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ABSTRACT 

 As educators rightly seek to renew a vision of greater public significance for their work 

in the face of the increasingly circumscribed and technically managed role accorded to the 

profession, a new set of ethical ambitions has arisen with a distinctive orientation towards the 

self. The dominant impulse, as this dissertation will proceed to characterize it, views the work of 

education as part of a broader social project to open up, loosen, or unsettle the fixed or closed 

nature of the student that arrives in the classroom. In close connection with this goal stands an 

assumption that these inner barriers of our fixed and exclusive identities and commitments tend 

to constitute the primary source of outer social injustices, thereby connecting the need for critical 

disruption on the individual scale to a powerful moralizing narrative of broader reform. Yet this 

model of liberation rests upon a narrowing rejection of those aspects of our situated and often 

familial or religious encumbrance that constitute the fullness of personhood; or more accurately, 

as this dissertation will frame the problem, educators and theorists who pursue liberation	by 

privileging disruption and contingency when directing students to interrogate the deposits of 

their past and situated identities are merely substituting one ethically opinionated vision of 

personhood for another, without attending to the many languages and domains of truth that this 

preference implicitly denigrates and precludes. An engagement with elements of the historical 

and contemporary ethical framing of education will reveal that which is unable to be articulated 

within the spaces and presuppositions of our public classrooms today, culminating in an 

alternative sketch of the gifts of particularity that give weight to our situated personhood. 
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are now in our household, yet who were not when the work on this degree began, have changed 

the course of my thought to such an extent that the writing to follow would never have taken on 

its present shape without them. The more recent revelations of their influence stand alongside a 
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INTRODUCTION 

The encumbered person named in the title of this work should be heard as the product of 

a double negation: as the un-unencumbered person, or as liberation from the paradoxically 

greater burden of having lost encumbrance. I suggest this circular journey of double negation in 

order to set the stage for what will constitute a reversal and a rejection of certain implicit norms 

and ends that characteristically drive educational interest in autobiography and self-reflection. 

The prevailing perspective, when viewed from the critical schema I shall present, stands accused 

of intentionally arresting the maturity of the person at a half-turn of the circle, whereas the goal 

of maturity, and thus of education in the arc of a fully realized life, is to arrive at embodied, thick 

and yet outwardly facing encumbrance—where this journey is to be constrained throughout by 

the same fidelity that it can then pass on to another as a gift.  

Lest I be accused of aiming polemics at a mere phantom, this initial claim and 

preemptively loaded playing field demands a clearer elucidation of its target. As well as it can be 

encapsulated within a single term, the contention I will develop is that the contemporary 

pedagogical motivation for an inward turn to practices of self-reflection and autobiographical 

introspection belongs primarily to the goal of liberation. The selection of this word intends to 

evoke its most general meaning and synonyms, according to which it can suggest a movement of 

loosening, freeing, or carefully untying the constraints of that to which a person has been bound. 

This broader sense of the term is not exhausted by the more specialized and externally focused 

liberation of familiar, classically Marxist endeavors to discern externally imposed structures or 

discourses of oppression; nor does it refer in the first place to the reinscription of those 
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oppressive structures onto the individual subject’s consciousness as a kind of foreign and 

colonizing imposition upon a prior personhood, although that undoubtedly moves us several 

steps closer to the target. It is, rather, the very next move in this sequence to which I will turn my 

attention, in which the enemy to be battled by our critical self-reflection gradually becomes 

simply any fixed or closed-off aspect of identity itself. This inward reform endeavor, now 

unmoored from a dependence upon any particular identification of a systemic or concrete 

oppressor, ultimately derives its force from silent sociological assumptions according to which 

the outer walls of social injustice are to be seen as consequences, projections, or echoes of our 

interior barriers and fixations.  

To capture the distance traveled by this stepwise alteration of emancipatory aims, one 

may return to the early writings of Marx to recall that critical discourses at one time presupposed 

a very different kind of grounding: the emergence of private property alienates for Marx 

precisely because it intervenes into the positively defined, humanizing matters of labor and work, 

where these latter can be separately and previously discerned within a definite anthropological 

vision as non-negotiable aspects of any distinctly human life capable of reflecting itself in its 

productivity and community.1 At this point, the moral urgency of liberating us from alienating 

structures derives largely from the counterweight of a positive or even subtly normative ideal of 

a properly human life. Yet move forward quite a bit to Freire—a major prism through which 

educators receive the Marxist impulse—and the task of attaining a critical consciousness 

becomes so continual and ubiquitous a struggle that one must more or less perpetually engage in 

a reflective discipline of cautious observation for internalized tendencies which may bear the 

mark of that oppressor; accordingly, evasion of colonizing power dominates this struggle more 

																																																								
1. Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Marx-Engels Reader, trans. Robert C. Tucker (New 

York: Norton, 1978), 74-7. 
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than any well-developed and distinct articulation of the worth or wealth of a prior indigenous 

order.2 The final turn of inversion emerges once even the division of a colonizer and the 

colonized becomes superfluous, leaving for the educator only a universalized ethical compulsion 

toward perpetual divestment of any fixed or resistantly closed-off aspects of the person, with 

neither a morally thick anthropological vision of flourishing, nor a distinct separation between an 

organic social order and its imposing occupiers left to prop up the liberatory endeavor any longer 

as a primary and concrete point of reference. Ultimately this new dispensation appears to have its 

coordinates locked firmly in a futurist direction rather than yearning for the harmony of small-

scale human societies. Instead of fearing the older dystopias of oppressive factories or alienated 

labor and cultural production, the cardinal sin becomes provincialism. Liberation, in this newer 

and inward sense, appears as a kind of reflective spiritual exercise whereby we liberate our 

subjectivity from the ways it has been stifled by various disavowals and prematurely closed 

avenues, with the assurance that the resulting openness will be our primary path to curing 

external injustices.  

The resulting discourse of education has the character of an ever more compressed and 

circular movement. On one end, the simply given matters of personal biography under our feet 

are to be swept upward into contention and reconstruction, for the possibility of any positively 

formulated or norm-driven conception of personhood made in reference to the given—e.g. a 

suggestion of concrete and asymmetrical duties that attach to various natural cycles of 

parenthood and death as one occupies differing stations in life—is on the whole unthinkable; and 

the highest ideals are also truncated from view, for transcendence becomes merely an imperative 

to forward motion in the perpetual re-creation of passing from a prior self to a more expansive 

one, or in the awakening of neglected inner voices rather than straining to heed an outer call. 
																																																								

2. Freire, Paulo. Pedagogy of the oppressed, (New York: Continuum, 1993). 
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The unity of this dissertation requires that the critical characterization of liberation be 

heard in opposition to the recuperation of encumbrance with which I opened. The tension 

between these terms will guide the course of reading across a strategically selected set of 

theorists, following up to the point at which their projects each, in turn, inevitably foreclose the 

recognition or articulation of key aspects of encumbered personhood, whether by passing over 

the unique priority of cycles of birth and death or by ignoring the constitutive nature of our 

largely unchosen, irreducibly asymmetrical commitments to particular others. These missing 

facets of encumbrance are to be identified successively at the points of their theoretical elision 

and then finally gathered up and granted concreteness in my concluding personal reflections. An 

opposition between the public and the private is therefore irreducibly at play—or more precisely, 

a question of the relationship between a student’s private spheres of life and the very different 

times or spaces that constitute the public project of education. While I proceed by setting out 

from the public theoretical debate in order to end at the private matters that it evades, the initial 

path of a student is roughly the reverse, and a common error to which my attention will be turned 

is the tendency to treat the private sphere either as inert background material from which to elicit 

growth or, worse, as essentially a set of barriers to the student’s open-ended potential. 

What I have provided thus far is a preemptively loaded sketch of trends to be given 

greater substantiality much later in debate with Pinar, whom I have elected as a synecdoche for 

the inwardly driven aspirations of the broader field. Above all, his work most candidly distills 

the spiritually tinted sentiments that I have attempted to tease out above, which are somewhat 

paradoxically the sentiments born from secularity as it increasingly takes on the form of its 

rejected opposite.3 This particular facet of spiritualization is a key aspect of my investigations, 

																																																								
3. See the Charles Taylor’s recent work on the spiritual impulses of secularism, especially: 

Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Boston: Harvard University Press, 2007). 
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for the problem at which I aim is not merely that an inward turn has occurred; for that point and 

its debate, one can already turn to a number of sources, from Philip Rieff (whom Pinar 

acknowledges) to something more grounded in discernable policies like the recent debate over a 

“therapeutic turn” in British education, where the dispute is over the appropriateness of 

pedagogy aimed at emotional characteristics like self-esteem.4 Instead, I am concerned with the 

distinctly emancipatory sense of liberation as something that carries a strong sense of ethical and 

even spiritual urgency. This inward yet urgently moralized turn does not appear to be a 

contingent historical oddity, but is rather the response to the genuine dilemma posed by 

increasing dominance of technical and managerial reason over education, against which some 

kind of renewed spiritualization of the pedagogical mission is nearly unavoidable. The proximate 

enemy may have been Taylorism in Dewey’s time and a newer face of technocracy and 

instrumentalism of teaching in our time, but a response to technical reductionism animates a 

spiritual or ethically elevated restoration of the educative enterprise in each case. I recognize the 

danger identified in technological reduction, and have the greatest sympathy with attempts to 

revive something of greater fullness in response to it. I merely cannot accept its increasingly 

apparent destination in a turn towards inward liberation driven by enthusiasm for unmasking or 

loosening the order of the person.  

A defensive differentiation is necessary at this juncture: my intention here is not to repeat 

the line of critique popularized in Allan Bloom’s well-known diatribe.5 There is more to be said 

for a few of his diagnoses than one might be brave enough to admit in polite academic circles, 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
 
4. For the “therapeutic turn” in the British policy debate, see: Hyland, Terry. “Mindfulness and 

the Therapeutic Function of Education.” Journal of the Philosophy of Education Society of Great Britain 
43, no. 1 (2009): 119-131. Also see the discussion in: Avi Mintz, “Has Therapy Intruded into 
Education?,” Journal of the Philosophy of Education Society of Great Britain 43:4 (2009): 633-647. 

 
5 Allan Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1988). 



	 6	

and it should not be missed that even Pinar, as we will see later, often quotes some of the cultural 

critics of modern narcissism that are not altogether distant neighbors to much that is found in 

portions of Bloom’s text. However, the vision Bloom gives us of an ideal and virulent learning 

community is an oddly aristocratic congregation of great learners lugging around greater texts, 

and the reactions to his work have not unjustly recoiled from joining that assembly. Yet not 

every attempt to reanimate higher aspirations in learning adopts that particular form of elitism. 

The edge along which my project is in necessary tension with his views can be discerned in the 

preference I will repeatedly give to smallness rather than greatness, or communion of the 

ordinary rather than lively academic pugilism for the few. According to my etiology of our 

inwardly constricted pedagogy, the avoidance of higher claims in education is first rooted in a 

denial of the distinct character, ethical weight, and resonance of the smallest private 

commitments and fixed starting points with which students arrive. There is no need to first stir 

blank, inert souls into life by hitting them with the heft of a classical curriculum; the mistake is 

to consider them inert in the first place, when the seeds of profound ethical and spiritual thought 

are already given in the private personal coordinates that Bloom instinctively disparages (as do 

his detractors in my estimation, the theorists of liberation). Yet while it is uncontroversial to call 

attention to Bloom’s arrogance, I also dispute in turn that the ostensibly opposed ethics of 

privileging perpetual liberation and personal disinvestment is any closer to a truly democratic 

ideal we can universalize, instead of remaining a favored activity of highly particular social 

strata.  

In that which follows, I will introduce several of the conceptual themes and oppositions 

that guide the focused examinations of my primary chapters, so that these elements can be 

spotted as they weave through the later discussions. In short, my account connects several phases 
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and problems within the project of transcendence or self-transcendence: the growing imperative 

to disrupt the inner alienation of the person perceived in their given or fixed commitments; the 

false neutrality of pretending to be merely a facilitator when educationally framing questions of 

origin or autobiography; the inescapable ethical importance of our private commitments to others 

that positively constrain and inform the bounds of our exploration; and the limitations or even 

impositions of the secular frame. 

Mirrors and Personhood 

 Many of the targets of the depiction I have given thus far would undoubtedly quibble 

with the terms chosen, because their conscious intention is to reach a form of social awareness 

beyond the person, not merely an interior liberation; however, the path between the self and the 

other still takes the form I described, beginning from the ethically charged task of personal 

unmasking or disruption with an implicit analogy between inner and outer walls of oppression. 

This is a therapeutic account of the ego as a misrepresentation that projects a fantasy of 

wholeness and thereby dislocates or conceals that which must be the truer, less domesticated 

striving of our body and history—for disintegrated truth is, by way of a preference of our era, 

instinctively assumed to more closely accord with reality than integrated truth. Subsequently, this 

mirroring itself, as a symbolic and imaginary mediation of our identities deposited largely in 

advance by our situated context, will come to be regarded with the deepest suspicion, as its unity 

is surely the artificial product of forces of power and constraint. It was Lacan who penned the 

original articulation of the mirror as a fundamental stage of development for the psyche in his 

1949 essay (cited by many, and often by Pinar, as we shall see later), so I must return to this 
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source for a moment and allow it to reveal that the foundational scene of the mirror contains two 

divergent movements or impulses with two very different possible ethical interpretations.6 

 Perhaps the most striking aspect of Lacan’s description of the mirror stage is that its 

central analogy now seems so obvious as to be trite, or perhaps entirely superfluous. The notion 

that the ego is a kind of artificially reflected point atop the underlying complexity of a human 

being was already prefigured in Freud, with or without Lacan’s addition. And the need for a 

diverse, disjointed experience to be synthesized via a middle term of the self extends much 

further back, even to Kant’s unity of apperception (where the inner “I” is not a thing of substance 

so much as a logical presupposition demanded by, and driving, the synthesis of experiences),7 

now preserved in any simple cognitive philosophy of mind that attributes to humans their unique 

capacity of consciousness by virtue of a purely mental self-relation of I-to-I bolted atop the other, 

non-reflective cognitive activities which are shared with many animals. But Lacan’s insight is 

not merely that the human being uniquely relates to itself via a kind of external fixed point, 

whether social, schematic, or purely intellectual in nature. He insists, rather, that the human 

being’s uniqueness in nature does not so much stem from a self-reflective, cognitive 

advancement over other natural beings as it does from a marked regression of wholeness: we are 

born prematurely, characterized by a level of dependence outstripping all other mammals, and 

therefore cannot even coordinate the most basic coherence of motor skill without some external 

bootstrap. Our nervous, libidinal, and perceptive system is so chaotically complex, and yet 

prematurely thrown into the world with an insufficient instinctual blueprint to guide it, that it 

requires an externalized image as the unifying form holding us together.  

																																																								
6. Jacques Lacan, Ecrits: A Selection, trans. A. Sheridan (London: Tavistock, 1977), 1-8. 
 
7. Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. Paul Guyer, Allen Wood (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
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  This detour through Lacan is particularly instructive in that it makes manifest the two 

opposed movements that are perpetually at war within the walls of the ego or self-image. On the 

one hand, the imaginary ego creates a necessary liberation from the assemblage of partial, 

uncoordinated drives that mark the helplessness of infancy. But at the same time, its external and 

fixed character makes it a target of another ragingly destructive drive towards dismemberment 

and violence, whether real or purely an imaginary enactment. Which of these alternative forces 

to prefer or to privilege does not belong to purely rational deliberation, for any ethics of the 

human being must first decide where the human subject is actually to be found. The person may 

be the thick, determined unity in front of us, in all its connected tendons (some social, stretching 

beyond the single person) that give form to its body of meaning—in which case encouragements 

of the destructive impulse could be acts of violence against what is, in the case of education, 

always a more vulnerable party than the teacher. Alternatively, the person may be the subject of 

freedom somewhere behind the play of masks, in which case one may consider it to be of the 

highest ethical import to help chase and liberate that spark through each frame in which it might 

be captured.  

 Here the educational stakes must be raised by reminding ourselves of the wider breadth 

that this mirror analogy covers. As Lacan suggests in even this earliest analysis, our mirrored self 

ultimately bridges the purely “imaginary” (in the sense of an image, not necessarily as the 

antithesis to reality) ego to a social order just as much as it relates us to the physical 

environment. In these interpersonal manifestations, the ego constructed to navigate the external 

world is assembled and produced by the more analogical reflective surface of the faces and 

reflected desires of those close to us and the many symbols of our cultural identity, all composed 

into intelligibility by various founding narratives. It bears noting that these further developments 
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of the fixed ego are not of the mirror “stage” in the strictest chronological definition, and in 

Lacan’s later elaborations belong to other orders of the human subject beyond the image, yet the 

logic is continuous. In light of this symbolic play of cultural signs, the threat of disunity is no 

longer simply a matter of the body’s dispersed limbs and drives; instead the inherent slippage of 

language, well recognized by other post-structuralist authors, reenacts the prior tension between 

the image and the disunity of the body, yet now as a unity articulated within signs rather than 

images, so that the titles and categories through which we further project our stable self similarly 

produce the very ability to speak in the position of a subject while remaining the target of a 

possible violent overthrow.  

 This operation, at either level, is not merely secondary for Lacan, as something that 

happens under particular conditions, but is constitutive of human subjectivity. And if the 

mirroring mechanism is indeed mediated in a broader sense by the person’s family, history, and 

other ties or connections, taking sides on how to respond to the fixed image’s internal battle 

requires a leap that is decidedly about ethical ends rather than purely belonging to practical or 

deliberative reason. Yet the danger is that the common educational frame I described above as 

liberation can neither recognize its own ethical choice nor accept its fundamental position of 

power. The educator cannot always be a mere spectator in this scene, by virtue of being a kind of 

authority figure; and the most dangerous forms of authority can be those pretending to remain a 

facilitator with no impact upon what transpires, as if their presence can be merely procedural and 

neutral. 

The indulgence of a fictional illustration will help to point towards the problem I am here 

suggesting. In an episode of the now aging science fiction series Star Trek: The Next Generation, 

the ship’s captain, Picard, is asked to transport and protect an alien woman who will be given in 
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marriage to a leader whom she has not yet met as part of a critical diplomatic pact between 

warring factions.8 An arranged marriage provides a particularly interesting backdrop, as a topic 

towards which the recent Western world is particularly queasy; one can scarcely forget how 

consistently Disney has employed it as a shorthand for conflict between a family’s confining 

expectations and a young woman’s internal compass or heart, even though in one form or 

another it was a remarkably universal feature of human kinship and culture prior to a relatively 

recent set of developments driven by the West. Given, then, the close identification in this 

television series between Picard and the ideals of the Enlightenment, one can rightly guess that 

he is rather troubled by the scenario. But the situation naturally contains a further twist, and this 

is where the thought experiments enabled by science fiction can aim us closer to a very real 

dilemma. 

