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Creating Local "Public Spaces" 
in Schools: Insights from Hannah 
Arendt and Maxine Greene 
AARON SCHUTZ 
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin 

ABSTRACT 

Hannah Arendt and Maxine Greene present similar visions of human freedom and 
possibility that hold great potential for the creation of more emancipatory school 
communities. This article argues that there are lacunae in the perspectives of both, 
however. By bringing Arendt and Greene together, I hope to exploit a synergy 
between their writings, each contributing aspects that seem missing in the writings 
of the other. At the same time, while Greene is cited often in the educational 
literature, she is often not engaged at the level she deserves as one of our most 
prominent comprehensive contemporary theorists of education. Taking Greene 
seriously requires us, I think, to engage her project critically, and as a whole-an 
effort toward which this article only modestly contributes. Arendt's work provides 
an extremely productive standpoint from which we might grapple with her achieve- 
ment. Finally, this article aims to clarify some of the complexities entailed in Arendt 
and Greene's effort to promote the creation of what they call "public spaces." Their 
effort to "open spaces" draws upon complex assumptions about the nature of 
human beings and collective action. If we truly hope to transform their theoretical 
musings into concrete educational actions, we must grapple with the tensions that 
lie at the core of each of their writings. Ultimately, this article does not attempt to 
provide a detailed model for the creation of public spaces in schools, however. 
Arendt and Greene's visions of the "public" provide not blueprints for action but 
perspectives from which to rethink and retool, continually, the current practices of 
our myriad situated educational efforts. 

Hannah Arendt and Maxine Greene have developed similar conceptions of 
human freedom and possibility that hold great potential for the creation of 
more emancipatory school communities. Yet, despite the power of their 

writings, it is often difficult to discern exactly how it is that what they call 

"public spaces" might be promoted in schools. This paper will argue that 
their conceptions of public space can be seen as complementary. By draw- 

ing together selected insights from each, I seek a coherent model for the 
creation of public spaces in educational settings that remains relatively true 
to each. 
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Published by Blackwell Publishers, 350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148, USA, and 108 Cowley Road, 
Oxford OX4 1JF, UK. 



78 AARON SCHUTZ 

It is important to note that I use Arendt's slightly idiosyncratic vision of 
local "public spaces" in this paper. Arendt argues that actualizing distinct 
individual voices in the midst of collective action requires that public spaces 
be small enough that the unique contribution of each individual can be 
discerned by the others in that space. Large numbers by themselves, she is 
convinced, tend to encourage mass identities instead of plural spaces.' 
This contrasts with Greene, who generally does not make this distinction. 
Because I do not have space, here, to grapple with the complex issues that 
surround the relationship between local and broader "publics," this paper 
explores only the challenges entailed in the creation of local public spaces 
in educational settings. 

I discuss two different and yet interrelated kinds of "agency" in this 

paper: "aesthetic" engagement and "public" action. While both Arendt and 
Greene address each mode, each emphasizes one, making a synthesis of 
their views especially productive. Although Greene draws extensively on 
Arendt in her writings on public space, her work tends to focus on aesthetic 

activity, in which individuals attend to the unpredictable and contingent 
details of artistic objects, situations, and other people, bringing these into 
contact with their own unique biographies. In this way, Greene hopes that 

people can break through the everyday, often shallow and stereotypical 
categories of their lives into a world of imagination and creativity. 

Arendt's work, on the other hand, emphasizes that to achieve local 

public spaces in which multiple individuals can work together on common 

projects, these unique aesthetic perspectives must be transformed to be- 
come relevant contributions to shared efforts. Although this entails some 
restriction of individual visions, individuals still take unique "positions" 
with respect to their common project (just as, for example, a person can 
still take an infinite number of positions in a small room). Aesthetic en- 

gagement helps people construct unique visions, while public spaces allow 

unique individuals to join in collaborative efforts while still maintaining 
distinct "voices." Uncontrolled uniqueness, Arendt argues, threatens to 

splinter a public space apart, destroying any common point of contact 
between perspectives. 

While Arendt's work contributes to Greene's thought a careful exami- 
nation of the limits of individual actions in public spaces, Arendt has a 

tendency to disregard the subtle effects of "power" on the actions of all 
individuals. Arendt often glosses over the challenges entailed in efforts to 
overcome the domination inherent in modern society, leaving it unclear 
how public spaces of "freedom" might be achieved-an area where Greene's 
work is particularly strong. 

Arendt and Greene's approaches to aesthetic engagement and public 
action, painting a picture of humans as beings whose unique backgrounds 
are actualized in different ways in different settings, are especially impor- 
tant to explore in educational theory today. Drawing from their work allows 

us to begin to talk coherently about agency while still rejecting Enlighten- 
ment conceptions of atomistic and precultural selfhood. While writers like 
Michel Foucault2 have immeasurably improved our understanding of the 
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nature of social forces by teasing out the subtle ways that society constitutes 
us as subjects, they have also made it extremely difficult to conceptualize 
concrete approaches to individual and collective agency. While Arendt and 
Greene's work does not represent the only answer to this "Foucaultian" 
challenge,3 I think their visions of individual uniqueness and collective 
action can be especially useful for educators, allowing us to speak coher- 
ently about individual and collective empowerment (and perhaps respon- 
sibility) in educational settings, while still retaining the insights of Foucault 
and others. 

