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Talkin’ ‘bout a revolution: The social, political, and fantasmatic logics of education policy

Introduction
According to the Federal government, contemporary Australia is in the midst of an ‘education revolution’ (Rudd and Gillard 2008), with social justice firmly back on the agenda alongside quality. My aim in this paper is to problematize this claim to marry quality and equity, via an analysis of the discursive strategies of the Australian government’s revolution talk. Specifically, this paper provides a critical analysis of the government’s education revolution policy rhetoric, as embodied in the media release document, Quality education: The case for an education revolution in our schools (Rudd & Gillard, 2008), in order to highlight, and at times question, the discursive strategies it employs. I focus on this document, since it is clearly a ‘symbolic’ (Rizvi and Lingard 2010, p. 9) or ‘emblematic’ policy document – flamboyantly designed, with the text set against a deep red background and further tapping into the social democratic tradition through its deployment of the term ‘revolution’
, and with the mandatory ‘signed’ ministerial (and prime-ministerial in this case) foreword. The document
, and particular version of neoliberal policy discourse it inaugurated, is particularly significant in that it provided the means by which the new Australian labor government attempted to lay claim to a new and distinctive agenda for Australian school education, as politicians and policy makers are wont to do (Rizvi and Lingard 2010, p. 9). 
My analysis draws on recent poststructuralist theory, particularly the work of political theorists Jason Glynos and David Howarth (Glynos 2008; Glynos and Howarth 2007; Glynos and Stavrakakis 2008; Howarth 2009) and their synthesis of key ideas from Laclau & Mouffe (2001) and the psychoanalytic theory of Lacan (Fink 1995; Stavrakakis 1999) into a framework of explanatory ‘logics’. Glynos and Howarth’s work offers a framework for socio-political critique, providing conceptual tools for the analyst to characterize a discursive regime on a synchronic plane, account for its constitution and reproduction or subversion on a diachronic plane, and also explain the ways in which it grips or seduces subjects at a non-rational level. My understanding of critique here aligns with Simons, Olssen and Peters, who characterize it as “the attitude that involves an act of re-reading resulting in an act of de-familiarization, and opening up a space for new thought or action in between past and future” (Simons et al. 2009, p. 82). My purpose in this paper is to conduct such a re-reading as an act of de-familiarization. But importantly, this is not a reading that harkens back to some imaginary golden era prior to the ascendency of neoliberalism; for not only was there no such era, but, as David Harvey reminds us in relation to the pre-neoliberal political landscape, “it is clear now that it is insufficient to go back to such a political model with its social welfarism and Keynesian economics” (2010, p. 255). The demands of the future will always exceed what the past can supply.

In conducting this work using conceptual tools drawn from political theory, I am mindful of the mutual imbrications of policy and politics in education – of “the politics of education policy and education policy as politics” (Lingard and Ozga 2007, p. 3). My main purpose is not so much to dispute the validity of the government’s claim of inaugurating an education revolution, though I do this in places, or to argue for an alternative political position; rather I seek to illuminate and problematize the ideological and discursive strategies through which this claim is effected. Importantly, my analysis does not lay claim to a privileged purview outside discourse: rather it seeks to elucidate the workings of discourse from a position within discourse, thus constituting what Phillps & Jørgensen describe as “a positioned opening for discussion” (Phillips and Jørgensen 2002, pp. 203-11). I begin by locating the Australian government’s education revolution policy agenda within the global political discourse of neoliberalism and the concomitant globalization of education policy, given the central place of neoliberalism in the global social imaginary
 in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005; Couldry 2010; Olssen 2010; Rizvi and Lingard 2010; Steger 2008; Steger and Roy 2010).

Global neoliberalism and education policy

Despite – or perhaps due to – its being a global phenomenon that has become entwined with the social, political, and economic domains of experience in a range of spatial and temporal contexts, and at varying levels of complexity, neoliberalism defies easy definition; nonetheless, it typically carries particular ‘traits’ which enable us to recognize it when we see it (Saad Filho and Johnston 2005). These traits include preferences of governments for the monetary levers of interest rates, control of the money supply, and (typically lower) taxation, over fiscal policy as tools to influence the economy; the privatization of formerly state-owned organizations; financial deregulation; and the promotion of ‘free trade’. Overall, as a reaction to the perceived failures of the Keynesian social contract, and reinforced by the fall of communism in Europe, neoliberalism – despite occasional lapses, such as the classic Keynesian stimulus adopted internationally in response to the 2008 global financial crisis – has embraced ‘the market’ as the master signifier governing and uniting all aspects of social, political and economic life. As Jodi Dean puts it, “Redefining social and ethical life in accordance with economic criteria and expectations, neoliberalism holds that human freedom is best achieved through the operation of markets” (2009, p. 51). 

In many ways, education, along with the healthcare sector, provides a classic example of the policy tendencies of neoliberal governments in recent decades (Fisher 2009; Youdell 2011). This has been the case across a range of international contexts, leading commentators to talk of a global policy space characterized by comparison and competition (Lingard and Rawolle 2011; Nóvoa and Yariv-Mashal 2003; Wiseman and Baker 2005). As Rizvi and Lingard, in their recent account of the globalizing of education policy put it,

Just as a social imaginary of neoliberal globalization has been a central component in the creation of the global market, so it has been within the global field of education policy. A global field of education policy is now established…as a global commensurate space of measurement of educational performance” (2010, p. 67). 