 The betrothed woman, it turns out, is of a particularly rare type in her species, a 

“metamorph.” These individuals live to be imprinted upon by a single mate, at which point she 

will take on personality traits drawn to the projected desires of the person to whom she 

ultimately binds—and this does not merely come about as a mask or externalized act, but as her 

actual and only being or essence, hence her uniquely sought after status and irreplaceable “gift” 

to mend the warring factions in peace. Picard finds this somewhat preposterous: “Frankly it’s 

difficult for me, for many of us, to easily accept that a sentient being can live only to be what 

someone wants them to be . . . What about your wishes, your needs?” “They are fulfilled by what 

I give to others,” she responds confidently. Two contested domains already inhabit even that 

small exchange in a way that will scarcely escape any critical eye: gender and cultural 

imperialism or colonialism. The former is perhaps the more evident, and were there to be no 
																																																								

8. Star Trek: The Next Generation, Ep. 221, “The Perfect Mate,” directed by Cliff Bole, 
screenplay by Gary Percante, aired April, 1992, accessed April, 2017 at 
https://www.netflix.com/title/70158329. 
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further developments in the narrative beyond this point, it might appear that her character is 

merely another familiar archetype of a perfectly giving woman, here presented in a new yet 

undeniably old fictional trapping. On that axis alone, the conflict presented between Picard’s 

refusal to accept anything less than a “modern,” autonomous individual and her apparently 

complete submission to the premises of arranged marriage would be left with too much of a 

unbridgeable chasm to be useful or thought provoking. Yet I wish to draw even more attention to 

the angle of cultural distance or arrogance animating his incredulous attitude towards her, for one 

can just as easily read this scene as providing a heightened caricature of a Western power being 

unable to accept anything outside its own totalizing matrix of individualism as more than a 

pathology. 

Here is where I see today’s educator playing out in Picard, and in a way that I’ve not 

been able to dislodge for years when considering these topics. He goes on to gradually mentor 

her along the trip, deeply concerned for her autonomy, and ultimately finds that she responds to 

his questions and begins to assert some fledgling sense of herself as something more than the 

expectations with which she was entrusted. In the final act, just before the moment in which she 

is to be presented to her new husband, she reveals that she was in fact already imprinted by 

Picard’s agency during their time of proximity, which could now never be changed—as a 

metamorph imprints exactly once, and her personality congeals into a permanent testament to 

that other person’s projection. Yet rather than creating a diplomatic crisis by choosing to follow 

the new sense of autonomy he successfully instilled in her and refusing to be a mere gift in the 

peace negotiation, she chooses just the opposite in a kind of secondary twist: his sense of higher 

moral duty, it turns out, is one aspect that he imprinted upon her in such a way that now, while 

fully aware that she can never bond to or be deeply happy with the man she is to marry and live 
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with permanently, she will nonetheless “freely” consent to give her life over to this prior 

arrangement out of a commitment to effecting the peace her people so desperately need.   

Much ambiguity persists in this outcome, yet it is complicated even further by the prior, 

seemingly throwaway line in their interaction that is perhaps the key to episode: “I am 

independent, forceful, brilliant, and adventurous—exactly as you would have me be, Captain.” 

The lingering difficulty is to determine what exactly Picard’s intentionally pedagogic friendship 

accomplished; not merely because she ultimately assented to the same outcome, albeit under a 

wildly different belief system, but also because the question is now raised whether the universal 

attributes of independence and self-determination that he felt necessary to show to her might in 

fact be just another case of imprinting, or of her adopting a framing that best fulfills his fantasy 

of finding the enlightened individual locked away within her limited cultural frame. She certainly 

reconfigured her story, and reframed her assent to her personal destiny in terms of a consciously 

willed decision to fulfill a higher duty—yet she did all of this merely for him, building 

everything on that basis in a kind of performance, acting out the only model of agency his desire 

would find legitimate.  

 The echoes of cultural imperialism press upon us. Can we deny that a globally mobilized 

economic power can easily impose upon weaker countries, by way of a power imbalance that 

makes it hardly a fair trade of recognition, a framing that insists we will find inside each 

traditional or backwards third-world person a hidden Western consumer longing for choices and 

self-actualization? Zizek offers a parallel observation of forced or false choices in the case of 

electing to wear a Muslim veil: 

This deadlock also illustrates the problems with the standard liberal attitude toward 
Muslim women who wear veils: They can do it if it is their free choice and not an 
option imposed on them by their husbands or family. However, the moment women 
wear a veil as the result of their free choice (say, in order to realize their own 
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spirituality), the meaning of wearing a veil changes completely. For liberals, it is no 
longer a sign of their belonging to the Muslim community, but an expression of their 
idiosyncratic individuality. The difference is the same as the one between a Chinese 
farmer eating Chinese food because his village has done so from time immemorial 
and a citizen of a Western megalopolis deciding to go and have dinner at a local 
Chinese restaurant.9 

 
For a person in a position of substantial institutional power—and this certainly includes 

the teacher in the classroom, powerless though the profession may often seem—the frame by 

which one may address an impressionable or less powerful group of persons can shift the very 

terms upon which those persons construct their self identity. Form is content, and no mode of 

self-construction is a morally neutral or purely procedural exercise.  

In the college classroom, I will attest to having frequently seen students performatively 

adopting the acceptable tone of the faculty member’s desired framing as they recount their own 

stories. They may soften the edges of their distinct commitments, reconstructing their story in 

such a way that the same events may be preserved, but like the woman choosing the veil, their 

choices and belief systems have now been compulsively reframed to fit a style of presentation 

that entirely changes and subordinates their meaning—all while the authority in the room is 

intended as a neutral facilitator. Complimentary to my prior accusation of a fear of 

provincialism, I must note that the mode of narrative transformation and general tone of these 

classroom cases often strikes me as an almost exact parallel to the manner in which students 

arriving from somewhat less than impressive (particularly Southern) states and towns would 

reconfigure their story when explaining themselves to other students in Boston, where I 

completed my prior graduate work. 

The paradox of any position of power which can elicit a narrative or a story from another 

person is therefore twofold. The first danger is that the “free” choice and empowered agent the 

																																																								
9 Zizek, Slavoj. The Parallax View. Cambridge: MIT press, 2006, 331. Emphasis mine. 
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educator attempts to unearth beneath the initial, naive ego that arrives in the classroom on day 

one is really itself something equally a product of artifice, as just yet another effect of mirroring, 

if this time adopting the voice and mode best suited to a particularly well-intentioned, yet 

structurally privileged authority figure in the classroom. It remains unclear whether the 

ostensibly neutral pedagogical practice of asking the student to reflect on his or her position and 

past within a guiding model of arbitrariness—according to which biographical events and 

identities are one instance amongst many demographically different yet otherwise alike personal 

expressions or stories available in the room—can produce anything other than a rather uniform 

kind of student or subject, one that accounts for and apologizes for itself only in the acceptable 

way, maintaining the required self-negating distance so that none of his or her views can actually 

challenge the unspoken order framing narrative and identity in an atomized and relativized 

manner. Much like the ambiguous change brought about by Picard, the educator may be left with 

a free conscience upon observing that the student returned to a pre-existing set of beliefs with 

just a little more agency and voice; yet the truth of the matter can be that the student’s relation to 

those beliefs and commitments has been transformed into something entirely different, as an 

expression of individuality or even apology for their peculiar inheritance rather than the prior 

belonging and fidelity which they lacked resources or vocabulary to articulate in the classroom 

setting.  

 If the only danger were that this game of mirrors can make every instructor another 

source of power effects, Foucault and other familiar theorists could already well accommodate 

that insight. But the second danger is more fundamental, and regards the pre-rational ethical 

frame to which I alluded earlier in the context of Lacan, in which we must pick either the 

constructive or the destructive mode of the ego in the mirror phase: we must decide whether the 
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person (or the student) is actually the thickly determined person in front of us, or whether the 

person is instead found in that vanishing subject always receding beyond any particular 

identification or ego, at it most free when it is reconfiguring itself. If one privileges the former, 

the danger of acting as a new authority figure is that one could be enacting violence by 

undermining and severing the symbolic sinews of connections and commitments that bind this 

person’s wholeness. If one privileges the latter, then to facilitate untying or dislodging 

commitments in some form, like Picard denying the very premise of an arranged marriage, 

would in fact be ethically demanded in order to help free the true subject that must be reasserted 

continually via self-deconstruction and reconstruction.  

 This decision is almost pre-rational insofar as it means first choosing the fixed point upon 

which articulated ethical systems will act, and which they can only presuppose. It goes without 

saying that our present era has increasingly decided upon the latter, in the ideal of the continually 

receding subject whose very nature of being is self-invention and choice, always waiting just 

over the next horizon, so that any fixed mask found upon it is by definition not the subject itself. 

Given that this vanishing thing cannot ever be found and certainly does not belong to any natural 

order available to scientific disciplines, the belief in its existence is a strictly metaphysical claim, 

however much of a “natural attitude” (in Husserl’s sense) it has become to today’s mind; here the 

secular assertion of its neutrality may be a ruse. And it is particularly concerning how well this 

subject conforms to the needs of highly liquid economy. Given how many careers, homes, and 

relationships a student is likely to pass through in today’s fragmented and mobile economic 

space, could not the obligatory belief in a fundamentally reinventing self be little more than the 

final victory of the economic engine of perpetual “creative destruction,” now applied to interior 
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of the human being?10 Is independence or perpetual self-creation the sole foundational moral 

meaning of persons, or does it more appropriately belong only to certain economic spheres of life 

while remaining foreign, or even parasitic, upon other robust modes of life that it silently 

presupposes? 

 These historical and economic questions bring forward the theme of exercising prudence 

towards the holistic situation of the developing person and the surrounding culture. If 

fragmentation is increasingly dominant in the economic order of our lives, many standard ways 

of framing the educational mission which may have functioned as a perfectly healthy antidote 

against the backdrop of a monolithic and static set of cultural expectations could now be pushing 

against the wrong side of the pendulum. Or, if we are not truly colonized from above by another 

culture in the West today but are instead being colonized from below by the liquid refashioning 

of the market’s demands, a framework for liberation which dates back to the fear of hegemonic 

values could be tragically counterproductive, or may only serve to give academic justification to 

the continual disruption from below. To diagnose our era well enough to ascertain the route 

forward with certainty stretches far beyond the bounds of the present work, but a recognition of 

the need for situated prudence is to be preserved in the discussions of self that follow. History is 

one matter, yet at the level of the individual student’s journey an analogous danger awaits us if 

we take that which is life-affirming and healthy for one phase of development and flatten it out 

into a comprehensive educational ideology. Habits, as will be discussed in the context of 

Aristotle, constitute a recognition that much of our early learning proceeds by first comporting to 

right action by tacitly grasped examples and only much later, in dependence upon the matured 

disposition made possible by these habits, reaching such a state as to retroactively grasp the 
																																																								

10. See David Harvey on creative destruction, in: David Harvey, “Neoliberalism as Creative 
Destruction,” The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science vol. 610 (2007): 22-
44. 
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underlying principles and justifications for that behavior. To a similar end, Garrison, whose work 

I will treat later in the context of Dewey, encourages the potentially disheartened teacher with a 

reminder that the fruits of many educational labors may only show themselves much later in 

development.11 Unique strategies, then, are surely needed at different phases of progression. 

 In like manner, many of the deposits of early family and community life may lie dormant 

until the student is tasked with the same difficult conjunction of burdens as a parent in his or her 

own right. This is an intimation I have settled into while in the course of my own 

autobiographical reflection found at the culmination of this work; and if it is true generally, then 

there are even deeper ethical complications when expecting students to skeptically step behind 

every inherited moral disposition before attaining to the age of practical engagement from which 

these ideals can be rightly assessed. Despite our allergy to the antiquated restrictiveness of any 

pedagogy that aims at preparation for the domestic sphere of daily commitments and sacrifices, a 

thick conception of human life must at least recognize that it is a common destination, and if we 

cannot or should not teach towards its specific form, we must at least let the implicit teaching 

that is already well underway outside the classroom be given respect and space to plant its own 

seeds undisturbed. 

 
PRELIMINARY OVERVIEW 

 To better hint at my destination, the former vision of the person and human subject—the 

one that is thick with commitments, not in a merely secondary sense of accidents or purely 

arbitrary autobiographical events, but as our primary substance—is undeniably one with a much 

longer and broader history. While today’s metaphysical desire for the vanishing subject of 

radical reinvention would appear to require rather specific and rare cultural and economic 
																																																								

11. Jim Garrison, Dewey and Eros: Wisdom and Desire in the Art of Teaching (New York: 
Teachers College Press, 1997).  
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conditions to have emerged, nearly every anthropological corner has long been familiar with 

figures of its precise opposite, if only in the attendance to death or the irreducible phenomenon 

of ghosts. I choose this word carefully, but must caution that it is not the ghost we imagine today 

in phrases like the “ghost in the machine,” all of which belong to the strict Modern separation 

between body and soul. On the contrary, the presence of ghost stories may be a fundamental 

human phenomenon on an order akin to the image of one’s own body in dreams, in that they 

arise spontaneously in human imagination across many domains and places. What they tend to 

represent is neither a bodily wholeness nor a rebellion against it; they are most typically the 

enduring phantoms of a symbolic debt that persists beyond the death of the person, because we 

recognize that this thick constellation of human meaning—the deceased’s close and named 

relations to others, debts and demands, even unfulfilled promises on their behalf or on ours—is 

more real and permanent than even the physical body, as its principle of meaning that we almost 

naturally believe will survive it.12 We may think ourselves to be less superstitious today, yet we 

analogously chase after a vanishing subject within the machine, or some kind of choosing and 

self-generating spark behind all that is visible about the individual; and it’s not clear if that 

modified, vanishing ghost of modern subjectivity is even slightly less metaphysical than the once 

robust phenomenon of ghosts haunting us with each person’s symbolic permanence in the 

irrefusable debts of their life’s gifts or commitments. Derrida’s meditations upon death will later 

allow this dimension to be explored and then gathered in my conclusions. 

 In order to make a case for the unitive, encumbered, and integrated person as the better 

and more ethical goal for education, I will take a three part journey that begins with positive 

constructions and ends in a somewhat polemical but necessary battle with autobiography as 

																																																								
12. Jean M. Langford, “Gifts Intercepted: Biopolitics and Spirit Debt,” Cultural Anthropology 

vol. 24 issue 4 (2009): 681-711. 
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represented by Pinar. The goal is to arrive at a conception of fidelity that pushes back against our 

current interpretation of “be true to thine self,” restoring to it the deeper commitment that one 

“become thyself by being true to others.” Since the latter phrase is infinitely clumsier and less 

poetic as a slogan, the goal is more rightly stated as illustrating that the former goal has always 

meant nothing more or less than the latter. A key intention throughout this work will be to 

reinflate the bounds of the educational enterprise in order to combat the narrowness I have 

described, primarily by giving significant weight and dignity to the “low” matters of private 

commitments and morally-guided habits yet also by showing that keeping a reverence towards 

these particularities is the only path to the “high” goals of education in which we would guide 

the student to something transcendent or universal. 

 I will begin in Chapter 1 by revisiting Plato and Aristotle to remind us that the two 

opposite poles for the student I identified above—the ascendance to a higher perspective and the 

small-scaled tempering of habits and attachments—have always stood at the center of 

educational discourse, and were not necessarily opposed. I then make the case that Dewey carries 

forward into our era these key trajectories of Aristotle’s work, by insisting that an education 

which is attuned to habits is fundamental to the unitive and formative production of the person. 

Inherently social and normative, and yet belonging to a progression of self-mastery and 

integration with respect to both the body and our thickly situated social being, habits rightly 

conceived (and protected against the contemporary attenuation of habits as atomized behavioral 

measurements) represent the first positive domain of formation that education can inhabit. They 

are also closely connected with the parallel importance of beauty, as a kind of enjoyed rather 

than imposed unity of idea and form, body and mind, that motivates by inducting the student into 

something higher and mysterious or compelling in its wholeness. At the close of the chapter, I 
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register my disappointment with Dewey’s ultimate refashioning of the goal of this process as an 

aesthetic project premised too closely upon metaphors of growth, and I contend that this mode of 

transcendence is once again a kind of inadequate spiritualization that conceals as much as it 

reveals. 

 In Chapter 2, I look at the most critical part of any “inward” turn: the priority and 

ownership of personal narrative. Here I work to tilt the conversation away from self-fidelity and 

towards outward fidelity to the irreducible web of relations deeply implicated within each of us. 

To this end, I examine a partially posthumous debate between Derrida and Gadamer that puts a 

fine point on our present questions of narrative or ownership of an individual story. As modeled 

by Derrida’s late response to his deceased acquaintance and his compelling depiction of the 

constellation of the absent other when death seals their away their ability to speak, I intend to 

shift our conversational balance away merely "empathizing" and regarding individual stories as 

sovereign, so that we can recognize instead how the whole shape of any personal account is 

already inhabited by far more than the speaking person’s agency. In this sense, it is not the 

private sovereignty of the ownership of meaning or of the individual voice that should determine 

the place of personal accounts, for it requires a broader respect for each person’s story as an 

external act of fidelity involving others now silent or absent—which cashes out very differently 

in practice. This insistence on the public nature of our narrative is not, as will be seen in my 

conclusions, an attempt to open the private sphere of influence to the kinds of public or critical 

logic which are often alien to it, but is instead predicated upon a commitment to its depth of 

importance, which self-possession and sovereignty over our biographical content actually 

functions to limit by trapping the most important ethical revelations of our life within a story of 

the self. 
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 In Chapter 3, I finally engage with Pinar on these grounds, and attempt to distill the 

distinct ethical and even quasi-spiritual impulses that drive his turn to autobiography. I then 

approach my conclusion by way of offering my own form of autobiographical reflections in 

Chapter 4, which strive to concretely illustrate the very different modes of reflection and 

faithfulness that I suggest are constitutive of our encumbered humanity. 
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1.	BEAUTY	AND	HABITUATION	IN	DEWEY	

 Dewey’s version of pragmatism is the destination of this chapter, but my goal is to 

illustrate that what is evidently novel in such a major tributary to our present ways of conceiving 

the project of education is yet significantly framed by the axis that I will pull forward from Plato 

and Aristotle, with particular emphasis on restoring the contributions of the latter. Yet any call 

for a retrieval of Aristotle in the setting of education will run almost immediately into an 

understandable accusation of redundancy: in what way can such a retrieval possibly be needed 

when there have been such frequent allusions to terms like phronesis in recent social sciences 

and, indeed, in educational theory? Nor will this incredulity be easily assuaged by the 

accompanying claim that there is yet something worth debating in Dewey’s work. But while the 

ground covered by these figures is familiar enough and common to many theoretical discussions 

in education, I insist that beyond the usual talk of phronesis and practical or embedded 

knowledge there is a more significant yet often overlooked thread that makes Aristotle a 

fundamental source for Dewey and an indispensable component of any attempt to restore the 

relationship between the high and the low of education in the manner that I have suggested. 

In order to make sense of this call for a retrieval and to begin to chart the subsequent 

course through our three authors, allow me to briefly introduce three guiding assertions that are 

necessary for taking Greek philosophy of education seriously on its own terms. First, 

epistemology (under this term I include learning, as deliberate or applied epistemology) and 

ethics cannot be strictly separated, and even the caricature of Plato which would make him 

reduce all ethical questions to merely theoretical knowledge completely misses the manner in 
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which learning is itself first guided or pulled by a profound moral reorientation. Second, 

education is the middle term through which these two sides of epistemology and ethics are 

joined, for education above all indicates effecting or assisting a transition in the student which 

can only be understood as an ethical maturation, and not merely as an intellectual attainment 

which secondarily may produce ethical decisions. Third, the domain within which this change 

takes place is not the disembodied intellect; it includes the shaping of desires and adjustment of 

appetites implied by any passage from child to adult, from waywardness to disciplined attention, 

from caprice to reflective self-control, or even from self-interest to civic responsibility.   

	
Plato	on	Beauty	

Before examining Aristotle’s formulation of habits, I must detour through Plato to grasp 

this background of richly intertwined moral and intellectual education, and in order to put to rest 

any simplified opposition between Plato and Aristotle according to which we would think of the 

latter primarily as a naturalization of the former’s purely metaphysical ideals. A reasonable place 

to begin is with one of his descriptive myths—a pedagogical tool so often put into the mouth of 

Socrates at key moments in the dialogues that one could scarcely accuse Plato of mere 

intellectualism.13  

None of the possible examples so effectively asserts the interrelations between 

knowledge, recollection, and beauty as the story of the charioteer in the Phaedrus.14 Its general 

outline presents familiar elements: our souls once participated in a divine order in close company 

with the gods and with all things good and eternal, until we at one point fell to earth, imprisoned 
																																																								

13. Expelling the poets in The Republic should be therefore read not as an indictment of art so 
much as a recognition of its pedagogic power, hence Plato’s concerns where he perceives it to have been 
put into the service of false ideals. 

