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3
GLOBAL SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AND
DIALOGICAL PEDAGOGY

Politics, power and process

Emma Rowe and Jessica Gerrard

Introduction

In 2016, a former reality television star and self-described ‘pussy grabber’1 was
democratically voted to be the next president for a nation considered to be a leading
liberal democracy, previously described by the president-elect as an ‘enviable
democracy’ (see Rose, 2007). The election of Trump in the United States may point
to what Fareed Zakaria had termed many years earlier as an ‘illiberal democracy’
(Zakaria, 1997, 2003), a situation in which a leader is elected within the institutional
conditions of democracy, and yet may hinder the foundations of this very institution,
such as ‘basic liberties of speech, assembly, religion and property’ (Zakaria, 1997).

The democratic conditions in which Trump was elected continue to be ques-
tioned, and for some commentators, point to a corrupt political and legal system,
the rise of fascism and deeply held concerns for democracy (see Butler, 2017;
Giroux, 2017, 2018). Clearly, the notion of democracy and the machinations and
effectiveness of democracy is contested and disputed. There are limitations of
contemporary Western democracy, conceptualised as a ‘simple competition among
interests taking place in a neutral terrain’ (Laclau & Mouffe, 2014, p. xvi), and
grounded in rational and dispassionate decision-making.

Democracy is disputed on a number of fronts: how final decisions, legisla-
tions or policies are enacted; and upon whom they are enacted; but so too
democracy is disputed vis-à-vis representation. Perhaps this dispute is best
demonstrated through the public acts of gathering on the streets, the organisa-
tion in public spaces. Swiftly following the election of Trump, citizens sought
to express their displeasure towards the democratic process. Many claimed that
Trump is ‘Not My President’ and would never represent their interests or
politics. The day following Trump’s inauguration as president, women’s mar-
ches occurred all across the United States, with the Independent newspaper

<i>Re-Imagining Education for Democracy</i>, edited by Stewart Riddle, and Michael W. Apple, Routledge, 2019. ProQuest
         Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/deakin/detail.action?docID=5773209.
Created from deakin on 2019-07-28 20:19:30.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



describing it as ‘the largest day of protests in US history’ (Broomfield, 2017).
Figure 3.1 shows one of the protests, in Washington, DC.

But the marches were described in other newspapers as ‘global marches’ and not
only confined to the US—with sister rallies reportedly breaking out in major cities
across Australia, Chile, New Zealand, and Europe (see ABC News, 2017;
McVeigh, 2017). The protestors rallied around a number of social issues, including
those that impact women in particular, such as the democratic right to reproductive
freedom. Indeed, these protests sparked the generation of the ‘pussyhat’ and the
‘pussyhat movement’ (see www.pussyhatproject.com).

The spectacular performative act of gathering on the street retains a certain
amount of power to enact a collective popular politics and labouring to
represent. This politics can, of course, take many forms, but at its heart it has a
democratic impulse and a performative demonstration of ‘the people’. Albeit:

It is never really the case that all of the possible people who are represented by
‘the people’ show up to claim that they are the people! So ‘we, the people’
always has its constitutive outside, as we know. It is thus surely not the fact
that the ‘we’ fairly and fully represents all the people; it cannot, even though it
can strive for more inclusive aims.

(Butler, 2016, p. 51)

FIGURE 3.1 An anti-Trump rally in Washington DC, following Trump’s Inauguration.
The Trump head reads ‘Illegitimate’, and another sign reads ‘The Future is
Female’. There are a few visible ‘pussyhats’ in the image.
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Although the freedom of assembly cannot represent all the people, as Butler notes,
the public act of assembly is ‘visible, audible, tangible, exposed, persistent and
interdependent’ (ibid., p. 50). The public act of assembly is regarded, ‘in some
human rights discourses… as a fundamental form of freedom’, one that ‘deserves
protection by any government’ (ibid.). Such assemblies call attention to the paucity
of a ‘livable’ life for many, and at the same time brings into being political subjects;
exercising in some way the right to exist through the politics of public appearance
(Butler, 2016; Butler & Athanasiou, 2013). As Butler (2017) asserts:

To speak truth to power is not fundamentally an individual act. Before we ask
what it means to speak truth to power, we have to ask who can speak. Some-
times the very presence of those who are supposed to remain mute in public
discourse breaks through that structure. So many of the public demonstrations
against austerity and precarity present bodies in the street and within public
view who are themselves suffering from displacement and disenfranchisement.

