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Abstract

Should the nation-state play a major role in the selection of content-knowledge for a country’s national curriculum? While the social realist inquiry into knowledge tends to focus, and rightly so, on the epistemic justification for the selection of curriculum knowledge, there are also justified political grounds for knowledge selection. The important insight of social realism is to locate the source and means of the “interruption” to both structural determinism and voluntarism in the role that epistemic knowledge plays in creating the intellectual conditions for democratic politics. Significantly this production of meaning, of the new collective representations of the world in modern societies that Durkheim theorised, occurs in national education systems. 

My purpose is to trace the connecting threads between the diminished power of the nation-state since the 1970s to the profound changes in national education systems, in particular the ‘emptying out’ of the curriculum in a number of liberal democracies. I argue that there are factors at work which have undermined confidence in the purpose of national education systems to teach the cumulative knowledge of the arts, humanities and sciences to the nation’s children. These are the wider political reactionary influences that, in weakening the nation-state and the democratic ‘strife of the dialectic’, also weaken the institutions of that political entity thereby giving economic forces the determining role in shaping the education system. This has led to an increased emphasis on vocational education but it has also affected subjects that are most aligned to the political project of democratic nationalism. For example History is in danger of losing its epistemic authority under the fragmenting onslaught of traditionalist socio-political movements. Reframed as a political ideology of interest group ‘narratives’, History has lost its claim to be the powerful knowledge that enables us to conceptualise the temporal context of human endeavour from outside our own experiences. As a consequence, History’s epistemic integrity is put at risk and so too is its crucial role in maintaining the imaginary of the democratic nation-state. Without the nation-state as the site for democracy, both the economic imperative of the global market and the anti-democratic forces of traditionalism exert increasing control over national education systems.

1. Introduction

Should the nation-state play a major role in the selection of content-knowledge for a country’s national curriculum? This question involves asking about the source of the authority for the knowledge contained in the curriculum, and the nature of that knowledge. The social realist case for ‘powerful’ knowledge in the school curriculum is based on two main ideas. The first is that epistemically powerful knowledge is a symbolic resource that enables young people to understand a world beyond their experience, and on the basis of that understanding be able to contribute to how society is organised. This may well involve challenging and changing the world of experience, i.e. culture. It  means that epistemic knowledge is intimately linked to politics. Epistemic knowledge is a political act in that thinking in abstract objective ways provides the ideas for the social imaginary – for what society is and should be. Politics is the enactment of those ideas. It includes challenging existing political arrangements as well as promoting possibilities for a different future. It is at the same time critical and imaginary. The second social realist idea follows from the critical and imaginary character of epistemic knowledge. Given the power of such knowledge to challenge and to change, democratic principles of equality and justice mean that all young people should have access to such power. It is, or should be, the purpose of national education systems in democracies to provide access to that epistemic power. 

The nature of epistemic knowledge as the symbolic resource for democracy creates the integral link between that political system and epistemic knowledge. This gives democratic nations a justifiable role in the selection of the content-knowledge taught in national education systems (although this selection should be subject to epistemic procedures to safeguard against ideological influences ( a point discussed in section 5). Indeed without the democratic nation-state there could be no national education system. It is both the existence of the nation-state and its character as a democratic nation-state that gives that political entity a vested interest in the national education system and the type of knowledge taught in that system. This may sound too obvious to be mentioned. However the nature of education systems as national systems is no longer as obvious as it was to those who established those systems. 

Emergent liberal societies established national education systems from the late 19th century as part of democraticising movements and as part of the economic requirement to build an educated work-force for the industrial age. The democraticising imperative was not a taken-for-granted process by any means. Reactionary forces, those elites of the time – the aristocracy and the church, were opposed to the democratic ideals that informed universal education. They were opposed to the subversive potential created when people acquire the means with which to conceive of a better and more equal society; a way of thinking that requires the abstract objective thinking developed in epistemic knowledge. However national systems were established and expanded to secondary and tertiary education during the twentieth century. By the 1960s it appeared that these systems were fulfilling their democratic purposes in providing equitable opportunities for advanced education.

Fundamental structural changes to the global economy from the late 1960s  led to the revival of anti-democratic forces that, since that time have weakened the nation-state and placed national education systems on the defensive. Those forces, global neo-conservatism on the one hand and traditionalist social movements on the other, are engaged in a two-pronged attack on the nation-state and its institutions, one coodinated within the neoliberal politics of market regulation. This reverses the progressive spread of access to higher order epistemic knowledge that characterised what Giovanni Arrighi (1994) called the ‘long twentieth century’. While Arrighi’s reference was to the period of industrial capitalism and the accompanying expansion of workers’ power and rights, the expansion of epistemic knowledge to the working class was within this democraticising period of human history. Central to expanding equality was the structure of the nation-state with its three constituent elements of the nation, the state, and the citizen creating a permanent and necessary tension between the private and public domains, that is, between culture and politics. 