 
14. Plato, Phaedrus, in Complete Works, eds. John M. Cooper and D. S. Hutchinson 

(Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Co., 1997).   
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in a conflicted existence with little memory of the heights we once gazed upon. Up to this point, 

the most “Platonist” reading of Plato might think this poetic account to be of little use in the 

educational realm, for we deal with distinct human faculties rather than some purely 

disembodied notion of soul; yet the critical part of the myth is Socrates’s functionally articulated 

depiction of the hybrid composition of each soul, which comes not merely as a condition of our 

material entrapment but is already at play in that initial scene of our former existence. This soul 

is an unstable amalgam of three parts, with a charioteer and two divergent horses; and our human 

predicament is thereby particularly strained due to the lack of their coordination. The one on the 

right side is noble, and capable of being commanded; while the one on the left is not only ugly 

and deformed but also deaf, and therefore generally incapable of obeying our commands, always 

remaining susceptible to desire and indecency. How, then, do we move beyond this conflicted 

state in which we are not able to steer ourselves? 

 As in many other dialogues, everything depends upon our dim recollection of the eternal 

and perfect things amongst which we once dwelled prior to this existence. Yet this by no means 

implies an inwardly turned eye closing out this world to recall another one, nor is our ladder 

leading back to essential things constructed of rational disinterest. In fact, we cannot recollect at 

all without first seeing an echo here, and of all the eternal forms we once witnessed—wisdom, 

justice, true knowledge of all types—it is only beauty that can be readily seen in this world:  

Justice and self-control do not shine out through their images down here, and neither 
do the other objects of the soul’s admiration; the senses are so murky that only a few 
people are able to make out, with difficulty, the original of the likenesses they 
encounter here. But beauty was radiant to see at that time when the souls, along with 
the glorious chorus . . . saw that blessed and spectacular vision and were ushered into 
the mystery that we may rightly call the most blessed of all.15  
 

																																																								
15. Plato, Phaedrus, 250b-c. 
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The framing topic of the Phaedrus is the relation between the lover and the beloved, in 

answer to which this language poetically outlines the spiritualization of desire as beauty pulls it 

upward into contemplation of the eternal—much like Socrates’s lengthy interjection on love in 

the Symposium (though here, in contrast to Diotima’s elevated speech, the dialectic of beauty and 

transcendence is more focused upon the face of a highly particular beloved to which one is 

devoted). Beauty shows a resonance of the eternal and grants a pathway back towards it, and the 

face of another person is one prominent manifestation. Yet the myth also grants to beauty a 

mediating role in our personal constitution as the medium by which we gain the possibility of 

bringing order to our errant inclinations. “When the charioteer sees that face [of the beloved], his 

memory is carried back to the real nature of Beauty, and he sees it again where it stands on the 

sacred pedestal next to Self-control.”16 The charioteer is able to steer the disobedient horse into 

line and solve the problem of internal strife by virtue of the recollection of beauty and its 

proximity to the ideals of justice and self-control.  

 Pausing for a moment to place this account alongside the very different terrain of the 

Mirror Phase and its contemporary framing of the wholeness of the person, beauty for Plato 

functions somewhat analogously to the whole image in the mirror insofar as it brings unity and 

control to what would otherwise be an uncoordinated soul in an unresolvable conflict with its 

own varying impulses. The comparison ends there, and the kind of unity at stake cannot be easily 

translated into the terms of Lacan or any other recent theorist, yet there is a common recognition 

here that the human being enters the world in such a state of dependency or disunity that some 

initial image of form and unity must arrive via an external fixation before it can go on to develop 

internally. And the poetic language of this dialogue throughout the depictions of the lover and 

beloved leaves an undeniable impression that the first sight of beauty breaks into our vision as an 
																																																								

16. Plato, Phaedrus, 254b. 
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object of intensely particular fixation, so that it is a desperate longing for a distinct other, rather 

than disinterested appreciation, that causes us to again feel the growth of our former wings 

yearning to emerge from the back in a pain Socrates compares to the gums cutting new teeth.  

Plato’s lofty educational vision, then, is certainly not restricted to a cognitive journey. 

The parts of the soul that are not strictly rational, our passions and desire, have their distinct roles 

to play; first by their receptivity to beauty within the particular, they allow us to be drawn 

forward into a deepened sort of longing, for beauty functions as the only temporal and visible 

face of the eternal. Second, by implication, the formative power to control and direct the student 

into well-ordered personhood depends upon the proper cultivation of desire by virtue of that 

upward pull. It must encompass an entire project of turning the soul and body together, in 

congruity with statements in the Republic:  

Education isn’t what some people declare it to be, namely, putting knowledge into 
souls that lack it, like putting sight into blind eyes . . . But our present discussion, on 
the other hand shows that the power to learn is present in everyone’s soul and that the 
instrument with which each learns is like an eye that cannot be turned around from 
darkness to light without turning the whole body.17  

 
 

An Aristotelian Dewey 

So long as we do not completely lose sight of the fuller picture of Plato’s unification of 

learning and our human passions via the bridge of beauty, Aristotle’s project may rightly be 

understood as a grounding of the trajectory outlined above, issuing from a commitment to more 

concretely describe the means by which this self-mastery and unification of our rational and 

animal natures comes about. One of Aristotle’s decisive maneuvers in the Nicomachean Ethics is 

to recast Plato’s division of the soul by offering a very different middle term between these 

																																																								
17. Plato, The Republic in Complete Works, 518c. 
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poles.18  On one side we find a rational component, which is once again attached to impulses that 

are seemingly irreconcilable to it, composed of those functions that we share with all living 

things, including growth and nutrition amongst other base desires. Yet between these parts, 

instead of something like the charioteer which is too easily accommodated to reductive notions 

of the will, Aristotle offers a rather different kind of middle term: a part of the soul that is not 

strictly rational and yet is obedient to reason. This part of the soul does not itself reason, yet can 

be shaped and molded into accord with reason by the process of habituation. It is here that 

Aristotle’s ethics invite a fruitful pathway into John Dewey. Dewey’s work owes much of its 

force to the manner in which he moves a non-reductive (far from behaviorist) account of 

habituation to the center of psychology in order to then draw out the radical consequences for 

education and knowledge. And while it may be possible to place him strictly into a series of 

developments stemming from his more contemporaneous influences like William James, a more 

Aristotelian reading of his attention to habits is illuminating given the close conceptual proximity 

that I will explore shortly.  

As it turns out, the connection between Aristotle and Dewey is by no means unexplored, 

and phronesis or practical wisdom in particular has received a fair amount of attention in this 

connection. To take a notable recent example, Melvin Rogers does an excellent job of arguing 

the epistemological case uniting Dewey’s inquiry—as a tentative and practical mode of 

thought—with Aristotle’s conception of phronesis or practical wisdom.19 He does, however, 

make a fairly sharp distinction between two contemporary philosophical trends that both draw 

influence from the latter. On the one side we have Heidegger, Gadamer and others who would 
																																																								

18. Aristotle. Nicomachean Ethics, eds. C. J. Rowe and Sarah Broadie (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2002). 

 
19. Melvin Rogers, The Undiscovered Dewey: Religion, Morality, and the Ethos of Democracy 

(New York: Columbia University Press, 2009). 
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revive phronesis as a way to “undercut the assimilation of ethical and political life into 

science,”20 a gamble Rogers is unambiguous in deeming a kind of conceptual retreat; it may 

carve out a new space for the more practical, finite, or broadly interpretive thought of the human 

sciences, yet it avoids the direct confrontation with technical thinking and science. What 

separates Dewey’s philosophy in Rogers’ view is the incorporation of Darwinian and Humean 

elements, according to which all knowledge must be understood as uncertain, heuristic, and 

constantly undergoing revision, not just in the moral or social realm but across every area of 

investigation or action. Yet I take this focused emphasis upon the uncertain and open-ended 

nature of knowledge for Dewey—alongside the almost trendy revival of Aristotle’s phronesis 

with little accompanying attention to its relation to moral habituation—to be representative of a 

limitation with the reception of both authors, given that perpetual revision and uncertainty is only 

half of the equation. 

There are two related aspects of Rogers’ analysis that I’d like to challenge or at least 

present with an alternative. First I wish to push back against the exclusive focus on phronesis 

when working through the intersections of Aristotle’s ethical text and Dewey, for that narrow 

focus means considering only the epistemological consequences instead of the richer common 

ground in habits as a more unitive domain (meaning, a place where epistemology and ethical 

development are inseparable). As a consequence, I will then challenge the separation of these 

two branches of thought, represented on the one hand by Dewey’s evolutionary uncertainty and 

on the other by Gadamer’s interpretive human sciences, along with the parallel division this 

separation assumes between the more Hegelian earlier writings of Dewey and the later ones.   

 

 
																																																								

20. Ibid., 63. 
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Dewey Contra Dualism 

Stepping back to Dewey’s early articulations of psychology in “Soul and Body,”4 we find 

him concerned above all with tackling the dualism of mind and body, and here he invokes 

Aristotle several times in this context as a witness to the soul being the truth and unity of the 

body. At this point, Dewey is looking to explicate this continuity via the functioning of the 

nervous system, a domain of new research and knowledge that would also figure indispensably 

in Freud’s earliest theoretical forays into notions like discharge and equilibrium.21 That part of 

the nervous system which provides Dewey with a rich set of conceptual opportunities is the 

adaptability whereby every activity is essentially an adjustment;22 the nervous system does not 

only react, it also reconfigures itself and remembers, reaching a new state within which it holds.  

This interplay of memory and adaptability takes several different forms and names in 

Dewey’s work. Here it appears as immanence and transcendence, with immanence as the 

realization or concrete embodiment of thought in the configuration of the nervous system and 

transcendence found in the continuous reshaping by interaction with new stimuli and situations. 

Another guise under which this idea surfaces in the same work is plasticity versus functional 

localization, with the formation of discrete functions only to be understood as one moment within 

the life of the nervous system or organism as a whole, the other moment being its malleability 

and continuous reconfiguration. In a similar vein in the “Reflex Arc Concept in Psychology,” 

																																																								
21. See for instance: Project for a Scientific Psychology in Sigmund Freud, The Freud Reader, 

ed. Peter Gay (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1995). 
 

22. John Dewey, "Soul and Body,” Bibliotheca Sacra 43 (1886): 239-263. 
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Dewey mediates between stimulus and response and between activity and passivity within the 

full circuit by which a reflex interrupts the course of a deliberate action.23  

These attempts to present both halves of any psychological dualism as reinforcing 

moments in the self-enfolding of a larger process shows a consistent Hegelian influence. 

Throughout the earlier works, Dewey’s attack on dualism takes shape by situating the soul in the 

body and collapsing the levels as moments or articulations of one process. Rather than a simple 

statement of identity which would waive away dualism without doing the work, what he offers is 

a reconsideration of the structure of both, making the soul into something extended and spatially 

or functionally articulated across the nervous system while replacing the mechanical image of 

the body with a continuous exchange between repetition and adaptation.  

By the time Dewey moves the medium or physical articulation of the mind’s functioning 

from the nervous system to habits, one can find him explicitly rejecting idealism as a matter of 

course, and often including Aristotle in the charge: 

Idealistic philosophies, like those of Plato, Aristotle, Spinoza, like the hypothesis now 
offered, have found the good in meanings belonging to a conscious life, a life of 
reason, not in external achievement. Like it, they have exalted the place of 
intelligence in securing fulfillment of conscious life. These theories have at least not 
subordinated conscious life to external obedience, not thought of virtue as something 
different from excellence of life. But they set up a transcendental meaning and 
reason, remote from present experience and opposed to it; or they insist upon a 
special form of meaning and consciousness to be attained by peculiar modes of 
knowledge inaccessible to the common man, involving not continuous reconstruction 
of ordinary experience, but its wholesale reversal.24 

 
This characterization of Plato and Aristotle is partly justifiable yet also ignores the 

tensions in both authors. Wherever we may spot obvious elements of Plato’s elitism, there are 
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24. John Dewey, Human Nature and Conduct: An Introduction to Social Psychology (New York: 

Carlton House, 1922), 290. 
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counterbalancing formulations like the Meno, where Socrates very deliberately selects an 

uneducated slave for his pedagogic demonstration of teaching complex geometric principles by 

stepwise questioning, making a case for the universality of education and the shared capacities of 

all souls if given the proper environment to evidence them.25 Aristotle’s case is perhaps even 

more ambiguous where Dewey’s accusation of reversing ordinary knowledge in favor of a 

transcendent state is concerned; as I will examine shortly, the centrality of habits means that the 

rather irreducibly ordinary matters of daily conduct and tact are part of developing the highest 

modes of reasoning. Perhaps Dewey’s main target here is simply the sense that some form of a 

settled, realized state of wisdom appears to be proposed as a goal, where his project demands 

continual growth. Yet, as I will argue later, continuous growth and rebirth is not as democratic or 

universally attainable an aim as he intends. 

 Dewey’s break with those philosophical frameworks that he deems idealist in aims 

should not be overstated, for the same Hegelian impulses that led him to rethink cognition as a 

kind of continuous reversal informs his thought along a coherent trajectory from those earlier 

conceptualizations of the unity of thought and the nervous system. His refusal to accept the 

dualism of mind and body, active and passive, or stimulus and response was always the key to 

his forays into the body and its malleable materiality as a tangible locus for the working of the 

soul and mind. Paradoxically it is the authors he accuses of harboring grand idealist goals who 

are also best able to equip us to take the unity of body and intellect seriously, for they identify a 

kind of upward striving at the root of even our desires and habits, and this teleological shape of 

action is the key insight of Dewey’s foundational works on the mind and body. 

 
 
 

																																																								
25. Plato, Meno, in Complete Works, 1997. 
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The Psychology of Habits 

Returning now to Aristotle to push a bit further into his text on habits will help bring out 

a line of thought in congruity with Dewey’s formulations, pinpointing that which makes habits a 

psychological concept of tremendous consequence and opening up a closer continuity with 

Dewey’s earlier psychological writings. Recall the simple summary with which I introduced 

Aristotle above. Habits form a line of attack against the Platonic tripartite division of the soul by 

offering a different middle term which participates in reason yet is itself not strictly rational. 

How does the supposition of this third term existing between the purely non-rational or nutritive 

part of the soul and our rational side change the course of education?  

The form of obedience to reason intended here is, in fact, habituation. The separation of 

this habituated part of the soul from that of growth and nutrition underscores the peculiar 

qualities of habit. Clearly the nutritive aspects of the soul could not be reversed via repeated, 

negative action; a man starved at length will not become habituated to the lack of nutrition and 

will on the contrary likely experience an increase in appetite as the fasting continues, just as 

cutting back a plant will by no means make it stop growing but may even encourage or 

accelerate its growth rate. The reverse would seem to hold, however, in the case of something 

like moderating one’s anger. What begins as a conscious, taxing process of minding one’s 

reactions to situations might well become a natural and comfortable composure over time. 

Acting in accordance with good habits means forming a disposition from which further good 

action will originate. The goal is not to overcome our feelings or inclinations, but on the contrary 

to bend and shape our very pleasure and reactions so that they come into alignment with the 

correct course of action in each situation.26  

																																																								
26. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics. 
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However, as repeated action precedes the attainment of a disposition, and insofar as 

anything like complex, rational deliberation may only be achieved after one’s inclinations have 

been thoroughly shaped by the appropriate habits, we cannot pull ourselves up into reason on the 

strengths of our own efforts. Education in the broad sense—which is more than explicit 

pedagogy, and includes the daily participation in social habits—serves as the fundamental 

precondition for coming into anything like an ordered state from which rational action could 

result.  

Yet it would be false to characterize the education of habit as mechanical undertaking of 

bending the students through mindless repetition. The virtues in the context of which Aristotle 

conducts his discussion of habit are not simply rules that could be drilled into a person through 

mindless repetition, for they demand that one have the right response to innumerable different 

circumstances: 

So for example it is possible on occasion to be affected by fear, boldness, appetite, 
anger, pity, and pleasure and distress in general both too much and too little, and 
neither is good; but to be affected when one should, in relation to the people one 
should, for the reasons one should, and in the way one should, is both intermediate 
and best, which is what belongs to excellence.27 
 
That which may strike our modern ears as brazen tribalism or elitism here (“in relation to 

the people one should, for the reasons one should”) is not quite as narrowing as it may appear. 

These qualifications indicate that excellent is not simply, for instance, learning to eliminate 

anger, for there are in fact situations in which anger or indignation is warranted. If the education 

of habits meant mechanically following the prescriptions of the teacher, the prescriptions would 

need to be extraordinarily numerous, covering all possible situations in which the child may find 

himself or herself; but on the contrary, since acting in accordance with excellence requires that 

																																																								
27. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics,1106b18-‐23. 
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one discern an appropriate response in relation to each unique situation, the shaping of affects 

through this habituation and imitation must also develop the child’s ability to differentiate and 

discriminate. Rather than instilling a set of fixed rules of behavior, habituation would be more 

aptly compared to the learning of tact, if one properly understands the latter to be the complex 

skill of discerning that which is socially appropriate and inappropriate without the support of 

explicit rules of interaction. There is certainly an assumption of a closed social order to contend 

with here, yet learning to act in the context of a complex social system trains the person to 

integrate their desires and thoughts into a unified whole rather than a set of rationally and 

externally understood social norms alongside a private set of dispositions and habits aiming in 

another direction. 

Representing the middle part of the soul in terms of habituation, then, grants a unifying 

view of education. Developing good dispositions is actually a matter of learning to have the right 

reaction for every new situation, much as we often say that one must learn to “feel one’s way” 

through social matters and other contexts where no determinate prescriptions can be given. It is 

precisely in this sense that the habituation of affects and emotional responses is intertwined with 

a parallel process of learning to differentiate and discern. Stated differently, learning to 

deliberate and employ reason is thus also a matter of properly shaping our affective selves and 

being able to act ethically in a social world which cannot be reduced to explicit laws and rules.   

This introduction of inexact rules and situational judgment brings us back around to the 

familiar phronesis, yet now with the full ethical context rather than the epistemological 

conclusions alone. The importance of Aristotle’s work for education is not only to be found in 

the invention of situational or practical knowledge, for it also more fundamentally challenges any 

separation of the intellectual goals of education from the wider social and moral aspects. 
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Habituation brings many elements together: shaping one's passions and affective responses, 

learning to discern or even feel the right course of action, and judging within a social or civic 

context. And given that the context within which Aristotle centralizes habits is his 

comprehensive treatment of ethics that culminates in the attainment of wisdom, that which is 

habitual and common is clearly far from being an impediment to our highest development as 

humans and in fact forms an indispensable and even epistemologically prior component of our 

development of intellectual virtues. 

Turning back to Dewey’s Human Nature and Conduct, we see habits put to precisely this 

unitive use. A psychology based on habit allows Dewey to challenge a series of philosophical 

divisions; there can no longer be a psychologically private distinction between inside and 

outside, for all habits are social, and morality, far from being private or internal, is comprised of 

observable and tangible actions. More importantly, the will thereby becomes naturalized and 

brought within the scope of analysis and development. In his most concise yet radical 

formulation, Dewey is quite clear that there is no prior will beyond the functioning of habits:  “in 

any intelligible sense of the word ‘will,’ they [habits] are will.”28 

The consequences for education are substantial, just as we saw in Aristotle’s text. 