(Butler, 2017, para. 6; emphasis added)

In the months following Trump’s inauguration, in the midst of the women’s
movement, the Black Lives Matter movement and environmental protests, politi-
cians in the US introduced bills for harsher laws on public protestations across a
number of states (see Farand, 2017), aimed at ‘restricting the rights to assembly’
(Farand, 2017; Miles, 2017). These political manoeuvres extend a contemporary
trend demonstrated internationally, such as legislation in states across Australia,
which increase restrictions and penalties for protesting in public places (de Kretser,
2016; Howie & Gall, 2017). The Human Rights Law Centre suggested that the
international trends towards limiting public assembly are to protect corporate
interests, rather than community interests (see Howie & Gall, 2017).

While Trump is not the first leader who has challenged rights to assembly,
Trump’s election has prompted widespread international reflection on the state of
Western democracy (e.g. Bessire & Bond, 2017). It also suggests a profound (and
perhaps perennial) rupture in the foundational basis of ‘liberal democracy’ and its
social processes and institutions. In other words, it powerfully gestures towards the
long-standing limitations and exclusions of ‘deliberative, secular and liberal
democracies’ of the West (see Rasmussen, 2015).

We draw on these brief narratives to problematise the contemporary forms and
functions of ‘liberal’ democracy in the West, and to call attention to the ways in
which governments act to limit and curtail freedoms, most particularly surrounding
the right to assembly (see Brown, 2015). Indeed, as Wendy Brown catalogues in
her book Undoing the Demos, there has been a steady erosion of the rights to
assemble in so-called Western liberal democracies that have underpinned new
forms of neoliberal capitalist governance in recent years.

In this chapter, we draw on global social movements as a critical lens for exploring the
democratic right to assembly and consensual decision-making. The social movement, as
a preeminent example of the democratic right to public assembly and consensual
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decision-making, is a useful lens for critiquing the role of schooling and the traditional
classroom, as a material and tangible space. The classroom, in the traditional sense, is a
space that is corporeal, physical and requires face-to-face assemblage. It is a space that
may facilitate drawn-out debates and discussions, at times provocative or disruptive (see
Boler, 2004). The classroom then, in a similar manner to the social movement, repre-
sents tentative yet constrained opportunities for enacting radical democracy and demo-
cratic expression, albeit from an institutional setting.

We suggest that bringing an understanding of social movements to educational
practices can provide important insight for understanding both the radical exclusions
that lie latent in systems of education and the possibility for moving towards educa-
tional practices committed to notions of inclusion and equity, nevertheless contested.
By drawing attention to social movements and endeavouring to explore what these
movements can offer the classroom—an important social and cultural institution—
we are seeking to interject critical contributions around politics, power and process.

It is necessary to outline some caveats here. In this chapter, we draw on social
movements, such as Occupy Together, utilising these social movements as a lens to
consider the possibilities for, and challenges for ‘democratic’ education in con-
temporary times. Herein, we risk what Pillow (2003) refers to as ‘gestures of neu-
tralisation’ and objectifying the social movements as ‘singular, knowable and fixable’
(p. 180). By reporting or describing these social movements, via blogs, verbal and
written accounts of the social movements, we are seeking to pay attention to these
accounts—accounts that are typically rendered invisible within scholarly work, posi-
tioned as less prestigious or reliable forms of knowledge within the academy. How-
ever, by representing these social movements we risk neutralising pluralisms, nuances,
and differences. We are potentially prescribing a set of truths and making claims for the
individuals involved (see Alcoff, 1999; Boler, 2008). By representing under-repre-
sented voices there is a risk of essentialising, colonising or inhabiting a space that is
since occupied. Perhaps there is no simplistic way to resolve these tensions, or grounds
in which to claim ‘validity’ or truthfulness in our representations, but the aim is to
recognise the complexity, layers and multiplicity of interpretations. In the following
section, we explore the public protest and act of assembly as a democratic expression.

