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Foreword


The question of method in philosophy is a vexed one, and for good reason. 
Empirical research into education constructs its research questions and then 
determines the best means to find answers to them; and sometimes the methods 
that are available, or those in which the researcher is adept, determine the kinds 
of questions that can be asked. In philosophy too there can be this fit, and 
sometimes philosophy is none the worse for this. But one does not go far in 
philosophy without realising that one has embarked on an on-going 
engagement with the literature, and the consequences of this are multiple: the 
presuppositions one brings to the enquiry are challenged, the questions with 
which one starts change their shape, and whatever one might have thought of 
as one’s method becomes caught up in the substance of one’s research interest. 
Sometimes content and method are one. This is found most obviously to be the 
case when we examine the words we use, for surely language is the very stuff of 
the philosopher’s work, messily entangled, as it is, with the conceptual clarity, 
perspicuity or theoretical alignments we seek to achieve, and inseparable, as we 
can scarcely deny, from the practical purchase the enquiry yields. Philosophers, 
then, are rightly wary of being too quick to explicate their methods. 

Yet this is something philosophers are now commonly asked to do. This is 
most plainly the case in the context of applications for funding, where a box 
asking for a stipulation of ‘the research methods to be used’ remains to be 
filled. But it is there also in a more pervasive way where the politics of 
educational organisations requires the case for a subject’s importance to be 
made in terms not so much of its realm of enquiry, the distinct modes of its 
understanding, but of its particular methodological expertise. Philosophers 
can easily feel that they are caught in a game they do not wish to play. 

By contrast, however, a different response is possible: it is not as if there is 
nothing to be said about what philosophers do. Nor is it erroneous to talk of 
the different methods they employ. And for anyone new to philosophical 
enquiry—for anyone, for example, on a research methods course in 
Education or social science—there is much that can be said about the 
different ways one might go about philosophical research into education. 
Experienced philosophers too should be sensitised to the benefit that 
reflection on such matters can bring. Insight into this variety of approaches 
is not only practically useful: it also opens possibilities of thought that 
otherwise escape the agenda of research. And in the end these release the 
kinds of enquiry into education that answer to the demands of practice in 
unparalleled ways. Hence, there is every reason to attempt some kind of 
examination of what philosophers of education do and how they do it. 



x Foreword 

The collection of essays that follows was the brainchild of Claudia 
Ruitenberg, and she is to be congratulated for her perception of the need that 
the above paragraphs identify and for her creativity in imagining the kinds of 
account that might answer to that need. In the introduction that follows, she 
explains more fully, and in a more personal vein, the thinking and the context 
that brought the child to life, as well as offering an indication of the substance 
of the chapters that ensue. Her conscientious and skilful editing has 
contributed greatly to the coherence and focus of this volume. Claudia 
Ruitenberg and her contributors have made a multi-faceted and practical 
contribution to the philosophical study of education. Given the complex and 
in some ways controversial nature of the task, this is no mean feat. 

Paul Standish 



1 
Introduction: The Question of Method in 
Philosophy of Education 

CLAUDIA RUITENBERG 

It is possible to raise and solve philosophical problems with no very clear 
idea of what philosophy is, what it is trying to do, and how it can best do it; 
but no great progress can be made until these questions have been asked 
and some answer to them given. 

(Collingwood, 2005, p. 1) 

In a graduate seminar I taught in the spring of 2009 twenty students used and 
in effect brought into being in concrete ways a range of philosophical research 
methods. By telling the students we would study philosophical research 
methods, I had engaged in a very deliberate performative speech act that 
sought to bring about what it seemed to describe. When I say the students 
‘brought philosophical research methods into being’, I do not mean that they 
invented or created new methods, but rather that by naming their ways of 
thinking and writing as philosophical research methods, they made these 
ways of thinking and writing available for explicit consideration. The work of 
philosophers of education and philosophers more generally has not been 
without method, but this has not commonly been taught under the term 
‘research methods’.1 

My choice of the term ‘philosophical research methods in education’ 
for the course was based on a pragmatic recognition of the omnipresence 
and weight of the term ‘research’ in universities across the English-speaking 
world. The university at which I work—like many other universities—identifies 
itself as ‘research-intensive’, and its faculty are evaluated on their contributions 
to ‘research’. In the UK, the Research Assessment Exercise is called just 
that, the Research Assessment Exercise, and scholarly work that is not 
labelled ‘research’ is not counted. Although philosophers of education may be 
more comfortable thinking of their work as ‘scholarship’ or ‘inquiry’ 
rather than ‘research’, the discourse of ‘research’ is so pervasive that it 
has seemed to me prudent to examine and explain, rather than to deny, the 
research aspects of our work. In this I felt supported by the American 
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Philosophical Association, which has adopted the following statement on the 
profession: 

‘Research’ has come to be employed in contemporary academic life as a 
generic term referring to forms of inquiry pursued in all the many 
disciplines, from the natural sciences to the humanities. In this broad sense 
of the term philosophers have been engaged in research throughout the 
entire history of philosophy, and continue to be so engaged today, together 
with their scientific and humanistic colleagues in the many other disciplines 
descended from philosophy in which the degree of Doctor of Philosophy is 
still granted. (American Philosophical Association, 1996) 

But even if the idea of philosophy as research is palatable, what about method? 
Does this volume cave in to what Richard Rorty has called ‘methodolatry’, the 
uncritical worship of method (Rorty, 1999, p. xxi)?2 I would like to think it 
does not, and one reason for that is that it employs a much broader conception 
of method than its Baconian conception as technique that ‘can be applied 
reliably irrespective of the talent of the researcher’ (Smith, 2006, p. 157). 
‘Methods’ in this volume refers to the various ways and modes in which 
philosophers of education think, read, write, speak and listen, that make their 
work systematic, purposeful and responsive to past and present philosophical 
and educational concerns and conversations. 

The impetus for this volume is the fact that many philosophers of education 
work not, or not only, in departments of philosophy but in faculties and schools 
of education. Research methods courses are uncommon in departments of 
philosophy where it is assumed that students learn to read and write philosophy 
by, well, reading and writing philosophy. Faculties and schools of education, 
however, are interdisciplinary environments where students generally do not 
have the same experience of being immersed in philosophical discourse. 
Moreover, education is commonly seen as a social science, rather than as a field 
of theories, policies and practices that can be approached in a variety of ways, 
with perspectives from the natural and social sciences as well as the humanities. 
One of the consequences is that philosophers of education are expected to be 
able to answer questions about their methods just as their social science 
colleagues do. Whether due to ‘physics envy’ or not, there seems to be a 
heightened concern with research methods in the social sciences. In addition, in 
faculties and schools of education, which may already suffer from ‘status 
anxiety’ in the academy, the desire to have one’s work be regarded as sufficiently 
scientific can lead to an even greater emphasis on the articulation of methods. 

The challenge, as I see it, is for philosophers of education to talk about their 
research methods without submitting to the paradigms and expectations of the 
social sciences—especially the emphasis on ‘data’, technique and the tripartite 
breakdown of method into data gathering, data analysis and data representa
tion. Without succumbing to the anxious concern with method to which I 
referred above, how might philosophical work be articulated on its own, that is, 



Introduction 3 

philosophical, terms? How might we describe with precision and specificity the 
types of thinking and writing, of analysis, questioning, critique, interpretation 
and so on that philosophers of education engage in? What are our modes of 
thought and discursive operations? 

The present collection complements two special issues of the Journal of 
Philosophy of Education published in 2006, entitled Philosophy, Methodology 
and Educational Research. These special issues focused largely on philosophy (or 
philosophies) of research in the face of empiricist tendencies and threats. This 
volume focuses not on philosophy of research but philosophy as research—a 
possibility included in Bridges and Smith’s (2006) introduction to the first of the 
two special issues (p. 131) but not elaborated in detail. The essays in the current 
volume are not critiques of lack of philosophical self-awareness and solid 
conceptual frameworks in educational research, nor do they take on ‘data
driven’ or ‘evidence-based’ policy discourses. Rather, they provide articulations 
of particular modes of philosophical thinking, reading and writing that are of 
value for the elucidation or critique of educational questions. 

WHAT IS TO BE GAINED? WHAT IS TO BE LOST? 

I introduce this collection of essays with excitement, but also with some 
hesitation. Even if the project does not fall victim to ‘methodolatry’, might there 
be drawbacks to a focus on method in philosophy of education? An oft-heard 
objection by philosophers of education to requests for, for example, abstracts or 
keywords prior to the completion of an article is that they don’t know what they’ll 
write until they’ve written it. Likewise, ‘selecting’ a method or set of methods 
prior to actually using them in philosophical research is problematic. Although 
some philosophers of education may be able to articulate a particular operation— 
say the analytic differentiation of a concept from related yet distinct concepts— 
before approaching a new philosophical quandary, many others are able to 
identify their methods only in retrospect. This, however, need not be an 
insurmountable problem. The order in which a text is presented to the reader 
hardly ever represents the order in which the ideas were formed and the text was 
written. More importantly: the intentions of the author—methodological or 
otherwise—cannot contain the effects of the text. Jacques Derrida has observed 
that the foreword is ‘essential’ but also disingenuous, as it gives the impression 
that it was written before the rest of the text while it was more than likely written 
afterwards, and bound to fail, as it indicates the central theme or thesis that is 
presented in the text but cannot control what the reader will emphasise or de
emphasise in her or his reading: 

From the viewpoint of the fore-word, which recreates an intention-to-say after 
the fact, the text exists as something written—a past—which, under the false 
appearance of a present, a hidden omnipotent author (in full mastery of his 
product) is presenting to the reader as his future. . . . This is an essential and 
ludicrous operation: not only because writing as such does not consist in any of 
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these tenses (present, past or future insofar as they are all modified presents); 
not only because such an operation would confine itself to the discursive effects 
of an intention-to-mean, but because, in pointing out a single thematic nucleus 
or a single guiding thesis, it would cancel out the textual displacement that is at 
work ‘here’. (Derrida, 2004, pp. 6–7) 

If philosophers of education believed that announcing a methodological 
nucleus or guiding methodology before the ‘work itself’ could contain the 
displacements the text incurs, we would similarly be mistaken. Philosophers 
of education may make explicit in what ways they have analysed a certain 
concept or critiqued an idea, but their readers may discern other, perhaps 
even more powerful, discursive operations at work in the text. If we keep the 
necessarily self-limiting nature of methodological delimitation in mind, 
however, and accept that the prefatory methodological statements required in 
certain professional communications (such as grant applications) are a ‘false 
appearance’, then I believe that we stand to gain from the methodological 
reflection these falsely prefatory statements can encourage. 

A second concern philosophers of education may have is that research 
methods in philosophy of education cannot be divorced from content. It may 
be all well and good to study the design of questionnaires or the coding of 
interview transcripts as methods, these hypothetical objectors will argue, but 
this is not how thinking and writing in philosophy of education proceed. But if 
this is the concern, I wonder if we have grown a little too fond of our status as 
‘research outsiders’ to recognise our similarities with other kinds of research. 
After all, good researchers do not select a method irrespective of their object of 
inquiry or theoretical framework. In good research, the methods have to be 
understood within a methodology or theory of method, and this needs to be 
congruent with the theoretical framework of the study, which in turn has to be 
pertinent to the research question. 

Methodological statements about philosophy of education can perhaps be 
understood by analogy to artists’ statements about their work. Artists’ 
primary concern is to make art, yet most art academies also teach their 
students to communicate about their work through the medium of the artist’s 
statement. It can be argued that the artist’s explanation of what he or she has 
done and why does not enhance the work itself and may actually detract from 
it; at the same time, many viewers, especially those not expert in the particular 
discipline, appreciate the additional information or perspective the artist’s 
statement provides. Derrida notes that works of art, erga, are surrounded by 
many parerga, a term he borrows from Immanuel Kant and that denotes 
elements that surround but are not, strictly speaking, part of a work of art, 
such as the artist’s statement but also the frame, title and signature (Derrida, 
1987). As I have written elsewhere (Ruitenberg, 2009), Derrida discusses the 
supplementary functioning of parerga. They are outside the work but at the 
same time contest the borders of the work and what can be counted as inside 
and outside of it: ‘I do not know what is essential and what is accessory in a 
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work. And above all I do not know what this thing is, that is neither essential 
nor accessory, neither proper nor improper . . ., for example the frame’ 
(Derrida, 1987, p. 63). The artist’s statement is neither essential nor accessory 
to the work of art itself; it supplements the work. At first glance, a supplement 
is an addition, but Derrida observes that ‘the supplement supplements. It 
adds only to replace. It intervenes or insinuates itself in-the-place-of; if it fills, 
it is as if one fills a void’ (Derrida, 1976, p. 145). The supplement is both 
complementary and compensatory (suppléant); it is not merely something that 
can be removed as easily as it was added but rather something that ‘instills 
itself as a natural part of that which it supplements’ (Bingham, 2002, p. 269). 
Although the ‘work itself’ is considered complete, once it has been 
supplemented with an artist’s statement, this statement completes the work 
and, if removed, it will leave the work incomplete. The methodological 
commentaries that were invited as part of the chapters in this volume function 
perhaps as supplements to the ‘real work’ of philosophy of education. 
Although philosophy of education was considered sufficient unto itself, once 
methodological statements are added and readers grow used to such 
statements—in the way that art audiences have grown accustomed to artist’s 
statements—their absence may be perceived as a lack in ‘the work itself’. The 
point is not that this is either desirable or undesirable: it is just that it is a 
possibility. 

There are, then, reasons for misgivings about the present project, and it 
would perhaps have been rash to have embarked upon it without considering 
these. Once these questions of philosophical method are broached, however, 
they generate real excitement. This was evident in my graduate seminar, it has 
been evident in conversations I have had with colleagues about the sub
ject, and it is there to be seen in the various contributions to this collection. As a 
result, I believe now more strongly than when I started this process that there is 
something to be gained from an explication of philosophical work in 
methodological terms. So what did my students do? To give just two examples: 
Stefan Honisch, a trained pianist and composer, conducted a phenomenological 
inquiry into the lived experience of playing the piano. Through a stripping away 
of what he knew about playing the piano, he came to pay attention to his 
corporeal consciousness of the movement of his arms, the weight of his fingers 
and the sensation of his breath. This type of inquiry, he noted, is valuable but 
rare: 

The embodied connection to sound is attenuated too often in Western art 
music’s (admittedly necessary) emphasis on technical fluency, stylistic 
propriety, and the general cultivation of perfection . . . In observing my 
teachers and other pianists whom I admire, I focused on replicating the 
appearance of their gestures and failed to ask what their bodily experience 
of those gestures might be—all the more troubling given that, as a musician 
with a physical impairment, my embodied connection to music was likely 
considerably different from their own. (Honisch, 2009) 



6 C. Ruitenberg 

A second example comes from Lian Beveridge, who examined how children’s 
picture books multiply the hermeneutic circles between reader and text, as both 
reader (child and adult) and text (words and images) are doubled. Analysing the 
ways in which text and image can reinforce or contradict each other, the ways in 
which the adult mediates the picture book, and the ways in which the book as 
read by the adult reinforces or contradicts the book as seen by the child, all 
helped her clarify the complex conditions of interpreting children’s picture 
books. Such clarification is helpful, she argues, because: 

[c]hildren’s literature is generally understood as an educational tool, 
teaching moral lessons, literacy, and how to engage in literary meaning 
making, among other things. Therefore, picture books can be reluctant to 
open themselves up to the play of meaning between text and reader, as they 
have a strong investment in a particular reading. (Beveridge, 2009) 

These then were some of the inspired ways in which my students used phi
losophical methods in their research. I suspect methodological reflection on 
philosophical work was as uncommon for many of the contributors 
to this volume as it was for my students, and I sensed many a raised 
eyebrow on the other side of the correspondence I carried on with them about 
the unusual task I asked them to engage in. So let me say something about 
what the contributors have written about and how this collection is organised. 

THIS VOLUME 

The contributors to this volume demonstrate and explicate a wide—although, 
of course, not comprehensive—range of philosophical methods. The 
contributors work in Finland, Cyprus, Canada and the United Kingdom 
and draw on philosophical work that ranges from Plato to Hannah Arendt 
and from Israel Scheffler to Jacques Derrida (to name just a few). The 
collection is organised not by region or tradition but begins with essays that 
outline more recognisable methods and moves increasingly into terrain that is 
methodologically less usual. The first piece is by Katariina Holma, who has 
undertaken a retrospective reflection on a research project that entailed an 
analysis of the philosophical debate between Nelson Goodman and Israel 
Scheffler on constructivism and realism. Her chapter provides a peek behind 
the curtain of a piece of Anglo-analytic research focused on both analysis and 
synthesis and gives a detailed account of the many rounds of reading, 
categorising, and rethinking that were involved. In ‘‘‘Anything You Can Do I 
Can Do Better’’: Arguing Across Paradigms in Philosophy of Education’, 
Daniel Vokey uses dialectical argument of the kind elaborated by Alasdair 
MacIntyre to compare and analyse the relative merits of two competing 
approaches to teaching professional ethics. The common argumentative 
mechanisms of opposing, comparing and evaluating are made uncommonly 
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visible here. Michael Bonnett offers a phenomenological commentary on 
recent work in which the nature of selfhood and subjectivity in education is at 
stake. He argues that the structural and abstract claims in such work do not 
necessarily hold up when tested against the rich and varied lived experiences 
of those actually involved in education. Bonnett’s chapter combines 
phenomenological inquiry with critique and argument, thus illustrating how 
philosophers of education rarely use just one ‘method’. 

Andrew Davis’s ‘Examples as Method? My Attempts to Understand 
Assessment and Fairness (in the Spirit of the Later Wittgenstein)’ shows an 
analysis of issues pertaining to assessment and fairness in a variety 
of educational settings. Davis’s concern is with the role of examples in 
philosophical writing, and rather than seeing them as illustrations in a more 
general and linear argument, he uses them in this analysis to argue from the 
ground up, from the specific and complex to the more general. This chapter 
also illustrates how different genres of writing—in this case the addition of a 
‘Brechtian’ voice that addresses the reader directly—are part of the 
philosophical repertoire. Gert Biesta, in ‘Witnessing Deconstruction in 
Education: Why Quasi-Transcendentalism Matters’, explains why decon
struction, in the Derridean tradition, cannot be understood or used as a 
method and argues that, instead, we must attempt to ‘witness’ deconstruction 
as it occurs. While ‘witnessing’ may be an uncommon term to include among 
the more common descriptors of what philosophers of education do and how 
they do it—such as analysing, questioning, arguing and interpreting—Biesta 
argues compellingly that witnessing the event of deconstruction in education 
opens up an ethico-political register that exposes education to newness. 

Charles Bingham distills a method from his own work and the work of 
Jacques Ranciè re and names it ‘presumptive tautology’. Having named a new 
method, he also raises provocative questions about what it means to operate 
with such a ‘named’ method, and how the name can be understood literally as 
well as metaphorically. In ‘Distance and Defamiliarisation: Translation as 
Philosophical Method’, I propose thinking of translation, both in the 
interlinguistic and interdiscursive sense, as one of the methods philosophers 
use. Translation can be said to be the ‘philosophical condition’ that prevents 
self-presence in all thought, but it can also be used more deliberately to shift a 
concept or text into a new linguistic or discursive environment where it raises 
new questions. Like ‘witnessing’ and ‘presumptive tautology’, ‘translating’ does 
not refer to a new method but is proposed as a new term to help philosophers of 
education think in more fine-grained ways about their work. 

The final two pieces demonstrate methods and ‘talk back’ to the 
assignment of attending to philosophical research methods. Richard Smith 
in ‘Between the Lines: Philosophy, Text and Conversation’ provides us with a 
provocative dialogue, a fictionalised seminar that both demonstrates and 
troubles distinctions between speech and writing, between teaching methods 
and research methods, and between systematic and edifying philosophy. In 
‘Method, Philosophy of Education and the Sphere of the Practico-Inert’, 
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Marianna Papastephanou incites philosophers of education to, as it were, 
become less dependent as philosophical importers and more confident as 
philosophical exporters. Calling into question the assumed subject and object 
connected by the genitive ‘of’ in ‘philosophy of education’, she argues that, 
while the transfer of more general philosophical categories and concepts to 
education is not without value, philosophers of education stand to gain from 
revaluing the singularity and everydayness of education and its disruption of 
philosophy. 

To respond to R. G. Collingwood: I am not sure if ‘great progress’ can or 
should be made now that questions of method in philosophy of education 
have been asked and some answers to them given. I do believe, however, that 
greater methodological awareness can improve both the aim and communic

ability of philosophy of education. Moreover, it encourages reflection on the 
rich methodological inheritance that philosophical traditions have left us but 
that is easily ignored. As two of the fictionalised students in Richard Smith’s 
contribution to this volume demonstrate: 

Anna: Descartes? Why Descartes? 
Aisha: His Discourse is the Discourse on Method, Anna. On method. 
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NOTES 

1. There has been little recent work that explicitly addresses philosophy of education in 
explicit methodological terms, but Frieda Heyting, Dieter Lenzen and John White’s 
edited book Methods in Philosophy of Education is a notable exception. This edited 
collection stems from a symposium on methodological issues in philosophy of education, 
held in Amsterdam in 1998. With objectives similar to those of this volume, the 
symposium organisers and book editors sought to examine what philosophers of 
education do, to ask them to demonstrate the ‘methods of working’ of certain 
approaches, and to use this for the facilitation of ‘the training of new researchers in the 
field’ (Heyting, Lenzen and White, 2001, p. xi). 

2. The term ‘methodolatry’ was used earlier in psychology by Rollo May (1958) and David 
Bakan (1967) to protest a similar ‘reductionist confusion [of research] with a particular 
methodology’ (Leitner and Phillips, 2003, p. 162). 



9 Introduction 

REFERENCES 

American Philosophical Association (1996) Statements on the Profession: Research in 
Philosophy. Online at http://www.apaonline.org/governance/statements/research.aspx 
(accessed 7 April 2009). 

Beveridge, L. (2009) How to Read a Picturebook: A Hermeneutic Model, unpublished 
manuscript. 

Bingham, C. (2002) I Am the Missing Pages of the Text I Teach: Gadamer and Derrida on 
Teacher Authority, in: S. Rice (ed.) Philosophy of Education 2001 (Urbana, IL, 
Philosophy of Education Society), pp. 265–72. 

Bridges, D. and Smith, R. (2006) Philosophy, Methodology and Educational Research: 
Introduction, Journal of Philosophy of Education, 40.2, pp. 131–35. 

Collingwood, R. G. (2005) [1933] An Essay on Philosophical Method (revised edn.) (Oxford, 
Clarendon Press). 

Derrida, J. (1976) [1967] Of Grammatology, G. C. Spivak, trans. (Baltimore, MD, The Johns 
Hopkins University Press). 

Derrida, J. (1987) [1978] The Truth in Painting, G. Bennington and I. McLeod, trans. 
(Chicago, The University of Chicago Press). 

Derrida, J. (2004) [1972] Dissemination, B. Johnson, trans. (New York, Continuum). 
Heyting, F., Lenzen, D. and White, J. (2001) Methods in Philosophy of Education (New 

York, Routledge). 
Honisch, S. (2009) For Now We Hear Through an Instrument, Dimly: A Phenomenological 

Experience of Musicking, unpublished manuscript. 
Leitner, L. M. and Phillips, S. N. (2003) The Immovable Object Versus the Irresistible Force: 

Problems and Opportunities for Humanistic Psychology, Journal of Humanistic 
Psychology, 43.3, pp. 156–73. 

Rorty, R. (1999) Philosophy and Social Hope (London, Penguin).

Ruitenberg, C. W. (2009) The Hors D’Oeuvre in a Teacher Education Course (Response to


M. Manson), in: R. Glass (ed.) Philosophy of Education 2008 (Urbana, IL, Philosophy 
of Education Society), pp. 314–17. 

Smith, R. (2006) As if by Machinery: The Levelling of Educational Research,	Journal of 
Philosophy of Education, 40.2, pp. 157–68. 

http://www.apaonline.org/governance/statements/research.aspx


2 
The Strict Analysis and the Open 
Discussion 

KATARIINA HOLMA 

INTRODUCTION 

One advantage of philosophical research in education is its potential to bridge 
the gap between the extremes of theory and practice. One particular problem 
today in pursuing educational research is that, while the scope of education is 
as wide as human civilisation itself, the practice of academic research has 
tended to become more and more specialised. When particular, often 
narrowly focused research projects are evaluated by the criteria of measurable 
exactness and effectiveness, there is the danger of losing sight of the wider 
context of the phenomenon under study. This development implies an 
overemphasis on the gathering of research data without sufficient attention to 
their interpretation and implications. 

Philosophy is an academic discipline specialised in analysing and under
standing the wider processes of the constructing of theories, questioning their 
hidden background premises, and revealing and examining the values 
affecting academic—as well as other—human practices. Furthermore, the 
perennial philosophical questions have straightforward connections to the 
world of education: for example the ethical questions of responsibility and 
humanity, as well as the epistemological questions of knowledge and its 
justification cannot be escaped in educational thinking. Philosophy of science, 
for its part, has an important role in evaluating the background theories of 
educational research. In my view, a philosophical approach is of great value 
in the broad and multidimensional field of educational research and practice. 

In 2004 I published an article entitled ‘Plurealism and Education: Israel 
Scheffler’s Synthesis and its Presumable Educational Implications’ (Holma, 
2004). In this article I discussed, from an educational point of view, the 
philosophical debate on constructivism and realism conducted by two 
Harvard scholars, Nelson Goodman and Israel Scheffler, and especially 
Israel Scheffler’s subsequent synthesis of this debate. The idea to investigate 
this topic derived from my observation that, although there was an ongoing 
conversation on constructivism and realism in educational philosophy, the 
insights of this Harvard debate were not exploited in this conversation. 
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In the present essay, I will focus on the methodological issues I confronted 
in this research project. Although I will approach the theme through this 
particular project, I assume that my concerns have much in common with 
other research projects in the same general area. The basic challenge of 
combining philosophical ways of analysing and arguing with the dialogical 
and pluralist way of thinking—which is certainly needed in educational 
research—relates this particular project to the wider concerns of philosophy 
of education. 

In methodological terms, the crucial feature of my approach is an emphasis 
on the role of a thoroughgoing process of analysis and synthesis. I stress the 
significance of a deep understanding of the concepts, arguments, and ideas of 
the explored topic before entering into the dialogical, critical or supplemen

tary part of the research. The process of disassembling and reassembling (i.e. 
the philosophical reconstruction) is, as I have experienced it, the way of 
gaining access to a new, more profound understanding of the issue, and it 
thus creates possibilities for achieving the researcher’s own philosophical 
perspectives and insights on the topic under consideration. 

In the following, I will first present the process of philosophical 
reconstruction as it developed in my research project on ‘plurealism’, a term 
coined by Scheffler, on which I shall elaborate below. I will then consider the 
issues related to the dialogical approach necessary in educational research. 

PHILOSOPHICAL RECONSTRUCTION 

My own experience as a student-in-training upon entering the Anglo-

American philosophical tradition is that a strong emphasis is given to the 
rules of argument.1 Although the books on philosophical research methods 
happened to mention that, before one’s own criticism and argumentation is 
implemented, it is important to sympathetically explore and understand the 
philosopher under study (for example, Rosenberg, 1984, p. 95), the concrete 
methodological steps that could show the way to achieving this under
standing, and thus develop the ability needed for participation in academic 
philosophy, were not so often clearly explicated. ‘I have again reached the 
limits of what is teachable’ (Rosenberg, 1984, p. 96), as I recall Jay F. 
Rosenberg repeating in one of the course books of my undergraduate studies 
in philosophy. 

Like many others (for example Fisher, 1988), Rosenberg concentrates on 
the rules of valid argumentation, then touches slightly on the ‘six ways to read 
a philosopher’, where he rather soon reaches ‘the limits of the teachable’. I am 
not denying that in philosophical research, or in academic research and 
realisation in general, there are components that cannot be taught. However, 
I believe that many students—as well as researchers—of philosophy could 
benefit from simple methodological procedures as tools for achieving new 
levels of understanding and argumentation. In this particular case, this 
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methodological tool was systematic textual analysis. This method, as far as I 
know, is quite widely used in the tradition of Continental philosophy, but it is 
not as often stressed as a useful methodological tool also for an analytically 
oriented philosopher.2 

The process of analysis and synthesis, or philosophical reconstruction,3 is 
thus what I aim to explicate in this section. Roughly speaking, this process of 
reconstruction seeks: (1) to understand the concepts as they are used in this 
particular context, (2) to clarify the interconnections of these concepts, and 
finally, (3) to reconstruct the text for understanding and interpreting it from a 
new perspective. 

The principal idea in this part of the research is to read the explored texts 
with the aim of understanding the author’s thinking as such. Thus, this phase of 
research is not meant for the researcher’s own criticism, argumentation, or any 
kind of application, but rather for capturing the thinking of this unique subject 
of interest as a whole. Richard Rorty, for example, speaks of ‘historical 
reconstruction’, which seeks to describe the views of the studied philosopher in 
her or his own terms, rather than those of the researcher (Rorty, 1984, p. 50). 
Moreover, Juhani Jussila, Kaisu Montonen and Kari E. Nurmi speak of 
‘immanent analysis’, by which they refer to the researcher’s special commitment 
to pursue understanding the wholeness of meaning, intrinsic to the texts being 
explored (Jussila, Montonen and Nurmi, 1989, pp. 198–200). In the three 
following sections, I will describe the practical steps in implementing the 
process of reconstruction. 

INITIAL OPTIONS AND DECISIONS 

Before reaching the point of exact philosophical analysis on a particular 
theme, there are many significant choices the researcher must make first. The 
choices related to the topic, perspective, demarcation and limitation are 
decisive for successful philosophical research and should thus be made by a 
process of conscious reflection. 

In the beginning, there must be some exceptional feature or attribute that 
brings a particular theme to a researcher’s attention. At the time I wrote my 
Master’s thesis on rationality and education in the philosophy of Israel 
Scheffler, for example, there was a pivotal episode. In light of Scheffler’s texts, 
I had come to the conception that Scheffler was both committed to 
ontological realism and ultimately very much of the same mind as his 
Harvard colleague Nelson Goodman. Then, one day, I happened to read 
about Goodman’s radical disagreement with any version of realism. 

As an insecure graduate student, my first thought was that I must somehow 
have misinterpreted Scheffler. Now unfolding in my mind was the twin horror 
of the huge flaw permeating my whole thesis and the extensive revisions I 
would have to undertake to correct it. Luckily, however, I immediately came 
across other texts on Scheffler, and later I came to the extraordinary 
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realisation that my own interpretation had been correct after all! I now think 
that encountering this tension, and independently finding the answer, was my 
first real experience of doing philosophical research. 

After securing my MA degree and entering the international field of 
educational philosophy as a doctoral candidate, I realised that the 
constructivism–realism issue was widely discussed (see, for example, Phillips, 
2000; Matthews, 1998). In my native Finland, for its part, Tapio Puolimatka’s 
book on constructivism and realism (Puolimatka, 2002) had just come out, 
and it had gained much attention. At this time, I noticed the absence of 
Scheffler’s and Goodman’s arguments from the conversation in education. In 
addition, I received around this time Scheffler’s newly published contribu
tions on the theme (Scheffler, 2000, 2001). The rewarding episode from the 
years of writing my Master’s thesis, moreover, made this theme of special 
personal interest. In this way, two things came together that were crucial to 
the successful research project: the topicality of the theme, and my own 
personal interest in the topic. 

The next decision to be made involved choosing a perspective on the theme, 
for this would later be essential in selecting texts for closer analysis. In the 
initial stage, I had masses of articles and books considering the theme, all of 
which were given equal status; the earliest sources were from the 1970s and 
the later ones from the 2000s. Furthermore, I was working with texts from 
two authors who needed to be understood in terms of their own frames of 
reference—that is, against the background of their philosophical work as a 
whole. In addition, the latest texts on Scheffler, although they were closely 
related to the theme, differed crucially from the other texts, since Scheffler 
wrote them after Goodman’s death, and they could not, therefore, be 
considered as a part of the debate proper. Thus, there were at least three sets 
of texts requiring their own ‘immanent analysis’: Goodman’s texts belonging 
to the debate, Scheffler’s texts belonging to the debate, and Scheffler’s 
synthetic texts produced after Goodman’s death, which in consequence did 
not belong to the debate proper. 

I decided to start from ‘plurealism’, which was Scheffler’s later, synthetic 
contribution to the theme. There were three central reasons backing this 
choice. First, plurealism was a new philosophical idea that combined the best 
aspects of the two debated positions, and this made plurealism of special 
philosophical interest. Second, plurealism initially seemed to fit the complex 
reality of education (perhaps Scheffler’s own background as an educational 
philosopher had had its effects on this position). Third, at a personal level, I 
had studied and examined Scheffler’s philosophy earlier, which naturally 
added to my possibilities of accurately understanding and interpreting his 
philosophy. 

Scheffler had published two articles on plurealism (2000, 2001), but in light 
of my initial reading it was evident that they had made so much reference to 
the earlier debate with Goodman that they could not be adequately 
understood without exploring the debate as a whole. I decided to begin with 
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the initial analysis of plurealism and then, on this basis, turn to the further 
analysis of the earlier debate. 

THE PRELIMINARY STUDY OF THE PLUREALIST ARGUMENT 

The main argument on plurealism was spelled out in Scheffler’s two articles 
‘A Plea for Plurealism’ (Scheffler, 2000) and ‘My Quarrels with Nelson 
Goodman’ (Scheffler, 2001). At this initial phase of analysis, my task was to 
extract Scheffler’s major lines of argumentation. As a result, I needed to 
formulate an outline for focusing on the further, more detailed conceptual 
analysis. I will next describe my operations in this matter on the very practical 
level. 

I organised the texts from two articles in various ways, collecting into 
separate passages all that Scheffler wrote on particular themes, ideas, or 
persons. Thus, under such rubrics as ‘Peirce’, ‘Kuhn’, ‘Goodman’, as well as 
‘realism’, ‘irrealism’,4 ‘physicalism’, ‘monism’, ‘pluralism’, ‘reductionism’, 
‘plurealism’, and so on I collected all the notes from both these articles 
concerning the theme in question. One passage could thus be repeated under 
various rubrics, in case it was simultaneously related to several of the main 
themes. To take a simple example, Scheffler’s concluding statement: ‘I take it 
as a bonus of plurealism that it weds the strong points of two of the greatest 
of modern philosophers, uniting the realism of C. S. Peirce with the pluralism 
of Nelson Goodman’ (Scheffler, 2000, p. 172) belongs under the rubrics of 
‘Peirce’, ‘Goodman’, ‘realism’, ‘pluralism’ and ‘plurealism’. 

The resulting texts of this process were, in one sense, both overly long and 
very disorganised. One might ask, why break into pieces the carefully built 
structure of the original author? There are two answers to this question. First, 
the process of disassembly is a useful tool for finding out whether the original 
author is speaking coherently. Any contradictory statements are relatively 
easy to discover when they are written one after another in the same passage. 
By contrast, the carefully assembled structure of the original text may quite 
easily hide particular incoherencies. Second, this process, as laborious as it is, 
has the benefit of familiarising the researcher with the original line of 
argument. And this, if anything, opens up the further possibilities of offering 
further, philosophically relevant comments on the issue. 

As a result of this brief analysis, I formed an outline of Scheffler’s 
argument. My simplification of the argument looked like this: 

Scheffler claims: 

(1) There is a real (not only an apparent) disagreement between Goodman 
and himself. 

(2) That	 disagreement comes to a head in the meaning of the term 
‘worldmaking’. This disagreement reflects the difference in opinion in 
relation to the constructivism–realism issue. 
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(3) Nevertheless, realism and pluralism can be united in a coherent view. 
This new conception solves the earlier disagreement. 

The third point condensed the new argument, which could be disassembled 
as follows: 

(1) Goodman fallaciously assumes that a ‘realist’ must be a ‘monist’. 
(2) In rejecting ‘realism’, and in defending ‘pluralism’, Goodman actually 

rejects ‘monism’ but not necessarily pluralist realism (plurealism). 
(3) ‘Realism’ can be accepted without ‘monism’ and in conformity with 

‘pluralism’. 

Along the lines of this outline, I next turned to the selection of the texts for 
closer analysis. For example, the following questions arise from this outline: 
What is the exact meaning of ‘worldmaking’? On what basis does Scheffler 
argue that Goodman is actually rejecting monism, not realism? What version 
of pluralism does Scheffler accept? These kinds of questions now needed 
answers, and these could be drawn from the texts of the earlier debate. 

Since it was the birth of plurealism that was my main subject of interest, I 
decided to remain focused on Scheffler’s texts. In light of Scheffler’s own 
references, the following texts were selected as subjects of the further analysis: 
‘Epistemology of Objectivity’ (Scheffler, 1996),5 ‘World Features and 
Discourse Dependence’ (Scheffler, 1997),6 ‘Worlds and Versions’ (Scheffler, 
1997)7 and ‘Worries about Worldmaking’ (Scheffler, 1997).8 The two 
plurealist articles were naturally also taken into consideration. 

THE SYSTEMATIC ANALYSIS 

Systematic analysis (see, for example, Jussila et al., 1989) extracts all the uses 
of the relevant terms from the corpus. This idea presupposes the possibility 
that the real usage of a term may be different from an author’s own explicit 
definition. 

How was this done? As a simple first step, I picked up the concepts and 
their definitions as I encountered them in the reading process. Whenever I 
encountered any (at least possibly) essential term with some expression 
clarifying its meaning and usage, I typed this term as a heading, along with 
the related expression and its reference under this heading. It quickly became 
evident that, perhaps owing to the fact that these texts were a part of the 
debate, the terms were usually defined not only in keeping with their positive 
definitions, but also, and more often, by describing what was not referred to 
by them. This was essential if I was to understand the usages of any particular 
term from which Scheffler wished to distance himself. For example, in his use 
of the term ‘world’ Scheffler stresses that he is not ‘defending some doctrine 
about the world—arguing that there really is one world or that the world is a 
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touchstone of truth, or independent of mind, or the like’ (Scheffler, 1997, p. 
197). 

My first notebook broke down the various concepts under the following 
rubrics: ‘the versional interpretation’, ‘the objectual interpretation’, ‘dis
course-dependence’, ‘nulls and non-nulls’, ‘the auxiliary’, ‘certainty’, ‘words 
not worlds’, ‘coherence’, ‘constructivism’, ‘subjective idealism’, ‘the refer
ential nature of language’, ‘the plurality of conceptual schemes’, ‘the question 
of independent facts’, ‘what makes a version right?’, ‘conflicting right 
versions?’, ‘no structural similarity’ and ‘clash-realism’. From this material I 
extracted the following key terms: ‘world(s)’, ‘version(s)’, ‘monism’, 
‘physicalism’, ‘the reducibility’, ‘plurealism’, ‘the convergence’, ‘plurality’, 
‘versional’, ‘objectual’ and ‘worldmaking’, and I then identified what was 
crucial to their meaning for the purposes of later reconstruction and 
discussion. 

Naturally the key concepts were not used independently of each other, but 
rather in a network of conceptual interrelations. The task following the 
analysis of the singular concepts on the singular level was the mapping of 
their interrelations. For example, ‘physicalism’ appeared to be a subspecies of 
‘monism’—that is, ‘physicalism’ is a version of ‘monism’, but ‘a monist’ does 
not need to be ‘a physicalist’. The concept of ‘reducibility’ is connected to 
these two concepts in a way that the ‘physicalist’ is one who is committed to 
the reducibility of all science (and all human knowledge) to physics, whereas a 
monist in general supports the idea of reducibility to one single system, which 
can be the system of physics or some other system of description. 

As an intermediate result of the work of analysis, I condensed the meanings 
and interrelations of the concept that were crucial for understanding the 
debate and, especially, for understanding plurealism. In addition to these 
explicit written results, this process had naturally deepened my knowledge 
and understanding of the whole philosophical issue. One important thing that 
I had realised during the process of analysis was how careful and well-
grounded the arguments were that were used to defend the three positions in 
question: constructivism, realism, and plurealism. I had also realised how all 
these notions would offer interesting viewpoints with regard to educational 
concerns. The nature of the debate, however, tended to hide the wholeness of 
each conception by concentrating on particular disagreements and, further
more, concentrating on correcting the misunderstandings and alleged 
misguidedness of the opposite side. In the hope of understanding the intrinsic 
logic of each position as well as its possible bearings upon education, I 
reconstructed the texts from the three perspectives on the basis of the three 
independent notions of constructivism, realism and plurealism. 

This decision, however, naturally required closer analysis of Goodman’s 
writings, since it would have been altogether unfair to construct Goodman’s 
views on the basis of Scheffler’s account of these. This task of analysis differed, 
however, from that of earlier analysis, since I now had a far more focused 
subject of interest: I was interested solely in adequately reconstructing 
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Goodman’s constructivism. I thus implemented a local and focused analysis of 
Goodman’s concept of constructivism, along the lines of the analysis described 
earlier. The texts  of  Goodman that were analysed were the  relevant parts  of  the  
books Ways of Worldmaking (Goodman, 1978) and Of Mind and Other Matters 
(Goodman, 1984) and the articles ‘Words, Works, Worlds’ (Goodman, 1996a) 
and ‘Comments’ (Goodman, 1996b). 

THE RECONSTRUCTION: CONSTRUCTIVISM, REALISM AND 
PLUREALISM 

The process had now come to the phase of reassembling (or reconstruction). 
During the analysis, I had come to understand that the three philosophical 
positions defended during the debate all had strong reasons for their 
acceptance as well as, naturally, their own problems and weaknesses. In the 
original texts, constructivism and realism were not presented in a way that 
would collect the components of each view into the same context, but, in 
contrast, as fragmented pieces depending on what was needed in order to 
provide a rejoinder to the latest counterclaim of the opposite side. The 
original debate thus cast much attention upon the particular disagreements, 
often aiming to correct misinterpretations of the opposing side, whereas I 
decided, through the reconstructive process, to search for the positive and 
constructive understanding of three views as they each existed as a whole in 
their own contexts. Plurealism, however, differed from the other two 
positions as a result of Scheffler’s analysis and synthesis of the earlier debate 
and, moreover, as a result of his suggestion to solve the problems that the two 
earlier notions had confronted. It was not evident, in any case, that this 
synthesis succeeded in solving the earlier disagreement. Thus, I found it 
reasonable to reconstruct all three views as independent philosophical 
positions and to evaluate their strengths and weaknesses from both the 
philosophical and educational angles. In the following, I will present, as 
examples, brief parts of these reconstructed notions. 

Constructivism, on Goodman’s interpretation, is based on the claim that 
we cannot describe the world except by using our systems of description. Even 
when we explain how our language describes ‘reality’ we do so by means of 
our language, and we do not have any way of describing reality independently 
of our language. In Goodman’s view, we construct the worlds by describing 
them, and different and equally true symbol systems lead to different and 
irreducible descriptions of reality. The description of reality that is true in one 
symbol system may be incommensurable with the true description of some 
other system. Therefore, according to Goodman, ‘there is no way things 
really are’ and ‘worlds are made rather than found’ (Elgin, 1998). 

The version of realism that Scheffler defends against Goodman is a 
minimal one. This is to say that Scheffler is suspicious, for example, of taking 
the concept of reality as a primary educational idea. Instead, he emphasizes 



18 K. Holma 

that in education we should respect the constraints of inquiry into reality and 
strive to adopt them.9 The only disagreement with Goodman, which makes it 
impossible for Scheffler to accept constructivism, is that he cannot accept the 
idea that ‘we create or shape the things to which our words refer’ (Scheffler, 
1997, p. 196). In Scheffler’s view: ‘In making the true statement that there 
were stars before men, we do not also make the stars that were there then’ 
(ibid.). Or, as he also states: ‘Neither Pasteur nor his version of the germ 
theory made the bacteria he postulated, nor was Neptune created by Adams 
and Leverrier by their prescient computations’ (Scheffler, 1997, p. 200). It is 
this one single point that differentiates these two philosophers. 