Removing the separation between purely intellectual elements like knowledge or skill and 

affective elements like attention and impulse means that education must contend with the entire 

student. These elements of education, particularly the problem of attention and effort, figure 

prominently in The School and Society and other texts in which Dewey conceives of education as 

first and foremost a matter of shaping and routing the student’s impulses rather than expecting 
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reason to conquer them.29 Mental discipline cannot simply mean teaching students to rationally 

subdue their inclinations and sit quietly; the mediation of habits requires that desires, passions, 

and impulses be brought into alignment with reason by a learning process that consists of acting 

and responding within different situations or problems. There is in fact no route to reason 

without tackling problems of attention, interest, and desire; epistemology can no more be 

discussed without recourse to ethics than can either be developed without involving education.  

Just as Dewey’s Hegelian and teleological influences drove him in the earlier works to derive a 

play of repetition and adaptation from the nervous system, habits even better fulfill the need for a 

unified psychology that denies barriers between activity and passivity, stimulus and response, or 

even affect and knowledge. 

 
An Idealism informed by Aristotle  

Looking to habits as part of a tighter unity between Dewey’s earlier works in psychology 

influenced by idealism (under the guise of introducing intelligent plasticity over mechanical 

stimulus and response) and his later pragmatic epistemological positions also means revisiting 

Melvin Rogers’ barrier between the two schools of thought influenced by Aristotle’s ethics, that 

of Dewey and that represented by the hermeneutical turn of Gadamer. However, this is not to 

ignore how helpful Rogers’ account is for pinpointing that which is unique in Dewey’s 

contribution. His primary distinction concerns the scope of phronesis and practical reasoning 

versus techne, where Dewey exceeds Aristotle by expanding the former to cover all areas of 

knowledge and action: “Dewey assimilates episteme to phronesis, transforming knowledge once 

thought certain and unassailable into knowledge that is fallible.”30 Yet, as noted earlier, Rogers 
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30. Rogers, The Undiscovered Dewey, 64. 
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similarly divides Dewey’s Aristotelian leanings from those of Gadamer, for the latter adopts the 

model of practical wisdom not in order to place all human knowledge in question but instead as a 

way to “undercut the assimilation of ethical and political life into science.”   

To the extent that Dewey’s project fits this depiction, the target of his correctives on the 

nature of knowledge and learning would be any account of techne which tends towards a 

mechanical conception and does not incorporate the broader modes of situated reasoning that all 

endeavors require. As I proposed in my introduction, attempts to revive a more comprehensive or 

spiritualized understanding of education rather uniformly begin in response to technological 

reductions of the student or the teacher. Dewey, on one account, is far too much a naturalist to be 

considered alongside those who wish to reawaken a higher kind of transcendence in learning; 

Gadamer and other hermeneutically-minded bookworms can chase after a mode of knowledge 

that escapes technical reasoning, but Dewey is merely illustrating the evolutionary and therefore 

continually shifting and contextual nature of our actions and understandings.   

Yet expressed across all of these assertions is a distinction between two different sources 

of influence in Dewey, one being the legacy of idealism and teleology—for which Aristotle and 

Hegel figure prominently—and the other being the fallibility of Darwin or Hume, with this latter 

emphasis tending to fit more comfortably alongside our contemporary preoccupations. There is 

however no need for such a sharp division, or for the latter influences to be seen as a source of 

reform for presumed extremities of the former. The more complete sketch of the ethical and 

educational role of habits offered above already indicates that teleology for Dewey plays out in 

the domain of the fully biological, embodied plasticity of the person acting within a concrete 

context of social practices, which means that this remnant of idealism was never a merely 

anachronistic or abstractly philosophical manner of approaching human knowledge that must 
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then be dispensed with once his later writings turn towards fallibility and evolutionary language. 

The two form a clear conceptual continuity.  

Yet what can then be said of the final destination of knowledge, in relation to which 

Dewey signals his total rejection of these philosophical accounts? I do not believe it is accurate 

to say that he offers a purely naturalized option without higher presuppositions, for he brings in 

his own vision of a spiritual shape to human action. It is an ethic of perpetual growth as the 

unifying human ideal capable of grounding community, democracy, and all other commitments. 

 
Growth and Desire 

 Jim Garrison has produced a particularly resonant rearticulation of Dewey’s higher 

ethical ambitions for education, and in this well-considered examination he makes fully evident 

the inescapably transcendent scope of its commitment to continual growth and expansion.31 

Given that he not only interprets the full force of Dewey’s intentions with great clarity but also 

does not shy away from the spiritual side of the resulting endeavor of education, an interaction 

with his work will lead me towards my ultimate site of contestation with regards to Dewey’s 

vision.  

Garrison begins his analysis very much like my own, setting the scene by returning to 

Plato’s conception of wisdom in its emergence from the upwardly yearning element of our desire 

in the pursuit of beauty. In this sense, he accepts the originary unity of epistemology and the 

moral development of our desire that I have insisted upon. Yet the selection of myths and 

dialogues differs; he looks to the exchange with Diotima in the Symposium as the culmination of 

Plato’s consideration of beauty and desire, which allows him to work towards another kind of 

continuity with Dewey’s elevation of creativity and aesthetics. Along the way, he pauses 
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repeatedly to reinforce his own judgment, echoing Dewey, that the Greek conceptions are too 

totalizing and metaphysical to match our real educational experiences, using this gulf in each 

case to justify the broad project of naturalization in the form Dewey prescribes. I find these 

critical moments less convincing than the continuities with Plato’s desire that he develops, for it 

is the latter that seems to so accurately capture Dewey’s aims; the negative interjections, in 

contrast, too easily buy into the modern notion that prior systems of thought were naively 

metaphysical in the same way that we are presumed to be purely naturalist, and fail to seriously 

consider alternative ways of reconciling this gulf. Aristotle’s attention to habits and the unitive 

conception of embodied soul, for instance, receive no attention as a possible mediating account 

between the transcendent and immaterial Platonic order he decries and the Deweyan naturalism 

upon which he then insists we must land. 

Leaving aside, then, his evaluations of the metaphysical excesses of Plato, Garrison gives 

us an entry point into the ethics that animate Dewey’s work by taking us back to an interpretation 

of the poetic depiction of desire Plato voices through Diotima.32 This well-known passage 

follows a similar course to the myth I presented from the Phaedrus. Our desire is, at its root, 

always a desire for beauty, and the experience of beauty connects the changing and chaotic world 

we find around us to the eternal nature of the good. The spiritualized or even sublimated nature 

of this account is more direct than that of the Phaedrus. Where the latter begins from a radically 

exclusive longing for the beloved and the pain of that sudden desire when awakened by the face 

of a beauty that stands outside us, Diotima begins with a depiction of eros as a spiritual 

intermediary whose role it is to guide the mortal frame towards wisdom. The starting point of the 

Phaedrus is the internal disorder of the individual soul, so that this state of uncoordinated 

conflict requires the radical reorientation set in motion by a startling encounter with that lack via 
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our longing apprehension of another beauty we cannot possess. Diotima’s image of eros is more 

gradual and ubiquitous, woven into the root of our desires as the truth of their ultimate target in 

beauty and the good. All desire aims towards something more than the given, and that forward 

momentum, if properly attuned to the guide of beauty, may ascend to the highest ideals in a 

stepwise development.  

The implications already move us closer to a Deweyan view by pointing to the potential 

for growth in any pursuit, so that the educator is not tasked with dramatically reversing the 

student’s existing inclinations, but must merely help to develop and gradually extend the targets 

of the student’s interests as these naturally point towards ever more ambitious projects. Yet this 

image of human intellectual and ethical development, as grounded as it may be, cannot do 

without a more foundational sense of its mission as a necessary part of the highest human good. 

Garrison draws our attention rightly to another aspect of Diotima’s account capable of more 

comprehensively expressing the good of intellectual development animating Dewey’s ethical 

sensibilities. Desire does not only aim at grasping or possessing the beautiful and the good; it 

also aims to bring it about, and therefore points towards a creative, poetic, and generative 

tendency that is more fundamental to our properly human life than mere contemplation. The 

desire for the good is also a longing for immortality, in which we can participate at the temporal 

human level by birth and rebirth. Garrison glosses Plato’s insight into the perpetuation of 

immortality in these terms: “Human beings exist in the flux of becoming. The closest mortals 

come to the eternal (the Forms) is through continuous re-creation. Humankind reproduces itself 

in two ways: The first is biological, the second is cultural.”33 Ultimately, Plato grants to the latter 
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kind of birth a higher value, for spiritual generation is unique to the human intellect just as 

reproduction belongs to the part of our nature shared with other creatures. 

This commitment to creative growth subsequently grounds Garrison’s further reading of 

Dewey. The difference from Plato concerns the ends of the endeavor; whereas the higher realm 

of wisdom represents a kind of fixed goal or resting point towards which growth proceeds, 

Dewey gives priority to creativity without a set destination. “For Dewey, unlike Plato, artistic 

creation and aesthetic appreciation is the source of all meaning and value.”34 This evaluation 

does not depend upon a view of human reason that is discontinuous with nature, for perpetual 

creation and growth is the enduring truth of the natural order as well. “Creativity and genesis 

characterize cosmos for Dewey.”35  

Of course, artistic creation on this Deweyan account is not restricted to the realm of fine 

arts, and is also at the root of all practical work, which likewise requires the exercise of creative 

reasoning and judgment in even its basic movement from problem to resolution. Here we have 

the other non-negotiable ethical commitment of Dewey, and the centerpiece of his bid for a more 

genuinely democratic understanding of education: we must push back against the tendency to 

separate the work of the head from the work of the hands, or the tendency to ascribe a higher 

value to purely intellectual work while demeaning or narrowing our appreciation of the complex 

creative reasoning required by practical work.36  

 But here I contend that something is missing, or that another pernicious dualism has crept 

into the account of human nature. Garrison’s goal is to bring out the poetic and beautiful 
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dimension of teaching, and this he accomplishes well within the bounds of Dewey’s vision. In 

the remaining chapters, he settles into a language of “expansive growth,” which requires that the 

students be perpetually open to new horizons in a kind of permanent venture of creativity shared 

with the participating teacher. Often his language does not hesitate to veer into quasi-theological 

territory: 

Human nature is a part of nature, a participant in an unfinished universe. Human 
nature is that part of nature where the creation continues most intensely and 
passionately to create. Growth means the continued creation and creative unification 
of meanings and values. Evil is the decay of those values that sustain life and growth. 
Growth is the all-inclusive and supreme value because artistic creation (poiēsis, or 
calling into existence) is the most magnificent activity of the living creature.37  

 
 My response to this poetic evaluation of human nature—in which I take Garrison to 

accurately express the aesthetic dimension of Dewey’s thought—is that creative growth, 

expansion, and perpetual rebirth cannot be considered the highest and originary human good 

without smuggling in a dew dualism. In this instance, it is not an opposition between the work of 

the head and the work of the hands that emerges, although it can be considered analogously. The 

new dualism drives a wedge between human reproduction and creative, cultural production. In 

the words of Diotima, which cannot easily be dissociated from any aesthetically grounded view 

of human worth, the matters of physical procreation are of lower dignity, shared with mere 

animals, while the poetic creation known to lovers of wisdom who bring forth new life in the 

realm of ideas is a higher vocation for the few.38  

An analogy with the rescue of the dignity of manual labor will help in discerning the 

target of my reservations. Dewey opposes the separation of intellectual work from applied or 

																																																								
37. Garrison, Dewey and Eros, 29.  
 
38. See Garrison’s discussion around page 20. On an anecdotal level, I must note that I have 

heard the term “breeders” used as a casual yet disparaging descriptor many times in recent years among 
younger academic circles.  



	 44	

practical work and labor not only because this gives rise to an axis of class conflict, but also 

because a strict demarcation tends to distorts both ends of the division. Intellectual pursuits 

become a theoretical venture alone, inevitably veering towards universalizing their results in 

reified forms due to a lack of attendance to the varying contexts of practical reasoning and 

application that ultimately constitute the truth of a theory. Likewise, the matters of industry and 

labor, once dissociated and subordinated to the higher value placed upon purely theoretical work, 

lose their character of creativity and embedded judgment, ultimately transforming the worker 

into a circumscribed technician.39  

 Garrison is convinced that the ethic of perpetual growth and expansion is universalizable 

by way of its dependence upon small ventures of everyday life that always already contain the 

seeds of further growth if properly nourished educationally. This democratic tendency and 

respect for the dignity to be found at the root of all occupations is laudable. Yet the “expansive” 

model of growth, along with the broad reading of human nature that attaches to it in Dewey’s 

thought, cannot be considered the fundamental value of life without quietly passing over another 

sphere that remains unspoken: the familial labor of raising rather than merely educating children. 

This is a domain that operates according to a very different meaning of time and set of rhythms.  

Growth in the economic and the artistic realm can enter into a progression towards 

perpetual expansion;40 yet life within the world of our private commitments and intimately 

shared domestic lives requires reliance upon another set of ethical principles, including self-

negation, faithfulness, and a commitment to generously given, irrevocable limitations upon our 
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own growth or movement in the service of others. Garrison’s discussion of education as a care 

profession, requiring a distinct mode of reverence towards its students, is very helpful;41 but it 

only gives us half of the student’s story, for the mode in which we work to bring something new 

out of a person in the forward progression of passing through educational settings and 

achievements is not the only sphere marking the student’s life and meaning. The care of a parent 

is radically different in nature; it carries, preservers, and belongs to the child in a relationship 

bound by memory and commitment, which means that its entire way of projecting the future or 

questioning the past works according to another kind of logic. 

As I will argue in a later chapter, time moves differently here, and cannot be conceptually 

captured within the progressive Hegelian push forward from negation to negation that persists in 

the background of Dewey’s replacement of striving towards timeless truths with a more 

cosmological model of beauty situated within continuous growth and creation.42 Just as the 

distinction between the head and the hands can lead to a distortion of both ends of human 

knowledge, so the rejection of the ethical habits, modes of time, and dispositions that belong to 

the sphere of the smallest settings in family life leads to a misapprehension of human dignity 

itself, pulling the particular up into service of a kind of spiritualized imperative to move ever 

forward. Given that the balance of a child’s time tips today ever more towards formal 

educational and public settings rather than the more integrated contexts of home or communal 

life beyond those walls, it may foreclose or distort the student’s self-understanding if the 
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language by which value and identity is embodied in these formal spaces entirely excludes the 

claims or subtly reinterprets the meaning of those private spaces. This problem will form a 

critical part of my reflections in the final chapter. 
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2.	DEATH	AND	MEANING	

Dewey considers growth to be the animating value of life. But as humans—who 

remember and memorialize—our relationship to death is just as constitutive of our being and 

dignity. In this chapter I will consider the impact that death has upon the question of meaning, a 

problem touching deeply upon the private sphere with which I concluded the prior chapter, yet 

which also requires examining more seriously the border between private and public wherever 

narrative is concerned. 

This domain is already contentious. In the familiar setting of university classroom debate, 

student interjections that are predicated upon personal narrative demand a response that is 

attuned to the politics of witnessing and that is prepared to confront questions of the ownership 

of meaning. We are in the domain of witnessing, that is, if the claim to authority in a student’s 

speech is explicitly grounded in a private, biographical proximity to the topic at hand, and not 

necessarily constructed with reference to publicly contestable conclusions that might be drawn 

from the shared events by a third party. If an educator responds to a witnessing interjection in the 

same manner by which they would treat any other offering in the discussion, perhaps attempting 

to frame the narrative contribution and then encouraging others to further engage or question the 

prior speaker’s position in light of the topic at hand, they can rather quickly fall into a difficult 

place where the student, taken aback, returns with some variation on the following: you have co-

opted my story, by reinterpreting, questioning, or explaining it back to me; you should have 

simply listened.  
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Despite its evident caricature, this kind of exchange is now familiar enough in and around 

the campus setting that I offer a simple thesis: ethical questions regarding the relationship 

between private witness and the appropriate hermeneutics of academic discussion can no longer 

be easily left to the side as a procedural footnote to activity in the university classroom. Students 

now enter into these spaces well encumbered by very definite convictions regarding the proper 

bounds of discourse, particularly concerning those moments in which the stances of public 

critique and personal narrative collide. Furthermore, these beliefs reach well beyond the smaller 

procedural or distributive challenges of how to most effectively or even fairly order conversation 

towards encompassing all viewpoints, for the most morally charged arena is no longer that of 

ordering or including voices. It has instead become a challenge over where to circumscribe the 

academic role of—and allowable responses to—the personal story and its disclosures within any 

wider debate.  

Such a formulation of the problem may lend itself to the diagnosis that today’s students 

have merely migrated from classical concerns over distributive justice (the canon, or who is able 

to speak) and towards a more contemporary preoccupation with identity or the self (how we must 

or must not respond to a speaker). Whether a grain of truth is thereby to be found, there is a 

danger in projecting this problem so neatly onto this or that intellectual trend at hand. Instead, I 

suggest a specific line of questioning which can lead us through the attendant ethical questions 

on the matters of witness and meaning in a manner that I hope will at least shift the usual points 

of entry.  

Stated in its most direct form, this is the question I raise:  Given the eventual termination 

of every voice or testimony, or the basic fact that each of us will one day no longer be able to 

speak for his or herself, who is it that can ultimately claim ownership over our meaning, our 
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story, or our witness?  Is personal witness a stopping point in itself, something in exclusive 

possession of the individual? Or does its invocation demand a response of a certain kind? In 

asking these questions, I am again interrogating the relationship between the private spheres of 

life and the possibilities of the public classroom. 

My setting for examining the topics of narrative and death is a particularly powerful 

public conversation that took place in the latter half of our most recent century, a dialogue within 

which the two possible poles of the problem were distinctly marked out in advance. The partners 

of this exchange or missed exchange were Gadamer and Derrida—two names known well 

enough to us today, yet only as representatives of broad schools of thought. More than 

disembodied and eternal proper names, however, they were individuals with private and 

ultimately mortal lives, and so it came to be that their deaths, separated by only two years, left us 

with an interrupted dialogue and a set of ethical questions on the role of witness placed almost 

providentially in suspension at the start of this century. The terminal point of this chapter will be 

to suggest that we now stand on the other side of the prior century’s well-trodden debates over 

the hegemony of interpretation, and that an alternative ethical angle of approach is needed in the 

face of our era’s markedly different tendency towards fragmentation. 

In 2002, Hans-Georg Gadamer passed away at the age of 102, a lifespan remarkably 

appropriate to the tone of his work and its preoccupation with wisdom. Within a year, a 

commemorative ceremony was held at the University of Heidelberg, and the featured speaker 

was none other than Jacques Derrida, whose parallel career of radical philosophical questioning 

of language has been broadly interpreted to stand in some tension with the central hermeneutical 

tenets of the work of the deceased. Never being one to sidestep the unique circumstances framing 

any public act of speech, Derrida’s memorial address (later published in Sovereignties in 
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Question) did not disappoint, and its consideration of death’s impact on conversation remains a 

powerfully articulated meditation on how the critiques of language known to us under the banner 

of “deconstruction” may cash out in the ethical domain when mere academic playfulness is taken 

off the table by a memorial setting.43 

Before listening to Derrida on this matter of death, it is prudent to briefly sketch 

Gadamer’s understanding of hermeneutics, with an eye to how death may already feature within 

it. His work offers perhaps the most carefully synthesized model of hermeneutics in our recent 

era, and like the traditions of Biblical hermeneutics that forged so much of the bedrock of textual 

criticism on which we still stand today, his work begins from the recognition that a profound 

historical distance often separates reader and text. A seemingly dead text must be somehow 

carried back into life across that gap.  

