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Abstract

As o f this m illenn ia l year (2000), educational research discourses have been profoundly, if  

unevenly, im pacted by poststructural and postmodern ideas. Part I o f “F iguring Inventions: 

Education in  the W ake o f the Postm odern" begins “ in  the w ake” o f the postm odern, considering 

it  perhaps even deceased, in  o rde r to investigate and analyze its im pact on education 

discourses. In  a fie ld  cu rre n tly  characterized as awash in  paradigm  “p ro life ra tion ," Jean- 

Francois Lyotard’s (1971) no tio n  o f the figural is used to explain how  orders o f thinking (or 

educational research m ethodologies) are in tim ately relational, bu t never sim ply plural. Instead, 

Lyotard describes the fig u ra l as a b locking together o f incom m ensurates, an interruption o f one 

o rder by another, an inability to see o r understand one order from  the perspective o f another. 

The figural is therefore an inheren tly  ethical im perative, as Spivak notes, to consider the future 

anterior or what is rendered “o ther" by the construction o f o u r educational discourses.

In Part II, Lyotard’s no tio n  o f the figura l is perform ed through fou r essay-style analyses o f 

educational discourses w h ich  cla im  On various ways) to be innova tive  o r even postmodern in  

th e ir approach: qua lita tive  research, narrative studies in  teacher education and teacher 

research, critica l studies o f education, and studies o f race and epistem ological racism in 

education. Each essay perform s a critique  o f these current discourses, b u t also explores what is 

rendered “figura l” o r incom prehensible by the very dom inance o f these discourses, suggesting 

alternative and po ten tia lly  m ore poststructural paths little -no ticed  by the  mainstream o f 

educational researchers. By instead w riting  w hat is figural for the cu rren t mainstream o f 

“alternative" educational research methods, “F iguring Inventions” serves to re-open discussion 

on the potential and fu tu re  o f poststructural and postm odern discourses in  education.
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Page I

In troduction  

INVENTING THE DISSERTATION

"The M oribund C urriculum  Field: Its W ake 
and O ur W ork"

title, Dwayne Huebner, Curriculum Inquiry 

6:2 (1976).

Graduate students in  cu rricu lum  often look 
to curricu lum  theorists to p rovide  ... 
guidance. School officials have tended to 
stop looking to us fo r guidance; m any 
dismiss us w ith  the cynical disenchantm ent 
o f a disappointed lover. The v iew  o f the 
p ractitioner is often antitheore tica l: "If I 
can't use it, it's worthless.” In  hard  times like 
the present ones, cu rricu lum  theory can 
seem an ornament, nice to have around if  
you can afford it  bu t hard ly necessary.

W illiam Pinar and Madeleine Grumet, 
"Socratic Caesura and the Theory-Practice 
Relationship" 92-3, Contemporary Curriculum 

Discourses, 1988.

It is always necessary to begin again in 
o rder fina lly  to arrive at the beginning, and 
re invent invention.

Jacques Derrida, “Psyche: Inventions o f the 
Other" in Waters and Godzich, eds. Reading 
de Man Reading, 1989 (trans. Catherine 
Porter),

It has perhaps becom e custom ary in  w riting  
a text on the postm odern (and in  this case, 
on the postm odern in  education) to  begin 
w ith  the exordia l "you-are-there,” c lim atic 
disaster report from  the frontiers o f the 
apocalypse. Markets always exist fo r d ire  
prophesies, w hether they report rapidly- 
changing social conditions requiring 
(begging) fo r new  (and better) 'post' 
theorizing, o r the state o f confusion o f a 
fie ld  hopelessly enam oured o f the pom pous 
dogma and c ryp tic  theoretical language o f 
'post' illum ina ti. The postm odern in  
education is indeed "deeply unsettling," 
(Lather 1991, l )  a "conflict-ridden terra in" 
fu ll o f apostles and vandals (G iroux 1991, 
17).

W hile  measuring the distance between 
those espousing the virtue o r vice o f the 
postm odern in  education m ay seem an 
insurm ountable task, both these polem ics 
seem equally invested in the concept o f 
inuention. Reactionaries busily caress th e ir 
despair by assuming the postm odern is 
inventive (and therefore dangerous), 
releasing spores o f new  theoretical jargon 
to the winds, and distracting us from  the 
pragmatics o f real school study and reform . 
Those on the le ft (and some liberals) desire 
and demand the postmodem's 
inventiveness, hoping to cast previous 
paradigms q u ie tly  aside like a failed housing 
developm ent o r a bunch o f faded Vegas 
entertainers. I f  the postmodern in  
education is anything, it must be inventive 
to hold its audience; it must evoke endings 
w hich prom pt new  beginnings, novelty in  
the face o f trad ition , the future to save us 
from  the present and the past. As 
inventive, invention, the postm odern in 
education indeed indicates as Henry G iroux 
(1991, ib id ) suggests, "something im portant 
is being fought over...new  form s o f social 
discourse are being constructed at a tim e 
when the in te llectua l, po litica l and cu ltura l 
boundaries o f the age are being 
refigured..."
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Introduction: Inventing the Dissertation Page 2

Giroux’s references to "refiguration" and 
"construction" are significant in  defin ing in  
w hat w ay the postm odern is inventive. 
Invention im plies not discovery, find ing  o r 
com ing upon something w h ich  existed 
previously bu t was not w e ll know n (such as 
the European "discovery" o f Am erica); 
rather, invention  is productive -- it  
produces, o r constructs "the new .” In  this 
light, invention  is tekhne, a type o f know ­
how  o r technical m achine w h ich  orders 
com ponents o r materials, configures a 
lexicon o r set o f elements in  o rder to  
produce a com pletely new  artifact o r effect. 
Invention also differs from  creating o r 
creation, w h ich  carries (religious) 
connotations o f creating from  nothing, 
developing some-thing ou t o f a vo id  ra ther 
than configuring o r refiguring a p rio r set o f 
elements. The process o f figuring  a se lf 
w ould  be a prim e example o f invention : re­
w riting  and re-view ing elements o f 
experience to produce a new  configuration 
o f the self, o r in  Mary Catherine Bateson's 
title , Composing a Life (Bateson, 1990). In  a 
sim ilar capacity, a dissertation is an 
invention o f the self, and also o f a discourse 
(in  m y case, on the postm odern in  
education) w h ich  recombines and reworks 
(re-visions) a particular set o f p rio r 
references and research to produce 
something "new.”

To continue Giroux's reference further, 
o ther examples o f refiguration (in te llectual, 
cu ltural, and politica l inventions) o f the 
postm odern are easily draw n. W e are 
certa in ly bom barded w ith  the new  
technological inventions o f the e lectron ic 
media, v irtu a lly  instant 
telecom m unications, and the com puter 
technology fuelling an inform ation-based 
society; these inventions b u ilt upon 
previous com ponent technologies and such 
convergence w ill likely continue. Beyond 
"hardware," however, lie  the "softer" 
inventive technologies o f ideas and systems 
o f organization in  our day: post-Fordism , 
globalization, and increased corporate and

transnational econom ic contro l. W e 
experience inventions o f nation and culture 
in  the form er Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, 
two Germanys, and in  N orthern Ireland and 
Hong Kong. In  education, we seem to be 
continually re-inventing schools, and even 
"reinventing" reform . In  schools and in  
society, racism, sexism, classism, ageism 
and hom ophobia are inventions o f the 
O ther acting to shore up boundaries o f the 
Same. Lest we consider these "softer" types 
o f inventions less significant, Edward Said 
rem inds us that a lthough the academic and 
social theory o f O rientalism  was "only" 
invention, "only" fic titious, it  m obilized a 
whole econom y and extensive po litica l 
relationships w ith  "real-life" consequences.1

W riting  the Invention

W hat else am I going to be able to invent?

...Imagine if  you w ill, a speaker daring to 
address his hosts in  these terms. He thus 
seems to appear before them  w ithout 
know ing w hat he is going to say; he 
declares rather inso lently that he is setting 
out to im provise. ...But sim ultaneously he 
seems to be im plying, n o t w ithou t 
presumptuousness, tha t the im provised 
speech w ill constantly rem ain 
unpredictable, tha t is to  say, as usual, "still" 
new, original, unique -- in  a w ord, 
inventive. A nd in  fact, b y  having at least 
invented som ething w ith  his very first 
sentence, such an o ra to r w ou ld  be 
breaking the rules, w o u ld  be breaking w ith 
convention, etiquette, the  rhetoric o f 
modesty, in  short, w ith  a ll the conditions o f 
social interaction. A n  invention  always 
presupposes some illega lity, the breaking o f 
an im p lic it contract; it  inserts a disorder 
in to  the peaceful o rdering  o f things, it 
disregards the proprieties.

1 See Edward Said’s Orientalism (London: Routledge
and Kegan Paul, 1978), p. 5-6 for a discussion o f how 
discursively creating “the Orient" mobilized an entire 
academic and political economy for the West.
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Introduction: Inventing the Dissertation Page 3

...[the] politics o f in ven tion  is always a t one 
and the same tim e a po litics o f cu ltu re  and 
a politics o f w ar."

Jacques Derrida. "Psyche: Inventions of the 
O ther.” tr. Catherine Porter, in  Reading 
deMan Reading, ed. Lindsay W aters and 
W lad Godwich (1989. 25)

W hile this dissertation w rites a pa rticu la r 
configuration and inven tion  o f the  
postm odern in /fo r education, a dissertation 
itself is institu tiona lly  obligated to  perform  
inventively. Such obligations a re  often set 
according to the conventions o f (paradigm ) 
death and generational succession: the 
postmodern ought to re-new  (aging) 
educational theorizing, and the dissertation 
ought to re-new  and refresh its discip line, 
add an "orig inal" co n tribu tion . B u t how  is 
invention to transform  theorizing , o r a 
discipline? U nder w ha t cond itions does the 
postmodern o r the  dissertation perfo rm  
invention? In  his essay "Psyche: Inventions 
o f the O ther" (1989), Jacques D errida  
moves beyond the  conventiona l organic 
metaphors o f death and reb irth  to  ask 
instead a fte r the inven tion  o f invention , or 
o f how  invention  functions as 
transform ational re -w riting .

For D errida, there are always certa in  
paradoxes (aporias) w h ich  are p u t in to  play 
through the w ork o f in ven tio n .2 The 
obvious dilem m a o f inven tion  is that it  must 
simultaneously a ffirm  a tra d itio n  o f 
common conventions w h ich  it  manipulates, 
figures, and yet as D errida  com m ents, 
invention is also p ledged to illeg a lity , to 
breaking these rules and conventions in 
order to be considered "o rig ina l" (D errida 
in W aters and G odzich 1989, 25). The

1 My use o f the word "work" carries connotations 
outlined by Derrida in his The Truth in Painting, trans. 
Geoff Bennington and Ian McLeod (Chicago: 
University o f Chicago Press, 1987). To "work” a frame 
(in our case, a frame o f invention, o r production) is to 
make it work, to let it w ork, and also to make work for 
it. Invention both works, and makes w ork for itself (in 
the sense invention heralds itself as a productive 
force).

dissertation, as institu tional fo rm , presents 
itse lf as an occasion o f judgem ent between 
trad itions and transgressions, b u t also o f 
w h ich  transgressions are necessary to  keep 
traditions, w h ich  rule-breaking acts service 
and enhance the trad ition .3 H ere w e w ould 
th ink  o f the transgressions necessary to 
re turn  a tra d itio n  to its “ roots,” to examine 
its structure and identity.4 W hat can the 
postm odern say to  education? H ow  does 
education address the postm odern? H ow  
can these com m uniques be seen other-w ise 
-- than sim ply the "new" postm odern 
addressing "o ld" educational theorizing?

But beyond the  obvious, inven tion  
generates significant aporias around the 
presentation o f invention, around the 
address o f invention  and the address 
necessary fo r invention. Inven tion  can 
never be pu re ly  private o r exclusively 
singular, fo r this w ould  render it  sim ply 
untranslateable. But n o r can inven tion  re ly 
pure ly on its content to be judged as 
invention, as "original". D errida  points out 
that legal texts define as p rope rty  o n ly  the 
form  and com position o f an au thor o r

3 In  his interrogation o f reason ("The Principle o f 
Reason: The University in the Eyes o f Its Pupils," 
diacritics 19 (1983). 3-20), Derrida again debunks the 
fear his work is simply a nihilistic destruction o f the 
principle o f reason. Instead, he suggests asking 
questions ('Is  the reason for reason rational?) 
reminiscient o f immanent critique is an obligation to 
the principle o f reason, and to western philosophy 
itself. He asks on page 9, "Who is m ore faithful to 
reason's call, who hears it w ith a keener ear, who 
better sees the difference, the one who offers questions 
in return and tries to think through the possibility of 
that summons, o r the one who does not w ant to hear 
any question about the reason o f reason?".
4 M ichel Foucault, in addressing issues o f tradition, 
transgression and “return” suggests such returns to the 
tradition are fundamentally incited by an omission or 
“gap" fundam ental to every discourse. This "gap" 
functions, paradoxically, to both return to the tradition 
in order necessarily to transform it, to keep the 
tradition “alive" and continuously functioning. See 
M ichel Foucault, “W hat is an author?” in Language, 
Countermemory, Practice, trans. Donald Bouchard 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1977). p. 134-5. 
For an expanded discussion o f how  poststructuralism 
functions in this w ay as a “return" to modernist critical 
studies o f education, see the final essay in this text.
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inventor's w o rk  (ib id , 27). Ideas, as they 
say, are free. The dissertation as 
institu tiona l form  then, is necessary to its 
function ing  as inventive, as invention. This 
sign ificant a tten tion  to form  designates the 
technical, alm ost m achine-like qua lity  o f 
inven tion  necessary to paradoxically 
"announce" itse lf as innovative, "produce" 
itse lf as o rig ina l. Through form , inven tion  is 
odd ly  enough rendered m achine-like, and 
yet this "m achine" produces the com ing o f 
som ething "new" in  a "first tim e" o r 
"o rig ina l" event (ib id , 28). In this way, fo rm  
serves to  announce the invention 
through/as an inaugural event. By 
institu tiona l convention, the dissertation 
announces and inaugurates a co n tribu tio n  
to its fie ld  o r discipline, heralding the 
com ing o f new  knowledge. The 
dissertation m ust present itse lf as a 
p roductive  capacity, in this case, a 
postm odern "engine," creating fo r the 
fu tu re  a "possib ility o r a pow er tha t w ill 
rem ain at the disposal o f everyone" (ib id ). 
O nly in  its productive  capacity is invention  
understood as invention; and yet this is a 
great distance away from  the com m on 
understanding o f invention as an orig ina l 
idea created from  the m ind o f private

genius.

The im portance o f inven tion ’s form , its 
a b ility  to  announce orig ina lity, and in  
pa rticu la r the dem and fo r invention  to be 
p roductive  raises a final, and often 
overlooked question o f inven tion  (and 
d issertation): w ho o r w ha t is (rendered) the 
o the r o f invention? W hile  invention  must 
produce fo r the future, this fu ture  must 
never be reduced to  a fu tu re  present. W ho 
is the reader o f an inve n tio n / dissertation? 
H ow  is the reader inscribed in to  the text o f 
invention/dissertation? These questions 
m ust rem ain forever open, fo r as Spivak 
(1993, 22) rem inds us, "...the audience is a 
b lank. ...[It] can be constitu ted by people I 
cannot even im agine." F o r all tha t is 
invested in  invention/dissertationf/self), fo r 
a ll the desire it becom e generative and 
productive , it  absolutely must be haunted 
by the fu tu re  ante rio r -- w hat has been left 
unsaid, unchosen, un-invented. As Spivak 
notes, "C ould (and therefore w ill) there 
have been a ...?" W hat inven tion  (and I, as 
dissertation w rite r) cannot im agine must 
stand a w atchfu l post over every single one 
o f o u r productions.
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P arti

POSTMODERNISM, 
POSTMODERNITY, THE 

POSTMODERN: INSIDE AND 
OUTSIDE EDUCATIONAL 

DISCOURSE

...it was conservative politics, it  was 
subversive politics, it was the re turn o f 
trad ition , it  was the final revo lt o f trad ition , 
it  was the unm ooring o f patriarchy, it  was 
the reassertion o f patriarchy...

Anne Friedberg. 1988, cited in Hutcheon, 
The Politics o f Postmodernism, 1991, 13

The tim e is ou t o f jo in t.
Hamlet Act I Sc. V

I have often had occasion to define 
deconstruction as that which is -  far from  a 
theory, a school, a method, even a 
discourse, s till less a technique that can be 
appropria ted -  at bottom  what happens or 
comes co pass [ce qui arrive]. It remains 
then to situate, localize, determ ine what 
happens w ith  w hat happens, when it 
happens. To date it. Has deconstruction 
happened? Has it  arrived? O f course it 
has, i f  you like, b u t then, if  it has, so m any 
questions arise: How? Where? When?
On w hat date exactly? Was it so long ago, 
already? O r perhaps not yet?

Jacques Derrida, "The Time is Out o f Joint," 
in Deconstruction Is/In America, ed. Anselm  
Haverkamp, (New  York: New York 
University Press) 1995, 17.

Dates, timetables, p roperty registers, place- 
names, all the codes tha t we cast like  nets 
over time and space -- in  o rde r to  reduce or 
master differences, to arrest them , 
determ ine them

Derrida. "Aphorism Countertime” in Acts of 
Literature, (New  York: Routledge), 1992, p.

P olitical pow er...entails the pow er o f self­
description. ...achieving an understanding 
o f politica l justice may requ ire  tha t we first 
a rrive  at an understanding o f m aking and 
unm aking. As in  an earlie r centu ry the 
most searing questions o f rig h t and w rong 
w ere perceived to  be bound up w ith  
questions o f "tru th ," so in  the com ing tim e 
these same, still-searing questions o f righ t 
and wrong must be reperceived as centra lly 
bound up w ith  questions about "fictions." 
Knowledge about the character o f creating 
and created objects is a t present in  a state 
o f conceptual infancy.

Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making 
and Unmaking of the World (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press), 1985, 279

As you know , I made use o f the w ord 
"postm odern": it  was but a provocative w ay 
to  pu t the struggle in to  the foreground o f 
the fie ld  o f know ledge. Postmodemity is 
no t a new  age, it  is the rew riting o f some 
features m odern ity had tried o r pretended 
to gain.... But such a rewriting, as has 
a lready been said, was for a long time 
active in  m odern ity  itself.

Lyotard, "Rewriting Modernity" SubStance
54. (1987), 8-9
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Where is the Postmodern?: The Situation o f 
the Postmodern: Death. Corpus.
Definitions, and Things C repuscular -  A  
Tim e fo r Hauntings

The postmodern is often considered a 
condition (Lyotard, 1984) saturated w ith  
endings, including perhaps its ow n (see, fo r 
example, Stanley Fish's cla im  that 
deconstruction is 'dead' because it  is now  
everywhere1). W ith in  education, the 
prognoses fo r postm odern discourses are 
astoundingly m ixed; the postm odern is said 
to be "new,"and yet others procla im  it 
"ended," "exhausted."2 For m any 
education writers, the "post" o f the 
postmodern seemingly cannot be situated; 
is the postmodern at the starting post, the 
finishing post, o r past the post (potentially, 
the "last post” played at a funeral)? And 
w hat im plications o f its life  (o r death) are 
there fo r education? W hile the debate over 
the life  or death o f the postm odern in

!M . Stephens, "Jacques Derrida,"Neu; York Times 
Magazine, January 23 , 1994, 22-25. In education, the 
claim that the postmodern has been (or should be) 
transcended has been taken up by Philip W exler in 
Richard Smith and Philip W exler, eds.. After 
Postmodernism: Education, Politics and identity 
(London: Falmer Press, 1995). Henry Giroux at times 
has commented on this reductionism as "postmodern 
backlash," calling it "both disturbing and irresponsible 
in its refusal to engage postmodernism in any kind of 
dialogical, theoretical debate...any attem pt to engage 
the value and importance o f postmodern discourses 
critically is sacrificed to the cold w inter winds of 
orthodoxy and intellectual parochialism." See Giroux, 
"Series Forward" to Education and the Postmodern 
Condition, ed. Michael Peters (W estport, Conn: Bergin 
and Garvey, 1995), xii; ix-xvii. Derrida himself 
humorously comments in a 1994 seminar. "For more 
than twenty-five years, in fact, we have been told that 
deconstruction is dying or that it is 'on the wane1” 
(Derrida, "The Time is O ut o f Joint", in Anselm  
Haverkamp, ed., Deconstrvction is/in America (New  
York: New  York University Press, 1995), 30; 14-38.) 
zNorm an Denzin suggests poststructural and 
postmodern approaches constitute a "new sensibility"
(1994. 501). But Philip W exler devotes his After 
Postmodernism (1996) to asking the question o f what 
comes after postmodernism. George Marcus, in the 
Denzin and Lincoln’s Handbook on Qualitative Research 
suggests the postmodern is itself in a "post" state (1994. 
563).

Page 6

education m ay tu rn  on deeply invested 
desires to prom ote  o r extinguish its effects 
upon trad itiona l disciplinary practices, the 
seductiveness o f its influence is w ithou t 
question. A fte r a ll, to  speak in  such 
anim ated3 term s about theory seems 
uncannily odd: derived from the Greek 
theorem, to  look at, theory seems rather 
inanimate, a form  o f speculative know ledge 
surely far rem oved from  the fleshy issues o f 
life  and death.4

As a re ite ra tion  o f this conflict-ridden 
postm odern, this particular text must then 
open w ith  a wake. Specifically, this text is 
veined w ith  three wakes. In the wake o f  
death announcements, perhaps in the wake 
o f the postm odern itse lf (if we accept as 
honest the cla im  it  is "dead"), we are 
situated in  the turbulent, boiling discip linary 
waters churned up as postmodern 
theorizing has m oved "through" education. 
N ow  that the postmodern (as "fad") has 
checked in to  tha t great intertextuality in  the 
sky, w hat next? There are recent calls to re­
invent the subject, re-institute the author, 
re-establish the m ateriality o f the w orld  in  
the wake o f the postmodern, 
poststructuralism , and deconstruction 
(W exler, 1995; Foster 1996).

But perhaps things have not "progressed" so 
far. Perhaps we are still at the wake, 
standing next to  the flo rid  bouquets 
surrounding the corpus which is not yet 
flaccid  and w atery, too puerile yet to be 
m elting like a D a li clock into the silky 
p illow s o f its pall. Perhaps we are still "at 
hom e," keeping v ig il over the postm odern 
corpse, delusionally attempting to  avert its

3I mean to imply two senses of animated here: to be 
excited, anxious, inuested, and also to be aliue, 
conscious, embodied, sentient.
4W lad Godzich. in his introduction to Paul de Man's 
The Resistance to Theory (Minneapolis: University o f 
Minnesota Press, 1986. xii-xiv), reminds us that the 
Greeks did not oppose theory to praxis but rather to 
aesthesis, the latter constituting the sensual, "animal" 
pleasures o f the flesh.
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inevitab le  fa ll in to the m ortician's g loved  
clu tch. As friends o r visitors, we a rrive  to 
"pay o u r respects," but also to place in  
memory o u r experiences w ith  the 
postm odern, to  pause ouer the corpse/corpus 
and re flect on its achievements and failures, 
its purpose, its meanings.

A nd yet the corpus o f the postm odern 
m ight even be a twitchingcase o f m is-taken 
identity, m erely sleeping and ready to  
awaken o r re-awaken. Perhaps the 
postm odern has simply gone in to  stasis, a 
k ind  o f presumptuous com placency o r 
repetitive , ho-hum  m iddle age, and requires 
the glistening wet-steel taste o f 
e lectrotherapy to jerk, spasm, and liv e  
again. Here we w ould gather to  defend the 
postm odern and its workings in  education , 
to  guarantee its health and v ita lity  fo r the 
future. There is also, o f course, the 
possib ility (inadmissable in  some quarte rs o f 
the education fie ld) that the postm odern is 
just simply awake, conscious, anim ate, 
conducting its affairs despite the rum ours o f 
its im pending o r actual death.

H ow  do we read these texts o f co rpu len t 
fleshiness, o f sentient em bodim ent th a t 
ascribe such disasters o f organic p ro p o rtio n  
to the postmodern? And in  particu la r, what 
does it mean to anthropomorphize o r 
personify a theory? W hile anim ating the  
postm odern "body" renders its "g row th" o r 
"demise" a sim ple rhetorica l function, 
perhaps there is also a sense o f reca lling , re­
m em bering "theory” back to a bod ily, 
sensual life  that cannot be "textualized" 
away. In Bodies That Matter, Ju d ith  B u tle r 
describes this as a desire to conflate a 
body/theory opposition w ith  a 
nature /cu ltu re  o r an organic/constructed 
opposition .5 Butler wonders w hy in  o u r

5Judith Butler, Bodies chat Matter: On the Discursiue 
Limits o f "Sex" (New  York: Routledge. 1993), ix-xi. I 
would add there is also generally a conflation between
body/theory and synchronic/diachronic tem poral 
states. In  general, the body is understood as 
synchronic: it seems static, unchanging, "simply" there

everyday concepts w e  seem o n ly  able to 
dichotom ize bodies aw ay from  
constructing/theorizing, ra the r than asking 
how  bodies are constructed, o r how  
constructions are m ateria lized. Instead, she 
argues, we v iew  construction, making, 
theorizing as possessing an artificial 
character, an tithe tica l to  fleshy bodies 
which seem to  just exist. H ow  then can the 
postmodern, postm odern "theory" be a 
"body”? A nd  to w ha t ends?

Body Guards: Exam ining the Corpus

As Elaine Scarry's quo te  at the beginning o f 
this chapter suggests, know ledge o f making, 
creating, and created objects (D errida 
w ould prefer the te rm  "invention") in  
relation to bodies is presently in  its 
conceptual in fancy (S carry 1985, 280). 
Scarry provides a b rillia n t analysis o f 
making, invention, as a projection o f sentient 
desire, the need to  anim ate the inanim ate 
(ibid., 281). In pa rticu la r, she discusses 
examples o f how  the m ateria l "factness" o f 
the body is "borrow ed” to  lend cu ltura l 
constructs a sense o f ce rta in ty  o r "reality" 
(ibid., 14). This desire to  "borrow " o r suture 
"body” onto the postm odern and 
postmodern theorizing  is ce rta in ly  not 
w ithout unam biguous consequences, fo r as 
Scarry points out, the  body can be 
relocated to lend v irile  credence to fa iling 
ideologies (ib id ., 14 , 124-133) o r u tilized  to 
reduce cu lture/theories to  a sentient (and 
sometimes fra il, uncom fortab le) bod ily  
existence (ib id ., 4 5 -4 8 , 53-54).

Possessing a body creates, am ong other 
things, a sense o f order and this sense 
appears in itia lly  as p rim a rily  spatial. Jane 
Gallop refers to the desire to engage in  body 
reading, to make sense o f one's 
idiosyncratic body shape and one's peculiar 
physical tastes and distastes, as a desire to 
reduce these em barrassing "bod liy  enigmas"

and "simply" material. Theory seems diachronic, 
historical, moving from one "trend" o r "fad" to the next.
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to a consistent "style" (G allop 1988, 12-13). 
Judith  B utle r suggests the body is a set o f 
boundaries, p o litica lly  m aintained; she 
utilizes Ju lia  Kristeva's n o tion  o f the abject 
to contend h o w  the naturalized notion o f 
the body dem ands tha t bodies be intact 
and stable, tha t orifices n o t leak, tha t 
"inside" and "outside" be clearly dem arcated 
(Butler 1990, 132-133).6 Such ordering 
produces a body as m aterial fact, bu t also 
as object: the  postm odern "as" body then 
becomes a body o f knowledge, an object o f 
knowledge tha t is recognizable as coherent 
and boundaried. The reported "death” o f 
the postm odern functions even m ore so to 
construct the  postm odern as an object o f 
know ledge; as D errida  suggests, the w ork 
o f m ourning the dead always attempts to 
ontologize the  remains, identifying the 
bod ily  rem ains and localizing the dead, 
keeping it  in  its place (D errida 1994, 9). As 
a Iocalizable and in tact object, the 
postm odern body o f knowledge is also 
nameable, and again the rhe to ric  o f death 
reveals the pow er o f this name to recall the 
dead body as in tact and whole, even after 
its demise and the effacem ent o f its 
boundaries as it  leaks in to  decay (D errida 
1986, 48-50).

Like scientists, those secular priests o f the 
Enlightenm ent, we could choose to display 
the postm odern as such a spatial body, 
dem arcate neat and clean boundaries fo r 
anatomical study. Conceiving o f the 
postm odern as bod.y allows us to “w ork 
over" the corpus, dissect it, put it  under the 
m icroscope, p in  it  as a bu tte rfly  to a board, 
but above a ll make o f it  a public object for 
view. As object, the postm odern body is 
available fo r view by a reigning subject, a 
separation w h ich  puts under erasure the 
process o f conceiving and constructing the 
postm odern in  the first instance. Foucault 
(1979) described w e ll this technology o f the

6Kristeva's notion o f the abject, and the process of 
abjection. appears in her book. The Powers of Horror: 
An Essay on Abjection (New  York: Columbia University 
Press, 1982).

examination, how  the assumption o f a fu lly  
separate and autonom ous subject serves to 
(anonymously) endorse the assumed 
presence o f “objects” fo r the subject’s 
observation and understanding. Indeed, it  is 
d ifficu lt to conceive o f a body from  a 
view ing position other than over the corpse, 
separated from  and superior to  the subject’s 
apparently distant existence.

Prophets/Profits o f Apocalypse N ow

W hile  possessing a body creates a sense o f 
spatial order, o f in tac t anatom ies w ith  
determ inate bod ily  parts and functions, 
enfleshing the postm odern as body creates 
a particu la r temporal o rder as w ell. 
Conceived as sentient, the postm odern as 
a ll bodies must “fo llo w  this and com e to 
dust,"7 must fo llow  a developm ental b irth , 
grow th and developm ent, aging and death 
sequence.8 As seem ingly sentient, w ritin g  
the postm odern as body betrays a desire to 
inscribe it  as a period concept w ith  a 
chronological sequence, perhaps even 
m erely a soon-to-die “fad." For m any 
authors, the postm odern is a cond ition  
obsessed w ith  such endings, perhaps even 
heading tow ard a new  D ark Age, a new  
barbarism  resulting from  the death o f 
Enlightenm ent reason. The postm odern 
can seem a tim e lite ra lly  strewn w ith  
corpses -  the death o f man, h istory 
(Fukijam a), the m etanarrative (Lyotard), 
the subject, author and hum anism 
(Foucault), and even education (Spanos).

7 W illiam  Shakespeare, Cymbetine.
8 Suturing a developmental tem porality onto an 
inanimate concept is by no means an uncommon 
practice; Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure o f Scientific 
Reuolutions (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 
1962) is a theory o f paradigm tem porality often cited in  
educational theorizing. Freudian temporality, w ith its 
deferred action, event status, and emphasis on the 
future anterior is far less often applied in curricular and 
educational theorizing, yet may be m ore successful in 
its explanations of paradigm shifts. See the third essay 
in the second half o f this text.
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But beyond w riting  the postm odern as a 
quickly passing o r dead body, there appears 
a certain tone in  postm odern w ritings 
characterized by m ore than just 
acknowledged apostrophe (address to the 
dead). For death itse lf seems less o f a 
‘natura l’ occurrence w hen it  is the death o f 
Reason o r Enlightenm ent, o f progress: such 
a ‘death’ undoes the  ve ry sense o f 
progressive o r developmental tim e w hich 
allows ‘death’ to be sequenced in  a sentient 
o r bod ily  sense in  the first place. Such 
‘death’ poses a lim it question fo r sentient 
death itself. In  “O f A n  A pocalyptic Tone 
Recently Adopted in  Philosophy,” Jacques 
D errida suggests this postm odern tone 
properly be called “apocalyptic,” a strategy 
o f eschatology he traces to  be o lder than 
the Copem ican revo lu tion  (1984, 20).

For Derrida, postm odern philosophy 
registers not on ly in  its pronouncem ents o f 
death and end-tim es, but in  the pace and 
consequences o f this activity: this is a body 
(o f Reason, Man, Enlightenm ent, etc.) 
w hich is ending soon and actions must be 
taken to prepare fo r this. W hile 
“apocalyptic" refers in  a general way to a 
sense o f crisis in  the postm odern, Derrida 
also acknowledges the specific Judeo- 
Christian roots o f such th inking.
Apocalypse occurs in  conjunction w ith  the 
decadence at the end o f an era, a 
decadence recognized by some w hich 
separates those w ho can dem ystify it, those 
who can anticipate the revelation o f truth 
and judgem ent based on this event from  
those who can not. “ .. .1 know  your deeds,” 
says the apostle John, “you have a 
reputation o f being alive, b u t you are dead. 
W ake up!", “ . . . if  you do no t awake, I w ill 
come like a thief, and you w ill no t know  at 
w hat tim e I w ill com e to you" (Revelations 
3:3). Derrida suggests the structure o f 
apocalyptic w riting  m irro rs tha t o f watchers 
at a wake, keeping v ig il over the corpse, but 
also encircles the witnesses themselves in to  
death and judgem ent: the corpse 
“ ...placets] yet its death on your

shoulders...[m aking] you inherit in advance 
its co rpse...” (1984, 23). Derrida signifies 
the pow er o f the apocalyptic tone through 
the con tinua lly  echoed declarations o f 
C hrist in  John ’s haunting Apocalypse: “I 
am  com ing.” There is no escape from  
apocalypse, and, as D errida suggests (ibid, 
25) this death sentence w ill no t fail to 
separate b y  judging us all:

W e’re going to die, you and me, 
the others too, the goyim, the 
gentiles, and a ll the others, all those 
w ho don ’t share this secret w ith  us, 
bu t they don ’t know  it. ...W e’re the 
on ly ones in  the w o rld ...le t us be 
fo r a m om ent, before the end the 
sole survivors, the only ones to stay 
aw ake...

As w ith  the neatly dem arcated anatomical 
analyses o f the postm odern body, the 
eschatological and apocalyptic postmodern 
body o f the end-tim es enforces boundaries, 
containm ent, separation, and above all, 
clarity. Every apocalyptic vision, for 
D errida, is based upon elucidation o f the 
truth  by w h ich  judgem ent (and separation) 
m ay occur:

...eve ry apocalyptic eschatology is 
prom ised in  the name o f light, o f 
seeing and vision, and o f a light o f 
ligh t, o f a ligh t b righte r than all the 
lights it  makes possible (ibid, 22).

The tem pora lity o f apocalypse is 
in te rm inab ly bound w ith  this desire fo r 
clarity, fo r a clear vision o r truth, an 
epiphany w h ich  (fo r true  believers) results 
in  judgem ent and redemption after 
revo lu tion , justification fo r rightness. For 
D errida, apocalyptic tem porality is even 
m ore co rrectly  a tru th  machine, a 
technology b y  w hich tru th  is produced, 
designating the announcem ent itself and 
n o t the content o r what is being announced 
(ib id , 28). The ‘post’ o f the postmodern 
says little , if  anything, about what comes
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next -  its apocalyptic tone and tem porality 
rather w ork to form  a structure which 
enforces announcem ent, clarity, truth, and 
separates individuals as a result. W riting 
the postm odern as body (notably a dead o r 
dying one) m ay be a sim ple rhetorical 
strategy to “k ill it o f f  as m ere “fad,” bu t 
even the m ore elaborate apocalyptic tone 
o f the postm odern m ay w o rk  as little  m ore 
than an attem pt to separate truths from  
fictions, “correct" theoretical ideas or 
paradigms from  hapless infatuations w ith  
decadence.

(C onfigura tions o f the Postmodern: 
Contradictions "in the W ake"

M any attempts at em -bodying the 
postm odern, from  both spatial and 
tem poral perspectives, invo lve dichotom ies 
o f subject/object, death/life, and truth- 
rightnessTalsehood-judgement which 
encircle and border it  o ff as an entity-for- 
use, w hether one views such a move 
pessim istically o r optim istically.9 Such 
periodizations o f the postm odern are by 
now  com m onplace, often totalizing a 
m odem  vs. postm odern stance in  order to  
oppositionally define each by reference to 
the other. I o ffer three examples o f such 
periodization:

1. Postmodernism as the m ove from 
m odernism  (as conceived as a space fo r 
autonomous, oppositional critique - 
evidenced, fo r example, in  the pro liferation 
o f depth models) tow ard com plicitous 
com m odification w ith in  mass culture -  the 
sense that capitalism  has invaded all social 
systems. Frederic Jameson's (1991) 
Postmodernism or, the Cultural Logic o f Late

9 W hile it may be argued that enfleshing the 
postmodern may be nothing less than a strategy to 
emphasize its frail corporeality, rendering it an aging or 
dying “fad" to be replaced by newer trends, en- 
corporating the postmodern as body may also be 
viewed in an ethical sense as (re)calling a seemingly 
ethereal “theory" back to its constructedness, its nature 
as a human construction and therefore never 
transcendent, never eternal.

Capitalism 10 is most representative o f this 
genre. Aesthetic (and other) innovations 
w h ich  previously served as m odernist 
strategies to create spaces o f cu ltura l 
opposition and po litica l dissent are w ith in  
the postm odern sim ply "style" packaged fo r 
the m arketplace. Knowledge, nature, 
bodies and even versions o f rea lity (th in k  o f 
D isneyland) are packaged as consum er 
products. Jameson's analysis often sim ply 
reproduces aspects o f Jean Baudrillard's 
dep iction  o f postm odernism  as a m edia 
cu lture  w here the im age and the real have 
coalesced in to  the hyperreal, where 
subjects have disappeared and 
objectVcom m odities are what define and 
seduce us. For Jameson, the postm odern 
sim ply signals the end o f a m odernist (and 
in  certa in  senses, rom antic) insistence on 
aesthetic autonom y, aesthetic o r critica l 
distance, and o f a realist art w hich m irrors 
an external w o rld  outside o f the text.

2. M oving from  Marxist analyses, Jean 
Francois Lyotard's "Answering the 
Question: W hat is Postmodernism?” (1984, 
71-82) offers an account o f the postm odern 
tha t has been critic ized  by Marxists such as 
Terry Eagleton as 'pure ly aesthetic,' a naive 
account o f'desire ' that appears almost 
'spontaneous' in  denying its own h isto ric ity  
(1986, 135). Lyotard's postm odern is also 
h igh ly aware o f the dangers in  consumer 
capitalism , but calls upon Kant's concept o f 
the sublim e to  prevent art from  fa lling  in to  a 
kind o f populist paradise unaware o f its 
com p lic ity  in  the m arket (1984, 76). For 
Kant, the sublim e is the experience o f an 
object w h ich  invites the idea o f reason, bu t 
w hich is incom m ensurate w ith  any 
form ulation, know ledge, o r judgem ent on 
it. Lyotard uses this notion to suggest the 
on ly authentic postmodernism is one in  
w hich the  w o rk o f art alludes to 'som ething

l0Jameson first published an article under this title, 
later a book. The article was published in July-Aug 
1984 as "Postmodernism or, the Cultural Logic o f Late 
Capitalism", Neui Left Review, 146:59-92. The book 
was published in 1991 through Duke University.
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w hich  does no t a llow  itse lf to be made 
present' (ib id ., 80). Lyotard's essay is a 
response to Jurgen Habermas' assertion 
tha t m odern ity  still remains incom plete 
because o f the overvaluation o f the 
cogn itive  over the practical (ethical) and 
aesthetic (Habermas 1987). For Habermas, 
the aesthetic can be used to rem ind us o f 
the  b o d ily  aspects o f experience, b u t o n ly  in  
balance w ith  the cognitive and practica l, 
and always in  service tow ard the u ltim ate  
cu lm ina tion  o f rational pub lic conversation. 
For Lyotard, the sublime can never be 
realized in  a politica l program m e o r it  
w ou ld  becom e terroristic; the sublim e acts 
as a ca ll to  the ideal, almost a re inven tion  o f 
an autonom ous resistance (a space 
'outside') to  the com m odifying aspects o f 
m odernity, b u t one w h ich  must necessarily 
never becom e embodied o r represented in  
sensory form .

3. Postmodernism has also been 
cond itioned  as the possibility o f social, 
personal, o r politica l redem ption o r 
resurrection  from  the corrup tion  o f the 
m odem . This begins in  Nietzsche's 
(post)m odem , placing a rt as the centra l task 
o f liv ing , p rovid ing the reconcilia tion  o f 
splinters created by a fractured G od and the 
possib ility o f shaping a life  in  the face o f 
shifting, i f  no t crum bling, foundations 
(1967). Nietzsche's postm odern suggests a 
bod ily-driven, self-as-artist expressing itse lf 
through the  transform ation o f its cu lture.
The them e o f redem ption, particu la rly  
redem ption  through the body, develops 
from  this Nietzschian sense o f b od ily  drives 
in  the w o rk  o f Julia Kristeva (the m aternal 
body), Lyotard (lib id ina l band), Georges 
Bataille (ecstasy experiences, te rro r and 
excess), and Deleuze and Guattari (the 
po litics o f desire). The redem ptive m om ent 
in  the postm odern is an im m anent ra ther 
than a transcendent one, claim ing a state o f 
p rim ord ia l un ity  before the separation o f 
subject and object, m ind and body. Echoes 
o f this b o d ily  redem ptive postm odern can 
be found in  the Romanticist de ligh t in

experience, bu t experience w h ich  is 
perplexed by  the unavoidable knowledge o f 
the m ediation  o f this experience. Both 
desire to  com plete ly reconcile  perception 
and a rt/ifice , b u t the difference is in  the 
Rom antic desire to  connect self-w orld- 
divine, w h ile  in  the postm odern the divine 
m etaphysical base is rem oved. The 
redem ptive postm odern is aware o f its 
fic tiona liz ing powers, the self, as Nietzsche 
suggested, having released itse lf from  its 
connection to G od and re located in  a self 
that aesthetically constructs its ow n 
foundations by "transform ing body through 
body."

The firs t em bodim ent o f the postm odern 
form ulates a critical m odernism  against a 
(perhaps even lecherous) postm odern 
“free-for-aH"; Jameson w rites an 
autonom ous and w ary subject lost in  the 
postm odern funhouse w ith  little  i f  any 
chance o f find ing  the c ritica l distance 
necessary to tru ly  understand capitalism ’s 
evils. Separation between subject and 
object are crucia l here fo r the establishment 
o f tru th . The second em bodim ent o f the 
postm odern, w h ile  fa r less oppositional, 
nevertheless also relies upon a conception 
o f art as com plete ly autonom ous from  co­
option b y consum er capitalism . The th ird  
postm odern “body” most c learly exemplifies 
the apocalyptic “ tone” o f m uch postmodern 
w riting , positing a com plete redem ption 
from  the ills  o f m odernist philosophy and 
life  th rough a Rom antic (re )tum  to a rt as 
the highest form  o f life . But regardless 
w hether it  is the postm odern (fo r Nietzsche, 
Kristeva, e t al) w h ich  redeems us from  the 
m odem , o r the m odem  (fo r Jameson) 
w hich saves us from  the postm odern, the 
technology w hich embodies, constructs, 
orders each body produces a seeming 
difference between the tw o. The m odem  is 
not postm odern; postm odern is most 
defin ite ly not m odem : period ization clearly 
dem arcates the tw o in to  separate strategies, 
entities, forms.
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W hat is a t stake in  articulating a body? 
Clearly, the lim its tha t constitute the body 
a llow  fo r d iffe ren tia l value to be expressed 
fo r one body o r another, but an equally 
im portant question is what constitutes these 
limits themselves. For M ichel Foucault 
(1977), regimes o f tru th  o r “structures o f 
in te llig ib ility " govern what is codified in to  
“possible" o r “ im possible," “thinkable" (fo r 
example, “ th inkable  as a body") o r 
“unth inkable ." But as Britzman (1995, 156) 
suggests, lim its function  only because o f the 
presence o f the unw orthy, the dismissed, 
the excluded. In  the case o f the lim its 
guarding and bordering  the postm odern 
body, one period ization works to elim inate 
the other, o r dismiss it  as “unw orthy.” The 
adjudication o f bodies o f knowledge is 
possible because o f the lim its placed 
around (and constituting) the bodies, bu t a 
further, and m ore troubling condition must 
be present fo r this adjudication to take 
place. W hile  such bodies o f knowledge are 
judged “d iffe ren t,” this difference must be 
based upon some common criteria , some 
com m only-agreed upon rendition o f the 
Same by w h ich  a decision can be rendered. 
The postm odern body is said to be 
“d ifferent" than the m odem  body but the 
tw o must in  some w ay be measurable by 
each other, comparable to each other so 
that d ifference can be decided. Some 
underlying sem antic value, some way o f 
translating one in  term s o f the o ther must 
be possible fo r difference to be articulated. 
The stakes in  articu la ting  a body, then, 
involve a particu la r (and contradictory) 
ordering o f space and time by w hich 
difference is based upon (is produced by) 
sim ila rity o r com m onality. As we shall see, 
this particu la r rendering o f difference -  a 
reduction o f difference to opposition -  is not 
the only possible one, and the periodization 
o f postm odern in  opposition w ith  the 
m odem , the  most common m ethod o f 
em bodying the postm odern -  is no t its on ly 
possible p roduction  o r invention (cf. 
Derrida).

F iguring the Postmodern

...m odernist aesthetics is an aesthetic o f the 
sublim e, though a nostalgic one. It allows 
the unpresentable to be pu t fo rw a rd  on ly as 
the missing contents; b u t the form , because 
o f its recognizable consistency, continues to 
o ffe r the reader o r view er m atter fo r solace 
and pleasure...the postm odern w ou ld  be 
tha t w hich, in  the m odem , puts forw ard  the 
unpresentable in  presentation itself; tha t 
w h ich  denies itse lf the solace o f good 
form s...

