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A. schooling and dialogue

Schooling assumes an initially imbalanced relation (in terms of power, knowledge, and capability) that is resolved, leaving a relationship of equality. In this model, the teacher and student both have their origins in ignorance and incapacity and their destiny in knowledge and skill; the teacher simply happens to have gotten there first. This is dependent upon the sameness of (perhaps) origins and (certainly) ends for its humane character, and it is an appropriate model inasmuch as the teacher and student are alike, differentiated by time rather than individuated by group variation and the individuation of personal experience.

[This relates somewhat to Dewey’s notion that, while we cannot directly communicate experiences, a person who has had an experience can give another a road map allowing him/her to achieve it in turn; so, for example, one who has an insight will detail the steps which carried her to the insight so that others, observing the progression, can share, in some part, the realization. This, a form of schooling in that it assumes both the authority of the one who has gone before and the possibility of the other following after, will be impossible in a situation where the difference (between knowledge of an experience and ignorance of it) between the two parties cannot be resolved in sameness. Experiences, for example, which are intimately related to a gender may be impossible for a person of another gender to reach. (This is true at least in the present day, whatever later fate awaits the physical, social, and psychological characteristics of gender in the future.)]

[We may note that there is a connection as well to Sizer’s revealing intuition that education and writing (two practices of which he is an acknowledged expert) are fundamentally similar in their operation and thus in the forms of training that will effectively ready one to partake in them; most people do not think of education as a form of communication (rather, forms of communication are understood as tools of education—speech, temporary and permanent texts, various electronic media, etc), but, as Sizer notes, both practices are essentially attempts to bring about a change in ones audience; they are both action upon (given Sizer’s instrumental language, or inasmuch as we regard students as a means to an end) or toward (given a preference for communication which recognizes the individual sovereignty of all parties and refuses to take any of them as instruments) others.]

However, when diversity enters into education—as it always must—we recognize that there are respects in which each teacher and student may be split by more than time. Differences of race, culture, language, class, gender, sexuality, and (beyond all group similarities) the individual experience that sets each human apart from every other are as much characteristic of us as the elements of humanity we all share in common.

These differences are of a fundamentally different sort than the difference of temporal displacement, and we cannot seek to simply resolve them, because there is no flow from origin to end; while all culture, for example, is subject to change (and, hopefully, to progress), the culture of one person is not going to, through any course of development, become the culture possessed by some of the person’s contemporaries. Cultures may became more alike or different, and may grow into greater or less harmony, but we cannot lay them out end to end as different stages on single path of development. Some cultures have, through perverse and chauvinistic paternalism, attempted this, to their lasting shame. There is a sense in which adults can look at children as unfinished versions of themselves, but there is no sense in which I can look at a member of another culture as similarly unfinished in cultural terms. This is because we all share something approximating the same process of development (though individual variation makes this, as mentioned, an approximation of identity, at best); there is no corresponding sameness in culture.

[Note: some (such as Dewey) do see such a sameness; this arises in part because of unfortunate cultural prejudice, but also in part from an idealistic (in the better sense of the word) notion of progress which envisions a destination for culture. This need not be an idea of achievable utopia; for Dewey, it was embodied in the ongoing process of “purification” by which the extraneous was removed and knowledge was brought out of erroneous diversity towards a unified truth. There are serious problems with this.]

Schooling, in recognizing the fact that the young must be nurtured if they are to survive and if humanity is to be preserved, forces us to transform an inequality into an equality. This is because the difference is one that ought to be annihilated, though it is not intrinsically evil; there are other differences (i.e., the inequalities produced by oppression) that ought to be annihilated because they are intrinsically evil. 

But the elements of human diversity which are neither evil nor meant to be collapsed towards sameness limit as approximate the definition of the incapable young as unfinished capable adults, and forbid our applying to non-temporal differences the model of difference which drives schooling. Diversity forces us to recognize a respect in which we are already equals, equally differentiated and individuated from one another, possessed each of sovereign personal experience; this experience grants to each of us inasmuch as we know that which none other can an epistemological privilege that makes us teachers while at the same time, inasmuch as all others have knowledge that we lack, making us students. It is in this state of universal, simultaneous capacity and incapacity that the need for human-human dialogue emerges in which we meet each other not as equals in the sense of schooling (where all have achieved some kind of quasi-endpoint), which gives an equality of completion, but rather as equally incomplete.

This leads to a different kind of educational impulse, the impulse not to convert the hapless into the powerful, but rather to meet, communicate, and cooperate with one another as both teacher and student, these roles being divided in equal measure within each person and equally apportioned between people.

Skill, information, and the mobilization of the mind are the stuff of the impulse to school, while truth (or right knowledge), ethics (or right action), and the maintenance of humanity are the province of the second.

B. love

There are many ways one could choose to define love; not all agree, but all reflect the diverse facets of experience and action with which we associate the world.

The particular face of love I would assign to a discussion of education is that embodied in this sentence: the one you love is the one you cannot deny while remaining who you are. (By “deny” I mean to ignore, to turn ones back on, or to otherwise refuse to acknowledge the full and true existence of another.)

In this sense, love is the choice to need. We have defined education as a human action, and it is through humanity that love enters the realm of education. For the choice to be human is the choice to be inextricably bound up with the rest of humanity; it is to chose to need them; it is to choose to love them. 

This is important because places limitations on what we may do—there are choices and compromises we cannot make without violating our love, our humanity—and because it places certain responsibilities on our shoulders—we must fight and struggle for those we love.

“Among human beings,” Simone Weil writes, “Only the existence of those we love is fully recognized…belief in the existence of other human beings as such is love.” Too often we try to maintain social relations and, indeed, societies, without the realization of this basic reality and without real recognition of the existence of all people to all people.

I believe this is connected to Dewey’s interpretation of laissez-faire economics and the salvation of individual souls: that these signify a lack or loss of faith in the possibility of radical intervention of intelligence in the world of human affairs. (By intelligence Dewey means not so much reason as the capacity to imagine, create, and act with intent and thoughtful care) In a world in which we do not fully recognize each other’s existence, how can we intervene, how can we change, how, above all, can we teach? It is in such a world that we begin to think of every man as for himself, in which we can go so far as to rationalize and codify this into whole bodies of social science theory and even theology.