 
Integration and Reconstruction in Gadamer 

A central dynamic within Gadamer’s framing of hermeneutics is to be found in his 

schematic opposition between Hegel and Schleiermacher. This distinction emerges at the closure 

of the first division of his seminal work Truth of Method and opens his examination of 

hermeneutics as a specifically historical problem. Gadamer names two possible alternatives for 

the task of interpretation, both of which are aimed squarely at the reality of historical distance: 

reconstruction, represented by Schleiermacher, and integration, most clearly represented by 

Hegel.  

Reconstruction is the attempt to recover as exactly as possible the original meaning of a 

work, or, as Gadamer describes it, “to rediscover the nodal point in the artist’s mind that will 
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render the significance of the work fully intelligible.”44 This recovery is of course not to be 

collapsed into an uncritical emphasis on the author’s conscious intention, for reconstruction 

necessarily entails the explication of much that remained unconscious for the author, including, 

but not limited to, language conventions and historical conditions. Various unconscious elements 

are in fact perfectly consistent with the romantic conception of genius and individuality that 

forms the backdrop for Schleiermacher’s meditations on authorship. Yet it is a characteristic 

emphasis on misunderstanding that characterizes Schleiermacher’s approach, for if 

reconstruction is one’s primary goal, any interpretive methods employed towards crossing the 

divide between reader and text will focus on the avoidance of misunderstandings or distortions of 

the author’s meaning, rather than upon building bridges of consensus and common 

understanding over the subject matter itself. And while the procedures employed to reconstruct 

meaning without introducing error or misunderstanding will by necessity require historical rigor, 

a certain measure of “congeniality”—which is more akin to a feeling or art than a method—must 

also be present in order to access the individuality of the other.45 

 Hegel, on the other hand, alternatively represents the task of understanding a text or work 

as that of integration. The truth of a work will emerge by way of a give and take between text 

and reader founded upon the subject matter that is at stake, which means that the task is not to 

retrieve something locked within the text, and we must face our attention equally towards the 

questions and topics with which the text is concerned. However, just as reconstruction for 

Schleiermacher does not simply mean to restore the conscious intention of the author, integration 

in the case of texts standing at a significant distance from us historically cannot proceed without 
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close attention to the gulf separating the reader from the world of the text’s particular origin.  

Careful historical inquiry of the type that one pursues during reconstruction still performs a 

necessary function, but this merely “external” activity must be followed by the interiorizing 

mediation of self-consciousness in which the subject matter and its animating questions come 

into focus.46 

For Gadamer, the fundamental difference between reconstruction and integration is the 

shift in the location of truth. In the former case, the truth of a work or text is to be sought within 

its act and moment of creation (the “nodal point” in the creator’s mind), such that the reader’s 

self-consciousness and understanding of the work remains merely secondary. To take seriously 

Hegel’s work of integration, on the other hand, means to invert this order of priority; the truth of 

a work can only be grasped by an encounter of mediation with the invested concerns of a reader.  

Gadamer makes it perfectly clear which of these alternatives he prefers:  “Here Hegel states a 

definite truth, inasmuch as the essential nature of the historical spirit consists not in the 

restoration of the past but in thoughtful mediation with contemporary life . . . In this way his idea 

of hermeneutics is fundamentally superior to Schleiermacher’s.”47  

Lurking in the background of this adoption of Hegel’s mediative relationship to history is 

the question of finitude, which leads naturally back towards our topic of death. To integrate the 

past means to keep it alive: “A hermeneutics that regarded understanding as reconstructing the 

original would be no more than handing on a dead meaning.”48 Gadamer was by no means 

ignorant the twentieth century’s intellectual preoccupation with the limits of interpretation, and 

while his discussions of historical horizons emphasize our ability to move beyond our current 
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bounds, his words maneuver carefully to avoid any possibility of a standpoint that would claim 

to fully engulf its own history and historicity within a completed self-relation. Avoiding that 

possibility of closure or completion, however, requires a more robust language than that of 

limits, for any hard limit one might draw beyond the purview of consciousness is easily refuted 

by Hegel’s classic response to Kant: any attempt to posit an epistemological limit to our 

consciousness means already in some sense crossing over it.49 Gadamer sees this issue not as an 

empty relic of idealism but rather as an attempt to fully do justice to the movement of 

consciousness and history. “Hegel has thought through the historical dimension in which the 

problem of hermeneutics is rooted.”50 

Yet one cannot simply oppose the totalizing aims of integration by instead positing an 

inner, possessive reserve of the individual which might be ethically roped off from any excesses 

of totalizing mediation. The opposite hermeneutic pole, the reconstruction or retrieval of original 

meaning, therefore drifts just as easily towards its own unbounded vantage point. Gadamer 

accurately perceives that even for Schleiermacher, and likewise for any other romantic or 

individualist conception of the author, the metaphysical ground of meaning is to be found in an 

accompanying belief that “all individuality is pantheistically embraced within the absolute.”51 

This latter form of totalization may be the trap into which today’s prevailing forms of speech can 

most easily fall, for though we are now quick to insist that we have thrown out the old Hegelian 

absolutes, the same cannot be said for our elevation of individuality as reference point or 

stopping point for investigation. In either case, we inevitably become stuck between two views 

from infinity, whether it is the tendency to aspire to a total mediation of meaning and 
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understanding or an implicit commitment to the self-sufficient inner world of meaning locked 

within the individual. 

In this connection one cannot entirely avoid Gadamer’s other major intellectual 

forerunner, Heidegger, whose reconstruction of human awareness characterizes us as being 

hurled into layers of ready-made interpretations (thereby providing Gadamer with a 

comprehensive way to elevate acts of understanding and interpretation as the vital movement of 

our very being) and who further employed this thrownness to formulate radical finitude as 

inseparable from our relationship to the world, thereby offering a way to counter the model of 

historical progression and necessity found in models of mediation.52 In Heidegger’s early work, 

the recognition of our death plays its role as the impetus that tears us away from flattened 

everyday concerns and towards that which is fundamental. But when reframed through 

Gadamer’s evident predilection for philology over phenomenology, our reorientation to face 

death and engage the world authentically is not to be achieved by isolated philosophical 

contemplation so much as by the continual, earnest engagement with other texts and works, since 

we may best confront our own horizons when they are put into relief through dialogue. Death 

and its assurance of our finitude is our prompt for actively reading and engaging others so that 

we may put our own world into question. Here we arrive at a dimension of Gadamer’s thought 

that would not feel altogether foreign alongside Dewey’s call for continuous learning and 

engagement, although the great philologist appears to imagine this taking place in a library rather 

than by way of practical engagement. Hegel’s influence upon both authors is a point of 

intersection here, for it supplies the commitment to making the encounter with negativity or 

reversal a productive and open-ended project of our development. 
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However, it is not the death of oneself that most concerns the thornier issues of 

hermeneutics and personal narrative with which I began; it is the death of the other, and the 

ethical demands that break into our field of vision once we recognize that the other person will 

one day no longer speak. The two paths opened up by reconstruction and integration hit a 

decisive fork when the death of the other is a newly pressing reality rather than an artifact of 

history. To one side, we might integrate the lost person’s meaning into the flow of a larger 

narrative, aiming to determine what they will have meant. In the other direction, we may just as 

easily impose a silence of respect and commit to a very particular way of ethically elevating and 

preserving a politics of witness over understanding. 

These are not merely academic questions, for Gadamer’s writing and his life were indeed 

finite. At this point in the discussion, we confront the reality of Gadamer’s death, and it is 

Derrida who would be placed in front of these questions in addressing that memory. 

 
Derrida on Interruptions and the Body 

Derrida’s meditation on Gadamer sets out from here, with the death of the latter. He 

opens his address with the concept of interruption, framing the distance between Gadamer and 

himself by reciting a question he posed to Gadamer upon their first public encounter many years 

prior: “Whether one speaks of consensus or of misunderstanding (as in Schleiermacher), one 

needs to ask whether the precondition for Verstehen, far from being the continuity of ‘rapport’, 

as was said last night, is not rather the interruption of rapport, a certain rapport of interruption, 

the suspension of all mediation.”53 This question invokes Gadamer’s original division, with 

Schleiermacher explicitly named and Hegel hiding behind the German word Verstehen. Whether 

understanding is to occur by way of a consensus on the subject matter—in a living mediation 
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between partners formed around the truth claims occupying the center position—or by way of 

the avoidance of misunderstanding—in the attempt to access the static, somehow predetermined 

meaning of a text or narrative in its closed individuality—there must first be an interruption.  

Interruption is beyond these alternatives, anterior to Gadamer’s decision in favor of the former.   

Derrida’s address offers many descriptions of interruption, the most tangible and 

inevitable of which is the interruption of death whose recent occurrence frames the occasion.  

But death has not only just now presented itself; it already inhabits any conversation from its 

inception in the form of an “implacable future anterior.”  “One of us two will have had to remain 

alone. Both of us knew this in advance.”54 Any ongoing dialogue will one day be interrupted by 

the death of one of its participants; any human relationship is founded upon death as an 

eventuality. To reinforce the ethical gravity and universality of this recognition, I must interject 

that the academic setting of two scholars is nothing in comparison to the recognition that a parent 

will one day die, or that you will inevitably either bury or be buried by your spouse. 

To avoid the possibilities of infinite or totalizing understanding, Gadamer’s strategy is to 

propose another infinity, that of dialogue as a permanent venture of non-closure. Repeating this 

infinite demand, Derrida reminds us that a hermeneutic claim to perpetual incompleteness can 

only be given in two forms.55 The first option sets out from the negative recognition that no 

dialogue can ever fully reach consensus, for both participants will always retain their stubbornly 

irreducible individuality; the other person will always continue to make a claim on us and 

demand a response. The other form of infinite non-closure is that of the translator; or, in another 

manner of speaking, it is the impossibility of perfect closure we confront when translating the 

other into our own language. 
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But these alternatives cannot reach a further problem to which Derrida wishes to leads us. 

Translation only works to carry the other’s meaning over, and this marks the point at which 

hermeneutics, however careful in its claims, passes over something crucial in its founding 

assumption that all transmission belongs to meaning or translation. There remains the more 

dangerous loss of the body that any translation enacts, which is an experience we more directly 

confront when tasked with translating a poem, which contains both meaning and a composed 

body that belongs to its identity: “What I call here ‘the body of the poem’ is this uniqueness 

incorporated, incarnated, in what one used to call the ‘signifiers,’ in the graphemes, which in 

themselves cannot be translated. To translate is to lose the body.”56 

Derrida’s contention is that there exists a fundamental interruption encompassed by 

neither of the infinities centered upon conversation and dialogue that Gadamer has given us. The 

consequence of the inevitability of death is that one side will eventually be left alone. Dialogue 

will then continue only insofar as the survivor is able to continue to carry the deceased; but this 

labor of carrying must also be understood in at least two different senses.57 The first belongs to 

the states of mourning or melancholy, in which one memorializes the deceased. The other sense 

is that of carrying or bearing the person forward into the future so that they still speak; this 

belongs to the irreducible phenomenon of ghosts I mentioned in my introduction and their refusal 

to be pushed aside. The interruption that death has always already opened stands between these 

two senses; one must bear the other towards the future even in mourning and preserving.   

Here it becomes evident how interruption remains between Gadamer’s infinities. His 

account of the productive infinity of dialogue demands that one always remain open to the other 

in such a way that the exchange is never closed by a totalizing conclusion. The ethical sense of 
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the other infinity, the unceasing process of translation, still belongs to the order of meaning; one 

must continue to adapt, to translate, and to regard the other’s full meaning and truth as 

inexhaustible. But to bear the other beyond death requires more than either of these alternatives. 

It requires that we be burdened with the body of the other’s text, in all its stubborn or idiomatic 

elements resistant to the level of meaning, even when the physical body is gone. That is the 

significance of the final lines Derrida repeats from the Celan poem that forms a recurring 

backdrop of the address: “Die Welt ist fort, ich muβ dich tragen” [The world is gone, I must 

carry you].58  

And yet there is still more to our embodiment, and even to our textual embodiment, than 

idioms and that which resists translation by idiosyncrasy. Each word or sentence left behind may 

also house countless private elements, in those biographical events or proper names that remain 

hidden as private referents and echoes behind the apparent self-sufficiency of a text as printed.  

Derrida turns in this vein to think through the image of a constellation in Celan’s poem and its 

mysterious central figure of a ram. “Let us try now to be faithful, as much as possible, to the 

hermeneutical demand itself, but also to this singular alterity that carries the demand itself 

beyond itself, in itself beyond itself.”59  

Derrida interprets the figure of Celan’s ram as both a sacrificial animal and a sign of the 

zodiac, which deepens the significance of its placement alongside the swarming, errant black 

stars envisioned in the poem’s middle lines. With the appearance of this zodiac sign, the stars 

become legible or make legible a date. “One is thus witness to the becoming-calendar of a 
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celestial vault, whose tableau is the very background of the poem.”60 This inscription of dates 

and problem of their legibility, when pursuing the possible referents of a poem and their witness 

to events or persons, marks the shibboleth that is both partly exposed to the reader and yet 

escapes reading or passage. The constellation of dates and elements Derrida reads within this 

poem’s ram echoes the constellation of any poem, as a somehow indecipherable but not entirely 

illegible time and place—or configuration of times and places—which will forever leave a trace 

in the body of a text, or the body of a person. 

In light of this awareness, the body that we carry onward must also be thought in terms of 

an articulated assembly of partly effaced dates, places, and proper names. That Derrida finds this 

constellation in the work of Celan enacts the practice of reading through departed others, for the 

late Celan’s work remained a frequent topic of reflection for Gadamer in his later writings. Even 

in the context of speaking for Gadamer and for their missed encounter upon the occasion of his 

death, Derrida is attendant to the others whose texts are interwoven into that story; our reading, 

and our narratives, must be interrupted not only by indeterminacy, but by an attitude of reverent 

attention to the others that already inhabit every word.  

 
The Implications of Death 

Today, Derrida is long dead as well, having passed just two years on the other side of 

Gadamer, his memorial address for the former fitted neatly into that narrow interim. Meanwhile, 

although both names still find frequent invocations in any discussion of texts and meaning, the 

ground beneath us has undoubtedly shifted.  

It is time to return to one of my guiding themes, that we must weigh our strategies against 

the tendencies our own era rather than taking for granted that the challenges faced by prior 
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theorists align with our own. It appears that in the prior century, when the totalization of meaning 

under various positivist and neo-Kantian forms of metaphysics posed credible threats in certain 

academic corners, Gadamer’s insistence on the productive non-closure of dialogue was a useful 

corrective, along with other articulations of hermeneutic openness and non-closure. But in the 

smaller context of students’ lives and in light of an explosion of focus upon personal narrative, I 

suggest that the ethical context has shifted to the result that remaining fixated on the danger of 

comprehension of the other is not productive; it only further entrenches the ease of leaving one’s 

own witness self-owned and therefore privatized, and cordoned off from any possible debate or 

impact upon our public reasoning, unless it is grounded acceptably in some greater witness of an 

equally personal form or in some greater gesture of liberation from closure. 

Infinite dialogue, for Gadamer, was a productive solution aligned against the negative 

infinity of a totalizing understanding in the manner of Hegel; and, in the other direction, it 

targeted the infinity of an atomized pantheism of individualities in the manner of 

Schleiermacher’s nodal conception of authorship. The former scenario of a God’s eye view is 

one that students readily disavow with no real effort, for better or for worse; the latter pantheism 

of individuals, however, can return in many guises when speech and narrative are so carefully 

protected as a sphere set apart. This resurgence should come as a surprise given the influence of 

Derrida, whose earliest prominent works already took aim squarely at the internal closure of 

hearing-oneself-speak.61 Yet in the absence of some other authority that we can set above our 

narrative, it appears that the non-identity of selfhood is easily co-opted into a kind of toying with 

identities and stories that is almost perfectly congruent with the economic thrust of continual 

reinvention as a consumer practice—a fact that surely has some relation to the ease with which 

students can readily adopt it as a stance. 
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What can be the productive counterweight today against the self’s free and protected 

narration? I suggest that Derrida’s meditations on death offer a clue, first in the basic premise of 

that speech occasion: another has died, and the demands of fidelity to that lost and now silent 

person restrict any possibility of mere playfulness. In another manner of speaking, Derrida was, 

as he suggested, encumbered by Gadamer’s body and encounter, bearing that forward in a way 

that places demands upon the response.  

But more importantly, Derrida pointed towards the constellation of names, events, and 

places that mark us all in obscured referents and hidden connections between every word. These 

are the others that inhabit our text and our speech, and that give us the very horizon against 

which any of our claims to a story become possible in the first place. We can easily let narrative 

become a game entirely of the isolated self, an act of inward reconstruction mixed with a kind of 

therapeutic traversal of inner disavowals and fixed barriers. But that act can be just as violent as 

the alternatives we fear—not the violence of totalized understanding, or of being explained, but 

of tearing ourselves free from the commitments that constitute us. If death is seen as merely the 

opposite of growth or as a passing moment of negation in the expansion of life, then we will 

begin to read every fixed commitment and closure as a form of limitation and oppression. But if 

death requires the recognition of our irreducible responsibilities towards the others attached to 

us, violence would mean failing to consistently preserve and respond to their claims upon our 

lives. Perhaps we should then become much more skeptical of any call to reflection which 

excludes the language of fidelity to our networks of interdependence that bind many silent others 

to our words, some who are departed and others who perhaps are just very easily set aside in the 

kind of speech valued in a classroom. 
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 Previously, I described ghosts as the unavoidable reality of the symbolic debt that chains 

us to the persistence of the other person even beyond their disappearance; ashes are another 

possibility, which cannot be recuperated in the order of meaning. In “Poetics and Politics of 

Witnessing,” Derrida names ash the stubborn leftover of all that is knowing or interpretation, a 

bare refuse after the fire of usable meaning has died out. “Ash is the figure of annihilation 

without remainder, without memory, or without a readable or decipherable archive.”62  It is the 

condition of possibility of witnessing even as it is the threat of its disappearance, much as the 

future of death inhabits all dialogue. One can no longer reinterpret ash; one can only bless it, 

glorify it, or attempt to preserve it as remainder. The “suspension of all mediation” in 

interruption is the recognition and keeping of this remainder beyond the demands of 

reinterpretation.  

This stubborn figure of ash and its refusal of mediation requires a profound rejection of 

any tendency to treat the enclosures of private relationships as only so much raw and inert 

material waiting to be put into use in the public project of growth and expansion. Derrida’s 

insistence upon a suspension or interruption of meaning, as an anticipatory prerequisite for 

ethically retaining the claims of the other beyond his or her death, instead directs us to recognize 

the necessity of refusing to allow the public impulse towards meaning and reinterpretation to 

exhaust or consume the particularity of the others we have each been given to faithfully carry 

forward even when they can no longer speak for themselves. 
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3.	PINAR	ON	EXPANDING	THE	SELF	

 Turning attention at last to reading Pinar as the representative of a very different, more 

recent approach to restoring depth to education, I must begin by finally addressing the situation 

of the present, largely by attending to the deposit of numerous family members and 

acquaintances. For an institution which generally defines its democratic contribution and mission 

to be the safekeeping of social mobility and pathways for the disadvantaged, something 

increasingly appears to be malfunctioning around me in public education, as I have continued to 

privately witness an acceleration in the abandonment of its spaces for other options.  

