutions, and the interconnection between those across levels. This broader definition of the field of practice evidences the social, political, cultural and economic dimensions that are a constitutive element of mathematics education practices. This means that in practice, students’ cognitive processes of a particular subject matter are only one of the many activities that take place in classrooms, and only one of the components of the larger net-work of practices. The implications of this view for a definition of mathematics education 
research, that is, the field of study, are enormous. The theories, the methodologies, the positioning of the researcher, the criteria for judging the quality of research and even the forms of communicating research are open to discussion (Vithal & Valero, 2003). Although the intention of this paper is not to go into the details of those implications, let me just say that opening the scope of mathematics education research challenges the established ways of working in the discipline and invites researchers to engage in a more uncertain process of knowledge construction and sense making about the practices of mathematics education. Having this approach, I 
would like to concentrate on the political dimension of mathematics education practices and on the ways research has tackled it through defining the meaning of power in relation to mathematics and mathematics education. Power in Mathematics Education Research Authors such as Lerman (2000) have argued that the growing attention during the last 20 years to the social aspects of mathematics education could be rooted in the political concerns of some researchers who saw that “inequalities in society were reinforced and reproduced by differential success in school mathematics” (p. 24). I have argued elsewhere (Valero, 2004b) that this initial 
political awareness has not necessarily led to the constitution of a socio-political approach in research. One of the reasons for this is that the notion of power has not been extensively and systematically analyzed neither operationalized in research. In what follows I would like to examine some of the existing literature in search of the meaning given to the notion in different mathematics education research discourses. The intrinsic power of mathematics and mathematical learning In the recent Handbook of International Research in Mathematics Education, English (2002) invited contributing authors to think about the issue of “access to powerful 
mathematical ideas”. In her text, English provides meaning to this phrase and to the term powerful, in the following way: […] the lack of access to a quality education—in particular, a quality mathematics education—is likely to limit human potential and individual economic opportunity. Given the importance of mathematics in the ever-changing global market, there will be increased demands for workers to possess more advanced and future-oriented mathematical and technological skills. Together with the rapid changes in the workplace and in daily living, the global market has alerted us to rethink the mathematical experiences we provide for our 
students in terms of content, approaches to learning, ways of assessing learning, and ways of increasing access to quality learning. (p. 4) She follows her explanation about “powerful mathematical ideas” in the following terms: Students are facing a world shaped by increasing complex, dynamic, and powerful systems of information and ideas. As future members of the workforce, students will need to be able to interpret and explain structurally complex systems, to reason in mathematically diverse ways, and to use sophisticated equipment and resources. […] Today’s mathematics curricula must broaden their goals to include key concepts and 
processes that will maximize students’ opportunities for success in the 21st century. These include, among others statistical reasoning, probability, algebraic thinking, mathematical modeling, visualizing, problem solving and posing, number sense, and dealing with technological change. (p. 8) Let me examine English’ words. In the first quotation there is established a connection between the quality of the mathematical education of a person and the person’s potential and economic opportunity. This seems to imply that good mathematics education gives “power” to a person because it gives people mathematical skills that are of paramount importance in 
current social processes. English also establishes a connection between mathematics (and mathematics education) with current economic and productive processes. The power of mathematics and mathematics education is also brought in relation to a person’s participation in a global economy. The demands of the global economy should make educators rethink the kind of mathematical experience provided to all students. In the second quotation English makes more explicit the demands of the global economy to people’s performance. Powerful mathematical ideas are those that will allow people to think in ways that secure their success as working 
force in the 21st century, that is, in the global economy. I take English words as representative of a type of discourse about power and mathematics education. Her definition of powerful mathematical ideas does in fact resonate with the way in which the term power features in most literature in mathematics education, where the term power appears in association with statements such as: “Since mathematics is a powerful knowledge in our society, then it is important to improve the access of as many students as possible to a quality mathematics education so that they get empowered”. Such a statement brings together two basic ideas: on the one hand, 
that mathematics has power, and that, therefore, mathematics can empower those who acquire it, on the other hand. These assumptions are sometimes explicit, but most of the times they remain tacit. When remaining tacit, the assumptions do not differ substantially from the also tacit concern of hardcore psychological research in mathematics education, where it is assumed that there is an intrinsic resonance between the goodness of mathematics and all the positive contributions of mathematics education both to the individual and to society (see Skovsmose & Valero, 2001 for details on this discussion). These assumptions also rely on a notion of 