For much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries the role of the modern democratic nation-state was the site for class engagement. The weakening of the nation-state in the contemporary era of globalisation affects those public institutions such as education, where the working class was successful in acquiring a greater share of the wealth. As the nation-state becomes increasingly depoliticised, it tends to be reduced to an administrative space controlled in the interests of efficiency by the new managerial class. According to Turner (2003), capital’s new project, ‘neoliberalism, is founded upon the substitution of the market for the nation-state as the hegemonic ideological and political-economic framework for political society’ (p. 62). As the nation-state shifts from its role as a site of politics to a site of administration on behalf of the market, the purpose of education also changes. From ‘authorising, funding, and managing mass schooling as part of an endeavour to construct a unified national polity’ (Ramirez & Boli, 2007, p. 200), national education systems are increasingly concerned with educating children for their place in a globalised world, either as the beneficiaries of globalisation or as the members of localised communities, in whose name the globalised class claim an unauthorised and unaccountable representation (Rata, 2010a). 

Much of this neoliberal education policy employs the rhetoric of a new “Knowledge Age” or “21st Future Leaning” (Delors, 1998). In New Zealand for example, Bolstad and Gilbert (2012) argue that education for the ‘Knowledge Age must foreground the development of learners’ dispositions, capacities or competencies to deal with new situations and environments, including those with high degrees of complexity, fluidity and uncertainty. This does not mean that knowledge no longer matters, or that the school curriculum does not need explicit goals for students’ knowledge development. Rather, the future-focused education literature suggests we need to adopt a much more complex view of knowledge, one that incorporates knowing, doing and being. Instead of simply assuming these capacities will be developed through engagement with disciplinary knowledge (the traditional view), there is a shift to focusing on the development of everyone’s capabilities to work with knowledge.’ (pp. 2-3). 

This Knowledge Age view contains numerous fundamental errors, of which four are identified here. The first is the misunderstanding of globalisation. Here globalisation is understood as the spread of ever-increasingly advanced technologies, requiring new capabilities to create and new skills to operate. However, globalisation as the spread of new technologies is not a new phenomenon.  The modern world has long been characterised by the global movement of people and goods, especially of new technologies. The steam engine of the early industrial age was as life-changing to that period as computers were to the late twentieth century. What is fundamentally different to the contemporary period however, and absent from the Knowledge Age account,  is the change in the political regulation of global capitalism. The regulation of the world economy by the nation-state (the reason for the rise of the modern nation), is replaced by neoliberal forms of market regulation. This has produced the subsequent weakening of the nation-state, the growing power of global corporations, and the reversal of the trend towards greater equality. The instrumental education of the skill-based curriculum with its commitment to the “connectivity” and “innovation” of “digital utopianism” enabled by the technological products of many of those corporations contributes to neoliberal politics. 

The second error is epistemological. Knowledge is understood as a process, something that people do. According to Bolstad and Gilbert (2012) ‘Knowledge is rapidly created every day. Knowledge is the process of creating new knowledge. It is a product of “networks and flows” coming into being through interactions and intersections on a “just-in-time” basis to solve specific problems as they emerge’ (2012, p. 13). In contrast, realist philosophers like Karl Popper (1978) ‘distinguish sharply between knowledge in the subjective sense and knowledge in the objective sense’ (p. 16), regarding ‘knowledge in the objective sense (as) consist(ing) not of thought processes but of thought contents. These contents, the products of the human mind ‘consists of abstract objects such as languages; scientific conjectures or theories; and works of art’ (p. 11) that are the results or products of thought processes. Social realism adds to this by accepting the reality of the knowledge product but insisting on the social location of knowledge production to argue that disciplinary rules and procedures make some knowledge more reliable than other knowledge  ‘by which of how it is produced’ Moore, 2012, p. 13). 

The third major error of the knowledge age approach comes from this reduction of knowledge to a ‘process’. In the absence of knowledge as an object, the approach allows the curriculum (i.e. knowledge or what is taught) to be conflated to pedagogy (how it is taught). The Social Realist concern for greater access to knowledge for working class and marginalised students regards this conflation as contributing to their educational disadvantage. Without access to epistemic knowledge such students are left with their own experience as the generative source of knowledge. When compared to the twenty-year-old mathematician described by Bourdieu, who ‘can have twenty centuries of mathematics in his mind’ (2004, p. 40), the student locked into the confines of experience has little to build on and little to generate from.  