Growing up in public schools myself, I was once only aware of its alternatives in the 

rarest of encounters: here, a homeschooled kid who entered the next grade out of the nowhere, 

almost as an alien who had somehow lived in our town while never being a familiar face in any 

assembly; there, hearing once or twice of families elsewhere in town whose children attended a 

mysterious private establishment. But today all of my sisters have either moved their children 

home or, where it is financially practical, into private alternatives. And my mother—who I 

suspect never perceived even a passing reason to consider educational alternatives beyond public 

schooling at any point in our childhood, even as we moved across many state lines and inhabited 

schools with a variety of socioeconomic compositions—has become an unwavering advocate of 

the urgency of removing your children from its walls as soon as it becomes possible. It should be 

noted that she gradually achieved this inversion of her prior judgment as the result of working in 

the office of a South Carolina high school for most of the past two decades, after my father’s 

death necessitated her return to employment. She will tell you that the kinds of things going on in 
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those spaces create an atmosphere she would wish on no child; and the school in question is one 

of the twin flagships of its mostly middle and upper-middle class town, not the failing institution 

one might initially imagine. Beyond immediate family, the pattern recurs in friends and 

acquaintances who in a number of cases are among the least economically advantaged, and for 

whom the choice of home education requires sacrificing a second or part-time income in a way 

that certainly does not appear to be driven by self-interest on the part of the parents. 

 So much for a dramatic opening statement of the trend, which I have only reached by the 

accumulation of anecdotes, and which can scarcely hold weight here at the outset. And I have 

traveled long enough in the halls of higher education to anticipate the reactions already chasing 

after the statements above in the mind of my most likely readers, ranging from interpretations of 

a privileged flight from the economically and racially complicated public sphere to more general 

diagnoses of displaced middle-class anxiety. Alternatively one may infer, particularly in light of 

the theological undertone of my work, that the more fundamental story behind these personal 

cases is a retreat from secular schooling. That undeniably brings us closer to the truth, though the 

hidden and dismissive gesture that goes unnoticed in such a response is the installation of a one-

way wall of separation between the small domain of families and faiths—where private beliefs, 

rituals of celebration or identity, and purely symbolic practices are perfectly acceptable, so long 

as they are properly contained as expressions that can enrich the student’s growth—and the 

public space of sanitized reason which must characterize our schools in the pursuit of properly 

teaching democratic citizens to understand themselves in isolation from any framing imposition. 

On this point, an admittedly polemical answer will be approached in what follows, as I 

engage with what might at first glance seem an unlikely adversary: William Pinar, whose 

characteristic mode of elevating the inward scope of education ends up, I contend, leading to the 
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kind of fundamental betrayal felt by many when butting up against pedagogy that claims 

neutrality for itself with one hand while gesturing poetically with its other hand towards its own 

pointedly specific and even transcendent visions of human worth, which will in turn show no 

reservations about displacing prior communal frames of meaning. In other words, leave the dead 

to bury their dead—or leave the private sphere to deal with weighty matters on the side of 

commitments, symbols, and duties—for the kingdom ahead in the classroom is simply not of that 

world. As I will later reveal after stepping through the basic outlines of his thought, Pinar does 

not necessarily even consider his own work to be entirely secular, and at times openly enters the 

debate over how to restore a necessarily theological dimension to education; this is to his credit, 

yet the mode by which he inserts himself into theological debate only deepens my disagreement 

on the grounds that what appears to be universal and democratic is yet again an instance of a 

newer class-based conflict punching downwards with only thinly veiled disregard for the 

provinciality it sees equally in the classroom and in the pews. 

An objection naturally follows quickly upon this elevated priority given to Pinar: can I 

possibly be at all earnest in the suggestion that my critique of certain underlying dispositions that 

distort public education has as its adversary this particular figure, who is at best a favorite 

amongst some academic theorists and who would be most accurately depicted as an outside critic 

of the status quo himself? Yes, although the fault I will attempt to identity in his thought is not 

one to which I will ascribe any specific causal chain stretching from his writings to the 

classroom. It is also undoubtedly true that many of the practical recommendations he would and 

does make for education are not found instituted in the order the day. And I must register the 

agreement that I have with many of his passages along the way.  
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But just at the point where I would concur, I instead pull back in recognition that I cannot 

endorse the specific ethical commitments peeking through, which ultimately cross the barrier 

from being incidental content or secondary applications to forming an inseparable component of 

his educational vision. And when I strain to read these moments in his work with the ear of the 

others in my family or community whom I increasingly strive to take more seriously—in place 

of the ear I long developed as a student reflexively adopting the dispositions of the academic 

class—things begin to look rather different. I begin to see a legitimate reason for their distrust of 

even the educators who promise to be offering a relief from the technocratic emptiness of the 

reigning order, because these intentions quickly turn out to be even more dismissive and 

condescending than the bureaucratic devil we know.  

In this sense, it is more accurate to say that Pinar’s work is to be called out not on account 

of any direct causal effect, but instead for its representative value as an example of the peculiar 

prejudices animating academic custodians of educational theory at the point where they attempt 

their own project of restoring a spiritualized form to what nearly all sides of the debate will agree 

has been technocratically hollowed out. Pinar offers in large part what appears as an outstretched 

hand to those held at the spear by the instrumentalizing of education and the fundamental danger 

of technical reduction that I have repeatedly attempted to identify; yet I know those who would 

likely say that he ultimately only wields a second spear from the opposite side and thereby leaves 

parents without an ally to be found even amongst the enemies of their enemy.  

 
The Weightless Self of Autobiography 

 Let me begin with an attraction to Pinar’s project, particularly in its initial steps. His 

contributions towards taking autobiography seriously are genuinely helpful for dislodging the 

managerial and bureaucratic educational models that threaten the integrity of both the classroom 
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and the teacher. In his identification of this background problem, Pinar resists these reductive 

forces of mechanical “accountability” and does not fail to draw attention to the more inwardly 

festering problem of the narcissism that follows upon our fragmented economic and public lives. 

He adopts the latter point, with reservations, from the cultural critic Lasch, whose depiction of an 

attenuated contemporary self locked in the present and busied with the narcissistic maintenance 

of self-improvement appears prominently as a backdrop both in Pinar’s somewhat more recent 

book-length summary What is Curriculum Theory,63 as well as in the initial articulations of his 

methodology two decades prior, where he makes a crucial distinction between two paths 

forward: 

Lasch’s minimal self, obsessed with itself (whether the obsession takes an obvious 
turn toward the self as in contemporary interests in health clubs or a less obvious one 
when it is fused with the “other,” and obsesses over the “earth”), would seem to 
recommend a conscious attention to building a stable identity, an identity which 
stretches from a “private” or psychological self to the “public” or social and political 
self. For the excessively socialized individual, the over-determined self, the inflated 
ego of the (often male) corporate personality, the deconstructive moment is to be 
sought.64 

 
 Lasch’s depiction of the attenuated self leaves the impression that our personal and social 

lives should, in response, be somehow reawakened from their empty inwardness and outward 

futility, a point not lost on Pinar. The conservative answer here—and Lasch is read on both sides 

of the ideological divide—might be to reorient the flattened and inwardly turned self towards 

something more complete or transcendent, or at least to hope for some meaningful reinvigoration 

of that outer life. Yet while Pinar accepts this constructive possibility as one half of the solution, 

he pairs it above with the opposite trajectory (particularly for some individuals, we are 
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repeatedly told), according to which the self must first be rescued from over-determination by a 

process that is more deconstructive in character.  

These two motions coincide in the grander architecture of the self that animates Pinar’s 

investment in autobiography: “The self who welcomes the dawn is a self constantly expanding to 

incorporate what it fears and resists as well as what it desires. The self who rows with golden 

oars is a self constantly contracting, losing its gravity so it may rise, expansive toward the sky.”65 

This soaring description indulges in an unusually elevated and almost sacred language, to be 

sure, although for that reason it captures particularly well both the structure and the irreducible 

investments of his vision of the self. This depiction of eternal expansion and contraction against 

some outer remainder of possibility is certainly not intended to simply mimic the more familiar 

pedagogical circle of a self engaging in continuous dialectical interaction with alterity, in the 

optimistic mode of Hegel or Gadamer. That being said, Pinar’s most useful formulations tend to 

be those that can be harmonized with other more hermeneutical accounts as part of a broader 

recognition of our fundamentally interpretive mode of existence.  

Symmetrical with the cycle of contraction and expansion, Pinar at other times offers the 

interplay of regression and progression. Reaching backward into the prior formation of the 

current self, or more ambitiously retracing its original interpellation within a social order (more 

on that later), the possibility is once again opened for a forward projection of new possibilities 

and horizons.66 As a condensed statement of the process of autobiographical examination, this is 

very useful. It suffices equally well as a model for historical inquiry and critique; think of 

Heidegger who, looking to resolve what he saw as an impasse in Western ontology, reached 

backwards and attempted to identify the moment at which our conception of being was 
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inextricably wedded to a view of substance as permanence, and could from that newly opened 

vantage point imagined a possible future behind the historical bottleneck of Platonism in another 

possible thread extending out from buried pre-Socratic thought.67 One thereby first reaches 

backward to find the coming into being of a reigning constellation of meaning in order to then 

discover lost possibilities leading forward. Gadamer’s less radical account of engagement with 

the past similarly recognizes that the step back to seriously confront the past always contains in 

essence, and not only in accident, a step of forward progression in the shifting or pushing of our 

present horizon.  

 However, now the gulf sharpens between these more integrative accounts of reflective 

understanding and Pinar’s autobiographical regression, for the former always rely fundamentally 

upon a third element beyond self or history. Heidegger can interrogate the history of being 

insofar as the latter transcends the various dispensations under which it has appeared, even if 

transcendence itself will be a term he attempts to rethink in various alternative formulations (e.g. 

the homologous tension between world and earth).68 In any dialectical history, whether 

branching from Right-Hegelian spiritual history or Left-Hegelian Marxism, some self-

developing principle beyond the passing series of human formations must be presumed, else the 

necessity and arc of the trajectory falls apart. Gadamer, in his elevation of the work of art as a 

paradigmatic case of understanding, repeatedly draws attention to the interplay not only of two 

subjectivities but also of the crucial third term that is the subject matter or truth at stake. Yet 

Hermes and his lay mediators appear in a rather contrary guise in Pinar’s work: “The theorist, the 

teacher can only hope that as a hermetic character he or she can disrupt others to make an inward 
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turn by which to open the door for the hermetic experience to cascade through them and see the 

possibilities, the voices, that reside within.”69 Note that nothing transcending or wholly outside 

the person appears to be delivered by this messenger; instead the pantheism of the deeper self 

already contains the other voices that shall be awakened by the disruptions of this messenger 

god. We must contain multitudes. 

 Ultimately, this is the vision Pinar’s prior suggestion of an ever expanding and 

contracting self depends upon. We have finally circled back to a distinctly moralized reading of 

the psychoanalytic model of the self that I debated in the introduction in the context of Lacan. 

Here, once again, the self’s most significant and constant danger and origin of violence is to 

repudiate its multiplicity and thereby to project it outward onto others via fears, disavowals, or 

fantasies. In its most dogmatic formulation, this view veers into pseudo-sociological territory in 

that it situates the problem of rejecting (and then invertedly projecting) aspects of oneself as the 

root of nearly all social evils.70 At its most spiritual, this view suggests that the primal, 

undifferentiated, always receding self behind our masks is both the long lost garden and the 

eternal well to which we must repeatedly return, each time atoning for the original sin of having 

become particular or fixed in our identities. Recall the soaring language of the self floating 

upwards; similarly grand statements are not difficult to find across his work, yet unlike the 

hermeneutic authors from which he departs, the target of elevated language inevitably appears to 

be within us, not found in an encounter with the exterior call of an outreached invitation towards 

which one might row, unless the other primarily appears as a catalyst for further self-dislocation 

and inner rebirth. 
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That is not to suggest that Pinar recedes wholly into the realm of the individual and ignores 

all broader or historical critique; as McKnight indicates in an essay offering by far the most 

appealing formulation of his work: 

In short, Pinar’s gift to curriculum theory is not as radical as some would position it 
to be, specifically those who would criticize his work as interested only in the 
individual’s pursuit of pleasure and not in the social/oppressive conditions of 
institutional schooling. This is a wrong, overly politicized, and superficial reading of 
his work. In fact, in his latest book, What is Curriculum Theory (2004), Pinar 
articulates a full vision of how the site of the individual is significant in the effort 
toward social reconstruction.71 

 
There are several competing views at play here, and Pinar’s does initially emerge as the most 

tenable of the lot. The first possibility is a reduction of legitimate curricular work to measurable, 

quantifiable techniques and competencies; and although Pinar only tends to acknowledge this 

trend under the encroachment of Right-wing instrumentalization or management of the 

feminized teaching profession beneath calls for accountability,72 McKnight rightly targets the 

broader technocratic mindset that unfortunately knows no political bounds. The second possible 

view is the more identifiably critical mode of theory that would locate the key to a just education 

within defiance and the unmasking of systematic oppressions. While few could dispute that 

Pinar’s work helpfully avoids the technocratic dead-end, an accusation of being insufficiently 

concerned with systemic justice is somewhat more plausible given his pivoting of the 

educational process towards inward formation.  

When addressing the limitations of critical pedagogy himself, Pinar (rightly) criticizes the 

assumption that an authoritative critical voice could somehow step outside the realm of ideology 

it claims to interpret: “By reducing reality to the social (or to gender, race, even religion), 
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‘critical’ scholars position themselves as the ideology-free individuals their theory excludes.”73 

The turn inward, then, is required in order to interrogate even the position from which the radical 

voice speaks with any authority. “It would seem that autobiography is key to ideology critique, 

as autobiography enables self understanding of interpellation, sedimentation, and those singular 

tasks constituting social and subjective reconstruction.”74 One can see why critical theorists 

might consider this inward turn to be an avoidance of systematic critique, yet it is equally evident 

that Pinar’s response is reasonable for asking that examination of the self not be excluded in the 

name of an impossibly objective critical perspective.  

And McKnight’s helpful suggestion is that one look to the comprehensive work in What 

is Curriculum Theory? for a glimpse of the kind of critique that Pinar’s conception of 

autobiography makes possible and, to be fair, even demands. But this text leads back into the 

core structural problem that reappears in his work: however socially and historically motivated 

the analysis becomes, the guiding model for diagnosing all social evils inevitably returns to the 

therapeutic reading of the person in which all outwardly directed conflicts are merely displaced 

fragments of a self that refuses to accept its own multiplicity. Wherever we encounter social 

conflict, we must only unearth a transference of hatred as a consequence of an insufficiently 

expanded self, some set of imposed barriers and repressions at the heart of the social order.  

Thus, as he examines the South at some length in this book, the deeper source of racial 

oppression is not to be located in the economic structures that demanded mass importation of 

labor, nor in the often scientifically encased notions of human progress that depicted certain 

regions and races of the world to be underdeveloped and inferior. No, what sustains racial 
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inequality is primarily, we are told, the nexus of masculinity that displaces fears of aggression 

onto the black body.75 As a consequence—although Pinar writes for educators and does not 

generally offer specific instructional techniques—I doubt that the white student would be invited 

to step outside himself and encounter the beauty of a historically black achievement at the heart 

of our shared history, like the variegated forms of jazz music all around us in the South; no, he 

would more likely be directed to expand his inward scope, and to therapeutically divest himself 

of the fixed sexual identity and sedimented social ways of inhabiting the body that lead 

inexorably to displacing negative fantasies onto the black body. The aims of education 

increasingly shift in the direction of group therapy. 

Pinar will often take this form of reading a step further, rivaling even Nietzsche and 

Heidegger in peeking behind the curtain of remote history to find a trace of these more expansive 

primordial selves locked just behind a turning point that narrowed it for the ages to come. “For 

the man is the murderer of the man he loved—the Christ figure—and the hanging of his body on 

the cross for two thousand years symbolizes the murder of father-son love, the creation of the 

father-wound, the angry young man, the objectified woman.”76 That is perhaps one of the least 

dramatic and least offensive formulations of a reading of the West that he offers many times 

over, in which he locates the possibility of sexual liberation just prior to the victory of 

Christianity over Roman pagan life, which leads to reading the persistence of the cross in the 

South solely through the lens of that sexual dynamic. Holding in suspension for now the oddity 

of ignoring the dramatic improvement in the position of women in the early church compared to 

that of the surrounding Roman sexual culture he at least rhetorically elevates, it suffices to note 
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that the most fruitful steps in racial reconciliation in the South—whether by abolitionists or the 

career of Martin Luther King Jr.—would be excluded by this kind of framing which ignores the 

many crucial moments in which the racially oppressed have pointed to the cross worn by the 

oppressor and revealed that its fullest meaning can always overturn the darkened social frames 

within which it may have been captured. Sometimes oppression has been defeated by 

paradoxically clinging even more tightly to a cross that might have first arrived via colonization. 

My point in drawing out this distinction is to once again question whether there is any 

compelling ethical reason to privilege self-divestment as a universal strategy over engaging 

through the givens of our historical particularity and the depth of that inheritance.  

I also do not think this inward turn is genuinely radical in its response to our economic 

situation. Lasch’s own final work, Revolt of the Elites (from 1995, a date worthy of attention for 

its prediction of a coming surge of widespread and dramatic populism), would repudiate this set 

of solutions—but precisely not by accusing Pinar of being genuinely subversive. “The Right and 

the Left share another important assumption: that academic radicalism is genuinely 

‘subversive,’” Lasch writes in interaction with a few educational theorists; “No doubt they would 

like to think so, but their activities do not seriously threaten corporate control of the universities, 

and it is corporate control, not academic radicalism, that has ‘corrupted our higher education.’”77  

I cannot put sufficient emphasis on the insight that corporate powers, along with all their 

managerial imitators downstream at smaller institutions, are not only comfortable with, but 

increasingly even outright advocates for the therapeutic models of diversity and interior openness 

that academics trick themselves into still regarding as somehow radical rather than perfectly 

compatible with the aims of the institutions that hold the most materially concentrated power 
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today. Those who have passed through the gauntlet of our latest ostensibly radical social theories 

at our most prestigious institutions—should they go on to escape the gravitational pull of the 

academic circle—might readily find a living running the corporate training seminars that we see 

popping up as standard managerial controls for heading off unwanted litigation. This situation 

should at least give us pause when attempting to locate the problems of our era within the frame 

of the insufficiently expanded self in need of disruption. 

 My characterization of Pinar’s view of liberation is harsh. But as I argued in the 

introductory essay, the mirror phase of self-alienation in the ego as articulated by Lacan, upon 

which Pinar explicitly depends and to which he frequently alludes, carries two opposed 

tendencies with an ambiguous moral status. It is only by the assumption of an externalized ego 

that the human person—always born prematurely—can first gain a self-sufficiency and 

interpellation amidst its social order. At the same time, a destructive drive persists in the gap of 

the person, one that sees its own image and wishes to tear it apart violently, whether this erupts 

into real actions or merely in the fantasy space of various disfigurement nightmares. But to prefer 

the movement of the latter tendency over the former is to make a value judgment that is not 

strictly rational, and it requires choosing the fleeting hole of subjectivity, always over the next 

wall of fixed or sedimented identity, over the reality of persons who arrive in the classroom 

already deeply intertwined with the identities of their families and communities. And it does not 

take a tremendous leap to begin to see the suggestion of loosening those ties in the young as 

contiguous with a kind of class warfare from above, by those, like Pinar, whose lives do not 

depend so wholly upon the stability of small contexts that are often the last barrier in the reality 

of impoverished or merely less geographically grand lives.  
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I am again speaking on behalf of those others to whom I wish to do justice; in the 

autobiographical sketch in the following chapter, I will attempt to draw out an alternative vision 

of the crucial ethical importance of our fixed identities and the limits of making our 

commitments fodder for self-recreation. Above I have hinted that many of the persons I know 

under these irreplaceable personal commitments see a deep betrayal in the values that animate 

public education—even if only in the empty affirmation of motivational posters on every 

classroom door that offer peculiarly empty therapeutic language in an attempt to be moral while 

carefully secular. Ways of speaking the language of their own values, on the other hand, are 

summarily dismissed from the classroom space. Ultimately that secularity, and the ethics 

underpinning Pinar’s work, can be subjected to a critique that mirrors the well-trodden response 

to Whiteness as a false vanishing point: the preference for the fragmented or receding self of 

continual expansion is neither less metaphysical nor less religious in nature than reading life and 

its connections as an inviolable gift—it merely hides behind the secularity of “the self” as an 

erasure of its own transcendent commitments.  