The main idea of plurealism, for its part, is to preserve Goodman’s 
pluralism in terms of systems of description without refuting the minimal 
realism that Scheffler defends. This becomes possible by refuting ‘monism’ 
and accepting in its stead ‘pluralism’. Plurealism ‘agrees with [Goodman] in 
rejecting the notion of one world, but disagrees with him in that it holds 
whatever worlds there are to be independent of their corresponding versions’ 
(Scheffler, 2000, pp. 165–6). Thus as pluralists, ‘[w]e have to reckon with a 
variety of domains of entities’ (ibid.), but we do not have to think that we 
have literally made the things our systems of description refer to. 

Due to the process of analysis and synthesis, I thus gained a new 
understanding of the philosophical basis and argumentation of two Harvard 
scholars on three notions crucial to the constructivism–realism issue. It was 
finally time to turn to wider considerations. 

THE DIALOGUE 

The field of educational philosophy has its own peculiar questions also in 
terms of research methodology. The reason for this is not that these two fields 
of study, philosophy and education, do not have common interests or 
investigational intersections. On the contrary, the problems confronted in 
education are closely related to the questions considered in academic 
philosophy. The questions concerning the possibility and limits of knowledge, 
the justification of values and ethical beliefs, as examples, are philosophical 
questions having an effect on everyday educational choices. The special 
problems of this field of research derive from the complexity and multi

dimensionality of this field. First, the academic research in the field of 
education in general is multidisciplinary: psychology, sociology, the 
neurosciences, and so on, have their own perspectives and practices in 
educational research. Even in more narrowly focused philosophical 
approaches to educational research, the representatives from various 
philosophical traditions participate in the same conversation. Second, even 
if we could approach educational phenomena from the point of view of one 
single philosophical tradition, the world of education would still be 
multifarious, with different disciplinary approaches each playing their role. 
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Thus, to enter into philosophical dialogue in such a multidimensional field is 
not a simple task. 

In contrast to the previously described, relatively rigorous procedure of 
analysis and synthesis, the dialogical part of the research project cannot 
follow such strict methodological rules or procedures. It should, nevertheless, 
avoid slipping into the superficial everyday expression of opinion and, on the 
contrary, be able to contribute to the field with new, philosophically 
grounded insights. 

My reconstruction of constructivism, realism and plurealism functioned as 
a basis for opening various levels of discussion concerning philosophy, 
educational theory and educational practice. The style of discussion depends 
naturally on who one is discussing things with: on the philosophical level, the 
validity of the arguments in the strict logical sense is central; in participating 
within the context of educational theory, valid argumentation must come to 
terms with the wider understanding of the educational realm, the empirical 
context in which the argument will have its purchase; and, finally, in 
discussing the possible practical educational implications of the notions that 
have been explored, the open and contemplative style of questioning would 
serve much better than any enterprise attempting to present watertight 
arguments. 

To take just one example of the first, philosophical way of arguing, I 
addressed a conceptual problem following from constructivist epistemology. 
The constructivist position denies that our theories or systems of description 
refer to anything ‘real’. I presented this idea along the lines of Richard 
Rorty,10 who argues that we should not take our conceptions in terms of 
science, morality, and so on, as being in any sense ‘real’, but we still ought to 
teach the content of our Western science for the simple reason that it is ours 
(Rorty, 1997, p. 530). I questioned the philosophical tenability of Rorty’s 
argument from two angles: 

First, if Rorty means that we should teach our science because we do not 
have anything better (which is a truism, of course), his argument that we, 
for this reason, ought to teach it is a flawed conclusion from ‘is to ought.’ 
Second, if Rorty means that we should adopt something solely because it is 
ours, this position entails the loss of any criteria for accepting some things 
and leaving other things out . . . the most perverted and harmful ideas that 
sometimes happen to cross my mind may all be interpreted as products of 
our culture and our society. (Holma, 2004, p. 425) 

This kind of philosophical argument has its place in educational philosophy, 
but it does not in itself offer very much to real educational problems. The 
second level of the dialogical part of my article was to discuss these conceptual 
issues dealt with in the educational constructivism–realism conversation in 
light of Scheffler’s and Goodman’s thinking. In this educational conversation I 
discovered some conceptual confusion in terms of the relations of educational 



20 K. Holma 

ideas to the philosophical conceptions. As a philosopher versed in this 
particular theme, I had the possibility to use the tools of philosophy for 
clarifying and solving these confusions. 

For example, cognitive constructivism (the idea, based on present-day 
learning theories, that an individual constructs her or his own cognitive 
system) was often fallaciously taken as requiring constructivist metaphysics 
(the idea that everything is constructed by human beings, individuals, or 
communities) as its philosophical background. Likewise, philosophical 
realism (the idea that something exists independently of human beings) is 
sometimes fallaciously equated with the views that presuppose human 
certainty or some kind of ‘metaphysical realism’, which assumes that our 
knowledge and symbol systems directly reflect the structure of reality. 

Thus, contrary to the preconceptions of ‘metaphysical realism’ I was able to 
show that from Scheffler’s minimal version of realism, it follows only that we 
should respect the constraints of inquiry into reality (Holma, 2004, pp. 426–7). 
This position is one that requires no kind of commitment either to certainty of 
knowledge or to ‘metaphysical realism’ (p. 421). Or, as Nicholas Burbules and 
Michael Matthews have also argued (Matthews, 2000, p. 187; Burbules, 2000, 
p. 326), constructivist pedagogy does not require philosophical commitment to 
constructivist metaphysics. 

To assess the possible implications of philosophical conceptions to educa
tional practice is naturally a complicated task. Although it is clear—in light of 
the educational practices of different cultures, as well as in different eras of 
history—that ultimate conceptions of the world, knowledge and humanity do 
have their effect on educational practice, these connections are far from 
straightforward and depend on the whole complexity of the overall circum

stances. While keeping this in mind, I still see it as being relevant to address these 
questions. The following examples demonstrate my examination of this issue. 

Goodman’s constructivist ideas seemed to have important implications for 
the role of art education: his idea of different and irreducible symbol systems 
in worldmaking places a strong emphasis on the creative cultivation of the 
symbol systems of visual arts, dance or music, naturally alongside the symbol 
system of language. Realism, by contrast, stresses the responsibility of the 
educator to expand the student’s conception of reality in order to increase her 
chances of living a rewarding life (Holma, 2004, p. 427). Plurealism, as a 
synthesis of these two, enables the appreciation and value of different and 
concurrent systems of description without slipping into the voluntarism and 
relativism of philosophical constructivism11 (p. 430). The general perspectives 
offered by these thoughts are, in my view, of obvious significance for the 
reasoned direction of further educational research. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Dialogue between the most theoretical issues in philosophy and such a 
practical enterprise as education is plainly a worthwhile endeavour. The 
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philosophical debate on ‘worldmaking’, which deals with ontology, episte
mology and philosophy of language, turned out not to be as far removed 
from educational concerns as one might at first glance have thought. 

In philosophical research, especially in the tradition to which this research 
belongs, the question of methodology is not normally raised but usually taken 
as being somehow self-evident or best left implicit. Although it is indeed true 
that the way the philosopher discusses and argues in relation to her topic may 
not normally warrant explication (at least, amongst those familiar with the 
particular paradigm), I have found it a worthwhile exercise to make explicit 
how I conducted my research and how I produced the published outcome. 

The ancient idea of disassembling and reassembling (sometimes called 
analysis and synthesis, or reconstruction) was the methodological key to this 
particular research project. In my view, this more or less technical part of the 
research was crucial in deepening my own understanding of the issue. This 
deeper understanding opened the way to the discussion of education and, 
specifically, to an elaboration of the educational implications of the 
conceptions defended during the philosophical debate. 

The basic—often unconsciously accepted—conceptions underlying the 
choices, decisions and solutions of everyday education are, in the final 
analysis, philosophical conceptions. It is academic philosophy that studies the 
questions of what exists, what we can know and what the relation of our 
language to all this is. These questions have direct connections to the 
educator’s thinking regarding what to teach, how to teach it and what an 
adequate justification for doing so might be. Although many educators are 
not conscious of the influence of such underlying assumptions on their 
educational choices, to become conscious of them and to reflect upon their 
grounds is one of the benefits that philosophy of education can offer to 
educational theory and practice. In this essay I have presented one example of 
how to carry on this kind of academic conversation. 

NOTES 

1 My experience naturally derives only from my own studies at the University of Helsinki, 
where the books of Rosenberg (1984) and Fisher (1988) served as entrance requirements 
in the undergraduate and graduate seminars of theoretical philosophy. Although I take 
these books as being both outstanding and beneficial, I would now suggest, 
additionally, orientation in textual analysis. 

2 The term ‘analytical philosophy’ as referring to the contemporary Anglo-American 
philosophical tradition is, as a matter of fact, misleading, since there is no consensus on 
the reference to the notion of ‘analytical philosophy’ in contemporary philosophy 
(Raatikainen, 2001). In this essay, this term is used in a broad sense, referring to the 
Anglo-American philosophical tradition as distinct from, for example, Continental 
philosophy. 

3 The term ‘reconstruction’ is used both as referring to the whole process of analysis and 
synthesis, and as referring to the latter, synthetic part of the process. I would prefer the 
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latter usage, but as the former is also well established in philosophy, this chapter uses 
the term both ways, depending on the context. 

4	 ‘Irrealism’ is Goodman’s own term for his constructivist position. I decided to label the 
position ‘constructivism’ in order to call attention to the similarity between Goodman’s 
irrealism and what we now term constructivism (Holma, 2004, p. 421). 

5 This piece is originally from Scheffler’s Science and Subjectivity (1982, first published in 
1967). 

6 This piece was first published in Inquiries (1986, pp. 82–6) and is also published in 
Starmaking (McCormick, 1996) under the title ‘Reply to Goodman’ (pp. 161–4). 

7 This article first appeared in Synthese (1980) as ‘The Wonderful Worlds of Goodman’ 
(pp. 201–9), and it is reprinted also in Starmaking, pp. 133–41. 

8 This piece appeared almost in the same form in Starmaking as ‘Worldmaking, Why 
Worry,’ pp. 171–7. 

9	 In contrast, the defender of the stronger version of realism could, for example, propose 
that an important task of education is to help children encounter reality and learn to 
understand it. 

10	 Rorty’s argument was chosen as an example because Rorty, in contrast to Goodman, 
discusses also the educational implications of constructivist epistemology. In relation to 
the philosophical argumentation, I am also acquainted with the broader philosophical 
conversation of this particular debate, for example Hilary Putnam (1992, pp. 108–33), 
Harvey Siegel (1984a, b), and Catherine Elgin (1984) who have contributed to the 
philosophical conversation on the topic. Since my own interest in relation to the theme 
was educational, these texts did not play a significant role in the final version of the 
chapter. 

11	 The term ‘voluntarism’ here refers to Goodman’s suggestion that right versions, made 
by us, make worlds. As Scheffler puts it: ‘My argument is not with Goodman’s 
pluralism or relativism but his voluntarism . . . ‘‘We make versions,’’ says Goodman, 
‘‘and right versions make worlds.’’ But I say: we make versions but we do not make 
them right’ (Scheffler, 1997, p. 206, in Goodman 1984, p. 42). ‘Relativism’ refers not to 
the relativity of our systems of description but to the relativity of what they describe. 

REFERENCES 

Burbules, N. C. (2000) Moving Beyond the Impasse, in: D. C. Phillips (ed.) Constructivism 
in Education: Opinions and Second Opinions on Controversial Issues (Chicago, NSSE), 
pp. 308–30. 

Elgin, C. Z. (1984) Goodman’s Rigorous Relativism, Journal of Thought, 19.4, pp 36–45. 
Elgin, C. Z. (1998) Goodman, Nelson, in: E. Craig (ed.) Routledge Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy (London, Routledge), online at http://www.rep.routledge.com/article/ 
M045SECT1 (accessed 19 August 2003). 

Fisher, A. (1988) The Logic of Real Arguments (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press). 
Goodman, N. (1978) Ways of Worldmaking (Hassocks, Harvester Press). 
Goodman, N. (1984) Of Mind and Other Matters (Cambridge, MA, Harvard University 

Press). 
Goodman, N. (1996a) Words, Works, Worlds, in: P. McCormick (ed.) Starmaking: Realism, 

Anti-Realism, and Irrealism (Cambridge, MA, MIT Press), pp. 61–77. 
Goodman, N. (1996b) Comments, in: P. McCormick (ed.) Starmaking: Realism, Anti-

Realism, and Irrealism (Cambridge, MA, MIT Press), pp 160–67. 
Holma, K. (2004) Plurealism and Education: Israel Scheffler’s Synthesis and its Presumable 

Educational Implications, Educational Theory, 54.4, pp. 419–30. 

http://www.rep.routledge.com/article/


The Strict Analysis and the Open Discussion 23 

Jussila, J., Montonen, K. and Nurmi, K. E. (1989) Systemaattinen analyysi kasvatustietei
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3 
‘Anything You Can Do I Can Do Better’: 
Dialectical Argument in Philosophy of 
Education1 

DANIEL VOKEY 

It is a central task of philosophy of education to assess the comparative 
strengths and limitations of the conceptual frameworks that educational 
scholars and practitioners employ to ‘interpret experience, express purposes, 
frame problems, and conduct inquiries’ (Coombs and Daniels, 1991, p. 27). 
In some cases, this means critically comparing the competing sets of 
fundamental philosophical and other beliefs (‘worldviews’) that accompany 
radically different conceptions of the proper ends and means of education.2 In 
other cases the conceptual frameworks in question can have a more narrow 
scope, such as when advocates of critical pedagogy debate which way of 
conceiving the student–teacher relationship is most consistent with and 
conducive to their emancipatory aims.3 

My goal in this chapter is to illustrate how a case for the advantages of 
one conceptual scheme4 over another can be made through dialectical 
argument (or dialectic for short). I first encountered the use of this term 
to describe a distinct form of critical inquiry when studying Bernard 
Lonergan’s (1973) treatise on method in theology, in which dialectic refers to 
one among eight distinct theological tasks or ‘functional specialties’. 
However, it is to another modern interpreter of Thomas Aquinas that my 
intellectual debts in this area are principally owed: Alasdair MacIntyre 
and his account of the rationality of traditions (Vokey, 2001, pp. 49–65). 
The ‘method’ of dialectic is introduced in the first section below, with 
references to my critical appropriation of MacIntyre’s account of non-
foundational justification for those seeking the elaboration of distinctions 
and arguments that a brief introduction cannot provide. The practice of 
dialectic is demonstrated in the second section, where I compare the 
advantages of my metaethical position to a popular contemporary alternative 
in relation to teaching courses in professional ethics. The conclusion offers 
reflections upon the conditions under which dialectical encounters are likely 
to be productive.5 
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INTRODUCING DIALECTICAL ARGUMENT 

There is no context-free ‘view from nowhere’ from which we could impartially 
evaluate the respective strengths and limitations of alternative conceptual 
schemes. Rather, we engage in philosophical inquiry equipped (and some

times saddled) with assumptions and interests shaped by the particulars of 
our personal biographies, social locations, political contexts, and more. In 
MacIntyre’s terms, we engage in dialectical argument from standpoints 
internal to one or more historical traditions and corresponding communities 
of inquiry and practice. This holds true whether we engage in dialectic as an 
advocate of one among two competing conceptual frameworks or whether we 
compare two rival schemes from the perspective of a third. However, to thus 
assert that argument and assessment are necessarily situated entails 
no troubling relativist conclusions. MacIntyre described and demonstrated 
dialectic precisely to show how the standards of rational judgement internal 
to particular communities of inquiry and practice can themselves be 
rationally justified in a non-circular and non-foundational way (Vokey, 
2001, pp. 66–97). 

Conceptual schemes are candidates for dialectical assessment when they 
represent alternative ways of conceiving and pursuing similar objectives 
regarding the same domain of human experience. That they have overlapping 
fundamental interests helps explain why the perspectives of rival communities of 
inquiry and practice sometimes converge (pp. 97–102). Even so, just because 
there is no ‘view from nowhere’, there is no tradition-neutral description of the 
shared or overlapping intentions by virtue of which alternative paradigms are 
rivals. For example, although we can recognise traditional Chinese and modern 
Western traditions of medical inquiry and practice as having similar objectives, 
they work with incommensurable conceptions of health and disease correspond
ing to their respective worldviews. Thus, the terms in which the aims of such 
practical initiatives as health care and education are best conceptualised is itself 
a matter for dialectical debate that, amongst much else, considers the relative 
merits of competing worldviews. 

When advocates undertake to demonstrate the advantages of their 
conceptual framework over an alternative through dialectic they set 
themselves two argumentative tasks. The primary task is to show that their 
framework has the conceptual resources to: 

(a) make progress on one or more theoretical and/or practical problems 
that representatives of the alternative position recognise as important, 
but cannot adequately address within the limitations of their 
conceptual framework; 

(b) identify what is lacking in the alternative scheme that accounts for their 
failure; and 

(c) offer some explanation for the alleged blind spot(s) or lacunae within 
the alternative scheme. 
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The second task that advocates undertake is to show that their conceptual 
framework shares all the advantages of the alternative scheme, and so is not 
vulnerable to a similar kind of argument from the alternative point of view. 
Typically, this involves explaining why the criticisms that have been or could 
be made by one’s dialectical interlocutors are either relatively inconsequential 
or entirely off the mark. 

Engaging in dialectical argument is an integral part of seeking the overall 
most satisfactory conceptual framework possible to inform some practical 
initiative in some particular time and place. Encountering what appears to be 
a different perspective than one’s own is taken as an opportunity for learning 
from what is brought into focus by the new conceptual ‘lens’. Different 
perspectives are not always complementary, however. Dialectical argument 
properly selects for attention differences that make a difference, on the 
assumption that some conceptual frameworks will serve human interests 
better than others (Lonergan, 1973, p. 130). To take the commitment to social 
justice for example: Iris Marion Young appreciates what the distributive 
conception has to contribute to this cause in contemporary pluralistic liberal 
democracies, but advocates an alternative paradigm by undertaking to 
show why ‘it is a mistake to reduce social justice to distribution’ (Young, 
1990, p. 15). 

The ‘method’ of dialectical argument is not a formula and does not 
guarantee results—and this is not just because our attachments to our beliefs 
can make us blind to the advantages of alternative points of view and immune 
to rational persuasion. Elsewhere, when considering the different ways in 
which one conceptual scheme can be considered to have advantages over 
another, I have proposed that the generic virtues of a theoretical framework 
are that it is: 

�	 intelligible (suffers no problems arising from ambiguity); 
�	 internally coherent (suffers no problems arising from logical or 

performative contradictions); 
�	 plausible (suffers no problems reconciling its empirical beliefs and 

normative commitments with what is widely accepted to be true); and 
�	 successful in practice (suffers no problems related to persistent lack of 

progress in relation to one or more of the purposes for which it was 
developed). 

This means that competing conceptual schemes can be assessed according 
to different kinds of expectations, and that a theoretical framework has 
strengths in one area is no guarantee that it will not exhibit limitations in 
another. Dialectic is not formulaic, then, because the issue of what relative 
weight should be assigned to the different assessment criteria—internal 
coherence versus pragmatic success, for example—is itself open to debate 
(Vokey, 2001, pp. 92–7). What might this ‘method’ of dialectic look like in 
practice? 
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NASH’S ‘POSTMODERN MORAL PRAGMATISM’ AND ‘THE 
ETHICS OF TRANSCENDENT VIRTUE’ 

Given the limited scope of this book chapter, this illustration will take up only 
the first of dialectic’s two tasks. In other words, I will occupy myself with 
arguing that the set of beliefs I refer to as ‘the ethics of transcendent virtue’ 
has the conceptual resources to make progress on some problems recognised 
as important but not adequately addressed by a competing conceptual 
scheme; I will identify what is lacking that accounts for its failure; and I will 
offer some explanation for the alleged ‘gaps’ in the competing scheme. I will 
not undertake dialectic’s second task of showing how the ethics of 
transcendent virtue shares all the advantages of the competing scheme and 
so is not vulnerable to a similar kind of argument from its point of view. 
More specifically, I will argue that the ethics of transcendent virtue has 
important advantages for teaching courses in professional ethics over the 
‘constructivist-postmodern-moral-pragmatism’ informing Robert J. Nash’s 
‘Real World’ Ethics: Frameworks for Educators and Human Service 
Professionals. Nash’s text is widely known and used in North America, but 
I have chosen to examine it here for more weighty reasons than its popularity. 
One important reason is that Nash and I have similar objectives for our 
courses; in particular, we both aspire to help teachers and other professionals 
enhance their abilities: 

1. to make sound practical judgements on the moral issues that arise in the 
complex contexts of professional practice; 

2. to articulate the basic beliefs shaping their moral perception, feeling, 
thought, and action; 

3. to appreciate the commitments of people representing very different 
moral traditions in their own terms, identifying any points of agreement 
as well as any points of conflict; and 

4. to engage respectfully, sensitively, and open-mindedly in conversations 
about contentious moral issues, seeking enough moral agreement to 
achieve solidarity across differences in the name of justice and peace 
(Nash, 2002, pp. 179–80), without ignoring real conflict in the name of 
consensus. 

Another reason for choosing this book is that it represents Nash’s efforts 
over many decades of teaching professional ethics to formulate a frame

work that is both theoretically and pedagogically sound. As such, it is a 
worthy representative of the ‘multiple languages’ approach to professional 
ethics instruction that has emerged in response to perceived limitations of the 
previously dominant ‘principled-reasoning’ approach (pp. 106–15; Vokey, 
2005). Finally, I have chosen Nash’s book because I wish to show how 
dialectic functions in my own academic work, and that currently includes 
reading texts on professional ethics looking for points of significant 
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agreement and disagreement between the authors’ assumptions and my own 
as a way to test the set of beliefs that inform my teaching. 

THE ETHICS OF TRANSCENDENT VIRTUE6 

As I use the term, moral education encompasses programs of character, 
citizenship, environmental, peace, religious, and anti-oppressive education in 
addition to courses in ethics for educational professionals. By definition, in 
my view, moral education programs should enable their participants to 
appreciate and assess reasons for and against particular moral commitments, 
particularly those commitments that the programs have been designed to 
promote. Accordingly, I agree with Dwight Boyd that education is not 
possible in any domain in which humans exercise judgement if those 
judgements are not open to correction (Boyd, 1989, pp. 81–9). To investigate 
whether and if so how moral judgements are open to correction I have turned 
to moral philosophy, focusing on the metaethical question ‘To what kind 
of arguments, reasons, and/or evidence should we appeal to support 
a moral commitment or to resolve disputes when moral judgements 
conflict?’ Here, in greatly compressed form for the purposes of this exercise, 
is the set of provisional metaethical assumptions that inform my scholarship 
and practice: 

1. Some actions and events are, to greater and lesser degrees, intrinsically 
morally good (or right) and others are, to greater and lesser degrees, 
intrinsically morally bad (or wrong). Intrinsically here means independently 
of human needs, desires, and interests. To assert that something is intrinsically 
good in this sense is to assert that it merits being recognised as such regardless 
of whether it happens already to be valued or not. Not all intrinsic values are 
moral values, and not all moral values are intrinsic values, but at least some 
moral values are intrinsic values (Vokey, 2001, pp. 207–13). Intrinsic value is 
an odd notion, to be sure: It is not immediately clear what it could mean to 
say that something merits being recognised as intrinsically morally good or 
merits being valued for its own sake independently of human interests. 
Nevertheless, references to intrinsic value, moral and otherwise, appear in 
conversations and texts inside as well as outside academic contexts, such as 
when the inherent worth of non-human species is affirmed in discussions of 
ecological justice. To me, this suggests that the language of intrinsically good 
and intrinsically bad serves to communicate something important about 
human moral experience. 

2. The ‘highest’, most accurate form of knowledge is direct, ‘intuitive’ insight; 
that is, an immediate, non-conceptual grasp of the true nature(s) of things. This 
claim is based in part upon the belief that conceptual and other frames of 
reference are superimposed upon a primordial experience that is prior to 
language, and that can never be perfectly represented in language in part 
because unmediated experience does not observe the law of the excluded 
middle. According to this non-dualistic world view (Loy, 1988), all truth 
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claims (yes, even this one) share the partial and limited character of the 
conceptual frameworks in the terms of which they are expressed (Vokey, 
2001, pp. 214–22). 

3. We all have an innate potential capacity to apprehend what is intrinsically 
good and bad, right and wrong, through the depth and quality of (for lack of a 
more elegant phrase) cognitive–affective experience. Appreciating moral 
goodness is not so much like grasping the solution to a puzzle or the 
conclusion of an argument as like being stirred in the soul by the infinity of 
stars in a cloudless night sky. Accordingly, when we dig down into the roots 
of our moral commitments, we typically find experiences in which we were 
profoundly moved, both positively (for example, by acts of kindness, 
generosity, courage, honesty, solidarity, and compassion) and negatively 
(by acts of cruelty, greed, and wilful ignorance). Saying that ‘we’ can be 
profoundly moved by what is genuinely good and bad is both correct in a 
relative sort of way and slightly misleading, because intrinsic value is 
apprehended in the non-dualistic ‘I–Thou’ (Buber, 1970) state of experiencing 
that is prior to the superimposition of conceptual frameworks, including the 
most basic dualistic framework of self and other. In other words, 
apprehensions of intrinsic value arise prior to distinctions between the 
experiencing, the experienced, and the experiencer. That its apprehension 
occurs before the superimposition of our usual dualistic subject–object frames 
of reference fits well with the notion that intrinsic value is not relative to 
human desires and interests. That it is apprehended intuitively also helps 
explain why the meaning of intrinsic value eludes definition—hence the 
perennial popularity in ethics of references to our ‘reasons of the heart’ 
(Vokey, 2001, pp. 227–45). 

4. Ethical decision-making typically involves much more than relying upon 
intuitive apprehensions of what is intrinsically right and wrong. This ‘more’ 
can include consequentialist calculations, deductive reasoning from general 
principles, harkening to emotions, appeals to shared ideals, considering legal 
and other regulatory injunctions, and reasoning by analogy to paradigm 
cases. However, no account of practical judgement can be complete if the 
contributions of our ‘reasons of the heart’ are not recognised. 

5. The ability to retain the insight and perspective of non-dualistic 
experiencing while working with(in) dualistic conceptual frameworks 
is the fruition of a process of unlearning habits of self-centred perception, 
feeling, thought, and action (‘ego’ for short). Because ethical decision-making 
must reflect an accurate apprehension of intrinsic value to be sound, we grow in 
practical wisdom by following a spiritual path, defined very broadly as a journey 
to connection with ‘something larger and more trustworthy than our egos’ 
(Parker, 1998, p. 6). Those who are highly realised spiritually—Saints, 
Sages, Elders, Masters, Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, and Philosopher-Kings, 
whether recognised as such or not—by virtue of access to an unconditioned 
source of insight and compassion, manifest the insight to know 
without deliberation and the motivation to do without hesitation whatever 
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action is appropriate given the particulars of the situation. Because 
unconditioned insight and compassion is always already there—albeit usually 
obscured by deeply-rooted habits of self-preoccupation—everyone from time 
to time has the experience of knowing and doing ‘the right thing’ without 
deliberation. This helps explain why appeals to moral intuition never 
completely disappear from moral philosophy, even during periods when 
knowledge tends to be identified exclusively with the output of the intellect 
(Vokey, 2001, pp. 172–73). 

6. Intrinsic goodness is what we all most fundamentally desire. Ultimately, 
then, human fulfilment lies in knowing and doing what is genuinely virtuous 
for its own sake. The intellectual and moral virtues are not only or even 
primarily a means to realise the human telos. Rather, actualising our potential 
for practical wisdom is fulfilment (pp. 186–205). 

7. The intellectual culture of the modern ‘Western’ world continues to be 
shaped by the mechanistic (materialistic, deterministic, atomistic, reductio
nistic) worldview and associated positivistic epistemologies. More often than 
not, experimental scientific research is taken to be the most (if not only) 
reliable source of knowledge, and what cannot be validated according to its 
methodological canons still tends to be received sceptically if not dismissed or 
ignored. With the rise of secular institutions and instrumental rationality, the 
worldviews of the ‘wisdom traditions’ invoked in the six statements above 
have either been relegated to the margins of, or been entirely banished from, 
the public domain. Even so, some of their concepts and ideals survive as 
remnants in public discourse.7 Assuming it is true that intrinsic moral and 
other value is apprehended ‘intuitively’ in the depth and quality of cognitive-
affective experience, what is most important about ethics cannot easily be 
articulated in the terms either of mechanistic worldviews or of rationalistic post-
enlightenment moral and political philosophies. This helps explain why, in 
modern liberal democracies, we lack agreement on a satisfactory response to 
the argument that moral relativism is the best explanation for the fact of 
moral pluralism. 

8. Appealing to apprehensions of intrinsic value—either directly, or 
indirectly via the particular moral judgements and actions that such 
apprehensions inform—is an important feature both of moral education and 
of moral discourse, meaning the dialectical engagements and other conversa
tions through which people with very different moral standpoints seek to 
identify and extend their common ground (Vokey, 2001, pp. 276–83). 
One form these inquiries and arguments can take is the search for 
reflective equilibrium between general moral principles and particular moral 
intuitions. 

Much more would have to be said, of course, to establish that the ethics of 
transcendent virtue summarised above measures up reasonably well against 
the generic criteria of intelligibility, internal coherence, plausibility, and 
practical success. What of its advantages for teaching professional ethics in 
comparison to Nash’s metaethical views? 
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‘REAL WORLD’ ETHICAL FRAMEWORKS FOR EDUCATIONAL 
AND HUMAN SERVICE PROFESSIONALS 

Robert Nash wrote ‘Real World’ Ethics with two main objectives in mind 
corresponding to two intended audiences. For the benefit of students 
preparing for professional practice, he describes a variety of ‘problem-solving 
frameworks’ that he promises will help them identify and solve ethical 
dilemmas (Nash, 2002, pp. 2, 10–11, 17). For the benefit of instructors and 
students in professional ethics courses, Nash describes the particulars of his 
classroom pedagogy so we might learn from what has worked well over his 
years of teaching and what has not (p. 13). The core of Nash’s conceptual 
framework for both doing and teaching professional ethics is his account of 
what he calls our First, Second, and Third Moral Languages; respectively the 
languages of Background Beliefs, of Character, and of Principle (pp. 22–3). 
Nash uses these three categories to organise the wide variety of moral 
vocabularies and discourses found in our modern pluralistic democracies. The 
central claim of his book is that we have the best chance of making sound 
professional judgements on moral matters when all three languages feature in 
our deliberations. The core of my dialectical argument is that, because it lacks 
an account of intrinsic moral value and its apprehension, Nash’s three-fold 
schema lacks an adequate response to the challenge of moral relativism, and 
so provides only part of the conceptual resources he needs to help his students 
make progress toward his own course objectives. I will build my case in three 
parts, beginning with a closer look at Nash’s account of our First Moral 
Language, followed by observations about the limitations of the problem-

solving frameworks associated with his Second and Third Moral Languages. 
With this discussion as background, in part three I offer an explanation and 
critique of what I interpret as a shift in Nash’s metaethical position from the 
first to the second edition of his text.8 

The Language of Background Beliefs 
In Nash’s terms, our First Moral Language is the set of deeply rooted 
assumptions and commitments that shape our moral perceptions, feelings, 
thoughts and actions as individuals, whether or not we have taken time to 
bring these ‘bedrock’ beliefs to conscious awareness. By definition, then, our 
background beliefs are ‘the most fundamental assumptions that guide our 
perceptions about the nature of reality and what we experience as good or 
bad, right or wrong, important or unimportant’ and are ‘the ‘ultimate’ bases 
by which we make our ethical decisions’ (pp. 36–7). Once he convinces his 
students that they should undertake to formulate their most fundamental 
beliefs about morality in a systematic fashion, Nash offers them a series of 
questions or ‘metaphysical probes’—the Background Beliefs Framework—to 
help them accomplish this unfamiliar task. He also supports them by 
introducing the specialised vocabulary that moral philosophers use to 
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describe their different positions on the issue of moral truth, terms such as 
rationalist, intuitionist, emotivist, naturalist, secularist, and the like (p. 47). 

Nash requires participants in his courses to articulate their First Moral 
Language because, according to his analysis, background beliefs ‘underlie and 
drive the entire decision-making process’ and ‘exert perhaps the most 
powerful influence on all of . . . moral thinking’ (p. 23; also p. 39). He asks 
students to identify what if anything they rely upon as sources of moral 
authority, introducing them to the debate between moral objectivists, who 
believe that ‘there are moral truths ‘‘out there’’ waiting to be discovered’; and 
moral constructivists, who believe ‘that moral truths are created ‘‘in here’’’ (p. 
27). He reports that, in any given year, course participants typically span the 
full range of positions for and against the possibility of truth in moral 
matters, with the majority occupying the subjectivist end of the objectivist-
constructivist continuum. However, Nash does not require his students to 
produce arguments supporting their fundamental assumptions about 
morality: different positions are described and compared, but not defended. 

I try to keep the questions open-ended, thoughtful, and even a bit playful . . . 
to get them in the mood to asseverate freely about their fundamental moral 
beliefs. I stress that there are no right or wrong answers to any of the 
questions. After all, I remind them, their metaphysical beliefs are grounded in 
‘unprovable sources’. The purpose of the First Language is not to ‘prove’ or 
to ‘justify’ anything; it is to ‘locate’ ethical judgments, decisions, and actions 
in a Background Language that deepens, explains, and reveals. (p. 40) 

Nash’s statements here echo his remarks earlier in the text that ‘all people, 
including my students, cling to ‘‘unprovable sources’’ of moral authority’ and 
that ‘ultimate questions about meaning, purpose, and being . . . cannot finally 
be resolvable on rational grounds, because they are fundamentally 
undemonstrable’ (p. 38). The relativistic ‘de gustibus non est disputandum’ 
flavour of these statements is further intensified by how Nash characterises his 
own background beliefs when he joins his students in ‘coming out of the 
metaphysical closet’: 

One of my First Language Beliefs is that the world of ethics is an endlessly 
interpretable world, and rarely is there a final or definitive response to an 
ethical dilemma. In this sense, I am an unrepentant ethical constructivist, 
perhaps even a moral postmodernist. For me, the goal of a hermeneutical 
approach to ethics is to determine what morality means to each of us in the 
present, to interpret and translate this understanding in our own idiom, and 
to give concrete expression to this interpretation by our daily ethical 
actions. (pp. 56–7) 

Self-identifying as a moral constructivist in his chapter on background beliefs 
involves Nash in three apparent contradictions, which appear like cracks in 
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the foundation of his conceptual scheme. First, it appears to contradict his 
claim that his Three Moral Languages schema enables him to transcend the 
opposition between objectivist and constructivist perspectives on moral truth 
(p. 28) and ‘navigate a middle course between the two contrasting viewpoints’ 
(p. 50). Second, Nash cites a text by Mary Midgley in which she challenges the 
easy assumption of the moral sceptic that ‘nobody can ever be in a position to 
question the morality of others, because nothing at all can ever be known with 
any degree of certainty about morality’ (p. 42). Nash endorses Midgley’s 
epistemological point that, because such moral scepticism is itself a 
substantive moral position, it becomes self-refuting. Citing Midgley while 
asserting that fundamental moral commitments are not open to correction 
seems to leave Nash in the position of simultaneously rejecting and embracing 
moral scepticism. Third, as we have seen, Nash asserts that our moral 
perception, feeling, thought, and action are shaped through and through by 
our background beliefs (p. 23). However, if the latter cannot be rationally 
justified, then the former are ultimately indefensible as well. This conclusion 
casts doubt on Nash’s ability to deliver on his promise to students that they 
will learn, not only to resolve their ethical dilemmas (pp. 2, 17), but also to 
justify their decisions to others. In order to make progress toward his 
educational objectives, then, Nash’s account of our Second and Third Moral 
Languages must provide him the resources to avoid moral relativism that the 
Languages of Background Beliefs does not. 

The Language of Character, the Language of Principle, and Ethical 
Bricolage 
Our Second Moral Language, in the terms of Nash’s scheme, is the set of 
moral concepts, norms, and ideals that we share with the other members of 
the particular communities that we inhabit by chance or by choice. Like 
MacIntyre, Nash observes that particular communities and traditions provide 
the necessary resources for the development of our moral characters, 
including the development of our fundamental assumptions about the nature 
of morality itself (pp. 59–61). To the description of our moral standpoints 
that the First Language of Background Beliefs provides, the Second 
Language of Moral Character adds the temporal dimension of a work-in
progress, for it assumes that each decision we make and action we take shapes 
as well as expresses who we are and who we aspire to be as moral agents: 
‘Every ethical choice is always a choice about what kind of character to 
become, about what choice will best preserve . . . moral integrity in such a way 
that . . . actions will fit [our] best moral images’ (pp. 62–3). 

According to Nash, assessing the two horns of an ethical dilemma from a 
Second Language standpoint means asking ‘Which decision has the most 
integrity in terms of the kind of person I either perceive myself to be or am 
striving to become?’ (p. 63). The corresponding problem-solving framework 
that Nash offers his students is his Second Language Moral Brief, a list of 
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questions designed to bring into sharp focus the manifold elements of 
character and context that bear upon a particular ethical decision. It is a long 
list. Jonathan, the moral protagonist of the case Nash constructs to illustrate 
Second Language decision-making, assesses his options in the light of (i) the 
moral ideals of his family and of his religious community; (ii) the virtues he 
considers central to his character; (iii) the moral narratives from which he 
draws inspiration; (iv) the feelings aroused by the people and events in the 
case before, during, and after the incident giving rise to the dilemma; (v) the 
rules he was taught while he was training to become a professional; (vi) the 
written and unspoken norms of his workplace; (vii) the expectations 
associated with his particular workplace role; and (ix) the codes of ethics of 
his professional association. Which of these many considerations prove 
decisive, and why? At the end of Jonathan’s deliberations, says Nash, 
‘Jonathan trusts his initial intuitions and feelings, and he decides to do what 
‘‘feels’’ right. His heart goes out to Sam’ (p. 100). 

As this case shows, the difficulty with Nash’s Second Language problem-

solving framework is not that it provides no reasons to choose one out of a 
range of possible responses to a difficult ethical situation. The difficulty is that 
it provides a very wide variety of different kinds of considerations without 
guidance on which should be assigned more or less weight in light of the 
situation at hand. In the end, students are left to rely on their gut feelings 
about the right thing to do. Furthermore, as Nash himself observes, critics of 
this approach will argue not only that it is ‘too dependent on intuition and 
feelings,’ but also that the ‘thick’ moral languages associated with particular 
religious, philosophical, political, and/or cultural communities are ‘too 
location-, time-, and person-bound’ for the purposes of justification in a 
secular, pluralistic public realm (pp. 103–4). 

For a less context-bound basis for ethical decision-making Nash turns to the 
Third Language of Moral Principle, which aspires to be the ‘thin’ public 
language that would enable conversation between ‘moral strangers’ (pp. 106– 
109). However, the corresponding Third Language Moral Brief fares no better 
than its predecessor as a problem-solving procedure. Regina, the protagonist in 
Nash’s Third Language case, looks for moral principles to cite for and against 
the choices she contemplates, ending up with a long list that includes fidelity, 
gratitude, non-maleficence, beneficence, autonomy, and  justice (pp. 130–8). The 
rules, principles, and theories that Nash’s Third Language framework brings to 
bear on an ethical dilemma serve exceptionally well to highlight a wide range of 
considerations possibly relevant to finding a solution. Again, however, 
determining which considerations in what combination should take precedence 
is left up to the judgement of the individual facing the dilemma. Again, the case 
Nash carefully constructs to demonstrate his problem-solving framework 
serves to illustrate the very objections that would be levelled by its critics: 
‘moral principles seem arbitrary because . . . in those cases where principles may 
be in conflict with each other, it is left exclusively to a person’s intuition to find 
a resolution’ (p. 144; cf. p. 9). 
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The solution that Nash recommends to the limitations of each of the Three 
Moral Languages taken on its own is to combine them in moral bricolage: ‘I  
attempt to integrate the various moral languages into a structured whole so 
that they form one usable ethical language. I argue that every ethics educator 
must become a ‘‘bricoleur’’ who engages continually in the ‘‘selective retrieval 
and eclectic reconfiguration’’ (Stout, 1988, p. 76) of various moral languages’ 
(Nash, 2002, p. 14). Although Nash sometimes uses the term ‘integration’ to 
describe how background beliefs, considerations of character, and matters of 
theory and principle should be combined in ethical decision-making, he offers 
no explanation or illustration how reasoning, feeling, and intuition might be 
combined to achieve ‘reflective equilibrium’ among the many considerations 
he lists in his moral briefs (p. 205). The essential difficulty with his as with any 
‘multiple ethical languages’ approach to teaching professional ethics is the 
problem of conflict: the different perspectives represented by the core concepts 
of different moral traditions (justice, care, utility, duty, eudaimonia, grace, 
compassion, piety) are as likely to be contradictory as complementary, as 
likely to complicate as facilitate the process of deciding among alternative 
courses of action (Vokey, 2008, pp. 298–9). 

From Constructivism to Pragmatism 
The closest Nash comes to a description of the kind of practical wisdom 
required for moral bricolage to work is when he borrows the notion of 
discernment from a work in theological ethics: 

The final discernment is an informed intuition; it is not the conclusion of a 
formally logical argument, a strict deduction from a single moral principle, 
or an absolutely certain result from the exercises of human ‘reason’ alone. 
There is a final moment of perception that sees the parts in relation to a 
whole, expresses sensibilities as well as reasoning, and is made in the 
condition of human finitude. In complex circumstances it is not without 
risk. (Gustafson, 1981, p. 338, cited in Nash, 2002, p. 168) 

In Christian as in other wisdom traditions, discernment is the fruit of spiritual 
practice, so the sudden appearance of this notion on the last page of the first 
edition of ‘Real World’ Ethics represents a deus ex machina resolution to the 
problem of conflict. Nash’s richly textured account of the many considera
tions relevant to practical judgement portrays the complexity of professional 
practice exceptionally well. What his three moral languages schema does not 
provide is moral grounds for maintaining that one practical judgement can be 
better or worse than another in any sense other than being faithful to an 
individual’s considered (but ultimately indefensible) moral convictions. It is 
for this reason—or so I surmise—that in the question-and-answer epilogue 
added to the second edition of his text Nash revisits the question of moral 
truth in response to a reader’s concern about the relativistic flavour of his 
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constructivist leanings in the first edition (pp. 176–7). As before, Nash rejects 
both ‘anything goes’ moral relativism and any form of moral absolutism or 
objectivism that asserts ‘universal, unchangeable, and exceptionless’ laws 
dictated by God, Biology, or Reason. He then proposes an ethic of pragmatic 
moral consensus in which moral principles and ideals would be justified in 
terms of their contributions to ‘the good life for everyone’. Such a naturalistic 
metaethics is an improvement, in my eyes at least, over free-floating ethical 
constructivism. Since I also maintain that sound moral judgement and human 
flourishing are closely connected—not least because personal fulfilment lies in 
knowing and doing what is genuinely virtuous and good—I agree with Nash 
that those representing different religious, philosophical, political, and 
cultural traditions are well advised to seek common ground by comparing 
their accumulated wisdom on what ways of life conduce to human well-being. 
Why, then, do I find it necessary to posit such imponderables as intrinsic 
moral value and moral intuition, and to defend the moral realist side of the 
objectivist-subjectivist debate? 

I see three main advantages to the ethics of transcendent virtue over Nash’s 
naturalistic pragmatism. First, an instrumentalist or consequentialist 
metaethics cannot do justice to considered convictions that some things are 
just plain morally right or morally wrong (slavery and genocide, to borrow 
Nash’s examples, p. 177), and these convictions are not limited to Kantian 
Deontology and Deep Ecology. In his discussion of the Language of Moral 
Character, Nash cites with approval the Aristotelian view that there are 
‘objectively desirable states of character’ that ‘every rational being has good 
reason to acquire’ and that ‘these dispositions define the fulfilled rational 
being’ (p. 105). However, the Aristotelian conviction that the fully virtuous 
person properly loves virtue for its own sake is one piece with the conviction 
that some actions are and are not inherently ‘noble and fine’, and this 
metaethical view cannot be captured in consequentialist terms (pp. 192–6). 

