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Political education: consensus on
multiperspectivity
In today’s world, political education without multiperspectivity
is no longer imaginable. However, it has not always been so –
throughout the course of history, political education has served
the pursuance of predetermined perspectives. In Germany the
common acceptance of multiperspectivity was prominently
stated for the first time in 1976:

Three basic principles of political education seem to be
agreed upon:

1. Prohibition to overwhelm. By no means is it allowed to
induce a certain (desirable) opinion to a student and
thereby hinder the ‘forming of an independent judgement.’
The borderline between political education and
indoctrination is located right at this point... 

2. What is controversial in science and politics needs to
come across as controversial in class as well ... as soon as
diverging opinions are ignored, options swept under the
rug, and alternatives not discussed, the line towards
indoctrination has been crossed. Worth consideration, too,
might be the idea of the teacher having a corrective
function; ... present(ing) those perspectives and
alternatives in particular that students ... are not familiar
with, due to their political or social background....

3. The student has to be enabled to analyze a political
situation and their own points of interest, as well as to seek
means and ways of influencing a given state of politics, in
terms of pursuing their own interests. (Wehling, 1977: 179)

This formulation has found its way into political education as
the ‘Beutelsbach Consensus’, a consensus on the legitimacy of
dissent, or, put differently, on the necessity of
multiperspectivity. It is a well-known insight of political
theory that ‘the thing called politics’ would cease to exist
without controversial interpretations. The politic-didactician
Bernhard Sutor described this context in the following words:

Our togetherness becomes a problem and therefore
political, since our diverging interests encounter and need
to be unified in order to assure living together is bearable
... Politics does not mean finding the best factual solution;
that would be the job of particular experts. It rather means
dealing with situations in which contradictory interests
collide and conflict. Much more important than the
question on what is ‘objective’ within political thinking, is
the question on how the people affected and the people
concerned see it. (Sutor, 1992)

The perception of constructivism in the politic-didactics of
recent years has underpinned this point of view, from which
(political) reality might be depicted in an objectively right
way. What we see as an external reality is really the result of
our limited and specialized perception abilities and the
selections and interpretations of these perceptions by our
brain. In this context, all that we interpret as ‘reality’ is our
construction, yet always also a product of social
communication processes and cultural tradition. In the end,
‘political reality’ consists of the interpretations of its
participants. This, however, neither excludes the fact that the
opportunity to express interpretations might be distributed
most unevenly, nor that particular perspectives might be
pursued violently. Similarly, there is no reality of peoples and
nations, of social backgrounds and religious communities, of
interests and institutions that could exist independently from
the interpretations and meanings given to them by
participating and concerned people.

Political irritations: counter-modernity and the
limits of multiperspectivity
The Beutelsbach Consensus was formulated at a time when
political controversy was taking place mainly within the
democratic spectrum. The social-revolutionary impetus of the
student movement had subsided, the terrorist Red Army
Faction in Germany remained a politically isolated fringe
group, and right-wing extremist groups and parties had little
influence. Without being stated, the Beutelsbach Consensus
was an agreement on the reflection of democratic pluralism
within democratic political education.

Since then, the situation has changed drastically, and the
need for an adequate pedagogical approach to multi-
perspectivity has resulted in new problems. The rising German
right-wing extremism of the nineties brought about the
question about potential limits to multiperspectivity. This
question has been answered quite clearly: right-wing extremist
positions are considered external to the spectrum of
perspectives offering equal rights within political education.
This, however, does not exclude political education from
seeking communication with students who argue in a right-
wing extremist way, in an atmosphere free of sanctions.
Political education is neither a form of political propaganda,
nor an auxiliary police.

Especially with regard to the prevention of hostility towards
strangers an emphasis on intercultural and anti-racist learning
and political education has been demanded. In contrast to the
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paternalism of the former ‘foreigner pedagogy’ – which
generally projected the need for learning and change upon the
immigrants rather than on the resident citizens – many recent
concepts of intercultural learning take the legitimate variety of
cultural life styles as the basis for a learning environment that
is both encouraging and enriching to all learners. In their
strictest sense, these concepts proceed on the assumption that
there is decisive relativism of cultures: Intercultural learning
was to be based upon the ‘appreciation of diversity and
equality of cultures’ (Prengel, 1993: 85); any dominance of
‘Western’ cultural ideas is rejected as egocentric.