I begin by discussing the theoretical foundations of Arendt and Greene's 
conceptualizations of public space, noting especially their shared vision of 
human uniqueness and their commitment to the promotion of individual 
voices in the midst of collective agency. I then explore the ways Arendt and 
Greene's projects seem to inform each other, bringing Greene's concep- 
tualization of aesthetic engagement together with Arendt's careful "map- 
ping" of the limits of individual action in local public spaces. This leads to 
a discussion of the tensions inherent in their understandings of the im- 
portance of a "common" cultural world, and to a synthesis of their different 
insights into the beginnings of what I will argue constitutes a coherent 
approach to the development of the skills of local "public" action in schools. 
I conclude, however, by discussing the limits and dangers inherent in any 
attempt to describe the nature of freedom. I argue that the approach to 
collective action I have synthesized from Greene and Arendt represents 
only one of a myriad number of ways individuals might empower them- 
selves as individuals and groups. It is only by recognizing the inherent 
limits in any theoretical project such as this that we can hope to contribute 
to more emancipatory schools without engaging in subtle forms of cultural 
imperialism. 

THEORETICAL ASSUMPTIONS 

Arendt and Greene share a number of basic assumptions. They believe that 
each individual human being is absolutely unique, they fear that this in- 
dividuality may not manifest itself in our increasingly normalized modern 
society, and they refuse to accept simple liberation from constraints, the 
mere right to be left alone, as authentic freedom. Freedom, they argue, 
requires active engagement in a common world. 

Both are convinced that each human being has the potential for a 
unique "voice." In Shakespeare's Hamlet, for example, Greene notes that 
"these men all belong to the same cultural matrix.... But having had 
different subjective experiences, each of them is in a distinctive situation 
and bound to interpret novel events in his particular fashion."4 Hannah 
Arendt also believes that because every human being is a new beginning 
(she calls this the condition of "natality"), each person is utterly unique. In 
fact, she says that "with respect to this somebody who is unique it can be 
truly said that nobody was there before." 5 Arendt argues that although one 
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cannot entirely control what happens in one's life, one's experiences and 
acts collectively constitute one's unique and developing "story." Thus, for 
both Arendt and Greene, individuals are unique largely because they have 

unique biographies. 
But this uniqueness only guarantees that everyone has the potential for 

a voice. Unless one's history is actualized or brought to language it can not 
matter. A person can not have a voice and can not know she doesn't have a 
voice. This is because both are convinced that we live in a world increas- 

ingly defined by what Arendt calls the "social," or "normalized" society, and 
what Greene sometimes calls "commodification." In our normalized soci- 

ety, we can only choose from defined options and limited ways of being. 
There are few opportunities for creating unique positions for individuals 
that would allow them to become "the best they know how to be." 6 Indi- 
viduals can only take up positions defined by "identities" on what might be 
envisioned as a "grid" of social rules. We wear identities like masks that are 
created for us by society, and while Arendt, at least, believes some amount 
of uniqueness will always "sound through" ' the mask, both feel life in 
normalized society is extremely deficient. Greene notes, for example, that 
"much of the time ... the individual teacher or student is not conscious of 
his standpoint.... He lives immersed in his daily life." 8 Arendt agrees that 
modern society "expects from each of its members a certain kind of be- 
havior, imposing innumerable and various rules, all of which tend to 'nor- 
malize' its members"; complex, unique and undefinable individuality is 
reduced to clearly defined "rank within the social framework."' Both, 
therefore, seek ways individuals might escape these ranks and already cre- 
ated categories. 

Finally, and most importantly, both refuse to accept the classic liberal 
definition of freedom as simply the "negative" right to be left alone. Achiev- 

ing a unique perspective through aesthetic engagement is not enough. 
Richard Rorty's solution of a society of isolated "Prousts" quietly recreating 
themselves apart from the rest of the world in their cork-lined rooms-and 

doing nothing public with this "aesthetic" individuality--seems absurd to 
both. 10 "Positive" freedom and public selfhood (in their definition of these) 
requires a common undertaking and the pursuit of common projects to- 
ward common ends. Thus Arendt argues, as Bonnie Honig notes, that 

"prior to or apart from action," from an appearance in public, a "self has 
no identity; it is fragmented, discontinuous, indistinct.... Arendt's actors 
do not act because of what they already are, their actions do not express a 

prior, stable identity; they presuppose an unstable, multiple self that seeks 

its, at best, episodic self-realization in action and in the identity that is its 
reward." 11 As Greene says, "It seems clear that most people find out who 

they are only when they have developed some power to act and choose in 

engagements with a determinate world." 12 

We take a risk when we insert ourselves into the public-never certain 
"who" we will appear as. Different spaces give us opportunities for different 

"voices" because different common projects allow us to coalesce into dif- 
ferent interpretive positions. We receive as a result of our actions, through 
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participation in a common project, our selves. Thus, for Arendt, a self is 
defined as a position one takes with respect to a common issue. By taking different 
perspectives on their shared effort, those in a public space "appear" to each 
other in distinct positions. Although her vision of the public is less clear, 
Greene draws on this Arendtian vision of a public space that actualizes the 
distinct perspectives of participants throughout her writings. To develop 
public spaces, Greene says, students must struggle "in collaboration with one 
another, discovering together a power to act on what they are choosing 
themselves to be"; they must "name the obstacles in the way of their shared 
becoming" (DF, pp. 12 and 133). "Freedom," Greene says, "shows itself and 
comes into being when individuals ... have a project they can mutually 
pursue" (DF, p. 17). Importantly, the "locations" people take on in a public 
space are different from those of normalized selves trapped within a pre- 
determined cultural field. Although the common issues of the public pre- 
cariously define a common space, individuals can still take up an infinite 
number of positions with respect to them. 