Jean-Frangois Lyotard, “Answering the
Question: W hat is Postmodernism?” The
Postmodern Condition: A Report on
Knowledge, 1984.81

The w o rk  o f Jean-Franqois Lyotard  is 
generally known to  English language 
audiences through a book requested by the 
Conseil des Universities o f the Quebec 
governm ent en titled  The Postmodern 
Condition: A Report on Knowledge 
[19791(1984), w here Lyotard outlines a 
concern about the collapse o f "grand 
m etanarratives" as leg itim ating practices, 
and particu la rly the leg itim ating  practices o f 
scientific m etanarratives. It is less w e ll 
know n, however, tha t Lyotard was both a 
p o litica l activist in  the late 1940s to the 
1950s, and also a renow ned author in  
French aesthetics by  the m id  1970s (Dews 
1984, 40). A  proponent o f the artistic 
avant-garde, Lyotard had published a 
m u ltitude  o f articles and review s in  
aesthetics (as w e ll as exh ib ition  catalogues) 
years before the polem ic and som ewhat 
faddish Postmodern Condition w h ich  
nonetheless came to  be his best know n 
w o rk  to English-speaking audiences.

W h ile  the Postmodern Condition is an 
endorsem ent fo r the aesthetic (and aesthetic 
experience) as resistant trace to  the w orst 
autom atising and ind iffe ren t effects o f 
m odernity, it is less than ind ica tive  o f 
Lyotard's m ore specific and longer h istory 
o f w o rk  in  aesthetics. W ritten  as a polem ic
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reply to Jurgen Haberm as' 1980 argum ent 
"M odernity versus Postm odem ity," the 
Postmodern Condition w rites the aesthetic as 
an autonomous realm , an a rt o f the sublime 
which resists suturing on to  e ithe r the real 
(co-opted in to  a therapeutic ro le in  an 
"easy” reconcilia tion  to the conventional), 
o r onto the m arket (com m odified  in to  the 
surfaces o f late capita list consumerisms). 
Debatable fo r its rom antic, near counter- 
Enlightenm ent position, the Postmodern 
Condition unfortunate ly fails to render 
in te llig ib le any o f Lyotard's past detailed 
work in  aesthetics, instead e laborating a 
rather general position bemoaning the 
aesthetic as a re la tive ly neglected category 
amid other categories o f the practica l 
(ethical) and the cogn itive  (scientific). 
W ithout the backdrop o f Lyotard's extensive 
earlier w ritings in  aesthetics, the use o f 
"aesthetics" as a category o f experience 
leaves the Postmodern Condition open to 
criticism  from  those a lready suspicious o f all 
forms o f aesthetics as apo litica l o r form alist.

Returning instead to Lyotard ’s foundationa l 
work, m y selective use w ill h igh ligh t 
Lyotard's specific discussions o f form  and 
figure in  one o f his earliest and argueably 
greatest works, Discours, Figure (1971).
Like other "postm odern" authors, Lyotard's 
w ork has undergone d is tinc t phases w hich 
some have quite ingeniously characterized 
as "postmodern aesthetic experim ents," 
perform ing his text as conversation (Just 
Gaming), as epistle (Le Postmodeme 
Explique aux Enfonts'), as philosophical 
notes (The Differend), and less convincing ly 
as a metaphysics o f desire (Economie 
Libidinale).11 However, it  is selectively to 
the foundational and m uch overlooked 
Discours, Figure tha t I tu rn  to explicate the 
difficulties o f form , fo rm ing  o r figure, 
figuring the postm odern in  and fo r 
education in  o rder to  o ffe r the depth and 
com plexity dem anded b y  such a problem .

n See Bill Readings, Introducing Lyotard: Art and
Politics (N ew  York.- Routledge, 1991), xvi.

For in  Discours, Figure, Lyotard does not 
sim ply delineate concepts and examples o f 
form  and figure  fo r us to  understand, he 
performs w ha t it  means to figure and form  
through the  depth and w riting  o f Discours, 
Figure itself.

Discours, Figure is n o t an easy book; it  is a 
form idable reading challenge, roughly 
d ivided in to  a firs t h a lf accentuating the 
phenom enology o f M aurice Merleau-Ponty, 
and a second h a lf (w h ich  I w ill not 
emphasize) w ritin g  an encounter w ith  
Freudian psychoanalysis. Discours, Figure is 
also m arkedly "post"structural in  the sense it  
offers a c ritiq u e  o f classical structuralism , 
and yet its impressiveness lies in  the fact this 
critique does no t m erely oppose such 
structure o r system o f differences to some 
pre-Iinguistic, und ifferentia ted  "real." In this 
sense Lyotard's Discours, Figure is sim ilar to  
Jacques D errida 's "S tructure, Sign and Play 
in  the Discourse o f the Hum an Sciences," as 
both heighten the prob lem atic o f how  to 
account fo r and position the observer w ho is 
able to understand the langue o r system o f 
cu ltu re .12 Lyotard ’s Discours, Figure 
questions the  structura list linguistics o f 
Ferdinand de Saussure bu t interestingly by 
recourse to  M erleau-Ponty’s 
phenom enology, w h ich  in  itse lf w ill not be 
exempt from  analysis and critique.

Discours, Figure begins w ith  the deceptively 
simple phenom enological assertion that 
acts o f reading and seeing do not share a 
sim ilar nature o r basis; they are most 
decidedly n o t congruent activities. 
Discourse, defined by Lyotard as 
representation by concepts, creates a spatial 
arrangem ent o f oppositions, a 'textual' 
universe o f sign ification  able to be read. 
Looking at the w o rld , by contrast, invokes a 
sense o f visual space w h ich  is deep, three-

lzFor an insightful connection between Lyotard and 
Derrida's work, see Rodolphe Gasche, 
"Deconstruction as Criticism," in Gasche, Inuentions of 
Difference: On Jacques Derrida (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1994), 22-57.
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dim ensional, and o f the same o rde r as the 
spatial body w h ich  perceives it. In  reading 
the space o f the text is flat, m ade possible by 
a series o f oppositions w h ich  d ifferentiate  
one sign from  the next. The space o f the 
visual is deep, made possible b y  m y ow n 
seeing/perceiving body w hich is as m uch an 
object in  the w o rld  as those I see. These 
tw o activities can be clearly illustra ted  in  
the d ifferent experiences o f reading and 
seeing words on the page o f a book.

Figure I. Examples o f oppositional and visual space o f
the text.

To read these words, one m ust recognize 
letters as d istinct from  one another: d  is d 
because it is no t a, b, c, o r any o the r le tte r. 
In order to read, I must forget the plastic 
form s o f these letters: it makes no 
difference if  the w ord "dog" is p rin ted  or 
handw ritten, w hether the d is larger than 
the o o r g. The actual plastic shape o f the 
le tte r is irreleuant in  reading. In  seeing, 
shape is a ll significant: the curvature o f a 
line, the texture o f a surface are all 
im portant in  determ ining a figure from  a 
ground. In order to see, the line  must be 
understood as tracing objects in  space, and 
draw ing distances and perspective between 
the object and the background. Seeing 
requires us to forget the system by w h ich  
we recognize letters, and instead treat the 
w andering o f the line  as draw ing objects in  
re lie f from  the ir deep background space. 
From  this insistence that reading and seeing 
are dissim ilar experiences, Lyotard evokes a 
long phenom enological trad ition  critiqu ing  
w hat is perceived to be a dom inating 
structuralist overvaluation o f discursive 
form s o f know ing and o f "textualizing" the

w orld . Lyotard, accom plishes this by using 
Merleau-Ponty’s  phenom enology as 
intervention in to  Saussurian structuralist 
linguistics.13

A  b rie f review  o f  the structuralism  
attributed to Saussurian linguistics is in  
order here. W h ile  a great deal has been 
made (by both  those affirm ing and those 
attacking va rious strands o f la te r 
poststructural a n d  deconstructive thought) 
o f de Saussure's endorsem ent o f the sign as 
arbitrary, the Course itse lf does no t support 
this in te rp re ta tion  b u t ra ther points to the 
fact de Saussure believed this "arbitrariness" 
to be a w ell-established precept in  
linguistics o f th e  day (de Saussure 1986, 71- 
74). A rgueably m ore sign ificant and 
innovative is d e  Saussure's cla im  the 
linguistic system involves a p lay o f relations, 
o f oppositions a nd  differences which 
structure differential ualue am ong elements. 
For de Saussure, the s ign ifier is no t 
essentially o r n a tu ra lly  linked to the 
signified; the s ign ifie r is n o t a "w ord" that 
essentially represents o r connotes a signified 
"thing." "Dog," fo r example, does not evoke 
the furry, four-legged creature d irectly or 
essentially, bu t o n ly  by d iffe rentia l 
comparison to o th e r signifiers in  the langue 
(linguistic system) such as "cat,” horse," o r 
"monkey." P laying on de Saussure's 
national o rig in , B ill Readings (1991, 10)

I3Ferdinand de Saussure (I8 5 7 -I9 I3 ) is often 
considered a ''father” o f structuralism as it came into 
vogue in late 1950s and 60s France, but can be 
dubbed so only posthumously. He was neither aware 
of, or consciously intending to found such a "school": 
indeed, structuralism can hardly be regarded as an 
organized school o f  thought, o r group o f individuals. It 
also bears m entioning once again that the famous 
Course in General Linguistics attributed to de Saussure 
was actually com piled after his death by Charles Bally 
and Albert Sechehaye, almost exclusively from the 
notes taken by students during his three lectures from  
1906-1911 (Saussure himself never kept the rough 
notes he used to d eliver these lectures). See both the 
'Translator's introduction,'' and the "Preface to the first 
edition" in Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General 
Linguistics , trans. Roy Harris (La Salle, Illinois: Open 
Court, 1986), ix-xvi and xvii-xix.
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dubs this the "Swiss cheese theory of 
language," w here  a signifier's value is 
determ ined b y  its d ifference from  all o ther 
signifiers in  the system, and thus creating 
value b y  "holes," o r by negativ ity (being 
w hat o the r signifiers are n o t). W hile it  is 
ce rta in ly  the case de Saussure’s signs are 
arbitrarily motivated and constitute no 
essential lin k  betw een words and things 
(fu rry, four-legged friends are 
arbitrarilyfconventionally term ed "dog" in  
English, "chien" in  French, "perro” in 
Spanish) the innuendo tha t this is somehow 
ind icative  o f an inheren t n ih ilism  in 
structura list and poststructuralist thought is 
sim ply w rongheaded and h istorically 
indefensible.14 Instead, w hat is significant in  
Saussurean linguistics is the 
characterization o f language as a system 
function ing  th rough  the creation o f 
d iffe ren tia l value:

Everything we have said so far 
comes dow n to this. In  the 
language itself, there are only 
differences. Even m ore im portant 
than th a t is the fact that, although 
in  general a difference presupposes 
positive term s between which the 
d ifference holds, in  a language 
there are on ly  differences, and no 
positive terms. ...In  a sign, what 
m atters m ore than any idea o r 
sound associated w ith  it  is what 
o ther signs surround it. The p roo f 
o f this lies in  the fact tha t the value 
o f a sign m ay change w ithout 
affecting e ither m eaning o r sound,

l4Such criticism falls in the face o f a long history of 
philosophical antecedents to "Saussure’s" arbitrary sign, 
including St. Augustine's claim  ("On Christian 
Doctrine,” 427A .D .) that conventional signs signifying 
beyond their sensory counterparts are still given by 
God because they are represented through men; 
Diderot and Condillac’s claims o f the arbitrariness of 
language in the 18 th century; and John Locke's claim  
in the Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690) 
that language is m ere convention between men but 
that this is a m utual good and an example of the 
positive social contract between individuals in society.

sim ply because some neighboring 
sign has undergone a change (de 
Saussure 1986, 118).

In  Discours, Figure, Lyotard is as interested 
as o the r poststructural w riters about th is 
system o f differential value, bu t wonders 
about the re lationship o f this Ictngue 
(system) to parole (ind iv idua l execution and 
acts o f speech), and to the  function o f 
reference in  Saussure's w ork. In  particu la r, 
Lyotard  points to  an apparent ambivalence 
in  Saussure around the signified.

[Saussure's] conception o f structure  
leads h im  to absorb the w hole o f 
sign ification in to  the cutting-up, i.e. 
in to  the system o f intervals betw een 
the terms, o r the system o f values. 
A nd  yet he does n o t give up having 
recourse at the very same tim e to  
an idea o f signification w hich 
opposes it  to  value as vertica l is 
opposed to  horizonta l o r depth to 
surface. W hat could  pass fo r a 
fa iling  in  a linguist determ ined to  
lim it his study to  the structure o f 
language...is, however, m uch m ore 
than an e rro r o r naivety; nam ely 
tha t a ll discourse constitutes its 
ob ject in  depth...he spontaneously 
thematises it  as something th ick, he 
is led  to posit signification as a sign. 
In  re a lity  this depth is an effect o f 
object-position ing due to the 
cu rren t discourse w hich holds 
s ign ification at a distance and posits 
tha t it  is a sign just as it  does any 
ob ject (Lyotard 1971, 93-4).

W ha t Lyotard notices in  de Saussure 
appears to be a sort o f resistance, a trace 
w ith in  structura list linguistics where a non- 
lingu is tic  e lem ent seems to operate with in  
the  system o f d iffe ren tia l and oppositional 
va lue. Lyotard explains this "am bivalence" 
as tw o  simultaneous functions o f the 
sign ifier: certa in ly, the signifier creates a 
va lue im m anent to  the system by opposition
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to  o the r signifiers, but the signifier also 
functions b y pointing o r designating tow ard 
the signified (concept). This second 
function  is o f particu la r in terest to Lyotard, 
because po in ting  o r re ferring is no t an act 
tha t fo llow s Saussure's structura l m odel o f 
oppositional value.

Lyotard's observation hinges on terms 
w h ich  linguists know  as deictics, o r 
"ind ica tor" words such as "here," o r "now ," 
w h ich  do no t strictly  speaking mean, bu t 
ra ther exist to indicate o r p o in t to  som ething 
in a sensory field. To use an example from  
Readings, the distinction between "a tree," 
and "this tree" is not a d istinction  o f 
meaning, b u t one o f distance o r place in  a 
sensory fie ld  (Readings 1991, 14). These 
de ictic  term s appear to  be between 
sign ification  and designation, betw een the 
oppositional system o f the langue and the 
act o f utterance (parole). For these de ictic  
terms operate in  as d ifferent a m anner as 
the earlie r d istinction between reading and 
seeing — "here" functions as a designatory 
term  no t by eliminating a ll o the r terms 
around it  (as Saussure claim s the langue 
does) b u t ra ther points to one place w ith in a 
larger topography, establishing proximate 
distances between terms^concepts and 
creating a space o f heterogeneity ra ther than 
a space o f opposition. Lyotard (1971, 38) 
explains:

...the place indicated, the here, is 
grasped in  a sensory field, as the 
focus o f that fie ld  to  be sure, bu t 
no t in  such a m anner tha t its 
surroundings are e lim inated as is 
the case in  the choices operated by 
a speaker; they rem ain there in  the 
uncerta in  and undeniable, 
cu rv ilinear presence o f w hat sits on 
the edges o f vision, as a reference 
absolutely necessary to the 
ind ica tion  o f place...the linguistic 
operation is subject o t the ru le  o f 
the spoken sequence w hich 
requires the un ic ity  o f the actual

and the  e lim ina tion  o f the virtual, 
whereas sight determ ines a sensory 
fie ld ...

Lyotard is qu ick  to  iden tify  the operation o f 
this different, "sensory fie ld " w ith  Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty's texts on the visual fie ld  and 
its operation.15 For Merleau-Ponty, visual 
space is opposed to structura list textual 
space by v irtu e  o f the corporeal nature o f 
the eye. The eye moues in  o rder to see, 
argues M erleau-Ponty; the w o rld  is not flat, 
as de Saussure’s textual space o r the space 
invoked by Cartesian visua lity where the 
eye is fixed to  receive ligh t. V isual space is 
deep and corporea l, participating in  the 
creation o f v is ion . M erleau-Ponty uses the 
example o f seeing a cube: if  the eye were 
not m obile, corporea l, it  w ou ld  never be 
able to  see a ll six sides o f a cube but w ould 
rather constitute the cube as fla t space. As 
the eye moves, the cube is perceived by 
combining images o f the cube to create 
volum e, a vo lum e com m on also to the eye 
and body o f the  perceiver. As m entioned 
previously, a large part o f Lyotard's 
brilliance in  Discours, Figure is no t that he 
sim ply develops concepts and examples fo r 
us to understand, bu t tha t he performs them 
w ith in  the space o f his text. In  probing de 
Saussure's "am bivalence" tow ard  the 
signified and the  sign, Lyotard is no t simply 
claiming tha t language (w ith  de ictic terms 
as example) contains tw o separate 
functions; ra ther, he is actua lly explaining 
and dem onstrating how  de Saussure's w ork 
and text performs bo th  functions. As 
Geoffrey Bennington (1988, 65) puts it:

The depth  Saussure is thereby led 
to a ttribu te  to the sign is thus not 
specific to the sign, bu t is a property 
o f the act o f reference operated by

l5See Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the 
Invisible trans. Alphonso Lingis (Evanston: 
Northwestern University Press, 1968), and The Primacy 
of Perpection trans. Edie et al (Evanston: Northwestern 
University Press, 1964).
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his ow n discourse, as an act o f 
parole, on the object ’sign' o r 
'language.'
...In o rder to describe the sign in  
this sort o f way, Saussure, said so 
often to bracket out the referent, is 
taking the sign itself as his referent.

The consequences o f Lyotard’s explanation 
serve to com plicate the orig inal example o f 
how  seeing and reading are d ifferent 
activities and com pletely opposite orders. 
By dem onstrating the designatory o r 
"pointing" function he ascribes to language, 
Lyotard disrupts de Saussure's "system o f 
pure differences" w ith  the 
phenom enological argum ent fo r the 
existence o f visual o r deep space alongside 
textual space; heterogeneous d ifference 
alongside oppositional difference. Further, 
such a ’’pointing" function invokes an 
exteriority to language, indicates a w o rld  o f 
things beyond language w hich is 
nevertheless related to language. Lyotard 
does not claim  that objects in  the w orld  
have a pre-linguistic meaning, b u t ra ther 
that language not only means (signifies), b u t 
also indicates, points in  a sensory fie ld . This 
"pointing" function  is, however, lost -- o r 
m ore significantly, forgotten -  in  the 
operation o f signification as signifiers 
overcom e the "ambivalence" tow ard the 
exteriority o f language and replace it  by the 
d iffe rentia l oppositional system o f the 
langue. Lyotard's term  fo r this re lationship 
between the designatory and signifying 
functions o f language is the figural, where 
po in ting  o r designating functions as figure 
fo r signification, o r designation is figural to 
signification. For Lyotard, a figure is 
"something o f another kind tha t is lodged 
w ith in  discourse and lends it its expressivity” 
(1971, 51).

Because Lyotard's first discussion o f the 
figural stems from  a phenom enological 
critique  o f Saussurian structuralist 
linguistics, it  m ight be easy to assume by 
"figura l” Lyotard means "em bodied,"

"corporeal,” o r m ateria l, "figured" o r shaped 
in to  dim ensional form. Such could  no t be 
fu rthe r from  the case in  Discours, Figure. 
The figural, fo r Lyotard, is n o t sim ilar to 
argum ents (particu larly in  cu ltu ra l studies) 
fo r the "m ateria lity o f the sign ifier." This is 
an oft-used m isappropriation o f 
deconstructive insights by M arxist and neo- 
M arxist w riters w h ich  sim ply valorizes 
"m ateriality" over the covert effects o f 
ideology.16 Such an argum ent suggests the 
"m ateriality" o f the sign ifier can be read to 
cu t through the otherw ise ideological effects 
o f signifiers, m agically revealing the 
construction o f dom inant discourses. The 
d ifficu lty  o f equating this position  w ith  
Lyotard's figural is tha t the fo rm er 
understands signifiers as on ly literal, as a 
m ateria lity belonging (like "property”) to the 
signifier; fo r Lyotard, language doesn't 
possess such a b lun t "m ateria lity” that 
guarantees its association in  the sensible 
realm , bu t language is figura l because 
m ateria lity cannot exclusively be an object 
o f signification o r m eaning. Lyotard's sense 
o f m ateria lity is tha t it  functions to resist 
representation, resists being represented by 
a lite ra l and defin itive  description ("it lacks 
good form "). M ateria lity  is n o t a guarantee 
o f tru th  o r one literal m eaning, bu t a 
resistance to m eaning and representation, 
refusing to be "pinned" by signification. This 
is w hy fo r Lyotard the  figura l describes the 
interruption o f the textual o rd e r by the 
sensible order, ra ther than sim ply "claim ing" 
tha t some b lunt m ateria lity "exists" and can 
guarantee truth.

W hile  Lyotard’s p rim ary exam ple o f the 
figura l is his phenom enological critique o f 
Saussurian structuralism , Lyotard perform s

I6Such authors would seek to remedy, as Thomas 
McCarthy (1989/90, 160) would put it, the supposed 
"withdraw! from the specificity o f politics and of 
em pirical social research" inherent in deconstruction 
and other poststructural approaches. See Thomas 
McCarthy, "The Politics o f the Ineffable: Derrida's 
Deconstrucnonism,” The Philosophical Forum 21 
(1989/90). 146-168.
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his understanding o f the figura l by turn ing  
the tables on phenom enology as w ell, 
find ing  traces o f textual elements w ith in  
visual and corporeal space. (Lyotard titles a 
la ter chapter in  his book "Fiscourse D igure" 
to  indicate the discursive w ith in  the figura l 
[visual] in  add ition  to the figural/visual in  
the discursive.) W hile M erleau-Ponty is 
in itia lly  used to critic ize structuralist 
linguistics, Lyotard now  turns to his 
suspicions about the phenom enological 
insistence on a body com plete ly "at hom e" 
in  the w orld . Lyotard critiques M erleau- 
Ponty fo r constructing perception as i f  it 
were removed from  a ll traces o f emotion, fo r 
em otion stands as a glaring rem inder that 
ou r ho ld  on the w o rld  is no t always 
com plete ly certain (1971, 137 n.3). From  
this in itia l doubt, Lyotard goes on to  suggest 
perceptual (visual) space is itse lf inhabited 
by  textual space because we attend to  our 
perceptions: "attention w rites space, traces 
in  it  lines and triangles; fo r it, colours are 
like phonemes, units w hich w ork by 
opposition and not by m otivation" (ib id ., 
155). For Lyotard, a ttention writes 
perception:

There is something false even in  the 
m ovem ent o f the eye; it lends itse lf 
to  the construction o f the 
knowable, it  represses the tru th fu l. 
The tru th fu l is the unbalanced 
configuration o f space before any 
construction: it demands tha t the 
m ovem ent o f the eye be 
deconstructed, in  an im m ob ility  
w h ich  is not a state o f m ob ility  
(ib id ., 159).

Lyotard's opening argum ent fo r the 
(assumed) opposition between reading and 
seeing has now  come a ll the w ay to a 
m utual "deconstruction" o f the textual by 
the visual, and the visual by the textual. 
W hile  Lyotard is clearly ind icating no t 
everything is "text," neither does he sim ply 
resort to valorizing the o ther o f textual 
space. The difference between the textual

and the visual is the figural, w hich is to  say 
the figura l cannot be thought under a log ic 
o f id e n tity  as an opposition: both orders 
are impossibly co-present w ith in  each o the r - 
-inseparable, but incommensurate.17 As 
Readings suggests, the figura l is a b locking 
together o f heterogeneous spaces, no t 
another k in d  o f representation (ie. 
corporeal/visual vs. textual) bu t other to 
representation, d isruptive o f representation 
(Readings 1991, 20). This is no t to  say tha t 
the figu ra l is an o the r to  representation that 
can be "represented" as such -  the figu ra l is 
not opposed to representation but d isruptive 
o f it, rem ind ing us there  are things w h ich  
cannot be represented. The figural 
functions as one o f Lyotard's other 
conditions, the immemorial. The 
im m em oria l fo r Lyotard is tha t w h ich  can 
neither be com plete ly forgotten or 
com plete ly rem em bered. Lest some 
question w hether o r n o t Lyotard w rites 
such conditions just to  be obtuse o r 
"d ifficu lt," he gives the  example o f 
Auschw itz to  ou tline  w hat is at stake in  the 
figural o r the im m em oria l. Auschwitz as an 
event dem ands we represent and speak o f 
it  so tha t it  rem ains an event (in  m em ory 
and in  sign ifica tion), b u t no t in  a w ay tha t it 
becomes only a h istorica l event among 
other events, only a representation w ith  no 
real effects. Auschw itz as figure, as figural, 
demands both  to  be represented, bu t n o t 
com plete ly (thus preserving it as a 
corporeal event); and demands to be 
rem em bered, bu t n o t so com pletely tha t it  
becomes "only” a m em ory. S im ilarly, 
neither oppositiona l (textual) space nor 
perceptual (visual) space completely define 
the w orkings o f language, bu t “im possibly 
co-exist" in  its function ing.

I7Neither is the figural dialectical. Lyotard is quite clear 
on this point when he states: "But the relation 
between these two negations is not dialectical; one is 
not the m om ent o f the other...Invariance and 
variance, that is to say secondary and primary 
processes, are a t once always given together and yet 
absolutely unable to form  a unity" Discours, Figure, p. 
58-9.
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F igura l and Form : Examples o f the F igural

.._A text must n o t on ly be able to be 
read according to its signification, 
w h ich  comes under linguistic 
space, b u t seen according to  its 
configuration, w hich is supported 
by the sensory-imaginary 
space...the figure is a deformation 
[auth-m y emphasis] w h ich  imposes 
a different form  onto the d isposition 
o f the linguistic unities. This fo rm  is 
n o t reducib le  to the constraints o f 
structure (Lyotard 1971, 61).

W h ile  thus fa r I have indicated figure  o r the 
figu ra l as a "b locking together" o f 
heterogeneous spaces (in  Lyotard's 
inaugural exam ple, the blocking toge ther o f 
seeing and reading, o r textual and visual 
spaces) the re lationship between these tw o 
spaces should also be approached through 
Lyotard's n o tion  o f form. W hile to N orth  
A m erican audiences "form " is most often 
associated w ith  arrangement, system, o r 
structure (perhaps even "organic form "), fo r 
Lyotard form  is m ore closely associated 
w ith  deforming o r distortion, d isruption  o f 
closed structure o r style. W hile 
structuralists such as Claude Levi-Strauss 
understood structure/form  as a sort o f 
"m atrix o f possibilities" w hich generate (fo r 
Levi-Strauss) cu ltu ra l myths o r (fo r V la d im ir 
Propp, another structuralist) fo lk  tales 
through the 'play1 o r com bination o f various 
elements, fo r Lyotard form  o r the figura l is 
w hat disrupts, o r ra ther deforms such 
structura l units and orders.18 By defin ing

l8This is an im portant difference in Lyotard's work 
from m any educationalist interpreters of M ichel
Foucault’s work, who appear to interpret the latter as a 
”post"structuralist yet continue to speak of archaeology 
or genealogy as a "matrix o f possibilities," o r im ply that 
within a certain matrix o f social, political, and 
econom ic concepts, a combination arises and emerges 
as a new  discursive order. Stephen Ball states in his 
edited book on Foucault that "words and concepts 
change their meaning and their effects as they are 
deployed w ithin different discourses. Discourses 
constrain the possibilities o f thought. They order and

Page 19

fo rm  as structure, the emphasis falls on how  
the structure  o r m atrix is sim ply “loose," 
a llow ing  fo r p lay among the constraints, 
ra ther than (as Lyotard does) revealing the 
deforming function  o f form . Lyotard 
understands form  as less o f a loose grid  o r 
m atrix w ith  com bina to ry units than as co- 
existant b u t d isrupting orders, one 
deforming the  other. Tw o additional 
examples fro m  Discours, Figure may help to 
explain th is n o tion  o f form .

A lthough Lyotard  w rites several examples 
o f the re la tion  between form  and the 
figural, perhaps some o f the most v iv id  are 
those illus tra ting  how  fig u ra lity  works 
through anamorphosis in  paintings. From  
the Greek anamorphoun (to  transform), 
anam orphosis is generally understood as a 
practice o r instrum ent w h ich  renders an 
im age unrecognizable except if  viewed w ith  
the p rope r device o r appropriate angle.19 
Lyotard uses anam orphosis as an example 
o f figu ra lity , w here the  Cartesian 
perspective o f v iew ing objects from  a 
single, fixed p o in t (m aking visuality in to  a 
geom etry) is rem arkably co-present w ith  
the rad ical d ifference o f curved visual space 
described b y  M erleau-Ponty as the eye 
moves to  create three-dim ensional objects, 
and w here the  eye creates both focal and 
periphera l v is ion (objects remain on the 
margins o f v ision and are n o t rendered

combine words in particular ways..." [p. 2, emphasis 
m ine]. W hile he notes that such combinatory activities 
are themselves hindered by inclusions and exclusions 
o f what can and cannot be said, many of the essays in 
this edited volum e are w ritten as if  to simply "identify" 
the "matrix" o f possible elements that combine 
together to form  a particular power/knowledge 
coupling. See Stephen Ball, ed. Foucault and 
Education: Disciplines and Knowledge (New York: 
Routledge, 1990). O ther education authors interpret 
Foucault as poststructural, but speak quite literally o f a 
"register," "scaffold" or "grid" o f possible ideas and 
events that "come together" to form historical social 
practices. See for example Tom Popkewitz, "A 
Changing Terrain o f Knowledge and Power: A  Social 
Epistemology o f Educational Research," Educational 
Researcher 26:9 (1997). p. 18.
1'’Webster's Third New International Dictionary, 1986.
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unclear o r un im portant by the central 
focus).

A  ra ther in trigu ing  example o f 
anamorphosis in  painting is Lyotard's 
description o f an anam orphic po rtra it o f 
Charles the 1st, shown in Figure 2 . The 
po rtra it was occasioned by the decapitation 
o f K ing Charles the 1st; copies o f the 
clandestine p o rtra it were circu lated by 
royal supporters after 1649. V iewed in  
Cartesian perspective, the painting appears 
hopelessly d istorted -  the eye wanders 
aimlessly around the portra it and is 
attracted on ly b y  the death's head, w hich 
seems to p rovide  the only focal center in  an 
indecipherable space. Indeed, it  is only 
through the key o f the death's head that the 
curved space o f the portra it emerges: a 
cylindrica l tube placed over the death's 
head reveals a discemable, proportionate 
reflection o f Charles the 1st (see Figure 3). 
The painting is anamorphic because it 
"blocks together" heterogeneous spaces -- 
curved and geom etric, vertical and 
horizonta l -- tha t in terrupt o r deform one 
another. The portra it, w hile presented to 
the view er as a "possible" Cartesian, 
geom etric space is only comprehensible by 
pro jecting  its image on a curved, material 
support. Yet this curved support (a vertical, 
m ateria l and three-dim ensional space) 
in terrupts our typ ica l understanding o f a 
po rtra it as a transparent screen, and as 
Lyotard writes, we try  to lift the tube 
because it is in  o u r way, causing the face o f 
death to  appear (1971, 378). The death's 
head marks the incommensurate difference 
between the tw o spaces. W hat it  is 
recognizable as in  one space, it  is not 
recognizable as in  the other; one space o r 
'o rder' deforms the other (ib id).

A  second exam ple o f anamorphosis in  
painting is the 18th century veduta (Ita lian 
fo r "v iew  pictures"), the style o f w hich can 
still be found today. Eighteenth century 
vedutisti often d rew  these landscape 
projections fo r tourists who desired a

m em ento o f a famous c ity  o r tow n, as 
witnessed by a m odem  (1989) tourist map 
o f M ontreal in  Figure 4 .20 To the fixed 
Cartesian eye, the veduta is a som ewhat 
"d istorted” c ity  view. It appears to  position 
the view er at a po in t on a h ill outside the 
city, bu t sim ultaneously offers the scene as if  
the view er were within  the c ity . Thus to 
com prehend the c ity  from  one focal po in t 
displaces o ther possible points to the edge 
o f vision, deforming them . In  the veduta o f 
M ontreal in  Figure 4, the foca l po in t occurs 
in teresting ly enough from  a topographica lly 
very low  position out in  the St. Lawrence 
River, bu t a ll points in  the c ity  appear as if  
they were available to the eye h igh above 
the rive r and the city, w hich in  Cartesian 
perspective is clearly n o t possible.

As Readings (1991, 26-7) suggests, the 
veduta offers an im portant lesson in  contrast 
between Lyotard's figural and pluralism :

For pluralism , the c ity  w ou ld  o ffe r a 
num ber o f d ifferent foca l points 
amongst w hich we m ight choose 
indifferently, the choice o f one 
excluding the others.
Deconstruction insists tha t our 
choice o f focal points makes a 
difference, produces the 
anamorphosis ra ther than the 
exclusion o f o ther points o f view . 
W e live in the city, n o t outside it, 
any 'perspective' o r p o in t o f v iew  is 
im plicated, not detached. ...Rather, 
the point o f v iew  is wagered 
against...The im p lica tion  o f 
opposing the construction o f the 
c ity  from  a single po in t, o f taking a 
unilinear perspective on history, is 
n o t that all points are the same, that 
anything goes. Rather, everything 
is at stake in  the d iffe rent kinds o f

20Famous Italian uedutisti include the 18th century 
Venetian painters Canaletto. Francesco Guardi, and 
Giambattista Piranesi.
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Figure 2 rem oved because o f copyright restrictions

Figure 2. Secret po rtra it o f Charles 1st.
Anam orphic po rtra it o f Charles 1st, painted sometime after 1649. Reproduction after Jurgis 
Baltrusaitis, Anamorphoses... (Paris: O l. Perrin, 1969), V. pi. 24-6. C ited in Jean-Francois 
Lyotard, Discours, Figure (Paris: Klincksieck, 1971).

Figure 3 rem oved because o f copyright restrictions.

Figure 3. Curved re flection  o f Charles 1st portra it. In Jean-Francois Lyotard, Discours, Figure 
(Paris: Klincksieck, 1971).
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Figure 4  rem oved because o f copyrigh t restrictions.

Figure 4. Section o f veduta tou ris t m ap o f M ontreal. Map by Jiero (M ontreal: Maison 
Descartes, 1989).
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continuities, distortions and 
m otivations produced by a po in t o f 
view .

Thus Lyotard ’s discussion o f anamorphosis 
in  paintings qu ite  dram atica lly illustrates 
how  the figura l is a ‘b locking together’ o f 
incom m ensurate spaces tha t disrupts 
representation. In  his w o rk  post-Discours, 
Figure, Lyotard extends the notion o f the 
figu ra l to tem pora lity  and the w riting  o f 
history.

The Stakes o f the F igural: Indeterm inate 
Judgem ent

It is just as easy to understand w hy the 
nature o f the social -  fo r example, its 
iden tifica tion  -- by a de fin itiona l phrase, is 
im m ediately deferred. ...the nature o f the 
social always rem ains to be judged. In this 
way, the social is the re feren t...o f a 
judgem ent to be always done over again.
It is a "case" p led  con tra d ic to rily  before a 
tribuna l.

Jean-Franqois Lyotard, The 
Differend (M innesota: University o f 
M innesota Press, 1988), p. 140.

W hile  a ll o f this previous discussion on 
Lyotard's figural m ay seem to indicate 
m erely an in te rna l debate among 
sem ioticians, linguists, o r philosophers, the 
stakes invoked by  the figura l are much 
higher, and deeply social and political. 
Lyotard's figural points d irec tly  tow ard a 
"refiguring" o f the po litica l, and o f the 
question o f judgement itself, w ith  the 
attendant social im plications fo r 
responsibility and ethics.

The figural, fo r Lyotard, indicates not the 
presence o f sim ple oppositions, but "a 
deformation w h ich  imposes a different form " 
onto, in  his examples, the dispositions o f 
lingu istic entities (1971, 61). Lyotard 
emphasizes how  de Saussure hides o r denies 
d ifference by  reducing it  to  opposition; 
sim ilarly, difference can be denied in  the

m ovem ents tow ard u n ity  in  the process o f 
the dialectic. For Lyotard, the  figura l is 
en tire ly  d ifferent from  classical 
structuralism s o r structural notions o f form  
in  tha t the figural im plies a force o r tension 
tha t is no t reconciled. As D errida  
com plains o f structuralism  in  "Force and 
S ignification" (1978, 4-5):

...a lapse o f the a tten tion  given to 
force, w hich is the tension o f force 
itself. Form  fascinates w hen one no 
longer has the force to understand 
force from  w ith in  itself. That is, to 
create. This is w hy lite ra ry  critic ism  
is structuralist in  every age, in  its 
essence and destiny. ...These 
[structuralist] analyses are possible 
on ly after a certain defeat o f force. 
[They are] A  re flection  o f the 
accomplished, the constituted, the 
constructed. H istorical, 
eschatalogical, and crepuscular by 
its very situation.

This denial, "forgetting," o r erasure o f the 
figura l as simply oppositional is at w o rk  not 
on ly  w ith in  the confines o f lite ra ry  criticism  
o r philosophy, but w ith in  the fie ld  o f 
education (from  educational research, to 
decisions made on a da ily  basis in  schools 
and classrooms). The reduction  o f debates 
w ith in  lite ra ry  criticism  o r philosophy to 
"presence" o r "nothing," the "strong subject" 
o r "nothing," "in tentiona lity and w ill" o r 
"nothing" echo sim ilar debates w ith in  
educational research. A t the classroom and 
school level, differences are reduced to  
"standards" and "testing" o r "nothing," 
"phonics" o r "nothing," "basics" o r "nothing." 
Lyotard's figura l not only questions w hether 
such oppositions can actually exist o r be 
constructed as plausible, b u t supports a 
discussion, through examples, o f specifically 
how  difference is denied in  such instances 
and what the stakes are in  denying such 
difference.
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Lyotard is also not, in  p o in ting  ou t this 
erasure o f difference to opposition, m erely 
recom m ending a less black-and-w hite, 
more nuanced version o f gauging 
difference. N o r is he suggesting tha t one 
"reading" o r perform ance is sim ply the 
reuerse or inverse o f the o ther. The 
difference invoked by Lyotard's figura l is 
ultimately not groundable, n o t translatable 
o r comparable by reference to  some 
"common" plane o f experience, standard, 
o r value. One term  cannot elim inate the 
other or substitute fo r it. The radical 
singularity o f d ifference evoked by Lyotard's 
figural disrupts, de-forms representation and 
the logic o f identity; as D errida  suggests, it  
is akin to a force in  this m anner. For 
Lyotard, reading and seeing are figura l fo r 
each other: to  understand one is to forget 
o r erase the other. N o "m aster code" is 
therefore available; no translation is 
possible. Since no com m on grounding, no 
constant value o r equivalency, no stable 
"measuring device" exists to  re late the two, 
calculation is displaced as an op tion .21 The 
radical singularity o f d ifference evoked by 
the figural undermines any no tion  o f 
determinate judgem ent w h ich  w ou ld  "settle" 
o r erase the difference. Since calculation 
o r translation between the  tw o w ou ld  be a 
destruction o f this force o f difference, w hat 
are we le ft to  do?

Lyotard’s figura l leaves us squarely w ith in  
the realm o f indeterminate judgement. The 
vast m ajority o f our a c tiv ity  in  schools, fo r 
example, involves teaching determ inate o r 
normative judgement -  judgem ent 
according to pre-established crite ria , rules, 
measurement, o r standards. In

2lSince I am siting some o f Jacques Derrida's work 
alongside Lyotard's figural, it is im portant to note here 
that deconstruction escapes being a method precisely 
because o f its attention to the radical singularity of 
difference. A  "method" must be predicated on some 
more-or-less stable criteria for judgem ent and 
"application,” and it is precisely Derrida's emphasis on 
the singularity o f difference, on the ''finding" and not 
the "erasing” o f difference in each event, that renders it 
distinctly apart from  anything called "method."

m athem atics and science, we spend a great 
deal o f o u r tim e teaching students proper 
form ulas, and also the paradigmatic criteria 
o f scientific m ethod, reason, objectivity, 
laws o f conservation and equivalency, 
d istribution , etc. tha t a llow  students (and 
teachers) to  adjudicate scientific and 
m athem atical perform ances. By exercising 
such determ inate judgem ent, students 
com pare m ethods and answers w ith  norm al 
standards to judge w hether o r no t they are 
“correct." But even in  more “aesthetic" 
subjects, in  English and social studies 
classrooms, m ost o f ou r pedagogical tim e is 
spent teaching d iscip linary structures, 
aesthetic form s, paradigm s and 
philosophies. Students learn to classify 
po litica l argum ents as belonging to Marxist 
o r free enterprise philosophy, leam  to 
equate h istory w ith  a narrative past-present- 
future form , and leam  to argue from  the 
h istorical past w ith  reasonable examples. 
They study and apply p lo t diagrams to  
novels, leam  the difference between 
Elizabethan and Ita lian  sonnet structure, 
between fic tio n  and non-fiction; they leam 
also to app ly lite ra ry  terms fo r figurative 
language (such as m etaphor, allusion, 
soliloquy, personification) to what they 
read. N ow  I do not w ish to argue in  a 
romantic w ay tha t any o f these activities are 
wrong-headed o r m isguided because they 
som ehow “stifle" crea tiv ity  o r do not a llow  
students enough tim e fo r “self-expression." 
Rather, I list these examples to illustrate 
how  m uch cu rricu lum  tim e and resources 
are devoted to this area. School, it  seems, 
is not the place to teach indeterm inate 
judgem ent because there “first" appear to 
be so m any norms fo r students to know.

In  educational research, we sim ilarly spend 
most o f o u r tim e teaching, learning, and 
re ferring to normative standards by which 
to judge qua lity  research. This does not 
apply o n ly  to  statistical o r other forms o f 
quantita tive research, bu t also to qualitative 
form s -  the research “object" is often 
assumed to be “out there ” and so capable
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o f observation and analysis by a perceiving 
subject-researcher through the many 
research forms and methodologies offered. 
Even in  qualitative research, we leam  to 
apply norm ative standards, even though 
these m ay be “im ported” from  the 
hum anities, social sciences, com m unication 
studies, the arts, and other disciplines.

In the realm  o f indeterminate judgement, no 
crite ria  are evident o r even possible in  the 
wake o f the figural. Judgem ent cannot be 
“grounded" o r put in  com parison to a norm  
because such an act reduces difference to 
mere opposition (Lyotard and Thebaud, 
1985). As a figure can have no determ inate 
meaning, we do not “find ” tru th  o r dig fo r a 
“h idden” meaning. Indeterm inate 
judgem ent involves instead a setting to 
uiork, an obligation to do something 
(D errida 1992, 181-220, esp.213). This 
im perative to act carries w ith  it 
consequences fo r the subject, and also fo r a 
(re)new (ed) sense o f ethical obligation fo r 
the subject.

The co-presence o f two incom m ensurate 
functions places the subject in  a space 
requiring  response, action, judgem ent, 
decision even if  the subject does not know  
in  advance w hat the “standard" is: 
indeterm inate judgem ent renders the 
subject’s position as constantly (re)open(ed) 
and in formulation. For to  judge in  such a 
manner, w ithou t criteria, creates or 
reinvents the subject anew each tim e a 
judgem ent is made. As D errida suggests:

In other words, the decision,
[fo r Lyotard, the judgement- 
auth.] if  there is such a thing, 
must neutralize if  not render 
impossible in  advance the who 
and the what. If  one knows, 
and if  it  is a subject that knows 
w ho and what, then the 
decision is simply the 
application o f a law  [for 
Lyotard, preexisting normative

criteria-auth.]. In  o the r words, 
if  there is a decision, it  
presupposes tha t the  subject o f 
the decision does n o t yet exist 
and ne ither does the object. ... 
when I decide I in ven t the 
subject. Every tim e I decide ... I 
invent the w ho, and I decide 
who decides w h a t... (1996,
84).

Indeterm inate judgem ent thus calls forth a 
subject to be created, and the  ca ll to  this 
subject is profoundly ethical. I f  the  figural is 
the blocking together o f tw o  co-present but 
incommensurate elements, then a ll acts o f 
judgem ent w ith  regard to  the tw o elements 
are decidedly questions o f justice: the 
judgem ent must be an indeterm inate one, 
w ithout criteria, since a c rite rio n  w ould 
have to belong to one e lem ent and thus 
lead to the exclusion and silencing o f the 
other. Such w ou ld  be the case w ith  two 
incommensurate languages o r ways o f 
view ing the w orld : to  translate o r judge one 
in  terms o f the o ther w ou ld  render the 
other unjustly, w ou ld  n o t serve the interests 
o f justice. To re turn  to Lyotard ’s example 
o f the line and the le tte r in  Discours, figure, 
to “see" or “read" (to judge) the letter and 
to value its oppositional w ay o f creating 
meaning is to render the line (the sense o f 
visual space) distorted o r unrecognizable, 
and vice versa. Indeterm inate judgem ent 
w ithout criteria forces us to  witness to the 
figural, to deny neither lin e  n o r le tter.