As logical as such a position may seem at first glance,
political developments of recent years have revealed the
dilemma of right-wing fundamentalism. Political scientist
Thomas Meyer (1989) called all fundamentalism a ‘rebellion
against modernity’. Set against the confusion of modern
societies and their idea of plurality, religious tolerance and
global open-mindedness is the conviction that the individual
group holds the absolute truth within itself; a truth that may
seal itself off from logical reasoning and reflection, for
instance because it alleges Gods revelation. It is the
characteristic of fundamentalism to turn down a
multiperspective worldview for its lack of ideology. The
century-old development towards a modern society has
occasionally been accompanied by forms of ‘counter-
modernity’, by a ‘dark side’ (Beck, 1993) setting up an
assembly point for uneasiness about and resistance against the
processes of modernity. European history especially, with its
National Socialism (NS) and Stalinism, brought about
monstrous terrorist political systems with anti-modern
ideologies, which millions of people fell victim to. Today’s
right-wing extremism, too, may be considered a form of
counter-modernity: as a sort of ‘normal pathology’ it seems to
quite frequently pop up as a side effect of modernity.

What is it that motivates people to turn toward counter-
modernity? Erich Fromm (1990) referred to ‘fear of freedom’
as the essential mainspring for human proneness to NS-
ideologies. Freedom is inevitably linked to a loss of security
and certainty. Historical experience and its manifold forms of
un-freedom have proven this price worthwhile, but that does
not change the fact that intercourse with a world that no
longer knows unquestionable truths and recognizes plurality
bears risks. Modern society’s difficult demand to each of its
members is to link their search for certainty – or their refusal
to search – to an acknowledgement that it is the right of all
other people to have a perspective of their own. In the long
run, the very survival of all human societies in a globalized
world depends on this skill. Thus, multiperspectivity remains
not only an important educational principle but one that will
continue to increase in importance.

Simultaneously, political education and concepts of
intercultural learning need to confront the fact that there are
political-cultural movements that overrule the principle of
multiperspectivity with stressed reference to their own cultural
perspective. This confrontation line shows that the idea of
equality of all cultures by no means sets itself above cultures,

but has itself been deeply seated by culture, namely, by
European modernity since the enlightenment. Those who
plead for equality of all cultures implicitly refer to ideas of
tolerance and provisional truths or, put differently, to the
typical impulses of democracy.

In the end, the dilemma of approaching cultural difference
in cultural conflict situations goes back to the fact that there is
no such thing as a ‘neutral position’ from which to solve such
conflicts in an objective and rightful way. That, of course,
does not mean that one can withdraw from these conflicts. For
education in a globalized world, there is no sound alternative
to the principle of multiperspectivity. Yet, open-mindedness on
cultural variety, and the right of the individual to find his or
her own way within this variety, creates a decisive political
position that will only prove durably successful if that position
is being pleaded for against the very positions refusing open-
mindedness. 

Political education as an incitement to freedom
Multiperspectivity in political education would not make sense
without the principle of political freedom for citizens.
Nevertheless, reflection on different perspectives is
preparation for justified individual political decisions, in view
of different possible alternatives. Freedom is the core concept
of modern democracy, representing the smallest common
denominator that holds pluralist societies together.

Normatively, political education is an incitement to
freedom. It encourages people to live political freedom – for
the success of political actions in independent societies does
not only depend on abilities but also on the courage to put
one’s own mind and common sense to public use. In modern
democracies, where human rights are granted, this appears to
be an easy task – one that is incomparable to the courage it
takes to resist in systems of dictatorship. But those who move
beyond their immediate social surroundings and open
themselves up to the complex public structure of modern
societies will soon have experiences that require quite some
learning, to be productively dealt with. Plurality and cultural
difference confront the individual with the relativity of their
own worldview. Higher authorities defining obligatory truths
no longer exist – political decisions are to be made in
conditions of incomplete and insecure knowledge. Therefore,
difference also implies insecurity, and where the courage to
manage this is lacking, counter-modernity might gain a
foothold.