This ‘policy convergence’ has important implications for policy analysis from any particular national perspective: “Critical policy analysis in an era of globalization requires that we recognize the relationality and interconnectivity of policy developments” (Rizvi and Lingard 2010, p. 69, emphasis in original).

The manifestations of this globalized neoliberal policyscape in education include a number of key overarching policy themes – accountability, competition, and privatization (Rancière 2010, p. 19) – as well as key policy technologies – the market, managerialism and peformativity (Ball 2003b). These themes and technologies overlap and are reflected in a number of intersecting policies typically pursued by neoliberal governments in the field of education, including: the imposition of performativity-oriented evaluation and accountability measures on schools and teachers, and a preference for the implementation of state/national testing regimes as a means of identifying ‘incompetent’ teachers and ‘failing’ schools; the legislation of mandatory (‘teacher-proof’) state/national curricula; the encouragement of more diverse forms of school provision (e.g. faith schools and selective schools) and the concomitant promotion of ‘choice’ for parents; and the devolution of budget and managerial responsibilities to principals (Ball 2008). Whilst, owing to differences in history or the salience of particular local, regional or national issues, the particular mix of these policy trends has been different in particular global contexts – for example, while national testing has been tied to performance targets with funding consequences for schools in the UK and the US, this has not been the case in Australia to date  – broadly speaking they reflect the central neo-liberal technologies of accountability, competition, privatization, marketization, mangerialism, and performativity. 

Global policy trends in Australia

These global neoliberal trends have been central policy tools in the Australian educational context, notwithstanding the public critique of neoliberalism by the former prime minister (Rudd 2009). Indeed, despite some muted acknowledgement of the social and cultural purposes of education, the same unquestioned and unquestionable shibboleths – that the central purposes and potential contributions of education are economic and that the organization and practices of the education sector should be more closely aligned with market principles – underpin most if not all of the Australian government’s education rhetoric, policy, and practice (Connell et al. 2009). Thus, under successive liberal and labor governments Australian education has witnessed the promotion of selective and ‘identity’ (e.g. community/class/religion) specific schools under the globally deployed banner of ‘choice’, facilitated by an increase in government funding for so-called ‘independent’ schools at the expense of the public school system (Bonnor and Caro 2008). It has seen a burgeoning of high-stakes national testing as a policy tool for enhancing ‘accountability’ and raising ‘standards’, despite increasing global evidence highlighting the detrimental effects of such policies (Alexander 2009; Au 2009; Hursh 2008). And it has been characterized by an emphasis on ‘the basics’ of literacy and numeracy (the focus of the nation-wide National Assessment Project: Literacy and Numeracy – NAPLAN – tests), as well as on vocational education and training (Karmel 2007), both justified by rhetoric about increasing Australia’s competitiveness in the global economy, despite evidence questioning the validity of the purported education-economy links (Chang 2010; Wolf 2002). 

Overall, as has been the case in other international contexts, social mobility and social efficiency have been promoted at the expense of democratic equality (Cranston et al. 2010; Labaree 2003). As others have observed (e.g. Reid 2009), this has had the unfortunate effect of undermining the more social justice-oriented aspects of recent government policy in Australia. Such concerns are now addressed through add-on programs, such as the ‘National Partnership’ schemes, rather than being integral (Reid 2009). Thus, for example, the National partnership scheme on low socioceconomic school communities provides a range of initiatives aimed at students deemed to be at educational ‘risk’ due to their socieconomic status. Rancière’s point that “equality is not a goal that governments or societies should succeed in reaching…equality is a presupposition, an initial axiom – or it is nothing” is particularly pertinent here (2003, p. 223). But in its ‘band aid’ approach to issues of inequality, Australia is not unique. It merely reflects education agendas in a range of global contexts where economic efficiency has become the paramount concern and where the market has been adopted as the master template for addressing social issues (Ball 2008; Olssen et al. 2004; Rizvi and Lingard 2010). The Australian government’s economism – “the passage from education to economy…” which “…serves as a founding myth of national efficacy in a globalizing world” (Stronach 2010, p. 38) – is evident in the structure and organization of the education revolution policy document, the table of contents of which are presented in Figure 1 below. 
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Figure 1. Quality education: The case for an education revolution in our schools: Table of Contents (Rudd and Gillard 2008, p. 3)
The overarching line of argument implicit in these headings and explicit in the document’s textual body runs something like this: Australia faces an education and skills challenge due to increasing global competition; this necessitates reform in terms of increased productivity; schools have a key role to play in meeting this challenge; meeting the productivity challenge will require raising the quality of education in schools as well as ensuring that all students benefit from schooling; this in turn requires a push for greater transparency and accountability; moreover, this needs to occur immediately and comprehensively if the challenges outlined in the early part of the document are to be met. Before commencing my analysis of this argument, examining some of the specific discursive moves through which it is constructed, I will outline the principles and strategies of my analytic approach.

Methodology: Explanatory logics and policy critique

The framework of explanatory logics utilized in this paper offers a poststructuralist-informed approach to describing, analyzing, and explaining problematized social phenomena – education policy in this case – in terms of political processes of establishment, maintenance, and transformation (Glynos and Howarth 2007). Such an analysis thus instantiates the inextricable connections between education policy and politics (Lingard and Ozga 2007).