Second, if intrinsic moral value is apprehended in the depth and quality of 
unmediated cognitive–affective experience, then it makes sense that intuition 
would be integral to ethical decision-making. Conversely, it is not clear how 
Nash can coherently adopt the Catholic notion of discernment to describe the 
pinnacle of practical wisdom if decisions are ultimately to be justified in terms 
of their consequences for individual or collective human flourishing, for this 
would suggest something more like a deductive utilitarian calculus. Whatever 
the capacity to make sound ethical decisions is called—judgement, intuition, 
discernment, or some cognate term—the key educational question is how it 
can be improved. Although the ethics of transcendent virtue does not provide a 
complete answer, it affords two helpful perspectives on education for sound 
practical judgement, both related to the important role that it assigns to direct 
experience. By identifying the right thing to do with what would be done by 
someone liberated from ego’s fixations, it reaffirms the contemporary 
relevance of the time-tested disciplines and practices through which members 
of various philosophical and religious ‘wisdom traditions’ cultivate the 
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intellectual and moral virtues upon which individual and collective discern
ment depend. The importance of this contribution is evidenced by the growing 
number of workshops, retreats, conferences and publications devoted to 
integrating contemplative practices in secular institutions of higher educa
tion—and, more generally, to balancing ‘educating the mind’ with ‘educating 
the heart’.9 By underlining the importance of direct perception, it also 
reaffirms the relevance to education for sound practical judgement of 
aesthetics and the arts.10 

Third, navigating a middle road between moral relativism and absolutism 
requires reconciling belief in the possibility of reaching some measure of 
moral truth with the fact of persistent moral disagreement. Like Nash, I 
believe that: 

(a) persistent disagreement even among those who embrace some notion of 
moral truth can be explained in part by our embeddedness in particular 
‘personal histories, cultural contexts, and interpretive frameworks’ (p. 
179; Vokey, 2001, pp. 230–3); 

(b) efforts to identify and extend common ground among different moral 
perspectives should begin with appreciating them as much as possible 
in their own terms, the challenges that this represents notwithstanding 
(Nash, 2002, p. 180; Vokey, 2001, 274–5); and 

(c) the potential to reach agreement through argument is limited so long as 
conflicting practical judgements are rooted in radically opposed moral 
points of view. 

It is a measure of the shift from the first to the second edition of his text 
that Nash enjoins us in his epilogue ‘to strive together to reach some kind of 
moral consensus’ and ‘to take ethical positions and defend them’ (Nash, 2002, 
p. 180). His book offers much to help us clarify our basic moral beliefs, 
religious or otherwise, but has little to say about their defence or about how 
progress toward even partial moral consensus is possible. The ethics of 
transcendent virtue, by combining the generic expectations of intelligibility, 
coherence, plausibility, and practical success with an account of the 
fundamental interest that makes alternative moral conceptual frameworks 
moral, is able to specify appropriate criteria for moral discourse (Vokey, 2001, 
pp. 250–6). In addition, by calling attention to what moves us most 
profoundly, the ethics of transcendent virtue highlights the indispensable 
roles of symbols and stories in communicating the experiences without which 
the beliefs and commitments of alternative moral points of view cannot be 
adequately understood (pp. 257–63). As Aristotle points out, it is precisely 
because what is intrinsically ‘noble and fine’ is apprehended through the felt 
quality of human response that moral arguments will have no effect upon 
those unfortunate souls who, through lack of proper education, ‘have not 
even a conception of what is noble and truly pleasant, since they have never 
tasted it’ (NE 1179b15). 
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I do not imagine that the assessment of Nash’s metaethical position offered 
above represents a ‘knock-down’ argument against naturalism. My hope is 
that it would open rather than end conversations with those who find moral 
realism untenable. I also hope that, its abbreviated nature notwithstanding, 
this case for the advantages of the ethics of transcendent virtue illustrates the 
form of dialectical argument introduced in the first section. 

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS ON DIALECTICAL ARGUMENT 

For dialectic to be productive—indeed, possible at all—a variety of material 
and cultural conditions must be fulfilled. Like any form of rational inquiry 
and argument, dialectic presupposes that active communities of inquiry and 
practice exist into which we can be initiated, learning to take up their 
concepts, standards, and arguments as our own. Such communities and 
corresponding traditions are only sustained by people exercising a broad 
range of virtues such as fairness, generosity, diligence, courage, creativity, and 
open-mindedness or ‘epistemic humility’. Lonergan’s (1973) account of 
functional specialisations within theological ‘method’ illustrates how, before 
dialectical argument can even begin, texts must be published, translated, 
interpreted, and re-interpreted in light of historical, sociological, and other 
studies of circumstances of their origins. It also illustrates how the efforts of 
specialists in dialectic are properly understood as contributions to larger 
theological inquiries and initiatives. Similarly, I think arriving at more and 
more satisfactory conceptual frameworks via the interplay of theory and 
practice is a long-term collaborative process involving many forms of research 
and scholarship, including many forms of philosophy (conceptual analysis, 
hermeneutics, and deconstruction to name just a few). In this view I find 
support for Ernst Boyer’s (1994) arguments that institutions of higher 
education will better serve human needs when the scholarship of discovery is 
complemented by the scholarships of integration, application, and teaching. 

Ideally, the pursuit of truth in discourse is not compromised by strategic 
interests. Ideally, those with whom we disagree are considered allies or at least 
adversaries (to borrow a term from Chantal Mouffe, 2002), but never enemies; 
and dialectic is an exercise in mutual education rather than winner-take-all 
intellectual warfare. To this end I think it helps to keep shared fundamental 
interests in mind (better health, more justice, deeper learning and so forth) 
when engaging with dialectical interlocutors and to recognise that alternative 
conceptual frameworks can be related in a variety of ways including 
compatibly, incompatibly, paradoxically, obliquely, genetically, antagonisti
cally, or complementarily (Vokey, 2001, pp. 74–9).11 ‘For me or against me’ 
are by no means the only two options. 

While affirming the ideal of expanding horizons through respectful 
dialogue and debate, I also accept that there is no ‘neutral ground’ on which 
to stand, literally and metaphorically, in relation to ongoing histories of 
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oppression and colonisation. On this view, it is a mistake to do philosophy as 
if class, race, gender, sexual orientation . . . does not matter,12 and engaging 
responsibly with those representing alternative standpoints entails being 
mindful of the privileges we do and do not enjoy by reason of our social 
locations in contexts of domination. 

NOTES 

1. This is the opening line of the song ‘Anything you can do’ from the American film 
comedy Annie Get Your Gun (Sidney, 1950). A movie clip showing the tongue-in-cheek 
quality of the contest can be viewed at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JY7Hh5P

zELo. 
2. Examples of conceptual frameworks in this very broad sense are provided by Miller and 

Seller (1985) in their characterisation of competing ‘curriculum perspectives’. 
3. For one example, see Margonis, 2007. 
4. For definitions of conceptual framework and conceptual scheme and related terms such as 

paradigm and tradition of inquiry and practice, see Vokey (2001), pp. 2–4, 28–30. 
5. In referring to the ‘method’ of dialectic, it is not Socratic questioning that I have in 

mind, although it can also serve to demonstrate the limitations of a conceptual 
framework. 

6. ‘Transcendent’ here refers to a source of insight and compassion beyond ego, but not 
outside human experience in ‘this world’. 

7. One notable contemporary illustration of this was the opening ceremonies, invocations, 
prayers, and speeches at President Obama’s inauguration, including his own inaugural 
address (http://www.cbc.ca/world/story/2009/01/20/obama-speech-text.html). 

8. The first six chapters (Nash, 2002, pp. 1–168) were originally published in 1996 under 
the same title; the seventh chapter (pp. 169–206) is a ‘Question-and-Answer Epilogue’ 
added for the 2002 second edition. 

9. Sources of information on such publications, workshops, and conferences include the 
websites of the Center for Contemplative Mind in Society (http://www.contemplative

mind.org/), the Center for the Advancement of Contemplative Education (http:// 
www.naropa.edu/cace/index.cfm), the Dalai Lama Centre for Peace and Education 
(http://www.dalailamacenter.org/), and the Mind & Life Institute (http://www.mindan

dlife.org/current.conf.html). See also Duerr, Zajonc, & Dana, 2003. 
10. See	 Carr (2004); cf. Vokey (2001, pp. 229–30) for a discussion of the power of 

perception, honed by art and poetry, to apprehend intrinsic value in the context of 
environmental education. 

11. Lonergan suggests that horizons are related complementarily, genetically, or dialecti
cally (Lonergan, 1973, pp. 236–7). To create this list I reformulated his original 
categories and added four more. Even this list may not be exhaustive. 

12. On this point, and particularly the ‘dot dot dot’ problem, see Boyd (1998). 
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4 
Education and Selfhood: A 
Phenomenological Investigation 

MICHAEL BONNETT 

In this chapter I wish to examine a burgeoning approach to education that 
invites us to question a cluster of ideas that have been widely influential in 
educational discourse at various times. The approach that I wish to examine 
can be read as a critical commentary on the nature and importance of 
selfhood, here intending by this term broadly what constitutes one’s sense of 
individual existence as a person, one’s sense of personal identity, one’s sense 
of self. Notwithstanding that arguably in recent years selfhood has received 
rather little emphasis in educational policy and practice, I will develop 
the claim that the notion has a central place in educational debate and 
will explore some ways in which its reinterpretation—or indeed, perhaps 
rejection—fundamentally affects the terms of that debate. 

The chapter falls into three sections: 

(1) a brief introduction that sketches a traditional view of selfhood; 
(2) the outline of a view that rejects this understanding of selfhood and 

that, in very general terms, is taken to exemplify a growing strand in 
current thinking; 

(3) a set of comments and questions that this view provokes. 

1. 

Historically, the relationship between ideas of education and of the 
development of the individual or self has been of enduring importance and 
has found expression in a number of influential educational philosophies, 
ranging from those of Plato, through to Bildung, and to progressive 
education. The character of this relationship seems particularly apt for 
phenomenological investigation as the idea of experience is central to both 
education and selfhood. Indeed, many have conceived the individual precisely 
as a centre of conscious experience and as one of the poles around which the 
idea of education is to be articulated (for more recent examples of this, see 
Dewey, 1972; Peters, 1970, Chapter 2; and Freire, 2000). And certainly it 
would be difficult to understand education without some reference to 
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individual experience. Even traditional approaches to education that were 
based on a tabula rasa view of the mind derived from Locke recognised this. 
The structure and character of experience as it is understood in relation both 
to selfhood and to education is, therefore, of considerable concern. 

Yet if education is of necessity concerned with the experiences of individual 
selves, it need not be so in a way that is respectful. One reading of much 
contemporary educational practice is that its chief concern is to shape the 
selves of its learners in accordance with what are perceived to be current 
economic imperatives rather than, say, with what arises from their sense of 
their own existence. And whether or not this is true, much education is 
heavily conditioned by sets of standards and objectives determined quite 
independently of individual learners, and indeed, their teachers. With regard 
to respecting selfhood, this is not a promising situation. 

But what is the self? What, if anything, is its value? And what would be 
involved in respecting it? 

I will begin by giving a characterisation of such matters drawn from 
English literature and that I take to convey something of our everyday view. 
In the novel Tess of the d’Urbervilles Thomas Hardy tells the story of the 
developing and ultimately tragic relationship of the young parson’s son Angel 
Clare and a farm-girl, Tess Durbeyfield. As their acquaintanceship grows, 
Clare is brought to consider the situation that is arising: 

Despite his heterodoxy, faults and weaknesses, Clare was a man with a 
conscience. Tess was no insignificant creature to toy with and dismiss; but a 
woman living her precious life—a life which to herself who endured or 
enjoyed it, possessed as great a dimension as the life of the mightiest to 
himself. Upon her sensations the whole world depended to Tess; through 
her existence all her fellow creatures existed, to her. The universe itself only 
came into being for Tess on the particular day in the particular year in 
which she was born. 

This consciousness upon which he had intruded was the single 
opportunity of existence ever vouchsafed to Tess by an unsympathetic 
First Cause—her all; her every and only chance. How then should he look 
upon her as of less consequence than himself; as a pretty trifle to caress and 
grow weary of; and not deal with the greatest seriousness with the affection 
which he knew that he had awakened in her—so fervid and impressionable 
as she was under her reserve; in order that it might not agonize and wreck 
her? (Hardy, 1992, pp. 178–9). 

Here we have an eloquent expression of a sense of the selfhood of another and 
the responsibilities that it entails. The self portrayed here has a number of 
salient interrelated features: it is enduring, having its own life, identity; while 
shaped by its environment, it is not simply some sort of concrescence of that 
environment—it has an internal unity of its own and therefore a perspective 
on the world that is unique; it has feelings and a basic apprehension of its own 
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existence—its experiences have the quality of ‘mineness’ and of privacy; it is 
finite, having only one life to live and this life is the sum of all that is possible 
for that individual. In these regards it is therefore worthy of a respect that 
cannot simply be trumped by the desires of another; a sense of responsibility 
pervades the self and its relationships. 

The conception of selfhood portrayed here sits loosely in the tradition of 
liberal-humanist theory of an on-going pre-existing self that lies at the centre 
of its world. And this shares something of a Cartesian turn in that the 
direction of movement for meaning-giving and for the disclosure of the self is 
from the inner to the outer, from the private to the public. While this 
conception has had a strong following in educational debate (notably in 
strands influenced by Romanticism), it is periodically challenged—often in 
ways that essentially seek to reverse this flow of meaning-giving from inner to 
outer. For example, writers such as Richard Peters (1970), Michael Oakeshott 
(1972) and Elliot Eisner (1998) in their different ways have placed weight on 
the cultural formation of mind, the public nature of the concepts that 
structure—that is, significantly constitute—the mind of the individual and the 
experience of which each is capable. 

While in an important sense related, it is a distinctively different challenge 
that I wish to discuss in this chapter: one that moves beyond an 
acknowledgement that there are important senses in which the self as an 
individual centre of consciousness is necessarily structured, at least in part, by 
a social and cultural inheritance to the position of undermining and emptying 
the very notion of the self as a centre of consciousness. 

2. 

In a number of recent educational texts we are invited to see the self as 
existentially constituted by factors that are external to it, and as possessing 
little or no internally maintained steady identity. For example, there are those 
influenced by Michel Foucault and Judith Butler who see individual 
subjectivities as heavily and continuously constituted by discourse and the 
performative utterances and gestures of others, or who, influenced by Hannah 
Arendt and Emmanuel Levinas, see us as constantly entering the world by the 
grace of others who give us meaning. Here the direction of flow of meaning-

giving and disclosure is from the outer to the inner. So to speak, it is not 
simply the outer but the ‘other’ that is posited as at the centre and as 
originative of selfhood. In this way the self becomes both decentred in the 
sense of losing its central epistemic position and de-nucleated in the sense that 
any supposed core or essence is removed. I wish to examine this radical 
evacuation of the interiority of the self and some of its educational 
implications. 

It is my intention in this short essay to begin to open up some of the issues 
raised by such a flow reversal by initially referring to one well worked through 
example of its portrayal in an educational context. In his book Beyond 
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Learning: Democratic Education for a Human Future, Gert Biesta investigates 
the important issue of how we should conceive the subjectivity of the learner. 
In what initially one might construe to be a rather Heideggerian stance, he 
expresses an interest in the opportunities that educational institutions offer 
for individuals to ‘come into presence’ and sets out as his central premise that 
this coming into presence occurs when we initiate actions that are taken up by 
others who are capable of initiating their own actions. ‘Action’ here is meant 
in a particular sense taken from Hannah Arendt. It is distinguished from 
repetitive ‘labour’, on the one hand, and artefact producing ‘work’, on the 
other, and is conceived as ‘the only activity that goes on directly between men 
without the intermediary of things or matter’ and through which, by taking 
the initiative, beginning something anew, we reveal our unique personal 
identities (Biesta, 2006, p. 47). We reveal ourselves most fundamentally 
through those of our actions that directly affect others, and that by choice or 
necessity are taken up by them in some way (including, presumably, in 
responses of rejection). 

But it must be noted that this is not conceived as the revelation of some pre
existing identity. On this account, the self only becomes clear for the other 
and for the self in the action. To quote Biesta: 

If I would begin something, but no one would respond, nothing would 
follow from my initiative, and, as a result, my beginnings would not come 
into the world and I would not be a subject. I would not come into the 
world. When, on the other hand, I begin something and others do take up 
my beginnings, I do come into the world, and in precisely this moment I am 
a subject. (p. 133) 

This makes the domain of action—and, therefore, coming into presence— 
boundless and inherently unpredictable. It will always entail risk. We come 
into presence in a world of ever-arising beginnings and beginners. To initiate 
or pursue our own beginnings we always have to rely on the actions of these 
other beginners. Hence, coming into presence means coming into a world of 
plurality and difference. ‘Our coming into the world structurally relies on the 
activities of others to take up our beginnings, yet others will always do so in 
their own, unpredictable ways’ (p. 92). This constitutes the ‘worldly space’ by 
virtue of which we come into presence, and it gives us a way of thinking about 
our being with others in which plurality is not conceived as something to be 
overcome so that common action can become possible, but that makes our 
own being and our being with others possible and real in the first place. And 
although, in a sense, this situation frustrates the ‘purity’ of our beginning, 
following Arendt, it is held that this ‘impossibility to remain unique masters 
of what [we] do’ is at the very same time the condition—and the only 
condition—under which our beginnings can ever come into the world. Action, 
as distinguished from fabrication, is never possible in isolation. Arendt argues 
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that ‘to be isolated is to be deprived of the capacity to act’ (cited in Biesta, 
2006, p. 84). 

It is important to note here that such occurrences are considered to be 
stymied by participating in ‘strong’ (i.e. norm-governed) communities such as 
a rational community, for it is held that here one slips into becoming a mere 
representative of its categories and norms rather than being a unique 
individual. This points to a fundamental tension within educational 
institutions, for notwithstanding this antagonism Biesta acknowledges that 
it is the legitimate business of schools to develop a rational community and 
thus it would appear that it is only when lapses and discontinuities of this 
occur that coming into presence can occur. Its location only in the interstices 
of school life raises questions as to how plausible phenomenologically it is for 
a worldly space to be maintained, given that Biesta portrays the superordinate 
environment in such antagonistic terms. While I will return to this point, it is 
worth noting here that it focuses attention on an issue that is fundamental to 
education: how to think the interface between the individual and what is to be 
learnt—and indeed, whether it is best thought as an interface at all, but rather 
in terms of some sort of continuity, the boundary between self and world in a 
significant sense having been dissolved. That is to say, the question of the 
character of educational engagement is raised. 

To return, now, to the leitmotif of the thesis: the concern throughout is with 
the coming into the world of unique, singular beings whose thoroughly 
relational nature means that such entry is not be confused with mere self-
expression. Rather, it involves entering the social fabric and thus responding 
to—and being responsible for—what and who is other, the question of the 
other and the other as a question. Overall this entails an essentially non-
instrumental receptivity on the part of the learner—a listening and attentive
ness to the other as other - and a certain violation of the sovereignty of the 
learner as they are challenged by difficult questions and difficult encounters 
entailed in entering a community of, as Biesta puts it, borrowing from 
Alphonso Lingis (1994), ‘those who have nothing in common’. That is to say, 
those of whom one is to assume nothing, can know nothing, for presuming to 
anticipate others’ beginnings would be to reify them and is necessarily 
hegemonic. This all means that education—along with all other genuine human 
interaction—is inherently difficult and at times discomforting. And for the 
teacher there is the additional challenge of responsibility without knowledge, 
for it would seem that she must take responsibility for the subjectivity of a 
learner that she does not and, indeed, cannot know. This view holds that the 
basic posture of education should be one of openness to different ways of being 
human; it therefore has to be experimental and experiential. The question of the 
humanity of human beings has to be taken up as a practical question, a 
question that requires a response with every new manifestation of subjectivity 
(Biesta, 2006, p. 106). It is not something to be determined by some pre-existing 
notion of human essence that posits a norm of humanness. The key question in 
genuinely human encounters is not what is present but who is present. 
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On this view, then, our being-with-others is primordial in that we are with 
others before we are with ourselves and furthermore it is ethical in that 
(following Levinas) it is characterised by a primordial responsibility—a 
responsibility that is held to be ‘older than the ego’ and that is not a matter of 
our choice, but is already identified from outside: we are called to be a 
responsible self. And the call is not to human being in general, it is me who is 
called by the other. The subject as a unique and singular being, as a ‘oneself’, 
comes into presence because it finds itself in a situation where it cannot be 
replaced by anyone else. There is a fundamental sense in which I exist in my 
service to the other; my subjectivity is a subjection to the other. Following 
Levinas, ‘the subject is subject’ (cited in Biesta, 2006, p. 52). 

While certainly, on this view, it is not the sole task of education to maintain 
a space where freedom to come into presence can occur; it is one central task. 
And this space will need to be one of encounter and difference—indeed, 
following the logic of the argument, for Biesta, the ideal educational space 
will have the urban qualities found in Herman Hertzberger’s conception of the 
‘city’—a space where we ‘are continually preoccupied with measuring, 
mirroring and pitting ourselves against each other’ because ‘it is not we that 
determine who we are, but mainly others’. The ‘aim’ of the city is therefore ‘to 
provide the opportunity for us to inspect, assess, keep an eye on and bump 
into one another’ (p. 112). On this view we need schools built to facilitate such 
encounters that constitute the ‘worldly space’ in which we can come into 
presence as unique individuals. 

3. 

It seems to me that the above presents an internally consistent account that 
provokes a timely re-evaluation of what it would be for education to take 
seriously the subjectivity of students. The idea of a self as a coming into 
presence through initiating action taken up by others is seminal in a number 
of respects, for example, clearly having extensive implications for educational 
institutions from ethos to architecture. In foregrounding the relational nature 
of subjectivity and how growing as a subject is enriched by diversity of 
encounter, it brings out the disturbance and difficulty that are internal to 
education properly understood. True education is not a comfortable business. 
It is not about indulging the proclivities of some pre-existing fixed self. Nor is 
it the role of educational institutions to determine the selfhood of individuals 
through some heavily prescribed curriculum, but to create a space where, 
indeed, in some sense they can come into presence (see Bonnett, 1976; 1978). 

The account also addresses a very pressing question: How to live with 
others who, in many significant respects, are not like us? Clearly at one level 
this is an issue of ever-growing importance as societies become more multi

cultural, and in the context of the ever more significant global society where 
we constantly encounter difference and the need to work with it. Biesta’s 
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account might be seen to provide a rather neat response by claiming that the 
other is a necessary condition of our own coming into the world and that we 
have a non self-chosen fundamental responsibility to respect the other, enable 
it to come into the world. Though the subjectivity of the other is something 
essentially unpredictable and beyond our control, we depend upon it for our 
own subjectivity. Yet the point goes deeper than this, for it draws attention to 
the need to recognise the otherness of those who, because of their familiarity, 
can too easily appear to be knowable, ‘just like us’. Hence, essentially it seeks 
to imbue education with a sense of the unknown rather than the known. 
Again, this latter seems to me to be a very healthy attitude. Elsewhere, I have 
argued for the importance in education of being attentive to the fluid 
presencing of individuals on the grounds that such de-reification sensitises us 
to subtle qualitative aspects of an individual learner’s current engagement 
with—that is, inherence in—the world and that this is a prerequisite of 
effective pedagogy (Bonnett, 2009b). 

And certainly there is something highly persuasive about the key notion 
that takes seriously that human existence is ‘being-with’ and that the 
significance of our selves must at least in part be the product of the diversity 
of ways in which our initiations are taken up by others. Indeed, there would 
appear to be something stultifying about a life in which one’s intentions ruled 
absolutely, one’s plans were never disrupted, one’s expectations never 
confounded, where routine ruled supreme, no difference or disruption ever 
occurring. A life insulated from all contingency, unpredictability and 
uncertainty—a life devoid of risk—would be a severely impoverished life; 
perhaps no life at all. 

But what is it to come into the world—to ‘come into presence’? Does it 
simply mean to have one’s actions taken up by other agents? Are there not 
other ways in which one’s subjectivity can receive recognition? And is there 
not an issue about the way in which others take up one’s beginnings, from 
what perspective? Furthermore, exactly what is one to be open to in 
responding to another if the meaning of any action is in such a strong sense 
always deferred? Let me refine these concerns through a series of more specific 
points. 

On the question of what is necessary for us to come into presence: can I not 
come into presence for myself in moments of self-awareness, and if so, in what 
sense do I require the otherness of others? The portrayal of Tess referred to in 
Section 1 recognises important dimensions of interiority and privacy to 
selfhood. It is one thing to make the participation of others a formal 
requirement in the sense that in principle the recognition of myself—me— 
requires a public language and culturally produced horizons of significance, 
and these are the product of others. It is quite another thing to make it an 
occurrent requirement—empirically my actions must be recognised by others 
on every occasion for me to come into presence on that occasion, as Biesta 
does. This would seem to be in flat contradiction with experience. And 
regarding this latter, while it is certainly true that one may experience a 
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heightened sense of self-awareness when one feels oneself to be in the presence 
of others—one might indeed become, as we say, ‘self-conscious’—equally 
there can be occasions when for some at least, solitude is as, if not more, 
effective in this regard. This also invites the question as to whether the other 
in her or his otherness always engenders self-revelation rather than self-
concealment. Even when the other does not seek domination, but is simply 
making her or his own responsive ‘beginning’, this might be experienced as in 
some sense threatening. Experiencing the charisma or authority of others can 
readily become overweening and result in passivity and sometimes subjuga
tion. A Levinasian claim that a certain uniqueness attaches to one’s 
subjectivity through its irreplaceability in responding to the call of the other 
does little to ameliorate this. 

Furthermore, are there not experiences of coming into presence in rela
tion to the natural world—both in terms of a certain quality of being that can be 
experienced by the individual, and the quality of the entry into the world of 
nature as quintessentially ‘other’? The towering anthropocentrism that seems to 
run through accounts of this kind needs to be appraised. The experiences of 
surprise and inherent mystery that encounters with aspects of nature can 
provoke and that can convey a heightened and humbling sense of one’s own 
being are well attested and perhaps deserve greater provision in the activities 
and environment of the school than is often the case (Bonnett, 2009a). Such 
considerations lead to the question: do such, in a certain sense, performative 
accounts of subject constitution privilege the perspective of a particular 
‘cosmopolitan’, ‘urban’, perhaps, ‘extroverted’ personality type? A thought lent 
weight in Biesta’s case by the characteristics of Hertzberger’s city that he uses to 
exemplify the qualities of a worldly space necessary to becoming a subject. 

This relates to a further question: In what sense can the stranger’s 
recognition bring me into presence in a fuller way than my neighbour or 
friend—that is, subjectivities characterised by what they share with me, what 
they have in common with me? Perhaps the stranger sees a new ‘angle’, but 
what of depth and intensity? Might not one who, say, is understood as having 
shared a traumatic experience with me, be able to recognise and respond to 
aspects of me—affirm me—in a way that those with whom I ‘have nothing in 
common’ cannot? Of course it would be presumptuous, and seriously limiting 
of subjectivity, if others attempt to define me by such things that they think 
they share with me. But this is not what is being said. The point is that on 
occasion someone characterised as friend might be better able to recognise my 
action for what it is than those with whom I have ‘nothing in common’. 

To be sure, a response to this last point might be that the idea of identifying 
an action for ‘what it is’ is one of the ideas that a view such as this seeks to 
challenge on the ground that its meaning is always deferred. Ideas of ‘the death 
of the author’ might readily be deployed. But surely what the initiator intended 
by her action is not to be completely dismissed in characterising it. While of 
course she cannot control how it is seen or taken up by others, what it meant to 
her is an important aspect of its being her action, an act of unique self
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expression, having the quality of ‘mineness’. This experience of agency is central 
to one’s sense of one’s existence and of ‘inserting’ oneself into the world, making 
oneself ‘count’. It is part of the tragedy of Tess that her actions are frequently 
misconstrued and her own voice silenced in her encounters with others. Here 
again a point of considerable educational significance arises: the desirability of 
allowing a space for the (owned) voice of the student to be heard and respected, 
such that the perspectives that arise from her own emplaced life-world are 
allowed to play into the life of the school—that is to say, allowed to contribute 
to the conditioning of the worldly space that it offers. 

But perhaps an even more fundamental question is now raised: To what 
extent is ‘everyday phenomenology’ of the above kind relevant to the 
argument? Biesta’s account can be considered phenomenological insofar as it 
appeals to us to recognise what it describes in terms of our own experience— 
including our own sense of what is morally right—rather than exclusive 
appeal say to formal logic, etymologising, semantic meaning, or everyday 
usage. Yet, it might be claimed that the argument is intended to be 
understood as deeply structural—that is, as operating at an ontological level, 
say, on a par with Heidegger’s ontological ‘existentials’ of Being and Time. 
This might be seen to render it immune to a phenomenological critique. It 
might be argued that all phenomenological descriptions reflect antecedent 
interpretations and thus are incapable of providing anything sufficiently 
primordial. On what basis is one to privilege one such description over 
another? Of course, a ‘phenomenological reduction’ of the kind once 
advocated by Edmund Husserl might be seen as a way of dealing with this 
criticism. By bracketing all everyday asssumptions of, say, the existence of 
what is perceived and focussing on the pure phenomenological content— 
intentionality—of what is given apodeictically in experience all such 
prejudices are eschewed and we truly get back to—apprehend—‘the things 
themselves’. But this strategy has two problems. First, its ultimate 
destination, as Husserl (1969) recognised, is a transcendental meaning-giving 
subjectivity (i.e. transcendental idealism). But the positings of such a 
subjectivity become purely formal and hence unable to sustain—reconsti

tute—the things that we actually encounter in everyday experience. Second, 
and related to this, such a strategy represents an arbitrary prejudice against 
one of the most luminous and primordial qualities of experience: 
fundamentally we apprehend things (including ourselves) always as already 
in a world. Our consciousness is ineluctably ‘worldly’. The everyday, in this 
sense, is not something to be circumvented or transcended in order to reach 
something more primordial, it is the raw ‘data’ with which ultimately all 
accounts have to accord. It is never to be dismissed. Taken from a different 
perspective—that of the nature of learning—that great advocate of the 
importance of experience in education, John Dewey, was surely right to 
require of education that the formal content of the logical disciplines be ‘re
clothed’ in the experience of learners (Dewey, 1956). In Being and Time, 
Heidegger shows how his ontology accommodates the phenomenology of the 
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everyday—indeed, that in a certain sense it is a necessary condition of such 
everyday experience. Whatever else coming into presence signifies, it cannot 
be something that denies everyday experience, and it should be something 
that either enriches or illuminates it. 

The ‘de-nucleating’ of subjectivity in the presence of the other is intimately 
related to the matter of the banishing of the idea of a human essence. This 
now is an oft-encountered sentiment. But should the quarrel be not so much 
with the idea of a human essence per se as with totalising versions of what this 
might be? For does not any account of humanness assume or extol some 
version of human essence? Either it is legitimate to say that when we speak of 
a human being we refer to an entity that, for example, is capable of thought 
and feeling, has some sense of self-awareness and responsibility for its actions, 
or it is not. If it is not, how in the first place do we identify those entities that 
we encounter in the world that are deserving of the particular responsiveness 
that we should extend to human beings? To be sure, it is not that normally 
this identification is experienced as a conscious choice or decision, rather it is 
an implicit recognition that primordially structures our way of being in the 
world. But, because it must presuppose some (non-totalising) notion of 
essence in order to get off the ground, an account that denies such an 
essence—and despite itself—is in danger of increasing its operative power by 
positioning it beyond questioning. 

Furthermore, the displacement of the idea of a grounding identity from the 
idea of subjectivity by a focus on spontaneity and openness to the other raise 
issues for the idea of authenticity. How is my openness to be distinguished 
from that of someone else? Are we in danger of being left with a sea of 
essentially ephemeral, un-rooted, actions? Sober reflection on one’s history— 
the sediments of one’s previous experiences and one’s track record on 
particular matters—may play a significant role in becoming an authentic 
subject, and would be important to an education that takes seriously the idea 
of personal growth. Without this, is there not the possibility that what one 
takes to be one’s openness—one’s spontaneous action—is little more than a 
reflection of what Heidegger has called the ‘they-self’ (Heidegger, 1973, 
Sections 26–27, 35–37)? A danger exacerbated by an encouragement to read 
oneself off from the ways one’s actions are taken up by others at large, which 
might in fact be ‘crowd’ responses? Heidegger provides an array of cautions 
concerning being grounded in such publicness. Overall, an account that 
eschews the idea of identity by de-nucleating the self renders ideas of being 
true to oneself either redundant or deeply mysterious, and in so doing both 
again dismisses a well-attested aspect of human experience and runs counter 
to the intuitive account of selfhood outlined in Section 1. 

A move to criticise Enlightenment humanism for having too limiting (i.e. 
reifying) an understanding of what it is to be human is supported 
phenomenologically by the wide range of non-rational experiences—such 
as, on occasion, those of love, faith, compassion, repugnance, whose felt 
presence and power are not simply to be assessed rationally or summoned up 
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and deployed, and that as modes of awareness and action can open up more 
than can be pre-conceived. Certainly education must beware imposing rigid 
and limiting conceptions of what it is to be ‘more fully human’ through pre-
specified aims and objectives of the sort found in many ‘rationally justified’ 
curricula. There are many varieties and nuances of goodness. The teacher 
needs to be guided by her feel for an interplay of complex non-outcome 
defining values rather than aims of the foregoing kind. But a view that 
attributes so much of the character of the self to the other results in a very thin 
conception of subjectivity, attenuated, strung out across the myriad 
beginnings of others. Plurality in those who take up one’s beginnings will 
mean that these beginnings will get taken up in a wider range of ways—that 
one comes into presence more richly in the sense of more diversely—but also, 
perhaps, more superficially. And ultimately what is the point of it? —Of 
becoming dispersed in such a way? What regard would and should we have 
for the ‘other’ conceived merely as passing actions rather than someone with 
an enduring identity? What are we to make of an individual whose existence is 
conceived only in terms of what we and others attribute to her actions and 
how we take them up—that is, has no identity independently of this? 

Even in its own terms, an individual’s recognition of another’s action as 
one that does indeed take up her beginning is highly problematic. What counts 
as taking up someone else’s beginning? How are we to know when it has or 
hasn’t (perhaps, despite appearances) happened? Whose story is to be 
privileged? And if none is, if ultimately anything can count as taking up 
someone’s action, does not the idea become vacuous? Talk of ‘responsibility’ 
for the other, listening to the other responsively, similarly eddies off into a 
disconnected circularity if the ‘meaning’ of the action amounts to no more 
than how a stranger takes it (up), however sincerely. This is a central issue to 
those forms of pedagogy that seek to relate to pupils as individuals, seeming 
to evacuate the idea of education of the individual of intelligibility. 

All this returns us to a fundamental issue previously alluded to. Education 
needs to have values, a sense of what it is worthwhile introducing pupils to 
and inviting them to participate in and of what potentially counts as their 
development as a person. That is, it involves a sense of ‘strong community’. I 
have noted that Biesta accepts this, but sees it as something that somehow 
proceeds separately from the coming into presence of the subject. But 
arguably participation in such worthwhile activities is not something to be 
juxtaposed to coming into presence, rather it is to be understood as an 
essential part of it. I have in mind here Michael Oakeshott’s (1972) claim that 
self-disclosure and self-enactment occur through engagement with a civilised 
inheritance of enduring traditions of thinking. A view that separates 
development of self—capacities for coming into presence—from initiation 
into a strong community of cultural discourse would seem to herald a certain 
solipsism of its own. It also mystifies experiences of coming to feel that one 
has made aspects of one’s culture one’s own, and denies the legitimacy of an 
educational aspiration to develop in pupils a sense of the personal significance 
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of what is learnt—a feeling for how it should affect their outlook and their 
sense of their own existence. This is an unfortunate outcome. 

Early in this chapter I said that a phenomenological approach is apt to the 
topic of selfhood and education because of the salience of experience in 
understanding such phenomena. This is true in a way not demanded by 
understanding, say, abstract notions such as those of ‘triangle’ or ‘quark’. 
Taking seriously the experiences of those involved in education, their own, 
usually implicit, sense of their human condition and the environment in which 
they find themselves, the meanings that their understandings have for them and 
drawing upon the rich range of resources that testify to this is a rebuttal of the 
quasi-scientific and managerial models of education that threaten to objectivate 
all and render invisible the fluid and felt realities of what is occurring in 
educational institutions. In addition, the general requirement that an 
educational analysis be at least consistent with—and better, illuminative of— 
everyday experience (which is not to deny that it might problematise it) can 
provide a brake upon theories and analyses that take off into a world of their 
own. It also acts as an impetus to students to evaluate what they read in terms 
of their own existence and the existence of others known to them by whatever 
means, and thus to engage personally with the issues at stake. Over recent years 
philosophy of education has been greatly enriched by attention to the writing of 
a much extended range of luminaries. Such openness is to be applauded. But 
sometimes the result has been too exclusive a focus on descriptive exegesis and 
history of ideas with relatively scant critical evaluation of the content of views 
from outside their own mutually supporting terms of reference—or, 
alternatively, where a series of compare and contrast exercises stands substitute 
for personal engagement. The dead hand of scholarship can lie heavy upon the 
fertile mind, diverting it from actively confronting issues through the enervating 
insinuation that yet more of what others have written must be absorbed before 
one can be in a proper position to articulate a view of one’s own, and that a 
point is to be substantiated by the authority of some luminary rather than with 
arguments that one is willing personally to stand behind and defend—and that 
draw upon the wealth of experience that most are able to bring to bear if so 
encouraged. Phenomenology of the kind that I have adopted intimately 
involves the subjectivity of the thinker and is resistant to philosophy by proxy. 

At this point, I hasten to add that the above are intended as general 
considerations, and are not directed in any wholesale way at the view that I 
have been examining in this chapter. And I have previously noted that it has 
phenomenological elements. But arguably its underlying preoccupation with 
a certain set of abstract normative ideal notions and aspirations without 
sufficiently referring them to experience in places risks vitiating potentially 
important insights. In particular, with the emphasis on the diffuseness, 
transience, ephemerality and sheer contingency of the occurrence of 
subjectivity through initiating action taken up by others, the dismissal of 
reification and essentialism that in certain senses is to be welcomed, seems on 
this and allied ‘performative’ understandings of selfhood to be achieved at the 
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expense of anything sufficiently centred to be intelligible as a ‘self’, with the 
upshot that education must be cast as an essentially empty enterprise. 

The issue of the presencing of unique subjectivities in their intimate relation 
with the presencing of others is seminal for education. It has profound 
significance for understanding the quality of space—intellectual, volitional, 
emotional, bodied—that occurs within schools as educational institutions, 
that is to say their qualities as places of education. But realisation of the rich 
potential of the exploration of schools conceived in this way requires the 
inclusion rather than the occlusion of the interiority of the individual. Proper 
account needs to be taken of what one might term the ‘phenomenological 
self’, with its own felt intentionality and intelligence that is both always 
potentially transformatively engaged and subtly existentially enduring. 
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5 
Examples as Method? My Attempts 
to Understand Assessment and 
Fairness (in the Spirit of the 
Later Wittgenstein) 

ANDREW DAVIS 

We can easily imagine people amusing themselves in a field by playing with 
a ball so as to start various existing games, but playing many without 
finishing them and in between throwing the ball aimlessly into the air, 
chasing one another with the ball and bombarding one another for a joke 
and so on. And now someone says: The whole time they are playing a ball-
game and following definite rules at every throw. 

(Wittgenstein, 1958, # 83) 

INTRODUCTION 

Wittgenstein urges philosophers to scrutinise examples. ‘Don’t think, but look!’ 
(Wittgenstein, 1958, ## 66–7). He believes that they should embrace the fine 
grain of events and processes rather than forcing phenomena to fit preconceived 
theories. The context is his famous discussion of family resemblance. We cannot 
discover something common to all games. Hosts of complex similarities obtain 
between pairs and small groups, with no unifying thread. Similarly, our 
linguistic activities are richly diverse, and we should not expect them to share 
any one feature. In this chapter I pursue my inquiries in the spirit of these 
injunctions. However, I also engage in argument of a more structured kind than 
that favoured by the later Wittgenstein. My explorations here revolve around 
the following questions: What forms of educational assessment are fair to all, 
and in what sense or  senses?  

I am going to comment on some of my philosophical manoeuvres. These 
observations are italicised. Sometimes I adopt a more informal tone than in the 
body of the chapter. Occasionally it was difficult to decide whether certain 
passages belonged in the main text or in this commentary. 

For me, the opening epigraph from Wittgenstein sums up the intellectual 
situation at the heart of many philosophical problems, including some of those 
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lurking behind policy issues in education. A number of educators and policy makers 
seem to think that definite rules are, or should be adhered to when we play the 
‘game’ of fair educational assessment. Closer examination reveals that no such rules 
are or could be followed, and also casts light on some of the reasons for this. 

Some Wittgenstein scholars may be inclined to point out that I am doing 
something different from Wittgenstein. There is little doubt that I am. Saul Kripke 
famously or infamously offered ‘Wittgenstein’s argument as it struck Kripke’ 
(Kripke, 1981). He wanted to credit Wittgenstein with a very important set of 
reflections about the possibility of a private language, and yet he knew that 
Wittgenstein might well have rejected the interpretation concerned. Now in this 
chapter I am not offering my own ‘versions’ of Wittgensteinian arguments. 
However, my philosophical approach emphasises the detail of specific contexts and 
is often uneasy with overarching theory. I feel that this owes much to Wittgenstein. 

The anti-essentialism of Wittgenstein’s game example has a specific role in 
his later philosophy. It inspires me on a broader front to look at the detail and 
fine grain in educational assessment practices, and to take account of the 
complexities and inconsistencies to be found there. 

When I speak of a ‘more structured kind’ of argument than that practised by 
the later Wittgenstein I don’t mean that there are no deep and robust arguments 
to be found in his work. On the contrary. All I am saying here is that the style in 
which, for instance, the Investigations is written is far removed from the step by 
step approach to argument development favoured by plenty of philosophers 
writing in the analytic tradition in the last few decades. 

Founding my inquiry on examples is shown to be especially important when 
examining these issues, given the wide range of situations to which they can be 
applied. I discuss a number of case studies involving assessment procedures, 
noting how they are criticised and sometimes changed for selected groups in the 
light of concerns about fairness. I work with a broad notion of ‘example’, where 
each case includes an assessment context, together with the cultural and political 
circumstances in which it is embedded. I refer to the overt and tacit values 
behind related policies and practices. 

I also have an audience in mind. As a philosopher who often writes for a non-
philosophical audience, I want to inform policy. My intended audience includes 
many people in educational research who interest themselves in questions of 
assessment and fairness. I am also concerned with those who devise assessment 
policies, whether at the school or Higher Education level. My style of 
philosophising is meant to be clear and accessible to them. Examples are 
particularly important, then, in bringing more complex points to light and 
exposing the kinds of confusion that can arise, especially where our thinking 
about these matters becomes too theoretical and abstract. 

By attaching such importance to contexts I do not mean to imply that my 
approach ‘leaves everything as it is’ (Wittgenstein, 1958, # 124) (or, indeed, 
that Wittgenstein himself implied that everything is in order with our concepts 
and language). The function of examples in my writing reminds me of the role 
Wittgenstein accords to his primitive language games in his observation that 
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‘The language games are . . . set up as objects of comparison which are meant to 
throw light on the facts of our language by way not only of similarities, but also 
of dissimilarities’ (Wittgenstein, 1958, # 130). 

This chapter says a good deal about normative aspects of assessment, and I 
do not think that all is well, normatively speaking, with current policies and 
practices. As far as I am concerned, real world attempts to secure fairness in 
assessment procedures may involve confusion, inconsistency and lack proper 
justification. Yet current practices comprise vital data for exploration, and 
must be examined on their merits rather than being marginalised in the 
interests of predetermined theories of fairness and justice. 