At the same time, we also speak from and to our own context and positions,
namely, as educators within Australia. This means that we focus our attention here on
the contemporary crisis in Western liberal democracy. In doing so, we acknowledge
that social movements and public protests are enacted in very different ways globally
across space and place, that extend well beyond our own specific circumstances, and to
which we do not intend to make gross generalisations. In this chapter we outline
considerations surrounding public assembly from our own context but hope that this
will generate further discussion that might extend beyond our own specificities.
Relatedly, we make an explicit decision here to focus on what might be described as
‘progressive’ social movements, in full knowledge that there are also many con-
servative social movements, such as the Tea Party movement, the rise of alt-right
movements and public assemblies and so on, which have clear relevance for thinking
about contemporary education policy and practice (see Apple, 2007; Giroux, 2018).

Social movements and dialogical pedagogy 31

<i>Re-Imagining Education for Democracy</i>, edited by Stewart Riddle, and Michael W. Apple, Routledge, 2019. ProQuest
         Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/deakin/detail.action?docID=5773209.
Created from deakin on 2019-07-28 20:19:30.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



In making this deliberate decision, we suggest the need to engage directly with wider
political agendas engaged in struggles over justice and equity as a means to renew
analysis within education surrounding the possibilities, challenges, ambiguities and
complexities for a ‘democratic’ education.

The public protest and act of assembly: Deliberative democracy and
agonism

In the final days of 2011, the image of the masked protestor was pictured on
the front of TIME Magazine, named as the 2011 ‘Person of the Year’ (see
TIME Magazine, 2011).2 With the by-line reading, ‘From Arab Spring to
Athens, from Occupy Wall Street to Moscow’, the image of the masked
protestor typified a broader cultural narrative in 2011, as rallies, marches and
occupations reportedly spanned across multiple continents and geo-political
terrains, including the Asia-Pacific, the Americas, Australia, Europe and Africa
(see Kingsley & Gabbatt, 2011; Rogers, 2012).

The Occupy Movement followed in the wake of the Global Financial Crisis
(2007/2008) and the Arab Awakening, sparked by Mohamed Bouazizi’s self-
immolation in December 2010 (see Susser, 2012). The public protest and the
physical act of assembly took centre stage. Halvorsen (2015) describes one of
the primary aims of the Occupy Movement as ‘taking space’ in key financial
centres, to re-occupy politics and power through mass physical assembly. Some
protestors described this as an effort to ‘humanise’ a dehumanising market and
recapture a democratic system that has been sold to corporate interests (see
critique by Rowe, 2017). In the context of the Occupy Movement, or the
Anti-Austerity Movement in Spain, public meetings and consensual decision-
making processes were referred to as a ‘General Assembly’ or People’s Assembly
(see Castells, 2012; Chomsky, 2012). For some of the protestors, the General
Assembly speaks to fundamental critiques of existing democratic power struc-
tures, physically embodying ‘horizontalism’—open, public and democratic parti-
cipation, consensual decision-making and a process of ‘construction’ (Sitrin,
2012). In a blog titled ‘The Assembly is the Revolution’, Occupier Andrew
Flood writes:

As we prepare to enter the third month of the Occupy Movement a com-
monly heard criticism targets both the lack of clear demands and the related
complex and often drawn-out decision-making processes being used at
Occupy General Assemblies. These criticisms however miss the point […] that
what makes Occupy different is that process of decision-making through assembly. The
assembly form is not just a way of making decisions but also a different form of
doing politics. The Assembly is in embryo the different world we seek to
create.