power rooted in a liberal functionalist tradition. In many analysis of power within this trend (for example, Weber, 1964), the concept is defined as the capacity of an actor A to influence the behavior of another actor B. A has power over B if A can modify B’s actions and therefore the results of B’s actions. If power is such capacity, then A is in possession of a form of control over other people or situations. B accepts A’s influence on the grounds of B’ acknowledgement of the legitimacy and desirability of A’s influence. The public recognition of A’s capacity allows A to exercise influence despite possible disagreement or even opposition from B’s 
side. Furthermore, on the grounds of A’s authority and legitimacy A can empower B, if desired. Power can be passed on the will of the powerful and the acceptance of the empowered. When translated into an educational arena, this view of power has led to view education as a powerful process where the teacher has power not only because s/he can modify the student’s behavior, but mostly because s/he possesses a capacity that allows him/her to control students. Such a capacity is normally associated with teachers’ knowledge. When one says that teachers can empower students, it is further assumed that the capacity that makes teachers 
powerful (in this case knowledge) can be transferred. Teachers transfer knowledge to students and as a result students acquire power. It is in this way that education is an empowering process. Knowledge allows students to think and therefore act in appropriate and desirable ways in the society in which they live. Students have gained power, which they can later exercise in relation to other people and other situations inside and outside the school. In mathematics education this assumption is even stronger: mathematics teachers transfer a very special and in itself powerful knowledge. The traditional idea that mathematics education is important 
because it develops the brain and thinking functions of people due to its dealing with ideas and structures (see Niss, 1996) is in line with this view. Once mental structures are in place then individuals can engage in legitimate, credible actions such as describe, count, measure, control, predict, argue, communicate, etc., in order to influence their environment. All of these activities are possible thanks to the possession of mathematical knowledge, abilities, competencies, etc. Teachers, the possessors of knowledge, transfer mathematics to students who then become empowered by the acquisition of a knowledge that allows students to exercise powerful 
actions. This conception of power and of power in relation to mathematics and mathematics education is problematic. First of all, saying that mathematics is powerful is equivalent to asserting that mathematics exerts power. Saying that mathematics exerts power implies that mathematics can do something in itself. That is, mathematics is given the status of a social actor who can perform actions. In this way mathematics is given a life of its own. Supposing that mathematics has a life of its own (independently of people) implies a reliance on Platonist philosophies of mathematics that conceive mathematics as ever existing objects. Such a view is 
incompatible with the social constructivist ontologies of mathematics which are at the base of socio-political approaches to mathematics education. Here we fall in a contradiction, which may easily lead to an in internalistic conception of both mathematics and mathematics education. Second, this conception supposes that there is transference in education from the structures of mathematics to mental structures, and from the potentialities of mathematics to people’s capacities. The issue of transference of power has been questioned from poststructuralist viewpoints (such as Foucault, 1972). I’ll come back top this view later on. Suffice to say by now 
that the constitution of power in social practice is much more complex that what this view of power supposes, and therefore it is not possible to assume that empowerment (or transference of A’s capacity to B) can take place in such an unproblematic way. The issue of transference in learning, particularly the transference of schemes of thinking from one situation from another, has also been criticized by situated cognition theories that emphasize the dialectical relationship between social practice and its setting, and thinking and learning (as in, for example, Lave, 1989). That is, if thinking and learning happen in the constitutive relation between a 
person’s action, a social setting and activity, then it is not possible to assume that people can always manage to transfer thinking from one situation to another. Thus, it is not possible to assume either that the ways of thinking involved in the development of the discipline of mathematics can be transferred to children in school, since the way in which children in school develop their thinking is related to the social practices happening in school settings, and those setting and practices are different in time, space and activity from those in which the thinking of mathematicians develops. Furthermore, it is not plausible to suppose that, once school children have 
developed one or another way of mathematical thinking, they will in transfer that way of thinking into any other field of practice, in particular everyday life settings (Boaler, 1997). This type of conceptualization of power in relation to mathematics and mathematics education, I have argued, does not bring us further in an understanding of the functioning of mathematical knowledge and of school mathematics education in the current Modern, Western world. Rather, it leads us to some contradictions and shortcomings. Power as structural imbalance of knowledge control In the work of Marilyn Frankenstein (see, for example, 1995) there is a different 
