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	 Liberal	democracy	combines	two	fundamental	political	commitments:	
one	to	popular	sovereignty,	the	other	to	individual	liberty.	And	since	popu-
lar	sovereignty,	in	practice,	rarely	achieves	unanimity,	a	tension	between	
these	two	is	built	in	from	the	outset.	Citizens	in	a	liberal	democracy	often	
find their liberty limited by a majoritarian policy designed (in part) to 
protect	it.	Theories	of	liberal	democracy	thus	face	an	integral	question:	
when should individual liberty triumph over the will of the majority? This 
question	pertains	to	the	issue	of	alternative	education’s	legitimacy	in	a	
democracy	at	its	most	basic	essence.	Public,	common	education	has	been	
enshrined	and	protected	as	a	necessary	prerequisite	to	the	continuation	
of	 democracy	 over	 generations	 while	 alternatives	 have	 been,	 at	 best,	
tolerated	within	the	American	system	as	a	stop-gap	measure	for	special	
interest	groups.	This	article,	therefore,	will	examine	the	complexity	of	
the	concept	of	popular	sovereignty	with	reference	to	alternative	educa-
tion	in	order	to	determine	its	application	and	limitations	regarding	the	
maintenance	of	both	the	letter	and	spirit	of	democracy.

The Deep Roots of Popular Sovereignty
	 Since	the	Enlightenment,	the	premise	of	popular	sovereignty	has	
been accepted as a major basis for democracy. Propounded most clearly 
by	the	seventeenth-century	philosopher	John	Locke,	popular	sovereignty	
set	out	the	template	that	a	community	can	be	likened	to	the	parts	of	a	
physical body: the only way it can survive is if the parts (individuals) 
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are united in every action (community decision). Since it is unreason-
able	to	believe	that	all	individuals	within	any	community	should	think	
the	same	way,	the	only	means	by	which	a	democracy	can	function	is	if	
each member agrees to follow the decisions of the majority.1

		 Jean-Jacques	Rousseau	formalized	this	axiom	in	his	treatise,	The 
Social Contract	in	1762.	Based	on	his	belief	that	everyone	is	born	in	a	
natural	state	of	‘goodness,’	he	defended	each	individual’s	right	to	have	
full	 participation	 within	 a	 democracy.	 However,	 Rousseau	 tempered	
this	statement	by	the	caveat	that,

‘goodness’	merely	requires	the	absence	of	an	intention	to	harm	others...	
In	contrast,	virtue	is	not	natural;	virtue	requires	the	mastery	of	natural	
impulsions	and	the	 intention	 to	act	well	 towards	others,	and	hence	
presupposes	that	men	have	learned	to	think	within	society.2

Because	men	do	things	on	the	basis	of	self-interest	and	emotions,	in	a	
democracy	there	must	be	some	superior	guiding	force	to	order	their	ac-
tions, and to enjoin them to go beyond the narrow field of their vision; to 
accept	things	non-proximate	or	unfamiliar	that	as	isolated	individuals	
they would reject. The state must therefore be of paramount interest 
to	each	of	its	citizens.

If	we	are	heirs	to	the	same	father,	if	we	are	brothers	in	dependency,	if	
we	cannot	move	in	any	direction	one	without	the	other,	we	are	bound	
to perceive the benefits of cooperation.3	