 
The Restoration of Theology 

Interestingly, Pinar is no stranger to this critique of the limits of secularity, nor does he 

hide from the implication that his work tends towards a restoration of theological and spiritual 

language within the public project of education. In one co-authored article that begins with a 

surprisingly balanced and careful overview of historical disputes over the secular nature of 

education, Pinar glosses the various interjections he has already made on the subject along the 

way, and these generally encompass two components. In the first place, he repeatedly accepts 

that the theological dimension should not be ignored, and that his work can be seen as 

contiguous with correcting the false reductions of a purely secular framing: “Autobiography is 
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one means to achieve this ‘expanded’ sense of self which allows the teacher to move beyond a 

mechanical concept of teaching and an informational sense of the curriculum to educational 

experience with authentically religious aspects.”78 Second, he suggests that bringing this battle 

over differing conceptions of the educational enterprise over into a fully theological reflection is 

necessary given that the political Right and fundamentalists will otherwise continue to do so with 

little opposition.79 This more strategic justification could give some suspicion as to the 

earnestness of his motives for entering theological space, but I take seriously his suggestions of 

necessity as a whole. He later closes with a perfectly defensible statement: “From this 

perspective body, mind, and spirit are interrelated. The ‘wholeness’ of this view contradicts the 

modern experience of fragmentation and isolation and suggests a new theological perspective 

from which to explore curriculum.”80 

The forward-looking discussion to which much of the later content of the article leads is 

an engagement with liberation theology at some length, which emerges very clearly as Pinar’s 

favored vehicle. But it is not a merely linguistic coincidence that liberation theology 

distinguishes itself using the word I named in my introduction as the centerpiece of the present 

orthodoxy of the self. Throughout Pinar’s account, forces of the Right, of closed provinciality, 

and of fundamentalist excess are the conniving antagonists that always end up popping in to 

disturb the spiritual peace, and liberation theology offers a way for us to loosen that closure: 

Rather than impose denomination-specific dogma, postmodern theology seeks to 
uncover layers of mystical experience, individual insight, and harmony with creation. 
Curriculum as postmodern theological text understands that the dogma of 
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fundamentalist denominations seeks to eliminate doubt, uncertainty, and struggle 
while stifling creative and social competence.81 

 
Despite the theological context, the tenor of this dispute is little different from any of prior 

formulations of the need to liberate the expansive self from the confines of a small and closed 

social order. And I will not allow it escape notice that a displaced or even inverted class struggle 

emerges once again here, for it takes little experience in pews to note that churches in poorer 

circumstances reliably tread closer to the totalizing theological views he derides, while liberation 

theology belongs to a different stratum entirely, in places where reform of the masses becomes 

the key spiritual imperative.82  

I must therefore close by adding another emergent dualism to my former characterization 

of the elevation of perpetual growth. Not only does that orientation to the question of human 

worth elevate poetic and creative production over the more demanding yet mundane economy of 

human reproduction and parenting, but it also now adopts theological aspirations only to drive a 

wedge between the enlightened critical seminarian and the presumed simpleton in the pew. Any 

educational theory wishing to be truly democratic should take these divisions seriously; and it is 

no surprise that many like my own mother begin to discern with reasonable justification that 

their language of moral and religious life is either excluded, co-opted, or simply patronized in 

these spaces.  
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4.	FAITHFULNESS	AND	RECOLLECTION	

 Before I can speak meaningfully of personal matters, I must make a case for the peculiar 

genus of knowledge at stake in a responsible account of private commitments. If it might be true, 

as I have argued from the outset, that inner matters of reflection must be illuminated by an outer 

truth, by our obedience to something received or granted rather than in an inwardly sovereign 

engagement of rearranging of one’s private scrapbook of memories, then the usual categories of 

knowledge become inappropriate. Technical reasoning and mastery is certainly off the table, as it 

would be for Pinar or for Garrison, and their tendency to instead endorse a kind of poetic 

creativity shifts us into the appropriate vicinity; but the poetic and expansive model they offer is 

not sufficient on its own, for I am instead laboring to describe the reception of those other 

persons who inhabit my history as unexpected and irrefusable gifts that escape the order of 

aesthetic creation. The poetic act, even in its most reverent state of acting as conduit for an 

inchoate idea fighting its way to be articulated, must still remain a matter of bringing into 

existence something new; it does not describe the sudden reception of a gift that immediately 

binds us to a reciprocal claim. Therefore I must reconstruct two terms before taking further steps 

forward: revelation and personhood. 

 
Revelation 

 In keeping with the strategy of reviving terminology deemed suspiciously archaic, I can 

only describe the singular and irreversible intrusion of other lives into my own by recourse to 

this word. Far from the divine resonance of revelation posing a barrier to any epistemological 
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explanation, it accurately depicts a kind of knowledge which arrives unexpectedly, and while it is 

empirical in its origin rather than a product of reflection, its truth claims are by nature not 

justified by replicability, nor subject to explication on the basis of material and efficient 

causation. On the contrary, a revelation is temporally singular, historically accidental, and 

exclusive by definition, yet redefines the entire field of meaning surrounding it. And much like 

the well-known phenomenon whereby we can more readily recollect past events that cohere with 

our current disposition, these memories and the fullness of their claims cannot even flash before 

the inner eye when freely placing our personal history as a whole upon the table as a reserve of 

non-binding possibilities or as a diagnostic map of alternate avenues from those we traversed. 

Unlike the implications of “expansive” autobiography, a revealed truth can only continue to be 

perceived at all by the light of a recollection that is guided by faithfulness.  

 There exists an acknowledged genre within qualitative research capable of better 

justifying and articulating the manner in which a revelation might yet participate in shaping our 

reason in a manner that remains communicable: the normative case study. This is a mode of 

empirical research which combines the singular nature of a case study (how can just one instance 

secure any claim to truth?) with an even grander aspiration to defy the limitation on empirical 

research by which we effectively quarantine it from taking part in shaping and redefining our 

essential moral commitments (how can a study participate in value formation or the “ought?”).  

David Thatcher provides a canonical statement and justification of normative case study 

research, distinguishing it both from causal studies and from hermeneutically oriented studies 

that develop our understanding or interpretation of events.83 That the normative study stands 

apart from causal investigations requires little further elucidation, yet it is somewhat less 
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intuitive to say that it also operates on a different level from that of interpretative research in 

general. A key to the distinction is that interpretative social science work compulsively stands at 

an anthropological remove from the matters at stake, necessarily truncating the arc of concern to 

the human frame so that we interrogate only why and how certain beliefs and values operate or 

create meaning for their participants, without seriously putting into question the intrinsic truths at 

which those beliefs aim. Normative studies concern themselves with an ethical matter itself, not 

merely its function within this or that social or cultural economy of value. That is not to say that 

this normative work cannot define bounds, nor is it necessarily committed to a strong version of 

ethical realism or universality in each case; Thatcher expends considerable effort to reassure us 

that the emerging norms might still be consciously scoped to a reasonable domain of 

applicability. Yet the distinction remains that this kind of work is engaged in developing and 

disputing our ethical coordinates at one or another level directly, which is a different kind of task 

than explaining their social function or interpreting their expression. 

 Thatcher chooses a curious initial example for normative research in Young’s 

examination of urban neighborhoods, which sought to reveal the intrinsic value of a peculiar 

strand of public and private sociality to be found on those streets.84 Young was not the source of 

the raw narrative material, and relied on previously published accounts as a bed of rich 

anecdotes, rereading these accounts again to find within them the opening of a newly articulated 

ethic of community and diversity carrying within it a claim to inherent value and a rebuttal to the 

existing norms of liberalism and communitarianism alike. Thatcher signals, in passing, his own 

disagreement with the moral stopping points reached by both Young and the prior author of the 

raw material in their attendance to the anecdotes and their implications, given that the idealized 

urban diversity depicted may still fall firmly within the self-justifying imagination of liberalism 
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in quite a negative sense. This disagreement is crucial. By selecting a secondary study that itself 

was not privy to the original events and even contesting its judgments in turn, the implication 

Thatcher gives us by example carries two aspects: reasoning about our highest moral ideals can 

indeed be legitimately carried out by working through anecdotal or small-scale narrative 

accounts by attending to what these accounts reveal; and this by no means leads to a sealing off 

or ownership of the debate by its author, but on the contrary expands its reach by taking the 

publicly relevant or even binding moral significance seriously as a matter for debate. The 

interplay of narrative and reason hinted at in this debate amongst authors offers a partial answer 

to the self-enclosure of narratives I disputed in the prior chapter on Gadamer and Derrida. 

 To even acknowledge the possibility of normative case work likewise stands as a helpful 

corrective to the epistemological narrowing which I described in the introduction, both where the 

disregard for the private sphere and where the inwardly redirected aim of transcendence is 

concerned. But more importantly for my purposes here, it restores the significance and 

intellectual dignity of the singular event or memory, even or especially when its truth is 

fundamentally not opened to causal explanation or replication, without barricading the insights 

revealed solely within the walls of one’s private and subjective ethical frame.  

The more radical insight offered here once we generalize this process to a first-tier 

component of our moral reasoning is that the mechanism by which our prior moral viewpoints 

can be expanded in the face of a new case is not merely a function of internal coherence, 

whereby we compare our existing views with a possible exception or new scenario in a manner 

analogous to the movement of judicial reasoning as it balances the coherence of precedent 

against new situations. Although that mode of interpretive circling plays its role along the way, 

normative studies also force us to the recognition that a single case has the power to productively 
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reveal or inject something more robust, “thick,” or surprising for our moral understanding and 

thereby alter our deepest commitments. Even in the smallest study, we can imagine the 

emergence of a human face in flourishing or suffering that compels us to adopt its claim and, in 

that moment, to truly expand rather than merely rearrange our set of ethical commitments in 

response. “Revelation” as I wish to develop it shares a close conceptual affinity to this possibility 

that the face of another person, encountered in their concrete singularity rather than an abstract 

universality, has the power to present us with a new and binding ethical compulsion which is not 

merely another applied instance or modification of an existing commitment.  

Up until this point, I have taken the interpretation of the mirror phase as a guiding 

theme—or specifically the ambiguity of its ethical determination, wherein there exists no strictly 

disinterested reason to give priority either to the moment of disintegration or to wholeness. My 

answer to the problem of choosing between these polar alternatives—subjectivity as perpetual 

reinvention behind any mask, or personhood as the determinate particularity we confront—is not 

that the decision belongs strictly to a pre-ethical voluntarism in which we would radically choose 

one of these moral universes in a heroic vacuum. Nor does it evade the problem to resort to 

broadly pragmatic or utilitarian methods and attempt to strictly determine which model would 

produce a better world, because the terms by which we might measure a better or worse world 

are themselves fully contained within these alternatives. The only path forward is instead to 

recognize that the moral orientation behind favoring one or the other pole of human subjectivity 

is first shaped by revelation, for the intrusion of the particular claim of other distinct and named 

persons upon us, often in the most private spheres of life, is the first ground from which any 

reasoning about the good can grow outward by further analogy and development.  
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Precedents for the view I am offering are not entirely absent; Levinas, to take a prominent 

example, offers an influential phenomenological account of the face of the other (or capital 

“Other” in his usage, a difference which already points towards my disagreement) and its priority 

for all ethical insight.85 Yet his work reaches for an absolute alterity in such a way that the 

concrete and inherently particular moorings I am seeking in this context disappear. Instead of his 

highly specialized framework, or any other accounts that tend to immediately subsume the 

concrete other to the “Other” of absolute alterity or ethical openness, I wish to propose revelation 

as a general and profoundly ordinary epistemic category that is nonetheless responsible for 

hanging the first fixed stars by whose light we may navigate morally; so that it is the deposit of 

these immovable points which is always presupposed by pragmatic, contextual, deductive, and 

other modes of rational reasoning when the latter build out vast constellations to meaningfully 

connect the dots. The academic legitimation of normative case studies provides a critical point of 

departure for this explanation insofar as it demonstrates, within the realm of public reason, a 

place for otherwise private events and narratives to be considered by way of what their 

singularity reveals to us rather than by way of their causation, experimental replicability, or 

sociological role, while also insisting that this kind of reasoning may contribute directly to the 

“ought,” breaking out of the purely interpretive confines of other modes of reflection on 

experience. I wish to universalize the possibility of that kind of experience, and recognize an 

order of ethical knowledge that is commonly held yet often struggles to articulate its claims in a 

manner deemed acceptable today for public reason. 

 

 

																																																								
85. Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity, trans. Alphonso Lingis (Berlin: Springer Science & 

Business Media, 1979). 
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Personhood  

That brings me very close to the autobiographical frame shortly to follow, but one 

additional preparatory angle upon personhood remains. By questioning whether we can or should 

continue to accept what I read as a contemporary preference for the disintegrating and receding 

rather than the concretely integrated moment of the person, I am led to propose that this field is 

not ethically symmetrical, for to pedagogically or therapeutically coax out the radically receding 

subject via cracks in the concrete person requires explicit justification as an intervention in each 

case—particularly if we take seriously the problems of authority as a falsely neutral mediator as I 

touched upon in the introduction.  

As I argued in the course of interpreting Derrida, somewhat analogously to the discussion 

of second nature in Aristotle, there exists a second, symbolic body of the person that is no less 

durable and material than the first, and that is composed by a vast constellation of private events 

and encounters resisting complete capture in interpretation, much like the body of a poem that 

resists translation at the same time that it therefore demands to be carried along and reread time 

and again. An analogy with medical ethics therefore appears unavoidable if we are to responsibly 

address this second body, and particularly if the common enemy animating both the inward turn 

in education and my own reaction is to be found in in the threat of narrowly managerial and 

technological domination, which in like manner steps ever closer as a dominant problem for 

medical ethics. Analogies between the kind of practical reasoning required by the educator and 

by the physician as well as the dangers of narrowing that knowledge to mere technique can 

already be found in the literature around terms like phronesis; see Flyvbjerg in particular.86 Yet 

that work primarily seeks only to rescue the situated complexity of the teacher’s reasoning and 

																																																								
86. Bent Flyvberg and Inge Mette Kirkeby, “Transferable Knowledge: An Interview with Bent 

Flyvberg,” Architectural Research Quarterly, March 2011. 
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judgment, whereas I wish to first ask whether we must consider ethical limits to the authority of 

the teacher just as we do for the physician, if each is treating a kind of given body with its own 

claim to a history and cohesion. 

Rather than diverting into another vast field of medical work and its discontents, I only 

wish to point towards one illustrative account of how personhood may be thrown into sharp 

relief when faced with expanding control and technology. Writing several decades ago, at a time 

when new reproductive technologies finally appeared to be visible over the horizon and no 

longer safely confined to science fiction, the Anglican theologian and ethicist Oliver O’Donovan 

attempted to diagnose the shifting terrain of medicine and uncover the generally unobserved 

implications for personhood.87 In a move that echoes closely the present debate, his point of 

departure would be that technology has not merely allowed new possibilities—it has, more 

fundamentally, reconfigured the terms of intervention which had formerly framed medical ethics. 

Instead of the prior interpretation of “first, do no harm” according to which respecting the self-

unfolding natural processes of the body was considered a fundamental priority of all medicine—

so that any intervention must be strictly justified—our discursive framing has shifted to the point 

where one instead assumes that technological manipulation of the body is perfectly neutral 

unless or until an objection can be raised. We thereby come to gradually erase the ethical line 

between processes of nature and those of artifice, so that a natural development of healthy 

processes taking their intended course will be reinterpreted as a decision to do nothing on the 

same level as a decision to radically intervene.  

Here a subtle echo with overly zealous theories of social construction of the self should 

ring out in a note of caution—for if we have come to believe that the greatest possible tyranny 

would be to accept the authority of any givenness or prior fixed order when educating the second 
																																																								

87. Oliver O’Donovan, Begotten or made? (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984). 
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body that has already been grafted into the student upon arrival, and if we insist that any settled 

order of commitments is in its entirety open to our manipulation or even that its closure demands 

creative disruption for ethical reasons, we should attend to the consequences already evident now 

in erasing the line between nature and artifice in medical attendance to the first body. There, the 

vacuum of possibility that emerges by blurring the line of artifice has been quickly and 

enthusiastically filled in by suggestions of the increasingly post-human and ethically disquieting 

medical technologies to come, which appear to be have little chance of meeting real resistance. 

In other words, if we cannot draw any distinction or order of priority between some organic 

order of events and the deliberately introduced interference of a professional physician or 

therapist, the field is wide open for precisely the kind of uninhibited technological refashioning 

that we decry. Everything may then be brought within the realm of technical and managerial 

control, rather than recognizing that human dignity uniquely demands respectful reception rather 

than manipulation. Of course, this analogy is thankfully limited in scope given that most of the 

efforts that make up the activity of pedagogy may more aptly and fruitfully be compared to 

athletic training of the physical body rather than to surgical intervention, and the prior domain is 

not held to the heightened scrutiny of the latter. Yet any educational vision that founds itself 

upon working to disrupt the student’s particularity—whether in the service of an ethical system 

that equates inner walls with outer injustices or merely to instill a poetic commitment to self-

refashioning—must be regarded with some level of concern if it invokes an authority to solicit 

and mediate the student’s ethically situated self-understanding according to a framework that is 

foreign to that dimension of the person. This caution is particularly needed, as I will revisit later, 

when we recognize that the deposited gifts of our particularity often cannot come to our full 

rational awareness until well beyond the school years. 
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O’Donovan does not merely criticize technology as an external imposition upon nature. 

His more perceptive insight is that the activity of techne gradually comes to supervene upon 

personhood itself once we treat the production of human beings as another external activity of 

making, instead of an activity of reception. In this sense, his critique lines up closely with the 

problem I previously raised of collapsing the distinction between poetically creating works or 

ideas and, according to a very different kind of relationship, bearing or accepting a child’s 

passage into the world by exclusively receiving them as a part of oneself. The culmination of his 

analysis, and the reason for which I have included him, is a historical reflection upon the term 

“person” as it first entered our language when patristic theologians recentered their conception of 

the individual upon what had been a periphery classical term: 

When we speak of a ‘person’, we speak of a persona — and it is well known that the 
term had special associations with the ancient theatre, where the persona was the 
character-mask. We speak, therefore, of an appearance. It is the appearance of an 
individual human being; the Greek equivalent means, simply, ‘face’. But in invoking 
the theatre we also invoke the thought that what is presented there is not a tableau, but 
a story . . . A persona is an individual appearance that has continuity through a story. 
It is the appearance of an agent to whom things happen and who does things, of one 
who has, as we say, a ‘history’.88 
 
The distinction appears subtle at first glance, yet further reflection reveals a decisive gulf 

between the person conceived as a distinct and non-exchangeable “history” and the quantitative 

or qualitative definitions that today attempt to locate the precise dividing line constituting 

personhood as the possession of sufficient intellect, will, or independence. This prior sense of the 

person as a history is not to be equated with the possessive form in which we are defined by 

telling and shaping “our” stories as a personal act, for it instead refers to the emergence of the 

person as an unchosen gift that forever binds any future biographical events to an irreplaceable 

proper name.  