way of talking about power in relation to mathematics education. She says: So, I argue that mathematics education in general, and mathematics in particular, will become more equitable as the class structure in society becomes more equitable. Since I also contend that working-class consciousness is an important component in changing class inequities, developing that consciousness during teaching could contribute to the goal of ensuring equity in mathematics education. […] I think that mathematical disempowerment impedes an understanding of how our society is structured with respect to class interests. (p. 165) A first concern of Frankenstein is 
the existence of deep class inequalities in society that are also present in school and that permeate the way in which mathematics is taught. Students’ awareness of these class inequalities is essential in a move towards a more equitable society. Mathematics education (of certain kind) can help students gaining class-consciousness since it can make visible the way in which mathematical calculations are implicated themselves in the production of those inequalities. Mathematics education empowers students to gain this awareness. A lack of mathematical capacities —mathematical disempowerment— blocks the gaining of class consciousness. I take 
Frankenstein words as representative of a different way to conceive power in mathematics education research. In this perspective there are new elements associated to the meaning of power. First of all, there is a clear assumption about society —an unequal, class-divided society— which differs from the kind of global, market society to which English (2002) refers to. Frankenstein’s perspective is in line with Marxist interpretations of the capitalist society. The general inequalities in society are reproduced in the ideological apparatus of the State, which include schools, and within them, mathematics classrooms. Second, there is also a definition of 
power rooted in the Marxist tradition. Power is the capacity of the owners of productive resources to alienate others from such resources including their own working force, and, as a result, to create a situation of oppression and dispossession for the latter. These inequalities produced through the production system and made visible in the divisions of class are structurally reproduced through practices in many other fields of social action, particularly in those fields where ideology is constituted. Schools are a particular space for that reproduction, and there power is exercised by some people at the expense of others. Although this definition, so 
formulated, may misrepresent the depth of its theoretical lineage, it is important to highlight that the essence of such a definition is a struggle between those who are structurally ‘included’ and those who are ‘excluded’. This struggle represents a relation in which the powerful tend to win —although there are may be chances of resistance on the side of the excluded, or initiatives of critical people to help the excluded break their alienation and gain power. Third, mathematical empowerment is seen as the capacity that an individual gains, via the learning of mathematics, to see the way in which mathematics operates in society and contributes to perpetuate 
an unequal class distribution. Its opposite, mathematical disempowerment, contributes to the general alienation of people as part of the operation of the capitalist system. Empowerment, though, is not a result of an individual enlightening process but rather a social process in which the disempowered are assisted by others in order to gain consciousness. Although the discourse on society and the structural misdistribution of access to resources is different in the first and second perspectives, the discourse around mathematical power in this Marxist perspective does not seem significantly different from the one in the Liberal perspective. The idea that 
mathematics gives students or people a capacity to act in the social world is similar and therefore these two perspectives may fall in the contradiction of ascribing mathematics the role of a social actor. In both perspectives mathematics empowers students. However, they differ in their view of the kind of actions that can be undertaken with the use of mathematics. While in the liberal position mathematics is seen as a positive constructive tool, in this Marxist, critical position it is seen as a tool that both can be used in constructive and in destructive ways. Another example of this perspective is to be found in the political challenge posed by 
ethnomathematics to the reign of Western, white mathematics. A fundamental critique by D’Ambrosio (1993) is the uncontested imposition of mathematics as the privileged form of thinking of human beings. Because of this high, culturally given status in the Western world, mathematics ‘is positioned as a promoter of a certain model of exercising power through knowledge’ (p. 24, my translation). In the historical development of the Western world, which has as well impacted the transformation of the rest of other peoples, mathematics imposes the rationality of the dominant power over all other kinds of forms of thinking and expression in non-
Western, indigenous, colonized cultures. Powell (2002, p. 17) also highlights that ethnomathematics departs from forms of thought that privilege ‘European, male, heterosexual, racist, and capitalistic interests and values’. This essential critique to mathematics as a tool of ideological domination is incorporated in research and in the pedagogical proposals derived from it, such as in the work of Powell (2002). One element that emerges clearly from this type of definition of power —in association with the use of Critical Theory (see, for example, Held, 1980) and Marxist approaches— is the necessity of questioning both mathematics and mathematics 