This emphasis on pedagogy embraced by Knowledge Age proponents build on earlier constructivist and progressivist movements in education. It tends to justify pedagogy and process by setting up the “straw man” of a gradgrind traditional curriculum. An important social realist area of research addresses the relationship between curriculum and pedagogy in order to better understand the type of pedagogy required to ensure that all students have access to epistemic knowledge (Young, 2010: Young and Muller, 2011; McPhail, 2012). 

Fourthly, the Knowledge Age’s commitment to “diversity” comes from the focus of “who knows” rather than “what is known” (Maton and Moore, 2010; Rata, 2012). Here, science is reduced to culture, that is to “social knowledge”, permanently tied to the knower and the social circumstances of that knower. Without the capacity to separate knoweldge from its conditions of production as is the case with social knowledge, there can be no objective, universal knowledge. There can be no science. 

Despite these serious errors, the “Knowledge Age” or “21st Future” view has had a profound influence in promoting the shift in national curricula from epistemic knowledge to skills, competencies and values. It owes its influence, not to its depth of explanation(which I have argued is severely limited(but to its usefulness in justifying the instrumental approach which serves neoliberalism.  Indeed, a major contributor to “Knowledge Ageism” is the Assessment and Teaching of 21st Century Skills project designed by Cisco, Intel and Microsoft. Because the approach lacks a critical dimension it lacks the political analysis which must necessarily accompany an account of globalisation. Any explanation of claims to a new epistemology for a new age, which is the “New Knowledge” grandoisie claim, must include an explanation of the global political framework which has profound effects on social organisation at the local level, including the differential provision of epistemic and instrumental knowledge. Yet Knowledge Ageism does not do so. In contrast, social realism, with its roots in Durkheimian sociology, provides this politics of knowledge (see for example, Muller 2000, Wheelahan 2010, Rata 2012). This means that understanding the fundamental shift in the curriculum from the emphasis on epistemic knowledge to instrumental knowledge requires an analysis of the political context of modern education systems.

2. Secular Collective Representations

In the contemporary period, globalisation has profoundly weakened the universalised class consciousness that characterised many in the working class during the industrial era. Its replacement as localised “diverse” groups identify in communitarian ways, as members of religious, ethnic, indigenous or ethnonationalist groups, often seeking an imagined identity to a self-image from the heroic mythological past is understood in the Knowledge Age literature as ‘diversity’. However Alsayyad and Castells (2002) draw our attention to the major re-structuring of the global political economy with the weakening  of the nation-state and the increasing inequalities of corporate financial capitalism. They refer to these changes as a ‘decoupling between the instrumentality of the state (i.e., citizenship) and the ethnic, cultural, and historical roots of identity’ (p. 3). By disrupting the ‘collective class project of the historic modern middle class’ (Turner, 2003, p. 58), one sited in the modern nation-state, the various processes associated with capital’s de-centralisation contribute to neoliberalism and its instrumental view of education as well as to the rise of pre-modern political arrangements that promote “culture” in education. 

The weakening of the nation-state affects education in particular because it is in that institution that the ideals promoting equality of opportunity have maintained their legitimacy. Education has long been seen as the means of social mobility, as the means by which life’s trajectory may be interrupted. The important insight of social realism is to explain the source and means of ‘interruption’. It provides an explanation that overcomes the limitations of marxist  structural determinism, of the voluntarism of a naïve liberalism, and of neoliberal instrumentalism. 

The interruption of class determinism requires two conditions. One is political and one is epistemological. The first links the modernist political ideas of the interdependence of human agency and democratic systems to the second condition. This is ‘the modern transformation of the sacred into secular forms’ (Moore, 2013, p. 40). By this is meant that ‘modern society pluralizes ways of producing meaning’ (Hervieu-Leger 2006, p. 106, cited in Moore, 2013, p. 39). It expands symbolic resources in ways that break with the traditional world-view. As Durkheim (1983) and Lindberg (1992) observe, science emerged from the early understandings of the sacred. However, while those religious beliefs were  abstract, they also remain tied to experience. Lindberg notes the ‘strong tendency in oral traditions to identify causes  with beginnings, so that to explain something is to identify its historical origins’ (p. 8). The secular forms of meaning broke that relationship with experience enabling abstract objective knowledge to be universalised. 