C. religion and education

A religion is like education in that both are enacted through day-to-day practices, but they are also alike in being impossible to reduce to those very practices. And the main criterion for entry into a new faith is usually not fulfillment of any ritual but rather a turn of heart, an awakening of a new self. Conversion, the choice to be. Likewise education’s aim should not be the mere fertilization of young minds, but the opening of every heart.

With education as with religion we find the point at which the preservation of the world and its revolutionary transformation are one and the same.

D. types of educational thought and corresponding modes of educational reform

The dominant way of thinking in, about, and around education has always, I believe, been practical. That is, it has been concerned with the practice of education, with how education is done and how it may be done better. Often, this thinking has a sense about it that there is a “right” way to teach and if we can but discover it, education (and with it society) will be redeemed. This is certainly clear in the educational writings of political thinkers like Plato and Rousseau, who develop educational programs to further utopian ends, and also—though not without some tension—in Dewey’s brand of progressive pragmatism. It is also, of course, present in the work of developmental psychologists, who work from the opposite temporal point and seek the “right” method not from the end to be driven towards or the process of driving forward, but rather from the natural origins of humanity—from who we are rather than who (in utopian schemes) we ought be or (in progressive schemes) how we ought become.

Practicality is, of course, important, especially to the ongoing practice of education. But it is, I think, not enough. The modern teacher’s exasperation with the “latest thing” is not just attributable to flaws in the particular programs of reform that the teacher has observed or participated in; it will not be resolved through some expansion or acceleration of the pursuit of the “right way”, and it will especially not be found in a turn to some specious golden age. Rather, I think, it reflects a fundamental problem with attempts to found a vital process that sustains both the human species and the humanity of that species on nothing more meaningful than practical thinking.

The problem with such thought is that it keeps searching for—and often prematurely declaring—right practices, magic bullets, when we have not all achieved, and in many cases perhaps have lost the deeper, primary, underlying thinking on which all practice must rest, from which all practice springs, and by which all practice should be judged: thinking regarding who we are as teachers and students, and thinking regarding why it is that we are engaged in the work of education. Only when we are firmly grounded in this thinking can we begin to earnestly choose methods that will aid us.

It follows from this that education reforms directed at methodology are problematic not because many have been unsuccessful but because we can scarcely expect them to succeed when they are directed only at the surface and not at the depths of the work. We spend far too much time asking, “What is the best way to teach reading?” and too little time asking, “Why do we teach reading?” We should not concern ourselves with multiple intelligences so much as with human plurality.

The necessary shift cannot be accomplished only by a change in the pursuits of our experts, for the necessary thinking is a thinking that, ultimately, we must each do for ourselves. No one can plum the depths of our souls for us, and, while we can certainly get good advice, no one can tell us right from wrong. This shift requires the opening of a conversation among teachers and students generally, at all levels and in all places.

But what sort of theory is required? Theory is traditionally opposed to practice, but theory in the scientific sense is meant to be empirically verifiable, and educational theory is usually just a codification of practical thinking, either in the developmental line, or in the line of political philosophy—which, as Arendt points out, has difficulty using education without fascistic overtones.

What is required is an inquiry into the meaning and purpose of education, and into the meaning and purpose (for themselves and each other) of teachers and students. This should not take the form of a call to arms or whatnot, as so often is the case with our public discourse on education, but rather should be an investigation with open heart. Its goal should not be to find and promulgate a new and better way of teaching, but, rather, in it each of us should seek the ongoing conversion experience which simultaneously reveals, preserves, and transforms each of us in his/her roles as both teacher and student, and ultimately as human being.

E. education, humanity, commonality, change

Education is the activity of the human community. It is imperative that we realize that it is not something that occurs only in classrooms; it is a process that characterizes much of the activity undertaken by humans together. Indeed, if one understands humanity to mean not just a collection of animals belonging to the species homo sapiens, but rather to mean the members of the many cultures that are constituted by our artistic, literary, scientific, etc. traditions, then—as Dewey tells us—education is synonymous with the characteristically human mode of being. It is important that we remember that education, unlike learning, is a process that requires multiple humans. It is never the operation of a “lonely intellect,” and its very intersubjective nature implies the fact that inasmuch as we are humans we need one another. This is not the need we feel for food—it has nothing to do with survival or physical comforts. It is not the need of living beings, the need which must be met to sustain life; it is the need of human beings, which must be met to sustain humanity.

There is no such thing as a solitary human, though there can be solitary animals (not animals who exist outside their ecosystems, but ones who exist apart from any society), and even solitary intelligences. These are the subjects of learning as it occurs apart from teaching. These are the lonely minds, and, while there is nothing wrong with solitary intelligence, it should not be mistaken for the human mind; likewise we should remember to segregate the methods of nurturance and discipline that correspond to the two.

Education can exist only among humans (or, theoretically, among other sentient cultures likewise arrayed) and thus is dependent on plurality and diversity—that is, difference. The more sameness is, the less meaning education can have. And at the same time, education’s goal is in tension with that very diversity which is a condition of its practice, for one of education’s goals is unity; we educate to bring young minds into the matrix of human cultures, to bind them with our histories and to help them eliminate the gap that exists between their abilities and ours. It might seem that this tension is in fact a sign of education’s secondary, temporary, instrumental character, and that education is intrinsically self-destructive because, like fear, it despises its own origin. But this is only possible on a view of education that is one-sided and that understands only the conservative tendency in which students become like teachers.

But there is no human which des not teach and no human which is not taught. While the older foster the young and the experts tutor the laity, they too must be taught by the very ones they teach, or their humanity is compromised.

Of course, even with this caveat, one could still assert that education is antithetical to its own origin, since when we learn from each other when we are reconciled to one another, we move closer, and we achieve—as a human community—more similarity.

But education serves not only to impact human beings but humanity itself; it is—as Dewey teaches—the means by which humanity both reproduces and adapts. As such it represents a fount of all variation of creation and recreation, of renewal, revelation and revolution. Indeed, one could imagine education as the ongoing revolution; Arendt hints at this when she writes that America depends on the practice of education for its continuing status as a new thing in the world. It cannot remain a new thing if it does not change, if it is not constantly becoming—and, thus, constantly differentiating itself from its past selves, and constantly producing opportunities for new divergence within itself in every moment.

A political revolution seeks to abolish an old institution and establish a new. Education seeks always to establish revolution itself as an institution—that is to say, it seeks to make the process of critical recreation a basic function of the human community.