Political education not only encourages people to live their
political freedom, it also enables them to do so, mediating
competencies that enable people to seize their rights in a self-
assured way and with a chance to succeed. These competencies
are based upon the normative presumption of an orientation
toward the principle of individual political autonomy (and
therefore political freedom). Yet the competencies themselves
are not to be seen as expectations of a certain behaviour, but as
a set of abilities that individuals have free access to, that
become visible through the progress of learning, and that are
open to technical evaluation. The draft by the scientific
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‘Society for Political Didactic and Political Adolescent- and
Adult Education’ (GPJE) on ‘National Education Standards for
the Subject of Political Education at Schools’ states that: ‘It is
part of the qualitative characteristics of political education at
schools that lessons mediate an increase of competency
without limiting the students’ right to form individual political
opinions and judgments.’ (GPJE, 2004:12) Put differently, the
competencies of political education have to be defined in a
way that multiperspectivity (within the democratic spectrum) is
not limited, but opened up. The increase in the students’
competency and performance needs to be described aside from
the content of their views on political controversial issues.

The GPJE draft for National Education Standards, which
has established firm consensus within political didactics,
proceeds from the model of competency below (Fig.1)

The competencies of this model can not be presented in
detail here. The main criterion for the description of growing
competencies is an increase of complexity. This entails, for
instance, reflection upon consequences and side-consequences
of political decisions, relating current events and conflicts to
medium- and long-term problems, and the ability to
increasingly include the results and views of social sciences in
the forming of judgments. In the field of ‘ability to act
politically’, increase in complexity may be pictured as
different levels, ranging from exchanging opinions in face-to-
face interactions to giving a personal or media appearance in
public. It is especially in this field of ‘ability to act politically’
that educational standards are explicitly linked to the approach
of multiperspectivity. The subject should, among other things,
strengthen the ability to

• understand other people’s situations, interests, and ways
of thinking, in terms of changing perspective

• approach cultural-, social- and gender-specific differences
in a reflective manner, which may include tolerance and
open-mindedness, but also critical reflection (GPJE,
2004:17).

The spectrum of methodical ability ranges from the ability to
make presentations and to observe a particular social situation
(in primary schools) up to ‘elaborate a particular aspect in a
social-scientific way’ (ibid. 26) (in upper grammar school).

The terminology of educational standards clearly distances
itself from the traditional understanding of ‘subject matter’.
“Conceptual knowledge of analysis’ refers to basic ideas, ...
analysis of and explanatory models on politics, economics,

society, and law’ (ibid. 14) – thus, to all basic schemes,
scripts, and mental models upon which students construct
their political truth. Therefore, political education is not
primarily about the reproduction of received knowledge, but
about the clarification and reflection of concepts of analysis
that enable interpretations of practical politics:

With regard to defining competence-orientated standards,
this understanding of the term ‘knowledge’ results in, among
other things, the following objective of political education:
‘Seeing the judgment of particular aspects of politics,
economics, society, and law within the context of basic
humane and political ideas, with theories and models of
humane social life; furthermore, using different historic and
current views to develop own ideas in terms of political
thinking’ (ibid. 16). Only if multiperspective political
education reaches this point, will it achieve its core subject
matter and become an invitation to participate in the never-
ending dialogue on the functions and problems of human
social life (cp. Sander, 2001:117).
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Fig 1: Conceptual knowledge of analysis

Ability to form a political opinion Ability to act politically
Analyzing, reflecting, and evaluating political events, Formulating opinions and convictions and appropriately 
problems, and controversies as well as matters of presenting them to others, as well as communicating
economic and social development diplomatically and making compromises

Methodical ability
Independently approaching current political, economic, legal, and social matters, as well as using a variety of methods to deal with
subject-related topics and organizing continued political self-study