These expanded symbolic resources allow for the development of new concepts about what it is to be human. According to Jonathan Israel (2001) ‘The Enlightenment – European and global – not only attacked and severed the roots of traditional European culture in the sacred, magic, kingship, and hierachy, secularizing all institutions and ideas, but (intellectually and to a degree in practice) effectively demolished all legitimation of monarchy, aristocracy, women’s subordination to man, ecclesiastical authority, and slavery, replacing these with the principles of universality, equality, and democracy.’ (p. vi). The secularisation of meaning was a fundamental epistemological change with enormous political implications. It enabled the modernist concept of political autonomy. Not only was the autonomous individual free to think his or her own thoughts but that rational individual could contribute freely to the political system and by so doing created the ‘public’. Kant described the critical reasoning of this autonomous individual as an intemsely moral and political act, one that required united reasoning and criticism in ‘the freedom to make public use of one’s reason at every point’ (Kant, 1784, 1990, p. 84). The linking of reason and its public use enabled the concept of the citizen, someone who is both independent from and dependent on the social; both a private and a public self. It also associated epistemic knowledge and modern politics in an integral relationship. It said that to be rational is to be capable of political thought. 

Significantly the production of meaning, of the new collective representations of the world in modern societies that Durkheim theorised, occurs in national education systems, or it did until the turn against discipline-based knowledge that accompanies the rise of neoliberal instrumentalism and its supporting culturalist ideology. By generating and regulating codes of meaning, or in Durkheim’s terms, regulating the relationship between the sacred and the profane; or in social realist terms, regulating the relationship between the world of everyday experience and the world of the unknown, education systems are the equivalent of religious systems in pre-modern society’ (Moore, 2013, p. 38). But public education systems offered more; they provided the place for the creation of the rational individual, someone whose rationality is both a political and an economic resource. 

It is here, in the relationship between the ‘esoteric and the mundane’, in the movement of a young person into the world of thought that is not based on experience, that Rob Moore (2013) traces the understanding of the education system as a system for the interruption to class determinism to Bernstein’s concept of the “discursive gap”. According to Moore, ‘Bernstein’s significance and distinctiveness in relation to the sociology of education’ is that Bernstein ‘is primarily the theorist not of reproduction but of interruption: of the principles and possibilities of disordering and disruption, of the structuring of change’ (p. 37).  The discursive gap is the space which can become the site for alternative possibilities, for alternative realizations of the relation between the material and the immaterial’ (Bernstein, 2009IV, p.182 cited in Moore, 2013, p. 37). It is within collective representations of the world that alternative possibilities may be found and power relations imagined, challenged, and changed. The reduction of knowledge to a process in contemporary instrumentalist education makes a mockery of this huge advance in the human condition.

By the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the existence of these new ways of producing meaning, in Durkheim’s understanding the transformation of the sacred into secular forms (Moore, 2013, p. 40) were acquiring their own institutions with systems and procedures to authorise and manage the production of meaning. It was those institutions, for example, the Royal Society, the production of scientific books and journals, the development of the public lecture (Macfarlane, 2002), and the modernisation of the universities that ensured that the ideas could over a long period become ‘coalitions of minds’ (Collins, 2001, p.7). These institutions, with their systems and procedures, ensured that the production of knowledge was a collective endeavour of a number of individuals over time, not only those from the recognised Enlightenment period but, according to Jonathan Israel, in the ‘clandestine philosophy’ that circulated in forbidden manuscripts from the 1680s. Israel describes how these forbidden manuscripts ‘constituted the chief method of propagating radical thought in Europe’ (p. 685) with this considerable output ‘generated by many different authors, profession divergent philosophies in different styles, there was also a marked tendency to concoct collages, interpolating, borrowing, and mixing ingredients from diverse authors and traditions in a single text’ (p. 685).

The journey from this early scientific community to modern disciplines with their scientific methodologies and procedures was to establish the systems and procedures for the new ways of producing meaning that transformed the sacred into secular forms.  From the late nineteenth century, the emergence of national education institutions made available to the masses the space of possibilities, ‘the open and democratic space into which education provides the entry’ (Moore, 2013, p. 37).  The ‘space of possibilities’, Bernstein’s ‘discursive gap’ the ‘yet to be thought’ (Bernstein 2009IV, p. 182 cited in Moore, 2013, p. 37) is a modern space. It is what separates the modern from the traditional and the instrumental. These do not have possibilities. Traditional socio-political systems are fixed according to status and hierarchy – determined by past social arrangements and therefore unavailable for change (except by violent uprising). Instrumental education is limited to problem-solving. It lacks the generative approach that has enabled the disciplines to re-imagine the space between the material and the immaterial.

It is not only disciplinary knowledge that requires this space of possibilities, modernity itself operates in that space – this is its source of progress and its source of instability. And it is in this ambivalence, this deep structural contraction that modernity is at its most vulnerable. Traditional ideologies, whether religious or race based, offer the stability of an unchanging world. This is a continuity with an imagined Arcadian past that is a tempting choice in contemporary times when faith in modernity’s promise of equitable progress wans under the onslaught of corporate financial capitalism. This onslaught is aggravated by the unholy alliance between traditionalist social movements and neoliberalism. Despite its claims to be the new form of social justice in movements such as indigenous politics and the ethnic nationalism of Islamist countries, traditionalism serves the interests of global capitalism both ideological and economically by providing ideological support for elite governance. 