Rousseau	saw	that	only	when	every	individual	is	bound	to	the	state,	
would	they	relate	to	each	other	as	equal	citizens.	As	such,	individual	
self-interest	must	be	overcome	by	the	common will	embodied	in	a	higher	
love	and	loyalty	to	the	state.	This	would	cause	citizens	to	decide	every	
issue on the basis of honesty and integrity instead of selfishness. In 
Rousseau’s	eyes,	therefore,	the	common	will	could	never	be	wrong,	and	
it alone has the authority to direct the state towards some objective: 
Rousseau	called	this	the	common good.4	
	 It	was	Rousseau’s	supposition,	therefore,	that	for	a	democracy	to	
truly	work,	its	citizens	cannot	simply	be	coerced	into	conforming	to	the	
common	will,	but	must	be	taught	to	suppress	their	individual	“self-in-
terest,”	to	understand	the	common	good,	and	to	become	virtuous.5	For	
this	reason,	Rousseau	advocated	that	the	only	proper	education	for	a	
child	is	one	that	has	been	devised	and	controlled	by	the	state	to	inform	
succeeding generations of its common will. To do otherwise would injure 
both	the	child	and	the	state.
 Horace	Mann,	who	pioneered	the	creation	of	the	American	common	
school	system,	built	on	Rousseau’s	common	will	premise	to	effectively	
argue	against	any	form	of	publicly	funded	alternative	education.	In	fact,	
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he	asserted	that	if	educational	decisions	were	left	to	parents	or	special	
interest	groups	there	would	be	a	great	potential	for	the	mis-education	
of	children,	the	creation	of	a	class	system,	and	the	loss	of	democracy.	
In judging the end-result of a religious school (the most predominant 
alternative education school system of his time), Mann asserted that the 
education	of	the	young	to	be	good	citizens	was	so	momentously	important	
a	task	that	it	could	not	be	left	to	the	negligence	of	the	mere	individual,	
but	had	to	be	carried	out	by	the	more	rigorous	and	accountable	state.	
Individual educators might make gross errors of judgement, and might, 
in	fact,	teach	students	how	not	to	be	good	citizens.	Mann	worried	that	
these	types	of	teachers	would	indoctrinate	students	into	some	orthodoxy	
instead	of	into	the	overriding	principles	of	common	values	and	democ-
racy.6	The	child	might	be	distracted	from	the	study	of	being	a	good	citizen	
and	turned	against	others	not	of	his/her	particular	belief,	whereas	the	
state (a mother figure) would encourage each student to regard his/her 
classmates (and by extension all other citizens) as brothers.
	 Mann	also	felt	that	an	alternative	school	should	have	no	place	in	
a	democratic	society	because	 it	would	create	social	 inequality.	 If	 the	
alternative school was private, only the most rich and influential could 
afford	to	send	their	children	to	this	superior	form	of	education,	under-
mining	the	quality	of	the	common	schools.	If	it	were	publicly	funded,	it	
would	have	certain	criteria	for	entry	which	would	also	cause	exclusion	
and	inequality.	Either	way,	the	parent	would	inevitably	wind	up	pay-
ing	two	school	taxes.7	In	Mann’s	view,	the	allowance	of	an	alternative	
form	of	education	would	inevitably	lead	to	a	social	gap	between	the	two	
schools	and	create	nationally	funded	inequality	on	the	basis	of	wealth.	
This	point	 is	 still	being	debated	 in	political	 forums	 today.	Mortimer	
Adler, for example, (co-instigator of the democratically-oriented Paideia 
Program), contended that North Americans live in a politically classless 
society;	therefore,	there	should	be	an	“educationally	classless	society”:

A	democratic	society	must	provide	equal	educational	opportunity	not	only	
by	giving	to	all	its	children	the	same	quantity	of	public	education—the	
same	number	of	years	in	school—but	also	by	making	sure	to	give	to	all	
of	them,	all	with	no	exceptions,	the	same	quality	of	education.8	

The	economist	John	Kenneth	Galbraith	 contents	 that	a	 society	 that	
sets up barriers between any members of the whole does more than just 
isolate, allow selfishness, or purport that some are at a higher level. Any 
person who reaps the benefits of democracy, but does not engage in the 
responsibility (sending his/her child to be educated as a good citizen) 
threatens	the	entire	harmony	of	the	democratic	union.	Galbraith	further	
points	out	that	one	of	the	aims	of	education	should	be	to	help	people	
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identify	and	resist	the	claims	of	special	interests	and	to	detect	the	person	
or	group	that	puts	their	own	interest	ahead	of	the	community.9

	 In	this	sense,	alternatives	that	do	not	follow	a	democratic	agenda	
or	the	common	will	would	only	weaken	the	system.	As	the	basis	of	the	
regulation	that	demanded	universal	compulsory	popular	education	in	
the	United	States,	Mann’s	11th annual report stated	that	this	would	
lead	the	nation	on	the	road	to	social	progress	and	virtue.	It	condemned	
alternative	education	for	creating	persons	who,	taught	outside	of	the	
common school, would have “a poisonous influence ... upon all the rest”: 
“universality	in	the	end	to	be	accomplished	demands	universality	in	the	
means	to	be	employed.”10	The	Protestant	reformer	Horace	Bushnell	found	
reason	to	push	Mann’s	doctrine	one	step	further.	Supporting	the	concept	
of	America	“the	melting	pot,”	he	bemoaned	the	ingratitude	of	immigrants	
given	all	the	privileges	of	a	free	society,	but	who	“are	not	content,	but	
are just now returning our generosity by insisting that we must excuse 
them	and	their	children	from	being	wholly	and	proper	American.”11 Not 
only	should	common-will	education	surpass	religion,	in	Bushnell’s	view,	
it	should	also	proceed	and	overcome	cultural	considerations.
	 Just	as	strong	in	contemporary	American	society,	this	concept	lives	
on in the feeling that democracy is more than just a form of government; 
it is “primarily a mode of associated living, a conjoined communicated 
experience.”	Building	on	his	predecessors,	John	Dewey	reiterated	that	
one must consider the benefits to society as well as to one’s own self in 
any	action	one	performs;	as	long	as	one	acts	in	any	way	that	is	antisocial	
in spirit (such as creating a private club within a state), one’s group’s 
behaviour	will	become	rigid	and	formal	rather	than	inquiring,	and	one’s	
ideals will never rise beyond the selfish aims of the group. Translating 
individual	to	group	dynamics,	Dewey	argued	that	actions	beyond	the	
purview	of	governmental	affairs	could	still	inevitably	cripple	the	demo-
cratic	spirit.12