So here I begin with examples but then develop some abstract lines of 
philosophical reasoning. The latter incorporate a critique of some of the jargon 
employed by empirical researchers and policy in relation to assessment. These 
terms include ‘construct validity’ and ‘accommodation’. This feature of the chapter 
is typical of much of my writing in philosophy of education. I am constantly on the 
lookout for unwarranted certainties, both normative and conceptual, especially 
where such confidence damages the interests of students and teachers. 

I pursue some negative theses about the application of fairness verdicts to 
educational assessment. I contend that no wholly coherent and consistent 
approach is possible. The opposite is sometimes assumed by those bringing 
accusations of unfairness. Moreover, even where the fairness of a given 
assessment process seems to have a significant value, the latter will often need 
to be weighed against other concerns when taking practical decisions about 
assessment policy. I discuss provision at the level of Higher Education, but 
also examine practices involving children at the primary stage. Themes and 
challenges that emerge from the first case study at university level re-appear in 
later contexts, but I do not expect any neat or codifiable results in terms of 
fairness and justice. Indeed, I anticipate tensions and even contradictions in 
how these ideas are applied. 

DISABILITY ACCOMMODATIONS 

I begin with familiar attempts to offer fair assessments to students thought to 
suffer from learning disabilities. For example, ‘accommodations’ are 
frequently given to ‘dyslexic’ students. Sometimes a rationale is supplied: 

- a variation in assessment methods should be allowed for a student who 
can achieve the specific learning objectives but is prevented by disability or 
specific learning difficulty from demonstrating this through the usual 
assessment methods. (University of Brighton, 2009) 

The above is, of course, a quotation from a university’s policy on assessment 
methods. It has no bearing on the reflections I offer during this chapter 
concerning my own philosophical ‘methods’. 
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Such thinking seems to underlie most accommodations even where it is not 
made explicit. Now what is supposed to be ‘unfair’ about subjecting a dyslexic 
student to the same assessment process as other students? At first sight, this is 
a concern about the validity of the assessment process. It is believed that 
conventional forms of assessment fail to measure a dyslexic student’s 
knowledge and understanding of the intended learning outcomes. Validity 
lapses can, apparently, be instances of unfairness. 

I would argue that a necessary condition of the very coherence of this 
approach is that there is a clear difference between the actual possession of 
knowledge and understanding and the mere manifestation of it by means of 
successful test performance. The conventional concept of construct validity fits 
in nicely here. I understand construct validity in the usual way: a test is valid 
to the extent that it succeeds in measuring a relevant ‘construct’. 

[A] question like Are IQ tests valid for intelligence? can only be posed under 
the prior assumption that there does exist, in reality, an attribute that one 
designates when using the term intelligence; the question of validity 
concerns the question of whether one has succeeded in constructing a test 
that is sensitive to variations in that attribute. (Borsboom, Mellenbergh and 
van Heerden, 2004, p. 1065) 

So an intelligence test has construct validity if it measures how much 
intelligence a student has. ‘Intelligence’ itself is the construct. Constructs in 
the context of educational assessment are often conceptualised as ‘traits’, as 
unobservable but persisting aspects of mental life. 

The view that validity failures linked to disabilities can be instances of 
unfairness sees students as possessing varying ‘amounts’ of relevant learning 
when tested. Conventional tests can detect the learning of most students. 
However, a minority labour under certain disadvantages associated with 
familiar disability labels such as dyslexia. The disadvantages block the usual 
manifestations of learning. Hence standard assessment devices cannot sample 
relevant performances and so fail to ‘measure’ cognitive achievement. 

Often enough, fair treatment provisions seem eminently sensible so long as 
we embrace the idea that manifestations of a construct can be separated from 
the actual possession of that construct. Consider, for instance, the use of 
special spell checks, tinted glasses, a PC with software designed to support 
those with access problems, extra time, rest breaks, scribes and someone to 
read the exam questions. All this is consistent with the postulation of 
underlying cognitive traits whose manifestations are sometimes masked by 
specific constraints associated with learning disabilities. 

However, the posited division between construct and manifestation is put 
under severe strain by some proposed accommodations. Markers may be 
advised to discount poor spelling and grammar. This assumes that such 
aspects of performance are separable from the cognitive achievements the 
assessments are supposed to be probing. Yet ‘grammar’ issues could range 
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from the relatively superficial to matters impinging on the very coherence of 
the thinking in an answer. Now coherence of thinking is unlikely to be 
regarded as an optional component of any kind of cognitive achievement. 
‘Grammar’ is represented in proposed accommodations as an aspect of 
manifestations only. Nevertheless, on closer examination it threatens to 
invade the territory of the relevant constructs themselves. 

So does a sharp divide really exist between mere manifestations of 
knowledge comprising an underlying ‘construct’ and the construct itself? I 
think not. The ‘gap’ between putative manifestations and the underlying 
construct varies from case to case. It will always be a matter of degree. I speak 
metaphorically here, and arguably the very notion of a ‘gap’ is open to 
criticism. Whenever we judge a piece of behaviour to be a manifestation of 
knowledge or ability we are interpreting it as having qualities that are bound 
up with mental functioning underlying it. The supposed manifestation/ 
construct divide represents just the kind of supposed opposition between the 
‘inner’ private mental states and the ‘outer’ signs of these that Wittgenstein 
did so much to combat. For instance, saying that a pupil answers an 
arithmetic problem correctly is an interpretive judgement of an agent whose 
thought processes cannot be stripped away from the interpretation. 

Admittedly a swimming test, for instance, does seem to sample the desired 
skills very ‘directly’. Nevertheless, underlying the swimming performance now 
is, surely, a persisting complex of muscular and psychological states without 
which the performance would not be swimming. (Mere bodily movements 
might keep the body afloat, but not all bodily movements are swimming.) If 
the supposed divide between manifestation and underlying construct is not 
absolute but rather is a matter of degree, then arguably the conception of 
fairness as linked to construct validity is itself questionable. This is a serious 
threat to some standard rationales for accommodation. 

Some guidelines for marking in Higher Education go even further than the 
typical accommodations just outlined. For example: 

For a very small number of severely dyslexic students there will be a 
continued difficulty with presenting their work in standard academic 
formats, such as the continuous argument of the essay. It may be more 
appropriate for some dyslexic students to present their work using bullet 
points . . . 

And: 

The majority of students with dyslexia can . . . learn to present coursework 
in appropriate academic formats. However, within those forms, dyslexic 
students will continue to have difficulties with logical sequences of ideas and 
with moving smoothly from one point to another. We would ask that . . . 
markers do not penalise work of dyslexic students. (University of 
Greenwich, 2009) 
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Higher Education institutions may grant exceptions to accommodations of 
these kinds where it can be established ‘which learning outcomes justifiably 
constitute competence standards, in which case the duty to make reasonable 
adjustments may not apply’ (Bristol University, 2009). For instance, the 
statement from the University of Greenwich implies that in exceptional cases 
academic departments may be able to justify claims that providing 
‘continuous argument’ is an essential feature of their learning objectives 
and so establish that they should not be expected to set this element aside in 
the interests of treating any minority group ‘fairly’. However, Greenwich 
gives us to understand that normally, dealing with and presenting logical 
sequences of ideas can be detached from the knowledge, understanding and 
abilities sought by any given academic module and hence relevant 
accommodations can be offered. 

Could Greenwich really put up a defence for that word ‘normally’? What 
value could learning objectives possibly have when separated from logical 
sequences of ideas? Even if we put these doubts to one side for a moment, is it 
not obvious in any case that certain features of some learning programmes are 
bound to trump considerations relating to justice and fairness? Consider a 
non-academic example: 

There is no duty in UK law to make ‘reasonable adjustments’ to the driving 
test for people with impaired vision. It is perfectly legitimate to expect 
satisfactory test performance from all putative drivers. Fairness considera
tions carry no weight here. Surely some programmes in Higher Education, 
especially those with a vocational focus might well be in a similar 
position. Suppose, for instance, despite strenuous efforts, it turned out to 
be impossible while accommodating certain kinds of disability to assess 
medical students’ possession of knowledge and skills essential for their future 
role as doctors. In such a situation it is obvious that accommodations should 
be refused. Health concerns trump those relating to fairness in the sense under 
consideration. 

Some readers may be surprised at the sudden departure from educational 
contexts here. My instinct is to assume that there is no sharp division between 
assessment practices within education and those obtaining elsewhere. Some 
situations outside education exemplify in an especially vivid fashion just how 
‘fairness’ may be weighed against other values and found wanting. In the driving 
case, health and safety wins hands down. We return to education with a clearer 
view of the possible range of verdicts that can result from weighing ‘fairness’ 
against other concerns. 

In any event, such policies depend in part on sustaining a distinction 
between test modification and test accommodation (Hollenbeck, 2002). 
Hollenbeck characterises modification as altering the test so much that the 
construct it assesses is changed. He cites a reading comprehension test where 
students read the items. Accordingly the test is said to involve the construct of 
‘silent reading comprehension’. If the test were changed so that the items were 
read aloud for the candidates then the new construct would be ‘listening 
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comprehension’ (p. 396). I now argue that the distinction between 
modification and accommodation is conceptually insecure. 

In our attempts to understand both accommodations and modifications we 
are actually disadvantaged by our capacity to coin phrases purportedly 
referring to constructs. Our hazy and indefensible intuitions suggest that 
linguistic differences between one phrase and another mark differences 
between the constructs to which they refer. So we may well think, with 
Hollenbeck, that the construct identified by ‘reading comprehension’ differs 
from that picked out by ‘listening comprehension’. But how do we arrive at a 
criterion for deciding what counts as one construct rather than another? The 
ancients believed that ‘the morning star’ identified a different object from ‘the 
evening star’. Astronomical science eventually remedied their error. Arguably 
there is nothing waiting in the wings capable of bringing off a similar feat for 
constructs. Some might hope that neuroscience could play this role, but I 
have elsewhere raised serious objections to this proposal (Davis, 2009). The 
arguments cannot be rehearsed here. 

The widespread provision of extra time for students allegedly suffering 
from conditions such as dyslexia assumes that accommodation can be 
distinguished from modification and that we are dealing with accommoda

tion. In the light of this it is disconcerting to discover that a reasonably 
persuasive argument can be developed for the claim that we are really dealing 
with modification here. I now develop this point. 

I suspect that the next move may be particularly difficult for some non-
philosophers to follow, but philosophers quite often engage in the kind of 
argument strategy I am about to offer. It involves pitting arguments against 
each other, with the intention of bringing out conceptual problems underlying 
current practice and the distinctions it assumes. I have already established that, 
according to current practice in educational assessment, the provision of extra 
time is supposed to be accommodation rather than modification. To test the 
robustness of this assumption, I mount a defence of the claim that it is, in fact, 
modification and not accommodation. It turns out that this contention looks 
quite plausible, but cannot be definitively evaluated, any more than the 
assumption it counters, namely that extra time is accommodation. When, in the 
course of philosophical explorations, we end up in this kind of confusing 
situation, we have made progress of a kind, or at least so I believe. We have good 
reason to suspect that shared underlying assumptions made by both sides of the 
argument are confused. Here, then, is the manoeuvre in question. 

Speed of thought and response is often prioritised in ability tests developed 
in the West. Some other cultures take the opposite view, according to which 
rapid responses to a problem may well be a sign of stupidity rather than 
intelligence (see, for example, Sternberg, 2003). When we talk in this fashion 
we are, on the face of it, identifying a construct that can be separated from 
other aspects of cognition. According to the story, certain societies value 
selected cognitive functioning and speedy intellectual processing, while others 
prefer the cognitive functioning without the speed. If our attempts to make 
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such references are coherent then extra time might well involve modification. 
Within a narrative pointing to modification rather than accommodation, tests 
with extra time measure constructs relating to cognitive thinking. They do not 
measure constructs for speedy thinking. So the provision of extra time means 
that the original test has been modified. 

A counter-argument might run as follows. In just those cases where 
disabilities threaten the validity of the conventional test, modification is not 
involved after all. The candidate with the disability is held to be in possession 
of such and such a level of cognitive capacity. In the conventional test the 
disability prevents responses from providing a valid measure. With extra time, 
the disability is disarmed and the test can probe the relevant cognitive 
capacity. Any constructs relating to speed of cognitive response simply do not 
figure. They have no chance to play any role in generating test performances. 
On the other hand, according to this counter-argument under review, were 
candidates without the disability to be given extra time then mental speed 
traits would have a chance to influence performance. Suppose non-disabled 
groups in possession of equal cognitive capacities other than those to do with 
speed were compared. Imagine that Group A has a significant construct for 
speedy thinking, while Group B does not. If some of Group A are given extra 
time, they should perform no better than the rest of A who have the usual 
time. The former can think quickly and so do not benefit from having more 
time than their peers who also have the quick cognition construct. However, 
where candidates from Group B are given extra time, they might well do 
better than their Group B peers without the time allowance. For those lacking 
the speedy thinking construct, more time might well prove very helpful. 

Needless to say, there are many obscurities in this rehearsed debate, not 
least the key idea of a construct responsible for speedy cognitive functioning. 
We have now reached a point where we can ask the final crucial question: 
How could the dispute between the verdict of accommodation and of 
modification possibly be settled? I do not think that this question can be 
answered. These problems are surely conceptual and stem from principled 
difficulties with ideas of ‘construct’ and the supposed distinction between 
accommodation and modification. 

Let us continue to play around with the ideas of test validity and fairness for 
a little longer, despite our growing unease with the whole project of making 
sense of fairness in terms of test validity. Do other personal traits, over and 
above those attributable to learning disabilities, also threaten validity? For 
instance, some students are very anxious under test conditions. Moreover, a 
minority even have serious difficulties with handwriting. Cambridge University 
(2008) makes allowances for poor handwriting but only if this is ‘caused by a 
disability or medical reason’ (sic). We can only speculate on their thinking here. 
One account might run as follows: ‘normally’ a tacit component of all 
constructs tested at university level is the capacity to write by hand, for most 
examination candidates handwrite their answers. However, such a component 
is not regarded as central to university programmes and so can be set aside in 
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certain circumstances. Failing to test for handwriting might even count as 
modifying the test. All the same, it is not thought to be important. 

But why should poor handwriting ‘caused’ by a disability be regarded as an 
excuse, when the same degree of incompetence lacking a cause of this kind is 
not? If the disability is deemed to be an excuse because the candidate cannot 
help it then surely many other non-medical cases of poor handwriting are 
equally beyond the control of the individuals concerned. Similar questions 
arise in connection with the University of Wales (2006) suggestion that 
students may have ‘additional exam arrangements’ if suffering from 
‘increased anxiety as they have an underlying mental health issue’. Many 
would react sympathetically to this, feeling that this is ‘fair’ to such students 
because it ensures that the assessment process has the greatest chance of 
measuring what they know and understand. Yet, once again it is unclear why 
only states of anxiety linked to health issues trigger special treatment. A 
plausible case can be made that people become anxious in a wide range of 
situations, most of which cannot be said to involve medical conditions, and at 
least some of which are not under their control. 

Another familiar criticism of accommodations is that they are unfair 
because they threaten the reliability of the assessment process. The special 
treatments offered to certain types of candidate may well not be applied 
consistently. If a candidate is having her question read for her, one reader 
may use much more appropriate expression than another (Pitoniak and 
Royer, 2001). Moreover, in so far as we can make sense of learning disabilities 
such as dyslexia, such conditions are not all or nothing. People suffer these 
afflictions with varying degrees of severity. It is arguably ‘unfair’ to give a 
severely dyslexic student the same amount of extra time as another who is 
only mildly afflicted. Some dyslexic students need ‘more’ accommodation 
than others. Needless to say, it is even more unfair to highlight disabilities 
such as dyslexia if we cannot in principle be clear about what counts as 
suffering from such a condition, or if related existence claims lack adequate 
empirical evidence. I cannot pursue this issue further here. 

My interim conclusion is that if accommodation policies rest on ideas of 
fairness linked to test validity then they are open to serious philosophical 
criticism. The salient concept of ‘construct’ is flawed, and the assumed divide 
between the performances sampled by a test and the underlying construct 
supposedly measured, cannot be sustained. Moreover, even if accommoda

tion policies based on fairness as validity could be defended, practical 
educational decisions must still be informed by other values too, values that 
sometimes outweigh fairness considerations. This is something that defenders 
of the ‘rights’ of disability groups do not always seem to recognise. 

I am ready to move to another worked example. I have chosen one involving 
motivation; my examples and explorations began with constructs focusing on 
cognitive achievement and ability, but the reflections on student anxiety are 
already pointing up the crucial importance of the affective domain for fairness 
issues in the context of assessment practices. 
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UNFAIRNESS AND THE MOTIVATION OF CANDIDATES 

Seven years ago the National Curriculum Key Stage 2 reading tests for 
eleven-year-olds in England were described by the National Primary Heads 
Association as ‘biased’ and unfair on the following grounds: the text was 
factual, presented in a magazine format and offering ‘bite-sized chunks’ 
(Henry, 2001). Two years earlier, similar complaints had been made about the 
spider-related content, and the inclusion of cartoons. Sudden improvements 
in boys’ scores over girls were attributed to the incorporation of material held 
to be more appealing to boys than girls. 

First of all I will attempt to run the standard validity narrative as a way of 
explaining and justifying the complaint of the Primary Heads: The tests are 
unfair to girls in the following way: Let us assume that male and female 
students possess equal amounts of the relevant reading construct. The girls’ 
lack of enthusiasm for the content prevents their performances from fully 
manifesting their reading competence. In this account, lack of enthusiasm 
functions similarly to a learning disability. 

This account is very obviously open to challenge. Why choose the 
explanation in terms of a deficit? Perhaps we should instead be talking about 
the boys’ unfair advantage. Why not speak of test validity being threatened 
by the boys’ enthusiasm for the content—they perform too well? This is 
counter-intuitive, to say the least, but if performance is still seen as separable 
from underlying construct, how can it be ruled out? 

The very possibility of alternative stories here gives us a major problem. 
How are we supposed to choose between one verdict according to which girls 
have an affective deficit that undermines the capacity of the test to measure 
their reading abilities, and a second verdict crediting boys with an affective 
advantage that also damages the validity of the test? The difficulty here again 
points to conceptual confusions embodied in how the situation is being 
characterised. I suspect that the villain of the piece is the construct– 
manifestation division. 

So this is yet another example of a philosophical strategy that I have already 
highlighted; rehearsing the possibility of plausible defences of each of two 
incompatible claims, and explaining the lack of a route to a verdict favouring 
either one of the claims. Again, I draw the conclusion that hidden incoherence 
underlying both claims is the source of the difficulty in taking either side in the 
dispute. 

Arguably there are more ways in which the original complaints could be 
articulated. For instance, it could be said that the test was modified by the 
presence of the boy-friendly content, the latter changing the construct 
concerned. After all, there is no reason why constructs should not include 
stable or relatively stable aspects of motivation, interest, and dispositions to 
find given material enjoyable. The boy-friendly test picks up on certain of 
these affective elements, and, unsurprisingly there are changes in the 
relationship between boys’ and girls’ scores in comparison with the results 
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of the reading tests in previous years. (To consider this possibility at all we 
have to set aside the problems with the accommodation/modification 
distinction already rehearsed.) 

Such a change in construct might be good or bad, but is it obviously unfair 
and, if so, in what sense? Some might concede that altering the tests in the light 
of boys’ predilections does indeed count as a modification, and that the modified 
test is an improved test. Others might dispute this improvement verdict, though 
it is not at all clear how they could do so on the grounds that it was unfair to 
modify it. We might concede this much to critical commentators: any verdict 
that boys really had improved their reading in comparison with girls in the year 
of the ‘boy-friendly’ material would be open to serious question. 

Let us try again on behalf of the primary heads. If, in a particular culture, 
there are some motivational patterns associated with boys, and others 
associated with girls, then is a test catering for masculine rather than feminine 
motivation obviously unfair? I cannot see why. It could be urged instead that 
differential performances linked to gender should be tackled during schooling 
so that the group lacking certain motivations and interests ‘catch up’ with the 
other group. (Which group should ‘catch up’ would depend on value 
judgements other than those relating to fairness.) 

Yet another problem with this whole approach is the arbitrariness of the 
categories and performance differentials picked out for concern. Gender is, of 
course still a high profile political issue. Nevertheless, we might find that other 
factors such as geographical origin, wealth or position in family also figured 
in how interesting children found given content. 

Again, the upshot of this discussion is that conceptual problems rule out 
the very possibility of articulating clearly and defending convincingly some 
everyday verdicts about the fairness of educational assessment. This simply 
echoes the results of our treatment of the accommodation issues. 

UNFAIRNESS IN MUSIC CONSERVATOIRES 

I continue my strategy of exploiting distinctive examples: I am eager to compare 
recruitment processes of specialist conservatoires with those of Higher 
Education more generally. Should conservatoires weigh the fairness of 
assessment processes against other values differently from conventional 
universities? If they do not, are there grounds for suggesting that they should? 

Over the last few years there have been complaints about the fact that 
students at Britain’s music conservatoires such as the Royal Academy of 
Music and the Royal College of Music do not represent society at large. There 
is talk of ‘under-represented groups’, and pressure on these institutions to 
widen participation. Several conservatoires combine outreach activities, 
junior music schools, targeted scholarships and other initiatives to combat 
the ‘problem’. However, they also argue that there is really very little they can 
do. Aspiring musicians need the benefit of resources and cultural capital in 
their families from the very beginning. 
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The Royal Northern College is reported to offer auditions to every 
applicant to ensure that potential rather than achievement is assessed 
(Morris, 2006). This worthy aim is highly controversial. On the face of it, the 
supposed distinction between potential and achievement is particularly hard 
to support here, since, arguably, applicants’ potential is very closely linked to 
their existing achievements. Their ‘velocity’ on application plays an important 
part in their subsequent musical accomplishments. (The very coherence of this 
point, of course, depends on the possibility of making sense of ‘potential’, 
‘velocity’ and so on.) 

Compare this with selecting for conventional academic courses in Higher 
Education. Institutions such as Bristol University take account of applicants’ 
schools’ track records in addition to standard performance indicators such as 
‘A’ level grades. They are presumably trying to identify ‘potential’, construed 
as some kind of general academic ability. Perhaps, or so the thinking behind 
such a policy might run, certain independent schools are too good at 
generating high exam scores in their students, thus successfully masking 
rather modest ‘academic potential’. 

Can we run a parallel account for musicians? Does it make really make 
sense to suggest that some instrumental teachers have been too successful 
with their pupils, thus interfering with the capacity of conservatoires to 
identify true potential for top-flight performance across applicants from all 
sectors of society? 

We need to return to the phrase ‘under-represented groups’, and the 
implication that the conservatoires are not ‘fair’ to applicants in some sense. 
Terms such as ‘elitist’ and ‘middle class’ are often used, as if these were serious 
criticisms. If the composition of the student bodies does not reflect society at 
large, but is skewed towards the rich and away from the offspring of those 
lower in the socio-economic stakes, this is held to be ‘unfair’. 

Now it should be noted that, rightly or wrongly, those conservatoires 
committed to outreach have already conceded at least two points: first, that it 
is appropriate to construe unfairness as failure to tap ‘potential’; second, that 
unfairness of this kind is at work in some fashion in the processes through 
which people in the United Kingdom become, or fail to become, professional 
musicians. However, in making these concessions the conservatoires need not 
be acknowledging a lack of fairness in their assessments of applicants. Instead 
they may be endorsing the criticism of the whole education system’s role in 
developing musicians. 

Why would it be ‘fairer’ if a group of putative professional violinists 
matched society at large? Does this apply to all professions and other 
employments? Should judges match the rest of us in terms of gender, 
ethnicity, socio-economic background and so on? Some have argued just this. 
But what about nurses, shop assistants, carers in homes for the old folk, 
refuse operatives, bus drivers and estate agents? 

So even within an in-depth consideration of an example of assessment—that is, 
the assessment for recruitment into music conservatoires, I have recourse to an 
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almost surreal variety of sub-examples in order to give advance notice of serious 
problems in the application of some of the conventional notions of fairness. My 
particular target at this stage turns out to be the idea of meritocracy. I want to 
show that rival conceptions of fairness need to be given house room. 

Let us turn for a moment to the long debated idea of meritocracy (Young, 
1958), of ‘careers open to talents’ and some notion of equality of opportunity 
to compete for desirable employment, associated economic success and status. 
As I noted above, the conservatoires could perhaps be construed as sharing this 
kind of aspiration for society in their attempts to ‘make up’ for earlier deficits 
by offering outreach activities of various kinds. 

If we accept the ‘fairness’ of a meritocracy, and Higher Education’s key 
role in channelling those with suitable merits into rewarding jobs, we might 
begin to generate an argument to the effect that the student mix in Higher 
Education should reflect society at large. Crucial assumptions here are, of 
course that conceptions of ‘merit’ and ‘potential’ make sense and that groups 
classified according to ethnicity or culture do not possess inherent and fixed 
differences in terms of ‘merit’ or ‘potential’. 

Perhaps this was one element in the thinking of the University of California 
in the famous Bakke case (Oyez Project, 1978). Given the racist history of the 
United States, relatively few ethnic minorities found their way into prestige 
professions such as medicine, and hence the university felt it was ‘fair’ to 
attempt to tweak their assessment of applicants in favour of, for example, 
African Americans. The latter, on this interpretation of the policy, had just as 
much potential to become doctors as any other group, and hence whatever 
was needed to ensure that potential was realised should be done. 

Becoming a professional musician in the UK may not be the most obvious 
example of a route to economic success; yet, on some kind of meritocratic 
perspective, fair competition for this career might still be thought to be an 
important symptom of a just society. So on this view the distribution of violinists 
in a conservatoire should, ideally, mirror that of groupings in society at large. 

Even so, many types of employment are unlikely to inspire similar 
arguments. This very point could be argued to be profoundly depressing. 
Indeed, it could be urged that it constitutes an objection to fairness construed 
as ‘merit’ winning through. It should be noted that it is perfectly possible to 
envisage society embodying laws and customs in which the less attractive 
employment roles are distributed equitably. This would be ‘fair’ in some 
sense, but not fair in the conventional sense of a meritocracy where the 
talented secure the ‘best’ jobs. In a fair society that did not construe fairness 
as meritocracy, a scientist might have to spend some time as a refuse 
operative, a company director serve for a period as a hospital ancillary 
dealing with bed pans, and so on. The novelist Ursula Le Guin (1974) 
explores an idea along these lines. Such thought experiments challenge the 
fairness of a meritocracy. 

Literature, and especially science fiction often provides an important source 
of thought experiments that can fruitfully be deployed in the course of 
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philosophical reflection. Le Guin’s world in The Dispossessed does not exist, 
and hence in a literal sense this is not an example. Nevertheless, her imaginary 
universe is extremely convincing and robust because of her qualities as a writer. 
Accordingly, it supplies something akin to real-world examples. When we 
engage with her ‘subcreation’ (Tolkien, 1964) we realise that there could be 
societies where fairness and justice worked very differently from the way they do 
in our own, even if it is supposed that in this fictional society people retain much 
of their real-world psychology and aspirations. We can test our normative 
intuitions and reasoning by taking these thought experiments seriously. 

It is important to note, however, that philosophy has often been criticised for 
using bizarre thought experiments as ‘intuition pumps’ (Dennett, 1993)—the 
term is pejorative, and refers to fictions carefully devised and presented by 
philosophers to evoke intuitive agreement from their readers. Those fantasies 
most open to objection are very obviously far removed from the world in which 
we live. Such abuses of thought are not recent; they have a very long history in 
philosophy. John Locke (1690), in investigating personal identity, wondered 
what the situation would be ‘ . . . should the Soul of a Prince, carrying with it the 
consciousness of the Prince’s past Life, enter and inform the Body of a Cobbler 
as soon as deserted by his own Soul . . . ’. 

In Wittgenstein’s later philosophy he also offers us a wealth of imaginative 
illustrations, some of which are ‘real world’ examples while others have varying 
degrees of fantasy built into them. 

There is another familiar problem about linking fairness to ‘appropriate’ 
representation of all groups in prestige professions. Critics of affirmative 
action policies have long pointed out the serious dangers of inappropriate 
essentialisms about the groups singled out for special treatment. If we are 
thinking of the Bakke case or others flowing from it in the USA we should not 
think of African Americans as invariably of low-economic status and with 
limited educational aspirations for their offspring. On the contrary, families 
of many African Americans are comfortable middle class people with plenty 
in the way of worldly goods and strong expectations that their children will 
pursue higher education. It is ‘unfair’, or so the critics of group essentialisms 
argue, to identify applicants as members of particular groups. 

Opponents of affirmative action often say that individuals should be 
treated on their own merits. Moreover, individual members of favoured 
groups are as likely to be concerned about special treatment as anyone else. 
They may well wish to be admitted to higher education on the basis of their 
own talents. Note, however, that such sentiments prioritise fairness as 
equality of opportunity in a meritocracy. We have already recognised that 
other understandings of fairness are possible. 

Moreover, the ‘equality of opportunity’ associated with meritocracy is 
often claimed to be mere ‘formal equality of opportunity’, ensuring that 
places in Higher Education and in high status professions are open to all 
applicants who satisfy clear and transparent criteria. People are supposed to 
succeed on ‘merit’. Such equality of opportunity differs significantly from ‘equality 
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of fair opportunity’ (Rawls, 1971) in which people should not be disadvantaged by 
gender, ethnicity or socio-economic background. However, even on the Rawlsian 
view, ‘native talent’ is still supposed to win through, whatever the person’s 
background. So it is still a matter of luck—children do not deserve their 
‘potential’, and hence even this might still be regarded as ‘unfair’. Why is the word 
‘merit’ used at all? (See, for example, Nagel, 2003 for discussion.) 

Needless to say, if we allow ourselves to raise more radical doubts about 
the justice of a meritocratic society, then this undermines associated verdicts 
about fairness in those educational assessment practices linked to ‘careers 
open to talents’. Classic unease relates to qualms about the distribution of 
rewards and esteem among various types of employment and between those 
who are employed and those who are not. Some are unemployed by their own 
folly while others are made redundant through no fault of their own, are 
unable to work because of health problems, or cannot work because they 
have serious learning difficulties. The important point here is that equality of 
opportunity comes in a range of guises. Moreover, it is not the one and only 
self-evident account of fairness and justice in society and in how educational 
assessment should be framed. 

What emerges from the discussion of this section is that criticisms of 
conservatoires on the grounds that their recruitment is ‘unfair’ are not only 
highly contestable but, what is worse, reliant on notions of justice in society 
about which there is no consensus and for none of which exist definitive 
arguments. Moreover, the standard accounts of the situation still make much 
use of contestable and obscure ideas of ‘potential’ and ‘talent’. As in the 
earlier discussion, conceptual difficulties abound, together with unjustifiable 
and ambiguous notions of fairness and justice. 

UNFAIRNESS IN 11-PLUS SELECTION 

In the UK the 11-plus exam has long been argued to facilitate social mobility. 
Supporters point to famous achievers who have risen from humble origins via 
their local grammar school, and who otherwise would have been ‘trapped’ by 
their social antecedents. Despite fierce criticism of the system over many 
decades, some pupils still take this examination at the end of the primary 
stage, hoping to attend one of the remaining grammar schools. Recent 
research points to the examination involving ‘social selection’ (for instance, 
Atkinson, Gregg and McConnell, 2006). Middle-class children receive more 
coaching than their working class peers. Coaching boosts scores, and 
enhances chances of gaining the coveted grammar school places. Terms such 
as ‘bias’, ‘elitist’ and ‘skewed selection’ are used in connection with this 
phenomenon. The defence of the exam asserts or implies an association 
between the identification of potential and the promotion of social mobility. 

First thoughts suggest that we are confronted once again with fairness as 
validity, an idea that we have already understood to bristle with difficulties. 
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Test performances of heavily coached candidates do not afford valid 
measures of the qualities required of grammar school students. Social 
mobility is highlighted because it is believed that where proper account is 
taken of pupils’ potential (probably, and contestably conceived of as some 
kind of generic intelligence in the context of the 11-plus) then pupils from 
poor backgrounds will sometimes join the professional classes. 

However, we may wonder whether this account does justice to the concerns 
of the critics. Is there some sense in which they value social mobility for its 
own sake? Is movement from low socio-economic backgrounds into ‘high 
status’ employment per se thought to be a mark of a fair society? Is it felt to 
have an inherent value, regardless of validity questions relating to the exam? 
Earlier we made a passing reference to the Bakke case and noted a 
meritocratic interpretation of the University of California’s policy. There is a 
non-meritocratic understanding too. It attributes intrinsic value to a 
distribution of groups in higher education and prestige professions that 
mirrors the population at large, a value that is, on this alternative construal, 
held to be independent of the potential of the people concerned. Ronald 
Dworkin notes: ‘our schools have traditionally aimed to improve the 
collective life of the community . . . by helping to make that collective life 
more just and harmonious’ (Dworkin, 2000, p. 403). 

Similarly, critics of 11-plus coaching may be concerned about the 
distribution of ‘kinds’ of people in society, at any one time and over a 
period of time. However, it is difficult to pin down and justify such social 
ideals. In the Bakke case the whole issue of race was to the fore, together with 
the history of the United States in that regard. Social mobility in the United 
Kingdom in 2009 is not about race. Why should it be considered inherently 
valuable for upward mobility to be promoted regardless of whether it has 
anything to do with ‘talent winning through’? Moreover, when seeking to 
promote the mobility of different kinds of people, how can we justify 
highlighting any one way of categorising them, given that our options include 
geographical origin, socio-economic status, appearance, gender, sexual 
orientation and religion? Perhaps different categories should have a higher 
profile than they do now. What about short people, those with ginger hair or 
those with summer birthdays1? And the difficulties do not end here. 
Evidently, encouraging mobility linked to some of these categories may not 
be compatible with a different kind of mobility rooted in other categories. 

CONCLUSION 

Applications of ‘fairness’ to educational assessment reveal a rich minefield of 
conceptual and normative obscurities and inconsistencies. 

This, I believe, vindicates the style of philosophising from contexts and 
examples. 

Confident verdicts about what is and what is not fair often depend on other 
ethical and political assumptions that are hard to justify and are in tension 
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with each other. The value concerns that emerge from an examination of 
contexts exhibit features of Wittgensteinian family resemblance; similarities 
between cases can be strong, but no dimension of fairness links all of them. 
Equality of Opportunity resembles, but also differs from Equality of Fair 
Opportunity, which in turn resonates in some ways but not in others, with 
notions of diversity and mobility in society. 

The conceptual issues may be summarised as follows. I have questioned 
whether there is a clear division between underlying knowledge and 
understanding, on the one hand, and its manifestation in tests, on the other. 
Yet I also showed that this division is vital for the very coherence of fairness 
construed as securing the validity of assessment processes for minorities with 
disabilities. Moreover the notion of a construct, and whether it should be 
restricted to cognition rather than affect has also been shown to raise 
intractable difficulties. Furthermore, I was unable to defend any kind of 
robust distinction between accommodation and modification, even though 
this is required if fairness is to be linked to the construct validity of tests. 

Turning to the domain of the ethical and political: it emerged that 
judgements about the fairness of assessment hinge on verdicts about justice in 
society, and these, of course, are deeply contested, though this is rarely 
conceded explicitly by those bringing accusations of unfairness. Ideas of 
potential, talent and merit are often assumed by proponents of fairness but 
they are obscure and controversial. Hence there cannot be any kind of ‘self
evident’ verdicts about the fairness of the assessments themselves. 

Fundamental difficulties in clarifying and defending judgements about 
fairness rehearsed in this chapter cannot be overcome by improving 
assessment processes. The problems have two main sources. The first is in 
the realm of conceptual confusion. 

To the extent that this chapter has been about psychological constructs as 
well as moral and political ideas, I note Wittgenstein’s observation at the end of 
the Investigations: ‘For in psychology there are experimental methods and 
conceptual confusion’ (Wittgenstein, 1958 p. 232). The problem with 
‘constructs’ in psychology triggers a further Wittgensteinian aphorism: 
‘Misleading parallel: psychology treats of processes in the psychical sphere, 
as does physics in the physical’ (Wittgenstein, 1958, # 571). 

The second is the proliferation of over-simplified normative judgements 
that lack the self-evidence their protagonists sometimes assume. None of this 
points to the death of educational assessment, but it strongly suggests that it 
should be as ‘low stakes’2 as possible. 

NOTES 

1. In the UK and some other countries, children with summer birthdays have less time in 
school than their classmates with birthdays nearer to the beginning of the academic year 
in September. Much research indicates that summer birthday children suffer long-term 
disadvantage. 
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2. ‘Low stakes’ contrasts with the familiar ‘high stakes assessment’—that is to say, tests 
whose results crucially affect the medium and long-term future of those who are 
subjected to it, and/or of those who are held to account for its results. In England, 
schools and even individual teachers are subjected to assessment with this flavour. So 
‘low stakes’ assessment, by way of contrast, could be ‘assessment for learning’ rather 
than ‘assessment for accountability’. 
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6 
Witnessing Deconstruction in Education:

Why Quasi-Transcendentalism Matters


GERT BIESTA 

Deconstruction is not a method and cannot be transformed into one. 
(Derrida, 1991, p. 273) 

INTRODUCTION: THE END(S) OF DECONSTRUCTION 

If 1967 was the year when Jacques Derrida burst onto the philosophical scene 
with the publication of three texts that became important reference points for 
late-20th-century philosophy—De la grammatologie (Of Grammatology), 
L’écriture et la différence (Writing and Difference) and La voix et le 
phénomène (Speech and Phenomena) (Derrida 1967a; 1976; 1967b; 1978; 
1967c; 1973)—1997, when Woody Allen released his film Deconstructing 
Harry, was perhaps the year when the word that made Derrida famous 
became firmly established in popular culture and, through this, in everyday 
language. Indeed, nowadays many seem to use the word ‘deconstruction’ as 
little more than a synonym for critical analysis,1 without being aware of the 
very specific meaning the word has in Derrida’s work. The Oxford English 
Dictionary is no exception to this as it defines ‘deconstruction’ as a ‘strategy 
of critical analysis associated with the French philosopher Jacques Derrida 
. . . directed towards exposing unquestioned metaphysical assumptions and 
internal contradictions in philosophical and literary language’. 

Although Derrida has questioned the very possibility of defining what 
deconstruction is—claiming that ‘all sentences of the type ‘Deconstruction is 
X’ or ‘Deconstruction is not X’ a priori miss the point, which is to say that 
they are at least false’ (Derrida, 1991, p. 275, emphasis in original)—my 
problem with the depiction of deconstruction as a form of critical analysis is 
not so much that it tries to pin things down.2 It is rather that equating 
deconstruction with critical analysis misses one of the main points of 
Derrida’s work; namely, his questioning of the traditional philosophical 
gesture in which the philosopher positions himself on some safe ground 
outside of the scene of analysis. As Derrida has put it in an interview with 
Richard Kearney, one of the main questions that has motivated his writing 
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has precisely been ‘from what site or non-site (non-lieu) philosophy [can] as 
such appear to itself as other than itself, so that it can interrogate and reflect 
upon itself in an original manner’ (Derrida, 1984, p. 108). This is why we 
cannot simply depict deconstruction as a form of critique because ‘the 
instance of krinein or of krisis (decision, choice, judgement, discernment) is 
itself . . . one of the essential ‘‘themes’’ or ‘‘objects’’ of deconstruction’ 
(Derrida, 1991, p. 273, emphasis added). Deconstruction always aims ‘at the 
trust confided in the critical, critico-theoretical agency, that is, the deciding 
agency’, which means that in this regard ‘deconstruction is deconstruction of 
critical dogmatism’ (Derrida, 1995, p. 54; see also Biesta and Stams, 2001). 

Starting, then, from Derrida’s statement that deconstruction ‘is not a 
method and cannot be transformed into one’ (Derrida, 1991, p. 273)—which 
may be bad news for all the ‘deconstructionists’ and aspiring ‘deconstruc
tionists’ out there—I will try to argue in this chapter that the ‘end’ of 
deconstructionism as a method or technique is actually good news as it paves 
the way for a different relationship with deconstruction. Following Geoffrey 
Bennington’s suggestion, I will refer to this relationship as witnessing and, 
more specifically, as witnessing metaphysics-in-deconstruction (Bennington, 
2000, p. 11). Witnessing metaphysics-in-deconstruction not only hints at a set 
of activities that is different from ‘critical analysis’ but also suggests a 
different attitude, one that is affirmative more than destructive and that is 
ethico-political more than that it operates on the plane of cognition and 
rationality.3 In what follows I will try not only to indicate what it might entail 
to witness deconstruction in education and education-in-deconstruction, but 
also to make clear how and why this matters educationally. In the final 
section of this chapter I will turn to the question of philosophy of education, 
not only to articulate more explicitly how philosophy of education might be 
‘done’ if it wishes to take inspiration from Derrida’s writing, but also to hint 
at some reasons why philosophy of education may also need to be ‘undone’ a 
little. Let me begin, though, with some words about deconstruction. 

METAPHYSICS-IN-DECONSTRUCTION: A WITNESS REPORT 

One way to start reading Derrida is through his critique of metaphysics— 
bearing in mind that the meaning of ‘critique’ will be displaced in the attempt. 
Derrida has argued that the history of Western philosophy can be read as a 
continuous attempt to locate a fundamental ground, a fixed centre, an 
Archimedean point, which serves both as an absolute beginning and as a 
centre from which everything originating can be mastered and controlled (see 
Derrida, 1978, p. 279). He has suggested that ever since Plato this origin has 
been defined in terms of presence—that is, as an origin that is self-sufficient 
and fully present to itself; an origin that simply ‘exists’. For Derrida the 
‘determination of Being as presence’ is the very matrix of the history of 
metaphysics, a history that coincides with the history of the West in general 
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(see Derrida, 1978, p. 279). This is why he has argued that it could be shown 
‘that all the names related to fundamentals, to principles, or to the center have 
always designated an invariable presence’ (ibid.). Here we should not only 
think of such apparent fundamentals as ‘God’ or ‘nature’. For Derrida any 
attempt to present something as original, fundamental and self–sufficient— 
and for Derrida such origins include both ‘consciousness’ (for example, in 
Kant or Hegel) and ‘communication’ (for example, in pragmatism or 
Habermas)—is an example of what he refers to as the metaphysics of presence 
(see Derrida, 1978, p. 281). The metaphysics of presence includes more than 
just the determination of the meaning of being as presence. It also entails a 
hierarchical axiology in which the origin itself is designated as pure, simple, 
normal, standard, self–sufficient and self–identical, so that everything that 
follows from it can only be understood in terms of derivation, complication, 
deterioration, accident and so on. 

Why is the metaphysics of presence a problem? This is actually quite a 
difficult question to answer and in a sense Derrida’s whole oeuvre can be seen 
as a series of attempts to develop an answer this question and—and the ‘and’ 
is very important here—to reflect on how and from where an answer can be 
given. One line in Derrida’s writing centres on the observation that presence 
always requires the ‘help’ of something that is not present; that is, something 
that is absent. What is ‘present’ is therefore constituted ‘by means of [the] very 
relation to what it is not’ (Derrida, 1982, p. 13). ‘Good’, for example, only has 
meaning because it is different from ‘evil’. One might argue that ‘good’ is 
originary and that ‘evil’ is secondary and has to be understood as a lapse or 
fall, as the absence of good—and there are powerful narratives in Western 
culture that indeed follow this pattern. But as soon as we try to define ‘good’ 
without any recourse whatsoever to a notion of evil, it becomes clear that the 
presence of ‘good’ is only possible because of its relationship to what is not 
good; namely, ‘evil’ (for this example see Lucy, 2004, p. 102). This shows that 
‘good’ does not exclude ‘evil’ but is necessarily contaminated by it. Stated in 
more general terms, it reveals that the ‘otherness’ that is excluded to maintain 
the myth of a pure and uncontaminated original presence is actually 
constitutive of that which presents itself as such (see also Bennington, 1993, 
pp. 217–8). We could say, therefore, that the ‘thing’ that makes ‘good’ 
possible (i.e. ‘evil’) is the very ‘thing’ that also undermines it and makes it 
impossible. Or in more philosophical terms: that the condition of possibility 
of ‘good’ is at the same time a condition of impossibility. It is this strange—or 
in more technical terms: quasi-transcendental—‘logic’ to which Derrida 
sometimes refers as ‘deconstruction’. Whereas transcendental philosophy 
aims to articulate conditions of possibility and leave things there, 
deconstruction concerns the ‘oscillation’, the necessary and impossible 
combination of conditions of possibility and conditions of impossibility (see 
also Caputo, 1997). 

