
Reflections on the “counter” in educational counterpublics 

 

"To form itself, the public has to break existing political forms”1  

 

In his work, Christopher Martin defends an expansion of Habermasian discourse ethics to 

include an important account of the norms and standards of socialization that can be defended 

through a process of practical moral deliberation in the public sphere. The careful articulation 

of this account not only makes an important contribution to scholarship in the field of 

discourse ethics, but offers a robust theoretical framework for conceptualizing the intrinsic 

relationship between educational value and public moral value.   

Given the current climate of educational policy changes and the accompanying clamour of 

political and popular debate on the purposes of education, it may seem as if we need this 

account now more than ever.  In the past few years, many of us here in the UK have 

witnessed what Stephen Ball2 has described as a “dismemberment” of the English education 

system, resulting in an often bewildering array of different kinds of educational provision as 

well as a disruption of the very language in which debates about education are commonly 

framed (for example, terms like “private” versus “public”, while perhaps never representing a 

totally clear opposition, are now more intertwined than ever, and the term “free school” 

means something entirely different from what it used to mean).  On the face of it, there is a 

great deal of confusion over which educational aims are morally and publicly defensible.  In 

the scramble to defend public education from the forces of marketization and to resist the 

language of consumerism and management in schools, it is often easy to lose sight of what 

exactly is being defended, and why. This is partly because, as Chris Higgins and Kathleen 

Knight Abowitz discuss in their excellent contribution to a recent special issue of 

Educational Theory on this question, it is difficult to articulate the original aims and 

ambitions of a truly “public” system of public schooling and to seriously address the ways in 

which state schools may be failing to fulfil many of these aims when there “are so many who 
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seem ready to seize any pretext to call the whole project into question.”3 These difficulties are 

exacerbated by the well-documented disappearance, in modern, or post-modern, society, of 

an actual public sphere both as a physical reality and an aspect of political life. 4 In the 

absence of genuinely public spaces, what little “public” debate there is often gets framed in a 

reductive way in which it is very difficult to move beyond predefined categories, catch-

phrases or ideological positions. For example, in debates on contemporary English education 

policy in the popular press, in online forums, or at public events, it is common to hear 

“traditionalists” pitted against “progressivists” and “subject knowledge” pitted against “moral 

education” or “character building”, as if these ideas represent clearly identifiable, 

comprehensive and mutually exclusive positions, while “choice” is seen as synonymous with 

“diversity” and “competition” as necessarily leading to “innovation”.  At the same time, 

participants in such public discussions often voice ideas about education that were once 

rooted in a critical, radical perspective on society and social change, but that now appear 

uprooted from this context and presented merely as a recipe for educational success, as in the 

following statement from former Secretary of State for Education: 

 

 “Education has an emancipatory, liberating, value. I regard education as the 

means by which individuals can gain access to all the other goods we value – 

cultural, social and economic – on their terms. I believe education allows 

individuals to become authors of their own life story.”5  

 

Statements like this assume that questions such as what goods we value, why we value them, 

or indeed who the “we” is, have already been settled and are not themselves part of any 

debate about the content, process or control of education.  Yet this assumption is, in my view, 

both conceptually mistaken and politically dangerous. It is, however, one that is rarely 

questioned within the mainstream political and educational discourse, and it is precisely 
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because of this lack of questioning that I believe that, in the current climate, one has to be 

cautious about the quest for a unifying publicly defensible account of educational norms.  

 

My starting point in this discussion is that ideas about what is educationally valuable and 

worthwhile cannot be detached from ideas about what forms of social and political 

organization are most morally defensible and desirable. Yet because certain assumptions 

about our political frameworks, institutions and processes have become so taken-for-granted 

that they are rarely even discussed, and because these assumptions are deeply embedded 

within and reinforced by particular, dominant forms of educational provision and accounts of 

educational aims, it is very difficult to imagine, much less to talk about education in different 

terms. Specifically, the framework of the (capitalist) state, and the institution of state 

schooling that both reinforces and reflects this framework, is rarely questioned in discussions 

about educational aims and values. Accordingly, educational spaces, experiements and 

processes that challenge this framework may struggle to get heard, and are likely to be 

construed as a set of demands on the system rather than a questioning of the system itself.  

Given this political reality, my worry is that in trying to articulate publicly defensible 

educational norms, we will end up reinforcing particular political positions in the guise of 

supposedly independently valuable educational ideas.  This is not just a conceptual point, but 

a worry about the possibilities for articulating, enacting, imagining and defending social and 

political visions that may be struggling to find space in a public sphere already dominated by 

certain visions and narratives. Educational spaces - both formal and informal - I believe, are 

one of the sites in which such challenges to dominant narratives can take place, and it is vital 

that we preserve such spaces as part of an ongoing democratic project of improving society 

and the lives of individuals in society. 