Key premises of this explanatory framework include: 1) the contingency of social events, practices and regimes; 2) the inevitable slippage between our semiotic resources and any ‘reality’ they attempt to represent; and 3) the constitutive role of ‘lack’. The first point, concerning contingency, involves the argument that, despite the sedimented and seemingly fixed, stable nature of many current discourses and practices, everything in principle could have been, and hence could become, different. This contingency is evident in the discontinuities in our histories and results from the complex interplay of myriad shifting social practices. The second point, concerning slippage, posits an unbridgeable gap between the symbolic and the ‘real’ dimensions of social reality, and in particular, the disruptive or dislocatory role of the latter dimension in relation to the former, entailing that our discursive practices can never fully capture or provide a complete account of social reality. The third point, concerning lack, provides the philosophical basis for the other two points and refers to the absence of any ultimate foundation to social reality. Yet lack, as conceived here, is not the opposite of a positive presence but is rather ‘the name for an absence constitutive of and operative within presence…[a]…productive negativity’ that deconstructs binaries such as absence-presence, positive-negative (Marchant 2005, p. 21, emphasis in original; see also Coole 2000). One way we can think of a discourse is as an articulatory practice, which attempts to organize and structure social reality and relations in the face of lack and the consequent impossibility of semiotic closure, but which can only ever do so in a partial manner, owing to the “openness of the social, a result, in its turn, of the constant overflowing of every discourse by the infinitude of the field of discursivity” (Laclau and Mouffe 2001, p. 113). Viewed in this light, many political agendas can be read as attempts to overcome constitutive lack through fantasies of full-presence, completeness and harmony. 

The framework of logics utilized in this paper incorporates the key ideas outlined above as part of a set of conceptual tools for analyzing and critiquing political and policy agendas such as the Australian government’s education revolution. Within this framework of explanatory logics, social logics provide a synoptic description or characterization of a particular regime or practice. We can think of social logics in terms of the rules structuring a particular aspect of social reality; however, it is important to bear in mind that such ‘rules’ are heuristic tools, enabling us to make sense of a practice, rather than existing externally to and controlling – or for that matter, being merely reducible to – social practices. As one example, social logics of the market could be used to describe the buying and selling activities of social actors, the ways in which they view each other as competitors, and the strategies they employ to try and gain an advantage over each other. Or, to take another example, ‘enforced ethnic and racial segregation for the purposes of political domination and economic exploitation’ is one way of characterizing the social logic of South African apartheid discourse (Howarth 2009, p. 325).

In contrast to social logics, which enable the researcher to delineate the contours of a regime or practice on a synchronic axis, political logics allow us to provide a diachronic explanation of the institution, reproduction, or contestation of a social practice or regime – how they are created or transformed. We can analyze the dynamics of social change further via Laclau & Mouffe’s (2001) logics of equivalence and difference. The logic of equivalence involves the simplification of social space into two opposing, or antagonistic, camps – think of the anti-colonial liberation struggle, which cancels out differences between local identities in the service of a new national identity whose meaning derives from its opposition to the occupying power, while the logic of difference involves the multiplication of difference as a strategy to prevent the establishment of a unified oppositional movement – the classic strategy of ‘divide and rule’ (Glynos and Howarth 2007, pp. 144-45). A crucial point here, however, is that the ontological condition of radical contingency, and the inability of a particular discourse or set of discourses to fully capture and coincide with social reality, means that any given hegemonic fixation of meaning achieved through the operation of either of these political logics can only achieve its hegemonic status by concealing its incompleteness and partiality and will of necessity only be a temporary state of affairs. In this sense, an analysis of political logics seeks to expose the simplifications, reductions, exclusions and omissions operating in the formation of any given discursive formation.

Fantasmatic logics, as the name suggests, involve a crucial element of fantasy, but the meaning of fantasy here, derived from Lacanian psychoanalytic theory, is not identical with common usage, i.e. something unrealistic that one nonetheless yearns for. In the current framework, fantasy subsumes, but is not identical with, this definition, designating an attempt at re-establishing an imaginary fullness and harmony, at attaining jouissance, a pre-symbolic, ‘real’ enjoyment that is lost when the subject enters the symbolic order (Marchant 2005, p. 21). Within this formulation, fantasies account for the way subjects are gripped by, and derive enjoyment from, discourses and practices in ways that lie beyond or outside the latter’s rational or symbolic content. Fantasmatic narratives or logics can take a beatific form, involving promises of harmony and fullness once the obstacle to our full enjoyment is overcome, or a horrific form, in which the obstacle to our full enjoyment proves insurmountable (Glynos and Howarth 2007, p. 147). In either case, fantasy induces subjects to ignore, overlook, or forget the situated partiality and contingency of a particular discourse or practice, hence locating themselves in the realm of ideology. 

Ideology “takes hold” of the subject at the point of the nugget of enjoyment outside the meaning or significance the ideological formation provides. This excess enjoyment marks the incompleteness of a formation, the limits of what it can explain, and the extra “kick” it promises. Fantasies organize these remainders, accounting for societies’ failures, ruptures, and inconsistencies in ways that promise and produce enjoyment (Dean 2009, p. 50).

