
RISKING PHILOSOPHY OF EDUCATION

ANTHONY WESTON

ABSTRACT: Teaching philosophy of education offers us a chance to apply the
familiar Socratic dialectic to ourselves. But it is very seldom taught in this spirit,
if taught at all. Perhaps we fear that such a course would be impossibly self-refer-
ential. This paper argues, however, that precisely this kind of self-reference could
be its strength. I outline a course of this sort, based upon a number of iterations I
have taught over the past few years. A range of different classroom styles are
enacted and examined for their hidden assumptions about teaching, learning, and
knowledge.

1

Why does philosophy of education rank so low among the courses that
philosophy departments regard as essential to their mission? We pride
ourselves on drawing out and challenging the assumptions underlying
other professions’ fundamental activities: medicine, science, even sports.
Yet our own essential activity is education. Surely one might be forgiven
for expecting that philosophy of education therefore would be the most
essential course any philosophy department could teach.

In fact, however, philosophy of education is a professional backwater.
It is seldom offered at all, and certainly not considered as important as
philosophy of science or medicine or indeed almost any other course in
the catalog. We seem strikingly reluctant to apply our own tools to
ourselves.

Why? No doubt there are many reasons. Critical self-examination is
always somewhat aversive, for instance: we know that quite well from the
typical reactions to our exertions elsewhere. Other reasons may be more
troubling. Not all teaching philosophers, for one thing, take teaching so
seriously. Perhaps not all of us do consider teaching to be our most essen-
tial activity. Philosophy of education may just not seem worth the philo-
sophical effort.

When these are the reasons that philosophy of education is marginal-
ized, though, I think the necessary responses are fairly obvious. Self-
examination may be painful but it is still good for us: it opens doors that
might otherwise stay closed. Besides, like it or not, teaching is our essen-
tial activity, or at least one of them.

I am concerned in this paper with another and more problematic source
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of reluctance. We may be disinclined to use our own tools on ourselves
partly because we fear that such an examination, in a class at least, would
become impossibly self-referential, a house of mirrors. Teaching philoso-
phy of education may seem too paradoxical, too risky. How can we chal-
lenge the assumptions underlying teaching while, well, teaching? Would
we not become a little like the proverbial pianist who began to pay atten-
tion to her fingers at the keyboard and ended up unable to play anything?

I do not think such a course is impossibly paradoxical. Risky, yes, in
other ways – but that, I will argue, could very well be a good thing. In this
essay I want to suggest a way to approach the potential “house of mirrors”
as an opportunity instead of as a pitfall. In fact I believe that precisely its
self-referentiality offers an unmatchable opportunity to teach a course that
reveals and invokes philosophy authentically in action. It is as close to a
“laboratory” course as we get in philosophy – we ourselves are the labora-
tory – and taking the risk to look at ourselves that way, I suggest, can also
be profoundly liberatory as well. Viewed this way, philosophy of education
can represent philosophy not at its most problematic but at its very best.

2

The goals of my philosophy of education course are the familiar ones: to
draw out and critically examine the presuppositions of education, espe-
cially education as we know it. I do so, however, not so much by the usual
kinds of arguments and dialogue as by enacting alternative educational
styles, styles whose presuppositions are different, sometimes radically
different, from the presuppositions of “education as we know it.” The
usual presuppositions then emerge as it were in silhouette – and they
emerge as questionable, optional, not (for once) the only possibilities.1

Only the very first style is “usual.” I lecture – with a vengeance. I find
an actual lecture hall: a small theater is best, ideally with a stage so I in
my suit and tie can not only stand behind a podium but also stand above
the students. I fill the whole space and almost the whole time (and we have
100-minute sessions) with my voice, inviting questions, ideally only on
specific points of clarification, only at the end. Usually this lecture is some
sort of introduction to the historical philosophies of education: Plato, say,
versus Rousseau. The class may be starting to read Hirsch’s Cultural
Literacy (we do read some standard books), so there are natural elabora-
tions – a nice lecture.