F. oppression and politics in teaching

The teacher-student relationship is a human one; therefore, if we seek to preserve the practice of teaching, we must seek to preserve the humanity of the participants, and we must militate against any force directed towards their dehumanization, especially in the form of oppression. Teaching should not be understand as an intrinsically political practice, since this would imply that a teacher teachers to further personal views rather than out of love of his/her students in themselves as human beings. However, when those students are being oppressed, teaching must take pains to counteract this oppression for the sake of the humanity that is the condition of education.

Or, we do not teach to change the world (even if we teach so that the world may be changed) but we will change the world if we must do so in order that we may teach.

So, it is possible to teach in a system that oppresses some or all of its members only when teaching takes up the task of correcting or destroying the system as a central part of its work.

G. humans as means, ends in educational conception

What is teaching? We think of it as a career, we think of it as a sociological phenomenon. But thinking of it this way negates much of its truth—much as we degrade love by confusing it with those who use its proxies to gain pay, much as we degrade faith by reducing it to a property (narcotic or otherwise) of mass populations.

What is teaching? Sizer admonishes us and tells us we should think of the teacher only as an aid to the child’s learning. In doing so he reminds us that we can never forget that the child lies at the center of all teaching, that it is for the child that teachers exist in the first place.

But there is a danger in this of going too far. In mistaking the teacher for an instrument and, worse, of mistaking teaching and being taught for mere learning. Any rational being, presented with phenomena, learns—we can assess the efficacy of this by the extent to which it succeeds in its endeavors and improves over time in so doing. Many aids exist to this learning, many tools, many instruments.

But teaching: this is different from learning and all its devices. Teaching is a relationship between two humans, a confrontation not between one mind and its experience but between two minds through the medium of experience. Unlike learning, teaching is impossible in a solipsist framework.

Sizer understands this, though he does not state it this way. Instead, he calls attention to the way good teachers root their practice in themselves, in who they are. He shows, essentially, how a good teacher does what Hopkins calls “selving”—[quote]

And in so doing can reach and teach their students.

That is, it is through being personal that teachers can do personalized education. This is not to say that teachers should reveal themselves to students emotionally any more than physically; students are not confessors, and a teacher’s personal feelings may well be uninstructive.

It is to say that teaching is not merely something one does apart from who one is; rather, it is an activity that is undertaken through ones very being, and thus with all ones being—full heart, mind, soul—if one is to say that we teach one another as humans, rather than serving as instruments of one another’s learning.

But when Sizer uses his exaggeration, it is for a purpose: he calls attention to the difference between teachers and students, and particularly to the fact that while students are obviously (somewhat) within the power of teachers on a regular basis, there is a deeper sense in which teachers are always to be subordinated to the student: the student is the telos of a teacher’s action.

But we must take care: there are ways in which a person may be my telos that represent human relations, filled with honor, respect, and kindness, and ways in which a person may be my telos that are utterly devoid of these things, and indeed of all humanity. The divergence of these ways corresponds to the difference between the proper and fanatical forms of love and hate.

It is probably a common experience to love or be loved inhumanely, to be trapped in a passion that destroys trust and mercy, in which need overcomes respect, in which the object of love becomes only that, an object. Is such love not horrible to behold?

Just as lovers must take care to love one another for one another in full humanity, so we must be careful in relating teachers and students, careful always to preserve the humanity of each. Dewey reminds us of the importance of distinguishing always between human and machine-level relationships, and as with many of Dewey’s lessons, we must be careful not to assume too quickly that we have achieved it.

H. the teacher-student relationship in schooling

(Note: Cross-check with the section on schooling vs. teaching)

The teacher-student relationship requires difference, but it is distinguished from the difference of Arendt’s polis by virtue of its dynamic character.

The teacher-student relationship can never seek homeostasis, because it is transformative and revolutionary. It is predicated on the destruction of the difference in capacity between the two parties, so when we seek to establish an ongoing practice of instruction, we seek the revolution which has no conclusion, which does not seek to re-found at one point but to renew constantly.

But there is another aim to education—it seeks to realize truth. But we must not think of this truth as an objective quantity that is outside our subjectivities and can be safely manipulated by them. It is not: truth is deeply personal, and rooted in personified intersubjectivity. (This is human truth distinguished from absolute truth, which exists in the space where all subjective diversity is annulled, the province of mysticism.)

So truth is not impersonally transmitted. At the same time, the renewing character of teaching precludes the indoctrination of students by teachers, the teacher’s implantation of his/her personal truth. Rather, the teacher and student work together to reveal the truth of a changing world in which they both take part.

The teacher fosters in the student the power to transform—and thus to save or destroy, redeem or pervert—the existing order, of which the teacher is a part. This requires trust to the point of faith.

This faith should not be diluted with the safeguards of social engineering. Our only safeguards are those which we can present to the student as respectful requests; only as to one who is temporarily within our power, but also in whose power we ultimately are.

1. walking the line between oppression and neglect

We are placed in a difficult position when we choose to education, for every education, indeed any action, must imply a certain sort of world, and it would be improper to pretend that this is not the case. So we are urged to pursue the education which best serves the world we wish to bring about. But we must always be conscious that our students must be the masters of their own destiny and so must be supported and nurtured by their education as world-shakers themselves. IT is a remarkably thin line, is it not, with neglect on one side and oppression on the other, each an intimate threat to the humanity we serve?

2. possibility as invitation, challenge

Bachelard: “The blank page gives the right to dream.”

That is, possibility is an invitation; I would go further, to say that possibility places a demand upon us: that we take up a position in relation to that which may be. This is the ethical imperative inherent in any world not wholly governed by necessity: we must take some stand on the onrushing flow of time in which things may or may not be. This positioning may lead us to strive for one or another result, to strive for the sustenance of the unresolved as unresolved, or to turn away, entirely, from doing.

The choice is not governed by clear criteria of right and wrong; it is a choice which we must make for ourselves freely, no matter how much advice we receive. But, as with all choice, it will bind us on the one hand to responsibility for our decision, and on the other to the world implied by that decision, which we, in choosing, make our home. As Dewey says, “As meaning, the future consequences already belong to the thing.” (EN, 182)

When we look to the fact of the intergenerational existence of our species and of humanity (which is not the same as the totality of homo sapiens) we see the challenge of possibility in the form of future wave sof people temporally offset from our own, and also in the fact of the ongoing, moment-to-moment evolution of all people and every people.