	 Therefore,	the	premise	of	popular	sovereignty,	which	supports	the	
concept	of	democracy,	demands	that	social	progress	and	unity	can	only	
be	fostered	by	a	universal	and	uniform	popular	education	system.	Any	
non-public	alternative	should	be	perceived	as	a	threat	to	this	unity	and	
should be heartily opposed (the hardiest, such as Samuel Harrison Smith, 
would demand coercion if necessary). Being a citizen of a democratic 
society	demands	acceptance—if	one	embraces	the	freedoms	it	offers,	one	
must	also	adhere	to	the	common will.	Short	of	giving	up	one’s	citizenship	
status,	there	is	no	opting	out.
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“Reasonableness” and Democratic Education
	 Since	the	Second	World	War,	many	democratic	philosophers	have	
recognized the dark side that may be present in the common will (for 
example, Nazi anti-semitism). The majority consensus, which should	
define the state’s aims, has been subjected to much more intense 
scrutiny—people	now	accept	that	it	might	be	unreasonable,	and	even	
malignantly	destructive.	Therefore,	a	codicil	has	been	added	to	Locke’s	
‘popular	sovereignty’	and	Rousseau’s	‘common	will’	by	many	philosophers:	
democracy	can	only	demand	unanimous	acceptance	of	a	premise	once	
it has been judged to be reasonable.	For	some,	this	has	been	deemed	
absolutely	essential	not	only	because	of	the	lessons	of	history,	but	also	
because	of	the	pluralistic	and	complex	societies	in	which	we	now	live.	
Legal issues like this can no longer conform to simply-defined values.
	 Drawing	upon	James	Fishkin’s	distinction	between	brute consensus	
and	 refined consensus,13 John	Rawls	 claims	 that	 the	 only	path	 for	a	
pluralistic	society	is	the	latter.	In	the	former,	any	common	values	held	
by the majority of a particular society at a particular time may be en-
forced	through	socialization	and	political	manipulation	on	the	pretence	
of democracy (this may include racism, sexism, and other abuses). In 
attempting to accomplish this, Rawls states, the majority may ignore 
reasonable rejections and dominate others with their particular values. 
Instead, he argues for refined consensus and, by extension, the predis-
position	of	a	people	to	propose	fair	terms	of	cooperation	to	others,	to	
heed	the	proposals	others	make	in	the	same	spirit,	to	settle	differences	
in	mutually	acceptable	ways,	and	to	abide	by	agreed	terms	of	morally	
grounded	cooperation	so	long	as	others	are	prepared	to	do	likewise.14	
	 Rawls	asserts	that	in	a	true	democracy,	reasonable	persons	must	ac-
cept the “burdens of judgement”: while disagreements may arise among 
reasonable	persons	that	are	irreconcilable,	mutual	toleration	and	mutual	
accommodation	must	be	strictly	maintained	at	all	costs	so	that	disagree-
ments	 do	 not	 destroy	 ongoing	 social	 cooperation.15 Refined political 
consensus,	therefore,	can	only	be	achieved	through	an	ongoing	revision	
designed	to	ensure	agreements	between	all	members	of	a	democracy	that	
deserve respect. Using moral reason as a judge at all times, unreasonable 
views (even of the majority) will be filtered out of political deliberation. 
	 In	his	arguments,	Rawls	limited	the	extent	to	which	the	common	
will could democratically be applied: basic principles of justice should 
limit coercion by the modern state, and publicly justify reasonable dis-
agreement.	In	accordance	with	the	new	relativism	of	the	modern	era,	
Rawls	asserts	that	no	one	should	expect	his	or	her	version	of	the	whole	
truth	 to	be	embodied	 in	 the	 constitution;	 instead,	we	should	ground	
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basic	constitutional	principles	in	those	basic	“goods”	that	we	can	agree	
upon,	 such	 as	 peace,	 freedom,	 material	 prosperity,	 and	 the	 welfare	
safety	net.	While,	on	the	surface,	Rawls’	political	liberalism	appears	to	
be	far	more	tolerant	towards	alternatives	to	public	education	than	the	
earlier	liberal	philosophers,	it	does	not	give	them	unconditional	support.	
He	states	that	modern	political	liberalism,	unlike	its	predecessor,	will	
“respect the plurality of values citizens and affirm their aspiration to 
perpetuate	those	values	across	generations.”16	However,	Rawls	adds,	
that	reasonableness	must	always	remain	the	deciding	factor.
	 Following	this	premise,	education	scholar	Eammon	Callan	has	tested	
the	reasonableness	factor	of	alternative	education.	Callan	begins	with	
the	now	familiar	argument	that	in	a	contemporary	complex,	pluralistic	
society	virtually	nothing	can	be	expected	to	secure	any	unanimity:	the	
common will that represents a bare majority will leave minorities to be 
subjected to suppression by this dominant group as it thrusts its per-
sonal	agenda	forward.	However,	he	also	raises	the	spectre	of	an	equally	
unpleasant	alternative.	If	a	common	consensus	is	attempted,	whereby	
the	diverse	needs	and	wants	of	the	entire	population	is	accommodated	
when creating a common curriculum, the result will be so superficial 
that	it	will	merely	teach	to	the	lowest	common	denominator.	This,	Cal-
lan	concluded,	would	lead	to	an	education	system	that	was	incomplete	
and	distorted,	with	public	 schools	being	 “shackled	 to	 the	paltry	and	
uncontroversial	aims	of	the	consensual	conception.”17

