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Introduction

Growing ideological backlash against Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEl),
especially in the United States.

Generalized erosion of rights based perspectives
Enduring impact of histories of discrimination and segregation

Diversity and inclusion have become integral components of educational
reform, enshrined in numerous international frameworks (United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals)

Inclusive and equitable quality education - a foundational pillar for
sustainable development and social justice.

DEl is not merely a policy preference but a globally endorsed standard for
advancement of human rights, democratic citizenship, and institutional
accountability.



Global Context

DEl embedded in global education reforms. EU and international trends
show both resistance and support.

The transformation towards the Knowledge Society is linked to a set of
processes and elements that are, for the first time in human history,
explicitly and consciously global.

Complete integration of aims, beliefs, aspirations, and knowledge would
be fatal to human creativity but also to what is valued as the democratic
process.

A key function of education is the ability to analyse contradictions and
conflicts in societies fractured by the inherent inequalities of the
prevailing socio-economic system.

As the ecological, psychological and social dimensions of crisis become
increasingly apparent, it is essential to rediscover critical capacity.



Education & Social Transformation

Interaction between technology and globalization has created new challenges
but also new opportunities.

At its core, digitalization is a democratizing force. But digitalization also has the
ability to concentrate extraordinary power.

For higher education, this challenges traditional roles, power systems and
functions of the Academy and removing the elitism inherent in such restricted
systems.

After the Second World War a network of policies as much about security and
order as proclaiming that ‘democratic capitalism’ had triumphed emerged.
Universities provided the graduates, administrators and new elites to maintain
unprecedented prosperity. Universities also provided critical space to
challenge the external environment.

At almost every level however, western universities did not support the
transformative socio-political upheavals of the 1960s. Universities lost large
parts of the digital race, ceding ground to more innovative and expanding
high-tech companies. Lacking critical insight or technological relevance, many
universities fell into serving mainly national roles and functions.



Historical Background

Environment is about other people: and relationships between people and
the social structures that people construct in terms of interaction, power-
relationships and hierarchy.

Issues and elements around design, inclusion and access connect to
concepts of social justice in education.

Social justice in education emphasizes fairness, inclusion, and equitable
distribution of resources and opportunities, aiming to challenge systems
of oppression and disempowerment.



Growing trends

DEI roots in post-WW!II military reform and civil rights movements. Global
adoption via the UN SDGs.

Corporate leadership
Pioneering role of disability movement

Modern public education systems incorporate social justice principles
through inclusive policies, multicultural curricula, and anti-discrimination
legislation. Examples include:

— Culturally Relevant Pedagogy
— Restorative Practices
— Critical Pedagogy



Social Justice & Pedagogy

Inspired by Freire and Dewey. Focus on equity, inclusion, critical pedagogy,
and democratic participation.

In the United States, the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s
marked a significant turning point, leading to desegregation efforts and
legislation which declared racial segregation in public schools
unconstitutional

Initially centred on race and ethnicity, the concept of diversity broadened
considerably to include gender, socioeconomic status, language, disability,
sexual orientation, and religion

Rooted in historical struggles for justice and informed by evolving
understandings of identity and equity, diversity initiatives aim to create
more inclusive, responsive, and effective learning environments.



European Perspectives

Labor diversity, migration, equality laws. Challenges in practice despite
strong policies.

European Union rules produce a strong emphasis on common standards
both to affirm rights and to regulate workforce conditions

There remains a gap between the legal prohibition of discrimination and
the actual outcomes for traditionally disadvantaged groups.

The extension of equality of rights of participation, citizenship and access
beyond gender to all citizens (and indeed non-citizens) is now a
fundamental question of European social policy.

European retreat from rights-based diversity
Token acknowledgement — defining inclusion....



Current Crisis

Reversal of DEI policies in the US (2025), legislative bans, funding threats,
and academic censorship.

In recent years, the MAGA movement in the United States has escalated a
systematic campaign against Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI)
programs, academic freedom, and broader civil rights frameworks.

This movement has deep ideological roots and echoes the fears and
reactionary policies stemming from legacies of slavery, racism and civil
violence.

A coordinated international campaign threatens not only the rights of

historically marginalized groups, but also the role of public education in
fostering critical thinking, civic engagement, and democratic deliberation.



Assault on Public Good

Shift toward market-driven education. Power dynamics threaten equitable
access and autonomy.

The coordinated assault on DEI programs, higher education, and civil
rights marks a significant turning point in American public life.

Through federal executive actions, state legislation, and institutional
pressure, it aims to reconfigure the purpose and scope of education away
from equity and inclusion, and toward a narrowly defined, ideologically
charged version of meritocracy and neutrality.

In Europe such tendencies exist already in some countries and are part of
an international network of reactionary forces aiming to systematically roll
back rights-based interventions and inclusive strategies.

This is seen graphically in the changing discourse around migration,
Islamophobia, homophobia and xenophobia.



Conclusion

DEI as cornerstone of democracy and innovation. Access = Citizenship. Call
for active inclusion.

Access denied is the same as rights denied.
Equal Citizenship takes access to levels of active participation.

By challenging legacies of segregation, questioning assumptions of
accepted norms, asserting rights and embracing digital emancipation,
educational inclusion creates opportunities for systemic transformation.

This remains the critical determinant today in the rights of people with
disabilities, migrants, refugees and women.
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