In a local public space, then, people can take unique yet communicable 
stances on common issues. They can act with others, both by beginning 
something completely new and by bringing their unique potential to bear 
upon an already started common project. Unlike Jfirgen Habermas' vision 
of the "ideal speech situation," 13 those in public do not strive to achieve a 
transparent consensus. Each act with respect to a common effort often 
shows how fundamentally differently each participant perceives their project. 
Although those in public act "in concert," each person contributes uniquely 
to their shared effort. 

Despite their shared valorization of public action, both emphasize the 
unpredictable nature of the public. As Arendt says most poignantly in an 
interview, 

We start something. ... What comes of it we never know. We've all been taught to 
say: Lord forgive them, for they know not what they do. That is true of all action. 
Quite simply and concretely true, because one cannot know. That is what is meant 
by a venture. And now I would say that this venture is only possible when there is 
trust in people. A trust-which is difficult to formulate but fundamental-in what 
is human in all people. Otherwise such a venture could not be made.'4 

No one can control the outcome of one's actions in a space filled with 
others who are unpredictable actors in their own right. All we can do is 
make promises that we may not be able to fulfil in a changing world, and 
forgive each other when our actions have tragic results.'5 

In formulating a vision of public space, Arendt and Greene make as- 
sumptions not only about the nature of the "human condition," but also 
about the kind of selves and collective spaces we should strive to create. 
Their work explores both what is, and what ought to be-and they stress, 
especially, the importance of fostering the unique voices of individuals. As 
I note in this paper's last section, however, despite the potential resident in 
this approach to promoting student and teacher agency in schools, their 
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approach is neither culturally neutral nor universal, representing only one 
of many possible strategies. 

EXPLOITING A SYNERGY BETWEEN THEIR VISIONS 

Despite the similarities discussed above, there remain important differ- 
ences between Arendt and Greene. In this section, I focus on those differ- 
ences that seem most relevant to the creation of public spaces in schools. 
Greene's writings provide a sense of how individuals might "break through" 
the normalized stereotypes that increasingly structure and limit our per- 
spectives in the modern world. From Arendt, on the other hand, I draw an 

understanding of how these individual unique visions must be transformed 
into "positions" on collaborative projects if they are not to threaten the 
"common" nature of the public. 

Greene argues that it is through essentially "aesthetic" encounters with 
the unpredictable contingencies of our environment, other people, and 

especially the arts that individuals learn to transcend the banal stereotypes 
of their normalized existence. She believes that by engaging with the de- 
tails of everyday life, details generally covered over in our submersion in 
the familiar, we can discover some of the ways in which our usual ways of 

being-in-the-world fail to adequately respond to the world's complexity. 
"Ambiguous and unpredictable," she says in a phrase drawn from the New 
Yorker, "details undermine ideology" (RI, p. 95). 

By allowing us to grapple with these ambiguities and sedimented mean- 

ings of our own pasts, aesthetic engagement allows us to reclaim our pasts. 
She notes that 

The growing, changing individual ... always has to confront a certain weight in 
lived situations, if only the weight of memory and the past. There are ambiguities 
of various kinds, layers of determinateness. Freedom, like autonomy, is in many 
ways dependent on understanding these ambiguities, developing a kind of critical 
distance with respect to them. (DF, p. 9) 

And one's biography is never simply revealed; it is reconstructed in each 

attempt to authentically connect with one's surroundings. 
Greene argues that to promote agency among their students, teachers 

must "deliberately challenge desires for certainty, for fixity" (DF, p. 126). 
Teachers must work together with students to make contact with the deep 
complexity that lies beneath all of our attempts to order the universe, 

helping them take a critical stance on the categories of normalized society. 
Through such efforts, students can begin to imagine a world that is differ- 

ent, while they discover the obstacles that stand in the way of their own 

"becoming." 
For me, it is in Greene's discussions of aesthetics that her writing achieves 

its greatest power. Her essays themselves often provide a model of aesthetic 
activity as she engages with literature and art in the midst of her argu- 
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ments, showing some of the forms that aesthetic activity can take at the 
same time as she argues for its importance in schools. While Arendt cer- 
tainly agrees that the ability to think through the nature of specific events 
and contexts in their specificity is crucial to the actualization of public 
spaces, and while her description of Eichmann's thoughtless participation 
in the Holocaust shows that the inability to concretely engage with one's 
unique situatedness was one of the fundamental components of evil, it is 
Greene who explores in detail the kinds of activities that can help people 
learn to overcome normalization.16 

Greene notes that individual aesthetic engagement is not enough, how- 
ever, that 

encounters with the arts alone will not realize [the emancipatory possibilities of... 
education]; but the arts will help open the situations that require interpretation.... 
With situations opening, students may become empowered to engage in some sort 
of praxis, engaged enough to name the obstacles in the way of their shared becom- 
ing. (DF, p. 133, gloss from same page) 

The arts nourish uniqueness, which then can be put in the service of com- 
mon efforts. Because her work is often unclear about how such praxis 
might be engaged in, however, her work is not as helpful as it might be in 
pointing us to ways we might create actual public spaces in schools. 

Because of her focus on the normalizing effects of power, however, 
Greene is much more conscious than Arendt that the mere appearance of 
a common space does not guarantee absolute freedom. We can not, Greene 
is careful to point out, escape the pervasive influence of culture, the fact 
that "freedom cannot be conceived apart from a matrix of social, eco- 
nomic, cultural and psychological conditions" (DF, p. 80). This is exempli- 
fied perhaps best in her description of the women's convention at Seneca 
Falls in 1848, which, while partially opening a space for women's freedom, 
still operated within the rationalistic language of "liberal individualism," 
and assigned the critical "actualities of [women's] lives to the domain of 
the worldless" (DF, pp. 69-70). For Greene, "democracy is forever incom- 
plete." 17 The "dialectic of freedom" is, as Merleau-Ponty notes, "partial, 
encumbered with survivals, saddled with deficits" (cited in DF, p. 8). Thus 
Greene points out that a public space is always a project, never quite 
achieved but always coming into being. One never reaches a final utopia of 
absolute freedom, never entirely overcomes the effects of gender or race, 
never achieves an entirely equitable public space-instead, one learns to 
struggle with the determining forces of one's culture while working with 
the situated reality of one's circumstances. 