education practices. In the case of an ethnomathematical program it is clear that any reformulation of mathematics education as social and cultural practices should look critically at the goods and evils of the uses of mathematics within the social structures in which they emerge. In the case of Marilyn Frankenstein’s criticalmathematics education, mathematics is implicated in the creation of unequal social structures by means of the way it is used in society. The ‘uses of mathematics’ here do not only refer to the concrete applications of mathematics in the development of technological devices —as Skovsmose (1994) emphasizes— but also the 
‘functionality’ that people give to it in the construction of social relations and culture. A risk in adopting this definition of power in mathematics education could be to adhere to the thesis of the dissonance between mathematics education, power and democracy (Skovsmose & Valero, 2001). This risk would equate with seeing no possible alternative to break the ‘intellectual oppression’ exercised by the imposition of mathematics and mathematics education over other possible human rationalities. The “destructive” effect of power may be emphasized to a point where it becomes impossible to think about the “constructive” effects of power. Power as 
distributed positioning In his plenary address to the Third Mathematics Education and Society Conference, Thomas Popkewitz (2002) presented the pillars of his analysis of mathematics education as a school subject. He says: The mathematics curriculum […] is an ordering practice analogous to creating a uniform system of taxes, the development of uniform measurements, and urban planning. It is an inscription devise that makes the child legible and administrable. The mathematics curriculum embodies rules and standards of reason that order how judgments are made, conclusions drawn, rectification proposed, and the fields of existence made 
manageable and predictable. I consider mathematics education in this manner not only because mathematics education is one of the high priests of modernity. Mathematics education carries the salvation narrative of progress. The narratives are of the enlightened citizen who contributes to the global knowledge society. The story of progress is also told about a pluralism of the diverse people who come to school. Yet while the speech is about a universal child who is not left behind and all children will learn, some children are never even brought to the table! How does that happen? What are the concrete cultural practices in the curriculum that produce 
the distinctions and divisions that qualify some and disqualify others? (p. 35) In Popkewitz’ word mathematics education is seen as a social practice which, together with other sets of practices, contributes to the governance of citizens. That governance is carried through the instauration of systems of reason, that is, socially constructed and accepted forms of characterizing and organizing the world, which frame what is possible, desirable and appropriate and that, therefore, constitute the basis of classification of individuals in a society. The mathematics curriculum and the teaching of mathematics are not devices and processes in charge of the 
transmission of a highly valued knowledge. They are social practices that, through the transformation of knowledge from one field of practice to another field of practice, helps regulating the action of students, their thinking frames and their possibilities of participation and exclusion from participation in the social world. Mathematics education operates as part of broader mechanisms which determine what is valued, what is right and what is normal in society. Mathematics education are practices through which social relations of classification and regulation are established, and through which some social actors use particular resources in particular 
situations to position themselves and others in those socially defined categories and norms. I take Popkewitz’ formulations as being representative of a third view of power. Popkewitz’ perspective is highly inspired by Foucault’s analysis of the microphysics of power in modern societies. In this view, power is a relational capacity of social actors to position themselves in different situations, through the use of various resources. This definition implies that power is not an intrinsic and permanent characteristic of social actors; power is relational and in constant transformation. This transformation does not happen directly as a consequence of open 
struggle and resistance, but through the participation of actors in social practices and in the construction of discourses. In this sense power is not openly overt but subtly exercised. This also means that power is both a constructive and destructive force, and that duality is always present in any social situation. When power is defined in these terms, it becomes possible to enter into a very fine grained analysis of how mathematics and mathematics education are used in particular discourses and of the effects of those discourses in people ’s lives. This way of defining power has not been so popular among mathematics education researchers. However this 
type of definition could bring new insights in research because it finds resonance not only with the advance of postmodern ideas in education (e.g., Popkewitz & Brennan, 1998) and in mathematics education (for example, Ernest, 2004) but also with new possibilities of reinterpreting many of the theories that have been at the core of the discipline. In the recent book Mathematics Education within the Postmodern (Walshaw, 2004), there is a series of articles adopting this perspective of power. Hardy (2004), for example, presents to the reader a toolkit, a series of notions coming from Foucault (1972), which have helped her seeing how in 
mathematics classrooms power is exercised in the relationship between students, a teacher and school mathematics activities. Though the examination of a video excerpt from a teacher training material published by the UK government as part of the National Numeracy Strategy, she presents an interpretation of the interaction between teacher and students in which the teacher’s pedagogical techniques are in operation. From her perspective the teacher creates a situation of surveillance in which students’ actions are exposed to the control of the teacher, who publicly approves and disapproves students’ answers to calculations. Students are not only 