Indeterm inate judgem ent as an ethical 
concern is also in tim ate ly bound to 
Lyotard’s figural sense o f temporality, to 
what he terms “the event." For Lyotard, 
the euent is an occurrence tha t is radical in  
its singularity -  a happening a fte r w hich 
things are never the same again (Lyotard 
1988, 7 9 , 88). The event is a fundam ental 
disturbance in  m odernist tem porality, even 
being figural to it: the event as such is an 
event because it  ruptures a ll pre-existing 
representational fram eworks through which
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the event m ight be understood. As such, 
there is no answer to the  question “w hat is 
happening?” because there exists no means 
o f representation fo r the  event. Since we 
do not know  h ow  to understand the event 
w hen it occurs, the event renders 
indeterm inate judgem ent the on ly means 
b y w hich to adjudicate it. In  this sense, 
indeterm inate judgem ent is the e th ica l act 
o f inventing ways to understand the event 
and to witness o r testify to its having 
happened. For w ith o u t such a witness the 
event w ou ld  rem ain silenced as it  does not 
conform  to m odernist tem pora lity  b u t 
ra ther breaks its representational schemas. 
The tem pora lity o f indeterm inate 
judgem ent and the event are very sim ilar in  
nature to D errida ’s account o f the future 
anterior (a-venir). Lyota rd ’s inventive 
indeterm inate judgem ent is provoked by 
the future anterior, a sense tha t something, 
someone, is “to  com e” b u t “w hat" comes 
cannot be known in advance. It is on ly  after 
the  event tha t the “w ha t” is know n o r 
understood, thereby provoking the exercise 
o f indeterm inate judgem ent. O nly after the 
event, after the w o rk  has occurred o r been 
created w ill the rules b y  w h ich  it  can be 
judged be possible (D errida, 1990). Rules 
are never able to be stated in  advance, or 
even in the present tense: the rules always 
w ill have been (fu ture an te rio r). Spivak 
gives the example o f speaking to  an 
audience -- one never knows w ho the 
audience one addresses is o r is going to be:

The audience is n o t an 
essence, the audience is a 
blank. A n  audience can be 
constituted b y  people I cannot 
even im agine ... w hat I cannot 
im agine stands guard over 
everything tha t I must/can do, 
th ink, live . ... The most 
rad ica l challenge o f 
deconstruction is tha t notion  
o f thought being a b lank part 
o f the text g iven over to  a 
future tha t is n o t just a future

present but always a fu tu re  
anterior. It never w ill be, b u t 
always w ill have been ...
(Spivak 1993, 22).

Because the event by its nature breaks 
representational forms, o u r ce rtitude  about 
the  “essence" o r “de fin ition" o f the  event is 
n o t possible. The rules fo r understanding 
o r in te rp re ting  the event can then never be 
known in advance bu t after the fact, b rought 
abou t a fte r the event has come.

Indeterm inate judgem ent also raises the 
stakes o f the political. The very d iffe ren t 
sense o f the subject and o f tem pora lity  (the 
event o r the future anterior) p ro found ly  
im pacts the nature o f the social and 
strategies o f po litica l action.

As early as 1984, efforts w ere underw ay in  
lite ra ry  critic ism  to arrange discussions 
betw een le ftist and deconstructionalist 
critics  to  debate the very nature o f 
“po litics ," w ith  leftists lin ing  up as p o litica l 
“activists" vs. deconstructionists’
“discursive” o r “ textual" po litics (Johnson in  
Con Davis and Schliefer 1985, 78). Then, as 
n o w in  the la ter 1990s, there are 
continuous efforts and struggles o ve r the 
te rra in  o f politics and the social: in  
education  efforts at “appropria ting  
postm odernism  as a part o f a b roader 
pedagogical pro ject tha t reasserts the 
p rim a ry  o f the politica l" (G iroux in  Peters 
1995, xiv-xv) and critica l pedagogy’s efforts 
a t "appropriating deconstructive readings o f 
d iscursive form ations" (M cLaren in  Peters 
1995, 8 8 ) illustrate leftist insistence tha t 
postm odern and poststructural practices 
rem ain  differential and tha t caution  m ust be 
exercised w ith  postm odern philosophy .22 
G enerally, efforts to “ translate" D e rrida ’s 
deconstruction o r Lyotard’s figu ra l belie

22 Giroux and McLaren's comments in M ichael Peter’s 
Education and the Postmodern Condition (W estport 
Conn: Bergin and Garvey, 1995) are significant for our 
purposes here, as this volume focuses largely on 
Lyotard's work.
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Spivak’s adm onishm ent tha t poststructural 
efforts "produce no sim ple m odels fo r 
po litica l action" but instead constitu te  the 
ve ry  rethinking o f the p o litica l (Spivak,
1980, 29). M uch early le ftis t critic ism  o f 
poststructural w o rk  constructs “po litics” as 
alm ost transcendental, o r ce rta in ly  a 
metalanguage capable o f translating 
com peting o r conflic ting  theories o r 
languages in to  a com m on fram ew ork o r 
fie ld  in  w hich they could be comparatively 
judged. These judgements typ ica lly  resort 
to w hether o r n o t a certain p o litica l 
“discourse” o r “ text” is concerned enough 
w ith  the literal, w ith  “real peop le ” (o r in  the 
case o f education, “real school o r classroom 
situations”). There is a strong sense here 
tha t the lite ra l faithfully and directly conveys 
the properties o f things, whereas figura l 
language is o f a secondary nature, a detour 
o r m ediating force w ith in  language. As 
G iroux complains, “ ... le ft c ritics  often 
assume the m oral high g round  and m uster 
th e ir theoretical m achinery w ith  b inary 
oppositions tha t create postm odern fictions, 
on one side, and p o litica lly  correct, 
m aterialist freedom  fighters on  the o the r” 
(G iroux in  Peters 1995, x ii). F o r such critics, 
“p o litica l” action is grounded in  the lite ra l, 
the real: fo r them , it is on ly th rough 
recourse to the real tha t discursive o r 
rhetorica l (“textua l”) ideology can be 
escaped from . Everything in  a 
poststructural o r postm odern w o rld  is “just” 
text.

C ertainly the statem ent tha t “ everything is 
just text” distorts the poststructural cla im  
m erely that there is no re fe ren t tha t can 
possibly be exterior to  the effects o f 
textuality, and stating tha t discourse is just 
w ord  m anipulation, o r figura tive /flow ery 
prose negates the re lationship between 
discourse and its m aterial effects. For in  
this struggle over the political itself, the 
politics o f m oving “outside o f the text” in to  
“real politics," o r “outside” the  rhe to rica l 
and “back to" the lite ra l m ust be 
considered. To a large extent, “playing

politics" w orks by denying its politics, and 
leftist critic ism  is no exception. For in  
cond ition ing  “po litics" as a solidified and 
non-controversia l sign ifier such critics deny 
the ir ow n actions to  en(close) the meaning 
o f the sign ifie r “po litics" reducing it  in  
m eaning to th in k  po litics  as m erely 
em pirical, a p re-lingu istic real. It is, in  fact, 
just such an action  tha t Lyotard opposes in  
advocating indeterm inate  judgem ent as a 
p ro found ly e th ica l and just activity.

Lyotard w o u ld  consider a move to establish 
the justice o f a norm ative (o r prescriptive) 
ethical judgem ent by reference to a 
representable o rd e r o r schema profoundly 
unethical, fo r it  is on ly  in  indeterm inate 
judgem ent (w ith o u t a p rio r criteria) tha t we 
can possibly avoid  the te rro r o f naturalizing 
a de fin ition  o f the real tha t has been 
configured in to  a state o f “ tru th " (Lyotard 
1989, 4 6 ). Lyota rd  instead reclaims the 
signifier “p o litics" away from  leftist (and 
other) acts o f enclosure, rendering a Marxist 
surety in to  an embattled te rrito ry . Justice is 
no t served, fo r Lyotard, by  the determ inant 
use o f signifiers because o f the silencing 
effect it  has on  those outside o f the 
representational schemas tha t create such a 
determ ined use in  the firs t instance. An 
injustice, then, is “a damage [dommage] 
accom panied by  the loss o f the means to 
prove the dam age" (Lyotard 1988, 22 ). 
W hile  indeterm inate  judgem ent provides a 
witness to the  figura l, those outside o f any 
predeterm ined sign ification o f “po litica l” o r 
“just” o r any o the r determ inate signifier are 
rendered non-existent, fo r it  is impossible to 
witness to a s ign ifica tion  not understood 
under cu rre n t representational schemas as 
“po litica l" o r “just," etc. Lyotard uses the 
example o f h o w  capita list hegemony 
assumes th a t everything is representable by 
m oney: anyone w ho attem pts to prove 
otherw ise s im p ly does n o t exist, is not heard 
(Lyotard 1988, 138).

It  is this e ffect o f silencing that makes leftist 
critic ism ’s b ifu rca tion  o f a supposed “pre-
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linguistic” real from  text o r discourse so 
significant fo r Lyotard’s ethics. For to 
render discourse a mere detour from  the 
real is to  ignore the m aterial effects o f such 
determ inate m anipulations o f signifiers. To 
define “w om en” according to  a 
determ inant criteria  o f citizenship as 
exclusively male is to create the m ateria l 
effect o f excluding and disenfranching 
wom en and to render fem ale protest o f 
in justice at such an act incom prehensible. 
S im ilarly, w riting  “Lyotard" as “no t p o litica l” 
renders this author disenfranchised as a 
serious player, ineffective as an “activist" -  
and makes his testimony to  the contra ry 
inva lid . In  the political stakes o f the figural, 
the possibilities o f politics itse lf are a t stake. 
The force o f indeterm inate judgem ent in  
witnessing to the figural lies no t w ith  the 
defin ition  o r assembly o f new  models o f 
po litica l “activism" o r practise, bu t in  a 
vigilance in  the continued in terroga tion  o f 
the po litica l w ith  the recognition tha t the 
rules fo r judging the po litica l as event 
always w ill haue been understood after the 
event.

As stated previously, in  schools and in  
educational research we appear to  spend 
very little  tim e engaged in  acts o f 
indeterm inate judgement: there are so very 
m any determ inate crite ria  to  leam  and 
know. As Readings suggests, in education 
we perform  many gestures o f grounding, 
centering ourselves in  such determ inate 
criteria :

Each o f these descriptions o f 
education perform s an in itia l 
gesture o f centering: each 
w rite r takes h im  o r herself to 
stand at the center o f the 
educational process. W hat 
seems to m e m ost w orthw hile  
about Jean-Francois Lyotard’s 
long h istory o f w ritings on 
education is ... to  insist that 
[the educational process] is 
no t best understood from  the 
po in t o f v iew  o f a sovereign 
subject tha t takes itse lf to be 
the sole guarantor o f the 
meanings o f tha t process 
(Readings 1995, 193).

The pow er o f indeterm inate judgem ent is in 
its recognition o f the figura l no t as a 
singular presence, bu t a co-presence o f 
radically incom m ensurate elements, and of 
the event as capable o f rup tu ring  
representation itself, d isrupting all frames of 
reference at its a rriva l so as to be 
unspeakable, unpresentable. W ith  such 
differing notions o f the subject and 
tem porality, the nature o f the social and the 
politica l are, as Lyotard says, “im m ediately 
deferred ... the social is the referent o f a 
judgem ent to  be always done over again” 
(Lyotard 1988, 140 ). A nd so it  is w ith  the 
indeterm inate judgem ent o f pedagogy, 
curriculum , schooling, and particu larly in  
the case o f this w ork, educational research.
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Part II

FLIGHT LINES AS 
TRANSFORMATIONS: AN

ANTI-GENEOLOGY

The rhizome is an anti-geneology.
Gilles Deleuze in Boundas, The Deleuze 
Reader, 1993, 36.

The period  1969-1980 saw the publication 
o f three ra ther ferocious attacks on the field 
o f curricu lum  studies. As m entioned 
previously, Dwayne H uebner in  1975 
declared the fie ld  “m oribund ” and indeed 
even “dead” from  lack o f u n ity  and focus 
(Huebner, 1976). Philip Jackson in  1980 
ended this pe riod  o f attacks w ith  the 
parochial conclusion its  roots resided in  
intergenerational w arfare betw een an older 
group genuflecting at the  a lta r o f Tyler and 
Dewey, and an upstart, fe isty (bu t 
disconcerting) youth  m ovem ent who dared 
to even assert there was a curricu lum  
“fie ld ” (Jackson, 1980). But perhaps the 
most interesting o f the three was the first o f 
these attacks, published by  Joseph Schwab 
in  1969, and fram ing the  curricu lum  fie ld ’s 
“m oribund" state as a fun ctio n  o f its 
apparent “flig h t from  the p ractica l”
(Schwab 1969, 1).

O utlin ing the cu rricu lum  fie ld  as 
“m oribund" and “frustrated" because o f an 
“inveterate and unexam ined reliance on 
theory,” Schwab b o ld ly  stated theoretic 
knowledge as tha t w h ich  was bound to fail 
because o f its systematic nature, and its 
practitioners’ com m itm ent to  engage in 
in tellectual in q u iry  prio r to any adequate 
reason fo r such enqu iry o r adequate 
statement o f the use-ualue o f such enquiry 
(Schwab 1969, 1-3). The incapacity o f 
theoretic know ledge to a rrive  at solutions to 
problem s in  schools, o r to  realize proposed 
solutions to school problem s characterized 
fo r Schwab the d icho tom y between the 
“theoretic” (concerned w ith  knowledge) 
and the “p ractica l” (concerned w ith  
“choice and action ”) (ib id , 2-3). Schwab 
believed the cu rricu lum  fie ld  to  be overly- 
absorbed in  the pursuit o f such theoretic 
knowledge and unconcerned w ith  the 
“practical," a situation he term ed a “flight 
from  the subject o f the fie ld ” (ib id , 3).

Schwab evidently d id  n o t choose the crisis 
m etaphor o f “fligh ts” in  a cliched o r 
inadvertent m anner, fo r d ire c tly  fo llow ing
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this image he devoted tw o entire  sections to 
describing six signs o r symptoms o f this 
“ flight" from  the p roper business o f the 
curricu lum  fie ld . Such “ flights," fo r 
Schwab, included those “from  the fie ld 
itself,” characterized by how  fie ld  
practitioners are e lim inated from  solving 
problem s in  favo r o f o the r specialists, flights 
“upw ard” from  the specifics o f the fie ld  to 
talk “about” the fie ld , flights “dow nw ard” by 
practitioners w ishing to re tu rn  the  fie ld  to a 
purer, m ore “ innocent" state, flights “to the 
sidelines” w h ich  abandoned the 
problem atics o f the fie ld  in  favo r o f 
observation, com m ent, histories o r 
criticism , repetitive  “fligh ts” in to  o ld /fam iliar 
knowledge, and flights in to  m ere ad 
hom enium  attacks o f o ther scholars. W hile 
Schwab stated tha t these six signs are “not 
all or equally reprehensible," 
(acknow ledging tha t some “flights" may 
contribute to  resolving the curricu lum  
fie ld ’s cu rren t crisis (ib id , 4 ), his use o f 
phrases such as “explo ita tion  o f the exotic 
and fashionable," “diseases," and “new, 
rabble-rousing” to describe theore tic 
knowledge leave little  doubt he views such 
flights from  the p ractica l w ith  distain (ibid, 
5 -6). Schwab de fin ite ly  had in  m ind  some 
other sorts o f “m ovem ent" w h ich  w ould 
save cu rricu lum  studies, o ther than these 
“signs o f collapse o f p rincip les in  a fie ld"
(ibid, 5 ).

Schwab was no t the on ly au thor describing 
“lines o f flig h t" and the ir re la tion  to the 
m ovem ent o f a fie ld  during  this decade, but 
one w ou ld  have to look to another 
continent and another academ ic fie ld  to 
find a second set o f authors -  French 
philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Felix 
Guattari. Deleuze and G uattari’s “Rhizome: 
In troduction” (1976)' diagrams the

1 First printed in Paris (Les Editions de M inuit) in 1976, 
it was reprinted in 1980 w ith modifications as the 
Introduction to Mille Plateaux (w ith Felix Guattari) and 
later translated by Brian Massumi as A  Thousand 
Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (Minneapolis: 
University o f Minnesota Press, 1987).

“arborescent" o r tree-like nature o f W estern 
philosophy, w h ich  w rites hierarchical and 
to ta liz ing  narratives w ith  stratified and 
lim ited  in terconnections in  thought. In 
contrast, Deleuze and Guattari posture a 
“rh izom atic" o r rh izom e-like complex o f 
in terconnected and w ild ly  proliferating 
elements, n o t un like  rabb it burrows 
(Deleuze in  Boundas 1993, 27-29). 
Rhizomes, un like  trees, are non-hierarchical 
m u ltip lic ities w h ich  generate horizontal, 
a rb itra ry  links betw een ideas and therefore 
cannot be regulated. This inab ility to be 
contro lled  is especially im portant fo r 
Deleuze and G uattari, because it  expresses 
th e ir psychoanalytic conclusion that the 
unconscious acts no t as an “orig in" o f 
“h idden” representations o r veiled 
meanings, bu t is instead m erely a random , 
productive  machine w h ich  creates 
contingent connections that can block or 
unblock p ro lifera tions o f desire.

The rh izom atic qua lity  o f the unconscious 
becomes significant fo r Deleuze and 
G uattari throughout the ir w ork in  Anti- 
Oedipus (1983) and beyond. In 
conceptualizing an O edipalizing w orld  they 
describe lines o f rup ture  o r flight which 
a llo w  a w ay “o u t,” a movem ent w hich 
transforms o r changes a situation. Such an 
act occurs by deterritorialization, where 
trad itiona l codes, languages, and practices 
are troub led  so they cannot lim it o r contro l 
relations, and then reterritorialized in to 
another organization o r coding.2 The line 
o f flig h t fo r Deleuze and Guattari is not 
necessarily positive, o r a m ovement tow ard 
freedom, as “there is s till a danger that you 
w ill encounter organizations that restratify 
everyth ing...m icrofacism s just w aiting to 
crystallize” (Boundas 1993, 32). Such lines 
o f flig h t can therefore be classified as anti­
genealogies, in  the sense there are no

2 In Anti-Oedipus, capitalism deterritorializes desire by 
undermining traditional kinship systems and folk 
traditions, and then reterritorializing desire into the 
narrow  definition o f the nuclear family as the only 
(Oedipal) expression o f desire).
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prescribed o r required h ie rarchica l means to 
transform  a situation bu t ra ther in  Deleuze 
and G uattari’s words “ there are o n ly  lines” 
w h ich  make the m u ltip lic ity  (a pa rticu la r set 
o f relations o r organization o f elem ents) 
p ro liferate  and change Obid, 31)- The 
m achine-like quality o f rh izom atic 
structures is therefore ne ither good no r 
bad, bu t generative: not genealogical w ith  
lines o f particu la r descent, bu t productive , 
connective lines. Deleuze and G uattari’s 
advice becomes the fo llow ing:

W rite, form  a rhizome, increase your 
te rrito ry  by deterritoria lization, extend 
the line  o f fligh t to the p o in t w here it 
becomes an abstract m achine 
covering the entire plane o f 
consistency Obid, 3 4 ).

Interestingly enough, Schwab, like  Deleuze 
and Guattari, calls curricu lum  a “m achine,” 
b u t charges tha t theory interrupts this 
m achine by posturing “new notions o f 
person, group o r society, m ind o r 
knowledge, w hich give rise to suggestions 
o f new things curricu lum  m ight be o r do ” 
(m y emphasis, 1969, 16). For Schwab, the 
practica l surpasses the theoretica l because it 
takes in to  account the success and failures o f 
the m achine’s present workings, because it 
is “com m anded to determ ine the w ho le  
array o f possible effects o f proposed 
change, to determ ine w hat fric tions and 
deficiencies the proposed change m ay 
un in ten tiona lly produce” (ib id , 16-17). 
Indeed, fo r Schwab novelty becom es a 
disruptive antithesis to the cu rricu la r 
m achine, w h ich  functions as a self-guided 
adjud ica tor o f its own achievem ents and 
ills. The job o f curricularists fo r Schwab is 
to test the m achine (test students’ subject 
m atter knowledge, but also assess students’ 
adaptation to life  and w ork -  1969, 17), 
articu late its deficiencies, and “re p a ir” it. 
Schwab’s d ichotom y o f practica l vs. 
theoretical breaks down la ter in  the  artic le  
when he suggests the practical also engage 
in  anticipatory alternatives to problem s yet

no t encountered (w h ich  sounds 
suspiciously like  generating new “theories” 
based on “abstract” o r hypothetical 
situations), and tha t the practical generate 
the greatest possible num ber and diversity 
o f alternatives (w h ich  also sounds 
suspiciously like  engaging in  novel, creative, 
theoretical w ork), b u t his m etaphor o f 
curricu lum  as machine is in triguing. For 
Schwab, the cu rricu la r “m achine” is a 
productive m echanism  on ly if  it  is 
continually tinkered w ith , tested and fixed 
utiliz ing  norm ative judgements o f “success” 
o r “fa ilu re ." U nlike Deleuze and Guattari, 
he does no t see the cu rricu la r m achine as 
producing an event o r order (be it social, 
econom ic, po litica l, e tc.). For Schwab, the 
six lines o f flig h t in  the  1970 curricu lum  fie ld  
are naive at best, and useless at worst -  
perhaps a ch ild ish  avoidance o f the real 
issues at hand. For Deleuze and Guattari, 
a ll flights are p roductive  in  the sense they 
always generate/transform  into a new  
order; the desiring machines that drive 
them  are never broken, o r in  need o f 
“repair.” Schwab leaves us in  a social 
w orld  o f e ithe r “positive," use-ful cu rricu la r 
change, o r a null/negative  environm ent 
m arked by critic ism , use-less “in -fighting” 
and despair, a seem ingly endless 
“procession o f ephem eral bandwagons” 
(1969, 22).

Delenzian Lines/Rhizom atic Flights

The rhizom e is altogether different, a 
map and not a tracing. Make a map, 
no t a tracing. ...W ha t distinguishes the 
map from  the tracing  is tha t...the  map 
does n o t reproduce an unconscious 
closed in  upon itself; it  constructs the 
unconscious... .The map is open and 
connectable in  a ll its dim ensions...A 
map has m u ltip le  entryways, as 
opposed to the tracing, w hich always 
comes back “ to the same." The map 
has to do w ith  perform ance, whereas
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the tracing  always involves an alleged 
“com petence” ...

Deleuze in The Deleuze Reader, 
Ed. Constantin Boundas (N ew  
York: Columbia University Press) 
1993. 35-

Joseph Schwab's 1969 “ lines o f flig h t” 
certa in ly s till resonate w ith  the state o f 
the cu rricu la r fie ld  in  2 0 0 0 : cu rricu la r 
change s till o ften comes from  the “to p ” 
dow n -  from  m inistries o r state boards 
o f education and politicians rather 
than from  classroom  teachers and 
p ractitioners; curricu larists can still be 
accused o f “ ta lking about” 
m etatheories in  curricu lum  studies 
rather than w orking  through the 
perennial dilem m as o f the field; 
teacher-practitioners often ignore 
curricu larists and scholars and focus 
on the seem ingly “p la in  facts” in  th e ir 
classrooms; curricu larists move 
outside the fie ld  to chronicle it; 
Tylerians and Deweyans continue to 
repeat (seem ingly) o ld  “ tried-and-true" 
w isdom ; and ad hom enium  attacks do 
occur betw een curricu lum  scholars. 
But ra the r than view ing these flights as 
misguided, “naive" o r purposeless, 
fo llow ing  Deleuze and Guattari I w ish 
to run the curricular machine, to w rite , 
to extend lines o f flig h t in  the 
know ledge tha t such an endeavor is 
productive, generative, 
de te rrito ria liz ing , (o r in  Derrida’s term ) 
cu rricu lum  a t the limit. Figure, 
figura lity, indeterm inate judgem ent 
can serve as such lines o f flight, a 
means o f transform ing ‘postm odern’ 
cu rricu lum  studies in  a rhizom atic, 
non-system atizing m anner.

Perhaps a ll o f the essays that fo llo w  
w ou ld  qua lify, fo r Schwab, as flights 
from  “the fie ld  itselF and flights 
“upw ard ,” fo r they form  rhizom atic 
connections between education, 
philosophy, lite ra ry  criticism ,

aesthetics, and m any o th e r fields o f 
study. In a Deleuzian m anner, I am 
unconcerned (o r perhaps hopefu l) i f  
this is the case. These essays w ere 
w ritten  at d iffe rent tim es and 
circumstances. "A rt as Education, 
Education as A rt: The U tility  o f the 
Aesthetic in  (Post)M odem  Education" 
begins w ith  a rev iew  o f the  o ft- 
described “foundationa l” w o rk  o f E llio t 
Eisner in  qualita tive educationa l 
research and in  his u tiliza tion  o f the 
m etaphor “education as a rt” : no 
doubt this, fo r Schwab, w o u ld  be a 
flig h t out o f the fie ld , o r perhaps a 
flig h t upw ard to m etatheoretica l 
com m entary. “U nlearning the 3 R’s 
(Relativism, Realism and R eflection): 
N arrative as F igura l” annotates 
narrative research m ethods in  teacher 
education and teacher research: here 
I am probably closest to passing a 
Schwabian normative judgem ent on 
the state o f this body o f know ledge, 
bu t attem pt to transform  it  th rough a 
line  o f w riting narra tive as figural 
ra ther than m odernist. In  
“Occasioning Relations: W ritin g  
H istory as Deferred A c tio n " m y flig h t is 
tow ard  the Schwabian “sidelines" as I 
perform  both as cu rricu la r h istorian 
and on the w ritin g  o f cu rricu lu m  
history. M y line o f flig h t in  the fina l 
essay, “Race, S ingularity, Context: 
Reading Epistemology in  T y le r’s 
Rationale," fo r Schwab m ig h t fa ll 
w ith in  a “c ircu la r” path, repeating o ld  
knowledge (but on ly  to re -w rite , 
tranform , re-figure it). S urely any o f 
these essays could, fo r Schwab, fa ll 
in to  a line o f flig h t epitom ized as “ad 
hom enium  attack," fo r as 
deterritoria lizations and 
reterritoria lizations, rhizom es ra re ly 
result in  repetitions o f the  Same (le t 
alone laudatory repetitions). These 
lines o f fligh t certa in ly fo rm  “signs o f 
collapse o f princip les in  a fie ld ”
(Schwab 1969, 5) if  the p rinc ip les in
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the curricu lum  fie ld  can o n ly  be 
construed as the stra tified  lines o f a 
hierarchial genealogy. As Deleuze 
writes:

There are o n ly  lines. W hen Glen 
Gould speeds up the  perform ance 
o f a piece, he is n o t just displaying 
virtuosity, he is transform ing the 
musical points in to  lines, he is 
making the w ho le  piece pro liferate . 
.. .The ideal fo r a b ook w ou ld  be to

la y  everything out on a plane o f 
e x te rio rity  o f this kind, on a single 
page, the same sheet: lived  events, 
h istorica l determ inations, concepts, 
ind ividua ls, groups, social 
form ations. Kleist invented a 
w ritin g  o f this type, a broken chain 
o f affects and variable speeds, w ith  
accelerations and ransform ations... 
O pen rings. (Deleuze in  Boundas 
1993. 31-32.)
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A r t  in  Education, Education as Art: The Utility o f  the 
Aesthetic in  (Post)Modem Education

“A rt in  Education, Education as A rt: The U tility  o f the Aesthetic 
in  (Post)M odem  Education" is the earliest o f these fo u r essays, 
composed w h ile  I was a masters' student at Stanford U niversity. 
This essay was w ritte n  in  response to my need as a classroom 
teacher to  answer the eternal student question o f how , i f  the re  
w eren 't “righ t o r w rong" answers in  the hum anities, cou ld  
perform ances (essays, responses, etc.) be judged? For m any 
students uncomfortable in  the humanities, students w ith  be tte r 
marks in  English o r social studies must belong to some sort o f 
secret bohem ian order, o r are perhaps sim ply blessed w ith  m ore 
karma. The w o rk  o f E llio t Eisner in  qualitative research a t firs t 
glance seemed capable o f assuaging this torm ent; Eisner 
provides criteria such as the use o f self as perceptual instrum ent, 
the use o f expressive language, attention to details, and the  
antecedent (genre o r discip linary) knowledge o f a connoisseur, 
a ll o f w h ich  help to both  explain and justify such qualitative 
perform ances o f judgem ent. I always did have some questions 
about E llio t’s use o f “connoiseurship” as evaluation p rinc ip le , bu t 
the real d ifficu lty  was w ith  how  his use o f the arts in  education 
always leaned tow ards a subject-centered, Romantic 
in terpreta tion  I found  som ewhat unconvincing. In  the essay tha t 
follow s I a ttem pt a poststructural use o f art and aesthetics fo r 
education, in  some ways de-form ing (by essentially being figural 
for) E llio t’s w ork, b u t in  the endeavor to w rite  a stronger case fo r 
qualita tive research and a qualitative approach in  education.
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ART IN  EDUCATION, EDUCATION AS 
ART: THE U TIL ITY  OF THE 

AESTHETIC IN  (POST)MODERN  
EDUCATION

The adventures o f the aesthetic make up 
one o f the great narratives o f m odernity: 
from  the tim e o f its autonom y through-art- 
for-arts-sake to its status as a necessary 
negative category, a c ritiqu e  o f the w o rld  as 
it  is. [The postm odern as] “Anti-aesthetic" 
... signals that the very notion  o f the 
aesthetic, its netw ork o f ideas, is in  question 
here ...

Hal Foster, The Anti-Aesthetic, 1983, xv

...one must be able to  use language to 
reveal what, paradoxically, w ords can 
never say. This means tha t vo ice must be 
heard in  the text, a llite ra tions allow ed, and 
cadences encouraged. Relevant allusions 
should be em ployed, and m etaphors that 
by suggestion used. A ll o f these devices 
and m ore are m uch a part o f the too l k it o f 
those conducting qua lita tive  in q u iry  ...

Elliot Eisner, The Enlightened Eye, 1991, 3

... m odem  aesthetics is an aesthetic o f the 
sublime, though a nostalgic one. It allows 
the presentable to  be p u t fo rw ard  only as 
the missing contents: b u t the form , because 
o f its recognizable consistency, continues to 
offer to the reader o r v iew  m atter fo r solace 
and pleasure.

Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern
Condition: A Report on Knowledge, 1991,81

... whenever the aesthetic is invo lved  as an 
appeal to c la rity  and contro l, whenever, in  
other words, a sym ptom  is m ade in to  a 
remedy fo r the d isorder it  signals, a great 
deal o f caution is in  order.

Paul de Man, The Resistance to Theory, 1986,
64

As Hal Foster com m ents, the postm odern 
cond ition  and postm odern theorizing 
p ro found ly  im pact paradigm s and ways o f 
understanding the  w o rld , and the realm  o f 
aesthetics is no exception. In  educational 
discourses generally, educational research 
discourses, and pedagogical discourses, a rt 
and aesthetics have o ften  been in troduced 
as avante garde practices in tended to 
rup tu re  and re th ink  taken-for-granted 
routines. The w o rk  o f M axine Greene 
(1978) o r M adeline G rum et (1975), o r a 
volum e such as G eorge W illis  and W illiam  
Schubert’s Reflections F r o m  The Heart o f  
Educational Inquiry: Understanding 
Curriculum and Teaching Through the Arts 
(1991) advocate aesthetic responses as 
alternative to  dom inan t ways o f seeing in  
cu rricu lum  and instruction . E llio t Eisner’s 
(1985, 1991) w o rk  in  educational 
evaluation and qua lita tive  research 
postures the  arts and aesthetic judgem ent 
as (an)o ther possible p ractice  than 
quantita tive  m ethods. Eisner also 
popularized the term  “ teacher as artist," 
enlisting a rt as an im age to inspire d iffe ring  
pedagogical practices (1983).

In  a ll o f these “uses" fo r aesthetic practices, 
the arts function  as elements, methods o r 
practices other than the  dom inant trad itions 
in  education, educationa l research and 
pedagogy. W hether traced through a 
chrono log ica l line  the likes o f E.L. 
Thornd ike ’s “science” o f hum an behavior, 
Frederick T ay lo r’s industria l scientific 
m anagem ent, o r F ranklin  Bobbitt and 
Ralph T yle r’s ra tiona l, systematic, linear 
p lanning approaches fostered by an 
“ instrum ental ra tio n a lity ” (Eisner 1985, 8 - 
19), aesthetic and a rtis tic  approaches in  
education are a rticu la ted  as a countering 
force to On no p a rticu la r order) science, 
ra tiona lity, instrum enta l o r efficiency-driven 
practices, “ top -dow n" m anagem ent styles, 
linear, system atic o r techn ica l processes, o r 
quantita tive  in q u iry  m ethods. A rt is 
em ployed m ost o ften  in  education
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in defiance o f the  norm  (w hatever tha t norm  
m igh t be). Interestingly, s im ilar claim s 
against dom inant educational traditions and 
practices are sometimes said to constitute 
postmodern approaches in  education. 
S lattery’s (1995) defin itions are typical:

Postmodern curricu lum  prioritizes 
the dram atic, the artistic, the 
nonrational, and the  in tu itive  
dim ensions o f the hum an person ... 
(209). C urricu lum  leaders must 
begin b y  replacing inspectional and 
c lin ica l models w ith  
phenom enology, autobiography, 
and m etaphorica l reflections tha t 
u tilize  m u lti- and extrasensory 
phenom ena and p e rcep tions... 
O nly in  this w ay w ill we m ove 
tow ard  the postm odern aesthetic 
curricu lum  (2 1 1 ).

If a rtistic and aesthetic approaches serve as 
oppositional o r a lternative positions to 
dom inant traditions in  education, can these 
aesthetic practices also be seen as 
poststructural in terruptions, o r are even 
o the r d irections possible? W hat is the status 
o f these aesthetic intrusions upon “business- 
as-usual" in  education, and w hat roles 
m ight the aesthetic p lay i f  postmodern 
discourses about the function  and purpose 
o f aesthetics are taken in to  account? For a ll 
the ta lk o f challenging dom inant discourses 
o f education through a rt and aesthetics, 
have the possibilities o f education as a rt and 
a rt as education been fu lly  activated and 
explored?

The A rt o f the Sublim e: (Ab)use o f the 
Aesthetic

One o f the m ore infam ous debates about 
the ro le  o f the aesthetic and postm odem ity, 
d iv id ing  the postm odern “p ro ject” from  
Enlightenm ent ideals is between Jurgen 
Habermas and Jean-Francois Lyotard.
W h ile  never debating one another form ally, 
Lyotard's essay “Answ ering the question:

w hat is the postm odern?" is a thinly-veiled 
reaction to Jurgen Haberm as’ 1980 essay 
“M odern ity vs. postm odem ity,” an address 
delivered upon receiving the  A dom o prize 
in  F rankfurt (Habermas in  Foster, 1983).

For Lyotard, the postm odern is an a rt o f the 
sublim e, a counterforce to  the  m ore harsh 
com m odification  engendered in  modem  
capita listic society. The sublim e, fo r Kant, is 
the im agination's experience o f an object 
w hich, w h ile  exciting, cannot be realized or 
represented in  sensory fo rm : we cannot 
com plete ly know  o r judge it  (Kant 1951, 
83). Because the sublim e cannot be made 
present, Lyotard sees a rt as a potentia lly 
resistant facto r against capita listic 
com m odification.

Lyotard ’s enlistm ent o f a rt as sublim e 
d ire c tly  challenges Haberm as’ p ro ject to 
repair Enlightenm ent reason through 
recourse to, and use of, the aesthetic. 
A dom o, like  Lyotard, held o u t hope o f 
redem ption through the aesthetic bu t 
feared it  had been taken over by 
instrum ental reason, given tha t violence 
and te rro r has been perpetuated in  the 
nam e o f reason by to ta lita rian  regimes 
pursuing irra tion a l ends (H orkheim er and 
A dom o, 1972 ). Habermas critiques 
A do rno ’s v iew  tha t Enlightenm ent reason 
fa iled because o f its instrum enta l nature, 
arguing instead the Enlightenm ent project 
was m erely “incom plete” because human 
reason had been com prom ised by 
capita listic defin itions o f reason as narrow, 
instrum ental, e ffic ien t expertise (Habermas, 
1987). This com prom ised d e fin ition  and 
ro le  fo r reason has underm ined m odernity 
by overvalu ing the cognitive to the 
d im inishm ent o f the aesthetic and the 
practica l (m oral). A rt, and the  aesthetic in 
a ll its form s must be enlisted, argues 
Habermas, in  m aking us aw are o f the 
em bodied nature o f experience, and thus 
serving to  complete the cu rren t 
im poverished w orking o f reason. For 
Habermas, i f  the aesthetic cou ld  on ly be
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freed from  its cu rre n t instrum ental ro le  as 
expert c ritica l taste it  w ou ld  expand the 
status o f know ledge by encouraging w ide r 
partic ipa tion, and therefore social u n ity  
through a fu lly  enlightened, reasonable 
com m unity.

For Lyotard, Haberm as’ use o f the aesthetic 
to  expedite social consensus am ounts to 
little  m ore than co-optation: in  a w o rld  
where consensus o f every o rde r appears to 
be rup tu ring , and w here the leg itim ation  o f 
know ledge itse lf is being questioned, such 
easy and im m ediate recourse to  the 
aesthetic seems to  dangerously evoke little  
m ore than cheap feeling o r sentim ent to 
enhance a sensus communis (Lyotard 1988, 
169). Lyotard w ou ld  m uch ra the r keep the 
aesthetic as a non-u tilita rian , separate realm  
resisting com m odification  by being witness 
to, bu t unable to represent the 
unpresentable (Lyotard 1989, 82). For 
Lyotard, any a ttem pt to realize the sublim e 
in  a p o litica l o r o the r agenda cou ld  result in  
the te rro r o f a coerced cu ltu ra l un ity . The 
a rt o f the sublim e, therefore, cannot and 
must no t be conceptualized. Lyotard ’s 
statem ent on  such a postm odern aesthetics 
is qu ite  clear:

The postm odern w ou ld  be that 
w h ich  ... puts fo rw ard  the 
unpresentable in  presentation itself; 
tha t w h ich  denies itse lf the solace o f 
good form s, the consensus o f taste 
w h ich  w ou ld  make it  possible to 
share co llective ly the nostalgia fo r 
the unattainable; tha t w h ich  
searches fo r new  presentations, no t 
in  o rde r to  enjoy them  b u t in  o rder 
to  im pa rt a stronger sense o f the 
unpresentable. ... it  m ust be clear 
tha t it  is ou r business n o t to supply 
rea lity  b u t to  invent allusions to the 
conceivable w hich cannot be 
presented (Lyotard 1989, 81).

Just how  a rt and aesthetics are to  m aintain 
th e ir autonom y and not a llow  themselves to

be instrum enta lly com m odified  fo r Lyotard 
involves conce iv ing  aesthetics and 
representation as ne ith e r formally 
recognizable n o r u tilita ria n  in  relation to the 
o ther faculties. W hether o r n o t this 
sensibility is o r can be incorporated into 
educational studies, and w ha t roles art and 
the aesthetics can play, are the central 
themes explored in  this essay.

Eisner’s “Enlightened7(Enlightenm ent) Eve

The rea l debate o f lite ra ry  theory is 
no t w ith  its polem ical opponents 
bu t ra the r w ith  its ow n 
m ethodolog ica l assumptions and 
possibilities. Rather than asking 
w h y lite ra ry  theo ry is threatening, 
w e should perhaps ask w hy it has 
such d ifficu lty  going about its 
business...(de Man, 1986, 12)

As m entioned previously, E llio t Eisner is 
w ell-know n in  educationa l research circles 
as a border-crosser, in troducing  aesthetic 
crite ria  and categories in to  education, and 
pa rticu la rly  in to  educational evaluation and 
research. E qually infam ous are Eisner’s 
long-term  battles p ittin g  m ethods derived 
from  the arts as “qua lita tive ’’ research 
against social science norm s o f 
“quan tita tive ” research in  education (see, 
fo r example, E isner’s “The Prim acy o f 
Experience and the Politics o f Method," 
Educational Researcher 17:5, 1988, 15-2 0 ). 
Eisner's goal, stated qu ite  c learly at the 
beginning o f one o f his m ost defin itive 
works on qua lita tive  research, is as follows:

The arts and the hum anities have 
p rov ided  a long tra d ition  o f ways o f 
describing, in terpreting , and 
appraising the w o rld : history, art, 
lite ra ture , dance, dram a, poetry 
and m usic are am ong the most 
im po rtan t form s through which 
hum ans have represented and 
shaped th e ir experience. These 
form s have n o t been significant in
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educational in q u iry  fo r reasons that 
have to  do w ith  a lim ited  and 
lim itin g  conception o f knowledge. 
M y aim  in  this book is to explore 
some o f the ways in  which the 
m ethods, content, and assumptions 
in  the arts, hum anities, and social 
sciences m ight be used to help us 
bette r understand our schools and 
classrooms. M y aim  is to expand 
the ways in  w h ich  we think about 
in q u iry  in  education, and to 
broaden ou r views about w hat it  
means to  “know " (Eisner 1991, 2 ).

In this sense, Eisner's purpose in the 
prom otion  o f qua lita tive  inqu iry is to use 
artistic form s and aesthetic criteria 
instrumentally to  conduct research in  
education. “The reason, ” states Eisner, “fo r 
emphasizing voice and o ther tropes is not 
to gussy up language so tha t it  is 
‘hum anistic’ o r ‘artsy’; it  is to  serve 
epistem ological interests. W hat we look 
for, as w e ll as w hat we see and say, is 
influenced by the tools we know  how  to use 
and believe to be appropria te” (1991, 4 , 
auth.'s emphasis). For Eisner, the arts can 
provide a set o f form al qualities and crite ria  
that, un til lately, had no t been utilized in 
educational research: m etaphor and 
figurative language instead o f literal 
description, m usical qualities such as 
cadence o r phrasing, film  o r other visual 
techniques, a tten tion  to em otion or feelings 
about educational settings and actors, and 
in  general, a ttention to the qualities o f 
schools and school settings (1991, 3 , 17-23, 
27-40). Indeed, on several occasions in  The 
Enlightened Eye Eisner reduces artistic or 
aesthetic crite ria , describing their usefulness 
as “ tools" (1991, 3, 4, 89, 95, 200, 211). 
These “ tools” are utilized in  an effort to 
generate truth. For Eisner, language 
“reveals" (1991, 3), a w o rk  o f fiction 
“captures" some aspect o f reality Obid, 50 ), 
c la rity  o f w ritin g  “allows us to participate 
vicariously" (ib id , 95) and “good w riters put 
you there” (ib id , 37).

Eisner’s w o rk  in  em ploying artistic practices 
and aesthetic criteria  through qualita tive 
research therefore, serves pure ly modernist 
ends: w hat Readings (1994, 7 4 ) describes as 
a m odernist aesthetic innovation to e ither 
create new  ways o f te lling  the tru th , o r to 
find  a new  tru th  in the te lling. This is a far 
cry from  Lyotard’s postm odern aesthetics, 
w here the goal is to displace tru th , to find  
no com fort o r solace in  good form s.
Despite Eisner’s insistence on adhering to 
the pursu it o f tru th, his energetic 
in troduction  o f new (aesthetic) methods 
in to  educational research has begun to 
change to defin ition o f tru th  and the nature 
and status o f what constitutes “research.” 
Thus fo r Denis Phillips, Eisner is an artist but 
not a researcher because artists are not 
objective enough: rather, they impose the ir 
creative w ill on a situation. A rtists do not 
create works that are e ither co rrect o r 
incorrect, because they do n o t enlist 
propositions o r warrants fo r tru th ; and artists 
w ork hard at descriptive o r in terpretive  
artistry, b u t not on the va lid ity  o f the ir 
claims to  tru th  (Phillips 1995, 74-77). In 
short, Phillips’ argum ent illustrates to what 
extent Eisner’s qualitative/aesthetic methods 
have a ltered discourses o f tru th  and 
research (even though Phillips discounts 
these alternative interpretations o f w hat 
tru th  and research can be).

W hile  Eisner can be said to fa ll w ith in  a 
m odernist aesthetic agenda o f m erely 
inventing new methods o f find ing tru th , he 
does at tim es skirt close to a postm odern 
sensibility o f the crisis in  representation. In 
The Enlightened Eye, Eisner expounds the 
problem s o f (both ontological and 
procedural) objectivity, insisting the only 
secure knowledge o f correct 
correspondence between our views o f 
rea lity  and rea lity itse lf requires d irect 
know ledge o f reality itse lf and o f our 
representation; his com m ent “But i f  we 
knew  rea lity  as it  really is, we w ou ld  not 
need to have a view  o f i t ... since we

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Art in EZducation, Education as Art Page 41

cannot have know ledge o f re a lity  as it  is, we 
cannot know  if  ou r v iew  corresponds to  it"  
(1991, -45 ) expresses a ve ry  central v iew  o f 
the postm odern representational crisis. 
S im ilarily, Eisner is concerned tha t d iffering 
forms o f  representation (sym bol systems) 
offer se lectively d iffe rent view s o f the w o rld  
“Because any symbol system both  reveals 
and conceals, its use provides o f necessity a 
partia l ’v iew  o f the rea lity it  is intended to 
describ-e" (1991, 46). He even goes so far 
as to w onder, “W ithou t an anchor, how  can 
we m a in ta in  ou r stability?" (47). Eisner’s 
response to these lim ita tions o f 
representation, however, falls firm ly  w ith in  
a m odern ist stance, resorting to ind iv idua l 
sub jectiv ity  to  explain away (and 
sim ultaneously justify) the m u ltip le  
perspectives engendered by the 
representational crisis. “To deny tha t we can 
have auto log ica lly  objective know ledge,” 
Eisner notes, “ is to  say tha t w hatever we 
come to  know  about the w o rld  w ill be 
know n through ou r experience. ... Indeed,
I be lieve  it is fa r m ore libe ra ting  to live  in  a 
w o rld  w ith  m any d iffe rent paradigm s and 
procedures than in  one w ith  a single o ffic ia l 
version o f the tru th  o r h ow  to  fin d  it .”
(1991, <47-48). Eisner goes on to  ground 
know ledge in  the ind iv idua l subjective 
experie nce o f culture, language, 
experience, and genetic capabilities, 
missing, the po in t tha t the subject who 
narrates such experience is itse lf constituted 
by being narrated (Readings 1991, 80). 
Eisner is  apparently not able to engage in  a 
postmo-dem willingness to  displace the 
pursuit o f truth, to question aesthetic 
p ro duction  as something other than the self- 
conscio»us w ill o f the artist, o r to ask as 
Lyo ta rd  does, after the unpresentable o r the 
capacity  o f indeterm inate judgem ent 
(judgem ent other than tha t linked  to his 
instrumental aesthetic crite ria ).