It is this understanding of the partial nature of the "freedom" achieved 
in public that is generally missing in Arendt's writings. Because we can 
never entirely escape the "marks" of our identities or the effects our social 
positioning has on us, Arendt's avoidance of issues of "power" and her 
belief that local political spaces could be created in which such normalized 
differences could be transcended becomes extremely problematic. It could 
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end up encouraging a kind of difference-blindness that allows those dif- 
ferentials in power that are not overcome to continue unchallenged. Not 

only does this mean, as Greene is careful to acknowledge, that we must 
continue to acknowledge the effect of group membership on our ability to 

participate in even the most egalitarian public spaces, but it also indicates, 
as Nancy Fraser argues, that only a myriad of different overlapping publics, 
where groups interact in different, sometimes conflictual ways, could hope 
to provide the contexts necessary to promote collective action across social 
differences. 18 

Yet, while Arendt generally fails to address certain challenges entailed in 

breaking through the limits of our normalized culture, she nonetheless 

provides a much more concrete vision of what a public space might look 
like, exploring the limits inherent in the kind of public space that both 
advocate. She describes a number of dangers that threaten the public, and 
I discuss two of the most important below. 

First, people can allow too much uniqueness into the space with them- 

they can refuse to see someone else as a "position" on their common 

project, instead demanding to see them as completely unique beings. This 

"destroys the in-between which relates us to and separates us from oth- 
ers." 19 She notes that intense individual subjectivity, especially in what she 
calls the "intimate," "will always come to pass at the expense of the assur- 
ance of the reality of the world and men." 20 Entry into what she concep- 
tualizes as a local, plural, collaborative public, therefore, always requires 
some loss of individual uniqueness, enabling one to take a coherent loca- 
tion on a common issue and preventing the space from dissolving into 

anarchy. "The thoughts of the mind, the delights of the senses," Arendt 

argues, and she would include Greene's aesthetic engagement in this list, 
must be "transformed, deprivatized, deindividualized, as it were, into a 

shape to fit them for public appearance." 21 "Public" comments must al- 

ways be "relevant" to the topic under consideration. 
A second threat is that people can bring too much sameness to the public. 

Actually, quite a lot of controversy has swirled around this aspect of her 

thought. Arendt said, for example, that what she termed "social" issues could 
not be brought into the public, and some have read her as meaning by this 
that those in public must avoid addressing issues of real consequence. While 
I think this reading misunderstands Arendt's larger project, her statements 
about the "social" remain problematic aspects of her thought. She seems to 

believe, for example, that conditions like poverty and hunger were so inti- 

mately shared by all involved that individuals could not take unique per- 
spectives on them, and that they therefore led inexorably to a kind of mass 

identity--as she believed they had during the French Revolution-and so 
could not be effectively grappled with in public.22 She also held an odd kind 
of faith in the power of neutral scientific experts to find absolute answers to 
issues like how much housing space a person needs to flourish, for exam- 

ple, arguing that "public debate can only deal with things which-if you want 

to put it negatively-we cannot figure out with certainty."23 
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If we accepted her conclusions, then collective public action would be 
unable to deal with those issues that are most important to our society. 
Given our (and even Arendt's) understanding of the constructed nature of 
social reality, however, it is no longer reasonable to assume that the expe- 
rience of poverty, for example, will be exactly the same across individuals 
with different cultural and individual experiences. And few believe any 
longer in the kind of absolute gulf between science and public opinion that 
Arendt appears at times to have clung to, especially concerning issues like 
what constitutes decent housing. I think we must draw on Arendt's central 
insight about the limits of "public" action in a mass society from the spe- 
cific manifestations it sometimes took on in her writings. When individuals 
are unable to discern the important but often subtle differences in their 
perspectives on a specific issue, the public as a space of plurality can 
collapse into a realm of mass identity. And her points about the threats 
poverty and hunger can pose to local publics are well taken if seen not as 
statements about the "true" nature of these conditions, but instead as a 
commentary on how the urgency of basic human needs can threaten, in 
many ways, our ability to trust each other and to expend the energy and 
time necessary to understand the perspectives of others, as collective action 
in the public demands. As Greene also notes, "it takes an easing of living 
conditions for the horizon to open, to be no longer restricted to immediate 
concerns" (DF, p. 115). 

Given Arendt and Greene's initial assumptions, then, I think Arendt is 
right that local, plural public spaces that focus on actualizing the distinct 
voices of participants are always precariously balanced between the cen- 
trifugal forces of aesthetic activity, and the centripetal forces of normal- 
ization. The former leads, in the extreme, to a splintered space where no 
common effort at all is discernible, while extreme forms of the latter can 
lead to mass identities in which plurality has all but disappeared. 