It is in response to this challenging possibility, this ever-emergent frontier, that we take our stand on the question of education. It is in the context of this blankness that we begin in earnest to choose worlds.



Note: The inquiry into the nature and rules of the world we live in is not the same as the inquiry into the limits of possibility placed upon all worlds that have been, may be, and might have been.

The choice of worlds cannot alter these limits, but, then, it is not at all clear that such limits can ascertained in the first place. Also, the limits are not the world. 

It is impossible to choose the world in which we live now except through choosing to refound it—that is, conservation is neither neutral nor passive nor automatic, unless perhaps it is unconscious (i.e., not the object of thoughtful choice), and when it is unconscious, we invite to determinism to enter into our house.

3. choice, interpretive frameworks, relativity, responsibility

Dewey advocates the scientific reduction of ends to means in the interest of the occurrence of other ends. He does not note that this involves a choice between ends; presumably this is obvious. But he divides the characteristics of any thing into those which are relevant and those which are false (EN, 133) without nothing that relevancy is relative and contingent upon the choice of ends to be pursued. This I particularly pressing because, as Dewey notes, the criterion of relevancy may bring us to sacrifice that which we had previously held dear.

All of which is disconcerting given Dewey’s disgust for masked choice.

That the particular manifestation of instrumentalization in science is contingent may be suggested on p. 136 of EN, but in any case it is clearly documented by Quine as a reform of empiricism generally that we ought not view any interpretive framework as the necessary response to our sense-data.

This insight, coupled to the obviously pragmatic perspective that allows it, encourages us to choose the most effective interpretive framework for our world. Quine acknowledges this, of course, and suggests the scientific framework, but what he does not note is that efficacy, as a quality of instruments rather than ends, must have some aim in mind; only in light of a chosen goal can we measure efficacy, let alone use it, in turn, as a criterion for the choice of a framework.

[This choice of framework must be prior to any knowledge, since knowledge is generated on its basis (prior not chronologically—since we cannot have a radical break with the past and cannot pretend to dispose of the knowledge we already have—but rather prior in the sense of not being determined by knowledge and not relying on knowledge). Since we are using pragmatic codes here, the framework must be chosen on the basis of our goals, our actions—this choice is comparable to the world-choice mentioned in sections 1 and 2. And, as the choice of identity and the choice of world are intimately related (cf. Taylor, though obviously we differ from him in many of his arguments, cf. early Dewey’s account of an ethics of self-fulfillment), we can see that the choice of epistemologically interpretive framework is evaluated in terms of the ethical-level framework. That the two levels are not disconnected is obvious, and the whole matter will be discussed later in greater depth.]

This aim, because it must take the form of a goal to be achieved, will be selected not from the possible interpretations of actual past-expereince but from our imagination’s interpretation, based on this experience, of what is possible to be experienced. From these possibilities and in light of past experience we select the goal in light of which we measure the efficacy of our interpretive frameworks, on the basis of which we select the framework which will attain authority for us in our interactions with experience.

This in turn suggests that, if we are to respect individual sovereignty, the education we give our young ought consist first and foremost in the envisioning of possibilities, the thoughtful choice between them,a nd the practice of relating epistemological constructs to them such that the latter can be measured as more or less effective instruments for their attainment. Secondarily we should be concerned with supplying them with both history and fresh experience so that they may have sufficient material on which to make judgments and , of course, strive for new results in light of their chosen frameworks.



3.a

We should consult Nishitani on the religious quest for man’s telos and additionally we should consider (albeit perhaps skeptically) Weil’s thought regarding signs of the divine in mundane existence.

3.b

We should inquire how love relates to this view of things, and whether love is a part of the chosen ends or the resultant means.

3.c

We see how the moral question must be primary against all knowledge; this might suggest that moral choices should be made absolutely, without abstraction, but I suspect that’s not true…unless, of course, it works out that moral reflection can be adequately applied to all situations which can’t be enjoyed…[???]

3.d

Dewey’s “The level and style of the arts…furnishing the staple objects of enjoyment…do more than all else to determine the current direction ideas.” Suggests an awareness of the aim problem in the following form: art supplies the standards for judging felicity, instrumental science pursures the conditions for the emergence of felicity.

3.e

Dewey’s notion of the subjective (EN, 200) corresponds, at least in part, to the object of education I seek.

3.f

Note: the model in 3-3.e could be read as so epistemologically relativist that there is no sense of reality within it. This is not the case; rather, it assumes that the real is not merely given but is constituted by understanding (s8) and by the choice which Dewey views as binding in this fashion: “To say ‘I think, hope and love’ is to say in effect that genesis is not the last word; instead of throwing the blame or the credit…one declares oneself to be henceforth a partner. An adoptive act is proclaimed in virtue of which one claims the benefit of future goods and admits liability for future ills flowing from the affair in question.” (EN, 233)

Thus reality is preserved in this sense: the real is that toward which we act as real, the presence and power of which is felt in our perceptions and revealed in our actions. Indeed, many things commonly held to be “real,” such as the virtues of equality and human dignity, are shown to be as yet of only fragile, partial reality in the history and present state of human affairs. That most people abhor racism intellectually and that they do not militate against it in their everyday lives proves how unreal the value of equality is.

Or, as Dewey puts it, a man’s conduct itself, rather than his proclamations of moral theory, reveal his true ethical code:

Every act (consciously performed) is a judgment of value…thus a man’s real (as distinct from his nominal or symbolic) theory of conduct is itself an act; it marks a practical and not simply a theoretical attitude.

“The Study of Ethics,” in Early Works, v. 4, p. 224

4.???

5. human plurality as a problem for Deweyan experience-mapping

To return for a moment to the question of schooling and the corresponding notion of experience-mapping in Dewey, we note that Dewey’s statement that existence is an affair of constant beginnings and endings may be pertinent. If, rather than an absolute origin or end, we choose a relative one, we could force the status of diversity. That is, if we say that the field is limited to the historical range of the United States, as a discrete political unit, we can say our citizens do not have an origin in equality and that they are subject to initial cultural (etc.) difference that will render some group experience (as enjoyment rather than as linguistically instrumentalized common knowledge) inaccessible across cultural lines. On the other hand, if we focus on Dewey’s affirmation of substitution and equation for an algebra at large, we might prefer to think of cultural difference as a thing which can be ordered and traced and fully known, even if it cannot be enjoyed.