3. History and the National Imaginary

It is in the schools of modern national education systems that all children have, or should have, access to this ‘space of possibilities’ that enables the modern condition. It is what enables resistance to the resurgence of traditionalism in its various forms of race categorisation, retribalisation, and religious fundamentalism. It also provides the only resistance to the revival in class inequality that is the consequence of the neoliberal regulated market. The space of possibilities is the intellectual spaces contained in the collective representations of the arts, humanities, sciences and social sciences and developed in the disciplines. Such collective representations or knowledge is not found in everyday experience, that is in the “mundane”, in “culture”, in experience, nor in the narrow instrumentalism of “problem-solving”. Collective representations are abstract understandings of what the world is with the predictive capacity to say what it might be. They are produced in the generative principles and concepts of the disciplines. Each new generation gains access to this world of conceptual knowledge at school, but only in schools that exist within the modernist notion of human generated change and the political system – democracy - that enables this form of change. Schools that have shifted to an instrumental problem-solving curricula are unlikely to provide this deep level of conceptual understanding to their pupils.

The most important subject in producing the modernist imaginary is History. This is the case because History conceptualises not only change but causation and in doing so, provides the intellectual conditions for political consciousness and for the sociological imagination that C Wright Mills recognised enables us to make the familiar unfamiliar. There are two important points here. The first concerns the role of historical consciousness in political and sociological understanding. Durkheim understood that ‘it is history alone that can penetrate beneath the surface of a social phenomenon’ (Fox, 1956, p. 20). The second point elaborates C. Wright Mills’ insight. By making the familiar unfamiliar through objectification, we turn the mundane world of experience into an abstract object. This object is separated from ourselves and available for analysis using conceptual tools that are also available to those who do not share that same experience. In this way we are reflective, capable of understanding our own circumstance “from the outside”. Such sociological insight can only occur when the object to be analysed (which may be ourselves) is placed within the historical context of time as well as within place. 

The spread of access to the intellectual methods of the modern period was made possible only by the establishment of the democratic nation-state and its institution of the national education system. It is the nation-state that is the structure of the democratic imaginary. Capitalism no longer requires this political entity. It did during industrial capitalism when the nation-state was the infrastructure for the management and containment of the working-class. For that reason capitalism tolerated democratic nations. In today’s world of financial capitalism where the global market serves as the regulator with the nation-state reduced to managing localised economies, the nation-state and its democratic systems are at best an irritant, at worst an impediment to that global market. However as the remaining site of democracy, the continuance of the nation-state in the face of the victory of global capitalism, relies on maintaining those features that serve its democratic character; features such as the national imaginary of a population united by this new type of socio-political organisation and the right of all people to a type of education that develops the ability to use concepts to understand a reality that experienced.

The national imaginary, that idea of the modern nation, depends upon a well-developed historical consciousness by the people. Traditionalist societies do not need History. In those revived pre-modern societies there is no History, only the authorised version of the past and an ongoing present where the power structures of the past are those of the present and will be those of the future. A society that has resolved its power relations in favour of one group is outside history; has returned to “pre-history”. It was Francis Fukuyama’s claim (one he has since rejected) that the United States had reached the end of History with American liberalism having “won”. With the resolution of the strife of the democratic dialectic, a society becomes pre-modern. Non-democratic socio-political structures and elite hierarchies become the new politics.  

The contemporary technology which excites advocates of “Knowledge Ageism” and the consumerism which has replaced religion as the sop to the masses give the appearance of the modern. This is illusory. Modernity requires the ongoing strife of the dialectic and the democracy which is the politics of that strife – an unending and irresolvable ‘peaceful battle’ for the imagined ideal future. That imaginary is created with epistemic knowledge and the type of abstract predictive thinking it generates. The traditional, which includes modern societies that regress to the pre-modern, is unable to do so. There is nothing to be imagined. The matter is solved. The future will be either as in the past where elites justify their power according to status and rank. It is the ‘reactionary modernism’ (Nanda, 2001) offered by a romantic virtual utopianism. Meera Nanda (2004) draws on the writing of Jeffrey Herf (1984, p.1) to describe such reactionary modernism as ‘“embrace of modern technology by those who reject Enlightenment reason”, the combination of an affirmative stance toward technological progress with dreams of the past, creating the infamous “steel-like romanticism” that Josephs Goebbels rhapsodized about’ (p. 7). Today’s metaphor may well be a “vitual romanticism” celebrating a past where elites ruled and “culture” justified. 
4. The Strife of the Dialectic