	 For	Callan,	therefore,	the	simple	common	will	premise	fails	on	both	
counts,	requiring	the	development	of	some	new	guiding	principle:

A	common	education	that	expresses	unanimity	is	not	a	feasible	social	
aspiration,	and	therefore	we	must	settle	for	something	less	than	that	
while at the same time eschewing majoritarian tyranny.18	

Looking	to	Rawls,	Callan	proposed	a	new	democratic	concept	in	which	
the	 means	 of	 a	 common	 education	 would	 be	 dedicated	 to	 the	 end	 of	
reasonableness in order to attain a refined consensus. Reasonableness 
must	be	fostered	in	the	school	setting	for	it	is	here	that	all	members	of	
the	community	come	together	to	create	a	morally-grounded	consensus.	
If	some	members	are	left	out	or	opt	out,	however,	the	dialogical	setting	
would	allow	diverse	interpretations	of	reasonableness	to	exist	within	
the district. By accepting the “burdens of judgement,” searching one’s 
own	philosophy	for	reasonableness,	and	searching	out	who	among	us	is	
reasonable	and	who	is	not,	this	means	will	make	better	citizens	of	us	all.	
For	this	reason,	Callan	deduced	that	all	alternative	schools	“committed	
to	educational	ends	at	variance	with	the	requirements	of	reasonableness	
should	be	prohibited”.19
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 Stephen Macedo, supporting Callan, made a specific judgement 
about	 what	 denotes	 reasonableness	 and,	 by	 consequence	 unreason-
ableness,	in	alternative	education.	His	chosen	example	was	that	of	the	
controversial	Amish	separate	school/home-schooling	case.	Macedo	chal-
lenged	the	1925	court’s	decision	to	allow	the	Amish	to	withdraw	their	
children	from	public	schools;	the	court	decided	in	favour	of	the	Amish	
on	the	basis	of	the	First	Amendment,	and	on	the	grounds	that	their	
opting	out	would	not	pose	a	threat	to	the	larger	society.20	For	Macedo,	
this	decision	did	not	meet	the	criteria	of	reasonableness:	although	the	
Amish	display	the	liberal	mentality	of	the	work	ethic,	they	are	not	in	
other	respects	good	liberals.	Drawing	on	the	work	of	Jeff	Spinner,21	he	
concludes	that	their	beliefs	are	based	upon	a	patriarchal	subculture	in	
which	women	are	not	viewed	as	equal	to	men,	and	Amish	children	not	
prepared for being critically reflective citizens. Allowing Amish parents 
to	merely	withdraw	their	children	from	public	high	school	could	thwart	
the	children’s	ability	to	make	adequately	informed	decisions	about	how	
to	live	their	lives.	Moreover,	while	a	democracy	must	respect	various	
religious	beliefs,	this	must	not	allow	the	individual	to	be	exempt	from	
reasonable	public	requirements.
	 Macedo	 thus	 fully	 accepted	 the	 legitimacy	 of	 Callan’s	 argument	
against	alternative	education	systems	which	might	preserve	cultural,	
religious,	or	personal	diversity,	but	which	could	threaten	the	coherence	
and	unanimity	of	a	democratic	state.