(Flood, 2011; emphasis added)
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The General Assemblies were drawn-out precisely to enable a complex dialogical and
problem-solving pedagogy. At times, this was projected as the idealised opposite to
corporate modern democracy, a system perceived to be dominated by ‘the 1%’ and
allowing very little diversity of thought or debate (see Reich, 2015). Halvorson (2015),
in his ethnography of Occupy London, depicts this organised embodiment as a reflec-
tion of the activists’ feeling of ‘alienation’ from social and political life. He writes, ‘many
of the [Occupy London] activists expressed a general sense of alienation with politics in
their everyday lives’ (Halvorsen, 2015, p. 409). The General Assembly is participatory,
but it is also a tangible, open and public embodiment of direct democratic participation,
as opposed to online debate and dissent. Rohgalf (2013) suggests that creating ‘assem-
blies of citizens and bodily experiences is a way to make “the people”, i.e. the invisible
sovereign of modern democracies, visible and tangible’ (p. 151).

The General Assemblies draw on several different techniques to facilitate direct
participation and consensual decision-making. These include non-verbal hand signals
under the categories of ‘speaking’ and ‘feeling’—listeners are enabled to seek out
‘clarity’, for when something is not clear, or if you do not understand; ‘point of pro-
cess’ or ‘point of order’, if, as a listener, you believe the discussion is moving away from
its intended purpose; ‘point of information’ or ‘direct response’, for urgent questions or
responses; and ‘want to talk’ (see Figure 3.2). When it comes to ‘feelings’, listeners are
able to ‘agree, disagree, block, or ask for the speaker to wrap it up’ (see Bates Museum
of Art, 2011; de Haas, 2016; Participatory Institute for the Progress of Peace, 2015).
These hand signals were published widely across the web and social media platforms
(see Figure 3.2), with some minor signalling differences.

Participation and democratisation techniques utilised the ‘human microphone’ in
which—if amplification was not available—the speaker would momentarily pause
after a sentence, followed by verbal repetition and amplification from audience
members sitting close-by, in order to amplify the speech for participants further
away. This also signified a sense of solidarity with the speaker (see Shavit & Bailey,
2015). Drawing upon non-verbal communication techniques, and methods for
group decision-making, point towards how participants within the global social
movements theorised democracy, democratic dialogue and democratic participa-
tion. These are examples of pedagogical devices which enable direct engagement
and participation, and certainly these are devices that educators can potentially take
up in the classroom.

The notion of ‘horizontalidad’ further captures this method of engagement and
democratic participation, as discussed by Sitrin (2012):

Horizontalidad, horizontality, and horizontalism are words that encapsulate the
ideas upon which many of the social relationships and political interactions in
the new global movements are grounded … Horizontalidad is a social rela-
tionship that implies, as its name suggests, a flat plane upon which to com-
municate. Horizontalidad necessarily implies the use of direct democracy and
the striving for consensus, processes in which attempts are made so that
everyone is heard … It is not an ideology or political program that must be
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met so as to create a new society or new idea. It is a break with these sorts of
vertical ways of organising and relating, and a break that is an opening.

(Sitrin, 2012, paras 2, 3; emphasis original)

Horizontalidad seeks out the reimagining of democracy, in terms of how it is con-
structed, practiced and theorised. Horizontalidad, as a ‘flat plane upon which to
communicate’, is open, direct and theoretically based on equity, but also—biparti-
san and non-ideological. This notion that the process is non-ideological is a key
theme in other writings around People’s Assemblies and General Assemblies. An
Assembly is a:

FIGURE 3.2 Occupy Together hand signals: non-verbal communication utilised by the
Occupy Movement to enable consensual and direct participation.

Source: This file is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 Unported
license. It is also sourced through: http://occupydesign.org/7789.
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participatory decision-making body which works towards consensus … It must
be pacific, respecting all opinions: prejudice and ideology must left at home
[sic] … [It] should not be centred around an ideological discourse; instead it
should deal with practical questions: What do we need? How can we get it?

