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What is at stake today that has not always been at stake?

I shall answer this in three parts.

First part:  Education and the hatred of democracy

Education has long been reduced to being an instrument of political control, if we mean by education the whole apparatus of schools through to universities on the one hand and the multiplicity of media, the organisation of labour to meet the demands of contemporary markets, and the everyday forms of socialisation through which minds and bodies are moulded.  

After the Reform act of 1868 that extended political rights to certain of the working classes Robert Lowe is claimed to have said ‘now we must educate our masters’.

And Bernays, the father of contemporary spin doctors and one of the pioneers of the modern public relations industry wrote:


The conscious and intelligent manipulation of the organised habits and opinions of the masses is an important element in democratic society. Those who manipulate this unseen mechanism of society constitute an invisible government which is the true ruling power of our country.

(Bernays 1928: 27)


Indeed:


Ours must be a leadership democracy administered by the intelligent minority who know how to regiment and guide the masses.

(Bernays 1928: 127

Bernays’ contemporary influence on the politics of the Western world, and in particular that of the UK and the USA was highlighted by a BBC documentary (2002).  Consent is to be manufactured or engineered to support the policies of governments who in turn are either largely financed by the wealthy or manipulated by the demands of corporate elites (see:  Klein 2007, Herman and Chomsky 1988).  Over the last 3 decades what is being manufactured is consent to neoliberalism, a political economic doctrine that privileges the pursuit of profit, inequality, private property, individualism, the accumulation of wealth and equates free (that is, unregulated) market economics with freedom and democracy.   Neoliberalism abhors the State, collective action, the public sector and welfare.  In promoting the reforms to embed neoliberal privatisation of publicly owned industries and services Thatcher famously said there is no alternative, and in the face of rising unemployment and poverty she said there is no such thing as society.  Instead of democracy as founded upon the voices of all people, there is only the election of elite national management teams who decide and act on behalf of millions.  There is, as Rancière (2006) wrote, a Hatred of democracy.  This hatred is seen in transformation of all public space into Private space, private property and the accumulation of wealth.  Private organisations owned by wealthy elites have no need of democratic decision making.  As the banking crisis has convincingly shown, global financial institutions have the power to blackmail governments.  And at ground level, people have no democratic institutions to resist and fight back through collective decision making.  There is a paucity of countervailing forces.

Part two: Education and the hope of Democracy

We could also regard education as a necessary condition for emancipation.  Education can be seen as the radical moment when belief in the certainties, values, and forms of organisation through which everyday life is managed is ‘suspended’.  In this moment through the faculty of imagination, education ‘draws out’ the possibilities for alternative forms of social organisation as a condition for thinking and acting differently in everyday life.  LaBoetie back in 1552 expressed his amazement that so many millions would submit to the will of one person, a tyrant.  Imagine if everyone took his advice: ‘Resolve to serve no more, and you are at once freed.’

It is in imagining that this is possible that hope is born.  And in hope democracy is born, hope that is, for a world where people can be free from want and free to develop a better life for themselves in security and in community with others.  Freedom as the French political theorist Balibar (1994) notes is coextensive with equality.  If access to certain social goods is limited to the wealthy, then the freedom of the poor is limited. Without equality, there can be no universal freedom.   For democracy to come into being, there must be the freedom and equality of all to be engaged in the decision making processes of all the community organisations and institutions that impact upon the lives of people.  Democracy thus depends upon the creation of public spheres where people have free and equal access to engage in the debates and decisions that inform and legitimise action.

Education is critical to the accomplishment of democratic forms of social organisation.  Rather than the national curricula, training programmes and forms of examination that today pass as education, a curriculum can be reconceptualised as an course of reflection, expression, decision making and action developed in free and equal community with others.  Education, in this sense, is thus on the one hand the practice of continually emancipating people from whatever prevents them from engaging freely and equally in public space.  On the other hand it is also the creative process of engaging with others to express their free individuality as co-equals in community with others.