We	 must,	 in	 the	 end,	 be	 prepared	 to	 acknowledge	 and	 defend	 core	
liberal	and	democratic	values...	We	should	not	announce	 ...	 that	we	
intend	to	accommodate	diversity	wherever	doing	so	is	a	direct	threat	
to	social	unity.	Such	a	stance	gives	too	much	to	diversity	and	too	little	
to	shared	liberal	purposes.22	

To	enforce	 this,	Callan	would	strongly	recommend	the	use	of	 liberal	
selective forbearance, and not pure coercion. However, the final verdict 
is	clear:	alternative	education	should	be	regarded	with	suspicion	as	a	
potential	detriment	to	the	“reasonable”	common	will;	as	such	it	must	be	
subjected to intense scrutiny in which uniform public schools provide 
the	measure	of	acceptableness.23

	 Despite	the	persuasiveness	of	the	consensus	argument	regarding	
common will and the new amendment of reasonableness, such judg-
ments	may	well	give	pause	to	any	free-thinking	individual.	The	most	
immediate	criticism	that	the	Callan-Rawls-Macedo	argument	provokes	
is:	if	reasonableness	is	the	key,	then	who	decides	what	it	is	and	what	it	
constitutes in any given situation? Mark Holmes dismisses Callan out 
of	hand	as	being	anti-democratic:	he	retorts—“to	set	up	‘reasonableness’	
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as	a	central	criterion	is	to	insist	on	the	superiority	of	a	non-religious	
creed”24—asserting	that	such	criteria	negates	all	other	virtues	such	as	
truth, courage, justice, consideration of the other person, and humility. 
Holmes	concedes	that	these	are	merely	his	 interpretations	of	virtue.	
However,	he	explains,	this	is	the	exact	root	of	his	dilemma	with	Rawls’	
reasonableness:	in	a	pluralistic	democracy,	people	cannot	agree	on	even	
first principles; it is illegitimate to force one’s own definition on others, 
and	on	other’s	children.	For	Holmes,	the	only	exception	to	this	rule	is	
not arbitrarily-chosen reasonableness, but “the consensual, majoritarian 
core	of	belief	that	forms	the	pluralist	democracy’s	foundation.”25

		 To	substantiate	his	critique,	Holmes	says	there	are	many	ways	that	
children	learn	other	than	reason	alone:	teachers	help	develop	instinct,	
emotions,	trust,	and	faith.

My	vision	of	the	public	mainstream	school,	one	able	to	compete	with	
separate schools, is one of high doctrine representing a significant 
consensus among large pluralities (a majority in some regions) of the 
population.26	

There	is	a	difference	between	a	consensus	based	on	parents’	wishes	and	
Callan’s artificial construct based on discrimination between admissible 
and	inadmissible	world-views.	Holmes	contents	that	he	does	understand	
the	liberal’s	distrust	of	the	people	to	make	decisions:	

Given	a	free	choice,	most	people	may	not	choose	the	liberal	option.	The	
liberal	answer	is	to	forbid	choice,	or	at	least	forbid	the	choices	of	those	
who	most	strongly	oppose	their	views.	Sophisticated	arguments	can	be	
developed to justify French immersion and ultra-progressive schools while 
rejecting Christian schools because they lack ‘reasonableness.’27

He	suggests	that	the	reasonableness	argument	stems	less	from	traditional	
democratic	values	such	as	free	market	and	individual	choice	than	from	
a	desire	to	control	and	manipulate:

I believe valid (representative) mainstream schools would be able to 
compete	with	separate	schools	because	they	would	have	a	compelling,	
high-doctrine	world	view.	Monopolies	and	authoritarians	do	not	care	
for	choice.	They	care	no	more	for	public	will.	The	experts	know	best.28	

Instead	of	trusting	in	the	original	concept	that	common	will	denotes	the	
majority opinion of common people, Holmes finds that modern liberalism, 
as	represented	by	those	such	as	Callan,	consider	themselves	experts	and,	
hence,	superior.	Ultimately,	he	must	condemn	the	Callan-Rawls-Macedo	
reasonableness	 factor	 as	 a	 product	 of	 “liberal	 experts”	 who	 consider	
themselves to be legislator, judge and jury all rolled into one. 
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Individual Rights and the Desire for Alternatives
 This continuing conflict, even as the common school has appeared to 
triumph,	raises	troubling	questions	in	a	democracy.	How	can	a	plural-
ism	that	we	claim	to	value,	the	liberty	that	we	prize,	be	reconciled	with	
a “state pedagogy” designed to serve the state’s purposes? Is there not 
wisdom	in	Mill’s	remark	that,

All	that	has	been	said	of	the	importance	of	individuality	of	character	
and	diversity	in	opinions	and	modes	of	conduct,	involves,	as	of	the	same	
unspeakable	importance,	diversity	of	education.29	