 

It is on this level of educational and political reality that I will focus in the following 

discussion. My discussion is informed by Nancy Fraser’s important contribution to the 

Habermasian project of “rethinking the public sphere”,6 and by the work of Kathleen Knight 
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Abowitz7, who has offered a rich and insightful development of Fraser's theoretical account 

for educational policy and practice. In the following discussion, I hope to contribute to this 

discussion in ways which build on this work, while also complicating the picture of what the 

idea of a counterpublic can mean in the context of education.  Where my account differs from 

the conception of counterpublics that I think is implicit in both Knight Abowitz and Martin’s 

account, is that I want to emphasise a view of educational counterpublics as social, discursive 

spaces that can present radical challenges to our fundamental social and political ideas, over a 

view of counterpublics as making demands for educational access, provision and content 

within, and on the terms of, the existing political system. Educational counterpublics, in the 

sense I will explore, can be sites for imagining and articulating political ideas and images of 

what a different, and better, political reality could look like; as part of what Maxine Greene 

describes, drawing on Arendt,  as opening up spaces where people can try to bring into being 

a common world.8  

 

 

The Public and Counterpublics 

 

Nancy Fraser, while acknowledging the significance for democratic theory and politics of   

Habermas’s concept of the public sphere as “a body of ‘private persons’ assembled to discuss 

matters of ‘public concern;’ or ‘common interest’” 9, has articulated some important 

criticisms of Habermas’s account of the historical rise of the bourgeois public sphere and its 

contours. As Fraser points out, “the public sphere was always constituted by conflict”.10 

Drawing on historical research, she discusses how “members of subordinated social groups 

(women, workers, people of colour and gays and lesbians) have repeatedly found it 

advantageous to constitute alternative publics”.11. These groupings, which Fraser refers to as 
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“subaltern counterpublics,” constitute “parallel discursive arenas”12, in which counter-

discourses are formulated and circulated. Fraser’s point, however, is not just a historical one; 

the strand of her argument most pertinent to the current discussion is her insistence that 

“public life in egalitarian, multi-cultural societies cannot consist exclusively in a singular 

comprehensive sphere”13; and that this idea in fact only makes sense “if we suppose a 

plurality of public arenas in which groups with diverse values and rhetorics participate. By 

definition, such a society must contain a multiplicity of publics”14. Fraser’s account 

constitutes a serious challenge to the Habermasian assumption that “the proliferation of a 

multiplicity of competing publics is necessarily a step away from, rather than toward, greater 

democracy”. 15 

I want in what follows to look more closely at this idea of counterpublics, and to ask what it 

would mean to consider the significance of Fraser’s account for education, and for public 

deliberation about education.  One way to think about this question is to ask: What would 

constitute an educational counterpublic?  It is through exploring this question that, as I will 

discuss, it becomes apparent just how impossible it is to separate out questions about 

educational norms, values and aims, from social and political questions.  

Martin’s central question, which he answers through an expanded version of Habermasian 

discourse morality, is: “[W]hat are the conditions of socialization that all persons ought to 

have access to in the process of becoming individuals?”16  

Yet as McMahon notes, the constructivist understanding of the Habermasian U principle, 

which Martin apparently adopts in formulating his own version, UE, of this principle, does 

not imply “a thought experiment by means of which an individual could, in theory, identify 

the true principles of morality. The true principles are understood as whatever principles 

would emerge from an actual dialogue among all affected—albeit, one taking place under 

certain idealized conditions".17 
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While Martin questions McMahon’s characterization of the “strong dialogicality” in 

Habermas’s account of these ideal conditions and its implications for his theory, the 

discussion throughout his book refers to “actual participants” deliberating within a fully 

inclusive procedure.  Thus my discussion here will focus on the possibilities and problems 

that are likely to emerge when we consider how actual participants, in today’s political 

reality, are likely to enter into and engage in any process of articulating and justifying 

educational norms.  

An obvious answer to the question of what Fraser’s account of counterpublics can add to 

our discussion of public deliberation on the value and meaning of education, is that different 

counterpublics are likely to have their own substantive educational values and meanings, 

and that this will and should inform any such public debate.  There are two ways, however, 

in which one can understand this idea. One is that “educational counterpublics” consist of 

groups that challenge mainstream, hegemonic understandings of what education is and 

should be; e.g. that it takes place in schools; that it is controlled by the state; that it involves 

unequal and hierarchical relationships between children and adults, etc. In this sense, many 

home-schoolers, un-schoolers or advocates of libertarian education, for instance, could be 

seen as educational counterpublics, representing a challenge to ideas about what forms of 

education are most morally defensible. 