In  the quo te  at the beginning o f this essay, 
Paul de Man expresses concern tha t lite ra ry  
theory suffers m ore from  in te rna l 
m ethodolog ica l inconsistencies, and it is m y

co n ten tio n  th a t Eisner’s insertion o f 
aesthetic c rite ria  in to  educational research 
renders the  same problem  unto qualita tive 
educa tiona l research. His instrumental use 
o f aesthetic c rite ria  to display tru th , and his 
recourse to  a supposed “foundationa l” 
su b jec tiv ity  to  handle the crisis o f 
representation are fam ilia r m odernist 
postures in  the  face o f epistem ological 
uncerta in ties. But there is a less obvious, 
and m ore  insid ious in ternal inconsistency 
tha t plagues E isner’s qualitative m ethods: 
his instrumental use o f language (w riting ) in  
a research m ethodology purported ly 
devoted to  fu rthe rin g  the im portance o f 
aesthetics and the  arts.

The social sciences, fo r Eisner, use language 
in  opera tiona l, propositional, non-affective 
and depersonalizing ways that can tend to 
d im in ish  fig u ra l associations (1991, 28-29). 
B ut fo r a ll his accla im  o f the richness o f 
a rtis tic  form s, E isner’s description o f the 
nature o f language and how  language is to  
be used in  qua lita tive  research appears 
ra the r m echanica l. He w rites over and 
again o f one 's a b ility  to “use" language 
(1991, 3. 4, 3 6 , 38), “exploiting” language 
(4 ), and th e  im portance o f craft and skill in  
constructing  expressive w riting  (19, 21, 37, 
89, 191). There appears to be little  doubt 
fo r E isner tha t language translates the w o rld  
qu ite  expressively -  w hile some languages 
describe “ lite ra lly ,” others “m etaphorica lly,” 
E isner seems to  v ie w  these as only m ore o r 
less effective ways o f expressing the w orld ; 
there  appears to  h im  no dram atic d ifficu lty  
w ith  language as representational device 
itself. H ere, Eisner refuses the postm odern 
concern th a t there is no pure expressivity to 
language, and tha t because language and 
the w o rld  do n o t share a com m on nature, 
to  translate  one to the other always involves 
an act o f v io lence  (Lyotard 1971, D errida 
1 9 7 6 ). Th is w o u ld  seem particu la rly odd, 
g iven E isner’s stubborn insistence on 
defending d ifference in  the arts as he cites 
Dew ey’s (1934) assertion tha t science 
m ere ly states meanings w hile  a rt expresses
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them . Yet despite this difference, Eisner 
assumes language’s c la rity, its seem ingly 
transparent ability to articu late  experience, 
i f  on ly  handled w ith  the finesse afforded a 
skilled craftsperson. This erasure o f 
difference in  face o f incom m ensurab ility 
w ill be reiterated in  Eisner’s in tro du c tio n  o f 
a rt and the aesthetic in to  pedagogical 
practice as w ell.

In  Paul de M an’s term inology, Eisner’s 
Enlightenm ent view  o f language betrays a 
“resistance" to the figurative  o r rhe to rica l 
aspect o f language w hich de M an term s 
“aesthetic ideology" .1 For de Man, 
aesthetic ideology is precisely “the 
confusion o f linguistic w ith  natura l rea lity, 
o f reference w ith phenom enalism ” (1986,
11), a supposedly achieved harm ony 
un ify ing  nature and m ind w h ich  is closely 
associated w ith  high Rom antic o r sym bolist 
aesthetics. For Romanticists such as 
W ordsw orth and Coleridge, de Man argues, 
metaphor and symbol becam e p riv ileged  
tropes because both appear to  assure the 
possibility o f a state beyond the dichotom ies 
o f subject and object, m ind and nature.
For Hegel, symbol appears to be able to 
locate the general through the particu la r, 
the universal in  the special; as an identifying 
force, sym bol seems capable o f restoring a 
sense o f physical im m ediacy to seem ingly 
abstract form  o r structure (de Man, 1982). 
S im ilarly, metaphor becomes a p riv ileged  
trope because it im plies a special pow er o f 
the creative im agination to  effect a 
transform ation, almost a m etam orphosis o f 
otherw ise dichotom ous elements (1979, 57- 
78). W hat is essentially ill-in fo rm ed  about 
the Rom antic investm ent in  symbol and 
m etaphor fo r de Man is how  both  are seen 
as the wellsprings o f a rtistic crea tiv ity  fo r 
the ir a b ility  to  transcend (erase) the

1 This term  is used in de M an’s texts The Rhetoric of 
Romanticism (New  York: Columbia University Press, 
1984), and the posthumously published The Resistance 
to Theory (Minneapolis: University o f Minnesota Press, 
1986), and Aesthetic Ideology (Minneapolis: University 
o f Minnesota Press, 1996).

particulars and everyday contingencies o f 
place and tim e, de Man com pares the 
Romantic preference fo r sym bol and 
m etaphor w ith  the lack o f in terest in  
allegory:

W hereas the sym bol 
postulates the possib ility  o f 
an id e n tity  o r iden tifica tion , 
a llegory designates 
p rim arily  a distance in  
re la tion  to its ow n  orig in , 
and, renouncing the  
nostalgia and desire to 
coincide, it  establishes its 
language in  the vo id  o f this 
tem poral distance. (1983,
207).

For de Man it  is no t surprising tha t readers 
should seek to create and overvalue 
moments o f transcendental, visionary 
“ insights" w h ich  language cannot because 
o f its tem poral and contingen t nature ever 
hope to achieve. But it  is c ruc ia l not to be 
swayed by such aesthetic ideo logy because 
o f its effacement o f tem pora lity  and thus its 
reduction o f h istory to a m yth . “For it  is as 
a politica l force that the aesthetic still 
concerns us as one o f the m ost pow erfu l 
ideological drives to act upon  the rea lity  o f 
history" (de M an 1984, 264).

De Man attributes a R om antic aesthetic 
ideology to Hegel’s h isto ry o f M ind (o r 
Spirit) as a jou rney o f ever-increasing self- 
consciousness. For Hegel, the  m ind in itia lly  
resides in  a “p rim itive ” state, unable to 
distinguish subject from  ob ject and thus 
exist in  a sort o f harm onious state w ith  
nature .2 Consciousness evolves from  this 
state through the onset o f reflection, 
separating subject from  o b jec t and 
estranging the self from  nature , relegating 
the subject to  a know ledge o f 
representation about the w o rld . This 
evolutionary narrative sets the  stage fo r

2 This state seemingly coincides w ith  Lacan’s 
“imaginary" stage, prior to the onset o f Oedipal law.
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Rom antic nostalgia, fo r a return to  this past, 
m ore com m unal state w ith  nature through 
a h igher d ia lectica l stage o f interiorization 
“recollection as the inner gathering and 
preserving o f experience” (de Man 1982, 
771). Such a reco llection  offers redem ptive 
insight w hich appears to transcend tim e 
and change, fue lling  a sentim ental b e lie f in  
the pow er o f privileged tropes (m etaphor 
and sym bol) to reconnect language w ith  
the w o rld .

A  b e lie f in  the pow er o f language to 
(re)connect over space and tim e cannot, 
how ever, a llow  fo r the nature o f language 
to be anything less than quite  dependable 
and predictable: hence a corresponding 
ind iffe ren t response to the undecideab ility 
o f language exem plified in  wordplay, puns, 
and o the r am biguities (de M an 1986, 64- 
65). Thus w h ile  Eisner asserts that 
“d iffe ren t languages” are evoked in  a rt and 
science (1991, 28-29), tha t there are 
differences between “lite ra l” o r 
“m etaphorical" descriptions (ib id , 4 6 ), and 
tha t ind iv idua l subjectiv ity and subjective 
experiences a lter in terpretations (48-49), he 
is unw illing  to discuss the fundam ental 
“p lay" o r undecideability o f language itself, 
opting  instead to describe language in  
term s o f its use-ualue as a tool, m anipulated 
m ore o r less skillfu lly, de Man warns tha t in  
such a position, where “the aesthetic is 
invo lved  as an appeal to c la rity  and contro l 
... a great deal o f caution is in  o rde r” (1986, 
6 4 ) fo r “all the obstacles to understanding 
... belong specifically to language ra ther 
than to  the phenom enal w o rld ” (ib id , 62).

W hile  it  is certa in ly im portant enough tha t 
Eisner's use fo r language contradicts his 
Rom antic b e lie f in  language’s expressive 
and creative pow er, de Man has a second 
concern: that such a b e lie f in  aesthetic 
ideology arouses suspicion tha t “aesthetic 
judgem ent has trespassed beyond its 
leg itim ate reach” (1986, 64). The ideas o f 
aesthetic ideology expressed by Rom antic 
th inkers (in  this case, de M an speaks o f

S chille r’s On the Aesthetic Education o f  
Man), that harm ony can exist betw een the 
sensuous and cognitive faculties, o r that 
language and the w o rld  can be reconciled, 
extend beyond aesthetics and in to  questions 
o f politics, pow er and au thority . Such a 
reconcilia tion o r balance o f forces im plies a 
state beyond con flic t w h ich  de Man argues 
is n o t just a com m entary on  aesthetics but 
“a princip le o f p o litica l va lue and authority 
that has its ow n claims on the  shape and 
lim its o f our freedom " (1984, 264). In 
Schiller, as in  o the r Rom antic thought, a 
state “beyond” con flic t appears utopian, 
engendering a b e lie f in  a fritu re , “perfected” 
state o f human developm ent available by 
recalling a long-lost cu ltu ra l o rde r through 
the (atem poral) tropes o f sym bol and 
m etaphor. Such m ystifica tion constitutes 
fo r de Man a “potentia lly  v io le n t streak in  
S chiller’s own aesthetic theory" (ib id , 280). 
In  m y reading o f Eisner’s Enlightened 
(Enlightenment) Eye, this m ay appear as a 
b it o f a stretch, bu t w henever special claims 
fo r artistic language are m ade, despite a 
manifested use o f language as an 
instrum ental “ too l," caution  is in  order. A ny 
excursion into the aesthetic is n o t separate 
from  politica l considerations, and de Man 
demystifies the desire o f aesthetic ideology 
tha t texts should always m ake sense 
because o f some aesthetic, h istorica l o r 
herm eneutical m odel w h ich  appears to 
rem ove any obstacles in  the  way. Instead, 
we are le ft w ith  de M an’s caution  “W e 
[only] th ink we are at ease in  o u r own 
language, we feel a coziness, a fam ilia rity, a 
shelter in  the language we ca ll our own, in  
w h ich  we th ink tha t we are n o t alienated" 
(1986, 84).

Functional Figuring: A rticu la ting  the 
Teacher as A rtist

W hile  Eisner m ay be best know n fo r his 
(u tilita rian) in troduction  o f a rt and 
aesthetics in to educational research, his use 
o f the term  “teacher as a rtis t” (Eisner, 1983) 
is also significant, i f  no t its o rig ina l
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articu lation in  the educational fie ld . G ilbert 
H ighet (1950) also emphasized the artistry 
o f teaching, bu t in  N orth  Am erica the 
association o f teaching w ith  art m ight be 
traced as fa r o r fa rthe r back than to Col. 
Francis W ayland Parker (1837-1902) 
(Korzenik 1990, 141). Parker, an in fluentia l 
Am erican educator, developed the image 
o f the learner as a rtist bu t his th inking easily 
exemplifies pedagogy as “artistic.” Studying 
in  Europe in  1872, Parker was fam ilia r w ith  
and like ly  incorpora ted Rom antic views on 
education and pedagogy from  Rousseau, 
W ordsworth, and Froebel (Korzenik 1990, 
144- 148). Eisner, like  others before him  
including Parker, understands pedagogy as 
a form  o f art-m aking: “Teachers,” w rites 
Eisner, “are m ore like  orchestra conductors 
than technicians" (Eisner 1983, 5). For 
Eisner, there are fo u r senses in  w hich 
teaching is an art.- ( I )  i f  perform ed w ith  
enough skill, it  can be regarded as “a form  
o f artistic expression” ; (2 ) teachers, “ like 
painters, composers, actresses and dancers" 
perceive and organize, contro l qualities in  
the environm ent, thus exercising qualitative 
judgem ent; G) teachers do not fo llow  
simple prescriptions b u t react in  situ to 
unpredictable contingencies; and (4) 
teaching is characterized by im provisation 
and constant (re)creation o f means and 
ends (Eisner 1994, 155). Underlying these 
four defin itions are assumptions about the 
nature o f aesthetic experience, the 
capacities o f the artist, and the nature o f 
m etaphor and the figurative  language itse lf 
that Eisner borrow s and configures quite 
often from  Romantic3 th inking and 
philosophy.

For the Romantics, sensory perception o f 
nature stimulates the im agination, w hich in  
turn fosters artistic and creative expression. 
In W ordsw orth ’s The Prelude, a sense o f

3 The label ’Romantic' can often be used in a 
perjorative sense, but I refer here to the intellectual 
traditions and ideas o f the historical and literary events 
of the Romantic period, after the European 
Enlightenment and before the French Revolution.

w onder is attached to the sheer existence o f 
an object:

A nd the w o rld ’s nature produce, as it  meets 
the sense w ith  less habitual stretch 
o f m ind,
is pondered as a m iracle. (.The Prelude,
1805, cited in  Abrams 1971, 524 ftn t. 11)

As w e ll as being a m iracle, fo r the 
Romantics Nature is also agentic fo r the 
m anner in  w h ich  it  provides an education 
fo r the senses, an educational journey o f the 
im agination and conscious self, w ithout 
always know ing what the end brings u n til it  
achieves a m ore unified state (Abrams 
1971, 190-191). For Eisner, the teacher as 
artist m ust react to and “ read” the emergent 
qualities o f the classroom, o ften without 
preconceived goals in  m ind ; fo r artists the 
“ends achieved are em ergent” (Eisner 1994, 
155). The im portance o f bo th  the sensory 
journey, and the fle x ib ility  necessary during 
this jou rney are im portant to  Eisner 
because they foster fo r the ch ild  a clim ate 
o f play, o f exploration, gam ing, risk-taking 
and discovery (Eisner 1994, 162). In some 
sense this description recalls the Romantic 
insistence on a return to ch ild -like  
perception and w onder: as Coleridge put 
it, a state “as i f  a ll had then sprang forth  at 
the firs t creative fia t,” as “Few  adult persons 
can see nature ... the lover o f nature is he 
... w ho has retained the sp irit o f infancy 
even in to  the era o f m anhood” (Coleridge 
in  Abram s 1971, 3 8 0 , 413). But fo r the 
Romantics, as w e ll as Eisner, this return is a 
refined restoration, no t m ere ly nostalgia: for 
Eisner, p lay is to be converted in to  games, 
w ith  m ore defined parameters than simple 
play (Eisner 1994, 162), and fo r 
W ordsw orth childhood crea tiv ity  can only 
grow  and m ature w ith  “the discipline/And 
consum m ation o f the Poet’s m ind" (quoted 
in  Abram s 1971, 3 8 1 ). For W ordsworth, 
this c ircu la r journey back through 
ch ildhood is o f particu lar im portance, as 
“N ature’s s e lf... led me back to earlier 
counsels between head and heart": thus an
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artistic education re-creates a u n ity  and 
wholeness in  the artist (quoted in  Abram s 
1971, 284).

For Eisner, the teacher-as-artist is 
particu la rly  interested in  pursuing a m ore 
“organic" and w holistica lly g row th- 
orientated existence (Eisner 1994, 169). 
Eisner’s sense o f the teacher as exercising 
the a b ility  to  “contro l and organize 
classroom qualities” (ib id, 155) suggests an 
authorita tive  subject separated fro m  its 
perceived objects, and his sense th a t 
teaching is an a rt when “perfo rm ed w ith  
such skill and grace" (ib id, 154) urges a 
strong Rom antic sense o f se lf-determ ination 
and ind ividualism . His adm on ition  to 
teachers to “p u t your ow n signature on 
your ow n w o rk ” and “take pride in  one's 
cra ft” (Eisner 1983, 12) fu rthe r cem ents his 
Rom antic sense o f the teacher as strong 
subject, and makes one w onder i f  he does 
not, as the Romantics do, see teaching as a 
means to recla im  the orig ina l u n ity  lost, and 
thus du lling  perception to a m ore 
mechanical response. As C oleridge in  
Biographical literaria suggests, p oe try  
should:

.. .give the charm  o f nove lty  to  
things o f every day, and to  excite a 
feeling analogous to the 
supernatural, by aw akening the 
m ind ’s attention from  the le thargy 
o f custom, and d irecting i t  to the 
loveliness and the w onders o f the 
w o rld  before us ... in  consequence 
o f the film  o f fam ilia rity  ... we have 
eyes, yet see not, ears th a t hear not, 
and hearts that neither fee l no r 
understand (quoted in  Abram s 
1971, 378).

Eisner envisions the teacher-as-artist as one 
w ho needs to  gain satisfaction fro m  
teaching, indeed he likens this to  a  
universal “hum an need fo r pride in  crafts" 
(Eisner 1994, 169). For Eisner th is 
satisfaction is an emotional, i f  not a lm ost

relig ious experience o f being “swept up in  
the m aking o f som ething beautifu l,” a “kind 
o f g low  tha t says you have touched m y life" 
(Eisner 1983, 12). It is possibly this type o f 
rewarding event, fo r Eisner, tha t helps 
(re)achieve a sense o f to ta lity  and 
fu lfillm en t fo r the  (teacher-as-artist) subject, 
re turn ing the subject back to itse lf through 
aesthetic expression.

W hile  there appear to  be m any lines o f 
connection and s im ila rity  between m ajor 
tenets o f R om antic thought and Eisner’s 
teacher-as-artist, it  is im portan t to  read this 
image as a rhe to rica l strategy: teachers 
m ay appear to  be (o r be argued fo r as) 
artists, b u t “ teacher-as-artist" itse lf is also a 
metaphor, a p a rticu la r sort o f rhetorical 
figure w ith  a p a rticu la r productive 
operational structure. T raditionally, 
language is understood as an instrument by 
w h ich  “clear" s ign ifica tion  occurs; thus, by 
setting a sign in to  “context” one can “read” 
signs clearly. U nder this stance, a m etaphor 
w ou ld  no t be a com plicated thing, but 
ra ther a p roductive  m echanism  by w hich 
one could  spin o u t any num ber o f 
sim ilarities, apparently getting us closer to a 
“defin ition" o f teaching. U nder this 
assumption, a rt o r a rtis try can be assumed 
to  “cover” the experience o f teaching 
through m etaphor by m aking the “strange" 
(teaching— th a t ub iqu itous activity) in to  
som ething “fam ilia r" (the w o rk  o f the artist, 
w h ich  Eisner, as a rt educator, can explain 
to the reader).

The d ifficu lty  w ith  this v iew  o f m etaphor is 
the assum ption tha t one term  can “rem ain 
stable” w h ile  o n ly  the o the r is transform ed 
in  the rhe to rica l figure. The m etaphorical 
linking  o f teaching to  the artist does not 
sim ply render teaching c learly  understood 
in  terms o f the fam ilia r (the slippery, too- 
w ide te rra in  o f “pedagogy" in to  “ the music 
a com poser w rites", o r “the perform ance o f 
an actress" b u t m ay actua lly tu rn  in to  a 
som ewhat unfam iliar entity. Is the “music o f 
the com poser” a lite ra l, m ateria l object, o r a
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m ore ephem eral, abstract attribute o f music 
o r com posing itself? The so-called 
“fam ilia r” term  is rendered undecideable 
through its use in  the metaphor.- w e are 
never sure i f  the com poser’s “m usic" is 
lite ra l o r figura tive  fo r its involvem ent w ith  
“pedagogy." Thus m etaphor is a type o f 
metam orphosis, negating any “sim ple” 
translation betw een the two terms: as 
Lyotard suggests, the tenns are not one 
lite ra l and “so lid ,” the other figura l and 
“translated,” b u t co-present terms w h ich  
resist any easy link ing  o r explanation in 
terms o f each other (Lyotard, 1971). The 
singularity o f teaching cannot be translated 
in to  artistry. One term  does no t sim ply 
“stand in " fo r another.

W hile  c ritiq u in g  Eisner’s rather trad itiona l 
use o f m etaphor as a productive “engine” o f 
m eaning m ay seem a b it fastidious, 
im portan t consequences fo llow  from  
Eisner’s conception  o f m etaphor as an 
aesthetic device. I f  m etaphor is not 
conceived as an easy rephrasing o f one 
term  in  term s o f another, m ore trad itiona l 
uses o f m etaphor w ou ld  beg ethical 
questions: w hat is le ft out in an easy 
translation between incommensurate 
terms? w hat purposes do these erasures o f 
difference serve? By defining teacher “as 
artist,” Eisner stands to gain a seem ingly 
clearer explanation o f pedagogical activity, 
and ce rta in ly  one w h ich  (because clear) 
can oppose conceptions o f teaching as m ore 
technical, instrum ental, mechanical in  
nature. By harm onizing, equating “ teacher" 
and “a rtis t,” we m ight, fo r example, argue 
against conceptions o f teaching we find  
hierarchical, undu ly restricting o r 
dem eaning o f the professionalism o f 
teachers. W e could, o f course, com plain 
On a ra ther facile, “re lativist” m anner) that 
such a practice w ou ld  simply be bad form  
because concepts can’t  be “p inned dow n" 
as to ta liz ing  absolutes, that “you can’t ever 
really define" anything as com plicated as 
teaching, tha t efforts to do so are ra ther 
fruitless. (Such w ou ld  be the case w ith

such neopragm atist “strains" o r 
“postm odernism ," such as those o f R ichard 
R orty o r Stanley Fish .)4

But w hat is com pellingly sign ificant in  
objecting to Eisner’s use o f m etaphor is no t 
the outcry against w riting  w ha t Lyotard calls 
“m etanarratives” (Lyotard, 1 984 ), a 
m etanarrative in  this case, o f pedagogy. 
Instead, what should be questioned are 
E isner’s tw in  underlying  assumptions about 
language and the subject: th a t language 
can signify the w o rld  com plete ly in te llig ib le , 
and tha t the subject is in  control o f the 
language. For Eisner, the subject must 
serve as a foundation o f reversib ility, 
function ing as an unchanging (atem poral) 
bridge o r backdrop by w h ich  language 
clearly and always transform s m ateria l 
objects in  the w o rld  in to  symbols and luc id  
m eaning. This b e lie f negates any sense o f 
the subject as in-process, protean, 
changing, and being tem pora lly and 
spatia lly located in  experience. Is such a 
subject possible?

Second, and equally i f  no t m ore significant, 
Eisner’s use o f m etaphor renders the 
incom m ensurate com patible, in  accord, 
and especially accounted-for. G iven the fact 
Eisner is keen to  describe teaching as 
indeterm inate, contingent, som ething done 
“on the w ing," m etaphor seems an 
especially inappropriate figure to describe 
an activ ity  so in tangib le, flu id , 
unanticipated, emergent. D eborah 
Britzm an, in  her w o rk  on teaching, 
highlights the pedagogical experience as 
“fundam entally scary," an event where 
“things do not go according to  p lan," 
surprising, even “uncanny" (Britzm an 
1991a, 60). For Britzm an, pedagogy is a

4 See Stanley Fish, Is There A Text in This Class? The 
Authority of Interpretiue Communities (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1980), or Richard Rorty, 
Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1979). See also the essay 
"Unlearning the 3R's (Relativism, Realism and 
Reflection): Narrative as Figural" included in this 
manuscript.
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site o f fluctuating subjectiv ity ra ther than an 
event w here subjectivity form s a solid 
“p la tfo rm ” on w hich to build knowledge: 
“pedagogy has as m uch to do w ith  
fashioning desires, investments, and 
identities as it  does w ith  constructing and 
in terpreting  knowledge” (ib id , 78). As such, 
pedagogical sites are sites o f writing  
identity, performing investments, bu t also 
w riting  “o ff” other identities, erasing o ther 
desires and investments (Britzm an 1991b). 
In  Britzm an's study, the efforts o f two 
critica l student teachers in  a 10th grade 
lite ra ture  class to in troduce supposedly 
liberating fem inist discourses “go aw ry” 
because they fail to take in to  account the ir 
ow n investments as fem in ist educators, but 
also fa il to  see the ir students as subject-in- 
process w ith  deeply-held desires and 
identities not necessarily com patib le w ith , 
o r receptive to, fem inist know ledge o r 
identities. If, as Eisner wishes to claim , 
teaching is (or should be) the site o f 
invention, o f teacher “g row th ” and play, his 
harmonizing o f radical incom m ensurability 
through metaphor, and his quieting o f the 
contingencies o f subjectiv ity carries w ith  it 
an investm ent in everything but fostering 
the type o f “ ind ividua listic," creative and 
“developing" teachers-as-artists he claims to 
support. Eisner’s use o f m etaphor is 
inappropriate not because there is “m ore 
than one defin ition o f teaching,” bu t 
because o f the erasures in  subjectiv ity he 
fosters in  assuming a transcendent, 
universal teacher-subject in  con tro l o f 
classroom qualities and meanings. The 
important question to ask o f Eisner’s 
m etaphor is not “what o ther defin itions o f 
teaching m ight there be" bu t “who (o r w hat 
identities) are “not a llow ed" o r under 
erasure by Eisner’s m etaphor o f teaching?” 
W hy does Eisner w rite  a site o f un ified  and 
stable subjectivities that do not, in  reality, 
exist? I f  Eisner wishes to sh ift the defin ition  
o f the teacher from  someone constrained by 
instrum ental, mechanical approaches to 
teaching, he must re-w rite  his teacher as

subject w ith  possibilities fo r shifting iden tity  
and identifica tion , as never m onolith ic.

Possibilities fo r A rt and Aesthetics in  
Education: from  Nostalgia to  Invention

W e have paid  a h igh  enough price 
[in  the 19th and 2 0 th C] fo r the 
nostalgia o f the w hole and the one, 
fo r the reconcilia tion  o f the concept 
and the sensible, o f the transparent 
and the  com m unicable experience.

... it is o u r business n o t to supply 
rea lity  b u t to inven t allusions to  the 
conceivable ...

A  postm odern artist o r w rite r is in  
the position  o f a philosopher: the 
text he w rites, the w o rk  he 
produces are no t in  princip le  
governed by pre-established rules, 
and they cannot be judged 
according to a determ ining 
judgem ent, b y applying fam ilia r 
categories to the text o r to  the 
w ork. Those rules and categories 
are w hat the w o rk  o f art itse lf is 
looking fo r.

The a rtist and the w rite r, then, are 
w orking w ith o u t rules in  order to  
form ulate the rules o f w hat w ill 
have been done. ... w o rk  and text 
have the  character o f an event; ... 
they always com e too  late fo r the ir 
author ... Postmodern w ould always 
have to  be understood according to 
the paradox o f the fu tu re  (post) 
ante rio r (modo) (Lyotard 1989, 8 1 ).

W hat o f the in tro du c tio n  o f a rt and 
aesthetics in to  education, educational 
research, and pedagogy? Part o f the 
answer to this question lies as m uch in  the 
approach taken to  disciplinary and 
interdisciplinary inqu iries as it  does to the 
specific paradigm atic themes and 
adjudicatory c rite ria  w ith in  each discipline.
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Eisner’s w ork, fo r example, clearly indicates 
the application o f criteria  from  art and 
aesthetics “ in to " education (w ith  education 
conceived o f as generally saturated w ith  
and structured by criteria  from  the social 
sciences'). This is clearly the case w hen an 
author such as Denis Phillips suggests it  is 
“controversia l” that “methods from  the arts 
ought to be incorporated in to  the 
expanding array o f educational research 
m ethods” (1995, 72). Education is n o t the 
only fie ld  in  w hich seueral academic 
disciplines (psychology, sociology, history, 
anthropology, and yes literature, 
psychoanalysis, the arts, etc.) may apply 
their d iscip linary criteria  to  provide d iffe ring  
perspectives on a given problem  o r them e. 
It is a very common occurrence to see 
edited volumes o f academic w ork on  a 
central theme w ith  chapters w ritten  each 
from  a d iffering academic discipline, 
provid ing conclusions on the central top ic 
based on crite ria  from each discipline.
Thus, fo r Eisner, it  is tim e to recognize and 
appreciate the contributions the arts and 
aesthetic crite ria  can make to education. In 
this sense, a rt can function as a subuersiue 
mechanism, underm ining the dom inant 
social science perspective in  education in  
order to  expand the “angles” o r view points 
afforded on education.

Besides m erely adding a d iffering 
d iscip linary perspective to a “centra l” 
philosophical o r cultural problem , p rinc ipa l 
tenets o f a particular discipline can be 
applied to m ultip le other disciplines to  an 
almost “fad-like” degree.5 Such was the 
case o f the so-called “linguistic tu rn" w hich 
asserted language as a m odel o f function ing 
in  several o ther disciplines. Thus w h ile  de 
Saussure never set out to w rite  a m anifesto, 
his w ork in  linguistics set the stage fo r 
structuralist form ulations in  anthropology 
by Levi-Strauss (“culture" is structured like  a

5 See the work o f Paul Bove, Mastering Discourse: The 
Politics of Intellectual Culture (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 1992) for a discussion of the politics o f discursive 
cultures.

language), in  psychoanalysis by Lacan (“the 
unconscious” is structured like a language), 
in  cu ltura l c ritique  by  Roland Barthes 
(cultural codes are structured like  a 
language), by Louis A lthusser (po litica l and 
econom ic systems are structured like  a 
language), etc. Both this “ faddish” use o f a 
central d iscip linary tene t in  o ther 
disciplines, o r the in filtra tio n  o f one 
discipline’s crite ria  o r fram ew ork’s in to  
another should p rope rly  be term ed a cross- 
d isciplinary perform ance. “Cross"- 
d isciplinary here applies in  m u ltip le  senses 
o f the prefix: c rite ria  o r ideas from  one 
origin m ove across to  o the r destinations; a 
line (o f thought) tha t has previously been 
drawn is intersected by  a la ter line  drawn 
over o r under it; o r even tha t one discipline 
enters another and acts at cross “purposes" 
or in  opposition to it  (such as Eisner’s 
“subversive" artistic forays in to  education). 
As I w ill explain, m ost uses o f the aesthetic 
in education (and indeed, most academic 
w ork in  general) are cross-disciplinary: 
disciplines are crossed in to , b u t the method 
remains recognizable as from  one o r 
another academic d iscip line. In  this sense, 
being “innovative” is a m atter o f applying 
one discip line’s know ledge o r methods into 
another discip linary o r them atic space 
(forging a “new  perspective”). This also, 
interestingly enough, in  large part forms 
Eisner’s conception o f w hat aesthetic 
practice consists of.

But when we consider w hat interdisciplinary 
w ork could be, we m ust engage in  an act 
much closer to  Lyotard ’s sense o f a 
postmodern aesthetic. Instead o f providing 
a new subjective perspective in to  a discipline 
o r topic, Lyotard focuses on aesthetic 
practice as tha t w h ich  breaks the fram e of 
representation and forces one to invent new 
criteria  in  situ (1988, 79, 57). If  we take the 
prefix “in te r" to  mean in-between, among, in 
the midst of, carried on between, tru ly  
interdisciplinary w o rk  w ou ld  break the 
frames o f disciplines ra the r than sim ply 
juggle the perm utations and create new
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com binations o f m ethods o f one discipline 
in to  another. F oucau lt’s w o rk  w ould be an 
example here, in  h is m obiliza tion  o f several 
disciplines (linguistics, lite ra ry  theory, 
philosophy and socia l sciences) to  create an 
entire ly  new  research object- the subject (o f 
history). P rior to  Foucault, the (modernist) 
subject was sim ply assumed, b u t not taken 
as an object o f s tudy itself. D errida ’s w ork 
in  general exp licating  the limits o f western 
philosophy and the  conditions o f possibility 
fo r philosophical concepts cou ld  be term ed 
in terd iscip linary as it  exposes the 
infrastructures (Gasche 1994, 4) o f western 
philosophy such as difference, 
logocentrism . Same and O ther, etc. These 
are objects o f study w h ich  rem ained tacit in  
the ir function ing  u n til expressed by these 
authors, and w h ich  required  the m ultiple 
m ethodological “ engines” o f several 
disciplines in  o rd e r to be articulated. As 
such, they belong to  no one particular 
d iscip linary “hom e," n o r w ere they created 
by the m ere app lica tion  o f “foreign” 
d iscip linary c rite ria , b u t broke these 
d iscip linary fram es to  inven t a new  object, a 
new  form .

Aesthetics as N ostalgia: C ontinue to 
Represent the O bject

... the w rite r starts w ith  qualities 
and ends w ith  words. The reader 
starts w ith  w ords and ends w ith 
qualities.

Researchers m ust see w hat is to be 
seen, g iven some fram e o f 
reference and some set o f 
in tentions. The se lf is the 
instrum ent tha t engages the 
situation and makes sense o f it.

(Eisner, The Enlightened Eye, 1991, 
22. 33-4).

For Eisner there is ve ry  little  tha t is 
disturbing about representation. Objects o r 
situations exist, w e m ust represent them, if

the  representation is sk illfu lly  done we 
experience the qualities o f the object o r 
s itua tion  vicariously, almost “as i f  we were 
there ." A rt and language are the tools by 
w h ich  representations are form ed; the on ly  
s ligh t snag m igh t be in  the unfortunate 
m isuse o f a representational form  w hich 
does n o t appropria te ly m atch the 
phenom ena invo lved  (art is perhaps a 
b e tte r fo rm  than science to represent 
teaching). W h ile  the cu ltura l and genetic 
backgrounds o f ind ividua ls may create a 
m u ltitude  o f (and perhaps differing, o r 
opposing) view points on the object, there is 
no real concern about representation itself: 
the  object, the representational form s/tools, 
the  subject-author w ho uses them, the 
fin ished  representation, the reader who 
understands it, these are a ll non-perplexing, 
uncom plica ted  events and structures.

N ow  it  m ay appear tha t I have speciously o r 
perhaps even sm ugly chosen to victim ize 
Eisner as the sole advocate o f art o r 
aesthetics in  education (and perhaps a 
co n trad ic to ry  one at that). Eisner is not the 
o n ly  w rite r to  propose aesthetic crite ria  be 
used in  education, and not the only one 
w ho firm ly  entrenches him self in  
Enlightenm ent hopes fo r representation. 
C leo Cherryholm es (1994, 17) advises 
educationa l reform ers to consider hopes 
and c rite ria  fo r beauty, pleasure, w e ll­
being, and harm ony in  identifying the 
aesthetic in  pragm atic school choices. This 
is s till an aesthetic tha t perplexes Lyotard 
because it  constrains aesthetics in to  an 
econom y  o f the beautifu l, posturing beauty 
as a c rite rio n  around w h ich  a consensus 
can (w ill) be reached and returning 
aesthetics to  a representation in  a scene o f 
norm ative  judgem ent. Is this school re form  
pleasurable/beautiful? Cherryholmes 
suggests this question be answered as part 
o f an act o f “choosing a way o f life  and 
society" (ib id ), and it  is precisely this 
recourse to  a consensus on a criterion that 
Lyota rd  fears (Lyotard 1988, 169). 
Cherryholm es’ aesthetic o f the beautifu l s till
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depends heavily on the representation o f the 
beautifu l, and w h ile  innovative in  its 
m ention o f the aesthetic, does little  if  
anything to question such forms.

Indeed, there is m uch to com m end in  
Eisner’s (and o the r’s) Romantic beliefs tha t 
representation captures the w o rld  and 
conveys it to  o u r understanding, thus b o th  
(Rom antically) renewing ou r connection to 
the w o rld  and furthering our 
(Enlightenm ent) be lie f in  the developm ent 
o f self-consciousness and rational 
know ledge o f the w orld. Eisner’s 
representational economy is s ign ificantly a 
productive one: his use o f the aesthetic as a 
representational apparatus is noth ing less 
than an image engine, a m achine capable o f 
spinning endless numbers o f 
representations from  endless view points 
and subjectivities, fo r endlessly num erous 
readers generating endless in terpreta tions. 
Furtherm ore, there are few  i f  any chinks in  
the mechanism to stop its operation: 
w ith o u t questioning the re la tion between 
language and the world, o r the nature o f 
the  perceiving researcher/subject o r the 
reading/subject, o r the po litica l 
consequences o f resorting to consensus on 
set aesthetic crite ria , the representational 
m achine has few  brakes to slow  it dow n. 
Indeed, fo r de Man, such a use o f the 
aesthetic creates order (always necessary 
fo r the sm ooth functioning o f an apparatus) 
because it contro ls and subjugates such 
questions, (as indicated earlier) containing 
the  figura lity  o r difference in  the orders o f 
language and the w orld, and o f desires and 
investm ents w h ich  constitute the subject 
(de Man 1986, 10-12).

Aesthetics (Re)Figured: D on ’t Represent. 
Invent

W hile  de Man and Lyotard’s notions o f the  
aesthetic are most often associated w ith  
“postm odern’’ theory, what is sometimes 
classified as “postm odern” can just as easily 
fa ll under Eisner’s notions and use o f

“aesthetics." The postm odern is frequently 
reduced to “an" aesthetic, o r a list o f 
aesthetic criteria d iffe ren tia ting  it from  past 
traditions o r aesthetic “styles": bricolage vs. 
purity, irony vs. assurance, m u ltip lic ity  o r 
polyphony vs. a u tho ria l un ity , endless 
deferral vs. progress, reflexive self- 
consciousness vs. self-confidence, 
wholeness o r tru th  vs. fic tiona lity , 
playfulness vs. structure , and the list w ould 
go on.6 For de M an this is sim ply another 
species o f “aesthetic ideo logy;” for Lyotard 
it  is a confirm ation th a t even the sphere o f 
a rt and aesthetics has been/can be 
com m odified as a representation (Lyotard 
1989, 18-23).

Against this o r an aesthetic o f the beautiful, 
Lyotard postures an aesthetics o f the 
sublime, emphasizing the lim its o f 
phenom enal cogn ition  and understanding. 
C ritiqu ing w hat he sees as the more 
nostalgic aspects o f the  3rd Critique (a 
yearning for re -connection  between the 
subject and the phenom enal w orld), 
Lyotard opts instead to  keep Kant’s notion 
o f the sublime w h ich  emphasizes the 
incommensurability betw een the ideas 
im agination can excite in  us and our 
in a b ility  to  represent these in  sensory form :

... that w h ich  excites in  us, w ithou t 
any reasoning about it, but in  the 
mere apprehension o f it, the feeling 
o f the sublim e m ay appear, as 
regards its fo rm  ... to  be unsuited to 
our presentative facu lty (Kant 1951, 
83).

6 There is a rather exhaustive literature espousing 
“postmodernism" as possessing some or more o f the 
formal qualities listed above. For a discussion, see 
Linda Hutcheon's chapter “Representing the 
Postmodern” in her Politics o f Postmodernism (New  
York: Routledge, 1989, 1-29). In education, perhaps 
the most indelicate use o f this type o f formalizing 
narrative to define the postmodern would be in Jean 
Anyon’s “The Retreat o f Marxism and Socialist 
Feminism: Postmodern and Poststructural Theories in 
Education,” Curriculum Inquiry 24:2 (1994), 120-121.
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The sublim e is fo r Lyotard “the 
unpresentable in  presentation itself, that 
which denies itse lf the solace o f good 
forms" (Lyotard 1989, 81), quite a different 
situating o f the aesthetic than Eisner’s use o f 
representation/form  to contain and express 
the phenom enal: indeed, Lyotard’s sublime 
may even be view ed as a reflexive 
pronouncem ent on aesthetics as used by 
Eisner (and others) to  see the nature o f its 
own (easily com m odified) productiveness. 
For Eisner, a rt and aesthetics are defined by 
sharp d iscip lina ry boundaries, and this also 
contributes to th e ir productiveness -  art 
more than any other discipline (o r 
m ethodology) can reconcile language and 
the w orld , can provide (as Habermas also 
desires) a new  balance to the overvaluation 
o f the cognitive. Lyotard, w hile certainly at 
times cla im ing autonom y fo r the aesthetic 
experience (the unpresentable) does so to 
posit it  as an event, an occurrence fo r w hich 
there are no representational o r referential 
frames, o r w h ich  disrupts pre-existing 
frames leaving us w ithou t any norm ative 
criteria  fo r judgem ent.

The most significant d istinction o f Lyotard’s 
aesthetic o f the “unpresentable in 
presentation its e lf is the w riting  o f the 
event as a figure fo r a representational 
aesthetics, rather than a critique o f them.
For Lyotard, the figure is a silent o ther that 
is co-present and co-functioning w ith in  
discourse, b u t w hich in terrupts discursive 
meaning (Lyotard, 1971). (Lyotard adopts 
the term  figural as a counteractive, resistant 
trace w h ich  is incom m ensurate w ith  
discursive m eaning o r conceptual 
know ledge.) As such, the figure (or, what is 
“figural fo r" representation) does n o t resist 
in  an oppositional o r critica l m anner (art is 
not, as Eisner suggests, subversive), but 
rather tha t w h ich  cannot be understood 
through (in  this case) the trad itiona l form  o f 
representation (as tha t w hich it is “ figural 
fo r.” A  term  o r space is always figural for

some O ther.7 Because the figura l is 
resistant to representation, it  occurs too 
soon to be understood, and understood too  
late to be restored -  it is to a certain extent 
the silent (unpresentable) underside to 
discourse tha t on ly by breaking the 
representational form  o f discourse can be 
understood. Lyotard’s most poignant 
example o f the event (the event being a 
figure fo r trad itiona l historical tim e) is 
Auschwitz: Auschwitz interrupts trad itiona l 
h istorical tim e by being a “past w hich is n o t 
over" -  it  cannot simply be represented as 
another pa rt o f h istory because this w ill 
never do justice to the Jews tha t w ere k illed  
in  the Holocaust, bu t neither can it  be 
ignored (le ft unpresented) (Lyotard 1988b, 
27). As an event Auschwitz “haunts” 
representation; it  demands justice by  being 
represented, bu t representation cannot 
(and e th ica lly should not) carry it, cannot 
present it.

Lyotard re-envisions the aesthetic as such a 
presentation o f “ the unpresentable in  
presentation itse lf,” an aesthetic whose 
function  is to  testify to the 
incom m ensurability o f the figure, the event, 
and in  doing so break the frame o f 
representation. In  a sense, the aesthetic 
does re ta in  autonomy, not because it is 
protected by a disciplinary fram e but 
because the event disrupts how  tim e and 
h istory are understood, disrupts 
representation itse lf and so changes the 
status o f the aesthetic object. The aesthetic 
object is thus ruptured from the tem pora lity 
o f its creation and therefore is n o t available 
as a crite rio n  o r any other easily- 
com m odified entity. This aesthetic, as 
testam ent to the figural or the 
unpresentable, leaves us inevitably in  a 
state o f seeming chaos, for we are w e ll 
beyond the transformation o f aesthetic 
experience in to  criteria which can be used 
in  normative judgem ent against these

7 In this sense, Lyotard's figural is very similar to 
Derrida’s supplement.
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crite ria . Lyotard’s aesthetic as figura l leaves 
us, each tim e, in  a state w here we can 't 
sim ply read, interpret, o r understand w hat 
is “ there," bu t rather must invent and 
re invent rules fo r judgem ent on a case by 
case basis in  the face o f a “noth ing ’s the re .” 
This state o f indeterminate judgement 
(judgem ent w ithout crite ria ) is rad ica lly 
singular: each instance requires an 
invention  to handle the particulars o f the 
case. A nd this invention is provoked b y  an 
ethical im perative to do som ething: in  the 
case o f Auschwitz fo r example, an event 
“out o f tim e," the ethical im perative to 
represent the unrepresentable is 
particu la rly strong; but one must do so in  a 
way that does justice to the ho rro r o f the 
Holocaust.

Eisner’s insistence on a rt and aesthetics 
fu lfillin g  a m im etic capacity, to provide 
better, and new  modes o f representation 
leaves us w ith  an ethical im perative to truth, 
but not necessarily justice. W hile  he 
grounds representational tru th  in  the 
subjective experience and background o f 
the subject-author, Eisner must eventually 
concede that “we cannot have know ledge 
o f rea lity  as it  is" and so at best rem ains

m ired in  a representational crisis w ith  art 
functioning as a subversive, but itse lf 
troubled device "troub ling" the social 
sciences in  education. Lyotard ’s aesthetics 
o f the figural points us instead to a much 
m ore radical inventiveness than simple 
subversion: it  offers instead a continual call 
fo r creativity based on justice, a ca ll not 
sim ply to p rovide  a “new ” o r “different 
perspective” on a pre-established object, 
b u t an ethical im pera tive  to act justly in  the 
face o f w ho lly incom m ensurate regimes. 
Most profoundly, Lyotard ’s figural aesthetics 
situates representation as not sim ply a 
process, o r a useful too l, b u t a (social) 
responsibility to  present tha t w hich is erased 
o r silent because incom m ensurate w ith  
representation itself. W h ile  Eisner worries 
that qualitative research w ill be seen as an 
attem pt to “gussy up language so that it  is 
‘hum anistic’ o r ‘artsy’” (E isner 1991, 4), 
Lyotard demonstrates the  pow er o f the 
aesthetic as a means to  enact difference 
through testim ony to the  figura l. Lyotard’s, 
then, is certa in ly a situating o f the aesthetic 
w h ich  has m uch to o ffe r the fie ld  o f 
educational studies.
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Unlearning the 3 R ’s (Relativism, Realism and Reflection): 
N arra tive  as F igural

D uring m y masters’ degree and early on in  m y PhD program , I 
developed a sim ply lu rid  fascination w ith  the advent o f narra tive 
studies in  education. I was particu la rly  absorbed in  how  
narratives o f teaching could  be used to help beginning teachers 
understand and reframe th e ir histories and identities as they 
struggled through w hat Britzm an calls the cu ltu ra l myths o f 
trad itiona l teaching practices (1986, 1991). The further I 
progressed in  this obsession, how ever, the m ore interested I 
became in  the epistemological productions o f narratives, in  how  
the jaunty enthusiasm to “te ll teachers’ stories” was so often 
easily derailed by the random  snipers o f m ore “objectivist” social 
science w ho com plained o f relativism , the reduction o f “ real 
people" to  “just text," and accusations o f (at best) silliness or 
ineffectiveness, o r (at w orst), egoism o r n ih ilism . W hat good 
were stories if  to ld  by teachers? W hy w ou ld  anyone listen? 
W eren’t these stories just the biased perspective o f one 
individual? H ow  could her/h is story be trusted? Authors in  
narrative studies in  education seemed to me to have few, if  any, 
convincing answers to these questions and it  seemed as though 
narrative studies were increasingly becom ing a righteous Of not 
almost hauty) assertion o f teachers’voices, b u t little  more than 
that.