© Metaphilosophy LLC and Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1998

1 Several of the teaching styles described here, as well as a number of others not
included, were first outlined in a previous article on this topic, “Uncovering the Hidden
Curriculum: A Laboratory Course in Philosophy of Education,” APA Newsletter on
Teaching Philosophy 90:2 (Winter 1991): 36–40, abridged and reprinted in Tziporah
Kasachkoff, ed., In the Socratic Tradition: Essays on Teaching Philosophy (Rowman and
Littlefield, 1998). Since then, though, I have taught similar courses many times, with a
number of the new methods included here. This essay is a kind of progress report.
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Some students “get it” right away. They even play along by asking nice,
specialized, narrow questions. For the rest, it takes the shock of actually
analyzing the lecture style philosophically to wake up. So the next time we
sit in a circle and dissect lecturing and its hidden messages. What is
knowledge in this style? I ask. What is teaching? What is learning?

Lecturing, they eventually conclude, conveys the message that the
lecturer is an authority on a subject about which the students are essen-
tially ignorant and have nothing to offer. This is why only lecturers speak,
and the job of students is to fill up their notebooks with lecturers’ wisdom.
Paolo Freire calls this the “banking” model of education: knowledge is a
currency that lecturers deposit in students’ accounts, and tests are
measures of the account balance. Students point out that there is a good bit
of variety in lecturing style, but most students, even those who generally
like lecturing, find Freire’s model accurate.

Bolder students point out that the same message also reinforces and
legitimizes lecturers. Having the “space” of the classroom free to yourself,
filling the room with your voice alone, free of challenge, the sole active
one in a roomful of passive receivers, thoroughly ratifies one’s own sense
of authority and power. Even the structure of the lecture hall collaborates.
All of the chairs face forward, for example, discouraging communication
among the students, allowing easier control, and conveying the message
that – by literally creating the reality that – the teacher stands apart from
the students and relates to them only en masse. Lecture halls everywhere
have chairs fixed in long semicircular rows, facing a microphone-
equipped podium at center.

And knowledge, in the lecture style, is finished. It is being handed to
the student beyond her ability to contribute. Indeed, especially if the
lecture is well organized and clear – that is, precisely if it is a good lecture
by the usual standards – the twists and turns of the development of the
knowledge being presented are laid out so that the final result seems only
fitting and natural. The uncertainty, struggle, and incompleteness that
characterize students’ own work, and in fact characterize all intellectual
work, sink below the horizon. One can of course try to present one’s
subject as an open-ended and ongoing search for knowledge. But that
intention tends to be defeated and undercut by the very mode of presenta-
tion – and again, paradoxically, especially if the lecture is a good one.

All of this takes a week. At the beginning of the next week the students
know that another (and, I have said, quite different) “style” will be
offered. For symbolic and other reasons, I try something completely
different, ideally something so different that the students have never
before experienced it in a classroom. My favorite follow-up is an
impromptu talk show. We are now well into the Hirsch text, and I want to
take up some of the controversies around it. So I set up five desks facing
the class and place the rest in a semicircle with an aisle down the middle.
I ask for volunteers who have read Hirsch and have definite opinions

© Metaphilosophy LLC and Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1998
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about the book. Two people represent Hirsch, one plays a critic, one
speaks for the students, and one plays the president of the college. We
outfit the president with a tie, the student with shades. The Hirsches spruce
up; all panelists make posters with their “names” and sometimes a slogan
or symbol. Then I hit the music, pull a microphone out of my pocket,
introduce the show and the panel, pose a question, and away it goes.
Students laugh when the microphone comes out – and then before they
know it they have to talk. Later I begin calling on members of the “audi-
ence” to join the discussion as well.