In this section I develop further the discussion of the relationship between democracy and national education systems. Three foundational elements of the democratic structure: the nation, the state, and the citizen, to show how the strife of the dialectic regulates the contradictions to produce an on-going and irresolvable tension that is the nature of democracy’s peaceful conflict. The nation-state is at the heart of democracy because that entity is democracy’s structure. A weakened nation-state no longer requires national education systems that educate all its children into epistemic knowledge. Only the ruling and managerial classes require this knowledge, and that for its economic, not democratic purposes. The working-class, and the return of the lumpen proletariat, are directed increasingly to specific vocational training as the democratic-economic dialectic, which operates in the institutions of the democratic nation-state, is resolved in favour of the economic imperative. This instrumental “resolution” can be seen in the fundamental changes to the national curricula of a number of countries whose democratic institutions are being weakened by the regulatory power of the globalised market. This is the “Knowledge Age’ characterised by an instrumental curriculum where knowledge is emptied out of all concepts and content. As an empty vehicle, a process, it is conflated with learning. As a method, it is conflated with pedagogy.

The contradictory role of the modern nation was as a unifying imaginary of people who do not share a history; the unity was located in the projected and not yet experienced future. Its imaginary relied on people being willing to take that future on faith. It was the faith in progress that characterised modernity. The modern nation was seen as the vehicle for democratic social justice and prosperity – its legitimacy was based on those goals being met, and until the contraction of the global economy from the late 1960s, it did appear that faith in modernity, and modernity’s political entity, the nation, would bring rewards for working people. It was also a faith that depended on the integrity of history and the other subjects of the arts and humanities that are the raw material of the new national imaginary. 

Social movements promoting the revival of traditional groups are not committed to the modern national imaginary. Their task is to subvert its epistemic justification so that knowledge serves the particular identity group. Traditionalist groups, such as the retribalising elite in New Zealand, the ethno-nationalist movements of Serbia and early 1990s’ Rwanda claim a history that is authorised by the group’s shared past and its present political interests. In contrast the democratic nation-state relies on a history that is produced according to the rules and procedures of epistemic knowledge, a history that serves the strife of the dialectic by being provisional, never absolute truth. Traditionalist groups cannot afford to recognise provisional truth. Their political and economic claims are authorised by their version of history, to challenge this ‘narrative’ is to weaken the claims. Neither can economic elites afford provisional truth. The task of the curriculum for this group is to serve as an instrument for the economy by providing  skills and competencies, not by providing the means with which to think objectively and critically.

The state is the second foundational element of democracy. Its structural contradiction lies in the fact that this body of institutions serves as the regulator both of capitalism and democracy. On the one hand the state contains the institutions, laws, and processes to enable the economy to function in its own interests, including creating the mental-manual division at the basis of unequal class relations. The instrumental curriculum serves this goal of the state. On the other hand, the state is the set of democratic institutions that served to restrain and regulate capitalism in the interests of working people. The education system is directly implicated in these two opposing processes – hence the strife of the dialectic operates in education. It is the site for the creation of the mental-manual division and the site where that division can be interrupted. The social realist concern, indeed the focus for the sociology of education more widely, is how that interruption can happen given such strongly competing forces. For social realists, interruption is possible. It occurs in the provision of epistemic knowledge which, by creating knowledge that is always provisional in that it is subject to critical scrutiny, it creates people who inhabit an intellectual world of possible alternatives. But it is not enough for that knowledge to be produced. It must also be reproduced in a pedagogy that provides access to this powerful knowledge (Young and Muller, 2011; McPhail, 2012).

The third structural element creating the strife of the dialectic is the status of citizen. Citizenship is the status of the individual who holds equal political rights yet is at the same time the unequal worker. As with the state element, the education system is central to the creation of the citizen who can exist in this strife of the dialectic; the individual who is both a member of the social group established in the past (i.e. the family, the ethnic or cultural community),  the nation, the social group that does not share a past but coheres in the imaginary of the future, and as an ‘instrument’ of the economy. 

The irresolvable tensions produced by these foundational structural contradictions in democracy are the source of challenge to anti-democratic ideology rather than the source of ideology. Because the tensions are always “open” and available for contestation, they are the source of the potential interruption to class determinism. National education systems are a primary site for this interruption. It is in this institution that the state and the citizen meet directly to negotiate the production of and access to epistemic knowledge. The tension is exascerbated by the fact that the symbolic resource contains its own inherent contradiction by serving both capitalism and democracy.  In doing so epistemic knowledge contributes to the tension that is essential for democratic politics and economic prosperity. 