“Unlearning the 3R’s (Relativism , Realism and Reflection): 
N arrative as F igural” was an essay w ritten  in  response to w hat I 
viewed as an increasingly papier-m ache th in  justification fo r 
narrative studies in  education. Lost in  the alm ost personal 
debates were the epistemological discussions necessary fo r those 
in  traditional social science to “get it," to  see possibilities fo r 
narrative beyond pure ly subjective tom foolery. W riting narrative 
itself as figural, as a figure fo r (in  particu lar) the m odernist 
temporality conceptualized in  most educational studies using 
narrative, is m y poststructural attem pt to  address some o f these 
epistem ological issues tha t hopefu lly  neither panders to a 
Romantic subject, nor lurks near a neo-pragm atist embrace o f 
relativism .
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Unlearning th e  3Rs (Relativism , 
Realism , and Reflection): 

N arrative as Figural

...na rra tive  in q u iry  has n o t fu lly 
developed its ow n contradictions (which 
m ay be enlightened by postm odern 
criticisms), nor has it  yet exploited all 
its m ethodological tools.

F. Tochon, "Presence Beyond the Narrative: 
Semiotic Tools for Deconstructing the 
Personal Story" Curriculum Studies 2:2, 224 

(1994).

O pening N arrative
N arra tive  studies in  education have enjoyed 
enorm ous popu la rity  since the early 1980s 
(C a rte r 1993, 5) and in  particu la r have 
bee n  part o f a strong m ovem ent to sponsor 
teachers’ stories (Goodson 1997, i l l ) . 1 A  
w id e  range o f educational research 
practices have been developed w hich 
u tiliz e  story-structure and the 
epistem ological assumptions o f narrative, 
in c lu d in g  autobiography, biography, 
personal narratives, life histories and ora l 
h istories (Casey 1995-6, 211-2); narrative 
fo rm s pervade m any types o f em pirica l data 
co lle c tio n  inc lud ing  diaries, journals, 
m em oirs, and chronicles. N arrative is an 
especia lly p riv ileged  device fo r teacher 
educa tion  because it both collects its “data” 
and presents its interpretations through 
na rra tive  representational means (Connelly 
and C landinin 1990). N arrative in qu iry  can 
be a  captivating and a llu ring practice (both 
m e thod  and m ethodology), seem ingly 
lo g ica l and com patible w ith  ou r everyday 
experience. It is tem pting to listen to its 
beg inn ing  to end structure, to  reasonably 
fo llo w  its past-present-future tracing, to  
becom e in terpo la ted in to  its organization o f 
tim e  and the self. Indeed, proponents such 
as N/IcEwan (1997, 90) suggest “There is no 
p o in t at w h ich  o u r actions can be said not 
to  possess a narrative structure." If  this is 
in d e e d  the case, it  is im portant no t sim ply 
to  u tilize  narra tive in  studies o f education, 
b u t to  consider th e ir w orking in  formations 
o f subjectiuity, and in  constructions and 
opera tions o f epistemological production. 
This w ill be the central task o f this essay.

Educationa l studies have no t been the only 
site strong ly influenced tow ard  narrative 
studies and narra tive as a representational 
schem a. N arrative can also be considered 
a classic and alm ost fundam ental mode o f

‘Gregory Cizek (1995, 27) goes so far as to call 
narrative studies “hegemonic" in education. See his 
article “Crunchy Granola and the Hegemony o f the 
Narrative” in Educational Researcher 24:2, 26-28.
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representation in  anthropology, history, 
philosophy, theology, and o f course in  
lite ra ry  studies. The “linguistic" o r “lite ra ry" 
tu rn  in  the human sciences, developed 
since the 1960s, tends to regard objects o f 
know ledge as being ‘texts’ susceptible to 
‘reading(s).’ Postmodern and poststructural 
“ lite ra ry" turns in  particu lar have 
problem atized hum anist th ink ing  by 
questioning m ethodologically and 
pragm atically settled unities o f the  objects 
o f know ledge and the ir constitu ting o r 
in terpre ting  subjects. In  so doing, m any 
hum anist scholars now  wrestle w ith  a 
subject and w orld  seem ingly “fu lly  
textualized” : fields o f study now  appear to 
be just such a m iscellany o f texts, 
disjunctured, fragm ented, in term inable . Is 
the object o f knowledge m erely w ha t is cold 
o f it? A re there endless readings o f it? Is 
there no cruth o f it? These questions appear 
and reappear w ith in  the curren t hum an 
sciences, and educational studies are no 
exception.

I Relativism: The Never-Ending Tale

Teacher stories are stories teachers 
te ll while stories o f teachers are 
stones to ld  about teachers.

Craig, 1999. 399

W e live out stories in  o u r 
experience, te ll stories o f these 
experiences, and m odify them  
through re te lling  and re liv ing  them .

Clandinin and Connelly 1994.418

It is clear that these pa rticu la r 
school stories are closely tied  to the 
story o f school. The school stories 
thrive because o f the story o f 
school.

Connelly and Clandinin 1996. 28

Thus, we say tha t people by nature 
lead storied lives and te ll stories o f 
those lives, whereas narra tive  
researchers describe such lives,

co llect and te ll stories o f them, and 
w rite  narratives o f experience.

Connelly and Clandinin 1990, 2

How m any stories can be told? Can 
anything o the r than stories be told? A ll the 
tellings and retellings, stories and restorying 
in  educational narra tive  studies can seem to 
produce an overw helm ing c ircu it o f 
constantly exchanged, endlessly 
interpretable m eanings and messages: 
there appears no  w ay out. As Connelly, 
C landinin and He (1997, 672) note:

...w e  believe  we a ll live  inside 
stories. W e m ean this quite 
strongly. W e believe there is m ore 
o f a sense o f a person liv ing  inside a 
story than  there is o f a person liv ing  
inside a the o ry ...

“Stories," suggests P hillip  Jackson, “actually 
make us w hat w e are" (1994, 12, cited in  
McEwan 1999, 86).

If  we tu rn  to education w rite rs who actively 
engage postmodern and poststructural texts, 
the situation at tim es seems to  grow  worse, 
o r as Tony W hitson stated ra the r critica lly  in  
1991 (p. 77) “ ...th e  em blem atic princip le  o f 
postm odernism  as such m ay be the 
‘princip le ’ o f never saying ‘no ’ to  anything.” 
W hile adm itted ly this was an early 
engagement w ith  “post” lite ra tu re  in  the 
education fie ld  ( l a t e r  in  the same article 
W hitson dismisses the com pla in t that 
Derrida believes there to be noth ing 
“outside o f the text"), W hitson ’s concern fo r 
the place o f in te rp re ta tion , the place o f the 
stories and texts is im portant. Kanpol 
(1992, 28) has s im ila r w orries, defining the 
postm odern as a cond ition  w here meaning 
w ill be rup tu red  in to  endless 
interpretations, and references Bernstein in  
suggesting tha t in  the  postm odern, “ there 
w ill always be in fin ite  m eaning" (ib id, 33).
In an auspicious pub lica tion  as the 
Handbook o f Qualitative Research (1994), 
Denzin suggests “ In  the social sciences,
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there is o n ly  in terpreta tion," and 
“ in te rp re ta tion  requires the te lling  o f a 
story” (p. 500). And Cherryholmes, in  a 
qu ite  strongly worded Journal o f Curriculum  
Studies a rtic le  entitled “Reading Research”
(1993), contends the space o f in te rp re ta tion  
is in fin ite : “a ll texts...can be read 
d iffe ren tly" (4); “ ...there  is no justifica tion  
fo r restricting one’s reading-in terpreta tion- 
crite rio n  to one perspective” (19); and 
“ ...w e  face the prospect o f m ultip le  
readings because a privileged w ay to  read 
rem ains undefined and unjustified" (20). 
Read in  a general way, these statements are 
no t incorrect, but they po in t the reader 
tow ard  the  conclusion tha t there are on ly 
interpretations^stories all the way down, tha t 
the stories w e te ll and the in terpretations 
we render are unbounded, that D errida  
means “free" plav in  the sense o f freedom  
from any constraint when he speaks o f 
reading and in terpreta tion .2

W hile  it  is certa in ly the case that stories can 
be retold, o r d iffering interpretations can 
result from  the same text, it is m isleading to 
sim ply assert this as an ontological given, 
w itho u t explaining how  this comes about. 
There is always the possibility o f a rad ica l 
new  reading/interpretation/story, b u t this 
no t license fo r relativist euphoria. As 
D errida suggests, it is fo r structural reasons 
tha t disparate readings o r stories resu lt from  
the same text. Briefly, every text (o r one 
could say story, in terpretation) possesses the

2 Derrida writes in “Structure, Sign, and Play" o f the 
play of substitutions, of a supplement to the center of 
any conceptual structure in the human sciences. He 
defines play in the following manner: “This field is in 
effect that o f plav. that is to say, a field of infinite 
substitutions only because it is finite, that is to say. 
because instead o f being an inexhaustible field, as in 
the classical hypothesis, instead of being too large, 
there is something missing from in a center which 
arrests and grounds the play o f substitutions." Writing 
and Difference, 1978, 289). Britzman (1992), also from 
a poststructural perspective, categorically states that 
our potential to tell and retell is limited, by virtue of 
being “set by the conditions o f discourse...normative 
notions of what constitutes truth, power, authority, and 
knowledge."

general cond ition  o f ite ra b ility , a necessary 
repeatability w h ich  is nevertheless not 
repeated exactly as it  contains no “essence” 
keeping it a loo f from  fu tu re  potentia l 
contexts. In  this way, the ite ra b ility  o f the 
text opens it  onto new  contexts, allows it  to 
be read a-new (D errida  1992, 64). This is 
Derridean “p lay” -  m ore in  the sense o f the 
articu lation o f a jo in t than in  entertainm ent 
or friv o lity  -  w hich allow s text to  be 
“readable," to be read b u t never in  the 
same m anner again. This is a fa r cry from  
charges o f n ih ilism  o r re la tiv ism  tha t often 
accom pany questions around interpretation 
and narrative. U nfortunately, some 
narrative educational researchers attem pt 
to answer such epistem ological concerns by 
recourse to neopragm atists such as Stanley 
Fish o r R ichard Rorty, bo th  o f whose 
approaches provide answers b u t no t 
necessarily strong ones, to charges o f 
relativism .3

For Fish,4 it  is a m istake to th ink  tha t one 
can stand “outside" a context, cu lture, o r 
interpretive situation (th is serves as his 
critique o f subjectivity). Because there is no 
privileged vantage p o in t outside o f hum an 
subjectivity, there is sim ply “no getting 
beyond” in terpreta tion . A ny theory (and it 
is im portant that Fish m entions theory here) 
cannot therefore cla im  ob jectiv ity, and so 
theory is really on ly disguised 
interpretation, claiming a superior objective 
status is sim ply does n o t have. 
Philosophically, Fish’s treatm ent o f theory is 
significant there, fo r theory is trad itiona lly  
linked to Kant's no tion  o f Enlightenm ent, 
which allows theory (as reasoned critique) 
a special separateness from , and a positive 
critique o f mere belief o r doxa.5 For Fish,

3 See, for example, Denzin and Lincoln 1994, Cochran 
Smith and Lytle 1992. Fecho in ibid.
4 See Stanley Fish, Is There a Text in this Class? The 
Authority of Interpretive Communities (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1980).
5 See Kant’s essay, “W hat is Enlightenment?", and 
Michel Foucault’s (1984) "W hat is Enlightenment?” in 
P. Rabinow, The Foucault Reader, London, pp. 32-50.
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theory is just (one m ore) in terpretation, and 
therefore has no special status as 
in tervention  in to  m ere belief, no distinctive 
ab ility  to  im prove (o r enlighten) the moral 
and social spheres. U nder such conditions, 
know ledge can am ount to  little  more than 
true belief. This line  o f th inking  has 
im portant consequences. For Fish, there is 
no sense in  setting up tw o  categories o f 
knowledge, tha t o f genuine knowledge on 
the one hand, and w hat we take fo r 
genuine know ledge on the other. For belie f 
is just the cond ition  o f accepting tru th  
claims, w hich are in  no need o f justification. 
Knowledge is belief, an in terpreta tion  we 
have com e to believe.

Fish continues in  this ve in  by arguing the 
fu tility  o f any appeal to  “rules" o r “laws" 
w hich m ight govern in te rp re tive  conduct, 
fo r such argum ents rest on the idea that 
one can get beyond in te rpre ta tion  to some 
firm er procedural ground where the 
problem  o f in te rpre ta tion  w ould just go 
away. For any “ ru le ” one m ay care to 
construct, argues Fish, m u ltip le  
in terpretations o f the ru le  w ill result, which 
w ill require  supplem ental rules, and so on.6

Because no appeal “beyond in terpreta tion” 
is possible, the best Fish can posture in the 
way o f justifica tion  are the concepts o f 
community, consensus, and conversation. 
Judgements are rendered not by objective 
rules, “outside” in terpreta tion , bu t rather 
w ith in  an 'interpretive community,' a broad- 
based consensus group to  whom  only 
certain communally acceptable terms o f 
debate w ill “ count.” No “critiq ue ” o f this 
consensus, po in ting  ou t illog ica lities or 
inconsistencies w ou ld  be possible because 
such a critique  w ou ld  be outside the 
principles and ways o f speaking endorsed

6 For interest's sake, this is a position almost identically 
espoused in educational circles by Joseph Schwab in 
his arguments against theoretic knowledge: that such 
knowledge would always require a method he terms 
the “eclectic" which prepares and assists (interprets, 
one might say) theoretical knowledge (Schwab, 1971).

by com m on assent o f the com m unity. The 
com m unity alone w ould establish the 
va lid ity  o f its knowledge, and endorse its 
ow n ways o f speaking. For Fish, it  is sim ply 
tim e fo r us to give up theoretical ta lk and 
get dow n to  the business o f speaking p la in ly 
o u r differences o f opinion. R ichard Rorty, 
also espousing a neo-pragmatist line, 
suggests this lack o f any justifying “grounds" 
should s im ila rly push us beyond giving 
reasons and ra the r engage in  conversation 
fo r the purpose o f edification (Rorty, 1979).

W hat is d ifficu lt about Fish’s position is that 
it forces a sp lit between a “good” type o f 
in terpre ta tion  o r story (which confirms 
com m unity norm s and identity) against a 
“threatening” type o f interpretation o r story 
whose undecideab ility questions the very 
id e n tity  o f a norm ative com m unity. But the 
com m unity’s “good” defin ition o f 
in terpreta tion /story in  fact destroys the very 
conditions o f possibility for in terpreta tion by 
rendering choices as determined in advance 
by community norm. Seemingly fo r Fish, 
stories are com plete ly determ ined, and 
com plete ly undecideable. Therefore the 
com m unity must render the undecideability 
o f the story invisib le, illegal, under erasure, 
because on ly its absence w ill guarantee the 
com m unity’s continued identity.

R ichard R orty’s neopragm atic attitudes 
tow ard  in te rp re ta tion  and story are equally 
suspect. R orty wishes to praise those like 
D errida as a philosopher who has learned 
to “ live  w ith ” the undecideability o f 
know ledge, tru th , o r foundations. Rorty 
believes D errida to  be showing the 
bankrupcy o f a ll epistemology as a 
systematic o r p riv ileged discourse, and 
instead wishes to treat philosophy as a type 
o f edifying narrative conversation w ith  no 
special cla im  to tru th  (Rorty 1979, 357-394). 
For Rorty, Lyotard ’s pronouncements 
against the “grand metanarratives” o f 
m odern ity confirm  his mistrust o f 
transcendental, grand theories in  favor o f 
his sturdy common-sense pragm atic values
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and beliefs. Instead o f analytic ph ilosop hy, 
R orty would favor philosophy as “ lit t le  
narratives” -  meaning fo r Rorty te llin g  a 
new  story or new language games to  
stim ulate new intellectual thought (FRorty 
1982, 220). But Rorty, like Fish, endis up 
producing a consensus-view o f tru th , w h ich  
reaffirm s North Am erican libera l cu lrtu re  as 
R orty’s interpretive com m unity, exclruding 
o ther culture’s philosophical trad itio tns w ith  
the same bifurcation o f in terpretatioaV story 
in to  “positive" o r “negative” types 
depending on w hether it  confirm s oar 
disaffirm s that com m unity.

Hermeneutics, like the neopragm atist: 
arguments o f Fish and Rorty, also p ro v id e s  
a self-encircling “lim it” or “boundary"-” 
answer to the charge o f relativism  in . 
narra tive ’s suspected “endless 
in terpreta tion,” relying again on re fe ren ce  
to  an enclosed “com m unity" o r “corutext.” 
Hermeneutics, as the science o r a rt o f  
interpretation, was in itia lly  restricted- to  
in terpretation o f the Bible u n til the !• 9 * 
century when this area was broaden.ed to 
include textual in terpreta tion as a w h o le  
(Eagleton 1983, 66). W hile c e rta in ly 'n o t a 
un ifo rm ly agreed-upon theory, nonethe less 
several m ajor authors in  h e  fie ld  reby upon 
notions o f a unified, fu lly  present 
sender/author, a regularized send ing- 
receiving model o f com m unication, iand  a 
un ified  context or historical “ tra d itio n ” h a t 
serves to ground in terpreta tion  even, across 
generational distance. Schleierm acher, fo r 
example, writes o f how  a harmoniouxs 
horizon o f agreement o r consensus exists 
between speakers so that h e  m echam ics o f 
com m unication resemble h e  regu la ir 
reception and re turn o f a ping-pong ba ll 
(Hamacher 1990, 180). S ch le ierm acher 
also assumes h e  a u h o r is fu lly  p re se n t to 
him /herself, able to understand h ish *e r ow n 
intentions and be able to d ivine ohe=r 
speakers’ intentions (ib id., 191). F o r 
Gadamer, meaning is not synonymoms w ith  
h e  auho r's  intent, bu t the text is bou inded 
b y a shared horizon o r “ trad ition ," p a r t o f

h e  ‘great conversation o f h istory’ w hich he 
conceives o f as an unbroken chain w hich 
bridges tem pora l distances (and 
differences) in  custom  and prejudice 
(Eagleton 1983, 73). Further, “tradition" 
must be fo llo w ed : it  “has a justification h a t 
is outside h e  argum ents o f reason” (quoted 
by Lentricchia 1980, 153)- Given h e  
herm eneutical insistence o n  a fu lly  present 
subject, regularized com m unication 
(Gadamer speaks o f h e  conversation as the 
model o f com m unication), and a consistent 
context o r “ tra d itio n " as backdrop, 
in terpretation and text becom e harm onious 
wholes guaranteed by  h e  herm eneutic 
circle: in d iv id u a l parts are in te llig ib le  
because o f h e  to ta l context, and h e  
context is know able  by  its parts (Eagleton 
1983, 74). Thus any indeterm inacy w ou ld  
likely prom pt a herm eneut to  persistently 
clear away barrie rs to  c lea r and endless 
com m unication, to  foster “good w ill” 
between speakers (M iche lfe lder and Palmer 
1989).7

Thus w ith  narra tive  studies (and 
in terpretation in  general), w e  must be 
extremely cautious in  m aking claims about 
reading and in te rp re tin g  texts. Hermeneuts 
and neopragm atists a ll extend 
read ing /in te rp re ta tion /te lling  stories as 
possible only because o f a “ com m unity" o r 
“context” h a t agrees/reaches consensus, bu t 
this does n o t bode  w e ll in  quelling fears o f 
relativism; ra h e r, it  fo llow s h a t h e re  can 
be as m any in te rp re ta tions as h e re  are 
communities, and  between communities, 
interpretations m ay be in terpreted as 
w holly incom m ensurate. W h ile  hese 
approaches do bound m eaning in  a context,

7 Dialogue and Deconstruction: The Cadamer-Derrida 
Encounter (Albany: SUNY Press 1989). is a record of a 
1981 conference at the Goethe Institute in Paris 
between Gadamer and Derrida. Some have 
characterized it as a  non-encounter, for Derrida's 
performative response to Gadamer illustrates that 
communication is far from simple mechanics fostered 
by the intentional "good will" o f speakers. Neither is 
communication a discursively organized event devoid 
of power relations.
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these boundaries may also seem p o litica lly  
and e th ica lly  suspect and essentialist, 
leaving the ab ility  to re-te ll and re-envision 
oneself an at best d ifficu lt m aneuver from  
one com m unity completely to another in  
o rde r to  be perceived as in te llig ib le . 
D errida 's m ove is rather to  explain the 
conditions o f possibility fo r com m unication 
and language in  general, thus a rticu la ting  
structures o f language and text tha t enable it  
to  be re-read and understood in  different 
contexts and across contexts. For D errida, 
stable identity is not the “ground” on w h ich  
m eaning and story stand, bu t ra ther the 
general and necessary iterability o f the text.

Therefore, in  considering the “anchor" o f a 
strong, stable identity  offered by 
neopragm atist o r herm eneutical 
perspectives against a sea o f relativism , I 
suggest this be understood n o t as an a p rio ri 
b u t a choice made by educational 
researchers w riting  in  and through 
narra tive  studies. Further, this choice 
appears to be made to massage a num ber 
o f fears surrounding the turbu len t 
multiplicity created by the problem  o f 
in terpre ta tion . Such m u ltip lic ity  raises, 
am ong m any insecurities, the spectre o f 
social unease: the fear that identities m igh t 
ve ry w e ll not be stable and therefore should 
n o t be re lied  upon, cannot be “counted 
upon” as fixed entities tha t shape and define 
the social w orld . W ith  this comes the 
associated fear that the social environment 
itse lf m ay sim ply degenerate and 
disintegrate, tha t past social structures 
cannot hold, and future (re la tive ly 
perm anent) structures are n o t available. I f  
identities are n o t stable, they could  perhaps 
even be “p u t on ” -  put on like new  clothes, 
change like  fads on a fashion runway, o r 
possibly “p u t on ” in  the sense o f faking, 
ly ing  to  fit in  w ith  a group to w h ich  that 
id e n tity  “should not" belong. I f  identities 
are n o t stable, this underm ines our 
confidence in  the very possibility o f a social 
environm ent -  raising the fear o f losing o u r 
a b ility  to  make and sustain, the fear that

things m ight fracture and decay beyond ou r 
a b ility  to prevent this from  happening. A t 
this point these fears need to be m entioned, 
b u t they w ill be elaborated la te r in  the 
essay.

II Realism: Let it  Tell its O wn Tale

...it is no t p roductive  to  th in k  about 
teachers by applying one o r 
another favorite  philosophy o r 
theory. Rather, it  is necessary to 
w ork d irectly  w ith  teachers.. .One 
consequence is tha t research results 
have a strongly authentic, insider 
feel to  them . Such research makes 
clear tha t the research has been 
“real” and ...th a t the researcher has 
been there.

Clandinin, Connelly and H e 1997. 
666-7

It is no t our in ten tion  to  m ake 
judgements about this landscape 
nor to take sides on issues as they 
evolve, but, rather, to m ap o u t this 
complex, narrative, h istorica l, 
interw oven and constantly 
changing landscape on w h ich  
teachers, adm inistrators, and 
childrens' lives are lived  out.

Clandinin and Connelly 1996, 30, 
footnote

W hile  the so-called “linguistic tu rn " m ay 
seem to push narrative tow ard  a flig h t in to  
relativism , an equally agitated reverse push 
drives into realism. Purporting to te ll the 
“ tru th " o f an event, to represent 
(em pirically) exactly w hat occurred w ith o u t 
acknowledging narratives as 
representations o f an event, some 
educational researchers engage in  w ha t 
Britzman (1992, 28) calls the “g lo rifica tio n  
o f first-hand experience,” fo rge tting  th a t 
“experience does not ‘te ll’ us w ho w e are o r 
w hat we see: we are tellers o f experience" 
(ib id ., 26). Lather notes tha t most 
narratives in  educational research are
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usually “v ic to ry  narratives” w h ich  reassure 
and lend certa in ty to o u r w o rk  (Lather 
1994). Ivo r Goodson, w h ile  sym pathetic to 
the desire to step'outside' representation, 
nonetheless w orries “There is a b e lie f that 
we can facilita te  the genuine vo ice o f the 
oppressed subject," ca lling  it  the “nirvana o f 
the narra tive,” the “va lhalla  o f vo ice” 
(Goodson 1997, 112). W hat are the desires 
behind such a m ove tow ard  narra tive as 
realist text? W hy is this version o f narrative 
so seductive?

As one o f the preem inent form s o f 
representation, it  is easy to  forget narrative 
is a form  o f representation. I f  we fo llo w  a 
basic d istinction in  narra tive  between recit 
and discours, it  is easier to  see w hy this is 
the case. The recit is generally thought o f as 
the content o r “story itse lf," whereas 
discours is the log ic o f the  story, its 
organizing principles. This sp lit m ay appear 
artificia l, how ever, i f  we fo rge t the recit is 
no t innocent; it  is always subservient to  the 
discours and does no t exist “p rio r to ” it.
Thus, even a sim ple statem ent such as “The 
teacher walked to the d o o r” is discursively 
organized and subject to  the  assumptions 
and structure o f the discours. It is also 
im portant to recognize tha t some authors, 
adopting research processes adm itting a 
“m u ltip lic ity  o f voices,” a “ d ialogue" o r 
“polyphony" (cf. Bakhtin) can s till o ffer little  
m ore than a m im etic narra tive  m ethod. 
W hether one o r several partic ipants’ 
“voices"/" data" are adm itted to the 
narrative, if  the underlying desire is to  offer 
the recit a special status w h ile  forgetting the 
effect o f the discours, there is little  
difference in  the end result. The adoption 
o f “polyphony" as a research strategy be 
m ore ideological than s tric te r narrative 
“naturalism ” in  the fo rm e r’s denia l o f 
discourse and the effects o f representation.

A  second response to the question o f 
narrative’s seductiveness as a realist text 
m ay be the way such a text constructs 
positions fo r authors and readers.

B orrow ing from  Roland Barthes, texts can 
be said to  be m ore “ readerly” ( l is ib le )  o r 
“w rite rly ” (scrip tib le ); that is, they can be 
reduced to a consumptive process o f 
reading o r a m ore active, productive 
approach in  constructing (“w riting ") 
m eaning (Barthes, 1970). Sadly, the focus 
in  m any narra tive  studies in  education is 
upon a rea list strategy o f inserting a unified, 
con tro lling  producer/author, and a reader 
whose task it  is sim ply to consume the  text. 
Concern over w hether an account “ rings 
true ,” w he the r the experiential deta il “puts 
you the re ,” o r how  “convincing" the theme 
interpolates one in to  the position o f 
consumer, s im ply deciding if  the text lives 
up to h igh  enough standards o f taste, 
in trigue, p lausib ility, re liab ility . It is 
certa in ly seductive to  sit back and 
adjudicate the narra tive ’s overall effect, and 
it  is a short step as the consumer o f the text 
to a llow  oneself the pleasure o f forgetting 
narra tive  as representation in  the rush o f 
the “re a lity ” displayed.

But there is a th ird  seductiveness to 
narra tive as realist text and one w h ich  
depends less on w hether the reader views 
realist texts as “rea l” o r “constructed” : 
narra tive  as realist text often seduces us in to  
forgetting  realism  as a cultural practice.

In her w o rk  The Social Construction o f 
American Realism (1988), Am y Kaplan 
redefines realism  in  Am erican lite ra ture  as 
less invested in  how  m im etic 
representations o f society preserve the status 
quo than in  how  they define it. Kaplan 
challenges the rom ance thesis o f Am erican 
lite ra tu re  w h ich  opposes realism to 
rom anticism , arguing against those such as 
R ichard Chase who contends that fic tio n  is 
w ritten  o n ly  in  the context o f a class- 
entrenched, established and stable society, 
o r L ione l T rilling , w ho suggests the function  
o f lite ra tu re  is no t to  m echanically re flect 
the co ld  hard  rea lity  o f the w orld, bu t 
ra ther to  infuse events w ith  the “m oral 
im agination" necessary to surpass this
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rea lity (Kaplan 1988, 3-4). Kaplan even 
suggests tha t to  a certa in  degree 
poststructural theory contributes to  this 
b ifurcation o f realism and rom ance, 
because it  assumes realistic texts are 
pow erful on ly in  th e ir capacity to  self- 
reflexively deconstruct the ir claim s to  the 
“real” (ib id., 5). Focussing on realism  as a 
cultural practice, Kaplan asks how  it  is that 
realist texts get read as a seedy, b ru ta l and 
g ritty  “how  the w orld  is," as com pared to 
rom antic novels, on w h ich  we as readers 
never seem to place these demands.

Kaplan refuses the position o f “consum er” 
in  her response to the realist text. Rather 
than seeing rom antic lite ra ture  as “fic tio n " 
o r “constructed” in  com parison to  realist 
texts as “true," Kaplan considers realist texts 
as discursive practices played in  a social 
context. H er study o f 19th century U.S. 
literature argues tha t increased 
urbanization and industria lization forced 
realist texts to becom e both “an im perative 
and a problem " in  Am erican fic tio n  (ib id., 
8). As strategists o f “im agining and 
managing (emphasis m ine) threats o f social 
change," Kaplan argues, realists “do not 
naturalize the social w o rld  to make it seem 
im m utable and organic, bu t like 
contemporary social reformers (emphasis 
m ine), they engage in  an enorm ous act o f 
construction to organize, reform , and 
contro l the social w o rld " (ib id ., 10). Here, 
Kaplan places contem porary realist w riters 
alongside social reform ers, fo r ne ithe r are 
innocent in  the ir desire to circum scribe and 
contro l “the rea l.” But faced w ith  new, 
threatening urban spaces and shifting 
configurations (th ink o f the rhe to ric  
surrounding “urban" schools8) Am erican 
realist novelists have often responded by

8 See Lisa Hennon's paper, “The Construction of 
Discursive Space as Patterns o f Inclusion/Exclusion: 
Govemmentality and Urbanism in the USA," paper 
delivered at the American Educational Research 
Association Annual Meeting, Chicago, April 1997- She 
essentially argues that "urban" in this rhetoric tends to 
connote “multicultural," violent, and social unstable.

constructing visions o f a social “w ho le” 
through an appeal to  “com m on ground." 
W hile some m ay v ie w  this as simple 
conservative nostalgia fo r a lost social unity, 
it is also a discursive m aneuver to  mediate 
and manage com petitive  claims to social 
reality, an e ffo rt to efface differences and 
reinscribe social hierarchies through an 
appeal to a ‘com m on ground’ or 
experience, o r a com m on vision o f the 
good com m unity (ib id ., 10).

W hat is pa rticu la rly  in teresting about 
Kaplan’s w o rk  fo r educational research is 
how  Kaplan explodes the m yth o f 
opposition between rom anticism  and 
realism, and also h ow  she warns o f appeals 
to “com m unity” as efforts to contain and 
script the social o rder. W hile  narrative 
studies have been critic ized  fo r the ir 
rom anticist tendencies, a “heroes-and- 
villains type th inking ," (Donm oyer 1996,
23 ), Kaplan rem inds us tha t a swing toward 
realism is not any less o f a strategy to 
imagine and inscribe cu ltu ra l practices. 
Further, Kaplan situates appeals to 
“com m on ground" o r the “com m on good” 
firm ly w ith in  a nexus o f pow er relations, 
whether proposed b y  conservatives o r 
social reform ers alike. This la tte r po in t 
m ight raise some pa rticu la rly  interesting 
questions fo r social reform ers in  education 
who insist on prom oting  social justice 
through a call fo r u n ity  and “dem ocratic 
com m unity” (Kanpol 1992, G iroux in  
Giroux, Lankshear, M cLaren and Peters 
1996).

I ll Romanticism: Looking Back to See the 
Tale, the W hole Tale, and Nothing But the 
Tale

The label “rom antic" can often be a 
pejorative one, used to  dismiss an idea or 
text (Kaplan suggests) as “unrealistic" or 
im practical, “over"-em otional, even 
sentimental. M y use o f the term  here is in  
the sense o f in te llectua l traditions and 
themes traced through the historical and
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literary events o f the  R om antic period.9 
There are num erous characterizations and 
dispersed themes w ith in  the Romantic 
period, bu t a sam pling o f them  w ould 
include the Rom antics’ engagement in  the 
language o f experience, expression and (at 
times) naturalism ; th e ir ce lebration o f the 
works o f the im ag ination ; th e ir revolt from  
reason; and th e ir g lo rifica tion  o f self 
expression and the  in d iv id u a lity  and 
autonom y o f the R om antic artist, leading to 
judgem ent o f the aesthetic realm  as 
possessing an alm ost redem ptive power to 
heal and perfect the  w o rld .10 W hile several 
o f these themes in fuse n o t on ly  narrative 
studies o f education  b u t the education fie ld  
more generally, to  ce rta in  degrees the 
influence o f R om antic tenets in  narrative 
studies in  p a rticu la r seem ouerabundantly 
(and n o t unprob lem atica lly) prevalent.

a. The M irro r C racked: The Genuine Self 
Fractured

We restory e a rlie r experiences as we 
reflect on la te r experiences so the 
stories and th e ir m eaning shift: and 
change over tim e ...W e  become 
“p lu rivoca l" (B am ich, 1989)...Yet in  
liv ing ...th e  n a rra tive  in q u iry  we are one 
person. W e are also one in  the 
w riting ...

Clandinin and Connelly 1990, p. 9

W hile not a ll na rra tive  research in 
education e xp lic itly  states the relationship 
between reflection (o r rem em brance) and 
the construction o f the  narra tive, both Elbaz 
(1997, 75) and C arte r (1993, 8) suggest o f 
necessity, the tw o are closely related.
There are possibly as m any definitions o f 
what constitutes re fle c tion  in  teaching and

9 Generally, this encompasses the period after the 
European Enlightenment, but before the major thrust 
of the Industrial Revolution in Europe.

10 Arthur Lovejoy suggests the idea of a Romantic or 
Romanticism is so diverse it means practically nothing 
(quoted in Willinsky 1990, p. 2).

education as there are o f na rra tive  o r story 
(Lyons 1998, 116-7; Korthagen 1993, 317; 
Copeland et al 1993, 348; G ore 1987, 
Calderhead 1989). The no tion  o f 
“ re flection, ” re flecting” on teaching 
“experience” is also closely lin ke d  to  the use 
o f m etaphor as a way o f know ing and 
m aking sense o f teachers’ lives and w ork 
(M unby 1986, 1990, Bullough 1991, 1992; 
Bullough and Stokes 1994, T ob in  1989, 
M unby and Russell 1990, C arter 1990, 
Korthagen 1992). If re flection  is an 
im portant m etaphor to describe the process 
o f how  teachers develop know ledge fo r 
teaching and how  teachers’ narra tives are 
constructed, then it  is im po rtan t to  take 
note o f the possible relationships between 
“ re flection" and narrative acts o f 
“experience." Through a re flection  in  a 
m irro r o r pond, we “see ourselves" o r 
represent ourselves to ourselves. The 
m irro r “plays back" a sense o f self, “re turns” 
the  self to  us. Tobin (1989, 123) suggests 
such m etaphors are a “m aster sw itch ," a 
w ay o f representing w hat teachers do so 
v iv id ly  tha t it  can form  the basis fo r 
changing teachers’ entire  b e lie f structures 
and teaching practices.

B ut no t a ll educational researchers rem ain 
so sanguine about m etaphor as such a 
d ire c t and v ita l influence on teachers’ 
th inking . As Flinders cautions (1991, 93), 
a ll m etaphorical correspondences “break 
dow n" at a certain point, because they can 
have such w ide ranges o f connotive  
meanings. W hile  the m irro r “ re flects,” the 
correspondence is never exactly the  same. 
M irrors re flect images backw ard and some 
re flect upside-down. M irrors tu rned  at 
angles to the ind iv idua l re flect w id e r o r 
slim m er profiles. Bullough and Stokes
(1994) fo r example, asked th e ir student 
teachers to generate m etaphors tha t 
captured themes in  the ir teaching stories, in  
o rder to  generate the coherence necessary 
fo r the actualities o f teaching (p . 199).
W h ile  it  appeared that Bullough and Stokes 
w anted student teachers to choose a
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centra l m etaphor fo r th e ir teaching id en tity  
and to ualue this process o f using m etaphor, 
some students reported “struggling" to  find  
a m etaphor at all, o r to  fin d  one tha t “fit": 
one student “d rifted " am ong m etaphors 
and was said not to  “settle” on  a teaching 
ro le  (p. 21 3 ). M etaphor can also ‘break 
dow n" by undu ly restricting though t o r 
attem pting too rig id  a d e fin itio n , thus 
emptying meaning. C arter (1990, 113) 
reported that some cooperating teachers in  
her study fe lt using m etaphor to  discuss 
teaching knowledge restricted conversation 
and “arrested" th inking. Sm yth (1992, 274) 
describes a study by R ichardson (1983) in  
w h ich  metaphors w ere even used 
prescrip tively in  o rde r to p rom ote  a “one- 
best” formula to analyze teaching.

So it  seems that few  educationa l 
researchers w ou ld  adhere to  the ‘lite ra l’ 
be lie f o f the m irro r m etaphor, tha t it  can 
im p ly  a d irect and “perfect” re flection  o f the 
self. Goodson’s (1997, 112) w o rry  that 
“there is a be lie f tha t we can facilita te  the 
genuine voice o f the oppressed subject, 
uncontam inated...beyond the  
representational crisis," how ever, rem inds 
us there certa in ly are those w ho  assert tha t 
re flection (in  thought o r w ritin g ) produces a 
genuine “essence” o f the se lf o r other.
Kathy Carter (1993, 8) suggests tha t on a 
certa in level, “voice" is a m easure o f 
w hether a research language allow s fo r 
“authentic expression o f teachers’ 
experiences" even w h ile  she asserts 
“stories...are not videotapes o f..rea lity."
But Bullough (1991, 44) cites Ball and 
G ordon (1985, 18) as suggesting m etaphor 
can “capture" student teachers’ “core self­
perception" and Bullough h im se lf suggests 
m etaphors can “au then tica lly  represents] 
who they are as a teacher" (1994, 5). Even 
c ritica l social theorists are n o t exem pt from  
a lite ra lization o f the m irro r m etaphor, as 
Kanpol (1992) suggests “narra tives...[need  
to ] retrieve authentic ity fo r actors” (p. 4 8 ) 
and states we “use narra tive  as a means to 
capture [emphasis m ine] the  discursive

cond itions o f m arginalized people” (p. 4 6 ). 
G iroux (1990, 3 7 8 ) desires students to  
“recover the ir ow n voices so they can re te ll 
the ir ow n  histories” . Conle (1996, 309) 
believes the correspondence between 
stories to ld  (resonance) can lead to an 
“awareness” o f se lf and situation.

In  such texts, the narrative author appears 
as a w ho le  and consistent subject w ho 
reflects and w rites, w ho subscribes to the 
possib ility o f reasonably certain knowledge 
about the  self. But fa r more educational 
and narra tive  researchers are inclined to 
w ander am idst the effects o f w riting  the self, 
a ttem pting to deal in  a more o r less 
m anifest m anner, w ith  the m ultip le  I ’s 
encountered through the reflective process. 
For once it  is acknowledged tha t re flection 
and w ritin g  processes do not react as a 
chain o f m irror-relays, language being little  
m ore than  a transparent m edium  by w hich 
re flective  know ledge is “ transported” , it 
must also be acknowledged tha t the subject 
o f a narra tive  analysis cannot be com plete ly 
guaranteed by the author’s signature, by an 
author w ho attem pts to sign fo r the 
“au then tic ity" o r “genuine essence" o f the 
subject. Instead, the subject must be 
recognized as m ore than singular, by virtue 
o f the effects o f the reflective process itself, fo r 
any subject o f narra tive  “is subjected to" an 
organization in  term s o f discours and recit.
In  a ce rta in  way, the recit (that is, the 
“subject”) does not exist: it appears only 
when w ritte n , uttered, articulated and 
hence represented b y the organization o f the 
discours. Therefore even in  autobiography 
the “subject" represented by the discours 
(the one tha t w rites) is not available as the 
“subject” o f the  recit, cannot be this desired 
subject “befo re ” representation: the “ I ” 
does n o t coincide w ith  the “I ” but rather “ I” 
talks abou t “m e." This opens up a gap o r 
space betw een the two, ensuring the 
speaking “ I ” never has complete possession 
o f “m e," the articulated subject. Further, 
this sp lit can conjure  up a th ird  I ” ," one 
w h ich  strives to  sign for, or guarantee one
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“w ho le ” subject, rendering the subject non ­
innocent, ideological through and through. 
Paul de M an notes the determ ination w ith  
w h ich  autobiographical w riters try  to  avoid  
the indeterm inacy o f this split by reference 
to the “ reader," who is called in  to 
adjudicate the “authenticity" o f the narra ted 
subject and co-sign fo r the th ird  “I” (1979). 
But as he suggests, “ the specular structure 
has been displaced bu t not overcom e, and 
we recenter a system o f tropes at the very 
m om ent we claim  to escape from  it ” (p. 
923). It seems that narrative researchers 
are a ll too  keenly aware o f the split w hen 
the “subject" o f the discours speaks the 
“subject" o f the recit, and the ir response can 
often be, as de Man suggests, an attem pt at 
escape by insisting on the “un ity" o f the 
subject. W hile  fo r m any narrative 
researchers, the focus is on the subjective 
perceptions o f the researchers “in te rfe ring ” 
w ith  the ‘tru th ’ o f the participant's story, 
even autobiographical accounts (as we 
have seen) suffer from  this sp litting o f the 
subject w h ich  must be rendered through 
representation. Thus w h ile  C landinin and 
C onnelly (1990, 9) speak o f the need to 
“reduce" the voices o f m ultip le  “I’s” dow n 
to one dom inant voice based on roles tha t 
the people involved in  the research can take 
(“ ...researcher, teacher, man o r wom an, 
com m entator, research p a rtic ip a n t...”), 
Bullough and Stokes (1994) are concerned 
w ith in  individual narratives to achieve 
coherence so that “p red ictab ility  and 
stab ility  in  interactions “ are not 
com prom ised (p. 199). C landinin and 
Connelly’s earlier w ork (1987) stresses 
narrative un ity  w ith in  each ind iv idua l’s 
narra tive: “W e define narrative un ity  as a 
continuum  w ith  a person’s 
experience...U nity means the union, in  a 
particu la r person and particu la r tim e and 
place, o f a ll that he [sic] has been and 
undergone..." (p. 307). This struggle to 
som ehow “re-unify” the subject is not 
w itho u t its critics, however: as W illinsky 
(1989, 259) states o f narrative m ethod, “ I 
am concerned that a research process

intended to recover the personal and 
experiential w ould  pave over this 
construction site in  its search fo r an over­
arching un ity  in  the in d iv id u a l’s narrative."

Narrative researchers advocating a more 
postmodern approach to story often utilize 
one o f two responses to this crisis in /o f the 
subject. The first o f these is to  w rite  a “de­
centered" subject. Thus Kanpol (1992, 39) 
speaks o f “decentered [po litica l] struggles,” 
Usher and Edwards (1994, 12, 17) present 
postm odem ity as a “decentering o f the 
subject” ; in  a recent article  Popkewitz 
(1997, 293-7) speaks o f decentering the 
subject as he constructs a Foucaultian 
social epistemology. In some cases 
educational researchers have been accused 
o f decentering the subject even though not 
claim ing the procedure per se (see, fo r 
example, Burbules and Rice’s 1991 critique 
o f Ellsworth's 1989 article  in  Harvard  
Educational Review). U nfortunately, this 
strategy o f actively “de-centering” the 
subject does no t forego the ve ry humanist, 
intentional, will-full subject tha t is the 
concern o f m any poststructural w riters. As 
Spivak (1993, 10) notes: “Deconstruction 
considers that the subject always tends 
tow ard centering and looks a t the 
mechanism o f centering ... it  doesn’t say 
there is something called the  decentered 
subject” . She also goes on to  quote Derrida 
on the topic:

...one can doubtless decenter the 
subject, as is easily said, w ithout 
challenging anew the  bond 
between, on the one hand, 
responsibility, and, on the other, 
freedom  o f subjective 
consciousness o r p u rity  o f 
in tentionality,. This happens all the 
tim e...one denies the  axiomatics [o f 
the hum anist subject] en bloc and 
keeps it  going as a survivo r...one  
accounts, and becomes ccountable, 
for noth ing” (D errida  in  Spivak 
1993, 287n l3 ).
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Thus for D errida, “de-centering” o r a “loss 
o f the center” is not w hat he intends when 
he speaks o f p lay as the d isruption o f 
presence in  the subject, and this cannot 
serve as a “perm anent” state o f affairs in  
answer to the split subject.