Looking at it this way shows that deconstruction is not the activity of 
revealing the impossibility of metaphysics (see also below). It also shows that 
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deconstruction is not something that Derrida does or that other philosophers 
can do after him. Deconstruction is rather something that ‘occurs’. Or, in 
Derrida’s own words: ‘‘‘[D]econstructions’’, which I prefer to say in the plural 
. . . is one of the possible names to designate . . . what occurs [ce qui arrive], or 
cannot manage to occur [ce qui n’arrive pas à arriver], namely a certain 
dislocation, which in effect reiterates itself regularly—and wherever there is 
something rather than nothing’ (Derrida and Ewald, 2001, p. 67). This not 
only helps to explain why deconstruction is not a method and cannot be 
transformed into one. It also shows that, in a sense, all deconstruction is 
‘auto-deconstruction’ (see Derrida, 1997, p. 9)—deconstruction ‘occurs’, 
whether we want it or not. But that doesn’t mean that there is nothing to do 
in relation to deconstruction. While it’s not up to us to let deconstruction 
happen or prevent it from happening, what we can do—and what Derrida has 
done many times in his writings, for example, in relation to notions like 
presence, meaning, the gift, democracy, friendship and justice—is to show, to 
reveal, or, as Bennington (2000, p. 11) has suggested, to witness the 
occurrence of deconstruction or, to be more precise, to witness metaphysics-

in-deconstruction. Witnessing the occurrence of deconstruction means to bear 
witness to events of which the condition of possibility is at the very same time 
the condition of impossibility. 

Why would it be important to witness metaphysics-in-deconstruction? The 
most straightforward answer to this question is that we should do this in 
order to bear witness to what is made invisible by a particular presence but is 
nonetheless necessary to make this presence possible. It is to do justice to 
what is excluded by what is present. It is to do justice to the ‘other’ of 
presence (see Biesta, 2001)—which is one reason why Derrida has claimed 
that ‘deconstruction is justice’ (Derrida, 1992, p. 35; see also Biesta, 2003). 
This already suggests that the point of deconstruction is not negative or 
destructive but first and foremost affirmative (see Derrida, 1997, p. 5). It is an 
affirmation of what is excluded and forgotten; an affirmation of what is other 
(see also Gasché , 1994). Another way of putting this is to say that 
deconstruction wants to open up the metaphysics of presence—or, for that 
matter any system—in the name of what cannot be thought of in terms of the 
system and yet makes the system possible. This means, however, that the 
point of deconstruction is not simply to affirm what is known to be excluded 
by the system. What is at stake in witnessing metaphysics-in-deconstruction is 
an affirmation of what is wholly other, of what is unforeseeable from the 
present. It is, as Derrida puts it, an affirmation of an otherness that is always 
to come, as an event that ‘as event, exceeds calculation, rules, programs, 
anticipations’ (Derrida, 1992, p. 27). In this sense it is not simply an 
affirmation of who or what is other, but rather of the otherness of who or 
what is other. Deconstruction is an opening and an openness towards an 
unforeseeable in-coming (l’invention; invention) of the other, which is why 
Caputo has suggested that we might characterise deconstruction as a form of 
‘inventionalism’ (see Caputo, 1997, p. 42). In some places Derrida refers to 
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this as ‘the impossible’. For Derrida ‘the impossible’ is not what is impossible 
but what cannot be foreseen as a possibility (see also Biesta, 2001). 

It is important to see that all this does not amount to an attempt to 
overcome, to do away with or to destroy metaphysics. Whereas Derrida 
wants to put the metaphysical ‘gesture’ of Western philosophy into question, 
he states that his approach is different from Nietzsche’s ‘demolition’ of 
metaphysics or Heidegger’s ‘destruction’ (Destruktion or Abbau) (see Derrida, 
1991, pp. 270–1). Nietzsche, Heidegger, and all the other ‘destructive 
discourses’ in Western thought wanted to make a total break with the 
metaphysical tradition. They wanted to end and to overcome metaphysics. 
Derrida believes, however, that such a total rupture is not a real possibility 
because if we were to leave metaphysics behind, we would have nothing to 
stand on and no tool to work with: ‘There is no sense in doing without the 
concepts of metaphysics in order to shake metaphysics. We . . . can pronounce 
not a single destructive proposition which has not already had to slip into the 
form, the logic, and the implicit postulations of precisely what it seeks to 
contest’ (Derrida, 1978, p. 280). While Derrida wants to ‘shake’ metaphysics, 
he acknowledges that this cannot be done from some neutral and innocent 
place ‘outside’ of metaphysics. He acknowledges that we cannot step outside 
of the tradition, since that would leave us without any tools, without even a 
language to investigate, criticise and ‘shake’ metaphysics—it would even leave 
us without a place to stand. What is more to the point, therefore, is to say—in 
simple words—that Derrida wants to shake metaphysics by showing that it is 
itself always already ‘shaking’, by showing, in other words, the impossibility 
of any of its attempts to fix or immobilise being through the presentation of a 
self-sufficient, self-identical presence. This is what witnessing metaphysics-in

deconstruction is about. The act of witnessing can, however, be performed 
only from the ‘inside’—or at least not from some kind of neutral, 
uncontaminated position outside of the system. In this respect Derrida 
clearly rejects the traditional philosophical ‘position’ of the philosopher as the 
outside-spectator, the one who oversees the universe without being part of it. 
This is precisely why Derrida has identified the question as to ‘from what site 
or non-site (non-lieu) philosophy [can] as such appear to itself as other than 
itself, so that it can interrogate and reflect upon itself in an original manner’ 
(Derrida, 1984, p. 108) as central for his ‘project’. 

DECONSTRUCTION IN EDUCATION—EDUCATION-IN

DECONSTRUCTION 

Are there signs of deconstruction occurring in education and of education-in
deconstruction? And if there are, why would it matter to bear witness to such 
signs? Let me begin with the first question and relate this to some of my own 
writings on education. 
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One theme I have pursued through a number of publications is that of the 
role of communication in educational processes and practices. The question I 
have asked in relation to this is how education is possible (see, for example, 
Vanderstraeten and Biesta, 2001; 2006; see also Biesta, 2004; Osberg and 
Biesta, 2008; Osberg, Biesta and Cilliers, 2008). In one respect the answer to 
this question is simple in that we can say that education is made possible 
through communication—most notably the communication between teachers 
and students, although it can be argued that textbooks, curricula and school 
buildings, to name but a few educational artefacts, also try to communicate 
something to students. A common way to theorise communication is through 
the so-called sender–receiver model. Here communication is conceived as the 
transmission of information from one place (the sender) to another place (the 
receiver) through a medium or channel. It includes processes of encoding on 
the side of the sender in order to put the information in such a form that it can 
go through the medium or channel. It involves processes of decoding on the 
side of the receiver in order to transform the encoded information back into 
its original state. 

While the sender–receiver model might be an adequate way to describe the 
transportation of bits of information from one location to another—it’s very 
useful, for example, to describe how information from a television camera 
ends up on the television screen at home—I have argued that it is an 
inadequate model for understanding human communication. The main 
reason for this is that human communication is not about the transportation 
of information but about the exchange of meaning. In the sender–receiver 
model ‘decoding’ is seen as just a technical matter: that of taking away the 
‘packaging’ that was needed to send the information safely from one location 
such as the TV studio to another location such as the home. What is omitted 
in this account, however, is not only what is happening in front of the camera 
but also, and more importantly, the fact that for the meaning of what is 
happening in front of the camera to ‘arrive’ at the other end, someone 
actually needs to watch the screen and make sense of what is being seen. What 
we find at the ‘end’ of human communication, therefore, are processes of 
interpretation and sense-making rather than simple unpacking and retrieving. 

This reveals that there is a fundamental flaw in the sender-receiver model, 
at least if it is being used as a model to understand human communication, as 
it is based on the assumption that the meaning of information is attached to 
the medium that carries the information—that is, that the meaning of a book 
is in the book, that the meaning of a lecture is in the words spoken, that the 
meaning of a curriculum is in the curriculum, and so on—so that identity of 
meaning between sender and receiver is just a technical matter, just an issue of 
transportation. As soon as it is acknowledged, however, that meaning is not 
something that we passively receive but that we actively (though not 
necessarily always consciously) ascribe—we give meaning to, we make sense 
of—it becomes clear that the sender–receiver model omits the most crucial 
part of human communication; namely, that of the interpretation of the 
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‘message’ (which then ceases to be just a message) on the side of the ‘receiver’ 
(who then ceases to be just a receiver). 

If we look at educational communication from this angle we can already 
begin to see that what makes such communication possible—interpretation— 
at the very same time threatens to make communication impossible. The 
reason for this is that the interpretations on the side of the ‘receiver’ are never 
completely determined by the intentions of the ‘sender’ and also can never be 
completely determined by the intentions of the ‘sender’ for the very reason 
that even if the ‘sender’ were to articulate his or her intentions explicitly, these 
would always need to be interpreted by the ‘receiver’ as well.4 Educational 
communication—but for that matter any form of human communication—is 
therefore not a matter of give and take, but more a matter of give and mis

take. It is here that we can begin to see deconstruction occurring in education 
in that the condition of possibility of educational communication appears to 
be at the very same time its condition of impossibility. This is not to suggest 
that educational communication is not possible; what it rather highlights is 
how educational communication is possible—namely, on the basis of a 
strange, deconstructive ‘logic’. 

If this is so, why, then, might it be important to highlight the occurrence of 
deconstruction in education? Why might it be important to witness the event 
of education-in-deconstruction? Let me now turn to this question. 

OPENINGS, CLOSURES, AND IN(TER)VENTIONS 

The deconstructive nature of educational communication suggests that there 
is a certain ‘slippage’ in the processes of education, that there is an 
imperfection or weakness, so we might say, a certain ‘opening’ that occurs 
each time we engage in education. From one angle this is pretty irritating. If 
we want to teach our students that 2 and 2 makes 4, if we want them to learn 
how to drive a car, how to weld, how to administer anaesthesia, if we want 
them to understand how the convention of the rights of the child came into 
existence, what racism is and why it is wrong, what democracy is and why it is 
good, what evolution theory and creationism are about, or why deconstruc
tion is not a method and cannot be transformed into one, our aim is to get it 
‘right’ and, more importantly, our aim is for our students to get it ‘right’.5 

Teachers have a special ‘trick’ for getting it right. It is not called effective 
teaching but assessment (see Biesta, 2008). Assessment is the mechanism that 
constantly tries to close the gap between teaching and learning. It does this by 
saying ‘this is right’ and ‘this is wrong’—and, more often, by saying ‘you are 
right’ and ‘you are wrong’. In a sense it is as simple as that. But because the 
slippage is there all the time, achieving closure in education requires an 
enormous amount of effort. Looking at the financial and human resources 
societies put into this ‘project’, one can begin to get a sense of the force of this 
little opening that occurs ‘wherever there is something rather than nothing’ 
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(Derrida and Ewald, 2001, p. 67).6 Of course, societies invest in this project 
because they believe that they have it right and because they believe that it is 
important for the next generation to get it right as well—which is precisely 
where Dewey started his discussion of education in Democracy and Education 
(Dewey, 1966). 

To witness deconstruction in education is thus first of all helpful in order to 
understand why education as a ‘project’ requires so much effort. But the point 
of witnessing deconstruction is not about identifying its occurrence in order 
then to effectively tame it. There is, as I have shown, something more at stake, 
which is the fact that this little opening called ‘deconstruction’ can also be an 
entrance for the in-coming of something unforeseen. Derrida connects these 
points very helpfully in a discussion of J. L. Austin’s speech act theory (see 
Derrida, 1988). Austin is concerned with the question how performative 
speech acts—speech acts that try to ‘do’ something rather than that they are 
intended to convey meaning—can work successfully. Austin acknowledges 
that performative speech acts always run the risk of failure. Austin, however, 
sees such failures as accidents, as events that our outside of ‘normal’ human 
interaction. This is why he puts a lot of effort into specifying the conditions 
under which performative speech acts can work—conditions, so we might 
say, that must be met before we can engage successfully in performative 
speech acts (see Derrida, 1988, pp. 14–5). Derrida, on the other hand, suggests 
that if the potential failure of performative speech acts is always a possibility, 
then we should perhaps see this ‘necessary possibility’ of failure as 
constitutive of rather than as the exception of performative speech acts. 
Derrida takes up this issue in the context of a wider discussion about the 
conditions of possibility of communication more generally, particularly in 
relation to the question of the ‘context’ of communication (p. 2).7 

The reason for suggesting that the risk of misunderstanding should be seen 
as constitutive of communication rather than as something external to it 
stems from Derrida’s observation that the only way in which we can 
guarantee ‘perfect’ communication—that is, communication in which there is 
an identity between what the speaker intended to convey and what the listener 
‘receives’—is when the context in which such communications disseminate is 
exhaustively determined (p. 18). Derrida argues, however, that this can never 
be an empirical reality because in order for communication to be possible 
there needs to be interpretation—that is, ‘receivers’ need to make sense of 
what is being communicated. Derrida thus argues that communication is, in 
this regard, a fundamentally open process and to claim otherwise—as he sees 
Austin trying to do by taming the unpredictability of communication—is 
maintaining an ‘idealized image’ and ‘ethical and teleological determination’ 
of the context in which communication occurs (p. 17). The general risk or 
failure therefore does not surround language ‘like a kind of ditch or external 
place of perdition which speech . . . can escape by remaining ‘‘at home’’, by 
and in itself’. On the contrary, this risk is ‘its internal and positive condition 
of possibility’ (ibid.). 
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The plausibility of Derrida’s argument becomes clear when we imagine a 
situation in which language would be without risk. In such a situation 
communication would have become a strictly mechanical, a strictly calculable 
and predictable process. Under such conditions it would actually be 
meaningless to intervene in social interaction by means of speech acts. In 
such a mechanistic universe an utterance such as ‘I promise’ would add 
nothing to the interaction, because all the possible consequences of any action 
would already be determined and would already be strictly transparent for all 
other actors, whose own reactions would already be determined as well. The 
fact that speech acts can always and structurally fail therefore suggests that 
human communication is not mechanistic but that it is an event. 

The importance of these considerations does not so much lie in Derrida’s 
account of the fact that communication relies on interpretation and therefore 
can always go ‘wrong.’ It rather relies in his insight that if communication 
would go ‘right’—that is, if the connection between input and output, 
between utterance and response, between teaching and learning, would be 
perfect—we would have ended up in a completely deterministic universe in 
which there is actually no reason for communication as utterances and 
responses would simply be mechanically connected. This is first of all a 
universe in which there is nothing to learn. Yet it is also a universe in which 
there is no possibility for anything new to emerge on the scene. It’s a universe 
in which invention, in-coming, is no longer a possibility. If we take away the 
risk involved in communication—and perhaps Derrida would say: if we were 
able to take away the risk involved in communication—we therefore also take 
away the opportunity for the in-coming of the other as other. Derrida’s 
insistence on the necessary role of misunderstanding in communication 
should therefore not be read as a plea for a release from the rules and 
constraints of interpretation and understanding—a kind of ‘hermeneutics 
free-for-all’ (Norris, 1987, p. 139)—but as motivated by a concern for the 
impossible possibility of the invention, the in-coming of the other. The 
‘point,’ in other words, is an ethical and political one but it is, therefore, also 
an educational one. Let me briefly explain. 

Teachers sometimes jokingly say that their job would be so much easier— 
and could be so much more effective—if they could do it without students. 
But what may seem the administrator’s heaven should be the educator’s 
nightmare if, that is, the interest of education is not exclusively in the 
reproduction of what exists—in the insertion of ‘newcomers’ into existing 
social, cultural, political, religious, economic, cognitive and other orders—but 
is also an interest in the ‘coming into the world’ of something new, of ‘new 
beginnings’ and ‘new beginners’ to use Hannah Arendt’s terminology.8 The 
simple question, then, is whether we value such inventions—which always 
announce themselves as interventions (see Fryer, 2004)—or not. The simple 
question is whether we think that education should only be a big reproduction 
machine, or whether we think that education should also express an interest in 
what we might perhaps best refer to as human freedom (see also Biesta, 2007). 
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If the latter is the case, then it might matter that we witness the occurrence of 
deconstruction in education, as this may point us towards openings that can 
be a potential entrance for the event of freedom. 

DOING AND UNDOING PHILOSOPHY OF EDUCATION 

In the preceding pages I have engaged in a form of writing on, in and to a 
certain extent against education that takes inspiration from the work of 
Derrida. I have tried to demonstrate that such writing is not about the 
application of a method called ‘deconstruction’ to educational issues. The 
most important reason for this lies in the simple fact that deconstruction is 
not a method and cannot be transformed into one. Deconstruction, to repeat 
Derrida’s point one more time, is rather ‘one of the possible names to 
designate . . . what occurs [ce qui arrive], or cannot manage to occur [ce qui 
n’arrive pas à arriver], namely a certain dislocation, which in effect reiterates 
itself regularly—and wherever there is something rather than nothing’ 
(Derrida and Ewald, 2001, p. 67). This means, as I have argued, that if we 
want to use a deconstructive ‘register’ in our writing we should not aim to 
deconstruct anything, but should rather engage in witnessing the event of 
deconstruction. I have not only tried to make clear what it might mean to do 
this, but have also made a case for why I think that witnessing the event of 
deconstruction in education—that is, trying to point at those moments where 
conditions of possibility and impossibility ‘cross’ each other and in their 
crossing provide a deconstructive opening—matters educationally. Here, my 
main point has been to argue that a deconstructive opening can become a 
deconstructive entrance, an entrance for the incoming of something new, 
something unforeseen—or, in more ‘personal’ terms, someone new, someone 
unforeseen. I have articulated the interest in such inventions as a ‘genuine’ or 
‘proper’ educational interest, although I wish to add that to name this interest 
as an educational interest is not to suggest that it has always been and will 
always be an educational interest. It is an interest with a very particular and 
very specific history (see Biesta 2006; 2007), which means that one of the 
questions it raises is whether we want to identify ourselves with and take a 
certain responsibility for this history or not. 

Whereas Derrida’s writing therefore does not offer philosophers of 
education a method, it definitely has something to offer and in my own 
work I have tried to take up this offer and run with it, so to speak. But would 
those writings count as philosophy of education? Let me, in conclusion, make 
two observations about this in order to (dis)locate the discussion in this 
chapter within the context of ‘philosophy of education’. 

The first has to do with the question of philosophy in the idea of 
philosophy of education. As I have mentioned at the very beginning of the 
chapter, Derrida’s own work is not simply a continuation of a particular 
tradition of philosophy but is a form of philosophical writing or writing 
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philosophy that at the very same time raises deep and important—and in a 
sense unsettling—questions about the very possibility of ‘doing’ philosophy. 
Whereas, on the one hand, Derrida defends the unconditional right of 
philosophy to ask critical questions (see, for example, Derrida, 1994), he also, 
on the other, turns this right onto philosophy itself by asking from what site 
or non-site philosophy can appear to itself as other than itself ‘so that it can 
interrogate and reflect upon itself in an original manner’ (Derrida, 1984, p. 
108). It is my view that in this ‘move’ Derrida transforms philosophy’s right 
to ask critical questions into a responsibility for the affirmation of the 
impossible, unforeseeable and incalculable event of the in-coming of the 
other. This transformation puts philosophers in quite a different position, not 
only in relation to themselves and their traditions and activities, but also, 
when they take the guise of philosophers of education, in relation to 
education. In this respect we might say, therefore, that an engagement with 
Derrida’s writings is more than just the adoption of a particular philosophical 
stance in one’s activities as a philosopher of education. It also undoes and 
unsettles a little what philosophy of education is or might be. It is important 
to note that this unsettling does not take place at a cognitive level—after all, 
that kind of unsettling has always been the business of philosophy—but at an 
ethico-political level. Derrida’s writing comes with a responsibility, so to 
say—a responsibility that I would be happy to characterise (and actually have 
characterised in my work) as an educational responsibility. 

This brings me to my second observation that stems from the question how 
we might be able to identify such a responsibility as an educational 
responsibility. The problem here has to do with the very idea of ‘philosophy 
of education’. ‘Philosophy of education’ is not only a phrase consisting of 
three English words—which means that we should not assume that anything 
that tries to translate itself into these three words can actually be translated 
that simply.9 The idea of ‘philosophy of education’ belongs to a very 
particular, Anglo-American construction of the field of educational studies, 
one in which this field is seen as that of the interdisciplinary study of 
educational phenomena (see, for example, Tibble, 1966). Philosophy here 
takes the position of one of the ‘foundational disciplines’ for the study of 
education, together—at least traditionally—with history, psychology and 
sociology. The problem with this configuration is not that these disciplines— 
and others that have been added since—have nothing important to say about 
education. The problem rather is that when they speak about education they 
tend to do so with their disciplinary voice. Hence sociology of education asks 
sociological questions, psychology of education psychological questions, 
history of education historical questions and philosophy of education 
philosophical questions. But if this is so, then one important question 
emerges: Who asks the educational questions? Unless we are to believe John 
Dewey who simply (and imperialistically) claimed that educational questions 
are by definition philosophical questions and vice versa—which, as a good 
deconstructionist would point out, already relies on the very distinction 
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between philosophy and education that it wants to overcome, I have tried to 
show in this chapter that in order to see the educational significance of what 
follows from deconstruction we need to do more than just apply Derrida’s 
‘philosophy’ to the ‘field’ of education. We also need to have a sense of where 
and why we might find this field. In this way Derrida also helps us to see the 
occurrence of deconstruction in the idea of ‘philosophy of education’—which 
means that doing philosophy of education ‘after’ Derrida also requires some 
undoing of the very idea. 

NOTES 

1. With the exception, perhaps, of the recipe for ‘deconstructed banoffee pie’ (see http:// 
www.channel4.com/food/recipes/occasions/dinner-parties/come-dine-with-me/series-6/ 
deconstructed-banoffee-pie_p_1.html). 

2. After all, there is as such nothing wrong with pinning things down as long as we do not 
forget why we did it in the first place. Or, in a language that stays closer to Derrida: there 
is nothing wrong with laws as long as we do not assume that they can fully embody 
justice—there may always be ‘more’ or ‘different’ justice just around the corner (see 
Derrida, 1992). 

3. For such an ethico-political reading of Derrida’s work in the context of education see 
the contributions in Biesta and Egé a-Kuehne (2001); see also Peters and Biesta (2009). 

4. This point goes back to a discussion within hermeneutics about the question whether the 
intentions of the author—or in this case the sender—can serve as the arbiter for the 
correctness or truth of the interpretation. Gadamer (1994) would object to such an 
objectivist ambition of hermeneutics, arguing that the open character of interpretation 
means that the most we can achieve is an ongoing ‘fusion of horizons’. Derrida, as I will 
indicate below, radicalises this insight by questioning whether communication does 
indeed start from the self-transparent intentions of an author (see also Derrida, 1976; 
1988). 

5. I believe that it is important to acknowledge	 that ‘getting it right’ is part of what 
education is for. The only important point not to forget, however, is that ‘getting it 
right’ is only part of what education is about, so that, without connection to other 
functions and purposes of education ‘getting it right’ becomes as problematic as any 
other one-sided view (see Biesta, 2009). 

6. In this regard there is a strong similarity between the practice of education and the 
practice of government, as government has to deal with the same slippage as education 
has, and tends to make efforts of a similar scale to ‘tame’ this slippage. 

7. The reason why Derrida moves from a discussion of performative speech acts to wider 
questions about understanding and misunderstanding partly has to do with his claim 
that whereas Austin sees a sharp distinction between the two, his approach actually ends 
up in a situation where it is not possible to maintain this distinction, so that in Austin 
‘performative communication becomes once more the communication of an intentional 
meaning’ (Derrida 1988, p. 14; see also p. 16 and p. 19). 

8. In my book Beyond Learning I have made a detailed case for seeing ‘coming into the 
world’ as a central educational category and concept (Biesta, 2006). 

9. This becomes even more of a problem when acts of ‘counter-translation’ occur and 
Bildungstheorie becomes renamed as Philosophie der Erziehung—for example. 
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7 
Under the Name of Method: On Jacques 
Ranciè re’s Presumptive Tautology 

CHARLES BINGHAM 

The first chapter of John Dewey’s Experience and Education, entitled 
‘Traditional vs. Progressive Education’, was published under circumstances 
that perhaps presaged rather more than Dewey could have expected. 
Describing the traditional forms of schooling that his progressive education 
would replace, Dewey noted, ‘The subject matter of education consists of 
bodies of information and of skills that have been worked out in the past; 
therefore, the chief business of the school is to transmit them to the new 
generation’ (Dewey, 1998, p. 2). Seventy years have passed, and it is hard to 
overlook the similarities between today’s educational ‘improvements’ and the 
sorts of methods that Dewey railed against. With accountability measures 
ruling the day in Anglo educational institutions, K-12 education is 
experiencing what might best be described as a return to rote, drill and test. 
Such programmes cannot help but treat knowledge as a thing of the past, a 
thing that is set-in-stone and thus testable. When teachers teach to a 
predetermined test, it is inevitable that students prepare for knowledge that 
was there before. Traditionalism has indeed returned with a vengeance, this 
time in the form of accountability. 

Three decades after that first chapter in Dewey’s Experience and Education, 
Paulo Freire would publish his own critique of traditional education, this one 
considerably different from Dewey’s in most ways. Whereas Dewey’s critique 
of the old methods was based on an epistemological critique of tradition
alism’s transmission of knowledge and skills, Freire understood traditional 
education, or ‘banking education’ as he would call it, as an imposition of the 
oppressor over the oppressed. As Freire notes, ‘The capability of banking 
education to minimise or annul the students’ creative power and to stimulate 
their credulity serves the interests of the oppressors, who care neither to have 
the world revealed nor to see it transformed’ (Freire, 1998, p. 54). For Freire, 
traditional education is a matter of ideological imposition. Traditional 
education passes down knowledge that has been worked out in the past and 
that, furthermore, conceals the ideological underpinnings of an oppressive 
regime. Students are taught knowledge that is not only fixed and regurgitated 
but that bears with it the hoodwinking ability to paint over the epistemological 
tactics of elites over subordinates. So while Dewey assails traditional 
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education because it is wrong-headed per se, Freire assails it because it is a 
wrong-headed form of domination, one that keeps the oppressed unaware of 
the extent to which they are dominated by the oppressor. In fact, Paulo Freire 
would not be as surprised as John Dewey about the tenacity of traditionalism. 
Today’s accountability measures in schools are, from a Freirean perspective, 
just one of the Hydra’s many heads. Oppression knows no absolute form but 
morphs at will to sustain the master/slave dialectic upon which Freire bases 
his educational analysis. 

PROGRESSIVIST AND CRITICAL OBJECTIONS TO 
TRADITIONALISM: EPISTEMOLOGY, AUTHORITY AND 
SPECTATORSHIP 

Epistemology 
Indeed, Dewey and Paulo Freire are exemplars of the progressive and critical 
critiques of traditional education. And I begin this essay by detailing three 
major themes shared by these important critiques: epistemology, authority and 
spectatorship. Dewey’s first objection to traditional education, as has been 
intimated above, is an adherence to all ideas past. ‘The material to be learned’, 
writes Dewey of traditional education, ‘was settled upon outside the present 
life-experience of the learner. In consequence, it had to do with the past; it was 
such as had proved useful to men in past ages’ (Dewey, 1998, p. 92). There is, 
according to Dewey, an epistemological error being made in the traditional 
classroom. Human beings do not gain knowledge in a passive, abstract manner, 
as the traditional model would have it. Instead, Dewey advocates a different 
epistemological orientation, diametrically opposed to the first: ‘There is, on one 
side, a body of truth, ready-made, and, on the other, a ready-made mind 
equipped with a faculty of knowing—if it only wills to exercise it, which it is 
often strangely loath to do’ (Dewey, 1916, p. 335). Whereas traditionalists place 
the emphasis on the object of knowledge, progressive education will place its 
emphasis on the subject of knowing. 

Paulo Freire takes Dewey’s critique of traditional epistemology and 
explains the teacher’s role in promulgating such an orientation toward 
knowledge. He explains the tendency of the traditional (or, ‘banking’) 
educator to prepare his or her material beforehand so that the knowledge to 
be discussed in the classroom has the appearance of being fixed in time, 
already decided upon. Freire points out the ruse of this particular 
epistemological approach. The teacher must go out of his or her way to 
create the illusion that knowledge has been fixed in the past: 

The banking concept (with its tendency to dichotomize everything) 
distinguishes two stages in the action of the educator. During the first, he 
cognizes a cognizable object while he prepares his lessons in his study or his 
laboratory; during the second, he expounds to his students about that 



Under the Name of Method 89 

object. The students are not called upon to know, but to memorize the 
contents narrated by the teacher. (Freire, 1998, p. 61) 

As the teacher prepares his or her lessons beforehand, this very preparation lends 
credence to traditional epistemological assumptions. The teacher hides the fact 
that knowledge does not actually come ready-made and passed down, but from 
the here-and-now, even as traditional educators attempt to act as if it doesn’t. 

From these critiques launched by Dewey and Freire, there are distinct 
educational measures to be taken in order to combat such a rear-facing 
epistemology. In Dewey’s case, an emphasis on experience serves to push 
learning forward rather than backward. In Experience and Education, Dewey 
explains the importance of a progressive orientation toward experience in 
classrooms: ‘The lesson for progressive education is that it requires in an 
urgent degree, a degree more pressing than was incumbent upon former 
innovators, a philosophy of education based upon a philosophy of 
experience’ (Dewey, 1998, p. 19). Subject matter needs to be organised by 
the teacher in such a way that it will facilitate experiential, rather than 
cerebral, learning. Freire, on the other hand, emphasises a dialogic answer. 
Anti-banking education will engage student and teacher in dialogue, such 
dialogue demonstrating to the student the temporality and co-construction of 
knowledge. Through dialogue, there will be no more pretending that 
knowledge comes ready-made from times gone by: ‘the practice of 
problem-posing education entails at the outset that the teacher-student 
contradiction to [sic] be resolved. Dialogic relations—indispensable to the 
capacity of cognitive actors to cooperate in perceiving the same cognizable 
object—are otherwise impossible’ (Freire, 1998, pp. 60–1). 

Authority 
As might be expected, the progressive and critical critiques of traditional 
education have much to say on the role of authority in education. To put 
these two orientations toward authority in general terms, one can say that 
while progressivists eschew traditional authority, criticalists embrace tradi
tional authority but only if it can be employed as a means to foster social 
justice. For Dewey, the authority of tradition has been used to impinge upon 
the freedom of individuals. Thus, Dewey makes the case that progressive 
education must embrace a different form of authority: 

We need an authority that, unlike the older forms in which it operated, 
is capable of directing and utilizing change and we need a kind of individual 
freedom unlike that which the unconstrained economic liberty of 
individuals has produced and justified; we need, that is, a kind of individual 
freedom that is general and shared and that has the backing 
and guidance of socially organized intelligent control. (Dewey, 1991, 
p. 137) 
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Embedded in these words is Dewey’s educational remedy for the traditional 
imposition of authority. What Dewey is not recommending, and this he is at 
pains to clarify at various times, is a simple abdication of authority on the 
part of the progressive educator. Instead, Dewey insists that the progressive 
educator must enact authority in particular ways, ways that encourage 
change, freedom, experience and community. The progressive educator, as 
opposed to the traditional, will enact authority against the conservation of the 
past rather than for it. 

Freire’s response to traditional authority arises from his psychic under
standing of the relationship between oppressor and oppressed. He argues that 
in society, in schools, and in families, those in power all too often act in 
authoritarian ways. In so acting, circuits of domination and submission are 
set up between adults and children, between teachers and students, between 
leaders and citizens. In such circuits, the person who dominates is trapped in 
his or her role, just as the person-dominated is trapped into submission: 
‘Well-intentioned professionals (those who use ‘‘invasion’’ not as deliberate 
ideology but as the expression of their own upbringing) . . . feel the need to 
renounce invasion, but patterns of domination are so entrenched within them 
that this renunciation would become a threat to their own identities’ (Freire, 
1998, p. 137). The Freirean pedagogue must resolve this whirligig of 
domination and submission by creating the classroom circumstances wherein 
‘the teacher is no longer merely–the-one-who-teachers, but one who is himself 
taught in dialogue with the students . . . In this process, arguments based on 
‘‘authority’’ are no longer valid’ (p. 161). 

Spectatorship 
Another major concern for both Dewey and Freire is the practice of 
spectatorship in traditional education. Freire’s objection to traditional 
spectatorship is a consequence of his Marxist-inspired loathing of human 
alienation. For Freire, traditional education creates a drama wherein students 
watch and teachers act. As Freire notes, 

The conflict lies in the choice between being wholly themselves or being 
divided; between ejecting the oppressor within or not ejecting them; 
between human solidarity or alienation; between following prescriptions or 
having choices; between being spectators or actors; between acting or 
having the illusion of acting through the action of the oppressors. (Freire, 
1998, p. 30) 

Freire insists on a sharp distinction between those who do and those who 
simply watch. The former are able to feel the consequences of their work 
while the latter can only imagine what it means to do, rather than to watch. 
The latter—the oppressed, the student of traditional education—do not fully 
fathom what it means to do the things that the teacher does. If the traditional 
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teacher thinks for him or herself, the student of traditional education has the 
illusion of thinking through the thought of the teacher. The role of the 
Freirean educator is, of course, to engage the student in true action rather 
than the alienation of acting through an other. By the method of ‘problem

posing’ education, the Freirean teacher will create circumstances in which the 
student is no longer just a spectator. Instead, student and teacher will co
construct knowledge through dialogue. Such dialogue, facilitated by the 
teacher, will enable students to quit being watchers and start being actors. 

As in the case of their respective critiques of rear-facing epistemology and 
traditional authority, John Dewey is critical of spectatorship in traditional 
education, but in a way that is less political than Freire’s programme. For 
Dewey, spectatorship is to be eschewed not because it supports the oppression 
of certain groups of people, but because it is not pragmatic. It does not form a 
basis for authentic experience and does not get a person anywhere. Dewey 
writes: 

In schools, those under instruction are too customarily looked upon as 
acquiring knowledge as theoretical spectators, minds which appropriate 
knowledge by direct energy of intellect. The very word pupil has almost 
come to mean one who is engaged not in having fruitful experiences but in 
absorbing knowledge directly. Something which is called mind or 
consciousness is severed from the physical organs of activity. (Dewey, 
1916, p. 140) 

For Dewey—and this is once again an epistemological difference that he has 
with traditional education—the habit of theoretical spectatorship is not a 
habit grounded in experience. It is a habit abstracted from experience and 
thus not educative in the same way that experiential learning is. Dewey’s 
recommendation for the teacher is that he or she make learning real rather 
than theoretical. Let the teacher create circumstances where the pupil’s 
consciousness will not be severed from the physical organs of activity, where 
knowledge will be appropriated through action rather than passivity. 

It is possible to go on at length about the many critiques of traditional 
education emanating from progressive and critical educational theory. Indeed 
there are many more parallel lines of assault to be found in addition to the 
three mentioned above. In all, the progressive and critical accounts of 
education offer a cohesive account of the traditional practices to which they 
offer themselves as antidotes. Traditionalists are past-oriented. They rely too 
much on conservative authority. They promote a drama of spectatorship on 
the part of the student, and activity on the part of the teacher. Other 
attributes might be added to this traditional programme if one were to give a 
fuller picture of the traditionalism to which both Dewey and Freire object. 
For example: Traditional educators objectify knowledge. They substitute 
discipline for intellectual rigor. They encourage tradition over personal 
freedom. Et cetera. But let it suffice here to have detailed just three attributes 
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of traditional education: As a past-oriented, authoritative, dramatic actor, the 
traditional teacher beckons the censure of progressives and criticalists. 

COMPLICITY WITH TRADITIONALISM 

However, as both progressivists and criticalists counter traditional education, 
something is glossed over. In spite of the best efforts of progressive and 
critical educational theory to denounce traditional education, both remain 
faithful to the guiding pedagogical assumption of traditionalism. In spite of 
the different pedagogical projects announced by progressivism and critical 
theory, teaching remains. And teaching itself remains rather traditional no 
matter how much one attempts progress or critique. Progressive and critical 
education remain faithful to this essence of teaching, this model of the less-
than-sage being guided by the more-advanced. Even if one puts aside the 
traditional favouring of the past, of authority, or of spectatorship—even if 
one puts aside these or other attendant qualities imputed to traditional 
education—one is still left with the crux of the problem, that crux being 
teaching. 

Teaching is the employment of one person to give something to someone 
else. The traditional programme of education is not, after all, particularly 
notable for its reliance on the past, on authority, or on spectatorship per se. 
These themes can be maintained without being taught. Indeed, as both Dewey 
and Freire repeatedly note, these matters of the past, of authority, of 
spectatorship and so on, are matters that plague society in general. They are 
matters that curtail the agency and freedom of people whether or not people 
attend schools. What is unique and problematic in traditional education is an 
embracing of pedagogy to bolster its particular biases. And for all their 
critique of traditional education’s biases, neither progressive educators nor 
critical educators are able to give up on the only thing that makes a 
traditional educator anything different from any other traditionally-minded 
person. The critique of traditional education maintains the guiding 
assumption that teaching itself is not to be questioned. At a most basic level, 
traditionalism is not what is at stake in these critiques. What is at stake is the 
teaching of traditionalism. But teaching will not be abandoned. 

Take the case of Dewey’s educational programme. Progressive teaching is 
touted as an antidote to traditional teaching. It is assumed that progressive 
teaching methods will foster a timely epistemology, a freedom-oriented 
authority, and a participatory student body. What is not mentioned is that 
teaching itself, even in its new, progressive iteration, carries the weight of past 
knowledge. Teaching threatens individual freedom and tends to encourage 
spectatorship. It does so through the momentum of past teaching practices, 
and by the vicissitudes encountered when an elder-who-knows attempts to 
shuttle a young scholar somewhere he or she has not been before. The 
problem with traditional teaching is no different from the problem of 
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teaching itself, but progressivism refuses to step outside of teaching’s magic 
circle. Instead, progressivism offers yet another version of teaching. It offers a 
form of teaching that must be impossibly vigilant. It must be vigilant enough 
to reverse the teaching problems that it has inherited as a matter of teaching 
itself. It must by hyper-vigilant through new advances in psychology, and 
through the pseudo-science of teacher effectiveness. It must be hyper-vigilant 
in order to lift teaching out of its teaching-ness. Hence the impossibility of 
progressivism. 

A similar observation can be made of critical education, although the latter 
offers a different solution. Critical theory brings to the teacher, and then to 
the student, an awareness of education’s ideological biases. It instils 
awareness not through progress, but through insight. The student is brought 
to an awareness of the oppressive underpinnings of education. That is to say, 
the student will be shown by a teacher that teaching is full of oppression. 
‘Minds and bodies must not be oppressed in my classroom as they are in the 
world at large,’ the critical teacher avers. He or she brings students to an 
awareness of the real world hidden behind the world of the teacher. The 
critical educator convinces students not to be convinced. Hence the 
ideological and pedagogical bind of critical education. Critical education, 
like progressive education, fights teaching with teaching. It, too, will not step 
outside of teaching’s magic circle. One must see the truth that truth is hidden, 
and one must be taught not to trust teaching. The ideological teaching of 
critical theory, like the enlightened teaching of progressive education, fights 
fire with fire. 

` UNDER THE NAME OF RANCIE RE 

At this point in the argument it would be most natural to progress in an 
orderly fashion toward a reasonable alternative to both progressivism and 
criticalism. Having noted that neither actually escapes the fundamental 
teaching predicament that characterises traditional education, it is logi
cal, after offering the body of an argument against progressivism and 
criticalism, to formulate a positive organising principle, one that yields 
direction and perhaps educational recommendations. But irresponsible 
as it may seem, my argument will remain without any educational conclusion, 
save for the educational conclusions that might be drawn from a different, 
more metacognitive, analysis. Instead of providing an alternative to 
progressivism and criticalism, I want to discuss the way that I constructed 
the above argument, on the method used to construct it. Method itself will be 
the subject of the rest of this essay’s investigation. In this way, I will not 
follow the example of the teacher whom Freire criticises for separating 
pedagogy into stages. To repeat: The teacher ‘cognizes a cognizable object 
while he prepares his lessons in his study or his laboratory; during the second, 
he expounds to his students about that object’ (Freire, 1998, p. 61). I will 
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instead admit to the process of preparation. And in particular, I will admit to 
borrowing a method from Jacques Ranciè re, the argument above being 
methodologically similar to a method employed by Ranciè re in various 
works. 

The above work, then, employs a method. I call this method ‘presumptive 
tautology’. Following this method, the author—in this case I, though I have 
admitted borrowing the method from Ranciè re—looks for two theoretical 
responses to a certain longstanding problem. One finds the differences in 
opinion, in logic and in practice that accompany these two responses to one 
and the same problem. One is careful to draw out these differences in all their 
particularities. Once again, these differences will be in response to a long-
standing problem: certainly not a ‘straw man’ of a problem, rather a specific 
philosophical theme that has come under fire in concrete and distinct ways 
through the two articulated responses. Then, once these two positions have 
been elucidated, one proceeds to compare these responses to the problem 
itself, the theoretical position under assault. After close scrutiny, as well as a 
certain interpretive confidence, one finds at least one element of the position 
under critique that has not been abandoned by either one of the theories 
proposed to counter it. One shows, furthermore—again a certain interpretive 
confidence is needed—that the element in common to all three is none other 
than a matter central to the initial position. That is to say, both responses 
carry in them a seed of the problem itself. Each theoretical position, in spite of 
being critical of the long-standing problem, cannot extricate itself from the 
very problematic it is trying to escape. One catches the two responses 
unawares, neither having admitted its own complicity. 

In the argument above, the longstanding problem was that of traditional 
education’s shortcomings. The theoretical responses were those of progressi
vism and traditionalism as represented in the works of John Dewey and Paulo 
Freire. Both Dewey and Freire had set themselves against traditional 
education, Dewey calling the target of his critique by that name, Freire 
using the phrase ‘banking education’, which I took to mean the same. I 
ultimately settled on the identical presumption shared by Dewey, Freire and 
traditionalists—namely, the unquestionable benefit to teaching itself. 

This sort of method can be discerned in more than one of Jacques 
Ranciè re’s works, and it is in these works that I learned the method. In The 
Future of an Image, Ranciè re uses this method to indicate the underlying 
assumption embraced by those who claim to take different positions on the 
nature of the artistic image (Ranciè re, 2007). In a paper entitled, ‘The 
Emancipated Spectator’, he uses the method to dissect the similar 
assumptions about theatrical spectatorship embraced by Plato and also by 
Plato’s modern detractors, Bertolt Brecht and Antonin Artaud (Ranciè re, 
2004b). In a 2004 lecture on his book The Ignorant Schoolmaster, Ranciè re 
uses this method to show that educational sociologists such as Bourdieu and 
Passeron, as well as their republicanist counterparts, share the same 
orientation toward equality in spite of their professed ideological opposition 
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(2004a). They both see equality as being a goal rather than a given. Ranciè re 
uses the presumptive tautology in these and other instances to move his 
arguments along. 

A METHOD THAT BELONGS TO WHOM? 