(Commission for Group Dynamics, 2011, p. 1).

Although the social movements seek out a reimagining of democracy, arguably the
processes are cognisant and reliant upon rational and reasonable consensus, emulate
of John Rawls’s political liberalism and Jürgen Habermas’s deliberative democracy
(Jones, 2014). These democratic models evoke a type of purist rationalism, and the
entire absence of passion and ideology in decision-making (Mouffe, 1999, 2009).
In this frame, decision-making should be dispassionate, objective and impartial.
These views are redolent in the papers produced by the Anti-Austerity movement,
arguing that the ‘present system’ of politics is confrontational and defensive, ‘they
each defend their opinions with the aim of convincing their opponent, until their
opinion has won or, at most, a compromise has been reached’ (Commission for
Group Dynamics, 2011, p. 1). The aim of the movement is to establish a process
that is referred to as ‘Collective Thinking’:

The aim of Collective Thinking, on the other hand, is to construct. That is to
say, two people with differing ideas work together to build something new.
The onus is therefore not on my idea or yours; rather it is the notion that two
ideas together will produce something new, something that neither of us had
envisaged beforehand. This focus requires of us that we actively listen, rather
than merely be preoccupied with preparing our response.

(Commission for Group Dynamics, 2011, p. 1)

Thus, in certain ways, the coming together or the assemblage of people in public
protests and public meetings—in order to deconstruct or perform a notion of delib-
erative democracy (Butler, 2016), on the one hand, takes up pre-existing structures
of deliberative and liberal democracy, but on the other looks to subvert existing
democratic structures. For Mouffe, the absence or the conscious exclusion of passion
and conflict from politics is problematic. The denial of confrontation, power and
antagonisms only further hegemonic structures, as she writes with Laclau:

Rational argument is a conceptual impossibility. Conflict and division, in our
view, are neither disturbances that unfortunately cannot be eliminated nor
empirical impediments that render impossible the full realisation of a harmony
that we cannot attain because we will never be able to leave our particularities
completely aside in order to act in accordance with our rational self.

(Laclau & Mouffe, 2014, p. xvii)

In Mouffe’s analyses, it is essential to recognise hegemonic relations and power
structures, in the take up of voice and dissent:
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Indeed ‘the political’ in its antagonistic dimension cannot be made to disappear
by simply denying it and wishing it away, which is the typical liberal gesture;
such negation only leads to impotence, an impotence which characterises lib-
eral thought when confronted with the emergence of antagonisms and forms
of violence that, according to its theory, belong to a bygone age when reason
had not yet managed to control the supposedly archaic passions.

(Mouffe, 2009, p. 550)

Thus, Mouffe (2014) puts forward an ‘agonistic’ model of politics, distinct from an
antagonistic one which she suggests relies on a friend/enemy distinction and which
therefore seeks to destroy enemies, or make them disappear. Agonism, in contrast,
accepts and acknowledges an inevitable adversarial relationship, which may not end in
consensus. Here, passion is fully acknowledged and embraced. She writes:

One of my key criticisms of liberal democratic theories is their incapacity to
acknowledge this affective dimension, an incapacity which I take to be the
consequence of their picture of the individual, presented as acting in the field
of politics, as moved either by the pursuit of her interests or by moral con-
cerns. This precludes them from recognising the collective nature of political
actors and asking one of the key questions for politics: how are collective
forms of identification created and what is the part played by affects in this
process. This is what my reflection on ‘passions’ aims at addressing.