Fantasmatic logics are thus not so much about promoting illusions but more about back-grounding the contingent, fragmented, and incomplete nature of social reality in order to view the world as a well-structured, harmonious whole, thus blunting the latter’s political dimension and reducing the likelihood of subjects engaging in resistant political practices (Glynos and Howarth 2007, pp. 145-46). As we will see below, many neoliberal governance strategies can be read in this way. Before moving ahead to the analysis a summary of the explanatory logics – social, political and fantasmatic – are presented below in Table 1.
	Explanatory logics
	Definition
	‘Sub-logics’

	Social logics
	Provide a synoptic or synchronic perspective on social practices and discourses

	Political Logics
	Provide a dynamic or diachronic perspective on social practices and discourses
	Logic of equivalence: Organizes discursive space into two opposing chains of equivalence

	
	
	Logic of difference: Multiplies difference but resists the formation of dichotomies

	Fantasmatic logics
	Account for the grip of ideology beyond the limitations of pure rationalism, through the promise of beatific or horrific enjoyment
	Beatific: Offers promise of social salvation in the form of complete social harmony or efficiency

	
	
	Horrific: Presents threat in form of spectres of inexorable societal decline


Table 1. Definitions of the explanatory logics: Social, political and fantasmatic
Analysis of policy within this framework consists of articulating these three logics so as to render intelligible a problematized social phenomenon.  In the following section I offer an analysis of the Australian labor government’s notion of an education revolution through the lenses of social, political and fantasmatic logics, in an effort to gain critical insights into this agenda. 

The social logics of the education revolution

The education revolution policy document can be read as structured by a number of social logics. In particular, it can be read in terms of logics of competition, atomization, and instrumentalization. These three logics were among those identified by Glynos and Howarth (2007) in their analysis of recent developments in higher education in the UK, reflecting the global nature of policy discourses in education in the twenty first century. I discuss each of these three interrelated logics in turn below.

The logic of competition is evident in the emphasis on rewards and sanctions for individual teachers and school leaders. Thus, for example, the document urges the “removal of low performers” along with the reward of “outstanding teaching performance” (ER
 p.22). The latter will be attracted to schools where they are most needed “by providing the right incentives” (ER, p.22), as part of an overall strategy to “facilitate and reward reforms which improve the career pathways available to teachers and the performance culture in schools” (ER, p.29). The armoury of proposed performance data includes “comparative information about schools’ performance” (ER, p.31) as part of the drive towards transparency and accountability that will help “create a learning environment that encourages innovation and excellence from school leaders, teachers and students” and will ensure that “students, parents and teachers have the evidence they need to make informed choices” (ER, p.31). The apparent underlying assumption that educational decisions are made on the basis of technical, formal information, or “cold knowledge” (Ball 2003a, p. 100), is indicative of neoliberalism’s economistic vision, within which the education system is viewed as a competitive market, governed by performativity in the sense of “a technology, a culture and a mode of regulation that employs judgements comparisons and displays as a means of incentive, control, attrition and change – based on rewards and sanctions” (Ball 2003b). As Ball goes on to note in the same paper, the key issue here is not so much one of the use of comparisons, displays, sanctions and rewards, but one of who owns and controls the field of judgement. Within the world envisaged in the education revolution this is clearly the Australian Federal government, as teacher is pitted against teacher and schools vie with each other to attract those students deemed to be the high performers. For although some authority and legitimacy is accorded to parents and students at a rhetorical level, it also the case that, as Apple notes, there has been a crucial but subtle shift from schools serving students and parents, to the latter serving schools (Apple 2001, p. 185). In this arena, technologies of performativity, underpinned by logics of competition, serve as techniques by which the Federal government engages in ‘steering-at-a-distance’ (Ball, 2007, p.27), for example, by installing sanctions and rewards that encourage schools and teachers to focus on national test results. Such a vision ignores the potentially corrosive effects on teachers – on the very professionalism it seeks to promote – of a logic that “by ratcheting competition to unacceptable levels through over-assessment and auditing from the centre, has done more to undermine the norms of self-management and autonomy that were traditionally central to their identity as professional groups” (Olssen 2010, p. 11).

Closely related to and supporting the logic of competition is a logic of atomization, by which students, teachers and schools are positioned as individuated, each largely responsible for their own fate in the marketplaces of education, work, and life, and a concomitant downplaying of structural aspects of success and failure (Francis and Hey 2009). This can be seen in the emphasis “on providing parents with clear, comparable and meaningful information” in order to facilitate “being explicit about how schools perform against ‘like schools’ ” (ER, p.32 emphasis added). In this vision, schools and teachers, parents and students, are positioned as individual entities seeking to maximize their market advantage, rather than representatives or a super-ordinate education ‘system’. What is ignored or downplayed by government policy makers is that encouraging (more economically and socially mobile) parents to ‘vote with their feet’ is likely to residualize the abandoned school (Marginson 1997), an effect that is hardly consistent with the stated aim of the government’s emphasis on transparency, i.e. “building a system in which effort and resources are directed to the needs of every learner” (ER, p.32). In a society and an education system built upon sedimented discourses of meritocratic individualism – a focus reinforced by the stress on standards and outcomes rather than structures and inputs – the logic of atomization can be seen as  tending towards “the ongoing creation, not the mere reproduction, of educational inequalities and hierarchical categorization and ordering of students” (Youdell 2011, p. 14). 