Too often we demand that our students perform only according to aca-
demic patterns that they find stilted and senseless. But they all watch talk
shows and know how to behave on them. Whenever I do this sort of thing
I am amazed at how readily they take up the roles, challenge each other,
and keep up the pace – with, essentially, no time to prepare. Passive and
resentful in the lecture, now they are immediately and completely
engaged. The “president” usually finds a stereotypical administrator
voice, talking a lot while saying very little. The class roars. But he and the
“student” soon find common areas of disagreement with Hirsch’s argu-
ment. The “Hirsches” always turn out to have studied the book carefully
(remember, they volunteer – sort of) and to be excellent at drawing out its
more subtle points. They just need to be offered the opportunity. All I have
to do is underline a point here and there and steer the discussion a little.

One message of this style, then, is that students are entirely capable of
intelligently presenting and discussing the course materials – despite how
they act in lecture halls. Another message is that there are many ways to
come to terms with a course’s readings. Trying to act out the controversies
involved is one such way. It is both an effective way to “get inside” an
author’s argument for the person playing the role, and an effective way to
introduce a controversy to a class. But the controversy is introduced by
being reproduced, not by being reported. “Knowledge” becomes an active
construction, not merely a kind of show at a distance about which students
need to know (perhaps) but which does not really concern them.

Besides, it’s fun, and this mere possibility is sometimes the most shock-
ing realization after the talk-show style. What a disservice the liberation
movements of the twentieth century have done to us by portraying libera-
tion as something so effortful and joyless! As Emma Goldman is supposed
to have said, I only want your revolution if I can dance in it. After this day
of class, it sometimes feels a bit as if this whole class has danced too. They
didn’t know they could; and they don’t forget easily.

Other times I have used group work to follow up the lecture, which also
offers a good contrast, though it is more familiar, at least where I teach. I
ask the groups to decide what sort of curricular requirements, if any, their
ideal university would have, and then to explain why. Later I bring each
group some paper and markers and ask them to draw a poster rationaliz-
ing their distribution requirements to incoming students (I hand out a

© Metaphilosophy LLC and Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1998
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sample of their own institution’s attempt to do the same). These posters
are then taped up around the room, and class ends with students viewing
each other’s work. Along with the more obvious contrasts (group work is
active and self-directed, etc.), the really striking result of this exercise is
that students begin to gain a wholly new sense of how the university
became what it is. Most of the groups naturally fall back into compromise
between contrasting views, and so arrive at something very like what they
already have, including the disliked core requirements.

For the third style I try something still wilder. Let me put it this way:
this session is an opportunity to carry on without any official teacher at all.
I just leave them to themselves. In short, I do not show up.

Actually, after all those years of telling myself that there is nothing so
bad as not showing up for a class, the first time I taught this course I could
not quite do it. So I rigged an in-class insurrection against a guest teacher
(I had already excused myself) who was interrogating students law-school
style. He let the students throw him out, and so they had the room to them-
selves. They stayed, most of them, perhaps out of the sense that having
won a space for themselves they had better do something with it, or
perhaps because they smelled a trap. When I don’t show up at all,
however, they tend to leave. Last time this happened the most spirited item
of discussion was how long they had to wait, according to college regula-
tions, before they could leave (and whether this length of time varied by
professorial rank!).

So they leave. A few hours later, a few of them start thinking it over and
begin to wonder whether I had deliberately left them to themselves. I get
a few phone calls (not answered). By the time we meet for the style
discussion, most of them are convinced that I did indeed do it deliberately.

Yes, I say, I did. I ask them what they did. They left, they say. Why, I
ask. And this is quite a shocking moment. The answer is totally obvious,
yet when they actually articulate it they find themselves embarrassed too.
Still, the answer is no less than the prime assumption of schooling itself:
you cannot learn without a teacher. Very much like Freire’s “banking”
model, which most of the class had just vociferously rejected, the premise
is that knowledge is not something they could gain on their own, that it
was solely in my possession, that there was nothing they could gain from
each other or the library or even other instructors. No teacher, no class.2

What could we have done? they ask. I point out to them that they were

© Metaphilosophy LLC and Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1998