(Mouffe, 2014, p. 155)

Mouffe’s intervention is useful for thinking through both the limits of con-
temporary Western liberal democracies, forms of engagement and interruptions.
Lynch et al. (2009) also point to the limits of contemporary democracy, arguing
that political conceptualisations of inequality are constrained by the incapacity of
public policy to acknowledge the importance of affect, in the way of love, care and
affective relations. Cantillon and Lynch (2017) expand further, writing that ‘affec-
tive relations are not … subordinate to economic, political or cultural relations in
matters of social justice’ (p. 169). The affective is ‘productive’ and ‘materialist’ for
human relations, constitutive rather than derivative (ibid.). Arguably, Western lib-
eral democratic theories are absent of passion, love and care (see Apple, 2013).

In a similar vein to Fraser’s (1997) critique of Habermas’s conception of the public
sphere, Mouffe does not mobilise an idealised notion of rational deliberation, but seeks
to embed an understanding of passion, of contested identities and collectivities, within
a possible notion of democracy. As Fraser reminds us, the liberal democratic imagining
of the public sphere rests upon exclusions (women, slaves, the majority world, children
and so on) that have been formulated on historical and political claims surrounding
what is ‘rational’, ‘common’ and ‘important’ (see Gerrard, 2016). Similarly, then,
Mouffe also calls attention to the ways in which notions of ‘rationality’ and ‘com-
monality’ underpinning liberal democracy can be remobilised and normalised within
responses to it, in ways that may dangerously gloss over difference, contestation and
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disagreement. In other words, ‘rationality’ and ‘consensus’ can be used as logics to
silent or exclude, particularly when ‘opponents’ can appear (or are made to appear) as
grotesque, fundamentally dangerous, or fanciful. There is, therefore, a need to care-
fully approach the declaration of ‘democracy’ in the assembling of people—including
in the classroom—and to interrogate the foundations upon which particular modalities
of being, thinking and relating are encouraged or discouraged.

Democratising the classroom?

In this final section we consider what the repercussions are for ‘democratic education’
following our discussion of ‘people’s assemblies’. Our starting point is the necessity to
acknowledge teaching and education as fundamentally entangled in pluralist (and
arguably agonistic—and at times antagonistic) politics. By acknowledging that the act
of teaching, or engaging in education, means encountering with the complex and the
political, educators are therefore consistently engaged in two interlocking concepts,
which Mouffe (2009) identifies as necessary for understanding the ‘nature of the
political’—antagonism and hegemony (p. 549). The act of teaching both confronts
and endorses situated and competing ‘ways of knowing’, simultaneously accom-
modating and pushing against hegemonic epistemological and ontological claims.
Therein, our positionality is critical in pedagogical scope, as effectively described by
Kincheloe (2008, p. 1): ‘Advocates of critical pedagogy are aware that every minute of
every hour that teachers teach, they are faced with complex decisions concerning
justice, democracy, and competing ethical claims.’

Drawing on Mouffe (2005, 2009) we suggest the need for teachers and schools
to embrace an agonistic politics, in which multiple practices of public politics
(Fraser, 1997) are acknowledged—even if adversarial. There is an inherent diffi-
culty and challenge in these suggestions. Schools, as noted above, are not social
movements and are ultimately institutions connected to the state and systems of
governance, surveillance and control (see Gerrard, 2015; Mayes, 2018). Yet, at the
same time they are also spaces of cultural and social politics, in which a form of
collectivism is created simply through student attendance via the construction of
compulsory schooling and the practice of classrooms. The challenge, therefore, and
following the feminist criticisms of critical pedagogy (Ellsworth, 1989; Gore, 1993;
Matthews, 1994) is to consider the role of teachers and students in a political and
social context, as political subjects themselves, and how their role may reify con-
ceptualisations of democratic engagement and democratic dialogue.

