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The recent US election and Brexit have created major upheavals in many of the 

assumptions that social scientists, worldwide, have held in recent years about a steady 

transition to pluralism, globalization and democracy.  These developments in the US 

and UK are echoed also in many other nations that have experienced populist 

‘surprises’ – not all of them from the ‘Right’.  The general picture suggests 

widespread disillusion with and resistance to the conventional political structures and 

parties and the appeal of the marginal or maverick.  The liberal educated public often 

seems distressed at these developments and anxious about the possible implications 

for democratic values especially regarding diversity.  Those who are responsible for 

research and analysis are further embarrassed by their (apparent) failure to predict – 

or understand – these developments.  Emerging are re-evaluations of how groups have 

positioned themselves vis à vis those who are perceived to be the ‘dominant’ opinion 

holders, and also, vis à vis groups who are seen to be privileged unfairly by such 

dominant policies in attempts to reduce economic and social inequality – the ‘left 

behind’.  This has been a ‘hidden’ positioning, now made visible.  However, we need 

also to recognize how the dominant liberal perspective has positioned a) opinion 

leaders b) public opinion among privileged groups c) public opinion among 

marginalized groups, including both those traditionally subject to discrimination and 

those who saw themselves as ‘majority’ members.  For example, educational policies 

regarding diversity have assumed a generally favorable climate towards globalization, 

managing diversity and anti-discrimination and have generated programs to facilitate 

this.  The paper will present some examples of these manifestations of positioning 

from different cultural contexts. 

 

The paper will address these issues within a theoretical framework which locates the 

processes of positioning within cultural narratives and dialogic interactions.  This 

model draws from Bakhtin, Vygotsky, Hermans, Bruner and Habermas and Billig.  Its 

assumptions are that we should understand positioning as the dialectical product of 

individual meaning-making, dialogic co-construction of meaning, and drawing upon 

the culturally-available resources of narratives, discourses and metaphors.  This 

model recognizes the fluidity of positioning and the extent to which in any context, 

there may be parallel and coexisting ‘positionings’, in addition to the negotiation of 

changing power relationships and consequent definitions of meaning and 

interpretation.  Foucauldian discourse analysis (FDA) deconstructs communications 



into discursive objects, discourses, illocutionary actions, positioning, implications for 

possible future action, and for subjective experience.  In this framework, positioning 

is part of what an invoked discourse does, makes possible, or enacts.  The emphasis is 

therefore as much on the underlying narrative, metaphor or explanation and what it 

implies, as on the actual acts of positioning and negotiation of whose, and what, 

meanings are entitled.  Hence, central is the exploration of the cultural discourses that 

are invoked in the process of positioning, and how these are managed both in 

individual meaning making and in the negotiation of positioning through dialogic 

interactions. 

 

I have explored the above particularly in relation to civic identity and the processes 

involved in becoming engaged in civic participation.  ‘Identity’ comprises how one 

defines oneself as a civic agent and as a member of social groups that have ‘civic’ 

implications.  It is an active and ongoing process.  Necessary elements to be 

addressed in analysis are narrative, positioning and efficacy.  The narratives that fuel 

identity are evident in the stories, values, justifications and explanations that the 

individual invokes in making sense, whether individually or in dialogue.  An 

observation of this process makes immediately evident first, what is available for 

meaning-making within a cultural context, second, what is validated (or not) within 

that context, and third, what the options are for action – and what is excluded.  These 

narratives and discourses also provide scripts for agency, accounts of what comprises 

efficacy, and a picture of the institutional structures which facilitate or inhibit agency 

and efficacy.  Narratives are rich in positioning – the agent, his or her group, the 

‘others’ who define the ingroup by their difference, the appropriate relations with 

persons, groups and institutions that lay the foundation for one’s civic and personal 

identity.   

 

I, students and colleagues  have explored these processes and this framework in 

relation to civic identity and engagement with Chinese adolescents and teachers, 

South African young people at the time of Mandela’s release, US youth in the context 

of civil rights, Spanish and Mexican young people’s narratives of history.  For the 

purposes of the current paper, I will explore the model in relation to textual materials 

around the political events.  A major feature of the rise of populism that I refer to is 

the emergence of new narratives, some of which are counter-narratives to the 



prevailing ‘liberal’ assumptions and some of which have been ‘hidden’ narratives and 

discourses that have been ‘normalized’ and made acceptable in the light of the 

challenges to the orthodoxies of liberalism, pluralism and globalization.  My analysis 

will spell out the shifting positionings reflected in these narratives and discourses, and 

will explore how such shifting positionings have implications for both explanations of 

civic identities, and for programs designed to affect public opinion.  I will also 

consider their very considerable implications for educational policy. 

 

I write this summary a week before Trump’s Inauguration and in the midst of Brexit 

negotiations.  I plan to track the changing and emerging discourses and positionings  

following Trump’s first months in office, as reflected in media and public discussion. 

 

 

 

 