2 A colleague argued, in response to this claim, that actually the students were not
assuming that there was nothing they could gain without a teacher, just less than they could
gain from doing something else. But presumably students are always making such calcula-
tions, even when the teacher is present, and normally most students show up. Today they
all left. So the teacher is still granted a very central role. Besides, I really doubt that students
or anyone else actually thinks in such a calculative way. I think we live in a much more
automatic and symbolic world. “Teacher” means “learning”; no teacher means no learning.
You bolt.
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not simply abandoned. In fact, the previous session ended with a specific
charge and request to them: that they help shape the next part of the
course, some sort of response to and evaluation of Hirsch’s argument. Last
time they had a handout explicitly laying out the questions Hirsch leaves
us with and inviting their participation in planning the next week or so of
classes thinking about answers. Now they see that this was quite deliber-
ate. I had even suggested that they go to the library and look for articles.
But they simply did not hear this as relevant to themselves. That they
could do it on their own never crossed their minds – and of course twenty
or so years of traditional teachers and schools reinforced their passivity.
So the point is not to blame them – only to let the hidden messages of
those twenty years reveal themselves, to let their inertia carry them to a
revealing place. “Uncovering hidden assumptions” indeed! After this
session, nothing happens that they don’t immediately analyze backward
and forward. And that, of course, is my goal.

3

Next I set the students to the project they could have done by themselves
the week before: that is, to design the following week of the course, in
which we take up the critical response to Hirsch. I give a bit more struc-
ture: I pick out certain topics, along with them, and organize groups that
will be assigned to find readings and discuss them.

This is a more familiar style, but students are alert enough now that
they can recognize assumptions that were hidden before. For example,
they come to view their fellows in a somewhat different light. Students
often lament the lack of respect that students show toward each other (for
instance, who ever takes notes on what another student says?). But, they
now say, students are not innately unmotivated and resistant. Rather,
students now see how easy it is to become unmotivated and resistant in a
teacher-centered system that offers no validation to and few opportunities
for any other mode of learning and that consistently conveys the message
that students are simply ignorant.

I have used other styles at this point too. In the first rendition of the
class, my law-school colleague returned, the week after the staged revolt,
and again conducted the class using the law-school method, though much
more supportively (and with a little warning). A bit more dialogue ensued:
he helped students out with answers, for example.

This is an interesting style, though seldom used in philosophy. It
requires student participation, all the time, since anyone may be called
upon at any time. Everyone must think as though his or her name were next
on the list, all the time. This method also prevents a few students from
dominating the class. Disadvantages include a very high level of tension,
though, which many students reported even on the return visit, and a
tendency to concentrate upon specific facts, positions, and arguments,

© Metaphilosophy LLC and Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1998
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excluding other aspects of the subject and other kinds of engagement they
might invite, such as more imaginative or exploratory responses.

Sometimes I set up a grading workshop as the fourth or fifth style. As
part of their regular work for the course, students write commentaries on
each style, which I collect, redistribute, and ask them to comment on and
pre-grade (I look at them later) as a way of opening each discussion. So
this week I hand out some anonymous samples from the last set of
commentaries. I remind students of the general criteria for grading
commentaries (they have a handout). They grade them, and then we talk
about it.

Students report that very seldom in their entire academic career is grad-
ing even discussed, let alone argued about, in a classroom. They are also
strikingly inexperienced at looking at their own or others’ writing from an
evaluative point of view, and by doing so they begin to understand some
of the problems in the grading process, and also some of the weaknesses
in their own work. I choose examples that are not clear cases. Their own
grades diverge from each other’s and from mine. We talk about it.

There are a few other things I would like to try here, perhaps a little less
calm, such as a simulation to teach about racism, sexism, or authoritari-
anism. Some have been tried: social psychologist Phil Zimbardo’s famous
prison simulation, which had to be called off when it produced too realis-
tic a set of mini-Nazis out of apparently healthy Stanford undergraduates;
and Iowa third-grade teacher Jane Elliot’s attempt to convey the depth and
the senselessness of racial prejudice by inducing her students to discrimi-
nate on the basis of eye color, as illustrated in the well-known film A Class
Divided. This is teaching by enacting. It is arguable in fact that even in
reading or watching films about (say) racism, one comes to “know” only
when one is led to take the further step of imagining or projecting oneself
into the situation being portrayed. “What would I feel if this were being
done to me?” Zimbardo and Elliot found a way to do it.