A  second postm odern response to the crisis 
o f the subject has been to  w rite  a 
conventional narrative, b u t then to critique 
o r “deconstruct” the narra tive  to  show its 
workings, in  a sort o f B rechtian m anner o f 
showing bias o r subjective processes 
involved in  the construction o f the 
narrative. Fenstermacher, fo r example, 
seems to im p ly that critique  o r 
“deconstruction" is im perative fo r the 
believability o f a narrative (1997, 123). But 
we can also appreciate George Marcus’ 
comments on ethnography as he wonders 
“just how m uch” re flex iv ity  a w rite r must 
produce (or, seemingly, a reader must 
tolerate reading) in  o rde r fo r the account to 
be believable (1994, 568). Marcus 
differentiates between the  essential 
reflexivity o f a ll discourse, and w hat he 
terms the “ ideological re flexivity," the 
politics o f how  an author attempts to justify 
a research text. He wonders if  
ethnographers are not caught up in  a game 
o f being com petitively “m ore reflexive than 
thou" (ib id.). W hile the notion  o f re flexivity 
w ill be explored in  greater deta il in  the 
rem ainder o f this essay, suffice it to suggest 
here that o f the multiple form s o f reflexivity, 
the variety Marcus refers to cannot 
“guarantee" a narrative account o f a 
subject nor guarantee the tru th  o f any 
research text. In “The Purveyor o f T ru th ” 
(1975) and The Post Card (1987), D errida 
critiques psychoanalysis fo r engaging in  
Marcus' “ideological re flexivity." Here 
Derrida describes how  psychoanalysis 
in itia lly  frames itse lf as “scientific" and 
therefore “outside” o f lite ra ture, only to 
claim  later as Freud says, tha t 
psychoanalysis at bottom  can only discover 
the truths the “poets already know " (Freud, 
S.E. v21, 133-4). Thus b y  fram ing

psychoanalysis as both inside and outside o f 
literature, psychoanalysis can stage the 
find ing  o f a tru th  already fram ed w ith in  
itse lf (D errida 1975, 32).

In  addition to the notion that 
deconstruction can reconcile the sp lit 
subject by functioning as self-reflexivity, 
some educational researchers claim  
deconstruction serves as critique (and 
presumably, as a critique  o f narrative).
Thus Phelan, fo r example, suggests 
deconstruction is analysis by “unmasking 
m etaphors” (1994, 105); likewise Barone, 
in  an insightfu l article nevertheless suggests 
deconstruction is an analytical reading 
process o f making visible (1992, 143)- 
W hile  D errida certainly engages the 
W estern trad ition  o f critique  and analytical 
philosophy, his pro ject goes much beyond 
this to understand this cu ltu ra l trad ition  o f 
critique  and therefore deconstruction does 
not serve sim ply as antithesis (or “de­
struction") to the constructed nature o f 
narratives.11

W hile m any view  a ll o f this w orry about the 
sp lit self created through reflection as a 
recent, and d istinctly “postm odern” crisis o f 
representation, reflection was an equal 
concern fo r the Romantics. In particu lar, I 
have nam ed the entanglements and 
anxieties o f narrative researchers 
“rom antic" because they, like the

11 The simplest “definition” of deconstruction might be 
found in a quote from Derrida’s doctoral thesis “The 
Time of a Thesis," in Alan Montefiore (ed). Philosophy 
in France today (Cambridge University Press, 1983. 34- 
50). (His thesis was completed years after he had 
begun many o f his now seminal works in philosophy 
and literature): “My central question is: how can 
philosophy as such appear to itself as other than itself, 
so that it can interrogate itself in an original manner?". 
Taking this statement apart, in Derrida's de-con­
struction, philosophy must appear to itself (reflexively) 
but as “other" than itself (implying a re-stiuating or 
dislocating o f philosophy). In order to interrogate itself 
“originally," such philosophy must be interrogated in 
situ, in the process of “doing its [normal] work," the 
“normal" workings of western philosophical thought, 
rather than as an essentialized “procedure” or 
“method."
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Rom antics, seek unity in  the subject. “So 
long as I m yself am identical w ith  na tu re ,” 
w rites Schelling, “ I understand w ha t a liv ing  
nature is as w ell as I understand m y ow n 
life ...A s  soon, however, as I separate 
m yse lf...from  nature, noth ing m ore  is le ft 
fo r m e b u t a dead object" (c ited  in  Abram s 
1971, 181). Romantic w riters tended to 
v ie w  philosophical re flection as a process o f 
understanding through analytic d ivision, 
and equated this separateness w ith  evil; 
accord ing to Schelling re flection  is “a 
sp iritua l sickness” because it  d ivides tha t 
w h ich  “nature had perm anently u n ite d ” 
Gbid., 181). Humans develop 
consciousness by reflection, w h ich  
separates them  from  nature, and also from  
th e ir o rig ina l state o f m ind, destroying the 
m ind ’s o rig ina l unity w ith  itse lf (ib id ). For 
F ichte, the  subject o r “ I ” arises o n ly  in  its 
awareness o f itself, o f positing itself, w h ich  is 
accom plished by limiting itse lf 
( “consciousness works through re flection , 
and re flection  is only through lim ita tio n ” -  
F ichte in  Honderich 1995, 278). As the I 
reflects on itself, then, it  separates itse lf from  
the w o rld  to create a “non-I” (antithesis), 
p roducing  a limited I (synthesis) w h ich  can 
then be transcended by yet another 
re flection . Romantic philosophy as a w hole 
is m arked by such efforts at restoring  unity, 
reconciling  antim onies by, as Schelling 
rem arks “recalling the cond ition  in  w h ich  
w e w ere at one w ith  nature" (quoted in  
Abram s 1971, 182). It seems tha t w ith  
concepts such as narrative un ity , voice, and 
resonance, many narrative researchers in  
education  can properly be term ed 
“ rom an tic” in  philosophical a ttitude, 
sym ptom atically revealing the sp lit in  the 
subject caused by re flection th rough  tw o 
p rim a ry  fears: the fear o f fragmentation, 
and the fear o f simulation.

F o r narra tive  researchers, the anxiety o f 
fragm entation begins w ith  the n o tio n  o f the 
subject as a naturalized “w ho le ,” b u t seems 
to  end w ith  a destabilization o f narra tive  
notions o f “construction" and the pow er to

“make" o r “create .” B lum  (1995, 50) 
describes w ritin g  (fo r us here, the w riting  o f 
the self) beginning as i f  it  w ere a fragm ent 
from  a suppressed dialogue, aspiring to 
achieve fin a lity  and to ta lity  w ith  respect to 
its self-description as an elem ent o f the 
wholeness from  w h ich  it  cam e. For many 
narrative researchers, it  seems, w riting  the 
story o f an in d iv id ua l teacher is a struggle to 
“p iece” together “ fragm ents” o f a life  that, 
a t some deep level, can be fr illy  mediated, 
can constitute an unbroken tru th . Here the 
fear is a procedural one: “how ” to narrate, 
to get the “ real s to ry,” to  get to  the 
“essence" o f a life  w itho u t, as C landinin and 
C onnelly note, getting  lost in  the details 
(1990, 7). In  this sense, the fragm ent must 
be “endured” as a v ita l piece o f the puzzle, 
bu t also as an annoying rem inder o f the 
constructed nature o f narra tive: you could 
always have to ld  the story d ifferently.

But fear o f fragm entation in  narra tive  goes 
m uch fu rthe r than this, i f  w e take seriously 
the notion  o f the  subject split b y  reflection. 
In  o rder fo r the subject to  be produced, the 
self must re flect on  itself, developing 
consciousness b u t also splitting in to  the “ I," 
“m e,” and o the r I ’s w h ich  attem pt to “heal" 
this sp lit. Indeed, we can th ink  o f a ll ta lk o f 
fragm entation as connected in  the same 
w ay to the no tion  o f p roduction  o r making 
(M cHugh 1993, 5)- But i f  w ha t we make 
loses its capacity fo r wholeness (its capacity 
to “endure"), this casts doubt upon our 
powers o f p roduction . For a ll the narrative 
ta lk o f making, w ritin g , com posing a life 
(Bateson 1990), w e  m ust juxtapose the 
fearfu l instance o f schizophrenia, the un­
doing o f the self. It is m uch easier to 
relegate fragm entation to a m ore contrived 
role in  m aking (o f the  self o r anything else): 
when we “co n tro l" fragm entation, such as 
in  the re-ordering  o r d isturb ing o f 
conventional structures (“m aking to 
break”), we are sim ply w ith in  the realm  
characteristic o f a rtis tic  p roduction  Gbid.,
3). But the fragm entation associated w ith 
narra tive remains as a state o f production;
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the sp lit se lf does n o t m iraculously reunify 
w ith o u t the grim aces and contortions o f 
“narra tive  sm oothing" (C landinin and 
C onnelly 1990, 10). W ith in  this making o f 
the self, then, fragm entation is indeed 
perhaps m ore an anxiety o r a hesitation 
ra ther than a fear o r extending m ourning: 
fragm entation is n o t a stable condition and 
so its twists and turns o f subjectivity 
surprise, puzzle, and scare us. As a 
condition o f possibility for making then, the 
anxiety o f fragm entation is incurable and 
in term inable .

R eflection generates a second and opposite 
fear o f the sp lit subject: the fear o f 
im posters o r fakes tha t disquiet the 
boundaries between the “genuine" self and 
its re flection. As C landinin and Connelly 
w orry: “Falsehood m ay be substituted fo r 
m eaning and narra tive  tru th ...N o t only m ay 
one “fake the data" and w rite  a fiction but 
one m ay also use the  data to te ll a 
deception as easily as a tru th " (1990, 10). 
W h ile  C landinin  and C onnelly here are 
vexed by  the apparent misuse o f empirical 
“data," it is easy to extrapolate this situation 
to  a concern fo r the “fic tio n ” (the ir words) 
w h ich  seems m ore believable tha t the “life  
live d .” For if  we o n ly  know  the real 
through representation, is this referent (the 
“ life  lived ") gone? B audrillard  (1983, 126) 
speaks o f a tim e w hen the subject's 
re flecting m irro r has vanished, where 
subject/object and priva te /pub lic 
oppositions are no longer equated w ith the 
referent/signified subject. Increasingly, as 
teachers are inv ited  (and sometimes 
m andated12) to  partic ipa te  in  reflective 
teaching practices, the narratives o f 
experience they te ll are circu la ted as 
research texts, co llaborative school 
planning and restructuring texts, and

12 Reflective practice has become a focus in U.S. 
national teacher assessment initiatives, such as the 
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards 
(NBPTS), a goal in state educational departments, and 
the goal o f many teacher education programs (Lyon s  
1998. 116).

teacher evaluation texts. Traditionally, 
m uch o f this priva te  re flection was 
unw ritten , and never the basis fo r school 
p lanning (w h ich  was conducted la rge ly by 
adm inistrators) n o r teacher evaluation 
(tra d itio n a lly  measured by adherence to 
‘externa l,’ school o r d istrict-determ ined 
standards). In  hum anistic educational 
discourses, the te lling  o f personal narratives 
leads to  em ancipation and co llaboration 
b u t there is also a down-side: as Foucault 
suggests, ‘confession’ (bringing fo rth  the 
‘tru th ’ o f an ind iv idua l) creates an ob ject o f 
knowledge about the self and can be used 
as a means o f self-regulation, an exercise o f 
pow er/know ledge w h ich  norm ative ly 
teaches w hich subject positions and 
constructions are acceptable and w h ich  are 
n o t (Foucault, 1981). Through narra tive  as 
“confession," the trad itiona lly  p rivate  is 
transform ed in to  public, and m ore 
im portan tly  in to  information, w h ich  can be 
c ircu la ted  v irtu a lly  w ithou t connection to 
the  referent. As Baudrillard claims, there 
cou ld  be an in te rrup tion  o f “in te rio r and 
in tim acy" w here the subject becomes “pure 
screen" (B audrilla rd  1983, 133). In such a 
case, it  w ou ld  be d ifficu lt ( if not a m oot 
po in t) to  te ll representation from  referent 
(o r in  C landinin and Connelly’s words 
“fake" from  “tru th ”). Is the caricature o f 
school p rinc ipa l Joe C lark in  the m ovie 
“Lean on M e" m ore real that the p rinc ipa l 
o f Paterson H igh School in  New Jersey?
A re  narra tive studies o f education 
u n w ittin g ly  transform ing teacher know ledge 
in to  a scene w here “a ll secrets, spaces and 
scenes [are] abolished in  a single dim ension 
o f in form ation" (B audrillard 1983, 131)?
The “fear o f the fake," unlike the fear o f 
fragm entation, views production/m aking as 
a ll too powerful, ra ther than fra il and 
fleeting.

b . Reflexivity Through The M irro r

The breaking o f a m irror, according to
the superstitious saying, announces
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seven years o f m isfortune... the 
m isfortune o f the narrative, this distress 
o f a fabulous discourse able on ly  to 
reflect itself w ithou t ever m oving ou t o f 
itself. In this case, the m isfortune w ould 
be the m irro r itself.

Jacques Derrida, "Psyche," in Acrs of 
Literature, 1992, pp. 328-9-

The contortions o f ou r reflective, and 
therefore split subject o f narra tive  studies in 
education are num erous: attem pts to 
Rom antically reunify, “de-center,” o r 
narrativize and then “deconstruct" the 
subject while w orrying over e ithe r 
fragm enting the subject beyond repair, o r 
losing the ab ility to  te ll “real" from  “false” 
selves create a rather dizzying fie ld  o f 
maneuvers w ith in  the narra tive. Reflection 
enacted to identify o r guarantee a subject 
w ill always be subject to the uneasy 
cond ition  that, despite these maneuvers, it  
can never fu lly com plete its m ission. The 
m irro r does not a llow  one to fu lly  re flect or 
return back the gazing subject. As M erleau- 
Ponty notes, the cond ition  o f possib ility o f 
self-knowledge lies w ith  self-perception: the 
distance between the self and the object o f 
its gaze opened up b y the body does not 
a llow  fu ll reflection. In his fam ous example 
o f touching and being touched, M erleau- 
Ponty demonstrates the subject’s inability to 
be both subject and object at the  same 
time, an ability needed fo r self-perception: 
“ If m y le ft hand is touching m y rig h t hand, 
and i f  I should suddenly w ish to  apprehend 
w ith  m y righ t hand the w ork o f m y le ft hand 
as it touches, this re flection  o f the body 
always miscarries at the last m om ent: the 
m om ent I feel m y le ft hand w ith  m y righ t 
hand, I correspondingly cease touching m y 
righ t and w ith m y le ft hand" (1968, 9).

Indeed, far from  a naive b e lie f in  
perception to guarantee the subject, m any 
educational researchers u tiliz in g  narrative 
studies refer rather to self-reflexiuity, the 
series o f reflections that are assumed to give 
consistency and coherence to the  self

(Lenzo, 1995). The self as reflexive both 
reflects itse lf and contains the reflexion, 
claim ing status as a system closed in  on 
itself, as i f  it  cou ld  encapsulate and contain 
the w orkings o f the m irro r and thus know  
and p red ic t itse lf com pletely (Hobson 1998, 
75). As Britzm an notes, such a process is an 
attem pt at mastery, an act designed purely 
to banish doub t (Britzm an 1998, 32). And 
as D errida notes, re flexivity does m ore to 
produce an event than to witness and 
account fo r bo th  the event and the subject’s 
perception o f it: A m erica ’s Declaration o f 
Independence, fo r example, constitutes the 
Am erican people as an entity by referring to 
a “nation” w h ich  exists paradoxically only in  
and because o f the reference and the 
signatures listed on the Declaration (D errida 
1984, 54). Reflexion, therefore, does not 
guarantee a stable subject, despite the 
existence o f the effects o f presence as the 
subject (here, a “nation") is narrated: 
despite D e rrida ’s insight however, we still 
consider the Am erican people as a “unity," 
an organized society and culture.

In spite o f such critiques, the be lie f that self- 
re flexivity can succeed, and even that it can 
reveal gaps o r (ethical) failings o f a text, 
discourse, o r m ethod, persists. The 
Am erican reception  o f deconstruction, 
taken up by  such authors as Paul de Man, 
clearly indicates the equation o f 
deconstruction w ith  the self-reflexivity o f the 
text. For de Man, D errida ’s reading o f 
Rousseau in  O f Crammatology should be 
understood as a “Rhetoric o f Blindness": a ll 
literary texts can provide the ir own 
reflexive m om ents, bu t fo r those not so 
‘lite rary,’ deconstruction can supply the 
reflexive m om ent to  the “blindness" o f all 
critica l texts (de M an 1983). De Man writes: 
“the text...accounts fo r its own m ode o f 
w riting ...the  text also postulates the 
necessity o f its  ow n m isreading. It knows 
and asserts tha t it  w ill be misunderstood" 
(ibid., p. 136). This is a text seemingly in 
total con tro l o f itself, able to w rite  its own 
intentions o r at least have deconstruction
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w rite  these intentions fo r it, should the text 
be less than ‘literary.' For Derrida, 
however, w riting  disrupts a ll reflexivity:

Constituting and dislocating it  a t the 
same time, w riting  is other than the 
subject...W riting can never be 
thought under the category o f the  
subject... however it  is endowed 
w ith  consciousness o r 
unconsciousness, it  w ill re fe r...to  a 
presence unperturbed by 
accidents, or to the iden tity  o f the 
self-same.. (Derrida 1976, 68-9).

Thus deconstruction does not “show the 
blindnesses,” does not reveal its own 
princip les o f organization o r desire, is n o t 
the m om ent where a text “underm ines” o r 
contradicts itself. Deconstruction cannot be 
used in  this way to “in ject" self-reflexivity 
in to  a narrative text.

Despite the strong criticism  against the pure 
self-reflexiveness o f the text (or that 
deconstruction can uncover a text’s lack o f 
re flexivity), deconstruction does assert the 
self-reflexivity in  texts; it  sim ply cannot 
agree tha t this constitutes the entirety o f the 
text o r allows the text to “speak fo r itse lf.”
In asserting the inability o f a subject 
(author) to be com pletely self-perceptive o r 
self-present to  itself, deconstruction also 
asserts that texts are haunted by the same 
difficu lties in  (self) perception. Thus w h ile  
Am erican lite ra ry  critics sym pathetic to 
deconstruction often focus on studying 
tropes such as similes, metaphors, and 
imagery, deconstruction declares the basic 
problem  to  be that o f representation, n o t a 
question o f how  well a text “stages” its self- 
re flexivity through figurative language. 
D errida ’s goal is not to support a continu ing 
trad ition  o f Am erican formalism . 
Nevertheless, there is a certain am ount o f 
re flexivity in  the text, and w hile  the act o f 
producing a text w ill never com pletely 
coincide w ith  its reflection, this basic 
re flexivity is no t to be denied.

W hat Derrida is most concerned w ith  is not 
to  conflate the reflexive com ponents o f the 
text w ith  the text as a w hole. By asserting 
texts as self-reflexive, the conditions o f 
possibility fo r the text are rendered 
com pletely internal, and text becom e 
autonom ously self-referential. For Derrida, 
texts must be iterable to  be understood; 
that is, they must be m in im ally  repeatable, 
readable in  the ir openness to  new  contexts, 
new  readings (D errida 1992, 43). This 
means there exists an “outside” o r 
boundary to  the text w h ich  lim its its 
reflexive workings, makes w hat is “ inside” 
reflexive and yet lim its it .13 This allows the 
text a degree o f “play," articulation14 w ith in  
and against these lim its o f the  text. This 
understanding o f textual se lf-reflexivity is a 
far cry from  claim ing texts are pure ly self- 
perceptive and under the tota lizing, 
conscious contro l o f e ither an author, o r o f 
the text “itself." Reflection is not therefore a 
perfect return to the orig ina l event. As 
M erleau-Ponty puts it,

...because it  is a re flection, re-tum , 
re-conquest o r recovery, it  
cannot fla tten itse lf tha t it  w ould  
sim ply co inc ide .. .tha t it  w ould  
travel the very route  tha t the 
constitutive p rinc ip le  had fo llow ed 
in  the opposite d ire c tio n ... (1968, 
44-5).

W hat does constitute the re flex iv ity  o f the 
text (in our case here, the narrative)? If  
reflection recuperates everyth ing except its 
own acts o f recuperation, its texts are not in 
contro l of, o r the staging of, th e ir own 
reflexivity, how  does narra tive  function?
The gap between the event and reflection 
w hich initiates the split subject and (in  
D errida’s words) assures the iterability o f the

13 “Outside" here does not mean an empirical outside, 
but an outside as that which structures or boundaries 
conditions of possibility.
14 In the sense of a joint, allowing two surfaces to 
connect and yet move freely.
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text is called by  M erleau-Ponty hyper­
reflection, b y  D errida the  supplemental 
relations o f the text, and by Lyotard the 
figural. For it  is no t tha t the text is 
constituted pure ly by its ow n self-reflexivity: 
(for D errida) the trace o f w hat contains that 
re flexivity is w hat makes re flex iv ity  possible. 
This notion  is s im ilar to  Lyota rd ’s cla im  that 
visual depth limits the oppositiona l system 
o f the linguistic order. The figu ra l describes 
relations between the non-reflexive and 
reflexive aspects o f the text, the nonreflexive 
inserting a trace in to  the seeming self­
presence o f the o the r in  o rde r to  apparently 
constitute tha t self-presence. Therefore it  is 
no t that re flex iv ity  guarantees the subject o r 
the text, b u t tha t re flex iv ity  becom es figura l 
for o r figura l in relation to som ething (and 
that the nonreflexive becom es figura l fo r 
self-reflexivity), paradoxically a llow ing and 
yet lim iting  the p lay o f re lations in  the text. 
We w ill see in  the next section how  the 
notion o f the figural applies to  narra tive  and 
how  this installs a ve ry d iffe ren t 
understanding o f narra tive  function and 
narrative temporality.

IV  N arrative as Figural

S cientific know ledge cannot know  
and make know n tha t it  is the true 
know ledge w ith o u t resorting to the 
other, narrative, k ind  o f know ledge, 
w hich from  its p o in t o f v ie w  is no t 
know ledge at a ll.
(Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern 
Condition 1984a, 29)

Narrative studies in  education are 
reportedly th riv ing : Lyotard, on the other 
hand, is concerned about the  status o f 
narratives and believes they are in  a state o f 
crisis.15 A nd if  our apore tic sneer at 
m etanarratives were n o t enough, o u r b e lie f

,s Lyotard characterizes the postmodern condition as 
that of “incredulity toward metanarratives" in The 
Postmodern Condition (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press. 1984), xxiv.

th a t we cou ld  sim ply “te ll another (new er) 
story" is also in  crisis. W e no longer believe 
tha t a to ta l rupture w ith  the  past w ill 
“ libe ra te" the subject o f h istory -  m odernist 
claim s to  the “new ” o r “revo lu tionary” are 
seen as m ere rhetorica l moves w ith in  la rger 
p o litica l games (Lyotard 1984a, 27-31). 
Lyotard is instead bent on  rew riting 
aesthetics, politics, epistem ology, h istory 
and tem pora lity in  term s o f narrative ’s 
effects, and narrative as a figural cond ition . 
Lyotard is keenly aware o f the m odernist 
use o f narrative, where

Experience is a m odem  figure. It  
requires first a subject, the instance 
o f an I, someone w ho speaks in  the 
first person. It requires a tem pora l 
d isposition...w here a perspective 
on the past, the present and the 
fu ture  is always taken from  the 
po in t o f v iew  o f an actual 
ungraspable consciousness. 
(Lyotard, 1984b, 7)

Instead o f a subject-based (split o r not) 
narra tion  o f an em pirica l event cla im ing to  
“capture” the essence o r reproduce the 
“ rea lity" o f a past experience, Lyotard 
postures narrative as figu ra l condition fo r 
discourse itself, as that w h ich  enables, b u t 
also troubles discourse (Lyotard 1984a).
The figural function o f narra tive  is as other 
to  discourse, appearing as a rem ainder o r 
“ le ft-ove r” elem ent o f discourse, and 
paradoxically serving as a cond ition  o f 
possib ility o f discursive m eaning w hile  
seem ingly n o t enabled to  “mean” itse lf -  at 
least no t in  the same term s as discursive 
m eaning is enacted. Therefore “the 
scientist questions the va lid ity  o f narra tive 
statem ents...he classifies them  as belonging 
to  a d iffe rent m entality: savage, p rim itive , 
underdeveloped, backward, 
a lienated...N arratives a re ...fit only fo r 
w om en and ch ild re n ...” (Lyotard 1984a,
37). But w h ile  the scientist m ay scoff a t the  
va lid ity  o f narratives, “ ...w h a t do scientists 
do w hen they appear on television o r are
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in te rv iew ed ...a fte r m aking a 'd iscovery’? 
They recoun t an epic o f know ledge tha t is 
in  fact w h o lly  unepic. They p lay by the 
rules o f the  narra tive  gam e...” (ib id ., 27-8).

For Lyotard, narra tive  as a figura l function 
fo r discourse displaces curren t epistem ic 
practices o f classical and m odernist 
scientific know ledge. Classical positivism  
postures know ledge as centered upon the 
p roo f and evidence o f the referent: 
scientists are recognized as such not by any 
subjective c la im  to know  (o r to  reflexively 
know  tha t one knows), b u t by the tru th  o f 
the referent they narrate (Lyotard 1984a, 23-
4). Therefore any sender o r receiver could 
jo in  in  sc ien tific  debate in  Lyotard ’s 
argum ent, o r o f Copernicus’ theory on the 
circu la r paths o f planets -  provided, s'he can 
provide the  p ro o f and refute the falsehood 
o f the re ferent. Classicism privileges the 
narrated re fe ren t over the subjects invo lved 
in the description . N arrative here is 
forgotten as the (narrated) referent ascents 
to the status o f ‘tru th .’ In  m odernist 
science, the  subject o f the discourse is 
priviledged: the question becomes “H ow  
do you p rove  the proof?" or, m ore 
generally, “W ho decides the conditions o f 
truth?" (ib id , 29). E ither b y  recourse to 
reason (the subject’s ability to  know ), o r to 
rom antic w ill (the subject’s desire to know), 
know ledge about the referent is transm itted 
to the audience b y  a conscious, in tending 
subject/author (ib id ., 29-37). N arrative 
here is m ere ly the too l o f the author, “used” 
instrum enta lly to transm it know ledge to a 
(real o r im agined) audience.

N arrative functions as figural in  Lyotard’s 
discussion o f the postm odern (ib id ., 53-67 
and 71-82) as a cond ition  w here ne ither the 
author n o r the  re ferent are privileged, 
where no subject o r re ferent can stand 
outside o f the narra tive  tha t produces it. 
Rather, narra tives function  m etonym ically, 
one displacing the next: no one narrative 
can cla im  to  conta in  the entire  tru th  o f 
another narra tive , n o r can any narrative

claim  u ltim ate status as tru th  over a ll o ther 
narratives.

N arrative as figu ra l also im plies tha t the 
tem porality o f narratives (and thus notions 
o f story and h istory) is also rad ica lly  
d ifferent than tha t associated w ith  a 
m odernist, self-conscious and in tend ing 
author “ te lling" the story. History, fo r 
Lyotard, is a narra tive  tem pora lity  to  a 
structure o f oppositions (a narra tive 
sequence). M odernist H istory in  the 
postm odern becom es im possible, as there 
would be no one transcendental narrative 
o f it  tha t cou ld  outw e igh a ll others and 
u ltim ately no c rite ria  fo r judging  between 
com peting narratives o f H istory. As figural, 
one narrative cannot conta in  o r evaluate 
the leg itim acy o f the next completely: this is 
another w ay o f suggesting there exists no 
objective vantage-point from  w h ich  events 
can be witnessed and represented. Instead, 
Lyotard w rites o f the event16 in  the 
condition o f the postm odern. The event is 
a “happening," an inc iden t a fter w h ich  
nothing is the same again (Readings 1991, 
xxxi). The event does no t occupy a sim ple 
place in  (chronolog ica l) tim e, b u t is that 
w hich cannot be represented in  a general 
history w ith ou t being reduced to  sim ply 
another date in  such a chronology. The 
event is rad ica lly  singular: this means the 
event overruns the fram e o f reference in  
which it  could  be understood. H istory, fo r 
example, is n o t the same after Auschwitz. 
The event is postm odern in  tha t it  is figura l 
for the fram e o f reference, fo r discursive 
meaning: it  cannot be com prehended at 
the tim e o f its occurrence. Freud’s notion  
o f understanding on ly  b y  deferred action 
applies here: the event happens too soon 
to be com prehended, and recognized too 
late to be recovered.17 (This notion  w ill be

16 “Event" does not refer to a “moment" or the brevity 
of time, but rather as an occurrence which is not able 
to be represented (Lyotard 1988. 79).
17 Freud’s classic analysis o f deferred action occurs 
through his "Wolf Man" case, "From the History o f an 
Infantile Neurosis," 1914/18.
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fu rthe r explored in  a subsequent essay.)
The im portance o f the event as postm odern 
tem pora lity is this respect fo r singularity, fo r 
the te lling  o f the narrative in  a w ay that 
respects the singularity o f the event. Far 
from  being a justifica tion  fo r relativism , 
Lyotard's rendition  o f narra tive as figural 
and the event as the tem pora lity  o f 
narrative addresses the im portance o f 
w riting  h istory responsibly in  the crisis o f 
representation. In  his w o rk The Differend 
(1988), Lyotard’s example is o f the 
Holocaust. It is to this d iffe ren t te lling, 
tem pora lity and h istory-w riting  tha t we now  
turn.

N arrative as W itnessing in  a Crisis o f 
Representation

His argum ent is: in  o rde r fo r a 
place to be iden tified  as a gas 
cham ber, the on ly  eyewitness I w ill 
accept w ould be a v ic tim  o f this gas 
cham ber; now, according to m y 
opponent, there is no v ic tim  that is 
not dead; otherw ise this gas 
cham ber w ould not be w hat he o r 
she claims it  to be. There is, 
therefore no gas cham ber.
(Lyotard , The Differend, 1988. 4).

W hile it  m ay be w e ll and good fo r Lyotard 
to suggest w ith in  the postm odern condition 
no narrative surpasses another, it  becomes 
im portant to  address the political and ethical 
concerns that arise from  such a 
con/figuration o f narrative. I f  narrative as 
figural does not privilege the  referent o r the 
subject/author, how  can issues o f social 
justice be addressed through narrative? If 
no one narrative can dom inate another, 
then should the claims o f oppressed groups 
be given no m ore status tha t those o f 
dom inant groups? The status o f testimony, 
o f witnessing the event becomes crucia l if  
narrative is considered figura l.

Lyotard addresses the question o f 
com peting narratives and judgem ent in  The

Differend (1988), pa rticu la rly  addressing the 
issue o f testim ony in  re la tion  to Auschwitz. 
For Lyotard, com peting narratives o f h istory 
arise because an event has taken place, bu t 
the event as such is no t yet understood: by 
its very nature, the event breaks the frame 
o f reference w h ich  m ight make it 
in te llig ib le . Auschw itz w ou ld  be one such 
event. For Lyotard, the know ledge brought 
about through w itnessing form s an 
intersection betw een epistem ological issues 
and the political-ethical context in  w hich 
witnessing occurs.

The d ifficu lties o f testim ony (in  particu lar, to 
vio lent o r inhum an h istorical events), o f 
narrating po ten tia lly  unspeakable acts o f 
cruelty m ake the know ledge testim ony 
engenders traumatic knowledge: as Laub 
puts it, “ ...such know ledge dissolves all 
barriers, breaks a ll boundaries o f tim e and 
place, o f se lf and subjectivity" (Laub in  
Felman and Laub 1992, 58). Such 
knowledge is traum atic in  its te lling/re liv ing, 
in the burden o f p ro o f the v ic tim  must bear 
(particu larly i f  the audience is hostile o r in  
opposition to  the v ic tim ’s position), and in  
its very nature: the traum a can center 
around a “know n" occurrence (w ith  
historical evidence) but yet n o t be tru ly  
witnessed, accepted, incorporated in to 
consciousness. Like Lyotard, Laub focuses 
on the Holocaust, c iting  an example where 
a wom an narra ted part o f her experience at 
Auschwitz. The wom an intensely described 
a scene w here she saw fou r chimneys 
exploding during  a revo lt at the camp, only 
later to  have this testim ony “discounted” by 
historians w ho had evidence that on ly one 
chim ney was b low n  up. One o f the 
psychoanalyst in terview ers took issue w ith  
the historians’ critique:

The w om an was testify ing ...not to 
the num ber o f the chimneys blow n 
up, bu t to  som ething else, m ore 
radical, m ore crucia l: the rea lity o f 
an unim aginable occurrence. One 
chim ney b low n up at Auschwitz
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was as incredible as fou r. .. .The 
event itself was almost 
inconceivable. The wom an 
testified to an event tha t broke the 
a ll com pelling fram e o f Auschwitz, 
where Jewish arm ed revolts just 
d id  not happen...That is h istorical 
tru th. (Laub in  Felm an and Laub 
1992, 60).

For the historians, this w om an’s know ledge 
was n o t acceptable because it  was not 
em pirically-based, bound as it  was to the 
traum a o f the camp. But fo r Laub, the 
w om an’s knowledge was o f in fin ite ly  m ore 
value: “She was testifying n o t sim ply to 
em pirica lly historical facts, bu t to  the very 
secret o f survival and o f resistance," 
therefore “ ...breaking out o f Auschw itz 
even by her very talking" (ib id ., 62).

Lyotard discusses a sim ilar situation at 
length in  The Differend, w here Robert 
Faurisson (whose argum ent against the 
Holocaust was referred to  at the beginning 
o f this section) suggests the lack o f em pirical 
evidence o f gas chambers at Auschw itz is 
enough to w arrant the dismissal o f claims 
about the Holocaust. Lyotard develops 
several reasons w hy this line o f th inking is 
flaw ed: it  restricts “evidence" to  purely 
eyewitness, em pirical accounts; it  forces 
the victim  to carry the burden o f p ro o f 
alone; and it places the v ic tim  w ith in  an 
e ithe r/o r result -  e ither there is em pirica l 
evidence, o r you are not a victim . But the 
m ost crucia l o f all problem s w ith  this line  o f 
thought fo r Lyotard is how  it places the 
v ic tim  in  double binds o f every nature. 
Lyotard makes an im portant d istinction 
here between “v ictim " and “p la in tiff": a 
p la in tiff is one who incurs damages and lays 
cla im  to be compensated fo r these 
damages. A  victim  is one who has lost the 
a b ility  to  prove she has been done a w rong 
(Lyotard 1988, 8 ). Lyotard also com plains 
o f how  “wrongs” are reduced under a 
ju risd ictiona l context to “damages": i f  the 
“w rong” a victim  suffers is unspeakable,

cannot be exp la ined  o r proven, it does not 
exist. I f  it  can be b o rn e  witness to, it  is no t a 
w rong bu t damages w h ich  took place (ib id.,
5). The doub le  b in d  sets in  if  the v ic tim  
chooses to testify  to a wrong : “ ...e ith e r the 
damages you  co m p la in  about never took 
place and yo u r testim ony is false, o r else 
they d id  take place, and since you are able 
to testify to  them , it  Is  n o t a wrong tha t has 
been done to  you, b u t m erely a damage, 
and your testim ony is  s till false” (ib id., 5). 
Thus it is the nature o f a victim  to no t be 
able to p rove a w ron g , “reality" always 
being the p la in tiff s responsibility: rea lity  is 
therefore never a g iven, bu t must be given 
existence (ib id ., 8 ). This situation o f 
impossible testim ony is named a differend by 
Lyotard, an “unstab le  state o f language 
where som ething w h ich  must be able to be 
put in to  phrases cann o t yet be," as there 
are not the w ords fo r  it  (ib id ., 13). The 
differend is sign ified  by the victim ’s in ab ility  
to prove v ic tim iza tion , fo r differends, unlike 
damages, cannot b e  litigated: there is no 
common id io m  by w h ic h  both can be 
com pared o r n o rm a tive ly  judged. This is 
what makes and keeps a v ictim  in  the 
position o f v ic tim : a  lack o f ability to  bear 
witness to the  w ro ng , w h ich  by its very 
nature cannot be established by common 
norm  o r consensus.

It should be noted  th a t Lyotard is carefu l to 
differentiate the  d iffe re n d  from  silence and 
keeping silent. The d iffe rend  is signified by a 
lack o f ability to  speak, n o t o f choosing not 
to speak (ib id ., 10). Further, silence itse lf 
testifies to a m u ltitu d e  o f possible 
explanations: it  m igh t mean that the gas 
chambers a t A uschw itz d idn ’t exist, bu t it  
could also m ean th e  witness may not have 
(or consider herself to  have) the authority to 
testify, tha t the  s itua tio n  is inexpressible, or 
that it  is no t in  the w itness’s jurisd iction to 
talk o f it, o r possibly, silence may signal a 
differend: language does not have the 
ab ility  to s ign ify w h a t happened to me 
(ibid., 14). In  o rder to  establish a referent, 
Lyotard suggests these fo u r silences m ust be
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refuted: som eone can testify, someone can 
hear and understand, the referent can be 
signified, and the referent exists. “O nly 
then," states Lyotard, “can the existence o f 
a re a lity  w h ich  m igh t suit as a referent fo r 
tha t expression be “shown” by means o f a 
phrase in  the  form : this or that is a case o f a 
gas chamber (ib id ., 16).

In  particu la r, the case o f Auschwitz serves 
fo r Lyotard as an example o f the d ifficulties 
in  exposing a d ifferend. W hile m illions o f 
Jews w ere exterm inated in  the camps, 
m uch o f the  em p irica l means to prove this 
w ere also disposed of. The Nurem berg 
tria l’s a u th o rity  was disposed o f because it 
requ ired  an A llie d  v ic to ry to enforce it, and 
because the  lack o f consensus in  
in te rna tiona l re lations allowed crim inals to 
see judges as sim ply those who w on the w ar 
(Descombes 1981, cited  in Lyotard 1988, 
56 ). Later, as the State o f Israel was 
form ed, “w rongs” became litigated as 
damages th rough  the norm ative consensus 
o f in te rna tiona l la w  and authorized w orld  
politics. But the re a lity  o f Auschwitz has yet 
to  be established, argues Lyotard. “The 
d iffe rend attached to Nazi names, to Hitler, 
to  Auschwitz, to Eichmann, could not be 
transform ed” by litiga tion  o r ve rd ict (ibid., 
56).

N arra tion  as figura l, therefore, serves to 
leg itim ate testim ony b u t in ways contrary to 
a subject-based o r em pirical fram ew ork o f 
know ledge. As figura l, narrative displaces 
science’s strong emphasis on em pirical 
modes o f know ing, opening a space fo r the 
traum atic know ledge o f testimony.
N arrative as fig u ra l also belies the 
tem pora lity  o f the event, which accounts fo r 
the distance betw een the occurrence and 
its narration/com prehension, but also 
identifies the ethical m oment in  narrative, 
the distance betw een the victim  and the 
possib ility o f bearing witness to injustices, to 
wrongs, to  differends. And it is precisely this 
act o f testimony, o f testifying to the 
d ifferend, tha t Lyotard charges is the task o f

‘philosophy’: “O ne’s responsib ility before 
though t consists...in detecting differends 
and in  finding the (im possible) id iom  fo r 
phrasing them. This is w hat a philosopher 
does" (ib id ., 142). W h ile  Lyotard  is 
sometimes accused o f “reducing" politics to  
language, he is qu ick to add o f this 
emphasis on the d ifferend: “You don ’t  p lay 
around w ith  language...there are no 
language games. There are stakes tied  to 
genres o f discourse...There is conflic t, 
the re fo re ” (ibid., 137). O ur charge to 
detect differends and fin d  id iom s fo r 
expressing them is n o t a sim ple d irective  to 
get the  ‘rea l,’ true o r ‘au then tic ' story, bu t 
to  (acknow ledge the inexpressible event o f 
in justice. Historians as w e ll are under this 
challenge:

...the  h istorian ...m ust venture fo rth  
by lending his o r he r ear to  w hat is 
no t presentable unde r the rules o f 
know ledge... A uschw itz is the m ost 
real o f realities in  this respect. Its 
name marks the confines 
wherein h istorica l know ledge sees 
it competence im pugned. ...the  
alternative is not: e ithe r the 
signification that lea rn ing  [science] 
establishes, o r absurd ity ..."
(Lyotard 1988, 57-8).

By find ing  the idiom  fo r the d ifferend, 
Lyotard is not suggesting we place in justice 
back in to  the space o f determ inate 
judgem ent, into a language o r legal system 
o f consensus. W hat is at stake is n o t the 
resolution o f a differend, b u t an 
acknowledgem ent tha t the event contains 
its ow n  rules, indeed, is in  search o f its ow n 
rules, its phrasing. The nature o f the social 
is no t fixed but rem ains to be judged, warns 
Lyotard; it  is “a judgem ent to  be always 
done over again” (ib id ., 140 ). Justice is 
s im ila rly  an open question, never 
predeterm ined but singular fo r each event. 
This is w hy Laub speaks o f the traum a o f re ­
te lling  an event: “ . . .the Holocaust from  
w h ich  one had been h id ing  m ay come to
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life  and once m ore be re lived ; on ly this 
tim e around, one m ight n o t be spared o r 
have the pow er to e nd u re ...[on e  m igh t no t 
be] tru ly  heard o r listened to " (Laub in  
Felman and Laub 1992, 67). But w h ile  the 
indeterm inacy o f justice in  te llin g  the 
differend m ay be d isconcerting, the 
necessity o f hearing the d iffe rend  and 
searching fo r its id iom atic  expression is 
com pelling. For Laub, “Traum a survivors 
live  not w ith  the m em ories o f the past, bu t 
w ith  an event tha t cou ld  n o t and d id  no t

proceed through to  its com pletion, has no 
ending, a tta ined no closure, and therefore, 
as fa r as its  survivors are concerned, 
continues in to  the present...” (ib id ., 69). 
For Lyotard, the just person, the judge, 
does n o t m ake judgem ents bu t is made by 
them  (Lyo ta rd  1985, 25-6); so too, it  seems 
fo r the v ic tim s o f in justice, and hence the 
overw helm ing ob liga tion  to testify through 
narrative as figural, to the differend.
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Occasioning Relations: W riting  History as D eferred  A ction

Poststructural w ritings in  education have never sat w e ll w ith  m any c ritica l 
pedagogues, neo-M arxists, o r fem inists. Having w orked w ith /in  
poststructural w orks fo r a ll o f m y docto ra l program, in  1998 I presented a 
paper at the A m erican Educational Research Association's A nnual 
Meeting in  San D iego designed to  “s tir up  a b it o f tro u b le ” about this, and 
hoping to instigate a dialogue about h o w  poststructural (and some 
postm odern) w orks w ere being appropriated in an alm ost 
deve lopm enta l^ conceived h istory o f critical educational studies. It is 
probably best to just include a quote fro m  this presentation (w h ich  was 
actually part o f a jo u rn a l I kept) to get a sense o f this unease:

Today I read  m yself described as a reader o f “fo re ign  theories,” a 
w rite r o f e litis t language and stylistic arrogance," a ph ilosopher o f 
“n ih ilis t freep lay” [tha t’s an o ld  one], “late capita lism ," and an 
“overly-aesthericized approach to  politics." In  short, I read 
m yself described by c ritica l studies o f education(w hich includes a 
sometimes dizzying m ix o f neo-Marxists, c ritica l pedagogues, 
some fem in ist and race-theory w riters) as a “postie," a supposed 
overly-theore tica l w rite r busily ignoring the m ateria lity  o f real 
people in  rea l schools, and happ ily  denying the  strong subject 
agency necessary fo r social change. N ot as inventive  o r path- 
breaking as the o lder 60s rebels, “ poshes" are w ritte n  as “young 
bucks” igno ran t o f 60s m ilestones,a sad sort o f “w eak sister" to 
earlie r pathfinders o f social justice. “Poshes" m ight even be 
w orking to  betray such efforts, if  on ly be the ir m isguided and 
dow nrigh t foo lish theories o f d ifference and displacem ent, and 
th e ir ta lk  o f lim its  and boundary crossings. In these readings, I 
fe lt Gen X, o r w hat Douglas Coupland calls shin jin  ru i -  in  
Japanese, new human beings. In  W estern cu ltu re  “new ” tends to 
mean special, strong, youth fu l, fresh -  but in  Japan, the “ fresh” 
new  ideas o f shin jin  ru i don ’t cu t any slack com pared to  the 
w isdom  o f the  ancients. O ne’s status as shin jin  rui is n o t to  be 
flaunted in  pub lic , bu t ra ther w ha t one tries desperately to  h ide.

W ith  this m ood in  m ind, I sought (and found) a way to describe the 
tem poral connechons and reconnechons between critica l and “post" 
studies o f education beyond narra ting a simple developm ental h istory 
w h ich  could on ly appropria te  o ther agendas in to  its mass, and found  it  
interestingly enough in  the w ritings o f Sigmund Freud on  deferred achon 
and traum a. A lte rna te  w ritings o f tem pora lity are m ost de fin ite ly  figura l 
to (and for) the sort o f linear, chrono log ica l history narratives seeking to 
ingest all o ther lines o f thought in to  themselves, and the uncerta in , hard 
questions between c ritica l and post w h ich  really should be asked are 
evaded in  such a m ove.
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OCCASIONING RELATIONS: 
W R ITIN G  HISTORY AS DEFERRED 
ACTION

I f  inven tion  is never private, w hat then is its 
re la tion  w ith  a ll the fam ily dramas?

Jacques Derrida, "Psyche: Inventions of the 
O ther” in Lindsay Waters and W lad Gozwich 
(eds), Reading deMan Reading (Minneapolis: 
University o f Minnesota Press, 1989)

It is thus the delay w hich is in  the 
beginning.

Jacques Derrida, "Freud and the Scene o f 
W riting,” Writing and Difference, trans. A lan  

Bass (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press. 
1966)

W ho's A fra id  o f the  Post?