In	their	intent	to	deal	with	the	threat	of	social	disunity,	the	real	extent	of	
which	may	or	may	not	be	exaggerated,	certain	proponents	of	democracy	
have	continually	embraced	potentially	authoritarian	limitations.	The	
crisis	of	unity	began	with	the	democratic	abandonment	of	the	religious	
convictions	of	previous	generations;	democracy,	acting	as	though	a	newly	
defined ‘religion,’ somehow had to find the means to reintegrate its new 
society.	Initially,	adherents	of	the	state-controlled,	common	school	pro-
gram	engaged	in	intense	competition	with	established	religious	schools.	
However,	despite	tremendous	achievements	and	its	eventual	success	
in	overriding	religious	for	democratic	considerations	in	education,	the	
public	school	system	continued	to	promise	more	social	integration	than	
it has been able to deliver. The present crisis of confidence in public 
education derives from a basic flaw in the foundation laid by Mann and 
the	other	proponents	of	common	schools:	it	offered	nothing	that	might	
appeal	to	individual	choice	or	eccentricity.	Having	replaced	the	religions	
it	became	one	itself	and	has,	thus,	been	attacked	on	all	sides	by	a	new	
breed	of	heretics.
	 Mark	Holmes,	perhaps	unwittingly,	 tapped	 into	 this,	 the	 second	
major linchpin of democratic theory: the rights of the individual. He 
was by no means the first to argue that conditions such as “reasonable-
ness”	restricted	the	right	of	the	individual	to	think,	speak	and	live	as	
s/he	chose.	In	fact,	the	question	of	free	expression	and	choice	challenges	
the	root	of	the	Callan-Macedo-Rawls	argument	and	earlier	debates;	the	
common	will	can	be	seen	to	be	as	despotic	and	denigrating	as	an	absolute	
dictator.	The	freedom	of	belief	guaranteed	by	the	constitution	and	by	
popular	consensus	rests	upon	another	freedom:	that	of	the formation 
of beliefs.	If	the	government	were	to	regulate	the	development	of	ideas	
and	opinions,	freedom	of	expression	would	become	a	meaningless	right,	
and	individual	consciousness	would	simply	cease	to	exist.30

	 When	Holmes	challenged	the	edict	of	 “reasonableness,”	he	noted	
the degeneration of a majority decision to one made by experts. This 
has	been	a	common	complaint	of	those	democrats	who	put	individual	
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rights	above	the	common	will;	once	the	limitation	has	been	made	that	
every citizen must follow the so-called majority consensus, it is all too 
likely that some elite will seize the means of determining and defining 
just what that consensus is. Today, such thinkers would argue that the 
educational system has been transformed from a majority consensus 
to	a	monopoly	of	elite	experts.	They	cite	as	evidence	the	fact	that	the	
meaning	of	citizenship	has	changed	from	one	that	stresses	each	person’s	
political	power	and	rights	to	one	that	emphasizes	social	cooperation	and	
working for the public good. By the dawn of the twenty-first century, 
this	political	ideology	has	come	to	mean	working	well	with	others	under	
the control of expert managers who define the public good. 
	 Even	in	earlier	centuries,	certain	democrats	recognized	the	potential	
despotism	of	the	common	will.	The	English	libertarian	philosopher,	Wil-
liam	Godwin,	most	clearly	outlined	the	argument	against	government-
operated	schools:	he	felt	that	if	education	were	to	be	made	the	bailiwick	
of	the	government,	then	those	individuals	who	controlled	government	
could	use	education	to	maintain	and	strengthen	their	control.	

Before	we	put	so	powerful	a	machine	under	 the	direction	of	so	am-
biguous	an	agent,	it	behooves	us	to	consider	well	what	it	is	that	we	
do.	Government	will	not	fail	to	employ	it,	to	strengthen	its	hands,	and	
perpetuate	its	institutions.31 

Mill	also	 felt	 that	no	matter	what	 form	of	government	existed,	be	 it	
an absolute monarch or majority rule, any state monopoly over the 
school	system	would	eventually	establish	a	“despotism	over	the	mind”	
committed to moulding people to fit the whim of the reigning power.32	
Herbert	Spencer	shared	Mill’s	belief	that	government	education,	by	its	
very	nature,	entailed	indoctrination.	While	the	state	may	say	that	it	is	
creating	good	citizens,	the	state	and	only	the	people	in	control	of	it	hold	
the definition of what a good citizen is.33