COMMON NARRATIVES: CONSERVING THE PAST, 
REACHING INTO THE FUTURE 

But what constitutes these issues in Arendt and "obstacles" in Greene that 
permit public spaces to come into being? I think it is useful to think of 
them as common narratives that can be interpreted differently from mul- 
tiple perspectives. Arendt argues, for example, that humans have the ability 
to form public spaces because they have, over time, carved a cultural, 
artistic "world" out of the chaos of nature. And this largely cultural world, 
"is always the 'dead letter' in which the 'living spirit' must survive, a dead- 
ness from which it can be resurrected only when the dead letter comes 
again into contact with a life willing to resurrect it." 24 The works that make 
up the cultural world have no meaning until they are "resurrected" in a 
new context for a new reason. Thus, as Greene also notes, the common 
world "will be created by story, by giving voice to personal perspectives, 
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listening to others' stories, seeking agreement, enlarging on it, and trying 
to expand the referent of what is shared" (RI, p. 68). 

Arendt gives a good example of this, describing a conversation between 
friends as a discussion 

about something that the friends have in common. By talking about what is be- 
tween them, it becomes ever more common to them. It gains not only in its specific 
articulateness, but develops and expands and finally, in the course of time and life, 
begins to constitute a world of its own which is shared in friendship.25 

Thus, by contributing interpretations on their common effort, participants 
create a public space together. 

Arendt's concentration on the already existent cultural "world," how- 
ever, leads her vision of the public to be focused on a complex desire for 
the preservation of the past. For Arendt, as with her friend Walter Ben- 

jamin, the stories of the past bring the hopes and dreams of societies and 
individuals long past into the present-not unchanged, and yet retaining 
the power to engage us in "an act of remembering, in the sense of a 
creative act of rethinking which sets free the lost potentials of the past." 26 
Arendt fears the loss of the "world," the destruction of complex and de- 

manding narratives in favor of shallow "experiences" that can simply be 
consumed, that simply fill "empty time." Arendt fears that the complexity 
of cultural objects will be "rewritten, condensed, digested, reduced to kitsch 
in reproduction, or in preparation for the movies." 27 

This is much the same thing Greene refers to in her discussion of the 
"kitsch" society of totalitarianism described in Milan Kundera's The Unbear- 
able Lightness of Being (DF, p. 10). "Commodified" objects like these increas- 

ingly lose their power to serve as complex interpretive focuses for anchoring 
a public space. Yet, while Greene does speak of the need to overcome one's 
rootlessness to achieve a deeper and more personal connection with one's 

heritage (RI, p. 165), and while she agrees with Arendt that it is crucial to 
"take responsibility for keeping [an ongoing cultural story] alive," 28 Greene 
is also generally more future oriented than Arendt, focused more on trans- 
formation and change than on conservation. As she says in her most recent 

book, "the democratic community, always a community in the making, 
depends not so much on what has been achieved and funded in the past. 
It is kept alive; it is energized and radiated by an awareness of future 

possibility" (RI, p. 166). 
Given this difference between them, it is interesting that in her earlier 

work Greene has generally avoided commenting directly on Arendt's one 

major essay on education, "The Crisis in Education," a work that empha- 
sizes the conservative side of Arendt's thought. In Releasing the Imagination, 
however, she finally does address this essay, and not surprisingly she ques- 
tions Arendt's vision as too focused on "the task of renewing a common 

world" (Arendt cited in RI, p. 3). Greene points out that in our diverse 

society, we can "no longer assume that there is any longer a consensus 
about what is valuable and useful and what ought to be taught" (RI, p. 3). 
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In fact, however, Arendt herself is also not only conservative; in her other 

writings she does discuss the need for the creation of new narratives, new 
"kernels" from which public spaces might form. Like Greene, then, she 
allows for both the act of naming one's obstacles, creating a new common 
narrative (initially either together or stemming from an individual), and 

coming together around, renewing, an older common narrative.29 Despite 
differences in emphasis, then, in each thinker there remains a tension 
between the desire to conserve the achievements of the past, and yet not to 
be limited by them in our journey into the future. This is a tension I think 
is critical to maintain, a dilemma for schools that can not be solved but only 
struggled with in each contingent circumstance. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR EDUCATION: BEYOND "THE CRISIS 
IN EDUCATION" 

In this section I will argue that bringing Greene and Arendt together 
provides the basis for a powerful emancipatory theory of education that 
begins to address the limitations inherent in each of their visions alone. I 
begin with Arendt's work on education, especially her essay, "The Crisis in 
Education." After noting its limits, I draw on Greene's work and other of 
Arendt's writings in an effort to construct a more balanced educational 
model. 

In response to a question about education, Arendt writes in a letter to 
her friend J. Glenn Gray that: 

It seems to me that the word education covers two entirely different tasks: (a) the 
responsibility for the development of the child, physical as well as psychological, and 
his particular gifts and (b) the child's preparation to enter the world where it is sup- 
posed to assume certain responsibilities for it. In the first case our main concern is 
the well-being of the child. In the second case we are concerned with what is going 
to happen to the world when this particular child is going to enter it.30 

This passage contains a succinct statement of the logical implications of 
her thought for the field of education, and a summary of much of her 
"Crisis in Education." The unique potential of the child is balanced against 
the precarious cultural world that the child is being prepared to enter. 

As usual, critically important to Arendt in her sparse writings on educa- 
tion is the fact that children all represent new beginnings, have unique 
biographies. Only in the private, she argues, can uniqueness in all its 
aspects truly be nourished without imposing the strictures of public "ap- 
pearance" on free exploration. In the privacy of the classroom, she is 
convinced that teachers should encourage "the free development of char- 
acteristic qualities and talents. This ... is the uniqueness that distinguishes 
every human being from every other, the quality by virtue of which he is 
not only a stranger to the world but something that has never been here 
before" (BPF, p. 189). 
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As I have already noted, however, Arendt does not tell us how teachers 

might encourage this flowering of uniqueness. It is only through the writ- 

ings of Greene that we can gain some understanding of the challenges and 
skills demanded by the intimate, as individuals attempt to make contact 
with their "sedimented" experience through their experiences in the world 
and with others. Only with Greene can we begin to think how to help 
students break through the banal sameness of normalized society and 

begin to realize their own unique visions, as they help others actualize their 
voices as well through dialogue. 