Finally, we can see the overall operation of a logic of instrumentalization, reflecting neo-liberalism’s signature theme of competitiveness in the global economy as the underlying rationale for education provision. As I noted in the previous section, this logic underpins overall structure of the document, but it is also reflected in specific comments, such as the opening statement after the foreword, “The Australian economy is operating at the limits of its capacity and has been for a number of years” (p.7), which outlines a problem for which Education is the solution: “Schooling, along with early childhood development, is an important enabler of economic potential” (ER, p.15)... “We know the difference that improved schooling can make. Sustaining the economy’s growth rate in the future will depend on increasing our productive capacity, and in particular the productive capacity of Australian workers” (ER, p.35). This logic, in which students are equivalent to workers and in which, pace human capital theory, the market is taken as the grand metaphor for all human activity, sees education’s value as stemming primarily from its capacity to generate capital that can be traded for jobs and wealth in the marketplace of the global economy. Such exchange requires the creation of a common currency through which to measure and compare value, a role that is played at the national level by NAPLAN (the National Assessment – Literacy and Numeracy) test data and internationally by PISA (Program for International Student Assessment) (see also Lingard 2010). As with competition, this emphasis on an instrumentality linked to economic growth has had negative consequences: “Our preoccupation with education as an engine of growth has not only narrowed the way we think about education policy. It has also narrowed – dismally and progressively – our vision of education itself” (Wolf 2002, p. 254). Or as developmental economist, Ha-Joon Chang, puts it, “Education is valuable, but its main value is not in raising productivity. It lies in its ability to help us develop our potentials and live a more fulfilling and independent life” (2010, p. 189).

These three social logics of competition, atomization and instrumentalization are interrelated and mutually reinforcing. Thus the instrumentalization of education underpinned by marketplace metaphors, lends itself to and suggests competition as a mode of operation, which in turn entails a view of schools, teachers and students as rivals rather than collaborators. However we can gain additional insights into how these social logics are instantiated and sustained – as well as potentially challenged - by examining the political logics through which these social logics are asserted and defended, which is the focus of the next section.

The political logics of the education revolution

As noted above, political logics account for the establishment, reproduction and contestation of a particular regime or set of practices. Thus, whereas social logics provide a synchronic perspective on a regime, political logics offer a diachronic picture. Political logics can be characterized according to two contrasting discursive strategies, identified by Laclau and Mouffe (2001) as the logic of equivalence and the logic of difference. Whereas the logic of equivalence strives to simplify social and political space into two opposing camps, within each of which an array of differences are translated into an overarching equivalence, the logic of difference strives to prevent the formation of such a dichotomy, formed around two opposing chains of equivalence, by emphasizing and multiplying pure (in the sense of non-politicized; not linked to dichotomies like advantaged/disadvantaged) differences.

We can see the operation of the logic of equivalence in the connections asserted between, for example, disparate elements such as increased productivity, social inclusion, quality education, choice, transparency, and accountability. We can express this chain of equivalence formally as: increased productivity + social inclusion = quality education = quality teaching = flexibility and choice = transparency and accountability = publicly reported (high-stakes) testing. The order of the individual items is not the issue; the key point is their purported equivalence as part of a chain, which we might call (in reference to the title of the education revolution document) ‘quality education’, and the opposition of this chain to an antagonistic chain of equivalence comprising an opposing set of values (i.e. declining productivity (and social exclusion) = non-quality education = non-quality teaching = rigidity = opacity and unaccountability = in-house (low-stakes) assessment). In the creation and assertion of such a chain of equivalence the slippages and tensions between the individual elements are glossed over for the purposes of unanimity. The important issue is to construct a united front against a posited opposing chain. 

Thus, for example, the assertion in the document that “there is good evidence, primarily from the United States and the OECD’s program for International Student Assessment (PISA), that the publication of school-level test scores tends to improve the performance of all schools” (ER, p.31) is questionable. Indeed, this view was directly contested by the conclusions of the Cambridge Primary Review in the UK: 

It is often claimed in defense of national tests that they raise standards. In fact, at best the impact of national tests on standards is oblique. The prospect of testing, especially high-stakes testing undertaken in the public arena, forces teachers, pupils and parents to concentrate their attention on those areas of learning to be tested, too often to the exclusion of other activities of considerable educational importance. It is this intensity of focus, and anxiety about the results and their consequences, which makes the initial difference to test scores. But it is essentially a halo effect and it does not last; for it is not testing that raises standards but good teaching (Alexander 2009, p. 497; see also Au 2009; Cuban 2008; Hursh 2008; Stobart 2008).

Seen in this light, the Australian government’s fervour for testing can be seen as yet another example of policy makers ignoring research evidence in pursuing particular policy agendas (Levin 2010). But the ‘truth’ of the assertion is not so much the issue as the role it plays as part of a web of signification, which gains legitimacy through repetition rather than substance. As Taubman puts it, 

The regnant policy language of standards and accountability…the incessant talk of measurement, numerical data, and quantification, the claims that teachers…are responsible for the nation’s economic, racial and political state, the contention that teaching is a science and that we know what works in classrooms, the calls for professionalization, all these are only a few of the linguistic nodal points in an elaborate discursive web of statements which find support mainly in their reiteration (2009, p. 85).