Something like this perspective seems to be implied in Knight Abowitz’s discussion, 18 where 

she describes the ways in which, for a variety of political and historical reasons, "in 

education, the public is increasingly taking the form of multiple educational publics” ,19 with 

the effect that “the notion of a universal public as inherent in traditional public schooling is 

giving way to a more pluralistic notion of multiple publics vying for recognition and 

resources to pursue their educational visions”20  

These educational publics, Knight Abowitz argues, "are sites where parents and educators 

can resist or reconstruct the state's goals for education and schooling, debate and agree upon 

various shared educational needs and visions, and hold the state accountable for helping 

them to implement these visions".21  Thus educational publics, here, represent 
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counterpublics in Fraser's sense in that they are "groups of citizens mobilized by their 

common concerns and critiques of schooling".22  Yet while there certainly are many such 

groups in any pluralistic society, and while I agree with Knight Abowitz about the need to 

seriously engage with them, I suggest we need to work with a more complex idea of what an 

educational counterpublic consists of. While Knight Abowitz' s analysis offers a valuable 

perspective on debates about public education in a democratic state, it suggests that the 

“counter” in “counterpublic” represents an already existing and coherent set of ideas about 

education, forged as part of the common identity of a marginalized group.   

Indeed Fraser’s account, Knight Abowitz argues, in emphasising the fragmented nature of 

the public sphere and the significant role of multiple publics and counterpublics, shows that 

the existence of such publics “helps to expand recognition and representation of the needs of 

all citizens, especially those who are marginalized within our society".23  

Yet educational counterpublics, as I shall argue, can be constituted not just through 

expressions of such demands for recognition and representation - as, for example in the case 

of the Innu communities of Northern Canada whom Martin describes in the Introduction to 

his book and to whom he returns time and time again in his discussion, but through 

developing narratives that challenge dominant understandings of our current social and 

political reality, and articulating and imagining alternatives.  What I want to defend is a 

broader understanding of educational counterpublics that includes the sense in which such 

counterpublics may be demanding not a recognition, on the part of the state, that certain ideas 

of what is educationally valuable be incorporated into any public account of educational 

aims, but a willingness to seriously question the very structures within such aims may make 

sense. Thus, as Linda Tuhiwai Smith has compellingly argued,24 whereas demands by 

indigenous groups in Australia, New Zealand, Canada and the USA may take the form of 

local demands for justice and recognition in light of the colonial history of dispossession, 

violence and cultural loss, the international indigenous social movement presents a far deeper 

set of challenges to the epistemological assumptions and structures of the West.  There is 

certainly an argument to be made in terms of hearing the educational demands of 
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communities like the Innu as justified demands on the system to accommodate their ideas 

about their children’s educational needs and to make appropriate adjustments in policy, 

curriculum and pedagogy. In other words, Christopher Martin’s question of what educational 

processes the Innu have a moral right to is an important question that should concern 

educational policy makers, theorists and practitioners in that context. However, if we only 

hear what communities like the Innu are saying as a question of what they have a right to 

within the existing political framework, we may miss the deeper sense in which they are 

asking us to think differently not just about what is educationally valuable within our society, 

but about what kind of society we want to live in.  

These different perspectives are often reflected as tensions within radical educational 

movements, and I am suggesting not that we need to resolve them, but that we need to be 

aware of them.  Rebecca Tarlau, for example, has documented how the Landless People’s 

Movement (MST) in Brazil underwent a shift in their position in the late 1990’s when, having 

initially invested their educational energies into setting up informal, popular education 

projects as an alternative to the public school system, they “began to realize that transforming 

public schools was necessary for the movement’s social and political goals.” 25 As Tarlau 

points out, the activism of the MST within public schooling in Brazil, through teacher 

training programmes for example, not only led to changes in curricula and pedagogical 

practice that enabled the inclusion of children from marginalized communities into the public 

school system, thus meeting some of their political demands for recognition, but also allowed 

them to bring their critique of the hegemonic socio-economic system represented in the 

public schools system into this system itself.26  

The above discussion may suggest that educational counterpublics are coextensive with 

existing, marginalized communities. Yet Robert Asen has argued that Fraser’s own theory 

of counterpublics in fact invites two different readings: “The first reading asserts a view of 

counterpublics as social, discursive entities that may not be reduced to the identity of their 

participants.”27 This reading highlights the emancipatory potential of counterpublics in the 
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sense that they "assist in expanding discursive space for all participants in the public 

sphere”. The second reading “locates the ‘counter’ in counterpublics in the subordinated 

status of participants”. On this reading, "dominant groups battle subordinate groups in 

opposing public and counterpublics”, and counterpublics thus constitute a much-needed 

remedy in unequal societies, where “deliberative processes tend to operate to the advantage 

of dominant groups.”28 It is the second reading that, I think, is that suggested in Knight 

Abowitz's work, and indeed in Martin’s own examples of different social and cultural 

groups making (or rejecting) certain demands to do with the nature and scope of education 

in a pluralistic liberal society.  I am not disagreeing with the significance of embracing this 

reading as part of an informed understanding of democratic theory and politics. Yet I think 

the first reading allows us to explore and articulate some important points about education 

that may be overlooked if we focus on the second reading. 