(But here especially we must consider ethics and choice of knowledge…)

6. communication

It seems that we must develop a clear understanding of what communication is if we are to, in turn, know education. This correspondence is obvious; communication and education are linked by methods and purposes, and either could be conceived of, with a little stretching, as a form of the others.

But what is communication? I had conceived of it as the contact, through the medium of experience, with another human, conceived of as being different in non-resolvable ways and thus as the possessor of experience and knowledge inaccessible except through discourse. From this, I had supposed this access as the primary goal of communication; that is, I had conceived of it as a procedure which emerged from difference and sustained difference.

But Dewey’s notion of communication is of common-izing that frees us from our isolation and produces a shared experience in which we come to view the world both from our own perspective and from that of the other.

Dewey’s point that communication is deeply and fundamentally about the common is important and a thing I had forgotten; indeed, it sheds new light on Arendt’s lamentation for the common language. Communication rests on the sharing (my question: total or partial?) of a linguistic framework that allows us to be comprehensible to one another, allows us to share meaning (remember: Dewey takes Malinowsky’s notion of meaning as “proper use”).

But I think the reason this trouble me is that it implies a purpose of communication I am uncomfortable with: communication for common action, that is, for communication itself. Cf. Arendt: communication for the sake of self and world. (Dewey would see Arendtian world as a form of communication in the first place.)

I think I was actually working from Buber’s standpoint of communication as a primal encounter with a Thou. Have to check that…

However, at any rate, I think Dewey’s notion of communication falls apart when asked to confront difference that is impossible to resovle. I think it must be revised to reemphasize two of his own points: the status of ends as being enjoyed for their own sake and the status of personal experience and subjective privacy as the sovereign possessions of the individual.

[Note: it should be clear why individual sovereignty is critical in a democracy, and Dewey makes his case for democracy in knowledge quite well.]

For Dewey, it is no problem at all to conceive of a person as a means. I think that it is critical that we launder this instrumentalism through the other’s volition; in this we the other’s use by me is not a thing I steal but a gift of love, and as such enriches and humanizes us both.

And it must be remembered that the other person has capabilities outside us not only in enabling us to achieve our aims but in supplying new aims, and that in this they should first be appreciated as an essentially marvelous and miraculous end, not in the sense of finality, but as a creative space into which we do not ourselves extend.

Given tehse considerations, however, we should be glad to accept the notion of communication as shared experience, but we should remember that it does not really allow us to view a scence from any point but our own. The sharing is, rather, that of connection-by-difference a la Arendt.

So, how does this all carry back to education? It reminds us how important it is that teachers and students really engage one another, and how important it is that we need those with whom we do education.
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Note: It would be worthwhile to compare Deweyan communication with Arendtian, since they seem tos hare some functions, especially in light of their shared identification of speech with action.

7. two statements by Weil

Consider:

The mind is not forced to believe in the existence of anything…that is why the only organ of contact with existence is acceptance, love. That is why beauty and reality are identical. That is why joy and the sense of reality are identical.

SWR, 359

…compassion, gratitude, love of the beauty of the world, love of religious practices, and friendship…These kinds of love are supernatural, and in a sense they are absurd. They are the height of folly. So long as the soul has not had direct contact with the very person of God, they cannot be supported by any knowledge based either on experience or reason. They cannot rest therefore upon any certainty, unless the word is used in a metaphorical sense to indicate the opposite of hesitation. In consequence it is better that they should not be associated with any belief. This is more honest intellectually, and it safeguards our love’s purity more effectively. On this account it is more fitting. In what concerns divine things, belief is not fitting. Only certainty will do. Anything less than certainty is unworthy of God.

Ibid, 487

I think these statements embody all that is good about pragmatism: the reach beyond doubt, which takes the form of choice, determination, and action. For Dewey this must take the form of experiment, but his view—while largely correct, deeply penetrating and of immense value—is limited by his scientism, and he masks the choice made by the pursuit of control, a sin by my standards as well as his own.

It is horrible to think how many such mistakes I will make before I die—but no matter.

Weil gets it right. Behind everything, behind all our knowledge, we find the searing darkness of doubt which no inquiry can ever expunge by intelligence alone. We must reach past this, past the place where all roads end. Our commitment must lie there, beyond that darkness, in a light we cannot yet see. For Dewey the light is not yet visible for it is yet to arise, while for Weil, it is not yet visible for the self which has not yet encountered it.

But for either, religious practice must be based not on what is known (except to the extent that what we know must inform our action) but rather on our commitments, our faith, and that for which we have taken responsibility.

Given this, we see again that choice lies behind, prior to knowledge, prior to any interpretation of experience. But Weil and Dewey both—or perhaps it is the two together—remind us that choice in an uncertain world requires commitment and commitment requires courage, to make it  possible, and care, to direct it; in this sense, love is synonymous with commitment.

How do we help our children—how, indeed, do we help ourselves?—pursue this faith? How do we foster such courage, such care? By showing it, first , in ourselves—that is certain. Specifically by reaching out to them as we would have them reach out in turn. Indeed, having been the object of faith is surely the best preparation for faith’s exercise.
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[Note: in this (Dewey’s) sense of faith, in Weil’s certainty, we see a sense in which man’s faith in God is reciprocation for God’s faith in man, without violating providence—if, indeed, one cared for that doctrine in the first place.]

8. understanding

Dewey wrote,

Knowledge signifies events understood, events so discriminatingly penetrated by thought that mind is literally at home with them.

(EN, 161)

In order to make a point, I wish to break down this notion of knowledge into knowledge in which the discrimination has not fully penetrated and that in which it has; these will be referred to as events “known” and events “understood”.

By understanding I mean what Whitehead meant when he said, “I mean ‘understanding’ in the sense in which it is used in the French proverb, ‘To understand all is to forgive all.’”

What does this mean? It means that education, properly undertaken, annihilates scorn. It means that brute, manipulable fact has ceased to lay between the subject and object, learning about has become learning from. The cold certainties of easy bias become the challenge of the world in which warm bodies move. “Understanding” signifies the miracle of the open heart.

(the image flashes: Gundam W., Qatra and Duo locked in combat…discarding his suit, Qatra steps out and demands peace. Duo comes out of his suit, in turn, with his hands up. Qatra says: Why are your hands raised? I surrendered first, remember? What signifies this? I suppose that it is after we have surrendered, after we have opened ourselves to the world, that it in turn opens itself to our knowing and transforms it to understanding.)