In contrast to the antagonistic discourse of standards and accountability which posits a world made up of success and failure, underperforming and performing, below and above average, the logic of difference can be seen in calls “for all stakeholders in schooling in all jurisdictions and sectors to take action to ensure that every child gets an excellent education and that every school is a great school” (ER, p.36). Here difference is subordinated to a vision of common purpose and community, with key work being effected by the terms ‘all’ and ‘every’. As Popkewitz observes in relation to education policy making, “the phrase ‘all’ implies this hope of future unity and harmony… the ‘all’ [and the ‘every’] erases differences as the proper application of procedures and planning produces sameness as there is only one ‘all children’” (2009, p. 534). Such appeals are based on fantasmatic prototypes such as the unified nation or the happy family (Stavrakakis 1999, p. 77). I return to this vision of harmony in the discussion of fantasmatic logics below.
The logic of difference takes on a particular significance in comments making veiled reference to long-running debates over the funding of private and public schools and students in Australia, debates that have been described as “the powder keg” of Australian school politics (Marginson 1994, p. 200). The idiosyncrasies of Australia’s school funding arrangements
 include non-government schools receiving over 40 per cent of their income from government sources (Ministerial Committee on Education Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA) 2008) without being subject to the same accountability requirements as government schools. This has led to a situation where, rather than being one system with a variety of schools ownership types, Australia has two systems, with differing ownership, funding and accountability regimes (Stewart 2005). 
The problem for the current Australian government is that these differences threaten to coalesce around two opposing chains of equivalence, with the policy landscape being read in terms of public = under-privileged versus private = privileged. In order to pre-empt this, the document makes reference to 
An education debate that, until now has overwhelmingly focused on inputs rather than student outcomes and has been run along sectoral lines. All governments acknowledge that we cannot hope to achieve the ambitious COAG
 schooling outcomes and targets unless we put this stale debate behind us (ER, p.33 emphasis added). 
An issue of significant social inequity in relation to the reproduction of social privileges and disadvantages is dismissed here as a ‘stale debate’ and its proponents disparaged as perpetrators of a divisive sectoralism, irresponsibly diverting attention away from ‘outcomes and targets’. In this powerful rhetorical political gesture that simultaneously masks its own political nature via its claim to consensus among ‘all governments’, the legitimacy of efforts to resist the formation and/or continuation of oppositional and antagonistic positions is undermined. The (political) message seems to be that social harmony, free from class struggle or other political disturbance, can be ours if we put aside our petty political positions and endorse the governments’ policy stance. This message was reiterated in subsequent policy speeches on the education revolution by the then Education Minister, Julia Gillard. For instance, in a speech in the UK to the City of London Corporation, she asserted,

The Rudd government supports the right of parents to choose a school for their children. We believe that diverse provision is needed to meet the needs of a diverse and growing population. But we reject the proposition that there is a conflict between diversity and universal excellence” (Gillard 2008b). 

The following month she argued, “The debate we need to having is not a sterile debate about public versus private” (Gillard 2008a). Whitty’s comment in relation to a similar attempt by the Blair government in the UK to depoliticize issues of unequal access seems equally pertinent to Australia here: “In arguing that the key issue was ‘standards not structures’, the government tried to wish away a history in which the selection of children for unequal provision had been the dominant principle on which English secondary education had been organised” (2002, p. 128). Meanwhile, Whitty’s reference to ‘wishing away’ is suggestive of fantasy and the notion of fantasmatic logics, which are discussed in the following section.