Asen warns against the danger of reductionism in assuming that the "counter" of 

"counterpublics" is necessarily constituted in particular persons, places or topics, and 

Martin’s own analysis does seem at times to make similar assumptions about what publics, 

and possibly counterpublics, can be, when he refers to the idea that “participants enter the 

discourse with certain culturally situated educational values in view.”29  

Yet not all educational values are “culturally situated”; or, at least, to the extent that they are, 

they are also socially and politically situated. Crucially, for participants in any real public 

discourse to be able to articulate, defend and engage with such values, they need to be able to 

appreciate the political and social context in which they make sense.  Knight Abowitz 

defends the formation of education publics as an important element in a critical account of 

civil society, for, "at the very least, these alternatives offer and expand public debate on the 

purposes and aims of education."30  Yet while I agree with this analysis, I think it is important 

not to lose sight of the point that what makes such publics genuinely counterpublic is that 

they offer a political challenge to the framework of values and understandings in which 

debates about the purposes and aims of public education are framed.  As such, they illustrate 

the impossibility of separating these debates from a debate about how we are to live together 

as a society. 
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Thus, for example, Knight Abowitz notes that home-schoolers "represent a counterpublic 

inasmuch as many of these families are seeking to escape and challenge what they consider to 

be the hegemonic public school system run by the government."31  Yet my point is that it is 

important to acknowledge that homeschooling can be, for many homeschooling parents, not 

just a rejection of the educational values and pedagogical practices of the public school 

system (e.g. individual competitiveness; assessment-driven teaching; a secular, academic 

curriculum), but part of an attempt to embody a way of life that challenges the political 

framework in which this system makes sense. While in some cases, this may emerge from a 

substantive commitment to an alternative set of values, often grounded in the way of life and 

traditions of, for example, a religious community, in other cases the counterpublic nature of 

such alternatives may not be either grounded in a collective identity or reflected in a fully 

worked-out worldview. I would suggest that the latter possibility is worth considering in 

reflecting on the arguments put forward by academics and journalists as to why African-

American parents in the USA should homeschool their children, and why increasing numbers 

of these parents are choosing to do so. 32   

Although Knight Abowitz does not claim that there is such a thing as "the home-schooling 

community" that share a monolithic set of values, and she devotes considerable space to 

exploring this issue, pointing out that homeschoolers "cannot simply be cast as religious 

fanatics",33 she does claim that they represent a counterpublic in that they present a 

collective challenge to the hegemonic public schooling system.  Yet by categorising 

homeschoolers in this way, and adopting the labels of “ideologues” or “pedagogues” to 

describe their differing motivations for teaching their children at home, such discussions 

enable us to overlook the ways in which the counter-narrative of parents who refuse to take 

part in the public education system can itself expand our discursive space not just in terms 

of what ideas about education we bring to the debate, but in terms of how we think about 

the kind of society we live in and the kind of society we would like to live in.   It is certainly 

true that, as Knight Abowitz says, "Some of the exodus from traditional public schools may 
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also signal the existence of multiple educational publics in which groups of citizens are 

forming spheres of debate and action around common identities and shared educational 

concepts."34 But in the case of African-American parents who choose to home-school, it is 

not shared educational concepts or a common identity that are behind their motivations to 

take their children out of school, but a sense that the values of justice, equality and human 

dignity are not being realized by a political system which both constructs education and 

positions racialized groups and individuals within its power structures. Their educational 

approach, in this case, represents an attempt to imagine and create a different, and better, 

political reality, rather than a fully worked-out set of educational demands. My worry is that 

if we regard ideas about what education should look like as attached to already existing 

groups or publics, rather than as emerging from an encounter with political reality, we may 

fail to pay attention to two important points. Firstly, it is often not shared pre-existing 

educational ideas and values that constitute the "counter" in such "counterpublics", but 

shared political and social experience; and secondly, it is often this experience that gives 

rise to political and social ideas that, in turn, continue to emerge, develop and constitute a 

critical alternative to current reality through educational practice.  