But despite, actually because of the incredible democratic and emanci- 

patory potential that children represent, Arendt tells us that they cannot 

help but threaten the stability of the established and humanly created 
cultural "world," which "needs protection to keep it from being overrun 
and destroyed by the onslaught of the new that bursts upon it with each 
new generation" (BPF, p. 186). Thus Arendt argues here that the teacher's 

job is not only to help students develop their own unique potentials but 
also to instruct them about the "world." Teachers must bring the past into 
the present for children in order to save the children's cultural heritage. 

The school, then, has the difficult job of mediating between old and 
new. "Exactly for the sake of what is new and revolutionary in every child, 
education must be conservative; it must preserve this newness and intro- 
duce it as a new thing into an old world, which, however revolutionary its 
actions may be, is always, from the standpoint of the next generation, 
superannuated and close to destruction" (BPF, pp. 192-93). According to 
Arendt, however, teaching is not static; it operates in an ever-changing 
environment. As I have noted, then, Arendt argues that every telling of a 

story, every presentation of an artwork has the potential to be a retelling, 
a new reconstruction. True educators thus save the "world" "from that ruin 

which, except for renewal, except for the coming of the new and young, 
would be inevitable" (BPF, p. 196). Teachers help students renew and 

appropriate these narratives in the safety of the classroom through the act 
of retelling so they might discover in these treasures of the past tomorrow 
and not just a repeat of yesterday. 

Arendt presents good reasons for her conservatism. She argues that 
there is a real danger in thinking that children have a "world" even though 
they do not have access to the fund of cultural artifacts represented by their 

pasts. Providing them with nothing, she thinks, leaves them in the mass 

"solidarity" of other children, essentially "world-less" (BPF, pp. 181-2). They 
have no narratives available to them to form a public space for themselves. 

Refusing to supply social narratives to children simply extends the normal- 
ized worldlessness of modern society into the schools and ensures its re- 

production, destroying the very possibility of politics later on. 
Yet despite her emphasis on renewal, on first reading, Arendt's essay on 

education can nonetheless sound almost like E. D. Hirsh and others in its 

canonicality. In fact, Arendt speaks at the beginning of her essay almost 

offensively, from Greene's perspective, about the need for a "melting to- 

gether of the most diverse ethnic groups," noting that "schools not only 
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serve to Americanize the children but affect their parents as well, ... here 
in fact one helps to shed an old world and to enter a new one" (BPF, pp. 
175 and 177). 

Jean Bethke Elshtain points out, however, that "The Crisis in Education" 
was meant more as a response to the criticism raised by an earlier essay, 
"Reflections on Little Rock" (which opposed the use of children in strug- 
gles over school desegregation, among other issues), than it was an attempt 
to write a general overview of educational theory.31 I think there is another 
more palatable hint of a theory of "multicultural" education in Arendt's 
work that would still allow the synergy with Greene that I have been seek- 
ing. For this different reading, I would draw on an essay of Arendt's on Karl 
Jaspers in which she points out that, '"just as man and woman can be the 
same, namely human, by being absolutely different from each other, so the 
national of every country can enter this world history of humanity only by 
remaining and clinging stubbornly to what he is." 32 Ideas of a mass unity 
of mankind "have brought us a global present without a common past, 
threaten to render irrelevant all traditions and all particular past histo- 
ries." 33 The "unity" that this would bring would bury 

the authentic origins of all human existence. ... Its result would be ... more than 
mere superficiality; it would be as though the whole dimension of depth, without 
which human thought, even on the mere level of technical invention, could not 
exist, would simply disappear.34 

Arendt argues in this essay, then, that the survival of "depth" depends 
"upon the possibility of bringing the national pasts, in their original dis- 
parateness, into communication with each other." 35 

In this altered version of an Arendtian educational vision, students could 
be taught multiple narratives, and different narratives would arise out of 
different students' experiences. This creates a much more complex vision 
of what "world" might mean in a society like the United States with many 
different people from different cultures. And this corresponds well to 
Greene's fear that "lacking imbeddedness in memories and histories they 
have made their own, people feel as if they are rootless subjectivities" (DF, 
p. 3). There is no reason why providing a "world" for children has to entail 
only a single set of narratives. But how does one build a common world out 
of these multiple narratives? Arendt really never grappled with this ques- 
tion and Greene isn't entirely sure it has some clearly definable solution. 

Simply providing students with the "world" is not enough, however. 
Greene's comments on the "common" point us toward the future, toward 
the need to create new narratives, respond to new obstacles and not simply 
renew the narratives of our past. Again, we can find places in Arendt where 
she seems at least potentially in agreement. With Greene, Arendt fears that 
people in the modern world have lost the capacity to recognize and think 
through the contingency of the "new." Seyla Benhabib notes that this was 
a "moral and political" problem for Arendt because the 
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search for nomological generalizations dulled one's appreciation for what was new 
and unprecedented, and thus failed to confront one with the task of thinking 
morally anew in the face of the unprecedented. Politically this method also stulti- 
fied one's capacity for resistance by making it seem that nothing was new and that 
everything had always already been.36 

What we have forgotten, Arendt thinks, is that abstract concepts arose out 
of particular experiences. If we think our concepts describe our world 

entirely, then we lose any ability to see things that are radically new, events 
that cannot be encompassed by our familiar ways of seeing, events that call 
for entirely new concepts--or that cannot be encompassed by a concept at 
all. Although she is less clear than Greene about how it is to be achieved, 
Arendt invites the kind of situated critical thinking that is necessary when 
we are called upon, in her words, to think "without banisters." 37 To be 

successful, then, schools would need to teach students how to "think" out 

contingent events in their contingency, recovering this narrative, or in 
Greene's terms, aesthetic ability to see events as "new," preparing students 
to confront events instead of simply subsuming them under categories 
provided for them. 