Control over this symbolic resource, epistemic knowledge, justifiably belongs to the democratic nation-state. This is the case because the democratic nation is the only political framework that can guarantee the existence of the three elements of democracy and the systems for the expression of the structural contradictions. For this reason the nation-state has a legitimate interest in how education ensures that all children have access to epistemic knowledge. However, the state, in performing its contradictory role as the regulator of capitalism also has a legitimate interest in creating the manual-mental division along class lines. There are two sources of challenge to this latter interest, both active in education. One challenge comes from the national imaginary itself. The nation will continue to exist only as long as it provides the opportunities promised by modernity: progress, equality, and social justice. Contributing to this imaginary is the historical consciousness of the nation’s people ( the reason why the study of history is such an important subject for the citizens of a democratic nation.

5. Justifying Teaching History

This section is about the socio-political purpose of the horizontal subjects, those subjects like history and literature that have a strong social component, and why this purpose justifies the nation-state’s involvement in the teaching of those subjects in national education systems.

Unlike ethno-nations whose reason for existence is justified by a bounded population’s shared genetic and cultural past, the modern democratic nation justifies its existence on the ideals of freedom, equality, and peace. That offer of a better life is possible because of the modern form of socio-political organisation ( democracy. It is characterised by three features: firstly, legal or contractual rather than status-based relations between individuals as the framework for social interaction. Secondly, the status of the citizen as the bearer of rights. Third the ‘strife of the dialectic’ which expresses the structural contradictions between the economic and political spheres and enables conflict to be controlled peacefully. Different interests groups continue to vie for power but that democratic dialectic has the potential to regulate such interests. This however is only the case when each of the three elements of democracy: the nation, the state, and the citizen exist in that dialectic of strife, that is in a state of irresolvable tension as each unstable element makes itself visible and hence accountable. 

Epistemic knowledge, as the source of the collective representations of the modern world, contributes to each of the three political elements. For this reason the modern democratic nation needs epistemic knowledge as much as it needs the other structuring elements: legal institutions, political systems, contractual rules and procedures to manage civil society, financial systems, as well as the institutions that produce and reproduce epistemic knowledge and that socialise each new generation into that knowledge. 

This means that the provision of public universities for the production of knowledge, and national education systems for the reproduction of that knowledge as school subjects are essential for the continued existence of the modern nation-state. Abstract, objective, predictive, generative ways of thinking; the powerful knowledge that is the object of social realist inquiry, are part of the structure of the modern nation-state and contribute to each of the three elements. How does epistemic knowledge makes this contribution to each element?

The national imaginary, the ‘nation’, projects the possibilities available to a democratic society. The humanities, arts, and social sciences provide the collective representations of this modern society and are part of its structure. They might be considered its “secular culture”. They are disciplines that require the interdependence of epistemic integrity and socio-political integrity. Their epistemic integrity is guaranteed by their conceptual coherence, authorising rules and procedures, and scientific realism; that is the generated knowledge is always provisional truth open to critical scrutiny and change. The socio-political integrity on the other hand is justified by the way in which the disciplines support the three elements of democracy. 

The Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences provide the raw material for the collective representation of what the nation is. Epistemic concerns tend to  emphasise principles and concepts, while socio-political purpose concerns focus more on the actual content-knowledge. This is the case because that content-knowledge is the raw material of the national imaginary. This socio-political interest justifies subjects, such as History and Literature being taught according to an agreed upon syllabus being included in the national education system. However the issue of epistemic interest in content-knowledge is still a relatively under-explored area for social realists. It could be that in the interdependent relationship between the epistemic and socio-political elements of a discipline the authority of the epistemic dimension dictates the principles and concepts that must underpin any content-knowledge. This might ensure that content-knowledge is not reduced to tacit knowledge or beliefs, to the experience-based “Knowledge Ageism”, nor to the static moribund knowledge that was a flaw in the traditional approach to knowledge teaching; what Moore (2012) refers to as ‘the “preservationist” approach to knowledge’ (p. 16). But something must be taught; the alternative is the process model of education. This makes the relationship between concepts and content a crucial one for social realism. It may be that an important epistemic criteria for the selection of content-knowledge is how well the content serves the discipline’s principles and concepts in terms of its illustrative capacity. However my interest here is in the socio-political criteria for content-knowledge selection.

There are a number of dangers to a topic-based syllabus apart from the danger of beliefs replacing epistemologically generated content. For example history can be used ideologically in the interests of a particular group to justify the group’s economic and political ambitions. The new history of the Treaty of Waitangi in New Zealand is an example of this ideological distortion (Oliver, 2001; Robinson, 2013). Historians and social scientists may themselves contribute to these distortions, producing the dark side of localised uncritiqued knowledge by providing what Hobsbawm (as cited in Turton, 1997) calls the ‘“raw material” of nationalist and ethnic ideologies’ (p. 37). Such distortions are, as Moore and Muller (2010) recognise, a ‘pre-modern strategy’ that attempts ‘to reinstate “who knows” as the authority for “what is known”’ (p. 66).