To illustrate both these points, consider the following account of an educational encounter, 

related by Audrey Thompson in her discussion of asymmetry in listening relations across 

race: 

A white student in one of my classes once protested that her concerns were not 

being given the same validation as black people’s. Because white teachers are not 

meeting the needs of black children, many of the African-American students in 

the class had argued in favor of voluntary all-black schools. From this student’s 

perspective, however, if black students did not attend racially mixed schools, 

white teachers such as herself would never unlearn their fear of blacks. As a 

result, the cause of racial progress would not be served. An African-American 

student pointed out that she did not want her children in schools where white 

teachers had to unlearn their fear of blacks; she wanted them in schools where 

they did not risk facing hostile white teachers. Other black students added that 

they were not concerned with the needs of white teachers; they wanted to get 

black children in schools where their needs would be met. When one of the 

African-American students told the white woman, “I understand your concern, 

and, believe me, it’s not that I discount it. But I have to put our children first,” the 

white student objected, “If you don’t have to listen to my needs, why should I 

listen to yours?” This is listening on the turn-taking model, according to which 

everyone is to be treated identically. In her own eyes, this white student’s need for 

integration was no less important than black students’ need for black teachers. But 
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as she listened to the black and brown students in the class and continued to read 

about blacks’ experience in integrated school settings, she changed her mind. “All 

I could see at first,” she said later, “was what I needed and wanted. I really wasn’t 

seeing what the black students were going through or that their children’s need 

was greater than mine.” [...] As she came to appreciate the differences in power 

and privilege at stake, she recognized and accepted the asymmetry organizing the 

discussion.35  

While Thompson tells this story to illustrate her points about listening, I think it is also a 

good illustration of the two strands of the argument about counterpublics that I have been 

exploring here. Firstly, an educational counterpublic is not necessarily, analogously to 

Fraser’s model, an existing group with what Martin refers to as "culturally situated 

educational values.” The educational ideas that are articulated by such groups often emerge 

and develop out of an encounter with lived experience - in this case, the experience of 

deeply rooted and pervasive injustice.  To the extent that a counter-narrative to the 

hegemonic narrative about the value of public schooling is being expressed here, it is not 

simply an invitation to think differently about what public education should look like, but to 

think of what it does look like, for different people positioned differently within a 

structurally unjust system, and thus, as part of this same expansion of discursive space, an 

invitation to think about how this system needs to change. 

A Habermasian “moral point of view” generated from an ideal deliberative process on the 

question of whether public schooling in a pluralistic, multi-racial society should be as 

integrated as possible, would probably yield the view that it should be.  Yet this example is 

not meant just as another illustration of the point made powerfully by Iris Marion Young 

and other theorists, that “normative reflection must begin from historically specific 

circumstances …and reflecting from within a particular social context, good normative 

theorizing cannot avoid social and political description and explanation”. 36 

I have used this example in order to illustrate my point that any truly public deliberation 

about educational values and goals is inevitably going to be shaped and informed by 

people's experience of education, and by the ways in which educational processes, 

institutions and encounters reinforce or reflect particular political values and systems.  The 
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discursive space in which such deliberation takes place, therefore, can only be expanded by 

the kind of critical counter-narratives that challenge these underlying values. Yet in order to 

really listen to such counter-narratives, we need to recognise the contingency of our 

dominant ideas about education; both the system of state schooling, and the capitalist state 

that sustains it.  The crucial further point here is that it is often within educational 

encounters and spaces that such critical reflection can take place, and that alternative ways 

of organizing our political life can be imagined, articulated and enacted. 

The history of radical educational experiments is a rich source of  accounts that illustrate the 

ways in which, not only were these experiments posing a radical challenge to dominant social 

and political values, but they were doing so in ways that were not necessarily planned or 

predicted by the teachers and students involved in them. The novelist and teacher George 

Dennison, for example, describes his attempts at setting up a free school as part of a 

challenge to the borad inequalities and injustices of contemporary American society: “against 

all that is shoddy and violent and treacherous and emotionally impoverished in American life, 

we might propose conventions which were rational and straightforward, rich both in feeling 

and thought and which treated individuals with a respect we do little more at present than 

proclaim from our public rostrums.”37 

In reflecting on the impact of the school, Dennison noted that it  “made a great difference in 

the lives of some few children” but also commented how the parents, through their collective 

efforts to support the school, developed “new relations” and “to some small extent, turned the 

neighbourhood in the direction of community.” 38 Similarly, Davina Cooper, in her 

discussion of Summerhill, explores how the day-to-day experience of life in the school offers 

ways in which to enable "critical reversals in how social relations are imagined",39 beyond 

A.S. Neill’s explicit and intentional commitment to freedom and democracy.  

 

The point is that in creating educational spaces that allow counterpublics to experiment and 

articulate their challenges to dominant political values and ideas, new forms of social 

interaction may emerge that themselves enable people to imagine new political structures and 
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to think differently about what these values mean.  This is a dynamic, organic and open-

ended process and as such cannot be articulated in advance or framed in terms of a demand 

for a particular form of educational provision or content, other than the vague demand for a 

space in which to do things differently. 

 

Education, imagination, and expanding our discursive space 

One insight to emerge from the above exploration of the idea of an educational 

counterpublic is that, contrary to the emphasis in Fraser's and Knight Abowitz's discussions, 

such counterpublics do not necessarily represent marginalized groups. As Asen points out, 

"emergent collectives are not necessarily composed of persons excluded from wider public 

spheres.” 40 What I am suggesting is that it is in educational spaces that such emergent 

collectives can form, develop and articulate challenges to dominant understandings of 

political and social reality in a way that expands our discursive space. 