	 To	buttress	their	argument,	common	school	critics	refer	to	American	
democrats	who	were	seduced	by	the	public	education’s	power	of	per-
suasion. Noah Webster, for example, has been accused of inciting the 
teaching	of	political	nationalism	and	indoctrination.	Selling	75	million	
copies	between	1783	and	1875,	his	Blue-Backed Speller	emphasized	a	
strong	federalist	government.34	He	wrote:	“good	republicans...are	formed	
by	a	singular	machinery	in	the	body	politic,	which	takes	the	child	as	
soon	as	he	can	speak,	checks	his	natural	independence	and	passions,	
makes	him	subordinate	to	superior	age,	to	the	laws	of	the	state,	to	town	
and	to	parochial	institutions.”35	Even	Thomas	Jefferson,	who	proposed	
the first accommodation for three years of free education for each child, 
indicated	that	in	doing	so	the	federal	government	should	censor	and	
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control	the	political	texts	at	certain	levels	of	education:	“It	is	our	duty	
to	guard	against	such	principles	being	disseminated	among	our	youth,	
and	the	diffusion	of	that	position,	by	a	previous	prescription	of	the	texts	
to	be	followed	in	their	discourses.”36	Therefore,	critics	say,	even	the	arch-
democrat	with	good	intentions,	could	be	induced	to	use	the	education	
system	to	perpetuate	what	he	considered	a	political	truth.37	
 This nineteenth century rhetoric of fear (and advocacy for the su-
premacy of individual liberty) waned by the turn of the century when 
it	was	successfully	argued	that	local	control	with	democratic	elections	
would	keep	government	schools	from	becoming	instruments	of	power	
and	ideological	control.	The	new	supremacy	of	the	common	will	concept	
was	cited	as	early	as	1918	with	the	issuance	of	the	Cardinal Principles of 
Secondary Education by the National Education Association; instead of 
commanding	that	a	citizen	learn	political	rights	and	individual	liberties	
it	stated	that:	“the	purpose	of	democracy	is	so	to	organize	society	that	
each	member	may	develop	his	personality	primarily	through	activities	
designed	for	the	well-being	of	fellow	members	and	of	society	as	a	whole”	
and	that	the	purpose	of	education	within	a	democracy	should	be	to	“develop	
in	each	individual	the	knowledge,	interests,	ideals,	habits	and	powers	
whereby he will find his place and use that place to shape both himself 
and	society	toward	ever	nobler	ends.”38 What this document reflects is 
the major change that the government-run school has undergone (and 
is continuing to undergo), in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. 
Its purpose was the identification of individual aptitudes and interests 
in	terms	of	the	occupational	needs	of	society;	the	separation	of	students	
into	different	curricula	and	ability	groups	in	order	to	meet	some	future	
occupational	destination;	and	the	creation	of	educational	programs	to	
serve	these	social	needs.	In	this	context	a	democracy	was	a	social	system	
which,	by	allowing	individual	talents	to	match	the	needs	of	the	occupa-
tional structure, created a more efficient social organization.39	While	in	
the	nineteenth	century,	equal	opportunity	in	a	democracy	had	been	the	
function	of	competition	in	the	marketplace,	by	the	twentieth	century	it	
was	the	function	of	the	government	school.
	 Rather	than	leaving	this	balancing	of	equal	opportunity	to	cutthroat	
competition, however, the advancement of students was to be objectively 
screened by scientifically-created tests and educational experts, whose 
role	it	was	to	guide	the	student	to	his	or	her	proper	place	in	society.	It	was	
claimed	that	teachers’	ratings,	vocational	guidance	and	standardized	tests	
provided	equal	opportunity	by	placing	a	student	in	a	program	on	the	basis	
of	ability	as	opposed	to	social	background.40	Critics	of	this	system	assert	
that	this	may	have	seemed	like	equal	opportunity	but,	with	the	transfor-
mation	of	the	school,	students	no	longer	graduate	with	equal	educations	



Alternative Education Versus the Common Will106

which	allow	them	equal	opportunity	to	compete	in	the	labour	market.	
With	vocational	education	and	the	separation	of	students	into	various	
curriculum	tracks,	students	graduated	with	unequal	education.41