The fantasmatic logics of the education revolution

Fantasmatic logics provide a vision of wholeness and harmoniousness, structuring reality in a way that serves to shield us from the inescapability of dissensus in social life. We can see the operation of fantasmatic logics in the assertion that “we must simultaneously deliver equity and excellence in our schools” (ER, p.35). The suggestion of the possible fulfillment of all needs and the satisfaction of all demands, is another example of the document deploying the familiar neoliberal strategy of depoliticization for political ends. In reconciling the antagonism between excellence achieved via neoliberal performance regimes, and equity, the education revolution sustains at the level of fantasy what it strives to avoid at the level of material reality, namely, equal access to quality education for all. That is, it ignores the mounting evidence that its strategies for achieving excellence are at odds with its aspirations with regard to equity. As Savage recently argued with reference to the Australian context, “policy imaginations of schools as havens of excellence and equity are difficult to take seriously when infused into the architecture of an education system (and society) that is deeply stratified and structured to discriminate between individuals in line with performance hierarchies” (2011, p. 34). This is not surprising, given that “these imaginarisations of abundance and excess remain the backbone of our fantasmatic life, the vehicle of our (personal, social and political) desire” (Stavrakakis 2005, p. 187). We might describe this phenomenon as the fantasy of ‘illusory harmony’.
The fantasmatic element is evident in the slippage between the emphasis on excellence, quality and achievement and the simultaneous emphasis on competition, which seems to ignore the uncomfortable fact that averages require under- as well as over-achievement and that competition demands losers as well as winners (Savage 2011). Similarly, and as noted above already, the message to parents to move their children away from ‘under-performing’ schools contained in the emphasis on giving parents “the evidence the need to make informed choices” (ER, p.31), maintains the illusion that choice is equally available to all – another version of the fantasy of reconciling excellence and equity – and ignores the damaging effects of middle-class flight from public schooling by imagining that individual choices don’t have systemic effects (Ball et al. 1996)
.
Another fantasmatic element is the projection of a machine-like feedback loop between testing, performance data, and educational improvement, reflecting what we might describe as the fantasy of ‘illusory efficiency’. The arguments that “clear accountability helps create a learning environment that encourages innovation and excellence from school leaders, teachers and students” and that “the publication of test scores tends to improve the performance of all schools” (ER, p.31) ignore the points made above in the quote from the Cambridge Primary Review (Alexander 2009), and reflected in the work of a number of other researchers (e.g. Au 2009; Cuban 2008; Hursh 2008; Stobart 2008), which underscore the negative and narrowing consequences of the publication of data from high-stakes testing . However, the impression of the testing-performance loop as a smoothly functioning machine is not only inaccurate; it also serves an ideological function installing “a performativist metanarrative… where everything is measured against the criteria of effectiveness and efficiency of outcomes… [which] …because of its technicist nature performativity projects itself deceptively as being non-ideological” (Wain 2008, p. 105). Thus the economistic fantasy of efficiency performs the ideological double trick of squeezing out any discursive space that might allow for consideration of complex and messy issues involving ethics and politics, whilst simultaneously denying its own ideological nature. 
Finally, it is important to note that fantasmatic logics typically involve a beatific narrative, a utopian vision of a state of affairs yet to come but achievable once an implied obstacle is overcome, alongside a ‘horrific’ vision of disaster that will threaten if the purported obstacle prevails and the desired state of affairs is not achieved, i.e. if schools fail to meet “Australia’s education and skills challenge” (ER, p.7). Such disaster is implicit in the statement in the final page of the document that, ‘As other countries continue to advance, we cannot afford to delay’ (ER, p.36). We might describe this phenomenon as the fantasy of ‘horrific enjoyment’. As noted above, the demand to achieve both excellence and equity asserts the beatific fantasy of social harmony and universal participation in the benefits accruing from education, reflecting “the dream of a state without disturbances and dislocations, a state in which we are supposed to get back the enjoyment (jouissance) sacrificed upon entering the symbolic order” (Stavrakakis 2005, p. 189); lurking within this utopian vision is the horrific fantasy of social division and economic decline that will descend unless we succeed in keeping the demons of unaccountable, opaque, and hence poor quality, education and teaching at bay. Such fantasizing ignores the scapegoating that inevitably accompanies utopian thinking. As Stavrakakis notes, we need to be mindful of, “the deeply problematic nature of utopian politics…Every utopian fantasy produces its reverse and calls for its elimination” (Stavrakakis 1999, p. 100).  This may sound melodramatic until we note threats from former Education Minister and current Prime Minister, Julia Gillard, to sack the principals of ‘underperforming’ schools (Chilcott 2009), and recall the policies of her education mentor, New York Schools Chancellor Joel Klein, who has implemented a punitive but discredited system of report cards for schools (Caldwell 2010). Such instances should alert us to the naivety and potential danger inhering in utopian discourses (Stavrakakis 1999, p. 100).
Conclusion

My analysis of Australian federal government’s education revolution policy document – conducted through a framework of explanatory logics drawn from political theory – substantiates the inextricable links between politics and policy. In particular, in addition to describing the prevalent discourses operating in a particular policy via the notion of social logics, the framework has allowed me to foreground the active construction, promotion, reproduction and contestation of particular social meanings in terms of the political logics of equivalence and difference, whilst also highlighting the operation of fantasy and desire in policy making in terms of fantasmatic logics. Thus, in addition to identifying the social logics of competition, atomization, and instrumentalization in the education revolution, I have argued that these social logics are established, reproduced and maintained through a set of political logics, involving, on the one hand, the assertion of equivalences between economic productivity and global competitiveness, ‘quality’ teaching, and accountability and transparency mechanisms and, on the other hand, the assertion of pure (i.e. non-dichotomized) difference in relation to the issue of school sector funding. I have also argued that the education revolution policy agenda is further sustained by fantasmatic logics involving beatific fantasies centred on the illusory harmonization of equality with excellence (the latter achieved through markets, managerialism and performativity), along with horrific fantasies of inexorable economic decline if the government’s policy preferences are not followed. If my analysis of the education revolution has demonstrated the value of these conceptual tools whilst also shedding some new light on the Australian government’s policy agenda in relation to education, it has served its purpose.
It is important to stress, however, that the education revolution is not a unique policy instance, but rather a ‘vernacular’ expression of the global neoliberal ‘policyscape’ (Rizvi and Lingard 2010) with its penchant for markets, managerialism and performativity, as technologies for promoting the development of self-entrepreneurial individuals and institutions. Commensurate with these values, as societies around the world have backed away from explicit policies of redistribution, responsibility for the social policy functions of providing equality of access to social and economic goods  has devolved to education and schools; and in this light, the Blair government’s mantra of ‘Education, Education, Education’, the Bush governments ‘No Child Left Behind’ policy, and the Rudd/Gillard government’s education revolution can be seen as cut from the same neoliberal rhetorical cloth. The dilemma here for governments, particularly those espousing third-way politics that seeks to reconcile advanced capitalist and social democratic values, is that on the one hand they need to be seen to be addressing significant issues like social inequality and mobility, whilst on the other, they want to avoid class-based diagnoses, in the name of consensual politics. Market-based language comprising terms like ‘choice’, ‘inclusion’ and ‘exclusion’ proves useful here: “By redefining the structural inequalities produced by the market in terms of ‘exclusion’, one can dispense with the structural analyses of their causes, thereby avoiding the fundamental issue of which changes in power relations are required in order to tackle them” (Mouffe 2005, p. 62). The result of this consensual approach is that “Instead of being the terrain where agonistic debate takes place between left and right policies, politics is reduced to ‘spinning’” (Mouffe 2005, p. 63; see also Gerwitz, Dickson & Power, 2004), as governments and political parties rely on marketing and sound-bites to sell their policies (Lingard and Rawolle 2004). In this context, the irony of the use of the term ‘revolution’ by the Australian government is evident.