Their ability to do so depends on the potential of students and teachers in educational 

encounters not just to represent, listen to and constructively engage with the perspectives of 

marginalized groups and the challenges they present to social and political institutions (as in 

Thompson's account, above), but on the ability to create and imagine possibilities that may 

not have existed in the minds of either subordinate or dominant groups.   

It is here that Dewey’s idea that “to form itself, the public has to break existing political 

forms" seems particularly pertinent. Education in the form of state schooling is, in nearly 

every contemporary society, a political form so basic that it cannot but dominate the terms of 

any public debate on education. Yet the existing political forms in question are not just the 

institutional structure of state schooling itself, but the assumptions about the kind of society 

we live in and the relationship between education and society. These forms and their 

underlying values - e.g. the value of individual competition; the correlation between 

educational attainment and positions in an unequally structured labour market - are so 

ingrained in the educational structures and discourse of most modern liberal states that they 

constitute the unexamined background assumptions to any discussion of educational policy 

and practice, unless they are explicitly challenged.  It is here that educational counterpublics, 

in the sense I have been describing them, are so vital. For such a challenge can and must 
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come not just from outside the dominant institutional structure of state schooling, from 

marginalized groups, but from within, and not just by coherently aligned and identified 

collectives  expressing already existing cultural identities, but by individuals, including 

individuals from possibly privileged groups, who, acting together in educational encounters 

in the process of forging different identities and collective understandings, can posit 

imaginative and emancipatory ways of acting on and in the world. 

Martin mentions in passing that “The presumptive worth of formal schooling is not a shared 

value.” 41 In his example of the Innu parents, this may be connected to their view that their 

cultural traditions are being undermined and threatened by the requirement that they send 

their children to school.  However the imaginative exercise of questioning the institution of 

state schooling and its underlying values can be important not just because it encourages us to 

acknowledge the demands for recognition and inclusion of marginalized groups for whom 

this institution may be damaging, but because it opens up possibilities for imagining what a 

very different political reality would look like, enabling us to articulate more clearly what we 

think is wrong with our own political reality, and to see this reality as malleable and subject 

to change through collective action, rather than as fixed and given. The problem, as I see it, is 

not that the presumptive worth of formal schooling is not a shared value, but that in the 

dominant forms of public discourse on education - in policy debates, in the popular press, and 

in most educational research and theory - the presumptive worth of formal schooling is a 

shared value.  Yet it is precisely the presumptive worth of formal schooling and the way it 

has shaped so many people's understandings of what counts as a justifiable educational aim 

that may be obscuring valuable ways of thinking about our political and social reality, what is 

wrong with it, and how it can be changed. 

I offer, in what follows, a brief description of some ways in which educational experiments 

and encounters can help to create and enact just such imaginative alternatives, and how they 

can, not necessarily from the point of view of marginalized groups or pre-existing cultural 

identities, give rise to counterpublics that expand our discursive space. 

The history of radical and libertarian education is full of examples of educational experiments 

that sought, through their pedagogical practice, ethos, organizational structures and physical 

environment, to challenge prevailing assumptions about the organization of social and 

political life.  As Emily Charkin has described in her historical account of the Peckham 
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Health Centre, set up in London in 1926 as an experiment in creating a self-governing 

community involving educational, health and cultural activities, this kind of radical challenge 

can be embodied in simple things like the architecture of the educational space, and the 

character of adult-child relationships within the space: 

The Centre challenges the prevailing ‘pessimistic value systems’, rooted in a 

dissatisfaction with ourselves, which represent children as victims in need of 

protection or ‘demons’ in need of control. The Centre offers instead, a view that 

children, parents and communities (including working class) are robust, 

responsible and capable of change. This is a path characterised by ‘hope and 

optimism’ instead of ‘anxiety, even despair’.  The Centre also offers a challenge 

to our ‘forms of life’ through its ‘seemingly ordinary events and situations’: that 

up to 200 children were free to move around a building without rules, that a 

telephone could ring in a school classroom, that a school child could freely 

interact with a non-teaching adult, that an individual parent could be trusted with 

school funds to implement a curriculum idea, that a three-year-old could decide 

when she was ready to climb the bars in the gym and be allowed to ‘practise 

carefully getting to the top, without interference’, that a parent could take her 

child out of school to go swimming; that adults and children could enjoy 

observing each other learn. These ‘ordinary events’ have become extraordinary in 

the context of a compulsory school system and culture in which such actions have 

become stigmatised, criminalised and ultimately almost unimaginable. The Centre 

offers a path on which these ‘events’ could be again ‘ordinary’. 42(Charkin, 2012). 