But what is the difference between the known and the understood? Knowing is impersonal, understanding is personal; at the same time, knowledge can be private and understanding cannot.

Knowledge requires no additional alteration of the subject’s interpretive framework beyond the addition of the fact itself, but understanding may require a radical change. It may also be radically demanding of action on the part of the subject.

Understanding is tied to identity, identification.

And consider Weil’s first statement in section 7. It is the voluntary act of love which brings us into contact with a thing as real, with the thing as understood rather than merely a semi-hypothetical, disposable instrument.

But it is important to realize that Dewey’s semicopulative language is incomplete for a true description of understanding. It is not that thought has penetrated the object that provides understanding in the first case, but understanding that has penetrated thought. It is when we have opened ourselves, our hearts to the reality of this other thing that we can begin to understand it. And it is as when we have begun to understand that we may begin to act with understanding, to fulfill the requirement of pragmatism that truth be active. In action the penetration-absorption becomes mutual, and is best understood as interpenetration. It is this interpenetration that is signified by the reference to identification; there is a mixture of beings, an ontological fusion, inherent in understanding, in what Dewey calls full knowledge.

9. communication revisited

Dewey:

The hen’s activity is egocentric; that of the human being is participative. The latter puts himself at the standpoint of a situation in which two parties share. This is the essential peculiarity of language, or sings…A, in thinking the request conceives the thing not only in direct relationship to himself, but also as it may function in B’s experience. Such is the essence and import of communication, signs, and meaning, something is literally made common in at least two different centres of behavior.

EN, 177-8 [FILL???]

Arendt:

I form an opinion by considering a given issue from different viewpoints, by making present to my mind the standpoints of those who are absent; that is, I represent them. This is a question neither of empathy, as though I had tried to be or feel like somebody else, nor of counting noses and joining a majority. The more people’s standpoints I have presented in my mind while I am pondering a given issue, and the better I can imagine how I would feel and think if I were in their place, the stronger will be my capacity for representative thinking the more valid my conclusions, my opinion.

“Truth and Politics”

Fanon:

I sincerely believe that a subjective experience can be understood by others; and it would give me no pleasure to announce the black problem is my problem and mine alone and that it is up to me to study it. But it does seem to me that M. Mannoni has not tried to feel himself into the despair of the man of color confronting the white man.

BSWM, 86

What does this notion of “representative” thought, of taking the other’s place, signify for my understanding of education? If taken lightly it could easily lead to the misconception that the perceptions of others are easily accessible to the imagination. Such, when I first read the Deweyan passage, was my assumption.

The Fanon drives it home, however: do not mistake it for easy, but likewise do not call it impossible. Rather, it is difficult, and it is an act of compassion (in its literal sense of suffering together, rather than in the more ridiculous sense of merely being kind to those who suffer.)

And of course, to achieve this compassion it is first necessary to encounter the other in his “full, unmanageable humanity,” to enjoy/suffer the him that is revealed as an end, before one can in authentic terms begin to make the movement of really occupying (“feeling into”) the other’s place.

And while it is impossible to truly become another, this is not the goal: the goal is (Dewey( to produce a shared experience which is accessible to all from multiple perspectives. Communication in this sense is the work of constituting the world of men as well as the men themselves.

So this agrees with Freirean practice and corresponds to the model of education based on atemporal difference: the cocreation of public knowledge.

[Note: cross-check Vygotsky, Buber]

Of course a key question must be: How does the production of shared knowledge allow for disagreement and dissent? Presumably the resultant knowledge is understood by all to be variable and uncertain. Cf. s3 for the importance of children’s education, including the training of meta-epistemological relativity surrounding any epistemic framework.

But the cooperative work of schooling requires before we can begin to disagree seriously we must greet each other as real, endowing mutually this reality through love.

This all suggests another important element for schooling: the training of the imagination for compassion.

But what right could possibly be argued for giving another person the power to suffer more?!?

Is it possible for us to beg need? It seems, at any rate, cheap. Again, we can begin only by first showing them compassion, and by being ready to show compassion at all turns. It cannot repay them for the reality they will be made to face, but it will prove they are not alone, and that is at least something.

There are few things more painful or wrong than solitary compassion (one example: intense suffering arising from injustice which is seen and which is not met with compassion), which can only arise at a distance, or when compassion is rejected.( To be alone in the fact of another’s suffering…

On what basis can we argue for compassion in that first step into the world, or in that first step back from skepticism, from the nullity of absolute doubt? Perhaps this: prior to all else, the response of consciousness to experience ought to be earnest. What form in particular it will take none can say, but that it should be a light joke or a thoughtless disregard would be a boundless evil.

By earnest we do not mean solemn by any means—joy, laughter are perhaps more to be hoped for than any other response—but simply the implicit understanding that, without prior understanding to the contrary, an event is to be regarded as worthy of a reckoning, worthy of taking note. Cf. Bachelard’s quote on new events in the world of children.

And if we lose this earnestness, it is because we acquire the sophistication which tells us what is below our concern and what is above our power—a sophistication that suggests the absence or scarcity of real communication.

What does it mean that we can draw such lines? It means that there are corresponding scars across our souls, inhibiting their free movement.

The man who cannot spare time for a stranger is a man whose soul is wounded, whether by his fault or due to injury at another’s hands. And while it is true that the mind can be forced to hold no view, it is also true that any experience which greets the mind has the right to be reckoned with. Any event which can stir my senses is justified, at least probationarily, in demanding and consuming my attention. Just as the blank page grants the right to dream, the printed word has a right to be read. Once we have read, we may discard it as we please.

But if I sue this against a child to command his attention, I owe him in return reason enough to sustain it and an over-ready willingness to give him mine.

To do anything less is to implicitly deny about him the very quality in us we are drawing upon when we greet him.
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But—consider that the tendency towards self-sufficiency which is implied in Deweyan practices—experimentation, experience mapping, student-learning-centrality—may yet constitute a problem for full communicativity.

There is still unexplored territory in the question of plurality as a challenge to Dewey in principle as well as in fact.

For the production of experience in common, and the public reason of representational thinking, should go well beyond the point where we have to invariably follow chains of experience in order to observe consequences.