In  a 1988 essay e n titled  "Success and 
Failure in  Educational Reform : A re There 
H istorica l ’Lessons'?,” H erbert K liebard 
raises an im portant pedagogical question: 
can anything be learned from  educational 
history? W hile K liebard ’s in ten t is to 
analyze efforts at school reform , his 
question could also be extended to our 
efforts at curricu lum  theorizing. Often 
accused o f being a fie ld  o f successive 
paradigm  shifts1 and fads, does the history 
o f curricu lum  studies have any lessons to 
teach, and do paradigm s themselves in form  
each o ther in  any way? C erta in ly if  we take 
seriously the claim  w e are e ither liv ing  in  a 
socio-econom ic 'pe riod ' o f postm odem ity2, 
o r experiencing a postm odern condition, an 
aesthetic/cultural m ovem ent3, the "post" has 
been accused o f being a cu ltu ra l logic 
grounded in  a m arket-m enta lity4, 
com pulsively generating and regenerating 
retro-styles and cu ltu ra l costume-changes 
rem oved from  Of n o t subversively 
e lim inating) any progressive o r cum ulative 
sense o f "historical" learning. Can "post" 
theorizing in  curricu lum  studies be sim ilarly

1 W illiam  Pinar, for example, suggested in the late 
1970s and following that the curriculum field was at 
that tim e undergoing a "paradigm shift” which he 
termed "Reconceptualist.” An anthology and history of 
Reconceptualist curriculum theorizing appeared as 
Contemporary Curriculum Discourses, edited by Pinar 
(Scottsdale, AZ: Gorsuch Scarisbrick Publishers,
1988). For a discussion o f whether "paradigm shift" 
was an appropriate term  for this movement, see 
Theodore Brown's "How Fields Change: A  Critique of 
the 'Kuhnian' View," published in the same volume.
2 See David Harvey, The Condition of 
Postmodemity(New York: Blackwell, 1987), and Scott 
Lash and J. Urry, The End o f Organized Capitalism 
(Madison: University o f Wisconsin Press, 1987).
3 See Frederic Jameson, Postmodernism or, the Cultural 
Logic o f Late Capitalism (Durham : Duke University 
Press, 1991), and Jean-Francois Lyotard, The 
Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge 
(Minneapolis: University o f Minnesota Press, 1984).
4 See Frederic Jameson, "Reification and Utopia in
Mass Culture" in Signatures o f the Visible (N ew  York: 
Routledge, 1992), 17-20.
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accused o f sim ply s triv ing  to be the "latest" 
o r most avant garde fad  o f the  moment?

No more im portant and valuable is an 
evaluation o f "post" theorizing  than in  
relation to critica l studies o f education (neo- 
Marxist, fem inist, c ritica l pedagogy and 
race-theory studies).5 Fo llow ing  the New 
Sociology o f the 1970s, the lite ra tu re  and 
paradigms o f neo-M andsm and critica l 
pedagogy in  the 1980s and early 1990s 
attacked positivistic, ah isto rica l and 
apolitical analyses o f education proposed 
by liberal and conservative educational 
writers alike. C oncerned tha t education be 
em ancipatory and transform ative in  its 
efFects, critica l studies o f education at times 
was startlingly said to  be in  "retreat" by the 
early 1990s, fading befo re  the "new" 
paradigms o f postm odernism  and 
poststructuralism (A nyon 1994, 115-133). 
Had/has critica l studies been supplanted by 
the "posts"?

Accusations against "post" theorizing from 
critical pedagogy and neo-M arxists have 
included the "post's" e litis t language and

5I use the term "critical studies o f education" realizing 
there is no simple way to define the term. Critical 
pedagogy draws upon various sources, including neo- 
Marxism, critical theory, structuralism, and to some 
extent, feminism, and m ore essentialist studies of race. 
More recently, this list could be extended to include 
poststructuralism, postmodernism and postcolonialism, 
but arguably these last three are used in critical 
pedagogy in an appropriative m anner that is often 
problematic. Feminist studies and feminist pedagogy 
should be considered a separate, if related area (see 
Carmen Luke and Jennifer Gore. The Struggle for 
Pedagogies (N ew  York: Routledge, 1992). Theories o f 
race and racial difference are sim ilarly related to 
critical pedagogy but should not be considered 
completely w ithin the latteris scope. O ther authors are 
more likely to use the term  "radical pedagogy," but my 
use of "critical" is a specific attem pt to evoke 
connections w ith critical theory and Frankfurt school 
philosophy. Transformative pedagogy is a broader 
term, concerned w ith challenging social inequalities as 
they emerge in school and other cultural settings; but 
it does not in all cases trace origins to critical theory or 
Frankfurt school theorizing.

stylistic arrogance6, its "anything goes" 
p luralism  (Anyon 1994, 118; Bordo 1990, 
133-156), and m ost commonly, the "post's" 
supposed overly-theoretical orienta tion 
w h ich  ignores the m ateria lity o f real people 
in  the  education system and denies the 
agency necessary fo r social change. One 
alm ost gets the sense from  the critica l camp 
tha t the  post is somehow a fa iled present 
com pared to a m ore heroic and "politica l" 
past.7 N o t inventive  o r path-breaking, and 
too co m p lic it w ith  faddish theoretical 
flourishes (no tab ly "French theory"), "post" 
theorizing is perhaps simply no t 
oppositiona l o r transgressive enough fo r 
m any c ritica l pedagogues and neo-Marxists. 
Pompous and unrealistic, "posts" appear as 
a sort o f weak sib ling to earlier pathfinders 
o f social justice; characteristic o f many 
com m entaries, Jean Anyon's 1994 article 
en titled  "The Retreat o f Marxism and 
Socialist Fem inism: Postmodern and 
Poststructural Theories o f Education” even 
suggests a sense o f betrayal b y  "posts," o f a 
younger generation "gone w rong" in  its 
m isguided and even foolish theories o f and 
fo r social change (Anyon, 1994).

W h ile  such antagonism between 
(neo)M antist and poststructural (and

6 For recent examples see Michael Apple, "Power, 
M eaning and Identity: Critical Sociology of Education 
in the United States," British Journal o f Sociology 17. 
no. 2 (1996), 125-144 and Gaby W einer, Feminisms in 
Education: An Introduction (Buckingham and 
Philadelphia: Open University Press, 1994). For an 
earlier discussion o f this criticism, see Henry Giroux's 
response to those complaining of elitist language in, 
"Language. Difference and Curriculum Theory: 
Beyond the Politics o f Clarity," Theory into Practice, 3 1 
no. 3 (Sum m er 1992), 219-227. See also Patti Lather’s 
response to such complaints in "Troubling Clarity: The 
Politics o f Accessible Language," (paper presented at 
the Am erican Educational Research Association 
Annual Meeting, San Francisco, CA, April 1995).
7 Lois W eis seems to agree with Jean Anyon's claim  
that postmodernism is "nonpolitical." See Weis, 
"Qualitative Research in Sociology o f Education:
Reflections on the 1970s and Beyond" in W illiam  Pink 
and George Noblit eds.. Continuity and Contradiction: 
The Futures of {he Sociology of Education (Cresskill, NJ: 
Ham pton Press, 1995), 169. 14ff-
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postm odern) proponents appears in 
education, these antagonisms can be traced 
to some o f the earliest encounters o f 
Frankfurt School Marxists (Adom o, 
Horkeim er, and later Marcuse and others) 
in  what they would designate as the 
proto typ ica l embodim ent o f “ the" 
postm odern environm ent: the ir W W 2 exile 
Lotusland home in  Los Angeles. W h ile  it  
may seem a b it o f a divergence, b rie fly  
review ing the history o f these German exiles 
in  L.A. m ay provide a com parative 
background to some o f the current 
struggles between critica l and poststructural 
(and postmodern) positions in  education 
and curricu lum  studies, fo r the W eim ar 
diaspora who wrote some o f the m ost 
foundational works conceptualizing 
m odernism  d id  so w hile in  exile in  Los 
Angeles, and by conceiving Los Angeles as 
the “most advanced” (and therefore 
“bellw eather”) location o f capitalism ’s 
future.

For European intellectuals and artists 
escaping the Gestapo o f the concentration 
camps, the opulence o f the ir new  hom e in  
Los Angeles offered life-saving contracts 
from  the m ovie studios, bu t also an alien 
landscape seemingly fa r rem oved from  the ir 
nostalgic memories o f pre-Fascist Europe.8 
Years la te r after returning to Frankfurt, 
Theodor Adom o suggested it  was scarcely 
an exaggeration that any contem porary 
consciousness contained something 
reactionary to the Am erican experience 
(Jay 1985, 123). Indeed, the new  Santa 
M onica address o f the Institute fo r Social 
Research at the beginning o f the w ar 
brought w ith  it a profound im pact on these 
European intellectuals’ theorizing o f 
m odernist culture. In  Minima Moralia: 
Reflections From a Damaged Life, A dom o 
w rote  o f the isolation o f these intellectuals

8 Some 10-15.000 refugees (many professionals) were 
allowed to settle on the West coast during the war. 
See Gerald Nash, The American West Transformed: the 
Impact of the Second World War (Bloomington, IN: 
1985).

from native Angelenos, bu t in  m any cases 
this segregation was little  m ore than self- 
imposed, the emigrees content to cling to 
their high European ideals and biases like  a 
cultural life-preserver (H e ilbu t 1983).9

Los Angeles was view ed by these exiles as a 
“wasteland," a lo w b ro w  fleshpot robbed o f 
its leisurely pub lic spaces by the influence o f 
the autom obile, and conta in ing little  o f the 
sophisticated high cu ltu re  o r h istorical 
ambience o f centra l Europe -  indeed, only 
able to produce sad, fagade landscapes o f 
Parisian boulevards o r cafes (W agner,
1935). In the ir Dialectic o f Enlightenment, 
Horkheim er and A dom o focussed on the 
aestheticization and sublim ation o f the ir 
favored pro le ta ria t by  rad io  jingles and a 
“washing-m achine-in-every-house" 
suburban consumerism:

...the  new  bungalows on the 
outskirts are at one w ith  the flim sy 
structures o f the w o rld  fairs in  the ir 
prom ise o f technolog ica l progress 
and the ir b u ild -in  dem and to be 
discarded a fte r a short w hile  like 
em pty food cans...M ovies and 
radio need no longer pretend to be 
art. The tru th  tha t they are just 
businesses is m ade in to  an ideology 
in  order to  justify  the rubbish they 
deliberately produce.
...A  technological rationale is the 
rationale o f dom ination itself. 
...Autom obiles, bombs, and movies 
keep the w ho le  th ing together... 
(1989, 120-1).

The Marxist aesthetician and p layw right 
Brecht was so despondent in  his Angeleno 
existence he w ro te  “ ...o n  th inking about

9 Interestingly, the European intellectual exiles 
completely ignored labour struggles in the aircraft 
industries, conditions in  the working class areas o f 
downtown LA, and the struggles o f the Mexican- 
American neighborhoods. See Anthony Heilbut, 
Exiled in Paradise: German Refugee Artists and 
Intellectuals in America (Boston: Viking Press, 1983).
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Hell, that it  m ust be/S till m ore like Los 
Angeles" (1976, 367).

Indeed, the  s itua tion  o f the European 
in te llectua l exiles in  Los Angeles seems 
nothing less than bizarre: to im agine a 
renowned p la yw righ t such as Brecht 
shopping a t a strip  m all, o r a sophisticated 
philosopher such as A dom o picking up 
canned b ee r at a com er grocery store puts 
in to  perspective the ir co llective h o rro r at 
(what we w o u ld  now  term ) “postm odern” 
culture. There  were, o f course, “p rope r” 
Marxist concerns a t the pro letarian ization o f 
in tellectuals b y  H ollyw ood; Gabler (1988, 
324) quotes M ilto n  Sperling as com plaining 
o f Taylorization in  the studio w riting  
departm ents:

T hey w ou ld  w a lk around and see if  
everyone was typing. ...W hen 
W arne r o r Cohn w ou ld  be seen 
com ing  tow ard  the build ing, 
som eone w ou ld  say ‘He’s com ing’ 
and a ll the typew riters w ou ld  start. 
...H e  [Jack W arner] couldn ’t 
understand w hy people w eren’t 
always typing.

But the exiles’ despair was also to a large 
extent tha t o f being im m ersed in, and 
possibly rendered  insignificant by, a to ta l 
“pop" (and American') cu ltu ra l environm ent. 
Schoenberg taught studio composers who 
w rote m usic fo r m onster movies and 
suspense th rille rs ; Stravinsky’s big break 
came w hen he revam ped the Rice o f Spring 
fo r Disney’s dancing broom sticks in  
Fantasia (M acD onald, 1978). Schoenberg 
was apparently incensed when tou r guides 
on the buses tha t drove by his Brentwood 
home ignored  it, b u t pointed out Shirley 
Tem ple’s across the street (N ew lin 1980,
42). A dom o w ro te  scathing critiques o f the 
astrology co lum ns o f the L.A. Times. These 
reactions p o rtra y  an alienated disgust w ith  
(o r a “takeover” o f high cu lture  by) “lo w ” 
and mass cu ltu re . The a rriva l o f H erbert 
Marcuse in  the  1960s (to anchor the

philosophy departm ent at UCSD) seemed 
to  m ark a change in  a ttitude fro m  the 
F rankfurt School as Marcuse welcomed 
“ lo w ” and popular cu ltu ra l opposition  to  his 
‘one dim ensional society': u n like  A dom o 
before him , Marcuse praised jazz and soul 
music and supported the B lack Panthers. 
Mass culture how ever, was n o t as 
supportive o f Marcuse and perfo rm ed its 
ow n k illing  critique o f the cu ltu ra l c ritic  by 
w ritin g  him  first as ce lebrity, and then as 
passing fad.10

Thus Marxist critics o f the cu ltu re  industry 
(and o f Los Angeles in  p a rticu la r) have 
never fared w ell in  the postm odern 
environm ent, w hether rev iling  it  in  an 
oppositional stance as a distasteful, an ti­
in te llectua l phenom ena, o r em bracing 
elements o f it  on ly to continue oppositiona l 
argum ents fo r social change and social 
justice. Perhaps feeling “ou t o f th e ir 
e lem ent,” unable to adjust to  the  social 
im pact o f consumer capitalism  and 
w orldw ide  popular cu lture, the  antagonism  
betw een critica l and “post” developed 
during  wartim e in  L.A. continues today in  
alm ost every d iscip linary fie ld , and 
education is no exception.

R eturning to Kliebard's question then, can 
anything be learned w ith in  educational 
studies between c ritica l and “post” 
orientations? Is th e ir re la tionsh ip  o n ly  that 
o f a c ritica l camp ‘fading’ before the ‘daw n’ 
o f a “post" era? W hat is the nature o f 
genesis in  the "new" post paradigm  o f 
cu rricu lum  studies? Does the “post" 
present and the critica l past refocus one 
another, o r do they have noth ing  in  
com m on but status as fleeting fads? For 
w hat is at stake between these tw o 
orientations is noth ing less than the 
question o f ualue (can the "value" o f a 
theoretica l practice be articulated? can it

10 Marcuse was described early in the 1960s as Time 
magazine's “Pied Piper o f Insurgent Youth" but faded 
into unimportance.
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be compared?) and the question o f 
difference (how  must the in s titu tio n  o f 
curricu lum  studies react to  and understand 
difference? do we shout past each other, 
descend into a static silence, affirm  
pluralism , o r what?). Between the critica l 
and the post is also the question o f theojy 
itself, fo r the c ritica l cla im  tha t theory be 
applied to enlighten and em ancipate 
m arginal groups clashes w ith  the post claim  
tha t theorizing itse lf is a type o f practice 
(Lather 1995). The fo rm e r renders theory 
ornam ental and po litics external, w h ile  the 
la tte r argues theorizing itse lf as a type o f 
po litica l (political-epistem ological) practice. 
So w hat is the nature o f the  relationship 
between critica l and post? A nd  who's 
afraid o f the "post," anyway?

H istory as Return

Returns are nothing new  to  h istory and 
h istorical discourses. In a sense, a ll h istory 
is a return, a repetitive  representation 
w hich results in  an account o f the event. 
But such a statem ent hides the fact both 
change and repe tition  are inevitab le  
elements in such returns. For w h ile  the 
representation o f an event aims to be an 
exactly repetitive re turn, it is inevitab ly a 
re turn  which also changes the event 
through its representation. In  "W hat is an 
Author?", M ichel Foucault w rites o f returns 
m ade to the texts o f M arx and Freud (w hile  
Foucault never specifies this, c learly  he is 
re ferring  to the "return" readings o f these 
authors by A lthusser and Lacan) (Foucault 
1977, 113-138).

For Foucault, a re turn  is n o t a "rediscovery" 
w h ich  unearths past "treasures," no r is it  a 
"reactivation" w h ich  inserts a past discourse 
in to  a tota lly d iffe rent practice. Foucault 
states, " If we return, it  is because o f a basic 
and constructive om ission...fw h ich l can 
on ly be resolved by a re turn" (Ib id , 135, m y 
emphasis). A  re turn  in  this sense is no t a 
supplement, b u t a reading tha t cuts through 
supplemental translations and

com m entaries to  question the very 
structure o f the  discourse itself. Lacan 
"returns" to  F reud no t by identifying 
therapeutic contribu tions to an ego 
psychology, b u t to  the Freud who disclosed 
a decentered se lf and the language o f the 
unconscious. Althusser's re turn  to M arx 
exposes n o t an ideolog ica l M arx in ten t 
upon hum anistic problem s o f inequa lity and 
alienation, b u t a scientific M arx making an 
epistem ological b reak tow ard  "scientific 
history," to w a rd  h istorica l m aterialism . In  
both these examples, the re turn  is 
prom pted b y  an om ission, w hat Foucault 
variously nam es "gap," "absence," o r "em pty 
space,” an om ission tha t is "concealed” and 
"nonaccidental" (Ib id ). A nd  in  both these 
examples, the  significance o f the discourse 
is rad ica lly a lte red  by the return. This is no t 
the passive o r consum eristic repetition o f 
m uch postm odern cu ltu re  -- nostalgically 
repeating in  the 90s c lo th ing  fashions like  
bellbottom s o f the 70s, o r cocktail parties o f 
the 50s, in  o rd e r to  create new  markets fo r 
goods. Foucau lt’s returns are returns w ith  a 
purpose -  n o t the slavish extraction o f lost 
ideals o r fo rgo tten  wisdoms, o r even the 
inventive cre a tion  o f new  practices from  
old discoveries, b u t a rehearsal and a 
restoration o f in te g rity  to  a discourse w h ich  
resituates its status in  the present. Such 
returns are, then, launched by  questions 
posed to the  discourses, seeking answers to 
the discourse's inheren t gaps and 
"constructive om issions."11

W ith  Foucault's sense o f h istory as re turn, I 
am suggesting a process quite  different from  
m ore tra d itio n a l narratives o f historical

11 The method I am  generally describing here is quite 
similar in this regard to Foucaultian genealogy. For 
Foucault, by asking a question o r posing a problem, 
the euent is constituted and events are arranged in a 
series to produce the genealogy. History in this regard 
is really just an  attem pt to conceptualize the event, 
whereby differentiated histories, w ith their own 
concepts and their own senses of temporality, arrive. 
This does not m ean that Foucault's project is to create 
a general theory o f history, but it is more the case he 
engages in historical inquiries, historical practices.
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process between d iffering theore tica l 
orientations. There is, I believe, a tendency 
w ith in  critica l traditions to narrate 
(in tentiona lly o r not) a developmental 
h istory fo r themselves w hich negates any 
sense o f h istory as return, o r a h istory tha t is 
open to, and influenced by, gaps and 
nonaccidental omissions.12 W hile  some 
trace lines o f influence upon c ritica l studies 
o f education back to the social 
reconstructionists o f the 1920s and 1930s,13 
many histories narrate m ore im m ediate and 
precursory developm ental influences in  
New Sociology, (in particu la r M .F.D. 
Young's 1971 Knowledge and Control), 
through to reproduction theory (no tab ly 
Bowles and Gintis’ 1976 Schooling in 
Capitalist America, and Bourdieu and 
Passeron's 1977 Reproduction in Education, 
Society and Culture), to resistance theory14,

12 I use die term "development" cautiously, in the sense 
that I do not wish to imply all such narrated histories 
advocate linear, teleological, or predestined 
"progress;" but quite deliberately utilize "development" 
in the sense of purposeful connectedness between events 
which builds identity over time. "Development," like 
"evolution," can be a shaky, unstable and at times 
discontinuous process, but nonetheless one which 
appears, in retrospect, to have a logic of 
epistemological self-correction -  the sense that future 
stages, having reflected fully on past stages, react by 
correcting past errors in future theories. This creates a 
circular identity story of "failures,” "change." 
"succession," and "succession's causes," narrating a 
(seemingly) closed loop o f argumentation and thus 
guaranteeing the identity o f this one "developing" 
paradigm or theory apart from the identities o f other 
theories.
13 See W illiam  Stanley, Curriculum for Utopia: Social 
Reconstructionism and Critical Pedagogy in the 
Postmodern Era (Albany: State University o f New  York 
Press. 1992). See also W illiam  Schubert's claim  that 
reconceptualists (Pinaris term) should not be 
considered "neoreconstructionists" by tracing a lineage 
between 1980s theorizing and the reconstructionism of 
the 1930s and 1950s. W illiam  H . Schubert,
Curriculum: Perspective, Paradigm, and Possibility (New  
York: Macmillan, 1986), pp. 319-326.
14 For examples o f resistance theory, see H enry Giroux, 
Theories and Resistance in Education (South Hadley, 
MA: Bergin and Garvey, 1983); Michael Apple. 
Education and Power (London: Routledge and Kegan 
Paul, 1982); Michael Apple and Lois Weiss, Ideology

to the transform ative in te llectua l and the 
critica l and transform ative pedagogy o f the 
1980s and early 1990s. W h ile  the mere 
chronological n a rra tion  o f this history 
appears to d raw  it  in to  the realm  o f a linear, 
continual form ation , a t tim es some authors 
b luntly state an alm ost progressivist history. 
A  recent m apping o f sociology o f education 
by Pink and N ob lit, fo r example, recounts 
that the N ew Sociology o f education "was a 
response to the fa ilu re  o f o the r sociological 
approaches," (P ink and N o b lit 1995, 13) -- 
thereby im plying previous "phases" o f 
critica l studies "cause" o r b ring  about the 
"next" phase. Even w ith o u t w riting  causal 
links between "phases" in  a developmental 
sequence, historians o f c ritica l studies in 
education can narra te  a "fam ily- 
resemblance" generalization designed to 
encompass differences betw een theories, 
thus draw ing authors and orientations 
together in to  a large m ovem ent. Pink and 
N oblit state the ir h is torica l p ro ject aims to 
"illustrate in  w hat ways seem ingly 
disconnected and con trad ic to ry  w ork have 
both com m on roots and in  m any cases 
sim ilar goals," ind ica ting  th e ir in tent to 
narrate a com m on m ovem ent headed in 
sim ilar d irections Gbid, 25-26).

But other, less obvious rhe to rica l practices 
have been em ployed to create the 
appearance o f a developing and 
developmental paradigm -in-process. Other 
recent histories o f c ritica l studies in 
education emphasize such h istory as a 
"record o f specific struggles fo r liberation 
and a source fo r bu ild ing  a theory o f 
political ethics"(S tanley 1992, 113, my 
emphasis). W hile  n o t line a r o r specifically 
progressivist in  nature, nevertheless this

and Practice in Schooling (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 1983); Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed , trans. M .B. Rames (N ew  York: Seabury 
Press, 1970); Ira Shor, Critical Teaching and Everyday 
Life (Boston: South End Press, 1979); Paul Willis, 
Learning to Labour (W estm ead, England: Saxon 
House). See also H enry Giroux, Teachers as 
Intellectuals: Toward a  Critical Pedagogy of Learning 
(Massachusetts: Bergin and Garvey, 1988).
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rhetorical m ove im plies c ritica l studies o f 
education develop by u tiliz ing  a static past 
historical record to  im prove current 
practices. Stanley, fo r example, cites Henry 
Giroux as one w ho has done the "good 
w ork o f h istory” to  find  examples and 
direction fo r c ritica l pedagogy from  social 
reconstructionism , using history (as G iroux 
puts it) as a "liberating remembrance" 
(Giroux 1988, 81). The nostalgic sense o f 
history-as-archive w a iting  to be (as Foucault 
reports) rom antica lly "reactivated" feeds a 
developm ental a ttitude tow ard critical 
studies where the good lessons and wisdom  
o f the past develop present studies in 
unproblem atic ways.

Given the anim osity in  the earliest 
encounters between critica l studies o f 
education and "post" studies,ls it seems 
clear that "post" studies fit uneasily at best 
into a critica l h istorica l narrative. Even 
some o f the most recent critiques o f "post" 
studies continue these earlie r adverse 
encounters.16 A nd this is precisely the

I5One of the most w idely known o f such encounters is 
Elizabeth Ellsworth's "W hy Doesn't This Feel 
Empowering? W orking Through the Repressive Myths 
o f Critical Pedagogy, Harvard Educational Reuiew, 59 
no. 3 (1989). 297-324- Peter McLaren's rejoinder was 
published in "Schooling the Postmodern Body: Critical 
Pedagogy and the Politics o f Enfleshment," Journal of 
Education, 170 no. 3 (1988), 53-83 and Henry Giroux's 
in "Border Pedagogy in the Age o f Postmodernism," 
Journal of Education. 170 no. 3 (1988), 162-181. See 
also Jennifer Gore, "W hat Can W e Do For You! W hat 
Can We Do For You? Struggling over Empowerment 
in Critical and Feminist Pedagogy." Educational 
Foundations 4  no. 3 (1990), 5-26; Carmen Luke, 
"Feminist Politics in Radical Pedagogy" in Carmen Luke 
and Jennifer Gore, Feminisms in Critical Pedagogy 
(New  York: Routledge, 1992), 25-53; Patti Lather, 
"Post-Critical Pedagogies: A  Feminist Reading," 
Education and Society 9 no. 1-2 (1991). While it is 
clear that Luke, Gore, and Lather's critiques of and 
commentaries on critical pedagogy are mightily 
argued from feminist perspectives, it is nonetheless 
important to note the original debate between 
Ellsworth, McLaren and Giroux was quite specifically 
about the role o f poststructural and postmodern 
theories for critical studies o f education.
16 As mentioned previously, Apple complains of the 
relativism and stylistic arrogance o f post theories (see

problem . Narrating c ritica l studies o f 
education as developmental process goes 
hand in  hand w ith condem ning "post" 
studies as a cheap copy, o r "failed" "new" 
p ro ject in  transform ative education. For by 
m odelling historical narrative as 
developm ental process, c ritica l studies o f 
education can easily become a 
m etanarrative appropriating a ll else in to  its 
developm ental sequence and assigning 
value and difference according to 
generalizations which describe its a ll- 
encompassing paradigm. Further, such a 
rhe to rica l move m onolith ica lly creates 
"critica l studies" as a self-present discourse 
where a ll else is repetition o f an o rig ina l, or 
worse, com m odification o f a nostalg ically 
m ore "hero ic” or "historical" paradigm .

Changing Signs o f H istory

I f  then, the manner in  w hich we write 
history has a significant im pact on the 
h istory tha t is written, w hat can be the 
nature o f this "history" between c ritica l 
pedagogy and "post" theorizing? I f  this 
h istory is not narrated as naturalized, 
"developm ental sequence," how  then can 
h istory be narrated, and where does that 
leave K liebard’s "history lessons"?

Earlier, I suggested h istory as return im p lied  
n o t a static o r exact repetition  o f past 
events, b u t repetition and change. As 
LaCapra notes, historians typ ica lly accept 
an opposition between synchrony 
(atem poral, "pure" repetition) and 
diachrony (change), rendering repe tition

note 6); McLaren senses an anti-materialism and a loss 
o f human agency (Gert Biesta and Siebren Miedema, 
"Provisional Utopias in a Postcolonial W orld: An 
Interview  with Peter McLaren” in Peter McLaren, ed.. 
Revolutionary Multiculturalism: Pedagogies of Dissent 
for the New Millennium (Boulder, Colorado: W estview  
Press, 1997). 228-9; Philip W exler complains "post" 
theorizing smacks of commodification and 
consumerism (Wexler, "After Postmodernism: A  New  
Age Social Theory in Education" in Richard Smith and 
Philip W exler, eds., After Postmodernism: Education, 
Politics, and Identity (London: Falmer Press, 1995), 76.
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noth ing  more than a fixed and  static 
"ahistorical" process, w h ile  "H istory" 
becomes an equally idealized d iachron ic 
process o f change (LaCapra 1 9 8 7 , 12).
Such an opposition undu ly and decidedly 
separates history from  philosophy and 
elim inates the duplic itous na tu re  o f 
representation from  the p ractice  o f w riting  
history. By creating a naturalized, 
developm ental h istory o f c ritic a l studies in  
education, the mimetic d im ension o f w riting  
is missed, and strategies o f m im esis u tilized  
in  "post" theorizing can be overlooked.

H om i Bhaba, fo r example, suggests a 
perform ative strategy o f m im ic ry  w hich 
plays upon the co lon ia l desire to assimulate 
the native O ther on ly in  o rd e r to tu rn  the 
co lonia l gaze back upon itse lf. Rather than 
resisting colonial efforts at assim ulation, the 
native m im ics this position, a im ing to 
appear (in  Bhaba's case) as "English as 
possible" and thus p a rtia lly  reassuring 
co lon ia l power. But the p rodu ction  o f 
m im icked ("not qu ite /no t w h ite ") 
Englishmen is also p ro fo und ly  disturbing, 
fo r "m im icry is at once resem blance and 
m enace" (Bhaba 1984, 132). As the once 
fam ilia r identity o f the co lon ize r is relocated 
to the native O ther, it  re turns uncannily 
d istorted and subverts any re tu rn  o f the 
same to the colonia l gaze; instead it  proves 
an unsettling, re turn  gaze o f otherness 
w h ich  disrupts fixed co lon ia l identities. 
Bhaba's strategy o f mimesis enacts agency 
b y refusing to separate and idealize m im etic 
processes o f repetition  and change, 
mobilizing pow er ra ther than re ify ing  it  in to  
stable locations o f oppressive co lonizer and 
native Other. H istory as narra ted  in  
developm ental sequence w o u ld  miss not 
o n ly  the agency a rticu la ted  in  the 
am bivalence o f mimesis, b u t s im ila rly  miss 
the (d ifferently perform ed, b u t nonetheless) 
utopian dimension o f such a m im etic 
strategy, whereby Bhaba posits n o t w hat 
can be, but articulates w hat cannot be On 
this case, "pure" co lon ia l pow er and 
dom ination). By registering the  unsaid o f

co lon ia l re lations, mimesis can serve as a 
perfo rm ative  strategy o f utopian critique. 
But bo th  th is u top ian  critique, and a 
poten tia lly  useful strategy o f agency, are 
sim ply overlooked  w ith in  a 
deve lopm enta lly narra ted critica l history.

A  second shortsightedness o f history-as- 
developm ental-sequence entails the missed 
pedagogical p o in t o f "post" historical 
practices -  tha t discursive "gaps" or 
"constructive omissions" cannot sim ply be 
rem edied in  tim e  w ith  the quite rational, 
conscious "returns" im p lied  by a 
developm ental sequence w hich analyzes 
"past" stages o f the  sequence to correct 
"errors" and re form ulate  future stages in  the  
developm ent o f theory. If  we accept the 
proposition tha t know ledge is no t objective 
bu t self-know ledge (not just knowledge o f  
the self, b u t the  selfs relation to knowledge, 
com plete w ith  the anticipations and 
resistances the  se lf has to certain 
know ledge), it  seems strange to narrate a 
historical "pedagogy" where history has 
none bu t ra tio n a l and consciously- 
deliberated lessons to teach. This seems a 
doub ly strange h isto ry fo r critica l studies in  
education w h ich  has loud ly  proclaim ed tha t 
id en tity  "m atters," tha t differential 
subjectivities are produced and continued 
between genders, races, classes, sexes, and 
other cu ltu ra l groupings, and that such 
differences im p ly  d iffe rentia l lived 
experiences,including affective elements in  
and o f such experiences. Indeed, as Jane 
Kenway po in ts o u t in  the w ork o f teaching 
fem inism  to  m en, "deep psychic sensitivities 
are invo lved" (Kenw ay 1997); Deborah 
Britzm an (1995, 159) argues that 
know ledge and ignorance always im p ly and 
im plicate  the  m anner in  which a subject 
consciously and unconsciously imagines 
h im - o r herse lf as "norm al" (or not). A  
narrated h is to ry  o f c ritica l studies in  
education m ust then come to grips w ith  the  
effect o f unconscious gaps and omissions, 
w ith  the psychic econom y which produces 
effects no t consciously intended o r
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ra tiona lly  predicted and "useable" to  create 
log ical and developm ental lessons from  past 
theories and paradigms.

A  th ird  d ifficu lty  w ith  narra ting  history-as- 
developm ental-sequence stems fro m  the 
effect o f balkanization such histories 
produce. By narrating themselves as 
developm ental sequences, paradigm s o r 
theoretical orientations strive to  specify 
themselves as unique and orig inal, 
separated from  any o ther than m in im a l 
connection w ith  o ther orientations.
Debates surrounding the  re la tionsh ip  
between critica l and "post" studies have 
tended (on both sides) to  emphasize 
differences (w hich in  itse lf is n e ith e r good 
nor bad), bu t to the effect tha t these 
paradigms are seem ingly on h is to rica lly  
isolated trajectories w ith  self-contained 
beginnings and therefore substantial (and 
potentia lly  antagonistic) conceptual and 
theoretical "differences." This in  tu rn  can 
lead to the overly-sim plistic 
characterizations com m on o f descriptions 
in  the educational research fie ld  as a w hole: 
the fie ld  is a story o f "com peting 
paradigms," or a story o f "p lu ra liza tion," 
w ith  concurrent calls fo r "to lerance" and 
"inclusion" across differences. Again, it  is 
m y contention that how  we te ll the 
h istorical tales o f theoretical orienta tions 
and paradigms is as significant as the  tales 
themselves, and I w ou ld  no t w ish to  fa ll in to  
the sentim ental trap o f simply ca lling  fo r 
m ore "tolerance" between c ritica l and 
"post" studies in education. Instead, w hat I 
w ou ld  like  to  suggest in  the rem a inder o f 
this paper is an alternate practice o f 
narrating a history and a re la tionsh ip  
between "post" and critica l studies o f 
education using psychoanalytic m odels o f 
traum a studies and the re lated concepts o f 
repetition, recollection and deferred action. 
W hile  there are those w ho have suggested 
in  general ways that critica l and "post" 
studies are o r should be som ehow

connected,17 exactly w ha t this relationship 
is, o r how  it  m igh t operate  is no t 
particu la rly  clear. I argue a psychoanalytic 
narrative practice provides a m ore specific 
(and co incidenta lly, less oppositional) 
account o f the tu rns and returns between 
"post" and c ritica l research in  education. By 
narrating h istory as a psychoanalytic history, 
a history-as-subject acting  ou t and working 
through18 events and  processes, certain 
atavistic elements o f c ritica l scholarly 
h istory can be a rticu la ted  w ith o u t losing o r 
rendering "unsaid" the  unconscious 
processes w h ich  co n jo in tly  figure  histories. 
Such a psychoanalytic h istory cou ld  also 
a llow  fo r a w ide r range o f signification 
practices and strategies under the sign o f 
the "po litica l" than a re  cu rren tly  articulated 
under a developm enta l h is to ry o f either 
orientation.

Freudian Tem pora lity: D eferred A ction

In order to  narrate a new  genealogy I need 
to elaborate a p ropos itio n  basic to the 
rem ainder o f m y argum ent: tha t history, 
particu la rly m odern ist history, is often 
conceived unconsciously o r not, as i f  it 
behaved like a subject. Indeed, the custom 
o f narra ting h is tory in  evolutionary, de- 
evolutionary, progressive o r regressive 
terms, and the te leo log ica l rhe to rica l 
strategies im p lic it in  m any h istorical 
practices seems to  ind ica te  this subject-like

17 See, for example, the interesting verb used by 
Michael Apple, who suggests we should "let these 
traditions 'rub against each other1." Apple, "Power, 
Meaning and Identity: C ritical Sociology o f Education 
in the United States" British Journal of Sociology of 
Education 17:2,133-
l8I use the terms "acting out" and "working through" in 
their psychoanalytic register. For discussion of the 
former, see Freud's "Remembering, Repeating and 
Working Through (Further Recommendations on 
Technique)" (1914), Standard Edition, 12, 150-153- For 
development and use o f the latter term , see Freud's 
Studies on Hysteria (1895): see also Nicholas T. Rand. 
"Introduction" in Nicolas Abraham  and M aria Torok, 
The Shell and the Kernel vo l I .  ed Nicholas T . Rand 
(Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1994), 8-9.
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assum ption.19 G iven, then, that narrated 
h istory has and could  be m odelled as a 
subject capable o f repression, recollection, 
o r resistance, a d iffe ren t tem porality than 
linear, chronological tim e is im plicated.

For Freud, the subject appears neither 
in tact no r progressively achieving a fu lfilled  
and in tegrated end; rather, the subject is 
structured by and through expectations and 
resignifications o f traum atic events. Despite 
only scattered references throughout his 
w riting , deferred action (Nachtraglichkeit) in  
Freud is just such a form  o f repetitive 
tem porality. M entioned in both his Project 
for a Scientific Psychology (1895) and in  his 
Further Remarks on the Neuro-Psychoses o f 
Defense (1896), "deferred action" appears as 
a concept most p rom inen tly in  the History 
o f an Infantile Neurosis (1918), Freud's 
discussion on the "W o lf M an," Sergei 
Constantinovitch Pankeiev.20 For Freud, 
deferred action describes how  the subject's 
in itia l fa iled  efforts to b ind  an 
overw helm ing, traum atic rupture are fina lly  
worked through on ly by  a la ter event that 
recodes the  in itia l rup ture  retroactively. As 
Jean Laplanche (1989, 88) suggests, "it 
always takes tw o traumas to make a 
traum a"; a traum atic event can only be

19 W hile I could devote an entire volume toward 
supporting this thesis, there are numerous examples 
inside and outside academia which illustrate the 
subject-like practices of history (which for my 
argument, include repression, resistance, recollection, 
and deferred action) -- from the rather over-zealous 
efforts o f Hollywood’s O liver Stone to narrate 
repression in Am erican history in films like JFK and 
Nixon, to the more specific claims of a writer like Toni 
Morrison, who claims in Playing in Che Dark (New  
York: Vintage Books, 1993) that the literary history o f 
American fiction betrays an "Africanist presence" 
which is repressed, to a intellectual historian like 
Dominick LaCapra who advocates for a productive 
exchange between psychoanalysis and history 
(LaCapra, "History and Psychoanalysis," in The Trials of 
Psychoanalysis, ed. Frangoise M eltzer (Chicago: 
University o f Chicago Press, 1987), 9-38.
20 A ll references are from Sigmund Freud, The 
Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of 
Sigmund Freud, ed. and trans. James Strachey, 24 vols. 
(London: 1953-1974).

articu la ted  by another w hich resignifies it, 
and the subject is constituted o n ly  in  
deferred action. This last po in t is o f 
particu la r im portance to poststructuralists 
such as Jacques Derrida, who claim s 
Freud’s discovery o f deferral is precisely 
tha t w h ich  interrupts the claim  to a self­
presence o f the present: 'To defer (differer) 
thus cannot mean to re tard a present 
possibility, to postpone an act, to p u t o ff a 
perception already now  possible. [Differer 
must be]...determ ined outside any 
teleological o r eschatological horizon" 
(D errida 1978, 203).

C learly, Freud d id  not consciously develop 
fu lly  the concept o f nachtraglichkeit to  any 
significant extent. Referred to as "retention 
hysteria" in  Freud's Studies on Hysteria 
(1895), deferred action was most fu lly  
explained in  his Project for a Scientific 
Psychology: "Here we have the case o f a 
m em ory arousing an affect w hich it  d id  no t 
arouse as an experience, because in  the 
m eantim e the change [brought about] 
...had made possible a d ifferent 
understanding o f w hat was rem em bered" 
(Freud, SE, 1, 356) He goes on to state on 
the same page: "We invariab ly find  tha t a 
m em ory is repressed w hich has on ly 
becom e a traum a by deferred action." In  
Further Remarks on the Neuro-Psychoses o f 
Defense , Freud suggests "the traum as o f 
ch ildhood operate in a deferred fashion as 
thought they w ere fresh experiences" (ib id , 
3, 166-7). A nd in  The Interpretation o f  
Dreams, deferred action receives o n ly  short 
m ention (ib id , 4, 205), b u t receives a large 
revis it in  The History o f An Infantile Neurosis 
Obid, 17, 45f))■ W ith  this la tter "W o lf Man" 
case, Freud clearly indicates deferred 
action  as a unique experience o f repetitive  
tem porality, as he explains how  the patient, 
as a ch ild , received "an impression to  w hich 
he is unable to  react adequately; he is on ly 
able to understand it and to be m oved by it  
w hen the impression is revived in  h im  at 
the age o f four; and only tw enty years 
la ter...is he able to grasp...what was then
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going on in  him " (ib id ). The consequences 
fo r analysis are clear -  "And in  this, we 
fo llo w  him  since, ...the effect m ust be the 
same as though the distance between the 
second and th ird  periods o f tim e could  be 
neglected” (ib id). But d id  Freud fu lly  seize 
the extent to w hich his nachtraglichkeit 
re la tion  was a revo lutionary philosophical 
and theoretical concept o f tem porality? 
Listen to Derrida's gloss: "Let us note in  
passing that the concepts o f Nachtraglichkeit 
and Verspatung (delaying- author),
...govern the w hole o f Freud's thought and 
determ ine all his other concepts" (D errida 
1978, 203). It was le ft to  the future, and to 
a fu ture  generation o f poststructural 
authors, to elaborate the fu ll im p o rt o f 
deferred action.21

D eferred Action: Trauma

The study o f trauma, and the subject 
(history-as-subject) as p ro found ly structured 
by traumatic events and the returns o f such 
events renounces any notion o f progressive 
grow th, and has significant im plications fo r 
the ro le  o f knowledge in  re la tion  to history 
and the subject. On this view , the subject 
can never be fu lly  aware o f itse lf (o r in  my 
investigation, "newer" theore tica l paradigms 
o r orientations can never be fu lly  significant 
in  the ir in itia l moments) because this 
subject is traumatic -  a rup ture  o r 
d isruption in  the sym bolic structure leaves 
the subject unprepared to accept o r 
integrate it. As Britzman puts it, w hat the 
subject (or a previous theoretica l 
o rienta tion) cannot bear to know  is tru ly  a 
resistance that becomes constitutive o f that 
subject (o r in  m y case, that cu rren t state o f 
know ledge) (Britzman 1995, 154, 159). This 
resistance may take the form  o f conscious

21 Notably, Jacques Lacan is the most conspicuous 
author to elaborate nachtraglichkeit. For reasons 
stated later, my analysis does not focus on Lacanian 
traum atic returns largely because he associates such 
returns w ith the ontological status o f the Real and I do 
not wish to make this claim in the relationship between 
critical and "post" theorizing.

(em otional, perhaps even hysterical) 
opposition o r disengagement, bu t also and 
im portantly, in  an unconscious m anner, as 
a failure to signify. A nd it  is precisely this 
notion o f traum a as producing resistance 
w hich raises the question o f the status o f 
claims tha t a "traum a" has occurred, o r that 
a re turn im plies a previous "real" traum a. 
Freud was p ro found ly taken w ith  the 
question o f the rea lity  o f past traumas, 
particu larly in  the W o lf Man case where his 
description o f deferred action is the most 
detailed. He adm its in  An Autobiographical 
Study tha t he was "for some tim e 
com pletely a t a loss" upon the discovery 
that patients' accounts o f seduction were 
"only phantasies" (Freud, 20, 34). I f  the 
"trauma" never "really" happened, could its 
va lid ity  as a rup tu re  to the subject's 
previous know ledge structure still hold?

Clearly here, and fo r purposes o f m y 
argum ent fo r h istory as influenced by a 
repetitive tem porality, I w ould suggest that 
such traum a studies not take the "actuality” 
o f a traum atic event as the on ly defining 
role in  determ ining the workings o f 
deferred action. For it  must be recalled 
that, even if  the  event "really” took place, it  
must becom e the object o f phantasmatic 
investment and desire to become traum atic 
(a "second" traum a must reconfigure it). 
W hile Freud insisted in  early years upon the 
necessity o f a "real" event, he had to  adm it 
in  "On the H istory o f the Psychoanalytic 
M ovement":

Influenced by Charcot's views o f 
the traum atic orig in o f hysteria, 
one was readily inclined to  accept 
as true  and aetiologically 
significant the statements made by 
patients ... A t last came the 
re flection  that, after all, one had 
not rig h t to  despair because one 
has been deceived in  one's 
expectations; one must revise 
those expectations. I f  hysterical 
subjects trace back the ir symptoms
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to  traum as tha t are fictitious, then 
the new  fact w hich emerges is 
precisely tha t they create such 
scenes in  phantasy, and this 
psychical rea lity  requires to be 
taken in to  account alongside 
practica l rea lity.22

D eferred action, by its very description, 
im plies tha t in  the tim e between the 
unsignified, unarticu la ted earlier event and 
the  la ter event w h ich  recalls it, the earlier 
event must have been transformed through 
the  w ork o f fantasy. W hile some m ight 
argue this is a poststructural "repression" o f 
the  real, it  should no t be read as m erely a 
textualist dismissal o f m ateriality.

Jacques Lacan w orked extensively to lin k  
the real to  traum a and traum atic events, 
particu la rly  in  his 1964 seminar "The 
Unconscious and Repetition."' W hile  in  his 
earlie r w o rk  Lacan theorizes traum a as 
m erely tha t w h ich  cannot be symbolized, 
his la ter w o rk  reflects an understanding o f 
the real as traumatic, a hard "rock" o r 
"kernel" tha t resists symbolization 
altogether. P articularly as read through 
Slavoj Zizek, Lacan’s real becomes a 
counterpo in t to w hat Zizek terms "discourse 
theory," the unrestrained assumption that 
the subject is exclusively an effect o f p rio r 
discourses.23 Traum a in  the la ter Lacan 
takes the form  o f a traum atic re turn  o f the 
real, an enigm atic "outside" that persists and 
renders contingent any discursive form ation 
cla im ing to describe reality. For Zizek, 
signifiers do not represent any kind o f 
rea lity  b u t are ra ther empty, conta in ing only 
phantasm atic investments w hich create the 
false im pression o f u n ity  and fu lfilm ent fo r 
the  subject. This fa ilu re  o f discourse is a 
symptom, po in ting  to a trauma, an outside

22 Freud, "On the History o f the Psycho-analytic 
Movement," Standard Edition, 14, 17-19.
23 M ichel Foucault's w ork on subjectivity can often 
read this way, as if discourse alone brings about the
process o f subjecthood.

to  discourse -  the Lacanian rea l. Further, 
the o rig in  o f this traum a is presupposed (by 
the effects o f its disruptions in  the  sym bolic 
rea lity  o f subjects) to be the unsym bolizable 
threat o f castration in  the classic oedipal 
narra tive (Zizek, 1989).