Current educational reforms undercut teacher agency, and the complex decisions
that teachers are consistently faced with. Classroom teachers are standardised, reified
and reconstituted as objects of data, replaced by the ‘clinical teacher’ and the ‘state
technician’—entirely dispassionate and ideally employing technicist models of direct
instruction. This however neglects to acknowledge passion and politics of educating,
and power as located within socially constructed identities. Herein, teaching and
learning is a social activity that is grounded within our passions and social identities
and ways of seeing, and culturally located in pluralistic norms and relations of power.
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However, in looking to the theme of this book and the collection of writings, we
need to ask, what are hopeful alternatives? How, then, can teachers push back
against hegemonic social reproduction within the classroom? And more specifically,
how can the practice and theorisation of people’s assemblies inform our under-
standing of ‘democratic education’, including the very meaning and practice of
‘democracy’? There is need to acknowledge that hegemony is at the foundation of
our social identities, constituting ‘every kind of social order’ and social practice
(Mouffe, 2009, p. 549). This means that, although we push against hegemonic social
reproduction and strive for a democratic education, social institutions—such as the
school—are contingent upon hegemonic practices and rearticulation (Mouffe,
2009). Hegemony ultimately is ‘a position of dominance’, yet it is also ‘inherently
dynamic, fragile and in constant need of maintenance and renewal’ (Kenway, 1987,
p. 190). We argue that the recognition of hegemonic practices within our social
identities does not necessarily need to foreclose the possibility of radical democracy.

Dialogical and critical pedagogy is sometimes regarded as a hopeful alternative for
educators seeking to engage with an inclusive and social justice agenda of education.
Apple (2013) calls for ‘decentered unities’, collectivities that embrace commonalities
and diversities in developing ‘spaces that are crucial for educational and larger social
transformations’ (p. 13). Decentred unities, and the balancing of hegemony, ago-
nistic politics and democracy, is useful for acknowledging the complexities of
democracy and collective interventions that are mutually productive and in-flux.

First and foremost, we suggest people’s assemblies call attention to the ways in
which ‘appearing’—to put it in Butler’s words—is a powerful form of performative
politics within which political subjectivity is evoked, and in some cases demanded.
In the context of schools and classrooms, it is therefore important to consider who
‘appears’ within what is made possible through the pedagogic relations established by
the teacher and the structure of the school. This includes, but also extends far
beyond, the question of who is present within the classroom. As Fraser (1997)
reminds us, women were long ‘present’, but were simply not ‘counted’ in the public
sphere. It is therefore necessary to consider who is allowed to appear—to be seen
and heard—within classroom practices, including those which strive for, or align
with, ‘democratic’ aims. This extends beyond an individualised model of ‘being
seen’, as it calls attention to the collective power (and political subjectivity) that is
inherent in speaking and acting against injustice. To understand the assembling that
occurs in classrooms as a political act, then, is to acknowledge the relationality of
teachers and students as political agents, full of both constraint and possibility.

Second, our reflection on the practice and conceptualisation of people’s assem-
blies indicates the need to consider the ways in which particular underpinning
rationalities of liberal democracy can constrain and exclude, even when remobilised
within movements that aim to contest oppression and injustice. Here, it is important
to consider the power relations that frame classroom practice and the imaginaries of
possible futures. People’s assemblies can provide an inspiration for alternative forms
of being, knowing and acting within/against constraint, but are also not a romantic
solution. Mouffe’s insistence of politics as passion and the inevitability of conflict
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fundamentally challenges the logic of ‘rational consensus’ and asks us—as educa-
tors—to consider who or what is silent or is excluded within the mobilisation of
such a logic. As Elizabeth Ellsworth (1989) asked of critical pedagogy nearly thirty
years ago, ‘what diversity do we silence in the name of “liberatory” pedagogy?’ (p. 299);
in other words, on whose basis, and upon which epistemological and cultural founda-
tions, is ‘criticality’ announced? We suggest, therefore, that an interrogation of people’s
assemblies with the conceptual tools of Mouffe provide a useful means to understand
both the limitations and possibilities for ‘democracy’ in education, while at the same time
demonstrating the essentially contested—and arguably flawed—notion of ‘democracy’
in the current global political context.

Notes

1 See www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=grab%20them%20by%20the%20pussy.
2 See http://content.time.com/time/covers/pacific/0,16641,20111226,00.html.
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