Teaching in this way is again radically different from the “telling” that
is the norm. But I have not yet figured out how to do it effectively within
the space of a single class. Frankly, I am a bit reluctant too. As the prema-
turely shut down Zimbardo experiment shows, enormously powerful
effects can be created by such experiments. Am I ready to unleash them?
I am not sure.

4

The classroom styles begin to heat up again as we enter the second main
set of topics in the readings: the question of different “ways of knowing,”
the possibility of radically disparate learning styles and therefore of differ-
ent approaches to knowledge itself.

Usually I assign the volume Women’s Ways of Knowing, by Mary
Belenky et al. The first task is to give students some background in 

© Metaphilosophy LLC and Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1998
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structural-developmental thinking, an intellectual and scientific tradition
running back through Lawrence Kohlberg and William Perry to the likes
of Piaget and Hegel, so that they can make sense of Belenky’s six-“posi-
tion” quasi-developmental scheme – indeed so that they will have some
sense that more than one “position” or style is possible, as well as some
sense of the project of trying to schematize the various possible positions
into a larger dialectical framework. For this I use a style I call the “Map
of Knowledge.”

I ask each student to write down one attitude about knowledge: his or
her own or some other attitude he or she finds interesting. For example,
one person might believe that all knowledge is delivered by some final
authority. Another person might believe that we really don’t know
anything for sure (if so, I ask that student to say why). I ask all students to
write their “attitude” in big letters on a sheet of paper. Then I pair every-
one up and ask each pair to order the two attitudes expressed. That is, I
ask them to decide which of their two attitudes is likely to come first, and
why. Once this is done, I pair up the pairs and ask them the same thing.
Now each group consists of four people trying to work out, in effect, a
structural-developmental schema for four attitudes. Once this is done, I
pair up the quads with the same challenge. By now they are working on
the floor or on the walls (I bring lots of tape), arranging and rearranging
their sheets/attitudes into some sort of branching tree or chain or some
other unfolding structure. Then I combine the four groups of eight into
two groups of sixteen and have them work on opposite walls in the class-
room. After twenty minutes, we have two developmental trees/chains on
the wall. One group of thirty-two (about the usual class size) seems too
unwieldy to me, so I then hand to each group of sixteen a copy of the other
group’s sheets (I ask for a copy at the start) and ask each group to work
the other group’s sheets into their own schema. After a long discussion,
and quite a bit of hobnobbing and interchanging among the groups, I have
them switch places and look at the other group’s schema – now thirty-two
sheets strong. Usually there is both a good bit of overlap and some sharp
divergence. For the last ten minutes or so of class all I have to say is a few
simple things about the Perry-Belenky frameworks. No more than that: for
Perry and Belenky are essentially doing what the class had just spent the
day doing itself.

I am not so concerned that students end up knowing the details of
Kohlberg’s or Perry’s or even Belenky’s theory – though even if I were so
concerned, it seems to me that this would be a good place to start. I do
want them to have some idea of what this sort of theorizing is about and
where its challenges and its interest lie. And they learn this by essentially
devising their own theories. That is the key thing. The underlying assump-
tion of this style, then, is that “knowledge” is not an already given system,
not fixed and complete and just presented to the students to assimilate, but
a construction, a hypothesis, a pattern that someone thought up.
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Knowledge therefore also remains open to challenge and change by
others, including these students themselves. The standard presentation of
such subjects is often just that: a presentation, i.e., of something that feels
complete. The process of knowledge- (or, really, hypothesis-) construction
never comes into focus; it remains hidden. My aim is to bring it out – or
rather, to model a teaching method that brings it out, and let the students
make the connection themselves.