	 The	 educational	 historian	 Charles	 Leslie	 Glenn	 argued	 that	 the	
effect	of	this	change	to	elite	experts	was,	as	the	earlier	philosophers	
predicted,	 the	 transformation	 of	 public	 education	 from	 an	 effort	 to	
encourage	democratic	citizens	to	one	that	conformed	to	elite	members	
of	the	political	and	bureaucratic	system	who	wanted	to	produce	a	disci-
plined	and	trained	force.42	Glenn	also	claims	that	this	doctrine	of	equal	
opportunity	helped	 to	 legitimize	 the	 increased	power	 of	 professional	
educators	by	allowing	them	to	claim	to	be	the	friend	of	the	poor.	Armed	
with scientific techniques that would help the poor by finding individual 
talent,	the	expert	educator	could	promote	and	overcome	the	effects	of	
social background. Government officials would also now wave the flag 
of	“helping	the	poor”	whenever	the	schools	came	under	attack.
	 By	the	end	of	World	War	Two,	this	doctrine	of	equal	opportunity,	
judged upon by experts, became a function of the bureaucracy of a higher 
level	of	government.	At	 the	 instigation	of	several	reports	 in	 the	 late	
1940s	to	the	early	1960s,43	the	American	Federal	government	began	an	
exponential	amount	of	funding	and	intervention.	Duly	elected,	it	now	
began	to	believe	that	the	administration	of	schools	and	the	creation	of	the	
curriculum must be put in the hands of high-ranking scientific manag-
ers	who	would	decide	what	the	common	good	would	be,	and	government	
monies	would	assure	acceptance	of	their	decisions.	With	the	passing	
of	the	National Defense Education Act (NDEA) in 1958, Congress was 
allowed to earmark funds for special areas (such as mathematics and 
science). The NDEA also represented the greatest fears of eighteenth-
century	opponents	of	government	schooling:	it	made	national	educational	
policy	merely	a	facet	of	the	United	States’	foreign	policy,	stepping	up	
science	education	in	a	race	to	beat	the	Soviet	Union	at	the	arms	and	
technological	advancement	game.	
	 Federal	involvement	added	a	new	layer	of	professional	control	and	
removed	the	schools	even	further	from	the	democratic	process.	In	fact,	
the	1965	Elementary and Secondary Education Act	not	only	resulted	in	
the	expansion	of	federal	bureaucracy	but	also	provided	money	for	the	
expanding	departments	of	education	at	the	state	level.44	Professionals	
moved	into	new	upper	level	bureaucracies	with	hope	that	science	and	
proper	management	would	achieve	the	goal	of	equal	opportunity.	But	
this	new	breed	brought	with	them	a	new	set	of	skills	which	would	make	
the	schools	even	more	undemocratic:	in	addition	to	previous	reliance	
upon	testing	and	curriculum	design,	this	new	generation	became	wed-
ded	to	behavioural	psychology	and	statistical	method.	The	key	to	the	
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new	system	of	control	by	professionals	at	state	and	federal	levels	was	
to force local school systems to write objectives so that they could be 
evaluated	and	controlled.
 An ex-officer of the American Educational Research Association, 
Richard	Dershimer	stated	that	“every	research	and	development	support	
program	in	education	launched	by	the	federal	government	was	initiated	
by	a	small	handful	of	persons,	in	other	words,	by	a	professional-bureau-
cratic	complex.”45	By	the	mid-1970s,	the	concern	of	overall	educational	
direction,	therefore,	seemed	to	be	one	that	was	decided	upon	between	
federal	bureaucrats	and	professional	researchers.	Democratic	or	popular	
control	of	educational	research	was	not	even	taken	into	consideration.	
As	earlier	philosophers	had	warned,	elite	control	ultimately	depends	
on citizens who are, by and large apolitical, who define citizenship in 
terms	of	obedience	to	the	law,	and	who	are	willing	to	accept	a	social	sys-
tem	governed	by	expert	managers.46	According	to	studies	by	concerned	
scholars,	by	the	late	twentieth	century,	this	was	exactly	what	democratic	
citizens	had	become.47

	 The	evidence	 that	a	uniform,	public	education	system	controlled	
by	elite	experts	is	increasingly	debasing	the	critical-thinking	skills	of	
democratic	 citizens	 legitimizes	 the	need	 for	alternative	education	as	
never	before.	Only	by	offering	 some	option,	 some	 competition	 to	 the	
growing	control	of	non-accountable,	unknown	elites,	will	individuality	
and	the	ability	to	pursue	one’s	own	destiny	be	preserved.	The	founders	
of	popular	sovereignty,	in	all	likelihood,	did	not	intend	for	this	end	to	
come	to	pass;	they	merely	tried	to	provide	some	unifying	principal	by	
which	a	nation’s	citizens	could	transmit	the	essence	of	democracy	from	
generation	to	generation.	However,	the	ideal	of	popular	sovereignty	was	
flawed in its assertion that the state could somehow be safeguarded from 
self-interests	in	a	way	that	small	interest	groups	could	not.	
	 While	the	detached	state,	seeking	to	promote	higher	values,	was	
supposed	to	be	able	to	replace	family,	religion,	and	community	in	the	
transmission	of	knowledge,	this	has	recently	come	under	criticism	from	
a	number	of	groups	throughout	the	United	States.	However	they	have	
been	 manipulated	 by	 government	 agendas,	 the	 original	 grass-roots	
movements	for	Charter	Schools,48	the	voucher	system,49	federally	funded	
private	schools,50	school	choice,51	and	a	plethora	of	other	alternatives	
demonstrate	the	individual	resistance	to	an	elite	agenda,	and	a	widening	
disenchantment	with	a	common	education	system	supposedly	designed	
to fulfil the needs of all. 
	 Democracy	 successfully	 challenged	 authoritarian	 government	 by	
enshrining	 checks	 and	 balances:	 popular	 sovereignty	 and	 individual	
rights;	federal	and	state	powers;	government	and	courts.	In	education,	
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can anything less be acceptable? Alternative education systems, alone 
and unchecked, will lead to their own forms of exclusion, prejudice, and 
repression.	However,	it	must	not	be	ignored	that	a	monolithic	uniform,	
state-determined,	public	education	system	will	do	the	same.	The	two	
together, competing and struggling to define what democracy means and 
constitutes	is	the	sole	hope	for	the	maintenance	of	the	democratic	system	
in	the	future.	Alternative	education,	therefore,	is	not	only	legitimate	
within	a	democracy,	it	is	essential.
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