But whose method is this really? The person behind this method is Jacques 
Ranciè re but, to my knowledge, Ranciè re never announced that the 
presumptive tautology was one of his methods. He uses the method, if it 
can be so called, in more than one of his writings. But does this method really 
belong to Ranciè re if Ranciè re does not name it qua method in his work? If I 
have named the method—for Ranciè re certainly does not give this method the 
name that I have—does the method have my name, or does it have the name 
of Jacques Ranciè re? If it is named mine, does it belong to me or, if named 
Ranciè re’s, does it belong to him? Or, is it possible to assert that this method 
does not belong to someone, but that the method nevertheless works under 
the name of Ranciè re, or perhaps under the name of Bingham, in the more 
literal sense that Winnie-the-Pooh lived under the name of Sanders because 
‘Sanders’ was written over the door of his house? What I want to pose here is 
a question as to whether a method can ever belong to someone, or, more 
precisely, what the rapport might be between a method and the person whose 
name the method bears. The rest of this essay will be devoted to an inquiry 
on the Ranciè rean method that I have used, and more specifically to the 
implications of method’s debt to a name. 

Properly speaking, a method should never belong to anyone. It should 
never reside under the name of someone in any metaphorical sense, as 
opposed to the literal sense mentioned above. Why? Because a method is that 
great invention of the Enlightenment move toward a dissociation between the 
subjective ambiguity of personal inquiry and the objective specificity of 
scientific inquiry that relies not on the name of the scientist but on the 
authority of science itself. So, on one hand, it makes no sense at all to claim 
that a method refers back to some person. Methodology, if it is true to its 
Enlightenment roots, should not need a person. It should be able to stand on 
its own, and indeed, should cease to be a method if it does not stand on its 
own. 

But, on the other hand, there is a certain use in admitting that people do 
initiate methods or that there are methods that can be traced to names. If 
there is anything that can be called philosophical method, then such method 
is most often linked to a name. When one thinks of hermeneutic method, 
one thinks of Hans-Georg Gadamer or Paul Ricoeur, among others. When 
one thinks of deconstructive method, one thinks of Jacques Derrida. When 
one thinks of phenomenological method, one thinks of Edmund Husserl and 
so on. Whether method is linked to a name literally, like Pooh is linked to 
Sanders, or metaphorically, as the work of Jacques Ranciè re is linked to his 
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own name, is, I propose, a matter that sets one on the way to an analysis of 
the question posed above, namely: can a method every really belong to a 
name? And, if it does, what is the relation between such method and its 
namesake? 

Before pushing further with this question, though, it is useful to probe 
a bit more into Ranciè re’s particular method, the one I have dubbed 
the ‘presumptive tautology’. Such probing proves to be germane to the 
question of the method’s name. I have claimed to use Ranciè re’s method. Or, 
I have claimed to use a method that I detect in the work of Ranciè re. 
Whatever. Indeed, the task I set for myself, through the writing of this essay, 
was to use Ranciè re’s method in a way that was honest to his own use of it. 
To that end, I wrote the initial argument of this chapter. Having succeeded, 
I believe, in using this Ranciè rean method, I began to notice something else, 
namely that mine was not quite the argument I thought it was. It did not quite 
stand up on its own. I realised that the method I had just used was not quite 
the method I thought it was. It was not only one method among others. 
I noticed that this method itself has traces of Ranciè re’s thought that cannot 
be so easily articulated under the literal name of ‘Ranciè re’s presumptive 
tautology’ that I had given it. It is a method that garners its methodological 
acuity from a set of theoretical suppositions that are none other than 
Ranciè re’s own suppositions. But these suppositions cannot be captured in 
the methodological logic of the presumptive tautology as I have described it 
above. These suppositions are actually informed by the trajectory of much of 
Ranciè re’s philosophical work. I shall try to explain this. 

It might seem at first glance that the method of the presumptive tautology 
entails a fairly straightforward procedure: Search for an incriminating link, 
one that connects potential solutions back to the problem itself. It would 
seem that, if there is such a link intrinsic to the two solutions and to the 
problem itself, then an analysis employing the presumptive tautology is 
suitable for application. On further investigation, though, it becomes clear 
that Ranciè re’s own links, the ones he establishes in his own uses of the 
presumptive tautology, actually do not depend on any obvious commonality 
between the given framework and its opposing theories. In the case of 
Ranciè re’s examination of the ‘republican’ and ‘sociological’ alternatives to 
educational ‘failure’ in the later 20th century, for example, he proposes an 
anachronistic commonality that only the now-obscure 19th century 
pedagogue, Joseph Jacotot, was aware of: that equality has been treated, 
by both ‘republicans’ and ‘sociologists’, as an end to be achieved rather than 
as a given (Ranciè re, 2004a). In this case, as is generally the case when 
Ranciè re uses the presumptive tautology, Ranciè re does not choose a theme 
that is common to two theoretical positions in any obvious way. Instead, the 
obviousness of the common theme is made clear by Ranciè re’s own work. 

Ranciè re’s work thus shores up his method. One of his central 
philosophical themes is at work in this method. This particular method is 
informed by an adherence to reconfiguring ‘the distribution of the sensible’. 
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For, when two theoretical responses to a long-standing problem can be 
revealed to share a common foothold, then one of two means must have been 
used to reveal that foothold: either, the common ground was already there 
and just needed to be teased out; or, as I have intimated is commonly the case 
with Ranciè re’s use of the presumptive tautology, an unexpected presumption 
is underscored, one that is not necessarily there to begin with but is instead 
translated afresh out of the two responses. This sort of translation is precisely 
what Ranciè re advocates as an emancipatory political and artistic goal when 
he advocates that thinkers change the world’s understanding of things. This 
changing, this ‘re-distribution of the sensible’, is described in numerous works 
by Ranciè re, a typical description being the following from his book 
Disagreement: ‘Politics is a matter of subjects or, rather, modes of 
subjectification. By subjectification I mean the production through a series 
of actions of a body and a capacity for enunciation not previously identifiable 
within a given field of experience, whose identification is thus part of the 
reconfiguration of the field of experience’ (Ranciè re, 1999, p. 35). So it seems 
that this particular method does have a person behind it. The method of 
presumptive tautology does not stand alone. It must be linked back not only 
to the literal name of Ranciè re, but back to Ranciè re’s metaphorical name as 
well. That is to say, it is not only Ranciè re’s method in the sense that the 
method should be found under his name. It is also Ranciè re’s method in the 
metaphorical sense that who he is as a philosopher, who he is as a person who 
thinks about certain things in certain ways, that is to say, what his name 
stands for more generally—this larger sense of his name must also be included 
in a proper understanding of the presumptive tautology. To return to the 
question posed earlier, a method can belong to someone specific in this 
metaphorical sense. This particular method is difficult to understand 
completely without looking at the thinking that orients it. But is it, then, 
still a method? As I have noted, in the strictest sense of the Enlightenment 
notion of method, a method that belongs to someone is no method. So in this 
strict Enlightenment sense, the presumptive tautology is no method. 

PHILOSOPHICAL METHOD, THE LITERAL AND 
METAPHORICAL 

However, as noted, there is a caveat to bear in mind when it comes to 
philosophical method. ‘Philosophical method’, which is perhaps, in this strict 
sense, a contradiction in terms, usually does have a founder. It is the name of 
this founder, both literal and metaphorical, that I want to underscore and 
interpret by way of concluding this essay. Take the literal first: It is possible, 
and, I fear, too often done, that those who use a particular philosophical 
method take the founder’s name too literally. For example, ‘under the name 
of Gadamer’, researchers, theorists and, sometimes, even philosophers 
employ the hermeneutic method to study a given problem. In such cases 
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the method of hermeneutics is attached to one who has named it, but such a 
name has no other role than being a name. It is, literally, a name. It is a bad 
metaphor, one that does not stand for more than itself. Interestingly, though, 
such literal use of a method’s name helps to keep up appearances of method-

ness in the strict Enlightenment sense. When the name is just a name, there is 
no need to worry about intrinsic links between the work of an author and the 
method under his or her name. Naming a philosophical method literally gives 
method a certain philosophical appearance even while its use can remain 
methodical in the strict Enlightenment sense of the term. It is possible to use 
the method of Gadamer, for example, ‘under the name of Gadamer’, without 
seeking any interpretive resonances between one’s use of hermeneutic method 
and the actual provocation of Gadamer’s thought. This happens all the time, 
especially in research in the social sciences. 

But it is also possible to take the namesake of a method metaphorically. In 
such cases, philosophical method does what philosophical method should do. 
Indeed this is what philosophers do. We name names, and we take those 
names metaphorically. And in naming those names, a philosopher does not 
do without method. Instead, he or she does with method, and does with 
method exactly what should be done. When one attributes a name to a 
method, there are two aspects of the name’s metaphor that are philosophi
cally significant. The first one has already been mentioned: the method’s place 
in its surroundings, its place in the overall oeuvre of the person named. An 
example of this is what I have briefly done with the method of presumptive 
tautology in its relation to Ranciè re’s ‘redistribution of the sensible’. 

The second metaphorical aspect is the name’s meaning in relation to the 
thought of the one who is using the method. This is to say, the meaning of one 
person’s method once it has been changed by another person’s particular way 
of using that method. In my case, for example, there is not only my use of 
Ranciè re’s method, but there is also a sense in which my use of Ranciè re’s 
method can never be precisely the same as another person’s use of the ‘same’ 
method. Thus, Ranciè re’s name is metaphorical in the second sense that it 
stands for ‘my Ranciè re’. ‘My Ranciè re’s method’ has meanings that must be 
interpreted in the context of my own thinking just as ‘Ranciè re’s method’ has 
meanings that must be interpreted in the context of his own thinking. This 
second metaphorical aspect is thus a partial answer to the question posed 
earlier about whether a method named by me, but gleaned from the work of 
Ranciè re, will have his name or mine. It will have both. It will be Ranciè re’s 
presumptive tautology, but, metaphorically, it will also be Bingham’s 
Ranciè re’s presumptive tautology. 

METHOD’S NAME 

And let us apply this metaphorical analysis to the name of method itself. The 
name of method can be taken literally or metaphorically. What I am 



Under the Name of Method 99 

advocating in this essay, and it does turn out that I am advocating something, 
is that one take the name of method metaphorically as well as literally. I am 
advocating that when something goes ‘under the name of method’, that the 
name method be taken as just that, a name, but also that it be taken as more 
than a name. Method, in its strict Enlightenment meaning, and this, too, is its 
literal sense, is that which guides one through a set of steps in order to 
conduct fruitful inquiry. In this literal sense, method is not supposed to 
belong to anybody. There is nothing wrong with this literal sense. Or at least, 
there is nothing wrong with this literal sense existing since its existence, 
indeed, provides the denotative correlative for a more nuanced, metaphorical 
analysis. A metaphor is not a metaphor unless there is both denotation and 
connotation. For method to be a metaphorically nuanced matter, there must 
also be an anchor point, however strict and Enlightenment-oriented, as to 
what method is in the first place. 

But method should be taken as more than a name. ‘Under the name of 
method’ resides the potential that I have been trying illustrate in my own use 
of Ranciè re. From naı̈ ve application of a model, to self-aware translation of 
one methodological paradigm into circumstances unforeseen and fruitful, to 
probing conjectures on the philosophical commitments of a method, to 
creative inauguration of methods yet to come—in all these uses of method, 
the metaphorical name of method, the multiple meanings that can be 
associated with method, create the circumstances for methods that are more 
than methods. And none of these methods are worth leaving behind. Indeed, 
even as I began this essay, even as I simply used a Ranciè rean method to 
analyse the progressive and critical responses to traditionalism—even if this 
was a simple, and perhaps literal, use of the name ‘method’—such a simple 
use enabled me to become aware of unforeseen aspects of progressivism, 
criticalism, and traditionalism. Thus it may be the case—at least it was, I 
hope, the case for my own use of Ranciè re’s method—that a philosophically 
nuanced, metaphorical attention to method also includes a literal use of 
method that is, even with its strict Enlightenment qualities, quite provocative. 
The literal aspect of method is essential to the metaphor not only because it 
provides a denotative correlative but because it may provide the beginnings of 
metaphorical method’s excess of meaning. 

Self-aware translation of one methodological paradigm into circumstances 
unforeseen and fruitful, probing conjectures on the philosophical commit

ments to method, creative inauguration of methods yet to come—these are all 
metaphorical aspects of method, and I would like to focus primarily on the 
last. As I have noted, one of the ways that a method’s name acts 
metaphorically is by the transformation of one person’s method into an 
interpretation of that method, an interpretation that engages the name of an 
other. This, it seems to me, is the most important metaphorical use of 
method: When a method stands for more than itself, it so stands most 
significantly through the interpretation of an other. When A uses the method 
of B, it cannot be said that it is still B’s method. The method has become more 
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than B’s. It has become B’s-subject-to-the-interpretation-of-A. Or, as I have 
noted in terms of my own argument, Ranciè re’s method has become 
Ranciè re’s method subject to the interpretation of Bingham. When method 
becomes metaphorical, it does so in this possession-of-one’s-possession 
fashion. 

This is the method of method. It is a relation between method itself, the 
name of the person who has come up with method, and then the name of the 
person who uses method. It is when method treats method as metaphor. It 
assumes that method is larger than itself, that the person who uses method 
will inevitably put a creative stamp on the method used. In this way, the 
metaphoric, philosophical method of naming names puts a methodological 
twist on the strict method of Enlightenment. The metaphoric method of 
naming names has its own strict method. It must name names, to begin with. 
But if it were just to name names, then its strictness is no different from the 
strictness of Enlightenment method. For when one names names, it is easy to 
stay at the literal level, that is, to stay at the literal level of being ‘under the 
name of’ some method. The strict method of metaphor, as opposed to 
Enlightenment method, requires method to do more. It requires method to 
name the names of those who name names. This is its strictness. In this way 
method honours the name of method and treats its own name metaphorically. 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter has taken a few turns. From a problematising of John Dewey 
and Paulo Freire, to a method of Jacques Ranciè re dubbed the ‘presumptive 
tautology’, situated, as it is, in the context of his larger philosophical project, 
to a more general discussion on philosophical method per se. Now by way of 
conclusion, and at the risk of taking one more turn, this time back once again 
to matters of education, I want to show resonance between Ranciè re’s 
primary piece of educational writing, The Ignorant Schoolmaster, and this 
problem of method’s name. The resonance can first be seen in the very idea of 
a jacotist/Ranciè rean pedagogy, a pedagogy that itself claims not to be a 
method, and thus perhaps to lack a name as well. As Ranciè re reminds us, 
there is no ‘jacotist’ pedagogy: ‘If I thought it good to revive this forgotten 
discourse, it is not, to repeat, in order to propose some new pedagogy. There 
is no jacotist pedagogy. Nor is there a jacotist anti-pedagogy, in the sense that 
this word is ordinarily used’ (Ranciè re, 2004a). Yet Ranciè re claims this even 
as he goes to great lengths to explain what can only be described as a jacotist 
‘method’ of emancipation in education. What are we to make of a text like 
The Ignorant Schoolmaster that methodically details a method that is 
supposed to be no method? Under whose name does it reside?1 

The answer to this question can be framed in terms of the methaphorics of 
method’s name, and in particular, the name of educational method. With 
regard to educational method, Ranciè re has precisely enacted a version of the 
metaphorising I have tried to describe above. Ranciè re has detailed the 



Under the Name of Method 101 

method of Joseph Jacotot. About this, let us not be unclear: It is easy to 
discern an educational method in The Ignorant Schoolmaster, this, in spite of 
Ranciè re’s protests, and in spite of the protests of Joseph Jacotot himself. As 
readers of The Ignorant Schoolmaster, we can easily take the position of 
Jacotot’s followers who, in spite of Jacotot’s protests, ‘sought to lead the 
students of universal teaching to intellectual emancipation’ (Ranciè re, 1991, 
p. 135). All the while, Jacotot ‘refused all progressive and pedagogical 
translation of emancipatory equality’ (p. 134). There is indeed a jacotist 
method to be found, but it is a method whose name Ranciè re does his best to 
translate into metaphor. He carries out this translation through the protests I 
have just mentioned. But these disavowals are too facile not to be ignored. 

First, then, there are disavowals by both Ranciè re and Jacotot. But this 
translation is not primarily through disavowals of Jacotot’s anti-method 
method. It rather comes about through a dramatisation of the fall of Jacotot’s 
universal teaching by means of its own methodising. The fall comes as 
Ranciè re affirms, dramatically rather than conceptually, that universal 
teaching will never catch on, that is, it will never actually succeed as method 
even if it is taken as a method: ‘Let’s affirm, then, that universal teaching will 
never take, it will not be established in society. But it will not perish, because it 
is the natural method of the human mind, that of all people who look for their 
path themselves’ (p. 105). Indeed, the fall of Jacotot is more significant than 
any discernable jacotist method. The fall is a dramatisation of the death of a 
method whose name is not metaphorised. Jacotot’s method could not stand 
the test of time precisely because others treated it as method. In Jacotot’s 
name, there was too much certainty, even if it was a certainty of his madness: 
‘On this point he agreed with the disciples who hid his name under the label 
‘‘natural method’’: no one in Europe was strong enough to bear that name, 
the name of the madman’ (p. 134). When method’s name is taken too 
seriously, and more precisely, when method’s name is taken too seriously in 
an educational context, this is itself the death of an educational method. 

Then we have the book itself. We have The Ignorant Schoolmaster right in 
front of us. We are the readers of an educational method that claims not to be a 
method. And as one reads this book, there is the distinct feeling that whatever is 
claimed or disavowed by either Jacotot or Ranciè re is claimed or disavowed by 
some admixture of the two. As Ranciè re’s voice narrates Jacotot, then quotes 
Jacotot, then slips largely into being the same voice as Jacotot, it is not at all 
clear whom we are reading. Is it Ranciè re? Is  it Jacotot?  Is it Ranciè re’s Jacotot 
in a similar sense to the Bingham’s Ranciè re that I described above.2 

Stylistically, then, Ranciè re turns jacotist method into a metaphor. He 
establishes a transformation of one person’s method into an interpretation of 
that method, an interpretation that engages the name of an other. 

Even more interesting, though, from an educator’s point of view, are the 
teachings of this book that claims not to teach. If we are sympathetic to 
Jacotot’s name and to his teachings, we have in front of us a book, an 
educational path, to follow, but the path has been shown to be unfollowable 
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through Ranciè re’s staging, through to the path’s end. We are thus 
sympathetic not to Jacotot’s name, but to its metaphor, not to Ranciè re’s 
name, but to its metaphor. The book leaves us with a method whose name 
can only be a metaphor, and this book is educative precisely in the sense that 
it forces its reader to translate its contents into his or her experience without 
any certainty as to how its contents are to be translated. That is to say, the 
book is to be read without a teaching. This book is, as Ranciè re will put it 
elsewhere, akin to the idiom of the artist, as well as the researcher: ‘The effect 
of the idiom cannot be anticipated. It calls for spectators who are active 
interpreters, who render their own translation, who appropriate the story for 
themselves, and who ultimately make their own story out of it. An 
emancipated community is in fact a community of storytellers and 
translators’ (2004b). Faced with a book whose effect cannot be anticipated 
because its method cannot be generalised, one is left to one’s own experience 
of the book’s words. One is taught, but only in metaphor. 

NOTES 

1. For an account of how Paulo Freire and Jacques Ranciè re might somehow share the 
same metaphorical name, see Tyson (2009). 

2. As Kristin Ross points out in her introduction to	 The Ignorant Schoolmaster, ‘The 
reader, in other words, is not quite sure where the voice of Jacotot stops and Ranciè re’s 
begins. Ranciè re slips into Jacotot’s text, winding around or worming in; his 
commentary contextualizes, rehearses, reiterates, dramatizes, elaborates, continues 
Jacotot’ (Ross, 1991, p. xxii). 
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8 
Distance and Defamiliarisation: 
Translation as Philosophical Method 

CLAUDIA RUITENBERG 

The difficulty of a translation is never merely a technical issue but concerns 
the relation of human beings to the essence of the word and to the 
worthiness of language. Tell me what you think of translation, and I will tell 
you who you are. 

(Heidegger, 1996, p. 63)1 

INTERLINGUISTIC TRANSLATION 

In recent work I have grappled with the phrase ‘ways of knowing’ 
(Ruitenberg, 2008). My investigation started with puzzlement over the phrase 
‘ways of knowing’, which seems to imply the possibility of knowing as an act 
or activity that can be conducted in different ways. Since I could find no fault 
with Richard Robinson’s assertions that ‘knowledge is never an act, or any 
kind of event’ and that ‘‘‘the act of knowing’’ does not occur’ (Robinson, 
1971, p. 17), I sought a different explanation for the frequent use of the phrase 
‘ways of knowing’. I concluded that the epistemological-sounding phrase 
‘ways of knowing’ is often used as a trope for contiguous claims about 
ontological and metaphysical assumptions that are part of larger worldviews. 

A possibility I did not explore during that initial investigation is that at least 
part of the ambiguity in the phrase ‘ways of knowing’ is caused by the use of the 
phrase without object, as if knowledge could ever be without object and as if 
‘knowing’ could be an intransitive verb. The examples of uses of the phrase 
‘ways of knowing’ that I cited all focused attention on the subjects rather than 
the objects of knowledge: they spoke frequently about ‘women’s ways of 
knowing’, ‘Indigenous ways of knowing’ or ‘African ways of knowing’ but rarely 
about ‘ways of knowing X’ or ‘ways of knowing Y’. 

Paul Hirst turned his attention to the relation between different types of 
knowledge or ‘ways of knowing’ and different objects of knowledge. In 
commenting on the work of Philip Phenix, Hirst distinguished three 
categories of objects of knowledge, and the types of knowledge associated 
with these objects: ‘knowledge with the direct object’, ‘knowledge-that’ 
(propositional knowledge) and ‘knowledge-how’ (procedural knowledge) 
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(Hirst, 1975, p. 57). He was, however, sceptical about both the separate and 
epistemic status of ‘knowledge with the direct object’: 

Clearly much of what this covers is ‘knowledge that’ about the objects or 
persons concerned. To this, however, is usually added a claim to have direct 
experience of the person or object, and many writers speak here of having 
existential knowledge, a form of experience which is not itself expressible in 
statements of propositions. Phenix clearly considers ‘knowledge with the 
direct object’ to be a distinct type of knowledge primarily because of these 
existential aspects. It is, however, very debatable whether it should be so 
regarded, and particularly so if knowledge is to be kept clear of all other 
states of mind. . . . What one knows in the existential form of ‘knowledge 
with the direct object’ is thus characterisable as ‘knowledge-that’ 
concerning the object on which supervenes an occurrent state of awareness 
which is of a quite different character. Knowledge of the first kind, I 
therefore suggest, is reducible to ‘knowledge-that’. (pp. 57–8) 

According to Hirst, it is perfectly coherent in everyday language to say that 
one knows one’s brother, that one knows the island on which one lives, or 
that one knows wine, but in a philosophical sense such statements are 
confusions between ‘knowledge-that’ and feelings or other ‘states of 
awareness’ such as affection or pride. Following Hirst’s analysis, ‘ways of 
knowing’ can logically only be understood as ‘ways of knowing that’ and 
‘ways of knowing how’. So what does someone claim when she claims that 
there are several different ‘ways of knowing’? Does she claim that there are 
several different ways of knowing that or different ways of knowing how or 
both? 

The area of propositional knowledge is perhaps the easiest to address, for it 
is simply not linguistically or conceptually possible to claim that one can 
know that it is raining in several different ways. One either knows that it is 
raining, or one does not. One may have come to know about the rain in 
different ways, for example by standing outside and getting rained on, or by 
sitting inside and looking out through a window, but this, as I have explained 
elsewhere, is a matter of different ways of learning that it is raining, not of 
different ways of knowing it. 

The matter is more difficult when it regards procedural knowledge: could 
one coherently claim that there are different ways of knowing how to ride a 
bike, or different ways of knowing how to make an omelette? The immediate 
impulse to paraphrase the question whether one can know in different ways 
how to make an omelette, as whether one can know different ways of making 
an omelette, and the confusion that results from trying to distinguish these 
two questions, suggests that procedural knowledge might not be a good 
object of ‘ways of knowing’. At a breakfast meeting with an academic 
colleague, however, he suggested that, surely, there must be a difference 
between his way of knowing how to make an omelette, something he does 
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only occasionally, and—here he pointed to the chef at the omelette station of 
the breakfast bar—the chef’s way of knowing how to make an omelette, 
assuming that he does so several times a day, several days a week. Thus, it 
indeed seems possible to refer to multiple ‘ways of knowing how’, although it 
seems to me that there are much better ways of characterising the difference 
between my colleague’s and the chef’s knowledge of omelette-making. It is 
clear that the chef has more experience making omelettes, for example, and 
that he has learned how to make an omelette in different circumstances. 
Although this carries beyond the scope of this essay, it would be worth 
examining further if and how the possibility of different ‘ways of knowing 
how’ might be relevant to the broader investigation into the use of the phrase 
‘ways of knowing’ by groups who claim a marginalised epistemic status. 

I wish to return, however, to Hirst’s claim that ‘knowledge with the direct 
object’ is not a distinct type of knowledge. I am troubled by Hirst’s certainty, 
because he operates in English, in which there is just one verb, ‘to know’, 
whereas there are two verbs in Dutch (my mother tongue), as well as in 
German and French. The French use savoir for propositional and procedural 
knowledge: ‘She knows that it is raining’ would be ‘Elle sait qu’il pleut’ and 
‘He knows how to write’ would be ‘Il sait écrire’. The verb connaı̂tre is 
reserved for being acquainted with a person, object or phenomenon: ‘She 
knows her brother well’ would be ‘Elle connaı̂t bien son frère’, and ‘I don’t 
know much about trees’ would be ‘Je ne connais pas bien les arbres’. The 
German distinction between wissen and kennen (and the Dutch distinction 
between weten and kennen) operate along similar lines as the distinction 
between savoir and connaı̂tre.2 

David Edgerton, in reference to John Pickstone’s ‘Ways of Knowing: 
Towards a Historical Sociology of Science, Technology and Medicine’ (1993), 
writes: 

L’identification moderne du savoir de pointe aux savoirs en gé né ral ne fait 
pas seulement violence aux savoirs passé s mais aussi aux savoirs actuels. 
Nous ignorons aussi en quoi les sciences et les techniques sont et ont é té des 
manières de savoir, et pas seulement des maniè res de cré er du savoir neuf ou 
des choses. [The modern identification of advanced knowledge with 
knowledge in general does violence not only to past knowledge but also 
to present knowledge. We ignore also how science and technology are and 
have been ways of knowing and not only ways of creating new knowledge or 
things.] (Edgerton, 1998, p. 833, emphasis added) 

Edgerton translates ‘ways of knowing’ straightforwardly with manières de 
savoir, without giving consideration to the conceptual difficulties of this 
phrase. Christelle Rigal, at a book presentation of Pickstone’s Ways of 
Knowing: A New History of Science, Technology and Medicine (2000) at the 
University of Paris Diderot, chose not to translate the English phrase ‘ways of 
knowing’ into French. She notes: 
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. . . plutô t que de traduire « Ways of knowing » par « faç ons/maniè res de 
savoir » —expression peu é lé gante—ou par « styles d’é laboration des 
connaissances » —traduction probablement trop ré ductrice—j’ai pré fé ré 
conserver l’expression originale, sous la forme abré gé e de WOK. [rather 
than translating ‘Ways of knowing’ with ‘faç ons/maniè res de savoir’—a not 
very elegant expression—or with ‘styles d’é laboration des connaissances’— 
a translation that is probably too reductive—I have chosen to keep the 
original expression, in its abbreviated form WOK.] (Rigal, 2006, p. 1) 

In considering possible candidates for a translation she does not, in the end, 
adopt, she lists faç ons de savoir, manières de savoir and styles d’élaboration des 
connaissances. The phrases faç ons de savoir and manières de savoir are the 
more obvious and literal French translations of ‘ways of knowing’, although 
she calls them ‘not very elegant’, possibly because they sound foreign and 
translated. Her last suggestion could be translated more literally into English 
as ‘styles of knowledge development’, a phrase that may seem, at first glance, 
far removed from ‘ways of knowing’ but that is connected to the use of ‘ways 
of knowing’ as shorthand for ‘ways of coming to know’. 

I suspect that Edgerton and Rigal suggest manières de savoir rather than 
manières de connaı̂tre because of the particular areas of knowledge that are 
the focus of Pickstone’s book: science, technology and medicine. Manières de 
connaı̂tre are not about technical skills and scientific facts, but about more 
intimate ‘ways of knowing’: knowing something like the back of one’s hand, 
for example, or, in French, like one’s pocket: connaı̂tre quelque chose comme 
sa poche.3 Hirst’s assertion that connaı̂tre is not a distinct type of knowledge 
seems too bold, not least because of his suggestion that knowledge and other 
‘states of awareness’ such as feelings can and should be kept separate. When 
discussing my investigation into ‘ways of knowing’ with philosopher of 
education Barbara Houston, she suggested that it might be possible to claim 
that there are different ways of knowing anger. This suggestion extends to 
many other emotions: knowing joy, knowing sadness, knowing fear and so 
on. What we did not discuss at the time was that ‘knowing’ in the phrase 
‘ways of knowing anger’ is ‘knowing’ in the sense of connaı̂tre (kennen), not 
savoir (wissen). Knowing an emotion is not propositional or procedural 
knowledge, but a matter of being acquainted with the emotion. This is 
illustrated quite well by the title of the 1954 novel Bonjour Tristesse (Hello, 
Sadness) by Franç oise Sagan and the lyrics ‘Hello darkness, my old friend, 
I’ve come to talk with you again’ in the Simon and Garfunkel song The Sound 
of Silence. Of course here, too, one can and should distinguish ‘coming to 
know’ anger, sadness or darkness from ‘knowing’ these emotions, but it seems 
to me that in the context of emotions ways of knowing-in-the-sense-of
connaı̂tre are indeed possible. 

Although this use is now uncommon, the English verb ‘to know’ has in the 
past also been used to mean to be sexually acquainted with, which is reflected 
in the expression ‘knowing in the biblical sense’. In English this use is perhaps 
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known from some of the plays of William Shakespeare, such as the comedy 
All’s Well That Ends Well, in which Diana says to the King of France, ‘By 
Jove, if ever I knew man, ’t was you’ (V. iii. 286), or Measure for Measure, in  
which Mariana says to the Duke, ‘That is Angelo, who thinks, he knows, that 
he ne’er knew my body, but knows, he thinks, that he knows Isabel’s’ (V. i. 
199–200). In this context, too, different ways of knowing-in-the-sense-of
connaı̂tre seem quite possible: the King of France’s way of knowing Diana, 
after all, may be different from another suitor’s way of knowing Diana. 

This lengthy exploration of translations of the phrase ‘ways of knowing’ 
serves to illustrate the use of translation as a method in philosophical thinking 
and writing. Where my previous investigation into the phrase ‘ways of 
knowing’ had led me to conclude that the phrase served certain political 
purposes but was always linguistically problematic, translating the phrase into 
French and German enabled a new approach to the concept. Although neither 
is a language which I understand, speak or write fluently, the displacement of 
the object of investigation into a new, less familiar context provided me with 
the requisite distance for a fresh perspective. Regardless of whether the 
authors who use the phrase ‘ways of knowing’ do so in the sense of connaı̂tre, I  
can see that knowing-in-the-sense-of-connaı̂tre may indeed occur in different 
ways, and this raises new questions for educational contexts. For example, 
students in my class may have different ways of knowing (connaı̂tre) racism; 
some may have been the objects of racist oppression and know racism in a way 
that has seeped into their bodies, while others know racism more distantly as 
something that they have heard and read about but have not experienced 
viscerally. If these different ways of knowing racism are present in the class, 
they will affect any discussions about racism and anti-racist education we 
have. 

DISTANCE AND DEFAMILIARISATION 

Alfred Langewand writes that ‘the activity of translating is an eminently 
hermeneutic activity’ (Langewand, 2001, p. 145). A translation is, inevitably, an 
interpretation, and may indeed be an activity that seeks to make sense of a text. 
In this interpretation of translation as interpretive activity the emphasis is on 
seeking meaning and understanding, even if there is no certainty about the 
correctness of that understanding. However, translation as philosophical 
operation seeks to disrupt commonsense meaning and understanding: by 
displacing language, it can arrest thinking about a text in a way that assumes the 
language is understood. That has been the purpose of my displacement of the 
phrase ‘ways of knowing’ into languages other than English: to disrupt the 
unquestioned understanding with which this phrase has been made to operate in 
various texts. Translation in this sense serves the purpose of disrupting the 
complacent belief that one understands one’s own thoughts and the language in 
which one formulates one’s thoughts. It can illustrate that ideas and concepts 
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that seemed familiar and commonsensical carry foreign and unfamiliar traces 
that call into question their current obviousness. In the words of Jonathan Ré e: 

Philosophical thinking . . . is in constant flight from cozy nests of reliable 
belief: perpetually in quest of a sense of strangeness, especially the 
strangeness of ordinary thought. And one of the indispensable conditions 
for philosophy is a capacity for linguistic insecurity—for taking a certain 
distance from one’s customary everyday words . . . Thinking only becomes 
philosophical when familiar words grow strange. (Ré e, 2001, pp. 246, 252) 

Angé lica Maia shows how productive it can be to force educational theorists to 
take distance from words that have become customary. She considers the 
Portuguese term conscientização as used by Paulo Freire and its common 
translations into English as ‘consciousness raising’ and ‘conscientization’. Maia 
points out that when Freire chose the Portuguese noun conscientização (derived 
from the verb conscientizar, meaning ‘to make oneself or someone else aware of 
something’) ‘he . . . took advantage of the fact that ação is also the word used in 
Portuguese for action. In this context, conscientização can  also be seen as a  
combination of conscientizar (make or become aware) and ação (action) in one 
single word’ (Maia, 2009). The English ‘conscientization’ does not highlight the 
action-component of the concept that is so important in Freire’s work: ‘The 
term conscientização refers to learning to perceive social, political and 
economic contradictions, and to take action against the oppressive elements of 
reality’ (Ramos in Freire, 2000, p. 35, n. 1, emphasis added). Therefore, at the 
most literal level, conscientização might be more ‘strangely’ and more 
productively translated by the English neologism ‘conscientizaction’. 

Walter Benjamin writes that ‘the basic error of the translator is that he 
preserves the state in which his own language happens to be instead of 
allowing his language to be powerfully affected by the foreign tongue’ 
(Benjamin, 1969, p. 81). He is referring here to the conscientious translator 
who seeks to produce a text in his own language that does not reveal that it is 
a translation, for, as Ré e reminds us, it is all too easy to ridicule the work of a 
translator for ‘sounding like a translation’ (Ré e, 2001, p. 223). The situation is 
very different for the use of translation in philosophy that I am advocating: in 
translation as philosophical method the translator does not commit the ‘error 
of the translator’ and indeed seeks to have her or his language powerfully 
affected by the foreign tongue. Rather than seeking the ‘proper’ translation of 
‘knowing’, I sought to have connaı̂tre and savoir disrupt the English language 
in which the rest of my inquiry was being conducted. 

TRANSLATION AND THE HUMAN CONDITION 

Even if we are not using a translated text in the interlinguistic sense, each text 
we are using is still translated, in the Derridean sense that all language is 
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‘from somewhere else’ (Derrida, 2001a, p. 38). All language we use, even if we 
refer to it as our mother tongue, is ‘always already’ full of translations, as the 
use of language consists in its movement from one context to another and this 
movement is translation.4 Derrida writes: ‘I have only one language and it is 
not mine; my ‘‘own’’ language is, for me, a language that cannot be 
assimilated. My language, the only one I hear myself speak and agree to 
speak, is the language of the other’ (Derrida, 1998, p. 25). Tracing the various 
moments of translation by which words, concepts, ideas and categories have 
arrived at our doorstep is, therefore, one of the methods philosophers may 
choose to include in their repertoire. Such etymological tracing, it should be 
emphasised, is not a method for arriving at the truth of language but rather, 
like the other forms of translation I discuss, a method for raising questions 
that might not otherwise have occurred. ‘Etymology never provides a law and 
only provides material for thinking on the condition that it allows itself to be 
thought as well’ (Derrida, 2002, p. 71). 

However, having spent much time discussing the deliberate use of 
translation as philosophical method, let me point out that this method 
cannot be contained or mastered. Even when one does not intend to use 
translation, one is still conditioned by it. Based on Derrida’s perspectives on 
translation Lovisa Bergdahl calls translation a ‘human condition’ (Bergdahl, 
2009, p. 40) and explains that ‘we are all in a constant state of translation 
meaning that we all find ourselves in language just as we find ourselves in a 
country, a certain family and indeed in a religion. However, none of this 
(language, family, land religion) ‘‘belongs’’ to us in any possessive sense of the 
term’ (p. 36). Rather than saying that we ‘find’ ourselves in language, I might 
say that we lose ourselves in language, that every time we wish to locate 
ourselves in ‘our’ language, we are dislocated by it. The deliberate act of 
translation may come to an end, but the condition of translatedness exceeds 
this deliberate act. 

INTERDISCURSIVE TRANSLATION 

The deliberate creation of distance through translation is used not only in the 
interlinguistic sense of translation, but also in the interdiscursive sense. 
Although he does not use the term translation, Jacques Ranciè re explains 
beautifully how he employs interdiscursive translation as philosophical method: 

Thinking for me is always a rethinking. It is an activity that displaces an 
object away from the site of its original appearance or attending discourse. 
Thinking means to submit an object of thought to a specific variation that 
includes a shift in its discursive register, its universe of reference, or its 
temporal designations . . . The elaboration of these ‘moments of thinking’ is 
for me the task of a philosophy that challenges the boundaries separating 
the classes of discourses. (Ranciè re and Panagia, 2000, p. 120) 
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Ranciè re describes translation as recasting, the exercise of seeing something in 
terms of something else, where that something else is not a linguistic system 
such as English or French but rather a discourse or language game. For 
example, in The Nights of Labor (1989) (Les Nuits des Prolétaires, 1981), 
Ranciè re takes texts produced by 19th century carpenters and other workers in 
France, and reads these texts in a different discursive register from the one to 
which these texts were assumed to belong: ‘It was necessary for me to extract 
the workers’ texts from the status that social or cultural history assigned to 
them—as manifestations of a particular cultural condition. I looked at these 
texts as inventions of forms of language similar to all others’ (Ranciè re, in 
Ranciè re and Panagia, 2000, p. 116). Ranciè re displaces the workers’ texts 
from the dominant interpretive framework, in which they were seen as 
representations of a class condition, by putting them into an interpretive 
framework in which they could be seen as literary, intellectual products. 
Writes Ranciè re: ‘I extracted those worker’s [sic] texts from their socio
economic links so as to read them as antiplatonic philosophical myths’ (pp. 
120-1, emphasis added). This translation makes possible a different view not 
only of the texts but also of the authors of the texts themselves. Ranciè re reads 
the texts as evidence of the authors not as workers seeking equality, but as 
thinkers expressing a fundamental equality they already possess. Interdiscur
sive translation thus supports one of the central claims of Ranciè re’s work, 
that intellectual equality is not a goal to strive for, but rather ought to be a 
presupposition that can, through the way in which people are treated when 
they are assumed to be equal, be verified. ‘To pose equality as a goal is to hand 
it over to the pedagogues of progress, who widen endlessly the distance they 
promise they will abolish. Equality is a presupposition, an initial axiom—or it 
is nothing’ (Ranciè re, 2002, p. 223). 

Much of Michel Foucault’s work can also be understood as interdiscursive 
translation: as an effort to shift scientific discourses into other discursive 
registers so as to enable new questions about them. Paul Rabinow writes 
about this method: 

During most of the 1960s, Foucault sought, in a variety of ways to isolate 
and analyze the structures of the human sciences treated as discursive 
systems. It is important to stress that Foucault did not see himself as a 
practitioner of these human sciences. They were his objects of study. 
Foucault never took these discourses from the inside. That is, he never 
posed the question of the truth or falsity of the specific claims made in any 
particular discipline. (Rabinow, 1984, p. 12) 

In other words, Foucault did not seek to read scientific discourse according to its 
accepted ‘grammar’ of truth and falsity; instead—as if he were reading French 
according to the rules of English grammar—he read scientific discourse 
according to the grammar of power. Foucault did not dispute whether the 
truths put forward by scientific discourse were truths according to the discursive 
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rules governing the distinction between true and false claims, but by reading 
ostensibly ‘scientific’ texts ‘in different terms’: that is, in the discursive register of 
power and as ‘governing’ texts, he produced new insights about them. 

Certainly, as a proposition, the division between true and false is neither 
arbitrary, nor modifiable, nor institutional, nor violent. Putting the 
question in different terms, however—asking what has been, what still is, 
throughout our discourse, this will to truth which has survived so many 
centuries of our history; or if we ask what is, in its very general form, the 
kind of division governing our will to knowledge—then we may well discern 
something like a system of exclusion (historical, modifiable, institutionally 
constraining) in the process of development. (Foucault, 1972, p. 218) 

The question is, again and again: what questions and understandings become 
possible when one sees A in terms of B, when one transports A and lets it 
operate in the land of B? The educative effects of such displacement, of the 
unfamiliarity created by translation, are perhaps close to what Stanley Cavell 
has in mind when he posits ‘philosophy as translation’ (Cavell, as cited in 
Saito, 2007, p. 270; see Cavell, 2006). 

WHAT IS A GOOD TRANSLATION? 

I have described how interdiscursive translation has been used as 
philosophical method, but is any translation possible, legitimate and 
philosophically useful? It appears that philosophical usefulness can only be 
judged in retrospect: I have described the, in my view, successful 
interdiscursive translations conducted by Ranciè re and Foucault because 
these were the ones that were published and that have led to productive 
philosophical debate. I do not know whether these authors have attempted 
other interdiscursive translations that were not successful, perhaps because 
such unsuccessful work would be less likely to be published, stir up 
philosophical debate, and hence reach my attention. 

The question of legitimacy, however, deserves more careful attention. Can 
any text be displaced into any other discursive register? Might some decisions 
to read X in the discursive register of Y be just wrong? In order to answer this 
question let me consider the connection between translation, especially what I 
have called ‘interdiscursive translation’, and metaphor. This is not an 
arbitrary choice: metaphors (from the Greek verb meta-pherein or transfer
ring, carrying over) and translations (from trans-latus, the past participle of 
the Latin verb trans-ferre, transferring, carrying over) are closely connected 
linguistic displacements. Metaphor can be considered a form of intralinguistic 
translation, or translation between terms within a language. Paul Ricoeur has 
argued that metaphors generate new meaning by breaking the rules of old 
meaning: ‘a metaphor appears as a kind of riposte to a certain inconsistency 
in the metaphorical utterance literally interpreted. With Jean Cohen, we can 
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call this inconsistency a ‘‘semantic impertinence’’’ (Ricoeur, 1976, p. 50). A 
metaphor is ‘impertinent’ because it breaks the existing rules by which 
language conveys and produces meaning; in a successful metaphor, however, 
this impertinence leads to a ‘semantic innovation’ (p. 52): ‘It is, in effect, a 
calculated error, which brings together things that do not go together and by 
means of this apparent misunderstanding it causes a new, hitherto unnoticed, 
relation of meaning to spring up between terms that previous systems of 
classification had ignored or not allowed’ (p. 51). The examples of 
interdiscursive translation I have given are, likewise, calculated errors or 
misunderstandings. ‘No, no’, the authors of scientific texts considered by 
Foucault may have protested, ‘you are reading our work the wrong way. This 
is not research about power or language, it is research about the most efficient 
way to manage a prison’. Foucault deliberately committed a discursive 
impertinence by reading this research as a different kind of text. 

Getting away with such impertinence is a function not just of the status of 
the author; it is a function also of the careful attention and intention with 
which the text that is about to be subjected to a displacement into another 
discursive register has been studied. To put it differently: only after efforts at 
fidelity have been made can a text be productively betrayed. Derrida writes 
that ‘all translation implies an insolvent indebtedness and an oath of fidelity 
to a given original— . . . an oath doomed to treason or perjury’ (Derrida, 
2001b, p. 183). This is not a mere translation of the Italian adage Traduttore, 
traditore! (Translator, traitor!), but rather a reflection of the belief that 
philosophical impertinence, whether in the form of critical interrogation or 
interdiscursive translation, requires that one attempt to pay one’s debt to the 
text. Fidelity may thus be the one of the paradoxical ways of legitimating the 
discursive betrayal and impertinence of interdiscursive translation. 