Also, of course, the students very clearly do the work. I just give them
some instructions and kibbitz on the margins. They readily come to see
that this kind of teaching runs on their energies. Again, knowledge is not
something bestowed on them by me: it is something they create together.
The class energy and self-regard at these moments can run high indeed.

There are a variety of ways to go on from here with the Belenky
themes; which I choose depends on the class. In one class I asked students
to make a texture collage on the general theme of their educations. The
instructions read in part: “You should try to represent how your education
feels, not describe it in words or even draw it in pictures. You are working
primarily for the hand rather than the eyes or ears.” This exercise can
produce some astonishingly expressive and sometimes disturbing results
(broken glass, for example, and rubber bands stretched to nearly break-
ing). It also tends to produce an interesting exploration of how and why
we undervalue nonverbal means of expression. Some students complain
that this exercise favors students who are “artistic” or “creative”; others
agree, but point out that the academy usually favors those who are verbal,
creating an imbalance that is usually invisible. This exercise brings it into
the open.

I also usually try some kind of interview, pairing the students up, one
male and one female, with the male interviewing the female. The inter-
view questions fall into two categories: a range of questions about learn-
ing styles, following the protocols in the Belenky book, and a set of
questions about the women’s experience of sexism in the classroom and
on campus.

In debriefing, the men report enjoying the interviews, feel they listened
well, and like the chance to meet and talk with the women. The women’s
feelings are much more mixed – as Belenky et al. predict. Many of the
women feel that their interviewer more or less misunderstood them. Some
report that they were just beginning to answer a question, perhaps taking
an exploratory attitude toward the issue involved, when their interviewer
wrote down a few phrases and moved on to the next question. Others feel
that their interviewers simply could not believe or deal with some of their
answers, especially about the sexism they had personally experienced or
seen in classrooms, and so either wrote down something that was simply
inaccurate or ignored the answer entirely. Almost none of these women,
however, resist this kind of systematic mishearing during the interview.

The class is very struck by the fact that miscommunication so widely

© Metaphilosophy LLC and Blackwell Publishers Ltd. 1998
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occurs and that women who know they are being misheard on the whole
do not resist. Belenky et al. stress the devaluation of certain “female”
ways of speaking and thinking in school, especially in college. We begin
to recognize some of these patterns and to recognize that they may emerge
against a background that is already so biased and disheartening that even
when a woman recognizes the miscommunication she may not have the
energy or the heart to try to correct it.

The first time I taught this class, I had the class discussion of the inter-
view style videotaped by my teaching assistant. As students entered the
class the following day they saw, by way of introduction, a videotape of
themselves entering class the previous day. I then proceeded to show
selections from the tape, stopping for discussion in between and showing
some segments several times. In short, as the class now discovered, the
next style was to analyze their very own interaction patterns against the
background of Belenky’s discussion.

One segment showed four or five students, all but one male, interacting
in a strikingly tentative way. Several began their remarks with the suppos-
edly classically female “I don’t know if this is true, but . . .”; others asked
questions of each other, rather than making statements or keeping the
interchange centered on me. In short, they followed what Belenky et al.
call a “collaborative” pattern that is supposed to be more characteristic of
females in all-female groups. We discussed why this interaction did not fit
the “classical” patterns that we had begun to identify in previous discus-
sions. Some of the men reported feeling especially tentative that day,
given the topic; other students argued that the patterns discussed by
Belenky have to be understood as tendencies not exclusively of just one
gender.

In a second segment, one of the louder males in the class was arguing
that women who are assertive are perceived as “bitchy” and are therefore
discouraged from honestly speaking up; one of the stronger women in the
class was arguing, very assertively, that there were other ways to make
one’s weight felt. Constant interruptions on both sides continued until the
female really did seem to become “bitchy,” even though she was clearly
provoked by the male’s style (which of course did not seem “bitchy” at
all). In fact, however, as we now recognized, the two students were not
even disagreeing.