This is particularly so since we often engage in conversation those who do not begin from the same initial point we do. The goal should not be to produce the society of people with the most experience which has been made public (that is, the society in which the inner life has been reduplicated to the point of universality) but rather the society in which much experience is made publicly, through cooperation in the present moment.

In this sense we may reflect with Arendt that Socrates indeed employed the sole means by which a philosopher in possession of contemplative truths may bring them into the public realm: by example.

Dewey would likely, if he were a Greek, take Plato’s route…prescription.

10. Giroux: compassion and authority

In “Schooling as Cultural Politics,” p. 39, Giroux tells us compassion may serve as a necessary “moral referent” to justify teacher practice, may do as a ground on which to begin political struggle.

But he inverts the situation by beginning with the existing political problems of the school and articulating a response, only coming to compassion as a useful,even hypothetical case to fit the place he has carved for whatever “referent.”

While this is no doubt owing to rhetorical considerations, it is problematic: compassion cannot be secondary in the process of coming-to-awareness which begins our work of transforming the world. It must not be encountered first as an instrument—to be Deweyan, for a moment—but rather as ane xperienced, enjoyed—or, rather, suffered—end of prior processes. It is in this capacity that we can truly use it as the basis for ordering our means—that is, for structuring the theory-practice that comprises our conscious response to it.

That is, if compassion is to be a moral referent not only as an excuse but as a part of the process of transformation—if, Deweyan fashion, it is to be present always as our end-in-view—then it must occupy not a distant, “referent” status but a deep integral position; it must be the touchstone of action and reflection.

Giroux describes the battle over culture—which is fine—but this battle cannot bear the same relation to compassion that crusaders do to their homeland, let alone to their religion. It must be weapon, armor, rations, and tactician. It must be present throughout the work, or the work is left to dumb chance, and we open the door to determinism and chance.

Otherwise, the battle is merely war far war’s sake, and best fought purely on the level of allegiance, without any “moral referents.”

11. revolution and love

Freire tells us that revolution needs love; true, but he inverts chronology. It is not that we love in order to revolt; rather, love itself demands revolution—or, it is better to say, only love can ever demand revolution authentically.

This is because only love places us in the position where we must take radical action. Other motives not grounded in the self are plagued by the distance between self and struggle and by the possibility of disengagement; or, if the self is the struggle, there is nothing but love that can outlast the opportunity for an easy, compromised comprimise.

No unconscious bond can be sure to last come what may and none other guarantees the intent to change with the struggle, to be changed by those around one…(for as long as the struggle has been allowed into ones identity, one is part of it and what changes it changes us; we can not fight for ourselves any longer.)

12. risk

Human worlds are worlds of risk. Human events (cf. Arendt) cannot be predicated, and inasmuch as we value these events, human safety, life, well-being, etc. are all intrinsically vulnerable.

This is not to say that invulnerability cannot be attained. Many models pursue it: stoicism, ascetic renunciation, transcendent annihilation, voluntarism, mindless pessimism or optimism, theodicy…

But this achievement of a static or (cf. Arendt) stark cyclical state corresponds to death as regards the “Life among men.” Is this wrong? An interesting question which must ber aised from the standpoint of the world it if it is to be asked at all.

The question follows it logically is: is death wrong? Obviously not. Mortality is a condition of the human world (Arendt), and as heroes (Arendt) and martyrs (me) both show, death can occupy a tactical position in regard to life. In the hero’s case this is the controlled disclosure of the self, a control upon the coming-to-be in the world of the self, while for the martyr it is the subversion of power mechanisms to conquer the world….

An intriguing alterate, as an example of death-to-the-world that takes place inside the scope of a biological life, and as a case in which neither the hero’s move toward the world nor the martyr’s move against it but a balance…

13. lying

What is a lie? A deviation form the representation of the truth? This insufficient; ‘truth’ is eternally problematic, for one thing, and—more importantly—the explanation cannot account for the very real difference between the lie told, say, of personal benefit and the lie told to further a practical joke. The latter may annoy us, but—unless it is an inhumane joke, or we are ill-humored people—does not inspire deep rage or true indignation. It lacks the sense of cold cunning that troubles us about the real lie.

Indeed, we should not concern ourselves with the difference between statements that are “true” or “false” in their reference but those that are intended to illuminate and those that are intended to manipulate the action of those to whom they are told.

It is in this sense that I would like to read the statement by Sizer that the student looks to the teacher to be told the truth about themselves.

14. politics and education: Plato, Arendt, Giroux

What is the place of the political in a democratic classroom? This is a difficult question; responses range from the Platonic pure abuse of the classroom as a political tool furthering utopian ends, to Arendtian radical defense of the classroom from worldly influence to Giroux’s identification of the classroom as a privileged cite for political struggle. Each of these understands itself as the appropriate response both to the pedagogical and to the political, and would probably view its competitors as betrayals of both.

Arendt’s critque disposes of a Platonic approach on the grounds of its inherently fascist character; Giroux’s, along with the body of thought he cites on the school as a site of reproduction, suggests in turn that Arendt’s severence of classroom from world in practice would merely foster the cultural determinism…on the other hand, we can re-apply Arendt to make Giroux seem in his own way an attempt to determine (counter-determine) children. The appropriately defensible model of Biroux would be one in which:

1. Politicism is apparent, transparent, self-reflective, and self-critical and

2. Tolerant in the following sense:

a. All politics are welcome and fostered as part of a collective discussion which is democracy,

b. Except: those politics which dehumanize or disallow some members of society. The love which binds society together must precede and follow every battle therein, and all children, all citizens should be required to demonstrate this love before making any attack; also, they must show a willingness to be transformed by the discussion. Without this chosen vulnerability and the commitment to tohers’ worthy, all political action must culminate in or approximate war.

It is the attitude of truth (s13) which brings us closest to bridging the gap between Giroux and Arendt.

15. developmental, utopian, and progressive motivations in education

There are three points in history of which visions may motivate educational reform. These are the past, the present, and the future.

Focus on the origin manifests itself in the developmental pursuit of humanity’s nature as the critical datum for education ventures. It pursues the question of who we intrinsically are; that is to say, who we invariably and originally are. Rousseau is the epitome of this, the quasi-pathological embodiment…

The problem with this is that it can never really come to terms with innovation, and seldom with difference.