																																																								
88. O’Donovan, Begotten or made?, 50. 
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The original impetus for developing this new terminology to replace the inherited Greek 

philosophical concepts of an animal plus rationality, or body plus a soul, was to make sense of 

one very specific revelation which the patristic writers were struggling to bring into articulation 

with an entirely new vocabulary: the unified personhood and divinity of Christ, which raised for 

the first time a problem of identifying the singular identity of personhood even when different 

layers or aspects of the same individual are evident. Following this conception of the person, 

rather than its attenuated forms that would emerge more recently as the etymological and 

theological resonances waned, we can say that a person’s first entrance in our ethical frame is a 

revelation of the highly particular claim of their irrefutably particular face and name, like that I 

described above; and it differs radically from any other conception in its resistance to 

determination by techne: 

We may decide whether or not any being manifests ‘personality’ by testing for it. There 
are many ways in which this complex of attributes, capabilities, and performances may 
be proven experimentally, from the simplest behavioral test (speaking, and seeing 
whether one is answered) to the most sophisticated biological test. But we cannot decide 
in this way whether or not any being is a person. We discern persons only by love, by 
discovering through interaction and commitment that this human being is irreplaceable. 
Perhaps we only discover this, in the fullest sense, of a few human beings in the course of 
our lives, though we would have inklings of it with many more.89 
 
No better statement of the priority of the revelation of another person into our lives could 

be given; it opens to us by way of their distinctness, their irreplaceability, and the unique 

commitment that binds us to them reciprocally. O’Donovan here gives us a subtle echo of the 

epistemological necessity I accord to revelation, in that the highly particular and contingent 

experience of confronting the irreplaceability of another person is the root from which all further 

ethical encounters and moral decisions that are predicated upon respecting personhood can 

develop, only by analogy with that prior experience and only to the extent that we can hold fast 
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to what that experience revealed of personhood. In short, the passage leading to a broad ethical 

embrace of others travels first through the memory and faithful preservation of our most 

exclusive and private of commitments; this accounts stands in significant discord with any 

attempt to discern fixed commitments as the source of outward exclusions.   

I can now reflect upon my private revelations whose entrance reconfigured my own 

thinking and opened up the passage to this dissertation’s unifying themes. It may appear a 

stylistic oddity or, at worst, a kind of evasion to promise an corrective example of 

autobiographical reflection only to place relatively little actual biographical content alongside a 

greater heft of theoretical debate, yet that is the kind of circle of particularity and higher 

contemplation that I believe best captures the full movement of ethically-minded reason, so long 

as it is not truncated artificially on both sides and flattened into the kind of inwardly explorative 

yet outwardly deaf self-reflection I have criticized. The private sphere of commitments has 

enormous public importance, and is the first revelation upon which access to higher ideals and 

transcendence may open up. 

 
Love, Time, and Fidelity 

 Much of the debate I have provided over the prior chapters culminates in a critique of 

autobiography, particularly where this activity has been understood as an ethically unproblematic 

act of liberation or expansion of the student without recourse to the moral vocabulary of binding 

particularity and faithful commitments that I believe is critical for guiding any responsible 

reflection upon the past. Since autobiography is always an endeavor of stepping backwards in 

order to step forwards (regression and progression in Pinar), my entry point is to interrogate the 

limitations of stepping backwards to see if certain truths are by their nature inaccessible to 

reflection when it is carried out in expansive exploration.  
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 Love demands precisely this sort of limitation, because its inauguration establishes its 

own reinterpretation and recuperation of the past in order to project a new future, all by virtue of 

a transformation which operates in the opposite direction from that of reflective emancipation. 

According to the demands of expansion or liberation, the events and settled meanings of the past 

are to be placed under the sign of contingency so that we can imagine various new arcs of 

possibility leading forward from what might have been otherwise had a particular set of choices 

or imposed interpretations not preemptively closed off a passageway. But in those encounters 

with another person which generate a new uniquely binding relationship, the contingencies of the 

past must instead be offered to the gift of a new retroactive meaning by which they contract 

rather than expand. The acceptance of this binding contraction is the productive part of the gift of 

self, which ultimately requires both a gift of our past and of our future. 

 This is certainly the nature of an exclusive romantic relationship. Reflection upon its 

source of overwhelming power over our imagination cannot miss the profound power of a newly 

opened future—just as the dissolution of a relationship, even those we remember from our 

youngest years, erupts in an equal measure of pain at the sudden closure of that entire projected 

horizon in which we had been living. And while the future aspirations are evident enough, the 

past is equally reconfigured, particularly when we formalize the commitments of marriage. 

When a couple finally comes before their families to state the public meaning of their private 

conjunction—vowing I do for the present and I will for the future—there is a third tense hidden 

in that space: it will have been, or our implausible and historically contingent pasts which 

somehow collided in this chance encounter will henceforth have existed for the sake of this 

union, because who we now become is ontologically tied to this commitment in both directions. 

As Derrida observes, the ring is a marking of time as circularity, and inaugurates the possibility 
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of commemoration on subsequent anniversaries that keep the forward progression of time 

chained to that ever-present past event.90 A new time comes into being.  

There is a grace to this contraction of past meaning: from the new perspective of the 

present and future that this person’s irruption into our life has now opened up, all our chaotic, 

inexplicable, and perhaps debilitating experiences of prior years can be granted a retroactive 

pardon. As it opens a new horizon for the future, the formerly contingent event of a chance 

intersection between the trajectories of two persons can suddenly become the pinhole by which 

the shape of two lives is newly committed to film, so that difficult prior events can gracefully 

attain some meaning as fated steps along an implausible route to the new identities born of that 

encounter. I know that this was the case for myself, and perhaps more so for my wife, whose past 

included a debilitating dissolution of abandonment leaving behind the six-year-old and infant 

who also would greet me as irreplaceable names at our conjunction.  

If a spouse alone doesn’t carry enough of this binding force, these children utterly 

demand it when their very entrance springs from such a history and refuses to be denied. As I 

have discovered, even stepchildren or adopted children enact this binding, for once a child truly 

comes to know and accept you as their parent, there can be no alternative history in which you 

were strangers. Nothing can bring so fundamental an infidelity to family commitment as that 

moment in which one begins to wonder if some other future should have or might have been 

given to us, had we only taken a different route. Under such an indulgence of thought, the light 

in which our loved ones appear to us may grow dimmer as a single option among many. Fidelity 

requires effort and self-restraint, and it demands a cultivation of the gratitude that sometimes 

slips from view. 
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My dispute with the self characterized by expansion and growth is that these principles 

only belong to certain human spheres, most notable amongst which are our economic ventures 

and certain modes of intellectual development. But family life—which cannot be abstracted from 

the person without the violence of an alternative authority—moves within a different modality of 

time. This domain belongs to a time shaped by remembrance, commemoration, and repetition, 

each of which gives shape and confers meaning upon the rituals of shared life. Birthdays, despite 

the increment of a number, celebrate the gratitude for that prior birth. Anniversaries reinscribe 

the time of a foundational commitment within each passing year. Holidays attach to seasons and 

hold open the space for another timeline to show forth within which events persist in a parallel 

permanence; I can recall sitting in my grandmother’s house close to Christmas in a series of 

years stretching across my life, and somehow all these scenes feel more contemporaneous with 

the present than any other former events. I now bring children into those same places, and they 

gain an intimation of a space that long preceded them yet welcomes them alongside those older 

faces as if we all arrived at the same time. And when they spot a photo of their parent as a child 

in that same room sitting in front of the tree, they obtain a first glimpse of the cycles and 

repetitions within which life gains meaning. 

Children easily grasp this mode of time. When I put our little boy to bed each night, I 

used to turn on his night light that casts stars onto the ceiling, and we would take turns moving 

the pinpoint of a small flashlight for a moment across those constellations, each of us picking out 

which star we wanted to live on in our dreams that night. When I think of this small moment and 

I see how he takes to the repetition and insists on its perpetuation, I recognize how my own 

memories of childhood often elevate the smallest things of this nature that may have only 

persisted for a year or two and magnify them into something grandly symbolic of entire eras of 



	 94	

my parents and our family life. And that's where the fidelity to our shared lives must be found: 

not disparaging the fake stars on the ceiling of his bedroom as a cheap construction, but instead 

recognizing that a celestial vault of eternity opens up above that ceiling and preserves the small 

gestures and moments in a memory that will be carried forward and, in time, may come to some 

greater fruition as he passes analogous gestures onward to another child. Until completing this 

circle myself and arriving at the parenting end of what I had seen only as a child, I was not aware 

of the depth of these dimensions of relational time and their characteristic modes of grace and 

beauty. As a consequence, the years of my life in which I most closely approximated the ideals 

of growth and expansion—roughly from entering college and seeking a series of new and 

seemingly brave ideas to the pre-marriage years of developing into a professional—appear in 

retrospect as those years in which my ethical perceptions were by necessity the least developed 

despite the intellectual and deliberate work I invested in self-formation. 

These spaces and this unique mode of time also belong to death and remembrance. 

A couple summers ago, my wife’s own stepfather died slowly and painfully from cancer. As she 

would later tell me, his final hours dragged on as an awful experience of waiting in which he 

became a kind of shallowly breathing skeleton of himself with sunken features—yet she sat 

through that eternity in the dark room of his once joyful but now dusty and neglected home to 

hold his hand with her sister until the respiration ceased. This is the final service of two 

stepdaughters in loving response to the gift of his long-sustained fidelity to the choice made long 

ago to accept them as children. There may be something still far too intellectual in Derrida’s 

reminder that one half of every ongoing conversation will die first or that a full resolution of the 

ongoing dialogue is structurally impossible. In many cases, one half will not merely die and exit 

the discourse; first they may lose their autonomy to become the body and receding mind that we 
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can only serve. Derrida reminds us well that the other will ultimately elude our grasp, but forgets 

that their presence and their body may on the contrary demand the grasp of our hand as it 

degrades, even in the silence of final hours. The time and space of our family lives anticipates 

death, whereas an anthropology of growth can only see death in the Hegelian terms of a negation 

that propels new meaning or new production. 

 Parents also preserve the whole personhood of their children precisely by refusing to 

think solely in terms of forward momentum. In the space of careers and the autonomy of self-

definition, we expect that the present is our truth; but from the perspective of anticipating the 

whole life in attendance to death, the present is only one moment. I have often been struck by the 

way in which a Wikipedia article for a living celebrity, which always keeps a recent photo, 

suddenly reverts after their death to a classic, widely recognizable image of the person in their 

prime. Parents absolutely participate in the forward growth of their children, yet they do so only 

in the context of a total view by which they also see the childhood room, the old drawings in a 

drawer, and their hopes for a future spouse and grandchildren all within one encompassing 

embrace. Growth is but one part of this frame. 

This is where my reflections now lead me, although they did not do so prior to the 

irreversible revelations of the wife and children who entered into view partway through my 

doctoral studies and that nearly derailed its completion. These faces also moved into vision an 

entire series of further revelations that had long been dormant in the past. That which is ordinary 

here is ultimately extraordinary. And the only language by which this mode of time and 

recollection can be rendered into words is irreducibly theological, by which we can humbly 

address in gratitude the emanation of all these faces while anticipating in faithfulness that our 
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commemorative gathering of these memories and our service to one another is but a smaller 

prefigurement of another, higher scene of memory and embrace.  

And yet none of the preceding can be easily spoken within our present frameworks of 

education that must treat settled or given meanings as only a straight jacket atop the student’s 

expansive potential, where educators clamor enthusiastically for disruption of the mirror image 

without once acknowledging the others reflected behind the student at the edges of the frame, 

whose faces may not have even come into focus yet for the young person in the classroom. To 

believe that education is at its core a project of liberation from the given particularities of our 

embodiment means effacing the encumbrance of that scene before it can take hold, pushing it 

into the strictly private sphere along with the theological utterances by which it might be spoken, 

in order to secure against the possibility that its classroom articulation might actively resist the 

drive of the reformer to keep all these prior authorities in their place under a sign of contingency.  
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CONCLUSIONS AND FURTHER CONSIDERATIONS 

 I have labored in this work to draw out the depth and force of my dispute the vision of 

education as an activity of “liberation,” loosening, or expansion of the person, along with the 

closely related ideology that elevates growth as the primary dimension from which human life 

gains its distinctive value. By necessity, the culmination of this venture led into a brief personal 

reflection guided by terminology that is far removed from the preceding theoretical discussions. 

It is therefore necessary to recapitulate the procession of this critique. 

 First, I insisted at the outset that education must preserve aims that are both very high and 

very low, by which I mean that it can neither exclude the importance of that which is provincial 

and ordinary nor artificially block out ways of speaking that can point us towards more 

transcendent or even theological commitments. I retraced the legacy of Plato and Aristotle partly 

in order to reinforce the recognition that education as a deliberate public venture has always 

included both the high (in this case, goodness, justice, and other transcendent truths) and the low 

(the social shaping of desires or habits) in such a way that neither is strictly an intellectual 

exercise. I then looked to Dewey as a crucial entry point into our democratic era of schools and 

drew out the continuity with that Aristotelian legacy preserved in his thought, by which he 

recognizes the positive and necessary formative contribution of smaller spheres of actions and 

habits. Yet I left dissatisfied with Dewey’s democratic claims, drawing attention to the 

irreducible way in which his view of human value remains centered solely upon forward motion 

or creative growth, thereby making it difficult to retain the dignity of other crucial aspects of our 

personhood orbiting around birth and death, or the dignity of those persons whose lives may be 
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more closely bound to those natural cycles and less driven by economically modeled creative 

expression outside the communal frames of time and repetition. 

I then developed a reflection upon that which stands at the opposite end of human 

experience from growth, in the anticipation of death, and found in Derrida’s response to 

Gadamer helpful seeds for further reflection on the nature of death and the body beyond 

dominant conceptions of meaning and narrative, particularly if we bring these insights into our 

own time and avoid their capture by debates over interpretation that grew from fears of stifling 

hegemony more pertinent to a prior, less socially fragmented century. In my subsequent 

interaction with Pinar, whose work is vast enough to permit many different pathways of debate, I 

registered my disappointment with the distinctly empty and “expansive” spiritualizing gestures 

that underpin his ethical investment in autobiography. His aims of reinflating the breadth of 

education, along with many of his individual contributions along the way, are appealing yet 

ultimately misaligned to the realities of encumbrance, particularly given his close adherence to 

the negative and creatively destructive account of the mirror which I examined and criticized in 

the introduction. 

 In my personal reflections, which were also reflections upon the limits of our sovereignty 

over autobiography in our need to be guided by constraints, I suggested and demonstrated the 

distinct mode of reasoning that allows our personal commitments to be recollected and spoken 

faithfully. My verdict on growth and expansion is that these are values pertaining only to certain 

modes or phases of life, while precluding the meaning and nature of other crucial spheres. I 

endeavored to make this difference apparent in a consideration of the very different logic of time 

and memory given in private life. I also acknowledged the role of death and of its anticipation in 

our personal relationships, which is difficult to carry over into projects of personal expansion 
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without reducing this conversation to the ways in which we individually grow through episodes 

of loss or negation, which would miss the point entirely. In direct response to Pinar’s concession 

that the theological dimension of education may be ineliminable, I deepened my commitment to 

this topic by attempting to offer a small glimpse of the way in which the private and family 

sphere demands a mode of thought and expression which strictly secular spaces preclude. Yet in 

differentiation from what I see as an elitist or classist undertone to his spiritual formulations, I 

emphasized the ordinariness of the experience of these matters, which does not depend for full 

participation upon a sophisticated critical reflection or any creatively academic transformation of 

theology into transformative politics. Here I also practiced my refusal to accept the priority of 

artistic creation over human procreation and parenting, as well as my contention that theological 

matters need not be rescued by enlightened reformist reinterpretation when, on the contrary, the 

rhythms and rituals shared by those in the lowest pews are fully capable of carrying one to higher 

theological truths, much in the way that beauty offers a common bridge to the good for Plato. My 

personal reflections stopped just at the point where the contours of this bridge came into view, 

implicitly accepting that its further traversal would require more dramatically leaving the 

permissible bounds of this dissertation; yet this impossibility of speaking of the most crucial 

matters of our lives in the language they demand forms a critical part of my discontent with the 

peculiar frames imposed by our secular spaces of education, within which soaring reflections are 

permitted to trade in the inexhaustible transcendence of the self yet both implicitly and 

procedurally discouraged from speaking of our inexhaustible awe before gifts of providence. 

 Given my intentions of restoring to the debate over educational foundations a set of 

topics I perceived to be missing or distorted, the scope of this work attended so closely to my 

own intimations of excluded knowledge that I did not make significant room to incorporate other 
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voices who certainly have their own grievances of erased ways of knowing and acting which 

may parallel my own. An initial response to this limitation from the side of epistemological 

reflection is that one of my key intentions was to make the case that our deeply committed and 

privately encumbered selves can already offer a sufficient pathway to ethical awakening, rather 

than exterior disruption of that space by outside voices constituting the first or primary motive 

force for widening our embrace. In other words, to pass through my own commitments is 

required before I can engage others.  

That being said, having carried this initial journey up to a certain point, a follow-up 

would do well to take on the challenge of relating these recognitions to the struggles of others 

that may be carried out in very different circumstances. In particular, it cannot be missed that my 

rejection of the usual order of priority that elevates public ways of speaking and creating 

meaning over the assumed quiet or inertness of the private sphere has led me to land in a 

theoretical space already populated with—or at least in close vicinity to—women who have 

written in rejection of the same artificial division. Rather than merely suggesting that women 

should gain more priority in the public sphere while still leaving the division itself intact, Nancy 

Hirschmann suggests that the distinction itself is just as distorting as is the related opposition 

between positive and negative conceptions of freedom, for both of these axes, regardless of the 

pole that is to be prioritized, end up modeling freedom upon abstractions of agency that are 

incapable of accounting for the material and embodied experiences typically known to women.91 

In the same manner that I previously alluded to Dewey’s rejection of the distinction between the 

head and hands as a false division that distorts the mode of knowledge available on both sides—

making ideas too immaterial, and practical work too mechanical—Hirschmann’s rejection of the 
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private and public spheres as they are currently constituted points towards a theoretical 

engagement by which both might be better enriched and comprehended in their interpenetration. 

I also could not yet fully consider the case of the broken or abused life in my reflections 

on the ethics of intervention and personhood. I argued that we should heighten our skepticism 

towards educational aspirations that aim at unsettling the order of a student rather than allowing 

students to deepen and extend their grasp on the basis of their own distinct deposits of meaning 

and commitment, yet just as in the case of surgical intervention that I suggested as an analogy, 

the proper response to a student who arrives with the baggage of abuse or an abusive or broken 

private sphere would by necessity look very different. I can say in passing that I have some 

personal basis for reflecting on this distinction in the difference manifested to me between 

parenting the child I came to take into my house as an infant and the child who was six years old 

and burdened with a complex set of attachments and loss. 

For further development of the arguments of this dissertation, it would be a natural step to 

deepen my engagement with the theological and democratic dimensions towards which I 

increasingly moved. In particular, my insistence that an educational vision be attuned to the 

common person and even the most mundane contexts carries a kind of Protestant enthusiasm for 

ordinary life and understanding, yet my reflections on the way in which time and memory 

operate and show themselves in rituals and repetitions reaches towards the sacramental 

embodiments more commonly given import in Catholicism, which is also where the theology of 

the person as a gift has received the most prolonged recent attention. It may well be that a more 

earnest attempt to reconcile these strands of influence and deepen the vision of democratic 

education informed by theological language can lead me towards reconciling some of the latent 

tensions that this work was not yet able to fully explore. While this dissertation has been 
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structured primarily as an attempt to indicate how and where something essential eludes the 

grasp of our public and compulsively secular models of education, the greater task still extant is 

to offer a robust countering vision that can remain democratic and yet be faithful to the already 

encumbered personhood of every student that long precedes and exceeds all events in the 

classroom. 
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