APPLICATION AND TRANSLATION 

As Marianna Papastephanou points out elsewhere in this volume, education 
is commonly considered an ‘applied field’; philosophy in and of education is 
often expected to consist of the application of more general philosophy to the 
particularities of this field (Papastephanou, 2010). In some cases, this may be 
a fair characterisation. For instance, Immanuel Kant developed his ethical 
‘categorical imperative’ as a general philosophy, and we can apply this 
imperative to find out what we should do in particular pedagogical situations. 
In contemporary philosophy, however, it is much less common to find the 
kind of general philosophy that lends itself to such application. In fact, 
generalisability and the possibility of applying general theory to particular 
situations have themselves become objects of critique. Increasingly, philoso
phers and other theorists understand that the context in which a theory is 
developed needs to be taken into account when considering whether and how 
that theory may be used in another context. For this reason, ‘application’ is 
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more often than not a misnomer for the way in which philosophers in and of 
education relate to theory and philosophy. Translation offers a better 
conceptual framework for understanding how theory is used. 

The gestures of application and translation are fundamentally different: an 
application is put on or over top of the phenomenon, and the general theory 
that is applied to a particular instance does not change. A translation from 
theory to practice, by contrast, confronts theory with points of untranslat
ability that will challenge it. Derrida speaks of translation as ‘conversion’, the 
way one may convert one currency to another, and, just as in such monetary 
conversion, a price has to be paid and a difference between the before and 
after of the conversion is incurred (Derrida, 2001b, p. 184). There are gains, 
losses, changes, excesses, remainders and commissions involved in all acts of 
translation. Gert Biesta illustrates this elsewhere in this volume when he 
points out that ‘philosophy of education’ is not just a phrase in the English 
language but rather an idea that ‘belongs to a . . . particular Anglo-American 
construction of the field of educational studies’. This means, he points out, 
‘that we should not assume that anything that tries to translate itself into 
these three words can actually be translated that simply . . . . This becomes 
even more of a problem when acts of ‘‘counter-translation’’ occur and 
Bildungstheorie becomes renamed as Philosophie der Erziehung—for 
example’ (Biesta, 2010, pp. 83–4). In counter-translations, not unlike the 
children’s game ‘Telephone’, the remainder of translation incurs a new 
remainder.5 

The term ‘translational research’ is now used in educational research to 
indicate the reciprocal connection between theory or research and practice 
(for example, Lagemann, 2008). Where ‘application’ suggests a unidirectional 
move from theory or research to practice, ‘translation’ suggests that practice 
speaks back to the ‘original’ research and that it functions as an original text 
in its own right, which can and should be translated back into research and 
theory. Translation does not merely replace application but transforms the 
relationship between theory and practice itself. An interesting question raised 
by the conception of research as translational is what the relevance of 
research should be. This question has been addressed in, among other places, 
a recent exchange in Educational Researcher. Although David Labaree offers 
some conceptual insights there into the difficulties with demands for 
relevance, neither he nor any of the other authors use translation as a 
method of raising further philosophical questions about the concept of 
relevance (Labaree, 2008). 

TRANSLATING ‘RELEVANCE’ 

The question of relevance is particularly important (and not just ‘relevant’) to 
philosophers of education, as our work, among other scholarly work in the 
field of education, is often accused and suspected of being irrelevant. Derrida 



114 C. Ruitenberg 

has shown that the concept of relevance offers itself up for translation, and 
resists translation, in several ways. 

What of this vocable ‘relevant’? . . . This translative body is in the process of 
being imported into the French language, in the act of crossing borders and 
being checked at several intra-European customs points that are not only 
Franco-English, as one might infer from the fact that this word of Latin 
origin is now rather English (relevant/irrelevant) in its current usage, in its 
use-value, in its circulation or its currency, even though it is also in the 
process of Frenchification. (Derrida, 2001b, p. 177) 

In other words, although the English adjective ‘relevant’ may sound as if it 
has a direct parallel in the French adjective relevant, what Derrida calls the 
‘use-value’ of the adjective ‘relevant’—its use-value as ‘whatever feels right, 
whatever seems pertinent, apropos, welcome, appropriate, opportune, 
justified, well-suited or adjusted, coming right at the moment when you 
expect it—or corresponding as is necessary to the object to which the so-
called relevant action relates’ (p. 177)—is distinctly English. When the French 
relevant is used in this way, is it is as the Frenchified English ‘relevant’. 

Derrida comments on the fact that he has used the French relève to 
translate two very different words: Hegel’s noun Aufhebung and Shake
speare’s verb ‘seasons’ in the line ‘When mercy seasons justice’ (The Merchant 
of Venice). This might be no more than a curiosity if relève-in-the-sense-of-
Aufhebung and relève-in-the-sense-of-‘seasons’ were mere homonyms with no 
conceptual connection (like the noun ‘bear’ and the verb ‘bear’). However, the 
fact that the French relève is connected to both Aufhebung and ‘seasons’ 
actually helps to shed light on the concept of ‘relevance’. The German noun 
Aufhebung, which means at once cancellation and elevation, was used by 
Hegel to designate the moment that thesis and antithesis are sublated (to use a 
common translation) into synthesis. In Aufhebung, the thesis and antithesis 
are both preserved and negated. Writes Derrida, ‘I shall therefore translate 
‘‘seasons’’ as ‘‘relè ve’’: ‘‘when mercy seasons justice’’, ‘‘quand le pardon relè ve la 
justice (ou le droit)’’ [when mercy elevates and interiorizes, thereby preserving and 
negating, justice (or the law)]’ (Derrida, 2001b, p. 195). 

I might suggest the English verb ‘lift’ as useful translation for relève: ‘to lift’ 
means both ‘to elevate’ (‘Could you lift your feet please? I’m trying to 
vacuum’) and ‘to cancel’ (‘She wished the ban on smoking in pubs were 
lifted’). I might further point out that the French relever may also be 
translated with the English ‘relieving’, as in ‘relieving someone of his post’, 
relever quelqu’un de son poste. What new insights or questions are produced 
when we bring the demand for ‘relevant’ educational research into 
conversation with the relation between ‘relevance’, relève, ‘lifting’, and 
Aufhebung? What new insights or questions are produced when we translate 
‘relevant research’ as la recherche qui relève? Would ‘relevant’ educational 
research be educational research that hebt sich auf, lets itself be sublated? 
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What else could ‘relevant’ educational research be expected to lift, to elevate 
and cancel, to preserve and to negate? Should ‘relevant’ educational research 
be research that elevates educational practice so that both the research and 
the old practice are sublated into a new form of research-based practice and 
practice-based research? Or perhaps we can ask whether ‘relevant’ research 
might relieve and lift practice in the way that ‘mercy seasons justice’, by 
raising it up and letting it rise above itself. In a time where ‘relevant research’ 
and ‘data-driven policy’ threaten to weigh down education, this last is an 
appealing possibility. 

When it comes to interlinguistic translation, the best translation is the one 
that does not reveal itself as translation and that hides the activities of the 
translator under a new text that does not disrupt the reader with awkward 
words and sentences. As Ré e has pointed out, ‘Novelists are supposed to 
sound like novelists, each in their own manner, poets like poets, and essayists 
like essayists; but a translator should never sound like a translator, or have an 
original way with words . . . Translation, conventionally conceived, is the art 
that conceals the translator’ (Ré e, 2001, p. 223). When translation is used as 
philosophical method, however, it deliberately and noticeably insinuates itself 
between the reader and the text, in order to disrupt the apparent familiarity of 
that text. Translation as philosophical method, then, is improper, obnoxious 
translation, a translation that refuses to lift (cancel) itself and is, in that sense, 
intentionally irrelevant. 

NOTES 

1. This oft-quoted remark was made by Martin Heidegger in 1942 during a lecture on 
Hö lderlin’s hymn ‘Der Ister’ and the translation of the Greek tò deinón in Sophocles’ 
Antigone. In the same context Heidegger notes that it is not only the case that all 
translation involves interpretation, but also that all interpretation involves (intralin
guistic) translation (p. 62). 

2. The distinction between knowledge/savoir and knowledge/connaissance is also important 
in the work of Foucault, although he uses both terms in ways that are more specific than 
I will use for the purposes of my discussion. In The Archaeology of Knowledge 
(L’Archéologie du Savoir), Foucault writes, ‘By connaissance I mean the relation of the 
subject to the object and the formal rules that govern it. Savoir refers to the conditions 
that are necessary in a particular period for this or that type of object to be given to 
connaissance and for this or that enunciation to be formulated’ (Foucault, 1972, p. 15, n. 
2). Translator Alan Sheridan Smith further explains that, in The Archaeology of 
Knowledge, ‘connaissance refers . . . to a particular corpus of knowledge, a particular 
discipline—biology or economics, for example. Savoir, which is usually defined as 
knowledge in general, the totality of connaissances, is used by Foucault in an underlying, 
rather than an overall, way’ (ibid.). 

3. Significantly, the first explanation offered by the Petit Robert dictionary for the noun 
connaissance is ‘le fait ou la manière de connaı̂tre’ (the fact or the manner (way) of 
knowing by acquaintance) (Petit Robert, 1991, p. 367). 

4. Jonathan Ré e comments on the multi-linguistic translational trajectory of the phrase 
‘always already’: ‘The German colloquialism immer schon . . . often becomes toujours
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déjà when translated into philosophical French; in English translations of German, it 
will normally and properly be translated as ‘‘always’’, but translators of French may feel 
obliged to preserve the rather pointless French translationism by rendering it as the 
almost-absurd ‘‘always-already’’’ (Ré e, 2001, p. 235). 

5. The name ‘Telephone’ is common in the United States. In the UK, this game is known 
more commonly as ‘Chinese Whispers’. This latter name reflects racist assumptions that 
are context-specific and hence not literally translatable: in French the game is known as 
Le Telephone Arabe. 
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9 
Between the Lines: Philosophy, Text and 
Conversation 

RICHARD SMITH 

I begin with some points of interest, interesting difficulties perhaps, matters 
that we might dwell on when we think about what philosophy is, or what kind 
or kinds of philosophy should be practised. About how to philosophise. First 
there is the oddity of allowing these questions to take us in the direction of 
enquiring about philosophical method, as if that was a matter of supposing 
that we might one day reach agreement on at least the broad outlines of how 
to do the business properly: ‘rigorously and robustly’ no doubt, and deserving 
a special chapter in the latest Research Methodology Handbook. To anyone 
who cannot see how this is odd one can only urge wider acquaintance with the 
history of ideas, which shows how the search for method is local and 
contingent, a distinctively modernist enterprise, inaugurated largely by 
Bacon’s dissatisfaction with the legacy of Aristotle and the Peripatetic School 
and his attempts to formulate a ‘new induction’ (Smith, 2006). Philosophers’ 
own efforts to write coherently on the topic, such as Collingwood’s in his 
Philosophical Method (2005), are often self-defeating in violating the very 
canons that they propose: Collingwood in writing vividly and with extensive 
use of metaphor and simile about how the philosopher must cultivate a plain 
style and avoid the figurative (Smith, 2008). In any case how strange it would 
be to imagine—if this is what the quest for method here amounts to—that 
philosophy could be done by anyone who had acquired ‘the method’, picked 
up an -ology, but was unfamiliar with the history of philosophy and its texts. 

Second, and following from the above, from the beginning of Western 
philosophy there have been those, on the one hand, who seem to have 
thought of philosophy as a matter for dialogue or conversation (Socrates 
especially, who left no writings behind) and those, on the other hand, for 
whom philosophy was a matter of producing texts, both ones where what is 
literature and what is philosophy are hard to separate and texts written in a 
more austere and technical style (which is itself of course a distinctive style). 
The distinction between text and dialogue here is similar to, though not the 
same as, Richard Rorty’s well-known distinction between systematic and 
edifying philosophy: the former being the province of philosophers who aim 
to solve problems so that they can move progressively on to solve more 
problems, thus producing a philosophical corpus or record of philosophical 
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achievement, the latter seeing philosophy, somewhat in the manner of 
Socrates or the early Plato, primarily as the enterprise of continuing 
conversations of an educative kind; and not just educative in a general sense 
but educative for the particular, quasi-embodied people involved.1 These two 
distinctions in turn are not unconnected with what we might today, and not 
altogether happily, think of as the division between philosophy as research 
(done largely in a library, or even the proverbial armchair) and philosophy as 
teaching (done mainly with undergraduate and postgraduate students in 
universities)—the research arm or division being of course these days more 
prestigious since it is bound up with the allocation of resources, though it is 
still allowed to ‘inform’ the teaching (as if edifying philosophy consisted 
essentially in passing on the systematic kind). 

At any rate many of these points are in the minds of the participants in the 
following dialogue. Being a dialogue it has no readily discernible ‘method’: it 
goes where it goes, something about which George, the nominal teacher of this 
particular class, has mixed feelings, accepting that he has some responsibility to 
steer it while at the same time relishing the way it seems to have a life and a mind 
of its own. The distinctions between the written and spoken word, between 
systematic and edifying philosophy, are both what the class or seminar is about, 
in the sense that they are at issue in the reading set and in other texts central to 
the module, and they are also important questions in the way that the group 
works. This is all very complicated, and George often thinks how much simpler 
things would be if only he produced some tidy aims and outcomes for each 
session in the approved manner. But, as students on this module have more than 
once perceptively observed, if they knew where they were going there wouldn’t be 
much point in having the seminar, or not this kind of seminar at least. 

George and these students have found themselves in the play of text before 
(Smith, 2003). Whether ‘George’ reflects or inspires the author of this chapter is 
something this author is not best placed to judge. The students are again 
combined, in a sense that only they will understand. The module is, roughly, 
about postmodernism, and its members have been wrestling, among other 
things, with whether ‘postmodern’ thinkers continue the philosophical project, 
demonstrate its oddity or impossibility, or take it in new directions. Being 
concerned with postmodernism, the module naturally begins with Plato’s 
Phaedrus, which runs through the year as a leitmotif and ready point of 
reference, and explains various remarks about plane trees, cicadas, Egyptian 
kings and the invention of writing. The module ends with Richard Rorty’s 
Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, of which the students are supposed to have 
read at least the first three chapters in preparation for this seminar. 

nnnn 

George: So we got there in the end—a decent seminar room for once, since 
they refurbished this teaching block during the vacation. No midday sun 
under a plane tree by the river Ilissus, or cicadas singing, but a view of our 
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own river at least. Perhaps the shades of Socrates and Phaedrus will look on 
us kindly, and help us make sense of what we’ve been reading. 

Rachel: Some of us could do with their help, George. This Rorty stuff is 
hard going. I thought you said it would bring together everything we’ve been 
talking about this year, make the penny drop? 

George: Did I say that? It sounds like the kind of thing that I would say. 
Mind you, I’m not always very reliable in these matters. As you know. 

Louise: There we go again. Never once have I come away from one of these 
seminars with a good set of notes. Oh, I know I shouldn’t want a good 
set of notes—a recipe for forgetting, not remembering! And if anyone 
mentions Egyptian kings and the invention of writing I’ll throw them in the 
river. 

Mike: Or Phaedrus’s addiction to Lysias’s speechifying and the scroll he 
had under his tunic. 

Amy: What Phaedrus had under his tunic: do you have to lower the tone 
already? (General mayhem for several minutes.) 

Rachel: I thought you said it would bring things together in one sense in 
particular; not just what we’ve been talking about, but how we’ve been 
talking. What kind of philosophy we’ve been doing, if this is philosophy. 

Ben: And your view of philosophy, George. Do you think of yourself as a 
postmodernist, are you a Rortyan, or what? I can see a bit why you always 
avoid this question, because you don’t see yourself as having any kind of 
method, as if there was a ‘here’s how to do it’ that you could teach us and we 
could take it away and use it like a handbook. 

Jane: Because the idea of method is at the heart of modernity—Francis 
Bacon and his Novum Organum, precisely the manual for the new inductive 
method, or he wanted it to be. And Descartes. 

Anna: Descartes? Why Descartes? 
Aisha: His Discourse is the Discourse on Method, Anna. On method. Full 

title: Discourse on the Method of Rightly Conducting the Reason, and Seeking 
Truth in the Sciences. It’s got method, reason, truth and science—the whole 
modernist package! 

Ben: Alright, George, you don’t have a method. Some of us had suspected 
that for some time. But some of this Rorty stuff sounded a bit like you. If only 
the irony. 

George: Ok. I’ll try to give you some idea of what kind of philosophy I like, 
in as far as I have a clear idea myself, or could give any kind of satisfactory 
account of how it’s different from other kinds of writing. But let’s make a 
gentle start. Would anyone like to remind us why Richard Rorty came up 
with this title, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity? What about the first word? 

Ilse: Well, he starts with language. It’s just a matter of chance— 
of contingency—what language you grow up learning to speak. So, 
the example we thought of last week, back home in Germany we 
say Geisteswissenschaften, which means, literally, understanding the human 
spirit, but here you say ‘social science’. So you grow up with assumptions 



Between the Lines 121 

about there being a scientific method, about the necessity of measuring and 
quantifying things, that we don’t have to the same extent. 

Mike: Or if you lived in the time when they had the theory of the humours, 
and you took it for granted that people were either phlegmatic or choleric and 
so on, and they were made that way and couldn’t change. Or the way they 
talk of erôs in the Phaedrus, it has associations of passion and madness that 
our word ‘love’ doesn’t have. 

George: Just staying with the contingency of language for the moment— 
because of course Rorty has chapters on the contingency of community and 
selfhood as well—what are the implications of all this for the idea of truth? 

Louise: Yeah, that’s what I don’t really get. He doesn’t believe in truth, 
does he? 

Tom: If he’s saying there’s no such thing as truth then . . . 
Jane: We know, we know: ‘then it must be true that there’s no such thing as 

truth. Which is self-contradictory’. Spare us the cheap analytic shot. That’s a 
method if ever I saw one! 

Sam: He doesn’t say there’s no such thing as truth, he says that truth is a 
kind of empty compliment we pay to statements, or sentences—I can’t 
remember which—that help us get things done. Help us achieve our ends. 

George: And that is because he’s a . . . ? (Silence) 
Rachel: Nutcase? Professor? 
George: I detect that, not for the first time, I have phrased my question 

badly. I was trying to prompt the response that he is a pragmatist, and a 
notion of truth as what helps us get where we want to go is a pragmatist 
theory. 

Louise: As opposed to . . . ? 
George: As opposed to the idea that a true sentence is one that accurately 

reflects the world, holds up a mirror to nature, to echo the title of Rorty’s 
earlier book. 

Jane: So the point of the contingency of language is that there is never 
anywhere a perfect language that tells us how reality is. There is something in 
the world that we call love and the Greeks called erôs, but there is no way of 
knowing it outside of these words. 

Amy: This really does my head in. Surely it’s either true that Socrates 
fancied Phaedrus or it isn’t? 

Mike: What, like as a historical fact, when they are characters in a story, a 
dialogue? 

Sam: Doesn’t this example make the point perfectly? Even if the Phaedrus 
reported real events, it would make all the difference whether we said Socrates 
loved Phaedrus, or had erôs for him . . . 

Ben: Or the hots . . . 
Mike: Or Phaedrus turned him on. 
George: Which is to say, before things deteriorate even further, that it’s 

very hard to find language that isn’t shot through with metaphor. Different 
metaphors, different realities. ‘Turned him on’, for instance, suggests a very 
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mechanistic view of human relationships. And if language is heavily 
metaphorical, ineliminably metaphorical, then it can’t be conceived as a 
nice, clear and neutral set of signs that accurately reflect reality. 

Emma: Sometimes I almost think I’ve got it, and then I think: surely there 
was either a big bang at the start of the universe or there wasn’t? So to say 
that there was is either true or not true. 

Rachel: What, literally big? The way you said ‘that’s a big ask’ when I tried 
to touch you for a fiver the other evening? Or the way that’s a big tree 
outside? That big? 

Ilse: And that’s before we get on to ‘bang’, as opposed to whether it was 
more like a very loud ‘pop’, and how there can be a bang when there’s no one 
to hear it. 

George: On a pragmatist theory, to call that particular theory of the origin 
of the universe ‘true’ is to say it’s part of a story which helps us do things: to 
understand the age of the earth and make sense of the fossil record, for 
instance. Though I have to confess I personally still have an urge to say that 
the creationist account just isn’t true in the sense that what it describes didn’t 
happen. Still more so when we come to controversial historical events. Some 
people think Napoleon was poisoned, for example, and one day we’ll find 
whether that’s true or not. Or in the Orwellian kind of example, either Jones 
was at the meeting with the other party high-ups, and they doctored the photos 
later when he fell out of favour to make it look as if he wasn’t there, or he never 
was actually there in the first place. 

Rachel: What I have a lot of trouble with in Rorty is that it all seems to 
come down to agreement. Instead of looking for the truth and knowing when 
we’ve found it we sit around having civilised conversations about our aims 
and purposes. So we agree that we want more human solidarity—another of 
the words from the title—and less cruelty, and whether this or that counts as 
more solidarity or a world with less cruelty is just a matter of whether we 
think it does. Not of whether it really does or is. OK, let’s accept that there 
are problems with the idea of truth in just the way that Rorty says. But it 
can’t be nothing but whether or not we agree, can it? What if we all agree but 
only because we are dead smug and complacent and reach a cosy consensus? 
And who are ‘we’, anyway? Well-paid academics with white hair like the 
picture on the back of the book? No offence, George. 

George: I wish, the first part of that description. Look, what Rachel 
has done is turn the discussion to where I thought we might find ourselves 
going today. It’s one of our nine themes of postmodernism, neatly bullet-
pointed in the module outline: the ideal of conversation comes to replace that 
of knowledge. 

Ben: Which is why we started with the Phaedrus and have ended up with 
Rorty. 

George: Yes. And now we have to take seriously Rachel’s question. When 
is a conversation or dialogue, one of these events that we are replacing the 
pursuit of knowledge with, a good or successful conversation, one that takes 
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us somewhere, however we want to put this, and when is it a bad one? Think 
of those conversations you have into the small hours in your disgusting shared 
student houses with mysterious damp patches, or of course think of a 
university seminar, including this one. 

Ilse: This is the difference between Rorty’s systematic and edifying 
philosophy, isn’t it? We’re talking about philosophy as edification, aren’t we? 

Louise: Come again? I think I was away for that. 
Ilse (Takes file from bag, shuffles through it and reads aloud): ‘Systematic 

philosophy, of which Anglophone analytic philosophy is a prominent 
example, tries to solve problems in a way that produces a body of successful 
philosophical solutions. Edifying philosophy takes the gadfly path, from 
Socrates to Derrida. It aims at continuing a conversation rather than at 
discovering truth. It is educative, in the sense of Bildung, as a matter of 
forming the character of the individual. It is not concerned, or much less 
concerned, with the ‘‘discovery, elucidation and justification of a core of 
fundamental truth’’.’2 

Mike: Because of course Rorty has a problem with truth. 
George: Which is . . . ? Anyone? 
Ilse: On the systematic view, philosophy is a kind of master-discipline that 

addresses the relationship between language and reality. It’s very often 
tempted by the idea of truth as a matter of holding up a mirror to nature, in 
the title of Rorty’s earlier book, that is to say representing it. In contrast to 
philosophy as edifying conversation. 

Louise: Oh, representation again. Everything on this module seems to come 
back to presence and representation. Rorty’s against it, Lyotard seems to 
think it leads to totalitarianism,3 and then there’s Derrida and the 
metaphysics of presence. So if truth and meaning aren’t about—aren’t 
about—saying ‘here’s reality’ . . . 

Aisha: Then they’re about going on some endless conversational trip. Is 
that right, George? 

George: Endless, yes, in more than one sense . . . 
Aisha: Here it comes, the bloody Derridean deferral of meaning again! 
George: . . . but I’d have to say a few things about the idea of it being a 

‘trip’ . . . 
Tom: I see. I get it now. We’re having an edifying seminar, aren’t we? The 

point isn’t to get to the truth but to go round in circles. 
Emma: But in an edifying way! 
Tom: Seriously, George, is this your vision of what we’re doing here, of 

philosophy if this is philosophy? Is this what philosophy means to you? 
You’ve often hinted at your reservations about the kind of philosophy you 
were taught. Which was analytic, systematic in Rorty’s view? 

George: Reservations, yes. There was a sense when I was studying 
philosophy at university that the object was to identify and get beyond certain 
wrong turns in philosophical thinking, such as the idea that ethics just comes 
down to expressions of feeling—emotivism—for instance, or to see just why 
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some of Russell’s paradoxes are seductive but flawed. At the same time the 
way I was actually taught was quite Socratic: one-to-one tutorials where any 
question you asked of your tutor was likely to be answered with another 
question. Which was often exasperating but one eventually and slowly began 
to realise that philosophy wasn’t a discipline where the whole point was to 
learn the answers and reproduce them to order. 

Tom: But there were exams, and you had to get the answers right? 
George: Of course. So sometimes you wondered if the edification—not that 

we used that word at the time—wasn’t entirely serious, or if the Socratic 
approach was something you could really go in for properly only if you could 
afford not to worry about getting the good degree that would mean a job at 
the end. And then of course the dons, as they were known in those days, went 
off in the vacations to write their books, and you thought this must be the real 
philosophical business, in contrast to showing undergraduate students that 
there were no easy answers. Because those books and articles that they wrote 
held answers, didn’t they, even if not easy ones? 

Jane: That hasn’t changed, has it? Our lecturers are always telling us they 
need to get on with their research and write their books. For promotion, or 
just so they don’t lose their jobs. 

George: Quite. Anyway, so much for the philosophical education of 
George, such as it was. To be honest, I find all this hard to think about 
clearly; partly, I suppose, because of the autobiographical element and partly, 
I think, because the difference between getting the conversation, the Socratic 
dialogue if you like, right, and getting it wrong in various ways is very slight, a 
dividing line that it’s easy to cross without noticing it. Often just at the point 
where you begin to think you’re getting it just right you realise you’ve fallen 
into one trap or another. In this it’s a bit like more familiar forms of therapy, 
where it’s notorious that the patient can unconsciously use his intelligence to 
avoid looking at things he doesn’t want to look at, or the therapist’s extensive 
experience and knowledge of the theory of therapy can get in the way of 
properly listening to, attending to, the patient in front of her. 

Ilse: You think philosophy is quite a lot like therapy, don’t you, George? 
George: Yes, both in the way I’ve just suggested and in that, to use a 

famous image from Ludwig Wittgenstein, often philosophy ‘shows us the way 
out of the fly bottle’. We buzz around in the grip of obsessions and fantasies 
and fixed ways of thinking, and the philosopher’s job is to show that there’s a 
perfectly straightforward way out of the bottle—it was there all the time but 
it’s as if we were determined not to see it. 

Sam: What would be an example? 
George: Think of how last year we got hung up on the question of how we 

could possibly know other people, particularly if they were very different 
from us. We hadn’t had their experiences, we couldn’t get inside their heads, 
so how could we understand them? 

Aisha: The answer was that we share the same public forms, the same 
languages, wasn’t it. That’s the solution. 
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George: Or the dissolution, because this doesn’t so much solve the problem 
as dissolve it, show us there never really was a problem in the first place, but 
we worked ourselves up, buzzing around the bottle, into thinking there was. 

Ilse: So Wittgenstein is an edifying philosopher, would Rorty call him that? 
George: The later Wittgenstein, the author of the Philosophical Investiga

tions, I think so. Not the early Wittgenstein of the Tractatus. 
Amy: Can we go back to ways of getting Socratic dialogue wrong? 

Particularly since I seem to have run away with the idea that the Phaedrus is 
some kind of model of how to get it right. 

George: Rachel’s complaint about smug consensus would be one. People 
work on the differences among them and congratulate themselves on reaching 
some level of agreement, and then they begin to wonder if the search for 
consensus was really a way of avoiding discomfort. We can go back to the 
Phaedrus for other examples, and inevitably we will, but I found a telling one 
in a novel by Iris Murdoch recently. It’s called Nuns and Soldiers, and one of 
the main characters, Guy, is dying of cancer. His wife, Gertrude, has an old 
friend called Anne who is staying with them. She is in a sense the ‘nun’ of the 
title: she has been in a convent which she has recently left, and she’s an 
unusual woman—clever, principled, sees to the heart of things, most of the 
time anyway. She has a conversation with the dying Guy, and he tells his wife 
about it. I have the novel here in my bag since I haven’t quite finished it. Here 
we are on page 100. Guy says ‘I enjoyed talking to Anne’. Gertrude says ‘I’m 
so glad’. Guy: ‘It was a foretaste of heaven’. Gertrude is puzzled, and Guy 
explains, ‘You recall some witty Frenchman said that his idea of heaven was 
discuter les idées générales avec les femmes supérieures’. 

There you are: heaven consists in talking about ‘general ideas’, 
philosophical ideas, with—hard to translate—‘superior women’, ‘bright 
girls’, ‘gifted’ perhaps. The idea that life couldn’t offer anything much better 
than that. Edifying conversations with . . . 

Sam: Classy dames. 
Mike: Posh totty. 
Aisha: Oh, oh, he says this to his wife. To his wife. So she’s not one of these 

superior females, then? How is she supposed to feel about that? 
George: Exactly. Something not quite right here. Not right at all. That 

reminds us perhaps of the erotic dimension in the Phaedrus, which seems both 
to capture something right and wonderful about sparkling conversation, and 
at the same time it’s a bit disturbing: as if this particular sparkling 
conversation isn’t as elevated as it seems. 

Emma: Are you our Socrates, George, are we your bright, superior girls? 
George: Leaving aside the fact that Mike and Ben and Sam and Tom might 

have a problem with that . . . 
Rachel: No, we’re not, we’re just characters in his bloody dialogue, 

we don’t even exist, not really. (There follow several minutes of pandemonium, 
in which can be distinguished voices saying variously: ‘Nothing outside the text!’ 
‘She feels as if she’s in a play—she is anyway!’ ‘If this is heaven, take me to the 
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other place’. Order resumes as George attempts to provide one of those interim 
summaries that the students had said, in the interim module evaluations, would 
be helpful from time to time.) 

George: To pull things together a little, if possible, one of our themes has 
been how in postmodernism, if there is anything that can be called that . . . 
(cries of ‘yes, yes, get on with it!’) 

George: . . . sorry, the theme of how the ideal of conversation comes to 
replace that of knowledge. 

Louise: Which is edification replacing the systematic. Just for the moment 
there a penny dropped. 

George: More or less, in Richard Rorty’s terms, and it was Rorty that this 
seminar or discussion was supposed to be about. And we took the Phaedrus— 
this is one of the main reasons why we read the Phaedrus—as a way of 
looking at how discussion or dialogue or conversation can have a richness 
and resonance that goes beyond narrowly rational ways of going about 
understanding the world, modernist ways. We’re all familiar enough with that 
point, I take it? (Various responses mention the setting of the dialogue under the 
plane tree by the river Ilissus, Plato’s use of myth and legend, the poetic nature 
of the language in many places, the problematisation of means–end reasoning as 
exemplified by Lysias’s view of personal relationships, the idea of love as a kind 
of madness.) 

George: Well, then. Think of the conversation between Socrates and 
Phaedrus, rich and resonant and so on, as the kind of thing you might recall, 
if you were Phaedrus, as one of the better days of your life. You might say to 
yourself, ‘It doesn’t get much better than that’. You’ve become an Athenian 
statesman, say, with all the compromises, and perhaps even bribery and 
brutality, that might go with that career; or you’ve joined the management 
consultancy firm you had your heart on, and discovered that you’ve had to sign 
up to corporate identity and corporate ways of doing things and relentless cost-
saving and means-end rationality. You might look back on the day you 
spent with Socrates, or you might just look back on bits of your time at 
university, and feel that there was something special there that it was hard to 
find again, something that the new world you’d joined didn’t value, or even 
understand. 

Mike: You know, all this looks a lot like the privileging of the spoken word 
over writing, dialogue over text. Outright phonocentrism! 

Sam: Which you’ll miss when you start work for Phonocenture,5 

Mike! 
George: And of course what Phaedrus himself hankers for. But are there 

dangers in that? What exactly is Phaedrus in love with? John Ferrari, in his 
study of the Phaedrus, it’s called Listening to the Cicadas, writes of how 
philosophical discussion about how to live the good life can be part of the 
good life itself, which is Guy’s heavenly philosophical discussions; 
but Ferrari has a lot to say about how that can turn into a mere getting off 
on intellectual talk. He sees this as exemplified in the character of Phaedrus 
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himself, who loves fine words and all the stage-setting that goes with it. Back 
to Amy’s worries again. You wrote about this in your essay, Emma. 

Emma: Yes. Phaedrus can’t see that being too fond of fine words, and 
sitting next to Socrates and so on, risks getting in the way of doing proper 
philosophy, being a proper philosopher. Ferrari calls Phaedrus an impresario: 
he’s put the play on, designed a magical set for it.4 There’s a sense of ‘look at 
me sitting next to Socrates, look what I’ve arranged!’ about the whole thing. 

George: And perhaps Socrates is a bit seduced by this. The name 
‘Phaedrus’ means ‘sparkling’ in classical Greek—who wouldn’t be flattered to 
have a sparkling, attentive pupil like Phaedrus at their elbow? Or femmes 
supérieures if only one was so lucky. 

Rachel: How rude. 
Louise: Just when I think I’m getting the hang of things here it all gets 

turned upside down. And if someone says ‘deconstruction’ and the reversal of 
binaries I shall scream. I thought the setting of the Phaedrus told us 
something about the dangers of scientific rationality and narrow forms of 
reason, the means–end thinking that is all Lysias has to offer. 
I thought it was about conversation being better than Enlightenment 
knowledge and truth. And then I thought I saw how edification and 
systematic philosophy mapped onto all of this. Have I got it all wrong? 

George: No, nothing wrong with that at all, Louise. But the ideal of 
conversation in contrast with ideals based around truth and knowledge can’t 
guarantee the quality, the worth, of any particular conversation, can it? Plato 
writes a lot about this ideal and its characteristic ways of going wrong. The 
long conversation which is the Republic begins when Socrates and Glaucon 
are stopped on their way back to Athens from Piraeus, the docks, by 
Polemarchus and his mob. Polemarchus’s father, Cephalus, is a kind of 
Godfather figure, who wants Socrates to come and entertain him. We need to 
take seriously the idea here that Socrates is stopped in his path by force of 
numbers, by people who refuse to listen to his request to be allowed to pass. 
His talent for dialectic is pressed into the service of making an elderly mafioso 
happy by giving him an evening of high-class conversation, like some 
philosophical Scheherazade. And this strikes a very disturbing note: is the 
whole of the Republic just a kind of entertainment, and not a rigorous 
philosophical dialogue? 

Ilse: Ah, we were doing that in my Politics module last week. Plato 
himself describes the Republic, the city-state that they are talking about, 
as a city of words. Perhaps the whole dialogue is mere words, verbal 
pyrotechnics, exactly that—the entertaining conversation that Cephalus 
asked for.6 

Mike: Just a moment—aren’t we doing just what Phaedrus does— 
concentrating on the stage scenery? When the Republic is about justice, and 
the constitution of the state, and the Theory of Forms and lots of other 
important stuff, we’re focusing on just the introduction? A bit of banter that 
gets the serious business going? 
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George: Well, perhaps sometimes the stage-setting isn’t only the stage-setting, 
or we might say that to be attentive to it, even unusually attentive to it, isn’t the 
same as to be distracted by it, to get off on it, as Phaedrus seems to. 

Anna: You mean, to mistake it for the real thing, the philosophy that it’s 
the setting for. 

George: If I’m not entirely happy with that way of putting it, it’s because it 
leaves ‘the real thing’, Socratic dialectic, or Rorty’s edification, privileged and 
unchallenged, as if we knew exactly what it was and had no doubts, no 
reservations, about it at all. As if bringing out the familiar tropes and 
techniques—elenchus and maieutic and so on in the Socratic case— 
guaranteed that real philosophy was going on. No, we were right to notice 
that the setting of the Phaedrus, and its myths and stories, make us uneasy 
about the superior status of dialectic or philosophy. But the answer isn’t to 
rush to the other end of the spectrum, so to speak, and uncritically embrace 
myths, or erotically-charged discussion by the river, or Lyotard’s petits récits 
come to that, as if they were the holy grail. 

Jane: Just as the story of Theuth and Thamus and the invention of writing 
makes us sceptical about the written word as against the spoken word of 
dialectic . . . 

Aisha: So does the speech of Lysias, which he probably had all written out, 
and which Phaedrus listened to and then went away and wrote out . . . 

Mike: . . . and concealed under his tunic! 
Ilse: Just like we can’t miss the fact that the Phaedrus may be a dialogue, 

but it’s something Plato wrote. It’s a text. 
Amy: But these seminars—you value these, don’t you, George? I remember 

you saying at the beginning of the year, or maybe it was last year or the year 
before, how the point is for us to be really here, in the flesh, not as brains on 
trolleys trying to spot the exam question or take down a good set of notes.7 

George: Rachel has doubts about this, from what she said before. Isn’t that 
right, Rachel? 

Rachel: Nothing but a pack of cards! That’s what we are here! 
Sam: Look out, George—the playing cards at the end of Alice in 

Wonderland turned very nasty.8 

Aisha: Seminars or the library? Books or discussion? It’s as if when we’re 
reading and talking about Rorty, Plato or Derrida we’re always wondering 
whether the reading or the talking is better, just which of them is the real 
thing, more philosophical. 

Ilse: Which is why Derrida warns us against trying to find something real, 
something unquestionably there, to underpin meaning. Truth, logos. Our 
habit of logocentrism. 

Mike: And Rorty warns us against easy assumptions about truth, as if 
truth was just a matter of reflecting reality, holding a mirror up to it. 

Tom: So there are all sorts of ways of getting philosophical dialectic wrong. 
What about poor old Phaedrus? What ought he to do to get it right? I mean, 
should he have done? 
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George: Let’s not be too hard on Phaedrus; there are worse things 
than having a crush on philosophy. But perhaps he should have been 
more concerned for the genuine exercise of the intellect, rather than 
for the appearance of it; for the wisdom that gives us half of the 
word ‘philosophy’, rather than the philosopher’s badge and box of 
tricks;9 concerned for truth, if you like, understood not as a matter of claims 
purporting to mirror reality, but as a kind of seriousness of purpose—not to 
be confused with solemnity, of course. Looking behind the clever words for 
something more than clever words, something beyond. 

Aisha: So what your view of philosophy is, George, is that it consists a lot 
of the time in asking what philosophy is. Am I the only person here who 
thinks that’s a bit introverted? 

George: Oh dear. But yes, I do think the philosopher has to lead the way in 
being sceptical towards claims that this or that is the right way—especially the 
one right way—to do philosophy. I like writers who are hospitable, though 
preferably with a measure of scepticism too, to a wider range of voices and 
styles than analytic or systematic philosophy has generally been receptive to. 
Which is why I enjoy Rorty and persevere with the postmodernists, though 
sometimes with incomprehension and despair. My image for all this is that of 
listening: noticing—as Ferrari does so well with the Phaedrus—where there 
are ideas in the canonical texts that mainstream interpretation has missed. 
Taking the language seriously, relishing the words. Attempting a close 
reading, as the lit crit people call it, rather than skimming in order to extract 
the ‘philosophical meat’. The example of the opening of the Republic that I 
gave earlier. Reading between the lines, whether it’s texts on the page or each 
other. I hope we’ve done a bit of that in these seminars, read each other, 
attend, listen to each other—not to see if Sam understands ‘contingency’ or 
Jane’s got the hang of deconstruction, but for what’s being said and what 
might be said, if other people listen carefully enough. 

Louise: Perhaps you should have told us that at the beginning of the module! 
George: Perhaps I didn’t know it at the beginning, or didn’t see it quite the 

way I do now, which is still not as clearly as I would like. For remember that 
this text and this seminar, like George himself, have been given life by you as 
much as—I hope!—the other way round. 

Ben: I know how this seminar ends, George: we reply (consults his 
translation of Phaedrus) ‘Offer that prayer for me too, for friends should 
share everything’. The last words of the book. Almost. 

Ilse: Except that this shows again how Phaedrus underestimates the 
distance between himself and Socrates, doesn’t it? 

George: Almost the last words—remind us what the last words are, Ben. 
Ben: ‘Let’s go’. 
Rachel: Yay! And it’s spot on five to the hour. Time to get out of this text 

and get a life! 
Various voices: ‘But there’s nothing—nothing outside—of the text, Rachel!’ 
(Seminar breaks up in moderately cheerful disarray.) 
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NOTES 

1.	 Fendt and Rozema (1998) make a good case for reading many of the Platonic dialogues in 
this way. 

2. Gutting (1999), p. 189. 
3. See the last paragraph of The Postmodern Condition (Lyotard, 1984). 
4. Phaedrus ‘cannot conceive that the values of performance might actually prove a danger 

to the well-being of intellectual talk; cannot conceive, in other words, that he should aim 
to be a philosopher first, and an impresario only second’ (Ferrari, 1990, p. 9). 

5. One	 of the less known global management consulting, technology services and 
outsourcing companies. 

6. See Smith (2009). 
7. See Smith (2003). 
8. ‘At this the whole pack rose up into the air, and came flying down upon her: she gave a 

little scream, half of fright and half of anger, and tried to beat them off, and found 
herself lying on the bank, with her head in the lap of her sister, who was gently brushing 
away some dead leaves that had fluttered down from the trees upon her face. ‘‘‘Wake up, 
Alice dear!’’ said her sister; ‘‘Why, what a long sleep you’ve had!’’’ (Lewis Carroll, Alice’s 
Adventures in Wonderland). 

9. See Ferrari (1990), pp. 32 and 39 especially. 
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10 
Method, Philosophy of Education and the 
Sphere of the Practico-Inert 

MARIANNA PAPASTEPHANOU 

INTRODUCTION 

Philosophy of education is one of those fields that are marked by the 
ambivalence of the genitive ‘of’ that brings philosophy and education 
together. In its objective sense the genitive ‘of’ constructs education as an 
object of philosophical endeavour. In so doing, it typically assigns education a 
subservient position and the status of a specialised region of enquiry. Here is 
the subject (philosophy), there the object (education). To adapt Alain Badiou, 
who makes a similar claim about mathematics and its philosophy, the only 
function of education outside its institutional one seems ‘to consist in helping 
to perpetuate a well-defined area of philosophical specialization’ (Badiou, 
2006, p. 3). 

As an area of specialisation, philosophy of education becomes the arena in 
which general philosophical theories compete for applicability, verifiability 
and vindication through the concrete. Often, the concrete is tailored to the 
selected theory. The issue—the question that guides research and determines 
the method—seems to be ‘what would x (philosopher) think about y 
(educational topic)?’ or ‘how could we make x’s theory relevant and fruitful 
for y?’ For instance, the topic of cosmopolitanism and education is often 
approached by uncritically transferring established philosophical positions 
into education. The assumption is that issues of educational concern are 
compatible with, or adaptable to, ready-made philosophical categories; the 
intention is then to tease out some implications, to apply philosophy to 
education. I have argued in the past that, in this way, the major stakes in, and 
the dilemmas and debates surrounding, the particular philosophical theory 
are bequeathed to educational theory almost unaltered (Papastephanou, 
2005, p. 499). This stops educational concerns from becoming central to 
assessing the philosophical sources themselves; when one tries to reflect on 
such concerns, one becomes embroiled too quickly in the problems that beset 
the philosophical theory. The above formula thus blocks the possibility of 
education becoming the subject of philosophy. It blocks also the possibility of 
philosophy hearkening to education as the guiding force it can sometimes be, 
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rather than viewing it as a passive recipient, the object of philosophy’s 
concern. In other words, it discourages the articulation of a different relation 
between philosophy and education. 