The effect was a little uncomfortable but also riveting. Students had
never seen themselves in class before – never seen themselves as instruc-
tors see them, and never with the challenge of analyzing their own inter-
action patterns. This session proved to be crucial in students’
self-reflection on their own behaviors. It is not easy to deny a pattern when
you see yourself acting it out.

One message of this style, then, is that self-consciousness is both
necessary and difficult. Another message, more prominent than I expected
in the commentaries, was that it is vital to question generalizations like
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those that we had discussed in the previous session. We need to seriously
consider the possibility that our own behavior follows patterns that we
don’t suspect or even notice, while on the other hand we really do need to
look at our own behavior rather than accepting some general claims about
it simply because they come with the authority of a textbook, or as accu-
sations that can only be questioned at the risk of seeming sexist.

5

In the end I move explicitly into the radical critics of education: Ivan
Illich, John Holt, Ira Schor. Usually by the time we arrive at these read-
ings, though, the classroom styles have been heralding their themes for
several weeks. Last time I taught the course, we moved into Holt’s book
Instead of Education with a series of three “Dares,” each a day of class.

As a way of closing our Belenky work, I had handed out a set of (fairly
hard and specific) study questions on the Belenky book and assigned one
to each small group, who then reported answers back to the class. Though
they did a creditable job, the experience was disappointing and dull. So
next time I began by saying so. They agreed. We talked a bit about why.
Then I said: today I invite you to something very different. I am going to
give the same study questions to the same groups, except that this time
you explicitly have permission – in fact, I dare you – to address your ques-
tion usefully for the rest of the class in the wildest way possible. The
wilder the better. I promised special credit to the two wildest groups
(according to an anonymous class poll afterward). Then I got a little wild
myself: I burned some sage and together we chanted to “exorcise dull-
ness”; we did a little warm-up I remembered from my days in modern
dance, shaking out the stiffness all over the body. You can’t ask students
to take risks if you do not take risks yourself. Then they set to work: forty-
five minutes or so of preparation, then presentation. And the results were
truly wild. One group set the credo of one of Belenky’s stages to a little
ditty (which I still remember, two years later); one group ended their skit
by burning their bras; others did role-plays, role-reversals, and so on.

Dare 2 took place on a beautiful spring morning. “Can we go outside
today?” Yes. In fact, we will do nothing but go outside. We will walk as
slowly as possible across the lawn, maybe forty yards in eighty minutes. I
handed out a bit of the Tao Te Ching, spoke a bit about the speed of
modern life and how much we miss as a result, and then out we went.
Eighty minutes of slow walking in silence, with only the birds and the
wind and the sun. Afterward, some reflections on why we are not trained
in the disciplines of silence, attention, absorption. This too could be
“education”; indeed, it is education in other traditions: in Zen, for exam-
ple, and its monastic analogues.

Dare 3 was to learn a madrigal. We walked down to the chorus room,
this class of people who tell themselves that “I can’t sing.” Now they had
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not only to sing, but to sing five-part music, unaccompanied, in an unfa-
miliar musical style, and to learn it fast. I brought a tape recorder to tape
the final “performance” for the class archives.

This was interesting both in its own right and as the culmination of the
Dares. In the chorus room, unlike almost any classroom, everyone’s
success depends on everyone else succeeding. People have to carry their
lines. They have to listen carefully, extraordinarily carefully, to the direc-
tions and to each other – unusual demands for most of them most of the
time. Students in general learn how not to listen. They also have to take
risks: to open their mouths. No learning without risking something: this is
the most vital message of all.

The Dares taken together also move us toward an explicit recognition
of how much school narrows us down. In school there is so little wildness
and risk-taking, so little of our bodies, the birds, or even each other (as in
cooperative behavior, producing something together, like music), so little
silence or absorption.