Finally, I would argue with Greene that students and teachers must work 

together to develop the skills required for communal, public action. For a 

truly Arendt/Greene education, students would need to practice modera- 

tion, they would need to acquire the skills of seeing from others' points of 

view, the skills of listening closely to the unique opinions of others. They 
would need some understanding of the differences between the kinds of 

selves that one can take on in aesthetic and collective settings. These are 

practical skills gained only in activity, not methods to learn through rote 

training. Students would need opportunities to learn how to become "selves" 

in concerted action with others. This assumes, as Greene also points out, 
some common values; Greene notes that "the diverse perspectives that 

create the reality of the public space cannot encourage those that reject 

dialogue, encourage sexism or racism, insist on one-dimensional certain- 

ty," 38 for example. Learning the skills of the public is a form of "civic 

learning." 
Thus, despite the fact that in "The Crisis in Education" Arendt would 

like to maintain the schools as a place for purely private self-discovery 
and initiation into a society's cultural/historical narratives, her own writ- 

ings betray her. Without participating in some form of public as an 

integral part of schooling, students will leave schools both without the 

skills to form public spaces and without the desire to form such spaces, 
since they would not have experienced the shock of active selfhood that 

comes from "appearing" in a location around a common project. Greene 

is clearly correct on this point when she recommends that schools foster 

public spaces. 
Education, from this perspective that draws together insights from Arendt 

and Greene, then, is at least partly an instrument of politics, designed to 

apprentice students into the learned practices of the aesthetic and the 
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public, among others. Classrooms would provide multiple opportunities 
for individual and group action, directed and formed by a teacher who 
would help provide the common texts for the class, and who would explore 
with students the skills required for both public and private self-creation. 
This does not refuse teacher authority; instead it allows for Greene's vision 
of teacher as collaborator, where the teacher works with the students to 
name new obstacles and create new public spaces. As Arendt argues, al- 
though teachers retain some authority to present the "world" to children, 
they can no longer depend on the "thread" of tradition to guide their 
interpretations-the children must learn to do this themselves. The stu- 
dents in this classroom would not choose between public and aesthetic; 
instead they would weave a fluid path between these options, among oth- 
ers, emphasizing their connectedness and interdependence, but allowing 
at the same time for the development of multiple and sometimes conflic- 
tual spaces. Education would be focused, first and foremost, on encour- 
aging agency among students, on fostering students' individual and unique 
voices-both collectively and individually. 

Efforts that seem reflective of the kind of effort someone operating from 
this perspective might pursue do exist in a range of educational settings in 
the United States.39 "Public Achievement," a joint project of the Mayor of 
St. Paul, Minnesota, and Project Public Life, based at the University of 
Minnesota, seems an especially good example. As a part of the project, 
"teams of six to twelve young people work within their schools or other 
organizations, with coaches, to solve public problems that are important to 
them." 40 With the help of the coaches, these teams discuss rules, roles, and 
the scope of their problem, while researching the nature of the environ- 
ment in which they intend to act. Although the project is less focused on 
maintaining individual voices in the midst of collective action than Arendt 
and Greene would recommend, students are nonetheless encouraged to 
create and tell stories about their own personal histories, attempting to 
relate their own pasts to the efforts they wish to engage in.41 One coach 
remarked as a part of his effort that his students "used to assume they 
couldn't do anything about the problems they see.... [Now they] have 
specific ideas, and there is a real feeling they can do something." 42 By 
working together in local contexts on local problems that they define 
together, team members "develop a sense of individual and collective ef- 
ficacy" even when their project does not entirely succeed.43 This activity 
connects them to their larger community and encourages them to bring 
the multiple voices of their community into their small "public" as part- 
ners. And because different community sites and schools represent differ- 
ent environments, different contingent histories and circumstances, the 
project's model is appropriated differently in each context. 

Projects like "Public Achievement" indicate that public spaces are not 
impossible to create in educational settings, only difficult. To succeed at 
such efforts, however, individual teachers as well as institutions like schools 
would need to see the promotion of "public" freedom as an integral part 
of their mission. 
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SOME LIMITATIONS OF THIS ESSAY 

There are also dangers in taking on such a mission, however, just as there 
is a danger in outlining the boundaries of freedom and public action in the 

way I have done above. To conclude this article, instead of tying up all the 
loose ends, I would like to fray some out again, complicating the vision of 

public action that I have drawn from Arendt and Greene. 
For those of us who accept that reality is socially constructed, it has 

become increasingly difficult to believe in descriptions of human action 
that present themselves as somehow free-floating and cultureless. I have 

already noted that the approach to collective and individual action ex- 

plored here is dependent upon a particular way of framing the aims toward 
which human beings should strive. I want to extend this point a little 
further and argue that the conceptualization of local public space that I 
have synthesized here may subtly reflect the white, educated, middle-class 

backgrounds of Arendt, Greene, and myself, despite the other individual, 
historical, gender, and cultural gulfs that separate us. 