My aim (and method) here is not to replace one formula with another. This 
would only reassert the very prescriptivism that needs to be questioned. It 
would even obscure the suggestion of this essay: that specific topics must 
themselves be the guiding force of our effort to answer our questions; and 
that this may entail the interconnection of method and aporia—in the sense 
not of the perpetual dead end, as it is sometimes construed, but rather of 
wonder. Philosophy of education must rehabilitate the subjective genitive 
sense of the relation between philosophy and education. Education can 
illuminate philosophy and have a wider relevance to existence (as both the 
intellectual, examined life and the life of lived experience) than the one it 
acquires when inscribed within a mere academic specialisation. For instance, 
lifelong education is a precondition for any philosophy that deserves the 
name, a precondition that is often forgotten even by some great philosophies 
that, after becoming established as hegemonic discourses, excel in the eternal 
repetition of the same. This is not to say that the ‘objective genitive’ model 
must now become secondary, that to quote a philosopher and to draw from a 
philosophical theory must be forbidden to a philosopher of education. It is 
not to say that the dichotomy needs to be inverted in favour of the ‘subjective 
genitive’. By critiquing philosophies that neglect education and by analysing 
the reasons for such neglect, I argue for the rehabilitation of modalities 
associated with or developed from education’s everydayness. In this way I 
hope to illustrate how the two genitives intersect. We should not under
estimate the contribution of the ‘objective genitive’ model with its 
methodological strategies to philosophy of education and to education as 
everyday practice. However, we should explore the possibility that education 
might reclaim a more active role in philosophy, engaging philosophy’s 
attention as an interconnected and worthy partner rather than as a strange or 
difficult bedfellow.1 

For contemporary philosophy itself (unlike some of its older versions)2 has 
fallen into the trap of neglecting education or of relegating it to what Jean-
Paul Sartre called the sphere of the ‘practico-inert’ (Sartre, 2004), and 
philosophers of education are often considered poor relations. The implicit 
assumption is that education is just passive and receptive of philosophical 
ideas, especially those that can shake it from its supposed servility to societal 
systems and societal reproductive aims.3 Education is often viewed by 
philosophy as part of a more general societal automatism (Arendt), where 
knowledge (Badiou), method and statistics play a conservative role. They stop 
the new, the unknown and the unexpected from emerging and revitalising 
reality. Against this view, I claim that philosophy of education can show that 
method, knowledge and statistics matter in a less technical and reified sense 
than is usually philosophically acknowledged. To illustrate my basic 
argument, I discuss the educational issue of assessment in its double 
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connection—both to practice and to the practico-inert, embracing the whole 
of human life, well beyond the limits of academic specialisations. 

The method that seems suitable to this task comprises the following steps: 

�	 to critically locate one of the reasons for the philosophical objectifica
tion of education (especially in its institutional form) in the fashionable 
dualism between everydayness and epiphany, on which educators have 
so far remained silent; 

�	 to employ Sartre’s idea of the practico-inert as an illustration and, in so 
doing, to go against the tendency in philosophy of education to neglect 
Sartre because he is no longer fashionable in general philosophy; 

�	 to take assessment as an example of an educational practice that is 
often regarded unfavourably, as stale, uninspiring and unavoidably 
emergent from a supposed immersion in practico-inert everydayness, 
and to undo this impression by educationally rehabilitating its 
centrality in redemptive politics and transcendent praxis; 

�	 to make some connections between the practico-inert and both 
Arendt’s and Badiou’s negative treatment of issues that are central to 
educational research, such as knowledge, human sciences and statistics; 

�	 and, finally, to make the suggested subjective genitive mode more 
explicit by making educational philosophy ‘answer them back’— 
precisely by showing how, if approached in the appropriate manner, 
some inexorable statistics may reveal philosophical–political inadver
tence or complicity. 

My grappling with the above example of cosmopolitanism functions 
as a vehicle for my defence of temporary aporia and provisional method, 
whose kinetic interconnection may be a means of refreshing educa

tional philosophy. As should be evident, I am not arguing for a 
disengagement of philosophy and education. On the contrary, I believe that 
the engagement of the two becomes strengthened when one refers, say, to 
Badiou or Arendt from a challenging and critical philosophical–educational 
perspective. 

EDUCATION AND THE REALM OF THE PRACTICO-INERT 

With few exceptions, education is no longer central to thinking about the 
human being and the world outside its own academic and institutional 
province. Most of the philosophers we transfer to education have said 
embarrassingly little about education—a passage, a critical commentary the 
length of a chapter at most; and what they do say usually forced, as if taking 
the form of an awkward lecture in response to the invitation of a department 
of Education. More frequently, the direct concern with education is exhausted 
in a line here and there, impelling us to sift their texts with the fervour of 
prospectors for gold. But too much reverence of this kind leads philosophy of 
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education to scholasticism, to a typically pedagogical dependence on the 
Master and his narrative, and this ironically, and despite its importance, 
entails an anti-philosophical attitude. For philosophy presupposes, to some 
extent, and perhaps at the right moment, an iconoclastic revolt on the part of 
the disciple, an unease regarding discipline, a dose of subjectification 
(individuation) that undoes the side-effects of uncritical objectification 
(socialisation). Perhaps nowhere else is this interplay clearer than in the idea 
of a ‘school of thought’, which presupposes simultaneously the scholasticism 
of the follower and the founding moment of divergence—that is, the break 
with a previous school and the disagreement with other schools of thought. 

To think philosophically the ‘why’ of the contemporary philosophical lack 
of engagement with education is a task well beyond the limits of this essay. 
Thus here it will be attempted only indicatively, and chiefly with reference to 
notions such as the practico-inert, automatism, everydayness, law, method 
and action. To this end, Sartre’s philosophy becomes very relevant, regardless 
of what Sartre really thought of education or of whether contemporary 
philosophers have Sartre in mind when they share (or even radicalise) his 
suspicion of everydayness, institutions and practices. Sartre’s terminology is 
largely marginalised by contemporary philosophical vogue. Yet, more often 
than not, despite their coming from very different philosophical beaten 
tracks, contemporary philosophers concur with Sartre in an almost 
unconscious incrimination of the above terms. Considered in its institutional 
dimension, education is marked by a confinement to the status of the social 
object and by a deep-seated suspicion that is perhaps a reaction to the 
populist and consumerist sides of education’s democratisation—to its 
dispersal, its systematic academic thematisation and its popularisation in 
the 20th century. 

Social objects signify for Sartre collective structures that, as such, ‘must be 
the subject matter of sociology’ (Sartre, 2004, p. 253). Sartre does not refer to 
material beings but to ‘worked matter’, to practical realities ‘with their 
exigencies, to the extent that they realize in and through themselves the 
interpenetration of a multiplicity of unorganized individuals within them and 
that they produce every individual in them in the indistinction of a totality’ 
(ibid.). Sartre makes it absolutely clear that social objects ‘are, at least in their 
fundamental structure, beings of the practico-inert field’ (ibid.), with the effect 
that, seen as a social object, education is inextricably linked with the practico
inert. Hence, we may approach the status attributed to education by 
examining the practico-inert, which denotes the frozen praxis of previous 
generations. 

Society is dominated by the practico-inert: as the ‘demographic structure, 
the class system and the education system’ (Craib, 1976, p. 188, emphasis 
added), the practico-inert assigns each individual a function. Each individual 
finds herself in such an organised, alienated and alienating collective. In this 
way, the future of the individual ‘is mapped out in the practico-inert that 
dominates’ the collective (ibid.). Collectives as social totalities—for example, 
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institutions or organisations—are produced by processes referred to as 
‘totalizations’ (Sartre, 2004, p. 69). After their emergence through praxis, and 
then after their establishment as practices, totalities become petrified. Much 
against the current apotheosis of processes and all things procedural, for 
Sartre the term ‘process’ ‘denotes that impersonal sequence of events proper 
to the practico-inert field’ (Flynn, 2005, p. 128). What Sartre ‘calls the 
‘‘systems’’ of colonialism and capitalism, for example, are processes’ (ibid.). 

By contrast, action is dialectical as it operates upon the consolidated 
existent, and this it simultaneously incorporates and transcends. In this sense, 
it is praxis but a praxis that leads towards sedimentation. In being praxis, 
action is both engendered and negated by (or re-submerged in) the practico
inert. The latter affects praxis with counterfinalities (Sartre, 2004, p. 232; 
Flynn, 2005, p. 134), generating unintended consequences that are appro
priately described, I believe, as subversively ironic.4 

Let us explore more deeply the practico-inert. The Sartrean distinction 
between the in-itself (en-soi) and the for-itself (pour-soi) in  Being and 
Nothingness (Sartre, 1990) theorises a segregation of inert, tautological and 
solidified reality from its internal negation through the dynamic, spontaneous 
undoing of identity. The poles of the distinction between inertia and energeia 
are associated respectively with facticity and transcendence (Sartre, 1990, 
p. 56). We find ourselves within given realities of facticity, within a 
consolidated realm of social determinations that we usually take for granted, 
not just as inescapable but also as ontological, essential parameters of our 
existence. A consequence of this essentialisation is what Sartre calls our ‘bad 
faith’ (pp. 47–67)—that is, our tendency either to misconstrue the limits of 
our present situation as the limits of the world and of possibility, or to 
exaggerate the power5 of transcendence over facticity, resulting in the end in 
the (re)affirmation of facticity. By falling into the trap of bad faith, we 
immerse ourselves in exis (habit), in the facticity of a daily routine, and keep 
any disruption of it, any transcendence of conditioning, distant. For Sartre, 
the transcendence of our present situation is not only possible but also an 
imperative for humanity, something to which we are ‘condemned’. It is a task 
to freedom (Sartre, 1990, p. 129) usually undertaken by intellectuals, groups 
and movements. When education understood as an institution is placed in the 
realm of facticity, of inert everydayness, it can be viewed only as an obstacle 
to freedom, and it loses all transcendence. 

‘Functional heir’ to being in-itself (Flynn, 2005, p. 120), the concept of the 
practico-inert echoes Marx’s notion of the crystallisation of social activity, the 
‘consolidation of what we ourselves produce into an objective power above 
us, growing out of control, thwarting our expectations, bringing to naught 
our calculations’ (Stack, 1989, p. 169). Sartre’s association of this with 
institutions owes much to Dilthey’s ‘objectification of spirit’, meant as ‘the 
external embodiment of the lived-experience of social agents in the socio
historical world’ (ibid.).6 Sartre treats objectification negatively as an ‘anti
dialectic’ activity that preserves only an inert trace of the redemptive praxis 
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that initially produced it. Thus, the social reality corresponding to it reflects a 
sedimented practice that is described as the field of the practico-inert.7 

To clarify the position(ing) of philosophy of education: social objects are 
divided into collectives such as series and institutions, on the one hand, and 
groups (such as movements, intelligentsia, etc.), on the other, and these 
constitute respectively the object and subject of History (Flynn, 2005, p. 122). 
It is out of this perspective of the institution of education as an object/ 
collective that the objective genitive model of philosophy of education falls 
into place. The intellectual–philosopher (when free from other priorities) 
critiques the educator–practitioner. Instead of being a subject of History and, 
potentially, a vehicle of change, education is thus seen as a conservative 
mechanism of control, a collective to be acted upon, but one that, in receiving 
such action, reacts with such recalcitrance that the counterfinalities it 
generates cancel out all progressive efforts. 

At such a juncture, a Sartrean response might be to prioritise praxis: the 
incriminated, inert everydayness of the institution requires the disruptive 
force of relentless praxis, even if this may initiate yet further sedimentations. 
Many philosophers share Sartre’s suspicion of the quotidian and of practices 
associated with automatism (e.g. law, method, statistics and knowledge). 
However, as they do not share much else with him, they have their own ways 
out of the impasse and provide their own terms, which function in the place of 
praxis. Whether it is ‘natality’ (Arendt), ‘evental grace’ (Badiou), the 
‘unconditional’ (Derrida), the ‘ineffable’ (Levinas) or the ‘new’ and the 
‘unknown’ (Lyotard), the escape route from the quotidian involves 
connotations of a quasi-divine interruption and leap that evoke some version 
of the ‘impossible-yet-necessary’. In doing so, they entrench the portrayal of 
the quotidian and its social objects as a mire of resilient, objectified reality, 
momentarily suspended by the subjective glimpse of the unexpected yet, in the 
end, always triumphant. 

Terry Eagleton argues that French thought from ‘the Surrealists to Sartre, 
from Levinas to Lyotard, Derrida and Badiou’ returns ‘incessantly to the 
break, crisis, disruption or epiphany of otherness that will tear you free of 
everyday inauthenticity’ (Eagleton, 2001, p. 155, emphasis added). Michael 
Gardiner’s criticisms of Surrealism can be edifying here: ‘The Surrealists 
evoked the ‘‘marvellous’’ as an escape from or transcendence of everyday life’. 
This prompted Henri Lefebvre, Gardiner explains, ‘to argue that while the 
Surrealists understood that daily life was routinized and degraded, they failed 
to realize that this was for distinct sociohistorical reasons’. For Lefebvre, the 
idea of ‘the ‘‘marvellous’’ therefore expressed a ‘‘transcendental contempt for 
the real’’’ (Gardiner, 2006, p. 27, fn 5, emphasis added). Of course, we must 
remember that theories differ greatly even when they converge. Often the 
point of convergence is accidentally reached, in the sense that theorists have 
come to it from very different routes. Understandably, then, contemporary 
French philosophers diverge on the mode of transcendence they favour. For 
instance, Badiou treats the ineffable as different from the order of the evental 
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(Badiou, 2003, pp. 52ff) and vehemently criticises Derrida and Levinas 
(Badiou, 2001, pp. 18ff). However, by setting the worldly against the 
epiphanic, he shares much with his opponents. The law in Badiou’s thought 
‘governs a predicative, worldly multiplicity, granting to its part of the whole 
its due’. In contrast to law, ‘evental grace governs a multiplicity in excess of 
itself, one that is indescribable, superabundant relative to itself as well as with 
respect to the fixed distribution of the law’ (Badiou, 2003, p. 78, emphasis 
added). Further, for the later Derrida, ethics ‘is a matter of absolute 
decisions, which must be made outside all given norms and forms of 
knowledge; decisions which are utterly vital, yet which completely evade 
conceptualization’ (Eagleton, 2001, p. 156, emphasis added). For Badiou, just 
as for Derrida, the realm of decision is distinguished from that of knowledge 
and, although not ineffable, the good is considered excessive and beyond the 
supposed automatism of everydayness (Hallward, 2001, p. xxv). 

In another instance, for Heidegger, who influenced French thought, the 
everyday world is fallen as it is not attuned to the truth of Being, and 
authenticity is located in elements that contradict the ‘mundanity and 
habitualized repetitiveness of the everyday’ (Gardiner, 2006, p. 27, fn 5). 
Hannah Arendt, for her part, finds that ‘action, seen from the viewpoint of 
the automatic processes which seem to determine the course of the world, 
looks like a miracle’ (Arendt, 1989, p. 246). Astonishingly reminiscent of both 
Badiou’s legality and the Surrealist notion of the marvellous, ‘the new always 
happens against the overwhelming odds of statistical laws and their 
probability, which for all practical, everyday purposes amounts to certainty; 
the new therefore always appears in the guise of a miracle’ (Arendt, 1989, p. 
178, emphasis added). Against the absolute quantifiers and absolute temporal 
determinations that I have italicised (here and above), we may ask with 
Eagleton: ‘are there really no contradictions in this quotidian realm? Is there 
no selflessness, compassion, extraordinary endurance’ (Eagleton, 2001, p. 
159), save in the guise of a miracle? 

Education does not figure as a possible escape route, as a mundane force 
for transcending the mundane, as a negation of segments of facticity from 
within other segments of facticity rather than from outside of them. In fact, 
education does not figure as an escape route at all. Quite the contrary, as 
disciplinarian practice, as part of everydayness, as imparting of, or love for, 
knowledge, education is relegated to the sphere of the wholesale incriminated 
practico-inert. Can a ‘subjective genitive’ philosophy of education question, 
put to the test and assess the above tendency? Before turning to this question, 
let us briefly comment on education and assessment. 

ASSESSMENT, PRAXIS, PRACTICE AND THE PRACTICO-INERT 

The notion of assessment refers to a social practice since, even when it 
concerns the natural and not the human reality, it is directed at, and in turn 
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redirects, human action. To Arendt, the most important dimension of human 
intervention in the world and interaction with nature is what she calls vita 
activa, which differentiates an all-rounded human subjectivity from that of 
the homo faber (the fabricator of the world whose ideal is stability, durability 
and permanence) and which raises humanity beyond the limits of the animal 
laborans (the labouring living being whose ideal is abundance) (Arendt, 1989, 
p. 126). 

The most important dimension of human intervention in the world—that 
is, the life of action—is unpredictable, no matter how hard one tries to design 
it in advance. Precisely for this reason, action is a peculiarly human 
characteristic, and it cannot be left to automation. Action cannot have a 
predetermined and unhindered course, a smooth linearity with no reflective 
pauses, with no intermediate critical stops and, finally, with no test of the 
course of action itself and without any assessment of the situation. I argue, 
contra Arendt, that, rather than deriving from any quasi-mystical source, 
rather than taking the form of a miracle, the transcendence of the dangerous 
normalcy of daily life comes from such mundane and often uninspiring 
practices as examining (e.g. the collective past), testing (e.g. one’s actions) and 
assessing (e.g. humanly created realities). When these are successfully carried 
out,8 the education they effect is re-forming. To test and to assess something 
means to determine its quality so as to shape our present stance and our 
future action. This stance or further action may be one of conservation and 
reproduction of the given in question, of intervention or modification and of 
transformation or annulment of the given. The criteria of both, the 
assessment as well as the practical reorientation it causes, reflect ideals and 
aims that transcend particularity and the arbitrariness of the subjective, 
without this ever guaranteeing, of course, that such supra-individuality is 
automatically safe or steadily objective. 

Thus the various criteria of forms of assessment must in turn be subjected 
to critical evaluation. This process has to be methodologically conclusive 
because perennial indecision is inimical to action and indirectly perpetuates 
the sovereignty of the beaten track.9 But this process is not epistemologically 
conclusive in any final sense, lest the sought-for objectivity turn into 
dogmatism. In other words, through finalism and the suspension of a re
visiting, re-current critique, the notion of process itself justifiably acquires the 
negative connotations of the inert procedure. To avoid following procedures 
automatically and unreflectively, assessment must be a lively and constant 
social process qualitatively differentiating, reviving and readjusting human 
action by promoting a new approach to things. And because the new is not 
always or by definition superior to, or better than, the old,10 the assessment of 
situations is as uncertain and open to the unexpected and to reflection as only 
life itself can be. 

As indicated, assessment addresses human action. It opens it up so that 
praxis may be generalised into a practice without sliding into the practico
inert. It judges consolidated practices that render life automatic, habituate 
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everydayness, give it a statistically measurable character and exclude from it the 
risky and the unexpected. These practices may thus be rescued from inertia by 
their being assessed. Educational routine is disrupted by an unexpected 
question on the part of the learner exposing the teacher to risks as a knower, as 
a subject who acts, makes choices, takes decisions and is responsible for an 
opinion. The force of inertia through which learning failures or false 
assumptions of achievement accumulate is held in control when students 
confront the possibility of success or failure in a test or in answering a question. 
Teachers accumulate professional experience and then can live off the spoils; 
the security offered by the beaten track and the facile character of pre-packaged 
learning materials lurk in daily practice to relieve the teacher from the effort of 
continuously seeking new educational strategies and methods. Such safe, well-
trodden paths are put to the test during an inspection, an interview and other 
kinds of professional performance assessment, but they are truly questioned 
only when a heightened reflection informs the act of assessing. 

However, assessment does not just address action: it is action. This means 
that, just like any other human action that deserves the name, it must be 
subjected to reflection. Instead of being sedimented complacently and 
authoritatively, it must constitute an object of study and renegotiation. But 
sometimes practices repay assessment with counterfinality: in trying to stop 
practice from sliding into automatism, from becoming automatic, assessment 
becomes itself a stale and inert practice. As an individual or collective project, 
assessment suffers the deforming influence of the practico-inert. Ironically, 
assessment is usually promoted as a stumbling block to the unexpected, as a 
security mechanism for establishing a royal route where educationists are 
called upon to apply the ‘right’ methods (which happen to transcend any 
context). Should they fail to convince that they are acting within such bounds, 
educationists are penalised. In educational systems where the assessment of 
students’ performances becomes projected onto teachers and onto the schools 
themselves (e.g. school choice), the success of educational recipes is judged 
through performance and the conquest of knowledge. Being a complex 
phenomenon, however, knowledge is the absolute praxis, that is, the absolute 
transcendence of any simplistic prescriptivism. 

Unlike its reified conception, which in education, systematically, is generally 
asserted and endorsed, and which in philosophy is generally asserted but 
dismissed, knowledge constantly reshuffles the self. Apart from ironically 
mobilising counterfinality, the reduction of knowledge to a quantifiable and 
measurable set (which, when acquired, bestows social distinction and benefits) is 
also contradictory. A common educational prescription for all is distributed 
everywhere; and, with the exception of clear cases of lack of expertise or the 
ability to implement it, this is steadily followed, albeit that it brings about, 
nevertheless, very diverse results in each case of implementation.11 What is 
contradictory is that, in the end, it is those who follow the prescription (the 
teacher and the school) who are singled out and penalised, and not the 
prescription and those who issue it (Davis, 1999, pp. 29ff). 
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The paradoxes of standardised assessment are many. The following are 
only some examples.12 When assessment is based on absolutist or under
theorised educational ideals, it does not only confront problems of 
effectiveness but also of legitimacy. Who or what is entitled to proclaim a 
teacher ‘good’ and a school ‘outstanding’ on the grounds of students’ success 
in tests and their accumulation of proof of knowledge (or of the kind of 
knowledge that asserts rather than questions consolidated meanings)? Why 
would such a student be more valued than another who may have developed a 
passion for learning that will be sustained throughout life, whose life becomes 
an ‘examined’ life, something that is not always easy to test or to measure? 

When assessment causes competitiveness, phobias or perhaps objective fear 
of the consequences of failure, when it establishes external motives for 
learning, and when it is translated into a pursuit of results supposedly 
confirming the raising of standards, then the curriculum is eventually 
shattered. Through ‘teaching to the test’ (Davis, 1999, pp. 14–18), whatever 
curricular purposes go against the immediate attainment of the measurable 
goal are marginalised by all those involved in the process of teaching and 
learning. In creating a tension between achievement and goal-setting, the 
system itself creates the conditions for non-conformity to its imperatives. 

Assessment as it is carried out institutionally often involves the bad faith 
that naturalises facticity and the bad faith that absolutises transcendence. The 
former treats some children as inherently incapable of learning and ends up 
essentialising ability. The latter holds that if the student had wished to learn, 
she would have learned; that she has not learned shows that she is unwilling 
to learn. This kind of bad faith also ignores the factical constraints imposed 
on children by their existential situation and ends up essentialising 
motivation. Finally, when assessment is standardised, it becomes sterile and 
unfair at all levels. When exam questions are routinised, students learn to use 
knowledge only within specific contexts and become unable to turn it into 
knowledge for life. They spill it on paper, they cash out the social significance 
of that ‘achievement’ and thus become free at last to forget the painful 
experience, along with whatever knowledge they have ‘acquired’. 

As for the assessment of the teachers themselves, Davis remarks that ‘if 
inspectors were honest with the schools and teachers they inspect, they would 
admit that what they  are  really trying to do is to discover whether teachers are 
using the approved methods’ (p. 37). When educators are assessed, such 
evaluation is often open to ‘customer’ and other power relations that, up to now, 
no system has managed to control. If we could examine the kinds of rumours 
about unjust assessment and unfair decisions that circulate in corridors, pubs and 
other, semi-private spaces of confidentiality, we would have concrete data 
demonstrating how heavily injured the faith of the assessed in the process itself is. 
In all such cases, assessment is reduced to a Sartrean ‘inverted praxis’ (Sartre, 
2004, p. 161)—that is, a practice working against its own logic. 

Does this ‘sociality’ of assessment entail that its development into a worthy 
process will never be realised? Or that it is not a necessity? Should the lack of 
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absolute objectivity lead us to surrender to the kind of automatic, unreflective 
daily routine, where the risk, even the educational value, of the failure that 
empowers and urges us to try again is avoided? This would destroy the most 
important dimension of assessment, which is not its function in sifting and 
sorting but its role in diagnosis, which is orientated towards self-awareness 
and to a sharpened knowledge of reality. Assessment must judge what has 
really been accomplished. The danger of knowledge becoming automatic13 

and blocking the dynamism of thought (a dynamism that is mobilised by the 
desire for truth) is perhaps transcended by a conception of education that 
breathes action into the search for knowledge. Dia-gnostically14—that is, 
through knowledge—we plunge into the depths of action, surrendering to its 
risks and its gifts. We assess diagnostically, we learn about and readjust the 
way we act, and perhaps we change course. If we stop, we grant the existent, 
the well-worn, an absolute priority, and we limit our role to serving it. 

Yet, curiously, assessment as praxis and not as the practico-inert 
presupposes changes that differ from those one would recommend for 
assessment itself: however a method or assessment is refined, if a society 
operates at two levels, its schools will do the same and its citizens will be 
moulded accordingly. The one level comprises those who walk on a path from 
which all or most obstacles are removed. Protected children have a secured 
future prepared by the over-protective adults who run ahead to make sure 
that their children are not in the schools of the many or who prove that the 
schooling they provide (as teachers or as designers of educational policy) 
leaves no good customer without a successful professional course in life. The 
other level operates in an ongoing regression, since educational ghettos block 
any possibility for the osmosis of cultural capital, in a vicious circle of ever-
growing disconnection of the world of the privileged and ‘cultivated’, on the 
one hand, from the world of the masses, on the other. Still, despite the 
hopeful anticipation of contented parents and authorities, the two levels, the 
two worlds, are destined to be inexorably and existentially connected in a 
relation of mutual counterfinalities and inverted praxes. 

Before we assess performance we must assess the totality of the crystallised 
practices supporting and perpetuating the current, worldly situation, the 
particular socio-historical conditions, part of which is, however minor this may 
seem, educational assessment as we know it up to now. For much educational 
counterfinality, as an effect of the realm of the practico-inert, occurs because so 
much is expected from educational assessment itself, as if there were no further 
changes in the individual, the society and the world beyond schooling. 
Education concerns the whole society, not just schools. However, it seems that, 
especially from late modernity onwards, societies have, to an important degree, 
been programmed to long for maximal results through minimal effort in 
changing and redirecting themselves. The philosophical disruption of such 
automation may come from putting the blanket incrimination of the quotidian 
(and of laws, statistics, facticity, knowledge, assessment and methods) to the 
test and from restoring to education its lost transcendence. 
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EDUCATION, METHOD AND THE INCRIMINATION OF THE 
EVERYDAY 

I take Sartre, Arendt and Badiou as emblematic intermediary stops in a 
philosophical course of suspicion of facticity, of realities related to law, 
knowledge and everydayness. The positive and constructive dimension of the 
objectification of praxis and its deposit in practico-inert forms is bypassed by 
Sartre, who loses sight of the fact that ‘partial victories in the struggle for 
human dignity achieve a practico-inert status in laws and institutions’ 
(Aronson, 1987, p. 217). Badiou and Arendt also rely on an indictment of any 
consolidation, even if that is of amassed evidence. For instance, knowledge is, 
to Badiou (1999, p. 37; 2003, p. 45), just as to Arendt (1989, p. 178), a 
manifestation of human automation and statistical repetition that solidifies 
hierarchies and perpetuates the status quo. Badiou wishes to rescue truth from 
all this habituation by grounding truth in the eruptive and subversive event, 
just as Arendt grounds hope in natality. 

For some postmodernists, truth is unknown and therefore relative. 
However, for thinkers who share some postmodern ontological assumptions 
about humanity’s predatory employment or treatment of ‘knowledge’ but 
wish at all costs to avoid their relativist conclusion, the phrase ‘truth is 
unknown’ does not merely describe a disjunction of truth and knowledge, but 
rather a contradiction in terms. Truth is unknown not because it escapes the 
order of knowledge but because it shatters it: for Badiou, who follows Lacan 
on this (Hewlett, 2004, p. 343), there is ‘no knowledge of truth’, for ‘truth 
makes a hole in knowledge’ (Badiou, 1999, p. 80). All in all, knowledge 
connotes automation, transmission and repetition, whereas truth is interrup
tion, break and risky decision. 

Within Badiou’s framework, the human sciences (and, I suppose, the term 
includes the field of education) appear in tension with philosophy because 
they have become the home of the statistical sciences. They are: 

. . . themselves caught up in the circulation of meaning and its polyvalence, 
because they measure rates of circulation. That is their purpose. At base 
they are in the service of polls, election predictions, demographic averages, 
epidemiological rates, tastes and distastes, and all that certainly makes for 
interesting labour. But this statistical and numerical information has nothing 
to do with what humanity, nor what each absolutely singular being, is about 
. . . Philosophy is thus required by the world to be a philosophy of 
singularity, to be capable of pronouncing and thinking the singular, which is 
precisely what the general apparatus of human sciences does not have as its 
vocation. (Badiou, 2005, pp. 39–40, emphasis added) 

The above converge with Arendt’s arguments about the infiltration of 
practice and criticality with statistics and calculative reason, and about a 
possible overcoming of this reification through a conception of evental action 
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as ‘miraculous’ and ‘unexpected’ (Arendt, 1989, p. 246). ‘To act in the form of 
making, to reason in the form of ‘‘reckoning with consequences’’, means to 
leave out the unexpected, the event itself, since it would be unreasonable or 
irrational to expect what is no more than an ‘‘infinite improbability’’’ (p. 300). 

Therefore, 

The laws of statistics are valid only where large numbers or long periods are 
involved, and acts or events can statistically appear only as deviations or 
fluctuations. The justification of statistics is that deeds and events are rare 
occurrences in everyday life and in history. Yet the meaningfulness of 
everyday relationships is disclosed not in everyday life but in rare deeds, just 
as the significance of a historical period shows itself only in the few events 
that illuminate it. The application of the law of large numbers and long 
periods to politics or history signifies nothing less than the wilful 
obliteration of their very subject matter. (Arendt, 1989, pp. 42–3, emphasis 
added) 

The import of such insights is evident, but in their sweeping generality they 
betray an automatism, a rushed over-generalisation. Predictably, ‘in reality, 
deeds will have less and less chance to stem the tide of behaviour, and events 
will more and more lose their significance, that is, their capacity to illuminate 
historical time’. We may agree with Arendt that ‘statistical uniformity is by no 
means a harmless scientific ideal’. But the idea that statistics ‘is the no longer 
secret political ideal of a society which, entirely submerged in the routine of 
everyday living, is at peace with the scientific outlook inherent in its very 
existence’, ibid., p. 43, emphasis added) divests science of any political 
significance and relegates it automatically to the realm of the practico-inert. 

Instead of conceding to statistical uniformity the whole of everydayness, we 
may allocate to the statistical the appropriate province and distinguish it from 
its harmful, yet exaggerated mediocrity. This, however, involves a prior and 
measured rehabilitation of everydayness. Contra Sartre’s wholesale indict
ment of ‘fundamental sociality’ as practico-inert (Flynn, 2005, p. 135), contra 
Badiou and Arendt’s epiphanic, the terrain of human drama (coming from the 
verb dran, to act) is the quotidian.15 ‘The content that is tested by a moral 
principle is generated not by the philosopher but by real life. The conflicts of 
action that come to be morally judged and consensually resolved grow out of 
everyday life. Reason as a tester of maxims’ finds these conflicts. It does not 
create them (Norris, 1993, p. 77, emphasis added). 

Some such test growing out of everyday life may occur, in my view, 
precisely through some inexorable statistics about large numbers and long 
periods illuminating historical time: ‘113 million children have no basic 
education . . . There are one billion non-literate adults, two-thirds are women 
and 98% live in the developing world. In the least developed countries, 45% 
of the children do not attend school. In countries with literacy rate [sic] of less 
than 55% the annual per capita income is about $600’ (Tully, 2008, p. 27). 
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Here is the facticity underlying some of the above data of bad educational 
results, which is so drastically bypassed in the sweeping automatism of the 
incrimination of statistics and knowledge: 

840 million people are malnourished. 6,000,000 children under the age of 5 
die each year as a consequence of malnutrition. 1.2 billion people live on 
less than $1 a day and half the world’s population lives on less than $2 a 
day. 91 out of every 1,000 children in the developing world die before 5 
years old. 12 million die annually from lack of water . . . 1 in 5 does not 
survive past 40 years of age. (Tully, 2008, p. 27) 

In the mundane ‘crises’ just illustrated (and without any intention of 
romanticisation), the philosopher might find the contradictions, heroism, 
selflessness, compassion and extra-ordinary endurance she longs for and so 
rarely finds in other daily routine. She may also find their extreme opposites: 
exis (habitual adaptation) in servility, selfishness and betrayal that arouse the 
anxiety of the observer and a longing for a better world. For the edges of the 
existing world challenge the prescribed limits of possibility. And the 
contrasting realities: 

. . . the wealth of the richest 1% of the world is equal to that of the poorest 57%. 
The assets of the 200 richest people are worth more than the total income of 
41% of the world’s people. Three families alone have a combined wealth of $135 
billion. This equals the annual income of 600 million people living in the world’s 
poorest countries. The richest 20% of the world’s population receive 150 times 
the wealth of the poorest 20%. (Tully, 2008, p. 27) 

As for consumption, ‘the richest fifth of the world’s people consume 45% of 
the world’s meat and fish; the poorest fifth consume 5%. The richest fifth 
consume 58% of total energy, the poorest fifth less than 4%. The richest fifth 
have 75% of all telephones, the poorest fifth 1.5%. The richest fifth own 87% 
of the world’s vehicles, the poorest fifth less than 1%’ (p. 28). And it was 
estimated, at the start of the century, 

. . . that Internet users in Africa number approximately 1.5 million. Of 
these, 1 million are in South Africa, leaving the remaining 500,000 among 
the 734 million people on the continent. This equates to one Internet user 
for every 1500 people compared to a world average of one user for every 38 
people, and a North American average of one in every four. (Lelliott, 
Pendlebury and Enslin, 2000, p. 48) 

Finally, in case one thinks that improvement is slow or that all that is needed is 
simply a more consistent yet slow pace to betterment (encore un effort and we 
shall get there), consider the following: ‘In 1960, the share of the global income of 
the bottom 20% was 2.3%. By 1991, this had fallen to 1.4%’ (Tully, 2008, p. 28). 
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This catalogue of statistical and numerical information could go on, as 
there have been many cases of dislocated, wronged and massacred 
populations in the small corners of the earth as well as cases of environmental 
destruction—frequently because of the Western world’s conception of its 
geopolitical and financial interest. As these cases concern large numbers and 
occur over long periods of time, and as they tend to happen elsewhere, they 
have not, philosophically, been dignified with the status of the singular event 
and so have not come to function in a metonymic way. Philosophy has often 
sleepwalked its way through various testing times. 

Rather than rushing to place such statistical data in the practico-inert, I 
suggest that we treat them as what they truly are: that is, singular voices of 
historical events, messages from real life. The event connotes a dramatically felt 
synchrony. But its being historical reminds us that the past exists not only in 
memory or even in the traces of monuments and documents but also as a 
prolonged past that determines the present.16 To adapt Sartre’s parlance, here, 
the event as occurrence becomes part of History ‘by its happening for-others’. 
It is registered in the practico-inert as ‘an inert universal memory’ (Sartre, 1960, 
p. 122), and it remains, as Flynn puts it, ‘thereafter to modify the situations of 
those who interiorize it in their own projects’ (Flynn, 2005, p. 131). In simpler 
words, data such as the above may exert some influence and effect some 
modification. This influence may take ‘the form of ‘‘exigency’’, deforming 
consequences, counterfinalities, and all the other types of ‘‘inertial force’’ we 
have attributed to the practico-inert’ (Flynn, 2005, p. 131). Such data and the 
way they voice the realities of the privileged few and the underprivileged masses 
put our ways of forming philosophical questions about multiculturalism, 
cosmopolitanism and the like to the test. Bypassing that voicing bears witness 
to our practico-inert, ‘objective’ attitude to education and to the sedimentation 
of the methods we use for answering the questions we pose. 

It is not just that, prior to their research in multiculturalism, cosmopolitanism 
and the like, educators must be educated by Derrida, Arendt, Badiou and others. 
While such philosophy of education is a task of great importance that should not 
be treated lightly, educators should also raise the inexorable singularity of the 
real context of the research question as a yardstick for judging the preferable 
philosophical method, perhaps prior to entrusting notions such as cosmopolitan

ism or multiculturalism to philosophical establishment. Educators can also be 
educated by those segments of (local and global) reality that have rarely or never 
engaged the consistent attention of philosophies and have not, therefore, been 
disseminated in the philosophy of education. 

CONCLUSION: ROUTES, ROUTINES, METHODS AND APORIAS 

When the question is about education, cosmopolitanism and multiculturalism 
or about international relations, the routine method is to follow relevant 
philosophical works. But, more often than not, this routine fails to hearken to 
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reality, to interpret and judge, and to suggest the redirection of that reality. In 
its abstraction, it is exposed by the above statistics as inadequate. The voicing 
of daily historical events adds to our research question a facticity that 
demands from us, now that we know of its singularity, that we respond by 
critiquing rather than relying on the theories that have bypassed this facticity. 
More simply, it demands that we take another route and find another 
method. 

Why would one care to know about what had once happened in a small 
corner of the earth? Why would one learn about the here and now of people 
and nature beyond one’s immediate concern? How do we educate people to 
desire such knowledge and to turn it into decision and action? How do we 
assess in awareness of all this? We cannot know the answers before actual 
debate and research, although we may imagine many possible candidates for 
the position of truth in each singular case. We may know only the exigent 
beginning and the provisional end of our own effort to answer, to share with 
others and to offer suggestions. And these are given by two kinetic concepts 
that I see as complementary: aporia and method. They are kinetic because, 
etymologically, they both involve routes. Literally, aporia means not knowing 
the route, since a (without)1poros (path) signifies a condition in which no 
passage is available. Real life and everydayness present us with impasses, 
aporias in the double sense of dead end and wonder, that can move us to 
thought and action. Method comes from methodos which is composed by the 
preposition meta and the noun odos (route, road). Against the static, routine 
connotations of the well-marked, straight beaten track that accompany the 
word method, meta1odos bears connotations of chasing, going after 
something and of finding a route towards it. This further entails that the 
thing that is searched for shows the way and sets the pace. The temporal 
priority of the thematised quotidian makes sense, however, only along with 
the logical priority of aporia (of finding the taken-for-granted sterile and 
revisiting it) and of method (of interpreting, judging and suggesting action). 
As we saw in a previous section, assessment broadly understood also concerns 
the selection of a path. So long as the researched issue is different from the 
previous ones, it is possible that the route we must take to approach it will 
need to be different too, that our path may be a specific one or that we may 
need to pave another. This is no relativism, but a philosophy of singularity 
that becomes a criterion for judging the most appropriate way to knowledge. 
It can work against exis (habituation) by welcoming the displacement that 
education as desire to know, to go beyond the impasse, causes to sedentary 
philosophical endeavour. 

To be true disruptions of consolidated meanings, action, praxis and the 
event (and the enlarged thought they require) presuppose the exigency to 
learn, to desire knowing and to respond to everydayness thoughtfully. Instead 
of setting ‘epiphanic’ notions as primary aims or ideals of philosophy, thus 
reducing education to the practico-inert, we must acknowledge instances 
where learning should be an end-in-itself and can effect the disruption of inert 
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realities, philosophies and sciences. If one does not learn to wonder, reality 
remains unnoticed and non-thematised. If one asks too few questions, the 
search for truth is not set on course. In this way, method is the response to 
aporia, aporia is the rebirth of method, and education and philosophy are 
allies. The challenge to respond to the singularity that comes from real life, to 
find a path, is, amongst other things, an invitation to (re)education and a 
demand for a method somewhat unique. 

NOTES 

1. To	 paraphrase Badiou again, the confrontation with education ‘is an absolutely 
indispensable condition for philosophy’ (Badiou, 2006, p. 14). 

2. In Greek antiquity, education was not just a passive object of analysis, a case that had to 
be explained away, interpreted or judged. It was considered a way for transforming the 
self and the world. We must not forget that Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, a point of 
reference for most ethical philosophies ever since, was written to serve educational 
purposes. In later times, Rousseau was an educator–philosopher, Bildung enjoyed 
centrality in German Idealism, Dewey gave philosophy of education a new impetus and 
Freire considered education a path to emancipation. 

3. This assumption explains both the fact that education only very rarely comes up in 
philosophical debate and the fact that, even when it is discussed, it is approached in a 
condescending way, indifferent to education’s own conceptual resources. 

4. Ironically, such counterfinality mixed with contradiction seems to affect philosophy as 
such: philosophy neglects education because it understands it solely or principally in 
institutional terms rather than as exposition of the individual to ideas, facts or 
possibilities that might draw them into better ways of living and acting. But at that very 
moment when philosophy’s attention turns to politics, it displays more faith in 
institutions or organisations than in the remoulding of the self. It trusts globalised public 
fora—the UN, UNESCO and so on (a supposed dispersal of communicative power 
transformed into institutional power, implying, therefore, the institutionalised sense of 
education at most)—more than any transformative human action through self-reflective 
and world-disclosing learning experiences. 

5. For example, the idea that all you need in order to achieve something is just to wish 
for it. 

6. The difference is that Sartre refers to worked matter whereas Dilthey refers to the 
inscription of the human mind on objects (Stack, 1989, p. 169). 

7. The latter is	 seen as Sartre’s concession to Louis Althusser’s notion of ‘structural 
causality’ but, unlike Althusser, Sartre reserves for praxis a primacy over the practico
inert (Flynn, 2005, p. 124). This primacy has never been forgiven by adherents to the 
postmodern vogue and has been one of the reasons why its proponents have lost any 
interest in Sartre. 

8. Though there is no guarantee, mundane or epiphanic, for such success. 
9. Facing the exigency of decision-making, where theoretical undecidability	 meets the 

practical necessity of acting, the uncertain agent returns to the well-tried recipe. 
10.	 Contra Arendt, that natality engulfs renewed energies (implicit in beginning again) in no 

way entails the major (let alone radical) difference of the new from the old that was 
outlived. 

11. The	 reasons are well known: not all children share the same cultural capital or 
motivation, not all geographical areas offer comparably rich learning experiences, not 
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all educational achievements are uniformly measurable and not all random factors can 
be controlled. 

12. For a more detailed account, see Andrew Davis (1999), to whose text I am indebted 
here. 

13. True, in its narrowest sense, knowledge may denote the consolidation of a position 
through a selective emphasis on the amassed proof of that position. Therefore, it may 
bring with it greater difficulty in breaking with the certitudes we cling to and in seeking 
further the truth that the proof may have obscured. 

14.	 Gnosis is the Greek for knowledge and the Greek preposition dia means, amongst other 
things, ‘through’. 

15. By everydayness, I do not refer strictly to daily life is in our contemporary world. I refer, 
rather, to the everyday as the complex, invaluably rich modes of actual existence, 
irrespective of time and space. This sense of everydayness encompassing liberating forces 
and suppressed potentialities that contradict habitualising tendencies characterises even 
the worst dystopia. Thus the way I employ the term is close to Agnes Heller’s use. To 
her, as Gardiner explains, ‘daily life cannot be understood as a ‘‘thing’’ or ‘‘system’’, or 
even an ‘‘attitude’’. Instead, she conceptualizes the everyday as an ensemble of 
historically constituted practices and forms of subjectivity that are complexly related to 
and mediated by other structures, institutions and practices’. Thus, the everyday is ‘a 
universal human experience’ and as such it exists ‘in all societies, although of course the 
actual content of the mundane life-world and its relationship to wider sociohistorical 
forces is historically variable . . . Heller asserts that in pursuing the goal of ‘‘humanizing’’ 
and democratizing everyday life we must strive to nurture utopian hopes within a largely 
(but not inevitably) dystopian society that exists in the present day’ (Gardiner, 2006, pp. 
24–5). 

16. For Sartre, for example, the past is, amongst other things, ‘operative in the practico
inert mediation of the colonialist’ and the capitalist system (Flynn, 2005, p. 131). 
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