Part three:  The ConDems and the Big Lie

Now we can think of education under the ConDems.  

Plato wrote of the necessity of the ‘noble lie’ to maintain social order - people were classified hierarchicallyaccording to their function in society. It was declared to be natural.  There is something of this in the notion of the ‘Big Society’ that conceals the ConDems version of the neoliberal desire for small government as a mechanism to enforce legislation through violence if necessary for the protection of property rights and the accumulation of wealth.   The ‘Big society’ idea makes one of its appearances in what Gove calls ‘free schools’.  In what way are they ‘free’?  They can be seen as breaking up state provision.  Or, they can be seen as genuinely placing power back into the hands of people.  However, the idea was greeted by early cynicism.  Baker in a Guardian article described how the education secretary Michael Gove is picking his advisers and abolishing the QCDA in order to get direct control over the curriculum matters:

So, we have the prospect of the planned new national curriculum being shaped by advice from the education secretary's hand-picked committee of experts and then implemented by his own department. Not much room for dissent or argument there.  One very experienced former curriculum adviser believes the department's civil servants simply won't know how to challenge the advice that comes from Gove's curriculum appointees.

(Mike Baker, Guardian Tuesday 15, June, 2010)

And, in the view of Peter Wilby (The Guardian Tuesday 25, May 2010) it will be private companies rather than parents who will run the free schools.  Indeed, as reported by Patrick Barkham and Polly Curtis in the Guardian (Monday 31, May, 2010):

The government has "no ideological objection" to businesses seeking profits from the new generation of academy schools and free schools, Michael Gove has said.

But the education secretary said his preference was for teachers and other experts to decide how to run and improve schools and said he expected most academies to be run as philanthropic projects.

Place this in the context of other moves, particularly in health care where GP practices are already run as businesses and the new plans for the NHS are to create even more opportunities for private profit making.  Place it too in the context of massive cuts in benefits and services where the private sector are expect to ‘take up the slack’.  What is taking place is a massive attack on the public sector in all its forms.  

Is there no alternative?

There is.  Alongside the move to privatisation, there is also the co-operative movement that has already something like 100 Co-operative Trust schools in existence with more on the way.  The Trust partnerships are composed of community focused organisations.  Rather than values of competition, profit seeking and individual greed, there are values of co-operation, collective action and mutual development.  The co-operative movement has a long history and has developed what may be called an alternative sector to that of the private and that of state public control.  Its resilience in the face of the financial crisis has been proven. Co-operative pedagogies are, or at least potentially are, quite different to those required for competitive markets focusing on individual competition and inequality of reward.  It provides a different notion of the ‘Big Society’.  It provides a way of thinking about how to use the word ‘free’ differently from that of ‘free market economics’.  

The word ‘free’ is tricky.  Its meanings cannot arbitrarily be limited.  If people get the taste of freedom, they tend to demand it.  And the demand is for equal freedoms with others.  There is no freedom without equality nor is there freedom without the public space within which to demand freedom with equality.  Rather than ‘Big Society’ we might talk of ‘Big Democracy’.  Political theorist Chantal Mouffe (1993) described democracy as the unfinished and unfinishable revolution.  The task is to build democratic practice in all the institutions of everyday life.  The co-operative movement may provide one means of thinking about how to do this.

But we need a radical rethink on how to accomplish this. The task is massive. For example, where do we actually see and experience real democracy in our lives?  And how are we as children prepared for a lif of democratic practice?   If schools were to be assessed on their democratic practices in all matters of school life, how many today would achieve above zero?  

What sort of education – not just in schools, but across all the organisations, institutions and forms of everyday life - would we need to produce this, this new vision of a Big Democracy, a democracy big enough to challenge the biggest of lies?

Finally

What is at stake is control.  That is:  who is to control the production and allocation of 

wealth and social goods?  Is it to be elites?  Or is it to be the masses? 
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