Charkin's own experiments in developing an alternative to mainstream schooling, inspired by 

the ideas of radical and libertarian educators, have led to her setting up a woodland “school of 

self-reliance” where children learn through making, building, growing their own food and by 

being exposed to an adult work environment. (see http://www.wildernesswood.org/about/) 

But it is not, of course, only outside the state schooling system that such educational 

counterpublics can flourish, as well documented in Michael Fielding and Peter Moss’s work 

on radical state education.43 Many of the schools and educational experiments described by 

Fielding and Moss and other scholars44 , whether historical examples like St George in the 
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East, or contemporary examples such as the Danish free schools, exemplify, through their 

everyday practices, structures and ethos, what Fielding and Moss term a “positional 

restlessness”45 ; they go on to develop this ideas as involving 

a libertarian and egalitarian insistence on the openness of opportunity, on the 

need to unsettle patterns and dispositions of presumption, and the need to open 

up much wider and more generous vistas of possibility for all members of a 

school community. Such a school will pursue a range of organisational 

articulations of participatory democracy at the heart of which lies an insistence 

on a permanent and proper provisionality. At both adult and student levels, this 

will include a permanent unease with hierarchy and a strong desire to create 

transparent structures that encourage ways of working that transcend 

boundaries and invite new combinations and possibilities.46  

 

In other work, Michael Fielding has discussed how pioneers of radical state educational such 

as Alex Bloom sought to nurture and enact, through their construction of the school 

environment, curriculum and pedagogy, the moral values of community, fraternity and 

collaboration, as a way of opposing the increasing pervasiveness of competition and 

individualism in social and political life.  Fielding47 describes Bloom's approach as follows: 

 

To get the child to appreciate these two duties (to himself and to his community) 

objective rewards and punishments are false stimuli, for, unless the right thing is 

done for the right reason one lives unethically. Similarly, objective competition is 

wrong; it is not only unethical but it tends to destroy a communal spirit. (ibid)  

[…] Bloom argues not only that there is a fundamental contradiction between 

‘competing against and co-operating with’ (Bloom, 1949, p. 171), but that a 

communally oriented school does not need the artificial stimulus of ‘carrots and 

goads’. In such a school the children will come to realize the self that is theirs and 

respect the self that is their neighbour’s…. 

 

Finally, many teachers, both in schools and in informal educational spaces, working within 

the broad tradition of critical pedagogy, can also be seen as both constituting and forging 

significant counterpublics. A contemporary example of such practice is the growing field of 

Hip Hop pedagogy, which has emerged out of the attempt to experiment with “how Hip Hop 

can be mobilized in schools to empower youth and facilitate students’ development into 
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socially and politically active citizens.”48 The Hip Hop pedagogy movement is a clear 

example of the ways in which educational ideas both grow out of and challenge a particular 

social and political reality, and its counterpublic nature perhaps cuts across the two different 

readings of Fraser’s account discussed above; in one sense, it represents a demand to 

recognize and value the cultural practices of marginalized groups, and constitutes in itself  “a 

site of resistance to oppressive power relationships”; yet at the same time, it is self-

consciously expanding the discursive space of educational ideas in its ongoing and dynamic 

endeavours, through educational practice, “to define, curate, and use artefacts, language 

styles, kinship norms, schooling methods, epistemologies of authenticity, and aesthetic 

practices to remix generational narratives about ideology, identity, race, class, and gender." 49  

The significance of such educational counterpublics is rooted in an understanding of 

education as consisting in far more than the transmission of knowledge and skills, and in an 

understanding of social and political life in which, as Susan Babbitt puts it, "systems of 

meaning - the concepts and terms in which information and events are understood, and 

questions are formulated - preclude the understanding, even the imaginability, of certain 

important ethical and political possibilities."50   

If education is an important factor in both individual and social flourishing, then this 

imaginative, possibly radical, encounter with ideas and narratives that present alternatives to 

those that are dominant at any given time is a vital element of educational processes.  For, as 

Babbitt says, “one cannot identify something as wrong unless one possesses some sort of 

notion of what is right, at least vaguely. This suggests that making the right sorts of 

connections presupposes at least some suggestion, even if not an absolute, complete vision, of 

what a more adequate alternative identity, and sometimes an alternative community, would 

be like."51  
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Associating the idea of a counterpublic with questions of identity as a pre-existing and 

coherent category and assuming that these counterpublics have educational values which can 

and should be part of a process of public deliberation towards a consensus on educational 

aims, overlooks the point that identities and values are not necessarily stable or coherent, and 

that it is often through educational encounters that they are forged, developed, and revised.  