These points gain a critical edge with the last few styles. The class after
we debriefed the Dares, students entered the room to find nearly all of the
desks stacked inaccessibly in one corner. I gathered them in groups around
the remaining desks and asked them simply to describe the desks, as if the
desks were alien objects seen for the first time. Gradually groups formed.
Then I began to raise questions like “Is the desk comfortable?”, to which
the answer was always “No!” and the further question “Why not?” After
about twenty minutes we gathered to talk. We listed all the features of the
desks they noticed: the hardness, the limited range of postures the desk
allows, the canted tops that prevent desks from being pushed together to
make a functional shared workspace, etc. Then I asked why desks are
designed in this way.

More discussion. It soon became clear that the desk itself, absolutely
familiar and taken for granted as it is, embodies a definite “philosophy of
education.” Ira Schor labels this experience “re-experiencing the ordi-
nary”: it turns out to be quite astonishing. Desks, the students now said,
are made for listening and taking notes, not for group work or for commu-
nication among students or for physical relaxation. Some students argued
that if the desks were comfortable people might go to sleep. Schor
responds that the chairs in movie theaters are comfortable but people don’t
go to sleep. Desks are uncomfortable because lectures aren’t as engaging
as movies, and so, as Schor puts it, rather than punish lecturers for being
uninteresting we punish students for being uninterested.

By now we have spoken about Holt’s and Illich’s attack on the forms
of disempowerment built into “education.” Students have a good frame-
work for understanding the critique of the desk not simply as one more
exercise but as an attempt to reveal how close at hand are the instruments
of oppression. Even classrooms and the physical objects in them have
implicit “philosophies of education.” The structure of the desks has
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profound effects on what happens when students sit in them; and so, by
extension, do the design of the classroom, the other equipment in it, the
decoration and material of the walls, the exclusion of the rest of the
world, and so on. This is what Illich calls the “hidden curriculum.” And
so, if we are to change education, the classroom is one place where we
have to start.

As the term ends I move to an evaluation of the course as a whole. I
have tried running a parliamentary debate on the topic “Resolved: this
course ought to have been a ‘nice, normal’ course” (that phrase, from one
of my students, became a kind of reference point in her class). I have also
tried assigning an essay-length course evaluation (read only by a TA or
colleague until my grading is done, and always anonymous to me, of
course). Either way, I want to prompt the students to treat the course itself
as a “style” and to analyze its implicit messages.

What I really want is for the students to reapply Schor’s notion of “re-
experiencing the ordinary” on the level of the class as a whole. And they
get it. “I learned to question what I had previously taken for granted,” they
say: the unchallenged authority of the teacher, the necessity of lecturing,
the lack of a “voice” of one’s own, student passivity, and indeed the
monopoly of school itself over learning. Many students write about their
changed experience of other classes. A few even object to being awakened
from their complacency or complicity with “education as usual.” Others
speak about recognizing how many of their daily activities already consti-
tute “learning,” although little of this learning takes place in school and
few of the students previously credited themselves with the ability to learn
on their own.

There is a final twist too. Every time I have taught this course I have
included on the syllabus a final exam, for 30 percent or so of the grade.
There is always a certain amount of griping about this. What I am really
waiting for, however, is a systematic critique of the idea of a final, based
on everything else we have done in the course. Even more deeply, I
suppose, I am waiting for a systematic challenge to my authority. And I
have to report that generally speaking the class does not “get” this, at least
not until the very end, and usually not without some prompting. When the
critique finally comes, I say “Well, of course, what were you waiting for?”
and we plan together for a more fitting closing evaluation. After all, as we
are always saying, even a final can be a learning experience. For some
students it seems that only then – not so much taking the final as talking
about it – does the whole power of the course come together.

6

This class itself is a kind of Dare, and not just to the students but first and
foremost to the teacher. Like the Dares within, it requires breaking norms
and taking risks, putting your own self on the line. Also like the Dares
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within, the rewards of taking the Dare can be immense. For the essential
Dare is nothing other than the Dare to be philosophical in the deepest and
best sense. I think that this, on some level, is what we all pride ourselves
on daring our students to do. But we can only dare them if we also, clearly
and out front, dare ourselves.

Department of Philosophy
2159 CB
Elon College, NC 27244
USA
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