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It’s not their fault.
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Learning Objective

Understand what 
public educators owe
liberal democracy today.
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Our Agenda
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The  Curren t Mom ent

01

Plura lism  vs Populism

02

Naviga ting th is Space
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The Current 
Mom ent

How are  we  d ivided , and  how d ivided  
a re  we?  
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The Current 
Mom ent

Schools have  becom e  a  fron t-line  of the  
“culture war .”

“Parents rights ” has re fram ed public 
educa tion .

Curricu lum  re form  sidelines expertise .

Policy focus has sh ifted  to  surveillance & 
control .

Teachers & schools a re  expected  to  rem ain  
“neutral ”.
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The liberal -democratic paradigm is be ing 
cha llenged  in  countrie s th roughout the  world .

Critics poin t to  the  inhe ren t inconsistencies 
be tween  liberalism and  democracy .

These  tensions a re  p itting pluralism against 
populism.

The  Current 
Mom ent
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Liberalism Dem ocracy

Libe ra l Dem ocracy

Plura lism PopulismLibera l 
Autocracy

Illibe ra l 
Dem ocracy



An ideology that pits “the 
people” in  a  m ora l 
struggle  aga inst “corrup t 
e lite s”. 

Populism

A govern ing approach  tha t em phasizes m any 
groups, shared  ru les, and  negotia ted  
coexistence .

Pluralism

An ideology tha t p its “the  
people” in  a  m ora l 
struggle  aga inst “corrup t 
e lite s”. 

Populism



Pluralism

Agent: 
groups

Goal: the 
common 

good

Obstacle: 
power 

concentra-
tion

Populism

Agent:  
“the 

people”

Goal: the 
public 

interest

Obstacle: 
corrupt 
elites



Pluralism and populism in Canada today
Governments across Canada employ distinct approaches to 
policymaking.  This goes beyond “left” versus “right”.



The Two Paradigms
Pluralism and populism are both liberal democratic ideologies.

Feature Pluralism Populism
Key Agent societal groups (plural) “the people” (singular)
Key Goal the common good:

constructed, contested, evolving
the public interest:
inherent & embodied in the leader

Key Obstacle concentration of power corrupt elites
Democracy decentralized, checks & balances consolidated, majoritarian*
Rights freedoms & obligations

positive rights & groups
differentiated & contingent rights
negative liberties & individuals

Politics means-focused: 
negotiation & consensus

ends-focused: 
conflict & zero-sum

Focus debate, dialogue (paralysis) loss, crisis (impulsiveness)
Outcome greatest good for the greatest number minimum winning coalition



Trade-Offs
What are the upsides and downsides of each?

Responsiveness & Timeliness

Equity & Rights

Capacity & Expertise

Stability & Durability

Innovation

Civic Culture



Policymaking
How do pluralists and populists approach 
the policymaking process differently?



Marland and Wesley, 
Public Servant’s Guide to

Government in Canada (2025)



Different Approaches to Policymaking

Voices that 
matter

Sources of 
legitimacy Conflict Bureaucracy’s 

role

Evidence that 
matters Engagement Accountability Implementation



How do pluralists and populists differ in terms of their priorities?

What matters most?

Platform Commitments

Provincial & National Unity

Institutional Forbearance

Ideology

Public Opinion

Pluralists







How do pluralists and populists differ in terms of their priorities?

What matters most?

Pluralists
Maintaining the Majority*

Maintaining Party Unity

Populists

socons

libertarians

separatists blue tories

moderates

Platform Commitments

Provincial & National Unity

Institutional Forbearance

Ideology

Public Opinion



What do public schools owe democracy?

NEUTRALITY IS NOT AN OPTION
• Schools should be non-partisan. And committed to pluralism.
• Public education is a pillar of liberal democracy. It must remain firm.

EDUCATING DEMOCRATIC CITIZENS
• Return to basics. We cannot take pluralism for granted.
• Teach the “why”.  Explain the virtues and risks of our institutions.

DIALOGUE ACROSS DIFFERENCE
• Focus on empathy. Seek first to understand, then persuade.
• Pluralism isn’t agreement.  It’s engaging division.





His name on the School reflects a conviction that universities should develop 
leaders for the public good, not just credential graduates.

Lou gh eed’s  v is ion .

u a b.ca /p lspd
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The  Curren t 
Mom ent

Plura lism  vs 
Populism

Naviga ting 
th is Space

Takeaways
What sticks with  you?
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