These dangers do not however justify emptying out history from the school curriculum in democratic nation-states as has happened in New Zealand (Rata 2012). In that country, the selection of history topics is now the responsible of teachers only (Ormond 2011). There will be many teachers who make the choice of subject on sound epistemic grounds as well as those who choose on the basis of their own politics. However, to focus on teacher selection is to overlook the main point. History is essential raw material for the collective representation of the society as a democratic society. In this paper I have argued that history (and the other subjects that constitute a nation’s collective representations) must be taught in order for the nation-state to continue to exist. This leads to the questions of: Should there be specific topics taught at all levels of schooling? Who should decide the topics? Who should be taught? 
What should be taught? In judging what should be taught on socio-political grounds questions need to be asked about what topics provide specific knowledge about the nation-state, about its people, systems, events, conflicts, accommodations, and national development. What does a citizen of that country needs to know in order to understand the concept ‘nation’, this particular nation, and its relationship to other nations? This is a very ‘national’ approach to history, one that has a certain “old-fashioned” ring to it in these days of globalisation digital excitement. But it is an approach that I justify in terms of the democratic nation-state’s position as the guarantor of democracy. The extent to which anti-democratic forces have weakened the nation-state since the 1970s suggest that history as the account of modernity, including its democratic political system, is crucial to the maintenance of this political structure. 

Who should decide the topics? That decision should be made by a number of groups that are accountable for their choices to each other and to the wider public on a regular basis. The epistemic community, that is history academics in the university should have the final authority. It is an authority that requires the integrity of the relationship between content-knowledge and the discipline’s principles, concepts, and methodologies. This integrity can only be guaranteed by the procedures of ongoing scrutiny and criticism developed by the international disciplinary community over a period of time; rules and procedures that are themselves continually “put on trial”. Those who reproduce the content-knowledge in order to teach it ( the teachers  should also be involved. They bring their knowledge of pedagogical requirements to the decision-making process. These are issues of motivation, pacing and sequencing and undertaken correctly, ensure that all students can access the knowledge.  Politicians, as representatives of the people, must also be involved as must the people themselves, in their capacity as citizens who hold politicians to account. 
Who should be taught these topics? All children in the nations. Schools are a public site of the modern democratic nation-state. The child’s public and political identity is as a member of the nation. The promotopm of other identities (race, religion) as political identities contributes to weakening the nation and weakening democracy.
This topic-based approach to the teaching of history has been replaced by several approaches. One focuses on concepts (epistemologically sound), and ‘narratives’ ( epistemologically unsound and politically dangerous. In this extreme relativist approach to history, the subject is reduced to ‘perspectives on past events’, a position from the New Zealand social sciences section of the nation curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2009, p. 37). Here history becomes the story told by those with the loudest voice to paraphrase Imre Lakatos’ (1980) description of degenerative science. In “Knowledge Age” instrumentalism, history loses its justification entirely, becoming merely a subject for personal interest or it may maintain limited status in a problem solving capacity. In this role history may be used to justify an interest group’s political and economic ambitions as is the case with Treaty of Waitangi history.

6. Conclusion

National education systems should serve democracy. That is their political purpose in – to socialise children into the epistemic knowledge that enables all children to think in complex ways and to use that form of thinking to serve as citizens. The critical capacity generated by thinking in abstract ways is used to hold the system accountable. That link between powerful knowledge and political activity is at its most intense in the subject of history and other subjects such as literature that are the raw material of the natinal imaginary. 

The attack by globalised capitalism and its elites has undermined, perhaps fatally, the political project of democratic nationalism. What has happened to the subject of history in the schools of liberal-democracies in recent decades is evidence of the retreat from epistemic knowledge and the modernist ethos that knowledge creates, as well as from the political system of democratic nationalism. Reframed as a political ideology of interest group “narratives”, history has lost its claim to be the powerful knowledge that enables us to conceptualise the temporal context of human endeavour from outside our own experiences. As a consequence, not only is history’s epistemic integrity at stake, so too is its crucial role in maintaining the nation-state imaginary. Without the nation-state as the site for democracy, the economic imperative of the global market exerts increasing control over national education systems. It is the return of the pre-modern, the world ruled by elites who use a powerful blend of “culture” and “technology”, a “virtual romanticism” to justify inequality and privilege. Education systems that contribute to reactionary modernism, to a new technological dark age, do so by replacing a curriculum based on the products of the human mind (Popper, 1978) with one that limits knowledge to knowing about one’s experience. 
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