Focus on the future is utopianism; it pursues education as the pathway to a terminal vision; whereas developmentalism tallies the past as deficit in the form of misguided nurture, utopianism tallies future in the manner of one making a purchase on layaway. They share the fact that their veneration of the endpoint actually alienates them from what lies between the endpoint and the present; the utopian views future history as a thing to be gotten through, even as he sees salvation as beyond it.

Plato is the epitome of this.

The focus on the present takes the form of progressivism; it can be in the Anglo-American form, which is pragmatic and optimistic, which we find in Dewey and Whitehead most eloquently. It can also be in the Continental-American form we find in Arendt and Taylor. In contrast with the other points, veneration of the present does not actually love the present but, rather, finds its joys in the lessons of the past and the possibilities of the future; the present is enjoyed as a point of bettering transformation on which the instructive past and the fluid future are revealed.

And, through this centered perspective, the progressiv ementality can look on all things as being of value; there are no deficits and there is nothing superfluous.

(This is only a flaw when it converts an abomination into a lesson without sufficient seriousness…)

The progressive has no fixed vision and is not oriented by endpoints. As such, she can enter into dialogue open to the possibility—even desirous of it—of being changed by that conversation.

Only the progressive mentality is as stable as history itself. Which is to say, while developmentalisms and utopianisms may be invalidated and discarded, progressivism is always pertinent.

This is an important lesson for educational reform; we should not structure our reform either around a vision of original nature or around one of ultimate destiny—for this locks us into sectarianisms which may prove insoluble on the basis of new evidence or new ideas, and it alienates us from all history in tying us to ends which are beyond it. A focus on the present and a reform philosophy built around sustaining change and surviving the flux of time is what is needed.

Each of these models is a way of dealing with time by stepping away from temporality; but only the movement out that at the same time remains centered and focused on the shifting present, that articulates its timelessness using tools which adapt it to time, keep it relevant to what is occurring now, can really be characterized through and through by patient and constant striving; it is the only model which is not intrinsically self-destructive, the only model on which we can depend come what may.

16. Freire’s teacher

In attempting to collapse the teacher into the student on the basis of his critique of “banking” education, Freire makes a critical error, resulting in serious problems of authority and responsibility. 

This error is assuming on the basis of his discovery of the inauthentic difference between teacher and student—of the false differentiation producing inappropriate, dysfunctional asymmetry—that there is no real, valid asymmetry in the teacher-student relationship.

Setting pragmatism aside for a moment, this asymmetry arises from resolvable, temporal difference (see sd?) that ought in fact correspond to a mode of education in which the instructor attempts to transmit knowledge.

But this should not lead us to duck Freire’s implication; rather, we must find the point at which both roles can be active if we are to effectively perform elementary, secondary, and some post-secondary education.

17. hard words

Brute efficiencies and inarticulate consummations as soon as they can be spoken of are liberated from local and accidental contexts, and are eager for naturalization in any non-insulated, communicating part of the world.

(EN 160)

Speech transforms the world. The act of naming is many things: the gift or imposition of order, the binding of experience to identities of which we gain awareness…

To name a thing is to take a stand in relation to it, to acknowledge it, to take a measure of responsibility for it—the measure, precisely, which we owe to every extant thing by virtue of living in the same world: we owe it our judgment.

In all things it is the unspoken we should fear, the facts, truths, hungers, powers which we have never named.

(This is radically different from those about which we may have rightly grown silent, as wlel as the objects of contemplation which can never be truly named in the first place.)

We should fear them because, beyond our discourse they are beyond human power, and get—if they are things significant to the human realm—they may yet have power over us. This power will take the form of Deweyan accident and Arendtian behavior; and whether in the form of chance or determination a guilty silence is the mark of the loss—or the sacrifice—of agency.

It is on the possibility of raising the troubles of the species into open speech that Dewey’s common faith depends; without the field of language in which to move, intelligence can make no mark upon the world.

Indeed, when language is compromised the intelligence must fall back to the silent witness of Kierkegaard’s knight; it must give itself over to this role because it has no contact with the world.

How, then, can language be maintained, or restored if it is lost or corrupted? It must, in the first place, be used, but never has a situation arisen in which people have ceased entirely to speak. More important are the maintenance of human relations—human speaker, human listener—and the sustenance of real meaning, together with a commitment—and this is the most difficult—to say that which it is hard to say.

By “hard” I mean any number of things: intellectually challenging, politically dangerous, embarrassing, offensive or otherwise martial language, that for which people are not ready and that the consequences of which I cannot in advance guess.

The need for saying hard things lies in the fact that the ordering power of speech is a double-edged sword; and as long as we continue to wield it with intention, it is ours, but the moment we turn our attention from it, it begins to work upon us with neither our consent (except inasmuch as carelessness is implicit consent to what follows from carelessness) nor our knowledge, and to place us in orders we may later regret or that may cast us into disorder.

The work of someone like Foucault is critical in this area; it reveals the extent to which we have been ordered and constructed through a language in ways which are not natural, neutral, or desirable. Of course, with Foucault, one may wonder whether any hope at all remains, but it seems to me that Arendt and Dewey are right to see in every moment a potential rebirth of history, a potential seizure of the language that has become an imposure and a transformation of it into our tool.

(Perhaps the martyr of the early Xian era is the symbol of this, rising up to seize the tools of their subjugation…)

Glossary

	Communication: 
	The co-production of experience by human beings who are by definition diverse and individual, joined by difference, in which all parties contribute to the experience produced such that what about them that is different from the others illuminates the experience of all. In communication, because our knowledge about one another is always incomplete, every person is both teacher and student.

	Compassion
	

	Education: 
	The learning that cannot be done in private.

	Human
	

	Imagination
	

	Love
	

	Real
	

	Schooling: 
	The direction (and direct instruction) of the learning of an unknowledgeable person by a knowledgeable person with intent to eliminate the ignorance and incapacity and ultimately to make of him/her an equal.

	Student
	

	Teacher
	

	Truth
	

	World
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( Or under circumstances in which compassion (or first passion which is joined) cannot be given voice, cannot be made common. Such borders close on Kierkegaard’s knight of faith, who always watches and remembers, but can never teach. Kierkegaard wrote, “Therein lies the humanity,” but in truth to be cut off thus is really to live nostalgiacally at the border of the inhuman. But perhaps Kierkegaard meant something different by “teach,” or “human.” Most likely he meant that the Knight cannot take up a position of knowing privilege over those he sees; he is an observer among them, a suffering with them.
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