Paul Lichterman's recent study of activist groups in America supports 
this contention. One of the groups he studied, local branches of the Green 

party, engaged in political practices reminiscent of both Arendt and Greene's 

perspectives on collective action. The Greens emphasized the importance 
of actualizing individuals' voices in their groups, and engaged in political 
efforts that "could allow individual identities and political wills to resonate 

loudly within collective accomplishments." 44 After looking over the recent 

history of activist groups in America, Lichterman argues that this emphasis 
on the distinctness of individual voices in group efforts developed largely 
out of middle-class, mostly white, educated "patterns of deciding and im- 

provising one's way through the life course." 45 In contrast, Lichterman's 
examination of a community organization operating in a low-income, Af- 
rican American neighborhood, Hillsviewers Against Toxics (HAT) indi- 
cated a very different approach to collective action. In HAT, unlike the 

Greens, "it did not matter that some members-even core members-did 
not participate as often as individual contributors. In HAT, participation 
got defined in terms of a collective product much more than as a matter of 
individual contributions." 46 

Problematically, each group in Lichterman's study, especially the Greens, 
seemed to view its own practice of collective action as "natural." Their 
commitments to different collective ways of being tended to splinter them 

apart from each other. Yet, as Lichterman and other scholars like Charles 
C. Euchner47 have shown, each of these different approaches to collective 
action has its own possibilities and limitations. While the Greens were able 

to actualize individual "voices," they were often unable to act collectively 
with the kind of focused organization that the HAT group was able to 

achieve. The Green groups were much more precarious, much more likely 
to splinter apart as they lost any remnant of a common project. For its part, 
the HAT group, while it was able to muster a relative stability, was much less 
able to respond to unpredictable change, and had difficulty drawing mul- 
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tiple voices from its community that could challenge its own hierarchy 
when this became necessary. Thus, Lichterman argues that to promote 
truly multicultural, cross-class collective action, activists would need to en- 
gage in a kind of "translation" across different collective practices, while 
Euchner shows that successful collective action projects tend to draw from 
a range of different modes of collective organization as they meet a shifting 
collection of needs and challenges. 

My goal in indicating this potential relationship between class, culture, 
and the practice of public action that I have explored is not to somehow 
essentialize myself as a white middle-class American. Nor can Greene and 
Arendt's works (or lives) be submitted easily to any such categorization. It 
would be inaccurate to simply say that this model of public action is entirely 
limited to the middle class-both Arendt and Greene explore a range of 
different, often multiclass moments of public action across Western history. 
Instead, I wish to acknowledge, as Greene is always so careful to, the power 
of the normalizing society in which we live and have lived. The point of 
aesthetic and public action is to struggle against such forces, not to deny 
their existence. What Lichterman's work, among others, indicates, then, is 
that modes of political action are tied in many complex ways to the cultural 
conditions from which they arose,48 serving different purposes and en- 
compassing different strengths and weaknesses. For example, the unpre- 
dictability and precariousness of public spaces that emphasize individual 
distinctiveness may seem much less appealing to marginalized groups who 
have, at times, found great strength in the kinds of solidarity that Arendt 
fears. 

Thus, there is a subtle danger of cultural imperialism and oppression 
inherent in any effort to initiate public projects like these in specific schools 
without drawing from the myriad personal experiences and cultural ways of 
being of the teachers and students that already work and learn there. I 
think Greene's understanding of some of these dangers explains, in part, 
why her work on the public is often much more vague than Arendt's. 
Despite allegiances to Arendt's vision, Greene is nonetheless careful to 
make it clear that "public" action, for her, is something that must be 
appropriated and reinvented by teachers and students in all of the myriad 
unique sites in which they live. Thus, her work explores multicultural 
settings of collective action that Arendt never touches on. Yet this kind of 
vagueness can also be disempowering in its own way. As Richard H. King 
notes in his book, Civil Rights and the Idea of Freedom, "attempting to mobi- 
lize people without offending anyone, trying to appeal in too bland a 
fashion across all ideological boundaries, will succeed only in rendering 
the movement toothless." 49 Without more concrete guidelines, Greene's 
metaphorical statements about the need to "open spaces" in schools and to 
find "something common" can become merely empty words-as I think 
they often have in the extensive educational literature that draws from 
Greene's writings on public space. 

To succeed in Arendt and Greene's larger project of freedom, I think we 
must find a balance between Greene's desire to blur or break boundaries 
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and Arendt's tendency to create them. We must learn to map out the limits 
and possibilities of particular approaches to action, as Arendt has with hers, 
at the same time as we acknowledge the limitations of any such effort. We 
must build multiple "banisters," while heeding Arendt when she notes 
elsewhere that we must, in the end, live "without banisters" in a world 
without certainty, where, despite our best intentions, actions often turn to 

tragedy as soon as they leave our hands. Any search for the "nature" of 
freedom or of local, collaborative public action in general is doomed from 
the beginning. Efforts to conceptualize concretely achievable modes of 

empowerment that represent points in a constellation of possible freedoms 
remain crucial, however. 

If they are to be useful at all, theoretical models must always be creatively 
adapted and sometimes even rejected by local actors in local contexts as 

they struggle, at the same time, to create entirely new forms in response to 
their specific needs and situations. While the vision of public action I have 
constructed from Arendt and Greene's writings may partly reflect middle- 
class ways of being-in-the-world, then, it nonetheless represents one pow- 
erful approach to collective action, among many others, for people in any 
context, encouraging us all to ask questions and opening new possibilities 
that might not have occurred to us otherwise. Perspectives like this one can 
continue to serve us as powerful tools in our efforts to understand what it 
means to create more emancipatory schools only if we realize that every 
theoretical project of this kind represents only a single strategy among 
many others, and that each strategy retains complex connections to the 

purposes and contexts from which it arose. 
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