The critical, counterpublic engagement with existing reality is a crucial component of such 

encounters, reflecting a dynamic interaction between individual consciousness, social change 

and collective action; for, as Babbitt says, "people often choose to act in ways that are 

radically self-transformative - to engage in radical politics or alternative lifestyles - when 

they discover that their society is deeply skewed."52  

Recent work by political theorists has developed the idea of the politics of the imagination. 53 

These theorists, while noting the proliferation of media images, virtual and real, that is such a 

central feature of modern life, argue that “in the world of global governance, politics seems to 

have become simple administration within a general neoliberal consensus and with very little 

variation in the political options actually available. Not much space is left for imagination 

understood as the radical capacity to envisage things differently and construct alternative 

political projects”. 54  

If we understand politics as, in Pitkin’s phrase, “the activity through which relatively 

large and permanent groups of people determine what they will collectively do, settle how 

they will live together, and decide their future, to whatever extent this is within their 

power,”55 then the political significance of educational counterpublics is evident. For politics, 

as Bottici says, “depends on imagination because it depends on the possibility to imagine 

commonalities and thus on the possibility to free oneself of one's own particularities by 

imagining what we might have in common with others.”56  So while Martin's account is 
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based on the assumption of an intrinsic connection between moral value and educational 

value,57 my discussion has explored the further point that there is also an intrinsic connection 

between educational value and political value. This is not just to make the fairly obvious 

point that educational norms are structured by their political context, but to draw attention to the fact 

that in a political context where alternatives to the liberal capitalist state are not part of the discourse, 

and where accordingly all educational alternatives under consideration are assumed to fall within the 

same broad political framework, narratives which challenge this very framework get “heard” as 

different demands for educational provison, rather than as discursive imaginings of different political 

realities.  Enabling such educational alternatives to flourish is important precisely because in the 

absence of truly counterpublics, both in education and in other areas of our social life, 

people’s ability to imagine different political realities will be severely constricted, and public 

discourse impoverished as a result. 

 

Conclusion 

While there is a lot to admire in the attempt to formulate a rigorous procedural account of a 

public project of articulating and justifying the norms and criteria of education, there is a 

danger, I think, that in our enthusiasm for the promise that such an account holds out  - the 

promise that we will arrive, finally, at a consensus on these norms and criteria  - we will 

forget that one of the valuable things that education can do is to open up and explore new 

possibilities for living and acting in the world; possibilities that some participants in and 

architects of this account may not have even imagined.  

As McMahon notes, the main significance of Habermas’s theory “is that it emphasizes, in a 

way that other theories do not, the need to consult those who will be affected before making a 

moral judgment”.58  While I am not questioning the moral and philosophical value of this 

insight, I am questioning the suggestion that, when it come to thinking about education, this 

implies that we identify groups who will be affected, articulate an account of their interests, 

                                                           
 
57 Martin, Education in a Post-Metaphysical World, 146. 
58 McMahon McMahon, “Discourse and Morality”, 536. 



and construct a normative conception of education that can accommodate this account. The 

problem is that “all those who may be affected” may not have access to imagined possibilities 

as they are not part of their repertoire.59  Thus paying attention to the significance of the idea 

of counterpublics in an educational context means acknowledging that education can be a 

place where people come to develop an understanding of human interests, needs and desires  

- their own and others’  -  and to imagine the kinds of social and political realities in which 

such interests can be realized. This is not something that can be worked out in advance of 

educational encounters in real political environments, but something that emerges from these 

encounters themselves.  

 

Nancy Fraser, in problematizing the Habermasian conception of the public sphere as a 

political space where people can deliberate together to promote the common good, argues 

that “in general, there is no way to know in advance whether the outcome of a deliberative 

process will be the discovery of a common good in which conflicts of interest evaporate as 

merely apparent or, rather, the discovery that conflicts of interest are real and the common 

good is chimerical. But if the existence of a common good cannot be presumed in advance, 

then there is no warrant for putting any strictures on what sort of topics, interests and views 

are admissible in deliberation.” 60 

Acknowledging Fraser’s point means that we need to be open to educational experiments that 

challenge existing social and political assumptions, and that open up possibilities for 

imagining new and better arrangements, while realizing that the full contours of these cannot 

be determined or worked out in advance.  

Counterpublics, as Fraser and others have compellingly argued, play a vital role in the 

political life of liberal democracies, by expanding our discursive space as part of our ongoing 

endeavour to create a more just society.  If we are committed to such a process, then in 

thinking and deliberating about the role of education in our society we need, I suggest, to pay 

attention not just to questions of what education is or what it should be, but to questions of 

what it can be. Surely allowing for the formation, development, imagining and nurturing of 

such counterpublics is one of the important roles that educators can play; our educational 

institutions, spaces, and encounters then, although they may and should be many other things, 
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should also be spaces in which this can go on; spaces in which educators and students 

together can expand our discursive space through "opening up spaces where people can try to 

bring into being a common world.” 61 (Greene, 1995, p. 68).   
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