“answering” to the teacher’s demands, they are being identified with an answer and are learning to identify themselves with an accepted (or rejected) behavior and thinking. The teacher’s way of managing the classroom discourse plays with the double strategy of individualizing (that is, making noticeable in public an individual action) and totalizing (that it, hiding individuals within a collectivity) through her constant distinction between particular students (with proper name) and the collectivity of the class (the “we” referring to “all” in the classroom). This strategy is used in systematic ways: individualization is used to publicly correct wrong answers and to 
reward right answers and by this creating a clear differentiation between those who cannot and can do the mathematics; while totalization is used to give a collective legitimacy to what the teachers considers to be appropriate behavior. With this analysis Hardy illustrates that the power dynamics of a classroom go deeper than the expected mathematical empowerment assumed by the views of power presented in the two previous sections of this paper. Meaney (2004) also uses Foucault’s idea of power as embedded in social actors’ relationships in order to analyze her role as a white expert consultant when working with a Maöri community, socially 
positioned as a disadvantaged community, in the development of a mathematics curriculum. In her analysis of the changing positions that both her and the community acquired during the inquiry process, she highlights that what comes to be considered as valid knowledge and truth is deeply dependent on the way in which the relationship among the project participants evolved. She argues that power fluctuated among participants in their differential use of strategies to argue for and give meaning to the knowledge being constructed in their relationship. Both Hardy and Meaney, as well as other authors such as Cotton (2004) and Valero (2004a), argue 
that an analysis of power in these terms is not restricted to the practices of teaching and learning where school mathematics is implicated. The analysis should also extend to the way in which research is produced. Researchers, in their privileged position as active constructors of knowledge, and with it, of discourses about what is valid true, participate in the consolidation of certain systems of reason. As Popkewitz (2004, p. 259) argues, “intellectual traditions of research construct ways of thinking and ordering action, conceive of results, and intern and enclose the possibilities imagined”. In this sense, researchers’ discursive practices are not a neutral 
search for truth but an active engagement in opening/closing possibilities for phrasing and giving meaning to the social world. Therefore, this view of power opens for an examination of the way in which researchers are also implicated in the social distribution of power. A socio-political approach in mathematics education research Valero and Matos (2002) have discussed some of the dilemmas that researchers may face when exploring the broad field of mathematics education practices, as defined at the beginning of this paper. The dilemma of the mathematical specificity illustrates the tension between a traditional focus on the mathematical content in 
educational interactions and the opening of scope that makes that content one of the many other aspect at stake such as language, students’ backgrounds and foregrounds for learning, cultural conflicts between the school culture and out-of-school culture, etc. The dilemma of the scope addresses the issue of navigating in an open field of investigation instead of researching highly specialized, well-delimited problems. The dilemma of the scientific distance points to the positioning of the researcher and how much criteria of objectivity and distancing between the researcher and the research participants influence the whole process of data collection. This 
contrasts with a view in which the researcher is viewed as an actor whose activity influences the situation to be researched, even if the researcher does not choose to play the role of an active participant. This is precisely the point being illustrated by Meaney (2004) in her discussion of power/knowledge in a research project. The dilemma of relevance addresses the issue of for whom and from whose perspective a given research in mathematics education is seen as being of importance. Somehow this dilemma allows to question whether the discourse of empowerment and improvement set in place by definitions of power such as the liberal one 
discussed above really holds for those on whom research is traditionally been carried out. Does the narrative of “salvation” —illustrated by English’s (2002) formulations, and criticized by Popkewitz’s (2002) analysis— hold its strength in the eyes of students, teachers, researchers and many of the other actors involved in the practices of mathematics education? Furthermore, which implications does such a discourse have in the way in which research names and defines the role of mathematics education in society and in the lives of individuals? A socio-political approach to research, that is the adoption of theories and forms of enquiry that place 
power in the center of mathematics education practices, invites researcher into discussions about the very same epistemological and ontological basis of the process of knowledge production. Vithal and Valero (2003) have also pointed that an opening of scope in research to grasp the social and political complexity of mathematics education practices demands a re-examination of research questions and agendas, of theories and methodologies and of criteria for judging the quality of research. A consideration of power in mathematics education invites to question what has been taken for granted in the historical development of the field of study. 
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