In all of these policy agendas, education is envisaged as the key to social and particularly socioeconomic salvation. Such fantasizing ignores the ‘double gestures’ of inclusion and exclusion in which “strategies of remediation and rescue” are also “processes of abjection” and whereby the populations and individuals targeted for salvation are concomitantly defined as problematic (Popkewitz 2009, p. 546). These salvation narratives can also be read as the beatific fantasies whose horrific counterpart is the ongoing demonisation and derision of education, teachers and schools in the mainstream media. 

It is also important to note that, despite the almost universal subordination of education to economic ends and the questionable assumption of a direct correlation between increased educational spending and economic benefit, this valorization of education has been beneficial in a number of ways, not least in raising educational expenditure. But it has also been part of a regressive depoliticization of education that has undermined the interests of the very groups it has claimed to champion. Specifically, it has been detrimental to socially and economically disadvantaged students and communities, in that it has enabled governments to individualize responsibility for persistent social inequalities, thereby “holding these very groups, as groups and individuals, accountable for their failure to meet specified standards” (Taubman, 2009, p. 107). It has also been detrimental to teachers, in that the technicist emphasis on effectiveness in the classroom evident in discourses of teacher effectiveness and teacher centrality in contemporary political and media debates, serve to disconnect teachers from broader questions regarding the social contexts of education, thereby de-politicizing teachers and teaching (Larsen 2010; Taubman 2009) and deflecting attention from pressing political issues, such as the socioeconomically reproductive nature of current school funding arrangements. 
This ideological concealment is evident in the Rudd/Gillard government document, Quality education: The case for an education revolution in our schools, which naturalizes its social logics of competition, atomization and instrumentalization and which glosses over the tensions between its aspirations for inclusiveness and its preference for audit and accountability mechanisms, whilst circumventing any discussion of school funding arrangements via a fantasmatic vision of social harmony and unity. The education revolution rhetoric is not unique in deploying these strategies, which are symptomatic of much education policy in today’s textualized, mediatised, and globalized world. This is a world where policies strive to present a simplified version of social reality, aligned with shared desires and unquestionably in the public interest, and where the latter is presented as an unproblematic, uncontested, and unified entity (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010, pp. 5-6). It is a world that is deeply political in its depoliticization and ideologically saturated in its disavowal of ideology.
Indeed, a major contribution of this paper and its analysis of the Australian government’s education revolution policy in terms of its social, political and famtasmatic logics has been to foreground how, despite its attempts to escape politics, education policy remains inescapably political in a number of ways. It remains political in its assertion, reproduction, or resistance of a particular, situated and contingent version of a social reality that can always be interpreted and constructed in other ways. And it remains political in its deployment of fantasy, whereby the contradictions, tensions, and other uncomfortable aspects of social reality are glossed over and obscured, in exchange for a fantasmatic vision of harmony and wholeness. The alternative to such fantasising is to accept difference, antagonism, and contestation as essential constituents of democratic politics. Such acceptance could potentially be the starting point of a genuine education revolution.

� Though as Jodi Dean (2009) notes, revolution is a term that the left has largely abandoned, while the right has embraced it to name their triumphs, pace the Thatcher and Reagan ‘revolutions’.


� The document was published in 2008 under the co-authorship of Education Minister and Deputy Prime Minister (now Prime Minister) Julia Gillard and the then Prime Minister, Kevin Rudd, who led the Australian Labor party to victory in 2007 after 11 years of the conservative, liberal-national coalition government of John Howard. The document can be found at http://www.deewr.gov.au/Schooling/Programs/Documents/QualityEducationEducationRevolutionWEB.pdf


� By social imaginary I mean “that common understanding which makes possible common practices, and a widely shared sense of legitimacy” (Taylor, 2007, p.172).  The point made by authors such as Arjun Appadurai, Manfred Steger and others is that, rather than restricting this notion to the nation-state, it now makes sense to think in terms of a global social imaginary.


� References to specific pages of the document, Quality education: The case for an education revolution in our schools, are forthwith denoted ‘ER, p.xx’.


� The complexities of this aspect of Australian education policy are beyond the scope of this paper; but for a detailed account see Dowling, 2008.


� COAG, the Council of Australian Governments, is the peak intergovernmental forum in Australia, comprising the Prime Minister, State Premiers, Territory Chief Ministers and the President of the Australian Local Government Association.


� � HYPERLINK \l "_ENREF_9" \o "Bonnor, 2008 #3113" ��See Bonnor and Caro 2008, for a discussion of the discourse of ‘choice’ in the context of Australian education�; � HYPERLINK \l "_ENREF_49" \o "O'Neill, 2011 #3235" ��see O'Neill 2011, for another antipodean-based discussion of privatization in education�.
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