The d ifficu lty  o f positing the rea l as the 
unsym bolizable, and hence traum a as an 
originary and uniuersal "bedrock" event are 
several, as is the Lacanian m ove in  asking 
the reader to  trace this traum a exclusively 
to an o rig in  such as castration anxiety. As 
Jud ith  B utler (1993, 190) rem inds us, the 
p roduction  o f an unsym bolizable is "always 
a strategy o f social abjection" and wonders 
about the  production o f castration as the 
invarian t o rig in  o f traum a: "...there is 
always a question o f w hat constitutes the 
authority  o f the one w ho w rites those lim its, 
...[and a question o f] w hat w ill and w ill no t 
qua lify as a discursively in te llig ib le  w ay o f 
being.” For Butler, to  w rite  traum a 
exclusively and im m utably as castration 
anxiety, to  te ll a "final," o rig inary tale, cuts 
certa in  signifiers (notab ly here, as "wom an") 
incon trove rtib ly  o ff from  sym bolization, 
rendering this traum a as an on to log ica l and 
perm anent one. B utler suggests the effect 
o f traum a could ra ther be tha t certain 
signifiers are cut o ff from  sym bolization to 
avert the traum a, b u t the traum a could  also 
be w orked through and the once abjected 
signifiers resymbolized: "If we concu r that 
every discursive form ation proceeds 
through constituting an "outside," we are 
not thereby com m itted to the invariant 
p roduction  o f that outside as the  traum a o f 
castration (nor to the  generalization o f 
castration as the m odel fo r a ll h istorica l 
traum a.)"24

24 Butler, 204-5- The term  "worked through" implies 
the Freudian sense of "working out," a term  used to 
describe the psychical assimulation o f traum a in 
Studies on Hysteria (1895)- This term is sim ilar to 
Freud’s later "work of mourning" in Mourning and 
Melancholia (1917).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Occasioning Relations Page 96

Some may w onder about the  use o f traum a 
itse lf as a figure fo r narra ting  history. M y 
focus away from  progressive, lin e a r h istory 
and towards discontinuities, returns, and 
deferred action also belies certa in  
theoretical m otivations. There is ce rta in ly  
w ith in  critica l studies o f education  a 
widespread dissatisfaction w ith  "textualist" 
models o f cu lture  and subjectiv ity, even if  a 
naively em piricist m odel w ill n o t do, either. 
There is as w e ll a sense tha t desire is 
perhaps being used in  too  ce lebra to ry a 
fashion, p rovid ing  a perform ative  license 
fo r v irtua l to ta l m ob ility  across a sea o f 
discourses. W hile  perhaps nostalgic, a 
persistent question rem ains around the real, 
and relations between bodies: the social 
body, the broken social con tract and the 
loss o f the welfare state, the  bodies o f A IDs 
patients, war-ravaged bodies in  Bosnia, 
hunger striken bodies in  fo rm e r Eastern 
B loc countries, the d iffe ren tia l life  chances 
afforded raced and gendered bodies. 
Traum a as a structuring device fo r the 
subject provides a po ten tia lly  provocative 
theoretical perspective because it  both  
continues the poststructural critique o f the 
subject (the subject cannot be present to 
itse lf if  wracked by traum atic returns; the 
subject does not develop in  a progressive 
manner, "leam ing" from  past "mistakes") 
and yet returns the subject in  popu lar 
cu lture  as survivor, witness against pow er, 
even the one who testifies to  the  traum a on 
Oprah and lays claims tha t m ust sim ply be 
believed, o r not. In  the gap betw een theory 
and popular culture, deconstruction and 
ide n tity  politics, the traum atic subject can 
be both rad ically sp lit and ye t a t the same 
tim e guaranteed, paradoxically both 
g lo rified  and sim ply gone.

Deferred A ction: R epetition

In  addition to  being a traumatic subject, the 
subject o f deferred action is also constituted 
and constitutive o f repetition. Faced w ith  
the  in itia l traum atic event, the subject 
(history-as-subject) repeats the  traum atic

event -  w hether one takes the position o f 
Freud, seeing repe tition  as a process by 
w h ich  one gradually integrates the traum a 
in to  the subject and eventually recollecting 
o r w orking through contradictions,25 o r 
w hether one takes the claim  that 
postm odernism  is a loss of, o r a repetitive  
defending against, affect.26 Perhaps W arho l 
has the best description o f this la tte r, non­
restorative function  o f repetition : "W hen 
you see a gruesome p icture  over and over 
again, it  rea lly  doesn't have any effect."27 
However, W arhol is on ly pa rtia lly  correct, 
fo r in  the repetition  o f the traum atic event 
the traum a is w arded o ff on ly at the 
expense o f revisiting it  again and again; 
repetition  produces traum a as m uch as it  
defends against it.

As w ith  the subject as a subject o f traum a, 
the repetitive  subject is fractured, no longer 
the m odernist un ified  subject and com plete 
in  self presence to itself, bu t ne ither is it  a 
com pletely vacated subject, "beyond" 
questions o f affect. A nd  in  this regard, the 
repetitive  subject can also fa ll in to  the  gap 
between id e n tity  politics and 
deconstruction as a constant p roducer and 
ann ih ila tor o f affect in  the subject -  
producing ne ither a to ta lly  in tegrated nor 
to ta lly  disintegrated subject. "I never fa ll 
apart because I never fa ll together," states 
W arhol (1975, 81).

25 Freud, "Remembering, Repeating and W orking- 
Through: Further Recommendations on the 
Technique o f Psycho-Analysis 11” SE 12, 147-156.
26 Lawrence Grossberg's studies on affect in youth 
might be read as corresponding somewhat in this 
fashion. See Lawrence Gross berg, 'Teaching the 
Popular” in C. Nelson. ed.Theory in Che Classroom 
(Urbana: University o f Illinois Press, 1986) and 
Lawrence Grossberg, "Rockin' w ith Reagan, o r the 
Mainstreaming o f Postmodemity" Cultural Critique, 10 
(1988), 123-149.
27 Andy W arhol, as quoted in Gene Swenson, "W hat is 
Pop Art? Answers from 8 Painters, Part I," ArtNeujs 62 
(Novem ber 1963), 60 .
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C ritica l and "Post" Studies o f Education: A  
Narrative o f D eferred A ction

Thus fa r I have elaborated several key (and 
mostly) psychoanalytic concepts and 
arguments surrounding Freudian 
tem porality and an (a lbeit hasty) overview  
o f the im plications o f deferred action  on the 
subject (subject as traum atized, subject as 
repetitive). W hile a com plete argum ent fo r 
a deferred action narrative between critica l 
and "post" studies o f education w ou ld  like ly 
fill an entire volum e, I w ill attem pt to  sketch 
out an in itia l presentation o f this hypothesis, 
and explic itly address three areas o f 
deferred action events between "post" and 
critica l studies o f education.

As m entioned previously, linear and 
developm ental histories o f the relationship 
between critica l and "post" studies o f 
education have had the effect o f neatly 
separating the tw o in to  (m ore often than 
not) com peting o r even conflicting 
theoretical orientations, often w ith  c ritica l 
studies rendered the h istorical ancestor o f 
social and po litica l analyses in  education 
and "post" theorizing a failed o r w eaker 
repetition o f this lineage. Rather than inve rt 
o r cancel the c ritica l and neo-M arxist 
critiques o f technicist and libera l hum anist 
education, I wish to  argue that "post" 
theorizing has in  fact worked to extend these 
critiques, nonetheless in  a deferred action 
manner.

C ritical, fem inist, and neo-M arxist critiques 
o f the 1970s can ce rta in ly be term ed avant- 
garde in  the sense o f its radical c ritiq ue  of, 
and opposition to, the prevalent discourses 
o f cognitive science, social behaviorism , 
and hum anistic psychology o f the decade. 
C ritical studies o f education charged that 
no value-free know ledge, curricu lum , or 
pedagogical m ethods existed28; tha t

28 See Michael Apple, Ideology and Curriculum 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1979); Paulo 
Freirie, Pedagogy of the Oppressed , trans. M . B. Rames 
(New  York: Seabury Press, 1970); H . Giroux and A.
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schools w ere populated n o t w ith  universal 
subjects bu t w ith  students o f d iffe rently 
treated based on class29, race30, and 
gender31; and tha t processes o f schooling 
from  the classroom to the  school d istrict 
were sites fo r exercising power?2 Central to 
these critiques was the re a lity  o f oppression 
and the necessity o f liberation and 
emancipation: o n ly  by libe ra ting  students 
from  hegem onic pow er structures w ould 
critica l educators be able to  reconnect 
students to a m ore em ancipatory 
education.

Such claims w ou ld  indeed be traum atic to 
those pursuing "scientific" and behavioral 
models o f teaching and curricu lum  
developm ent, and some authors contend 
there has been persistent resistance to 
radical education proposals and 
m arginalization o f c ritica l studies o f

Penna, "Social Education in the Classroom: The 
Dynamics o f the Hidden Curriculum" Theory and 
Research in Social Education 7:1, 21-42; Ira Shor, 
Critical Teaching and Everyday Life (Boston: South End 
Press, 1979).
29 For example, Jean Anyon, "Social Class and the 
Hidden Curriculum o f W ork." Journal o f Education 
162; R. Sharp and A . Green, Education and Social 
Control: A Study in Progressive Primary Education 
(Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1975); and Paui 
Willis, Learning To Labor: How Working Class Kids Get 
Working Class Jobs (Fam borough: Saxon House, 
1977).
30 R. Bell, "Lower Class Negro Mothers’ Aspiration for 
Their Children" in H . Stub, ed. The Sociology of 
Education: A Sourcebook (Hom ewood. IL: Dorsey, 
1975). 125-136, cited in Cameron McCarthy and 
W arren Crichlow, eds. Race, Identity and 
Representation in Education (N ew  York:
Routledge. 1993). xxviii.
31 A. McRobbie, "W orking Class Girls and the Culture 
of Femininity" in Women Take Issue: Aspects of 
Women's Subordination, ed. W om en’s Studies Group 
Center for Contemporary Cultural Studies (London: 
Hutchison, 1978), 96-108.
32 Pierre Bourdieu and J. C. Passeron. Reproduction in 
Education; Bowles and Gintis, Schooling in Capitalist 
America; M . Am ot, "Male Hegemony, Social Class and 
Women's Education" Journal o f Education 164, 1 
(1982), 64-89.
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education.33 W ithou t overly  rom anticizing 
such m arginalization, I w ou ld  like  to focus 
on the effects o f such po tentia l traum a by 
suggesting how  a deferred action process 
m ight explain the la te r reconnections "post" 
theorizing makes w ith  ea rlie r c ritica l studies 
o f education.

The traum atic subject is characterized by 
repetition o f the event; so m uch so that 
Freud was inclined to  rem ark in  his 
"Remembering, Repeating, and W orking- 
Through: Further Recom m endations on 
the Technique o f Psycho-Analysis" that 
psychoanalytic p ractitioners need not w orry 
about the patient's in a b ility  to  rem em ber 
the trauma because the  patient w ill 
compulsiuely repeat it  (o f course in  an 
unknowing fashion). As Freud says, "...he 
cannot escape from  this com pulsion to 
repeat; and in  the end we understand that 
this is his way o f rem em bering" (SE, 12, 
150-1). It is no t only u n til la ter in  the 
treatm ent that the patient's com pulsion to 
repeat is curbed and turned tow ard 
processes o f recollection and working 
through. For m y purposes, this im plies not 
a monolithic iden tity  fo r "post" studies, but 
m ore o f a two-stage process o f repetition 
followed by reco llection.

This said, le t me suggest a possible process 
o f how  "post" studies o f education return 
(through deferred action) to c ritica l studies 
o f education: rather than cancelling or 
negating the traum atica lly d isruptive 
politica l critiques o f c ritica l studies o f 
education, the "post" enacts its project for a

33 W illiam Stanley. Curriculum for Utopia, (1992) 2-3, 
cites Larry Cuban, Houi Teachers Taught: Constancy 
and Change in American Classrooms 1890-1980 (New  
York: Longman, 1984), John Goodiad, A Place Called 
School: Prospects for the Future (N ew  York: McGraw- 
Hill Book Company, 1984), and Ken Sirotnik, "What 
Goes On in Classrooms? Is This The W ay W e Want 
It?" in The Curriculum: Problems, Politics, and 
Possibilities, eds. Landon Beyer and Michael Apple 
(Albany NY: State University o f New  York Press,
1989). 56-74 as educators who have demonstrated this 
resistance.

first time. As the firs t stage o f "post" studies 
returns to  earlie r critica l w ork in  education, 
it  repeats this traum atic critica l know ledge. 
As Freud explains, this repetition  is n o t 
"c ritica l" in  itself; it  does not have the aim  
o f understanding o r comprehending the  
traum a bu t m erely returns to it  again and 
again, in  an unknow ing m anner. This does 
no t m ean tha t the theoretical language 
rem ains the same as previous critica l 
studies, b u t tha t key tenets rem ain sim ilar. 
This can be evidenced, fo r example, in  the 
uneasy adoption o f postm odern and 
poststructural theories by critica l 
pedagogues, and in  particu lar the ea rlie r 
b ifu rca tion  o f "post" theories in to  good/bad 
postm odernism . McLaren and Ham m er 
( 1989)  and G iroux (1991) in  th e ir early 
apprehensive use o f postmodern theories 
suggest there are reactionary form s o f 
postm odernism  and oppositional forms, 
approving on ly  the latter as a 
"postm odernism  o f resistance" and stating 
on ly  this po rtion  o f postm odern theory as 
acceptable fo r "critica l appropriation" 
(G iroux 1992, 73) by critica l pedagogy. By 
re ta in ing  the tenets o f resistance, subject- 
based agency, and a fa irly  essentialized 
sense o f id e n tity  w ith in  "difference," this first 
"post” theorizing stage repeats c ritica l studies 
o f education w ithou t the effort o f 
recollection, o r w orking through. But this 
rep e titio n  is n o t w ithout effect: the 
continu ing  repe tition  o f critica l tenets w orks 
to transform  c ritica l studies o f education 
into an institution w hich w ill be analyzed by 
a second "post" stage. This transform ation 
is, o f course, a reification and makes c ritica l 
studies o f education appear h istorical before 
its time, before concepts can be fu lly  
explicated and elaborated. This is 
consonant w ith  Jean Anyon's claim  in  "The 
Retreat o f Marxism and Socialist Fem inism ":

By 1985 the body o f w ork 
produced by the Left in  education 
had reached substantial 
proportions. ...It was not u n til the 
spring o f 1990 that I reentered the
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scholarly arena [and found] the 
ideological scene had shifted 
dram atically ...There was on ly  one 
M arxist-orientated session... 
M oreover, the Marxism o f the 
papers I c ritiqued  seemed sim plistic 
and m echanical... The authors 
addressed issues ... a ll o f w h ich  had 
been discussed the ve ry  same 
way...ten years earlie r. ...It seemed 
to me ...the discourse o f Marxism in  
education...had fa iled  to  develop. 
O ther sessions at the 1990 AERA 
conference suggested tha t the 
interesting critica l w o rk  was not 
being done in  "postm odernist" and 
"poststructuralist" m odes... (Anyon 
1994, 115).

The second stage o f "post" theorizing, 
prom pted by the re ifica tion  o f c ritica l 
studies o f education, critiques this repetitive  
accom m odation and seeks ra the r to 
transform  it through recollection. Here, the 
acclaim ed 'transgressive' aspects o f c ritica l 
studies o f education are investigated fo r 
th e ir enunciative and a rticu la to ry  practices; 
c ritica l practices are deconstructive ly 
m im icked to reveal the discursive structures 
o f th e ir construction.34

This second wave o f "post” theorizing, 
how ever, should n o t be seen as va lian t o r 
m ore enlightened; in  deferred action the 
effect o f knowledge operates such tha t the 
distance between firs t and second tim e 
periods is neglected o r collapsed. The 
second wave is, however, tem pted to ra ther 
apocalyptic pronouncem ents; such is the 
case w ith  several m isplaced efforts to  apply

34 See, for example, the differentiation Tony Whitson 
makes between "oppositional postmodernist 
rationales" as extending the range o f curricular courses 
offered in schools, while a "post-structuralist 
perspective" points to dichotomies that structure such 
a discourse in the first place. W hitson. "Post- 
structuralist Pedagogy as Counter-Hegemonic Praxis 
(Can W e Find The Baby in The Bathwater?)" Education 
and Society, 1 (1991), 81.

the term  'post' as in  after, o r superseding -  
post-fem inist, post-critica l, post-pedagogy. 
This rhe to ric  sounds m ore often than not 
like the m acho language o f modernist tim e 
and succession, and an unfortunate "return" 
to  a developm enta l history. For the most 
part, how ever, the second "post's" 
reco llection  activ ities focus on strategic 
displacem ents as opposed to grand 
oppositional m ovem ents.

To dem onstrate this thesis o f a two-stage 
repetition  and reco llection  process, le t me 
narrate three po ten tia l examples o f 
deferred action  betw een critica l and "post" 
studies in  education .

1. W hile  neve r stated in  "post" term inology, 
c ritica l studies o f education  d id  in  m any 
ways begin the  critiq u e  o f the 
transcendental subject through its 
in troduction  o f (in  particu la r) class, bu t also 
gender and race as differences that make a 
difference in  how , and to whom , 
curricu lum  is addressed. C ritical studies o f 
education w e re  no t content to allow  
"scientific" cu rricu lu m  developm ent o r 
"neutral" pedagogy to  rem ain undisturbed 
bu t rather politicized curricu lum , pedagogy, 
and schooling as social practices. Early 
"post" discourses in  education tended to 
repeat m any o f these claim s as an agenda o f 
identity politics, b u t it  is n o t u n til later "post" 
theorizing tha t a fu lle r and richer critique  o f 
subjectivity is surfacing. This is evidenced 
by a self-proclaim ed "fem inist 
poststructuralist" c ritiq u e  o f em ancipatory 
discourses o f ea rlie r "post" theorizing,35 but 
even m ore com p le te ly  b y  the grow ing use 
o f psychoanalytic perspectives on 
subjectivity. Such recent (and what I w ould 
term  second stage) "post" theorizing 
includes the insights tha t iden tity  is n o t fixed 
by  articulated in  re la tion  to the unstable and

35 See Ellsworth, 1989, and Luke and Gore, 1992, in 
note 15.
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uncanny discourses o f desire,36 and tha t the 
unconscious in te rrup ts any supposedly 
stra ightforw ard inscrip tion o f social norm s 
onto and in to  the  subject.37

2. C ritica l studies o f education also 
surfaced the existence o f pow er relations, 
dom ination and oppression in  educational 
institutions and processes. W hile 
appropria ting the  language, first stage "post" 
studies o f education vacillated from  later 
"post" insights and often repeated a ra ther 
m acho language o f subject-based choice, 
agency and ind iv idua lis t power in  o rder to 
rectify  the "post's" apparent exit from  activist 
concerns. Indeed, w hile  critica l pedagogy 
itse lf was exposed as a discourse not exempt 
from  power, early  "post" theorists often 
enacted this c ritiq u e  while still attem pting to 
extract themselves to a supposed 
"powerless" o r de-centered positions, o r 
positions o f sh ifting and changing pow er 
that m ight appear m ore innocent.38 It has 
no t been u n til m ore recently that second 
stage "post" w o rk  has utilized Althusser's 
w arning against claim s to "innocent" 
readings.39 A nd it  has not been u n til far

36 See Sharon Todd, "Looking at Pedagogy in 3-D: 
Rethinking Difference. Disparity, and Desire" in Sharon 
Todd, ed. Learning Desire: Perspectives on Pedagogy, 
Culture, and the Unsaid (New  York: Routledge, 1997), 
237-260 (see also other essays in this volume).
37 James Donald. Sentimental Education: Schooling, 
Popular Culture and the Regulation of Liberty (London: 
Verso. 1992), 89-97; Stephen Appel, Positioning 
Subjects: Psychoanalysis and Critical Educational 
Studies (W estport, C o n n .: Bergin and Garvey, 1996), 
7-11; Deborah Britzman, ''Decentering Discourses in 
Teacher Education: O r, The Unleashing o f Unpopular 
Things" Journal of Education 173, 3 (1991), 60-80.
38 Such, I believe, is the case in Elizabeth Ellsworth's 
1989 "W hy Doesn't This Feel Empowering," where her 
exposd, while rightly encompassing emancipation itself 
within a regime o f truth, still resides within a moral 
fram ework o f scale — who is this more oppressive, who 
is less oppressive, etc.
39 Louis Althusser, Reading Capital trans. Ben Brewster
(London: Verso, 1979). For an example using this 
concept o f innocence, see Deborah Britzman, "Beyond
Innocent Readings: Educational Ethnography as a

m ore recently tha t second stage "post" 
theorizing works through the  understanding 
tha t academ ic discourses themselves are 
im plicated in  pow er relations, and 
understand m ore fu lly  Foucault's insight 
tha t pow er and knowledge are coupled, that 
claim s to know ledge im p ly p ow er and that 
pow er is constitutive o f p a rticu la r 
knowledges. Erica M cW illiam , fo r example, 
critiques c ritica l studies o f education fo r its 
adop tion  o f a "m issionary position" w ith  
respect to power/know ledge, seeking no t to  
dem onize o r extricate herself from  pow er 
b u t to  em brace pow er in  teaching as an 
e ro tic  practice, as a response to  a demand 
fo r m ateria l engagement (M cW illiam  1997, 
217-236).

Th ird , the critique  o f know ledge as less than 
value-free brought by c ritica l studies o f 
education, it  cou ld  be claim ed, in itia ted  the 
discursive space to advance the "post" 
critiq ue  o f ra tiona lity  assumed in  the 
teaching and learning process. W hile far 
from  denying the im port o f em otion and 
affect in  the constitution o f subjectivity, first 
stage "post" theorizing could  occasionally 
be accused o f valorizing a ffective over 
cogn itive  elements o f subjectivity, thus 
re in forcing  a separation betw een the two.40 
Again, w ith  the recollective efforts o f 
second wave "post" theorizing, knowledge 
was fu lly  inscribed within subjectivity, and 
the subject's cognitive activities w ith  respect 
to know ledge, learning and ignorance were 
p rope rly  and closely identified  w ith  affective 
investm ents.41

Crisis o f Representation" in W illiam  Pink and George 
N oblit eds. Continuity and Contradiction, 133-156.
40 See W illiam  Stanley’s critique o f this move by Peter 
M cLaren in "On Ideology and Education: Critical 
Pedagogy and the Politics of Education" Social Text 19 
&  20 (1-2), 175. Stanley, Curriculum for Utopia, 204-
41 Deborah Britzman's "Structures o f Feeling in 
Curriculum  and Teaching" Theory into Practice 31, 3 
(Sum m er 1992), 252-258 indicated curriculum to be a 
question of identity; her 1995 "Queer Pedagogy" clearly 
explained connections between knowledge and affect.
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Conclusion

Certainly, m y analysis o f possible examples 
o f deferred action between c ritica l and 
"post" studies o f education is n o t exhaustive, 
nor can it be in  the span o f a short paper. 
However, I do believe it both  im portant 
and necessary w o rk to consider carefu lly 
and w ith  a great deal o f though t the 
perform ative effects o f w riting  histories, fo r 
as Donald (1992, 96) claims, the  categories 
and discourses we choose and use re turn  
not only as identifications, b u t also agencies 
indeed, the rhe torica l returns themselves

enact strategic agencies that are inherently 
useful, bu t o f course never innocent. To 
revise K liebard's question, are histories 
(narrated as events o f deferred action) 
pedagogically useful? H istory-as-retum , as 
w ith  a ll narrated histories, certainly has 
"lessons" to  teach, bu t lessons w hich can 
only be recorded on Freudian tim e. 
W hether such a decidedly different sense o f 
tem porality proves theoretica lly useful 
remains, as D errida  (1978, 203) claims, a- 
uenir, fo r the fu tu re ; fo r "it is thus the delay 
which is in  the beginning."
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Race, S ingularity, Context: Reading Epistemology in  
Tyler's Rationale

“Race, S ingularity, Context: Reading Epistem ology in  T y le r’s 
Rationale" is the  m ost recent o f the essays and marks m y attem pt 
to  fo llo w  up w ith  J im  Scheurich and M ichelle Young’s w o rk  in  
epistem ological racism . The structuralism  o f Ralph T y le r’s Basic 
Principles o f Curriculum  seemed a rather apropo top ic  in  1999, 
m y attem pt at m arking the  50th anniversary o f his book. M y 
interest here was to explore Scheurich and Young's challenge 
that race matters to  epistem ology in  re la tion  to m y ow n evasions 
o f race in  theorizing poststructuralism  and research 
m ethodology. It seemed to  me what was figura l fo r/in  cu rren t 
education w ritings on race (and many by  w h ite  authors) was the 
singularity o f race, the h istorica l specificity tha t should, b u t ra re ly  
does im pact o u r epistem ology and research m ethodologies.
Why this is the case rem ains unanswered, bu t this essay at least 
attempts to  open up a Deleuzian line o f flig h t as to  h o w  race 
could m atter fo r educational research.
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RACE, S IN G U L A R IT Y , C O N TEXT: 
R E A D IN G  EPISTEM O LO G Y IN  

TY LE R ’S R A TIO N A LE

One o f the most in teresting characteristics 
o f the curricu lum  fie ld  is the m any returns 
that are made to classic o r canonical texts. 
The occasion fo r this paper is the 50th 
anniversary o f Ralph Tyle r’s 1949 Basic 
Principles o f Curriculum, the published 
syllabus fo r his Education 360 course at the 
University o f Chicago and often referred to 
as the Tylerian Rationale. W ide ly read by 
curricu lum  scholars even to the present 
day, Tyler’s 1949 classic has been credited 
as a “reigning m odel fo r curricu lum  
planning" (K liebard 1995, 81), a dom inant 
ra tiona lity upon the fie ld  o f curricu lum  
theory and design (P inar 1975, 397, G iroux 
in  Pinar 1975, P inar 1988, 3, 7), a book 
w ide ly used in  college courses and 
in fluentia l “in  the theore tica l developm ent 
o f the fie ld  itself” (P inar 1975, 4), an 
educational m etanarrative (Cherryholmes 
1988, 11) and even granted the status o f 
pow erful educational m yth (Huebner in 
Pinar 1975, 217).

From  my poststructural perspective, texts 
are, as always, read alongside, in and 
through, o ther texts. M y-rereading o f Tyler 
on this 50Ih anniversary fo llow s in  the wake 
o f tw o im portant bodies o f w ork: the 
criticism  levelled against the Tylerian 
Rationale in  the 1970s and 1980s, including 
those by the so-called “ reconceptualists,” 
(Pinar 1975), and w o rk  on racia l and racist 
educational epistem ology developed by 
James Scheurich and M ichelle  Young 
(1997, 1999). Since Scheurich and Young 
challenged the educational research fie ld  in  
1997 to “have a fierce row " over the issue 
o f racism in  educational research 
epistemologies, it  is perhaps tim e to revisit 
the style and m anner o f critique  levelled 
against the Tylerian Rationale in  the past 
tw o decades to add to the cu rren t debate 
over epistem ology developed in  the 1990s,

and also to take seriously the claim s o f 
recent Tyler apologists such as Peter 
H lebow itsch (1992, 1993) and W illiam  
W raga (1999).

Epistem ological Racism Revisited

In  the ir opening 1997 article, Scheurich and 
Young outline  fou r “ levels" o f racism, w ith  
evidence o f epistem ological racism arising 
at the fourth , o r civiliza tiona l level. A t a 
most basic level exist acts o f ind iv idua l 
racism (w hether overt/conscious o r 
covert/unconscious); Scheurich and Young 
charge tha t most individuals in  the U.S. 
resort to  such personal o r ind iv idua l 
explanations o r racist behavior. A t a 
deeper level, en tire  institutions o r 
organizations generate (overt o r covert) 
racist structures and procedures. 
Educational researchers have in  the past 
used labels such as “ cu ltura lly deprived," o r 
concepts such as “a t risk" o r “dysfunctional" 
to  describe non-w hite  students, reflecting 
such entrenched institu tional symbols and 
knowledges. O n a broader social scale, 
entire  societies exh ib it practices where one 
race is favored o r disadvantaged in  re lation 
to another. Conceptions o f w hat a good 
leader, o r good fam ily  is can be draw n from  
on ly certa in  segments o f society but 
im posed upon a ll (eg. the w hite, m iddle 
class v iew  o f success). A t Scheurich and 
Young’s deepest (and like ly unconscious 
level) exists c iv iliza tiona l racism, priviledged 
attitudes tow ard the nature o f reality, o r the 
construction o f knowledge. Such attitudes 
and beliefs becom e naturalized to  the 
extent that they becom e everyday practical 
rea lity  fo r the entire  population w hen in  
fact these beliefs have been h istorica lly 
constructed by the dom inant societal 
group. Edward Said’s (1978) dep iction  o f 
how  “the W est" constructed and 
legitim ated its ideas o f “the O rien t" to  not 
on ly westerners b u t also “O rientals" w ou ld  
be an example o f civiliza tiona l racism.
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From  these fou r levels o f racism, Scheurich 
and Young contend that epistem ological 
racism arises when the social h istory o f a 
particular group is priv iledged over others, 
and that epistem ic v iew  o f the  w o rld  
becomes dom inant. They contend “a ll o f 
the epistemologies cu rre n tly  leg itim ated in  
education arise exclusively o u t o f the social 
history o f the dom inant W hite  race" (1997, 
8). They fu rther contend tha t this undu ly 
restricts the range o f possible 
epistemologies, rendering non-dom inant 
knowledge construction suspect, 
pathological, sensational, o r sim ply 
illegitim ate.

The im portant question to this de fin ition  o f 
epistem ological racism, how ever, is voiced 
by editor Bob Donm oyer in  the same issue 
o f Educational Researcher: doesn’t this view  
o f epistem ological racism essentialize race? 
Further, how  w ould on b ring  a charge o f 
epistem ological racism? U nder w hat 
circumstances? H ow  can we claim  to know  
epistemological racism w hen we read it? 
W hile Scheurich and Young u tilize  Edward 
Said’s Orientalism (1978) as an exam ple o f 
reading epistem ological racism , they do not 
address the im portant m ethodological 
questions raised by such an approach.
Said’s Orientalism uncovered how  co lonia l 
European epistem ology created “the O rient" 
as an object fo r appropria tion  and cu ltura l 
dom ination by the West. Interestingly (and 
unlike Scheurich and Young’s (re)quest fo r 
“new" race-based epistemologies), Said has 
refused to  o ffer an “a lternative" to western 
representational practices, because this 
w ould mean accepting “the O rien t” as a 
real object, rather than a fic tio n  created to 
convince the W est o f its ow n supremacy. 
The d ifficu lty  w ith  Said’s approach, 
however, is the m ethodological question o f 
how  he purports to separate h im self from  
the dom inant w hite racist epistem ologies he 
claims (and Scheurich and Young claim ) 
are so pervasive in  society. H ow  can an 
“outside" m ethod be found to examine 
epistem ological racism, given tha t such

racism arises as a larger social 
(“civiliza tiona l leve l") cond ition  o f 
knowledge? I f  dom inant epistem ological 
structures are so pow erfu l as to pathologize 
o r “o ther” alternate epistemologies, how  
could we ever know  these alternates 
“outside” o f dom inant knowledge 
structures?‘A nd  still, we are no further w ith  
the question: how  can we bring  a charge o f 
epistem ological racism?

The Tvler Rationale Revisited

A t first blush, Ralph Tyler’s Basic Principles 
o f Curriculum and Instruction seems to have 
little  in  connection w ith  questions or 
charges o f epistem ological racism. W hile 
Tyler’s w o rk  has often been in terpreted as a 
m ore o r less prescriptive guide to 
curricu lum  developm ent (Schubert 1986, 
171-183; 188-189), it  should be noted that 
Tyler’s in ten tion  was fo r this w ork to be 
used as an analytical too l fo r making 
choices and asking questions o f curriculum . 
Indeed, Tyler h im self w rites in  the 
Introduction, “This small book attempts to 
explain a ra tionale fo r view ing, analyzing. 
and in terpreting  the curricu lum " (Tyler,
1949, 1, m y emphasis); he goes on to argue 
“ It is not a m anual fo r curricu lum  
construction,” and “This book suggests 
methods fo r studying these questions (ibid, 
m y emphasis).

In  a certain way, Tyler’s w o rk  can almost be 
viewed as a m anual o f research methods 
and m ethodology in  how  he answers his 
first o f the fo u r questions (what educational 
purposes should the school seek to attain?) 
by describing activities to be undertaken by 
teachers tha t are almost rem iniscent o f

1 Michel Foucault ran into the same problems writing 
his Madness and Ciuilization (1961), which he claimed 
was a “history o f the Other," o f how “madness" falls 
completely outside the sphere o f reason. Derrida 
questioned such a work, asking how if the dominating 
structure o f reason worked to “other" madness, and 
history merely reflected this dominant structure of 
reason, could Foucault ever hope to write the “history" 
of madness?
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teacher-research o r acdom  research 
m ethods. Tyler enjoins terachers to use such 
(qualita tive) procedures a*s interviews, 
open-ended observations o f students and 
classrooms, and even “so c ia l investigation,” 
w hich reads d istinctly  like  m odem  
ethnography. Tyler also suggests teachers 
gather and in te rp re t quam titative research 
such as populational and Ehealth statistics, 
and statistics re lated to  scflhool achievement. 
Taken together, Tyle r’s Rationale  appears to 
make a significant s ta tem ent on the 
construction o f know ledge, an 
epistem ological perspectiwe on how  to 
analyze and in te rp re t d a ta , experiences, 
and social existense as th e y  relate to 
curricu lum . W hile  Scheunich and Young 
appear to w ant to  investiga te  more 
“academ ic" o r “scholarly" educational 
m ethodologies in  d e fin in g  epistem ological 
racism, a text such as Tyle r's  can address 
this same issue at both  u n ive rs ity  and school 
levels.

If, then, the Tylerian Ratioznale can be seen 
as m aking a significant epistem ological 
statement, w hat sort o f sta tem ent does it 
make and how  can we ad-.dress (and 
hopefu lly expand) S cheu rich  and Young’s 
concept o f ep istem olog ica l racism through 
a reading o f Tyler? (By a ttem p ting  to read 
Tyler through Scheurich am d Young I am, 
as they caution, no t re le ga tin g  Tyler him self 
to the level o f ind iv idua l ra c ism  o r nam ing 
him  on a personal level as: racist, but rather 
attem pting to read the ir “c iv iliza tiona l 
racism ” through the epistem ological 
assumptions o f the Rationale, and hopefully 
in  a m anner beyond a menrely essentialist 
reading). Further, I w ill ctnoose at this 
juncture  to  approach a re a d in g  o f Tyler 
from  a poststructural perspective  to address 
this issue o f “race essentia lism ,” and also 
because poststructuralism  as an 
epistem ology specifically nedresses the 
problem  o f how  to situate the knower 
inside/outside the effects o»f racism, a 
problem  I believe Scheurioch and Young

Page 106

have yet to  identify o r explain in  the ir 
cu rren t defin ition .

Epistem ology refers to ou r theories about 
know ledge: how  it is p roduced and 
a rticu la ted , and under w hat cond itions 
som ething is knowable. W h ile  K liebard 
(1992 ), P inar (1975), M acdonald On Pinar 
1975 ), G iroux On Pinar 1975) and others 
have developed h istorica lly im po rta n t 
critiques, i t  is Cleo Cherryholm es in  his 
1988 w o rk  Power and Criticism: 
Poststructural Investigations in  Education 
w h ich  has given one o f the m ost reasoned 
and viab le  critica l com m entaries on the 
Tylerian Rationale to date. Cherryholm es is 
one o f a ve ry  few  scholars w ho attem pts to 
perform  som ething like an im m anent 
c ritiq u e  o f Tyler’s work, in  the  m ain trying 
to  exam ine the workings o f the  Rationale 
n o t from  an “outside" o r “rad ica l" 
perspective o f what the Rationale should 
conta in  b u t whether o r no t the  Rationale 
achieves the  goals it  sets fo r itse lf and the 
consequences that reasonably fo llo w  from  
its prem ises.2 Cherryholmes, attem pting to 
m ount a poststructural investigation, claims 
Tyle r’s is a process created w ith  structura list 
epistem ological assumptions. Three key 
descriptions o f the Tylerian Rationale as 
structural fo llo w  from  C herryholm es’ 
analysis:

1. The Tylerian Rationale is structura list 
because Tyler’s fou r fundam ental 
questions have meaning o n ly  as a 
system o f elements; elem ents do not 
have substantial meanings, b u t on ly 
re la tiona l meanings (Cherryholm es 
1988, 23, 25, 137). Cherryholm es gives 
on ly  scant examples to explain, b u t this 
assertion is key to understanding the 
Rationale as invested in  a structura list 
epistem ology because w ha t is know n is 
no t the  w orld  as it  “rea lly" is, o r even

2 Im m anent criticism is defined by Theodor Adorno in 
Prisms trans. S. W eber (London: Neville Stearman, 
1967) as comparing a culture o r discourse against its 
ideal.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Race, Singularity, Context Page 107

tha t ind iv idua l elem ents o f a system 
corre late to em p irica l “ tru ths,” bu t that 
the structure and its interrelationships 
are said to  create m eaning. (One o f the 
criticism s o f this theory is, o f course, 
tha t it  cannot be suffic ien tly 
dem onstrated th a t the structure 
accounts fo r m eaning i f  each elem ent 
has no in d iv id ua l m eaning. In  the 
Rationale, fo r exam ple, evaluation has 
no m eaning except in  re la tion  to 
planned objectives and w ou ld  not 
ind icate any transform ations in  
know ledge (“ le a rn ing ”) w ith o u t 
preselected objectives; “ learning 
experiences” c a n 't be defined w ithout 
objectives o r evaluation, and w ou ld  not 
even be understood as “learning 
experiences” i f  they w ere n o t p roperly 
“organized." U nder these structuralist 
assumptions, C herryholm es rig h tly  
critiques the Rationale fo r the 
dependence o f m eaning pure ly  on 
form , w ith  no a tten tion  to the force 
needed to operationalize the system.
As D errida suggests, in  structuralism  
“form  fascinates w hen one no longer 
has the force to understand force from  
w ith in  itse lf...[s truc tu ra l] analyses are 
possible on ly  a fte r a certa in  defeat o f 
force (D errida, 1978, 4-5).
Cherryholm es suggests the Rationale is 
no t helpfu l because discussions o f 
decision-m aking, politics, ethics and 
social responsib ility (some o f the factors 
o f force) are n o t present (1988, 40). it  
is the structura list nature o f the 
Rationale, no t T y le r specifically, w hich 
explains the structu re ’s questionable 
assertions o f m eaning o r value.

2. By emphasizing the  structure ’s form  
and function, Cherryholm es describes 
the Tylerian Rationale as “decentering 
the subject" (1988, 19, 25). This is also 
one o f the centra l features o f 
structuralism , tha t it  observes and 
asserts the system autonom ously 
w ith o u t reference to  an acting o r

conscious subject (reader, w rite r, 
sender, receiver, teacher, student). 
S tructu ra list Claude Levi-Strauss, fo r 
exam ple, asserts it is possible to 
describe the myths he studied 
“unconcerned w ith the id en tity  o f its 
occasional bearers” (1970, 49).
N oth ing  is said in the fo u r steps o f the 
Rationale itse lf about the social id e n tity  
o f the teachers, students, and o ther 
ind iv idua ls w ho operationalize its steps, 
o r, fo r tha t matter, the positioning o f 
the  subject how  reads and in terprets 
the  Rationale itself. W ith  reference to a 
section w here Tyler suggests “the 
school" should decide w hether tracking 
should be instituted o r condem ned as 
undem ocra tic (1949, 36), Cherryholm es 
com m ents “schools don ’t have beliefs, 
people have beliefs.” (1988, 41).

3. As structura list epistem ology asserts the 
system’s form  over its force and its 
abandonm ent o f the subject, it easily 
fo llow s tha t the  system is best described 
as synchronic rather than d iachronic. 
Cherryholm es calls it  “ahistorical"
(1988, 25, 41). The Tylerian Rationale, 
b y  its ve ry  lack o f references to 
h is to rica l setting and historical, social 
subjects, seems to establish a m odel o r 
system tha t is timeless, that exists 
regardless o f social o r h istorical 
circum stance. Cherryholmes attem pts 
to  critiqu e  this synchronic system, 
suggesting it  must be seen as “an ob ject 
o f h istory" tha t “reflects the dom inant 
ideo logy o f its tim e" (41) bu t he is 
overstepping here. As structuralist, the 
Rationale is inherently ahistorical and to 
place it  w ith in  a historical context, 
w h ile  ce rta in ly  plausible in  a radical 
critique , does nothing to critique it  
based on  its ow n merits. Indeed, some 
have even heralded the Rationale’s 
timelessness and generalizability as a 
positive  v irtu e  (Hlebowitsh, 1993, 28).
As D errida  comments o f structuralism , 
“This is w hy lite rary critic ism  is
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structura list in  every age, in  its essence 
and destiny...these [structura l] analyses 
are possible on ly after a certa in  defeat 
o f fo rce ... a reflection o f the 
accom plished, the constituted, the 
constructed. . .crepuscular by its ve ry 
situation (1978, 5).

To recap, Cherryholm es’ efforts to  analyze 
the Tylerian Rationale are laudable because 
they iden tify  the workings o f its structura list 
epistem ology; Cherryholmes does, 
how ever, go beyond this level o f im m anent 
critique  to im pose upon the Rationale 
conditions and desires outside o f its 
in tentions w h ich  make his reading look 
m ore like  a buttressed ideological critique  
at times. Indeed, some have charged tha t 
m uch analysis o f the Tylerian Rationale is 
little  m ore than intem perate, “friend  o r foe" 
attack (H lebow itsh 1993, 20). In o rder to  
get beyond applying external crite ria  to 
judge the Rationale, it is necessary to review  
some o f the h istory o f this criticism  w ith  an 
eye tow ard  understanding its acrim onious 
and som ewhat c ircu lar nature.

Reading the Aporias o f S tructuralism  in  
Tvler

Follow ing a ra ther long and honored 
trad ition  in  academia, W illiam  Pinar 
proclaim s one trad ition  dead o f 
obsolescence in  order to herald the new .
He wonders, “W ho asks them  [Tyler’s 
questions] in  1973?" (Pinar, 1975, 397). In 
1988, he concludes the fo llow ing  regarding 
the Tylerian Rationale:

...Tylerian  dom inance has passed. 
Like a disappearing star in  another 
galaxy, however, it  takes some 
years fo r everyone, depending 
upon his o r her location, to see this. 
The fact is that to a rem arkable 
extent reconceptualization 
has occurred. (1975, 8)

It is one strategy to declare theory and 
trad ition  dead, and yet another to w ork 
through a reading a t the lim its o f the actual 
text(s). W hile C leo Cherryholmes develops 
one o f the most useful critiques o f the 
Tylerian Rationale, Peter H lebow itsh 
provides one o f the  most insightfu l 
questions about the  Rationale, am id his 
protest o f the 70s and 80s criticism s o f Tyler. 
Hlebowitsh (1993, 25) com plains:

...the message to Tyler from  the 
critics was no t always unified. 
K liebard (1975b), fo r instance, fla tly 
asserted tha t the rationale failed to 
delineate enough boundaries to be 
used in  decid ing  w hat should be 
included (and, byim plication, 
excluded from ) the curricu lum . 
...Such a view , however, is 
d ifficu lt to  reconcile  w ith  the claims 
o f o ther critics  tha t the rationale 
uses a con tro lling , prescriptive 
language (H uebner 1975; Pinar 
1975) o r tha t the rationale 
represents a repressive recipe fo r 
curricu lum  planning (M cNeil,
1986).

W hile  critics o f T yle r can hard ly be fa irly  
chastised fo r no t presenting a single, unified 
com plaint, the dissonance H lebowitsh 
identifies is significant. Is the Tylerian 
Rationale a m odel o f strict, repressive social 
efficiency and engineering, o r is it  instead a 
“value-free" fram ew ork w ith  libera l goals o f 
prom oting any (o r m u ltip le ) philosophical 
bases? And how  can it  stand accused o f 
both simultaneously?

The Tylerian Rationale as an example o f a 
technical ra tiona lity  invested in  repressive 
social contro l was a thesis largely ventured 
by so-called “reconceptualist” theorists in 
the 1970s and early 1980s. W hile  Pinar 
(1975) proclaim ed the Tylerian Rationale 
old-fashioned, he also advanced some o f 
the strongest view s o f the Rationale as a 
factory/industria l m enta lity w hich inh ib ited
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curricu lum  thought, used a prescriptive 
language, and was invested in  a 
“m anagerial concern fo r smooth 
operations" (Pinar 1975, 1978, 1981).
O ther a llied writers, such as Dwayne 
Huebner (in  Pinar 1975, 221) and James 
M acdonald (in  Pinar 1975, 223) suggested 
the Rationale use a contro lling language 
and prom oted a means-ends rationality, an 
almost econom ic m odel o f control. G iroux 
(1981, 99-102) argued tha t the Rationale’s 
technocratic orientation replaced 
philosophical considerations w ith  only 
technical problem s to be solved.
M acdonald and A oki (in  Pinar 1988, 406- 
410) believed such an instrum entalist 
m indset emphasized certainty, 
p red ictab ility , and an intense need to 
dem onstrate m an’s pow er over the w orld . 
M any o f these, as w ell as Kliebard (1970) 
considered the Rationale to be in te llectua lly 
consonant w ith  the same behavioristic and 
efficiency-driven functionalism  as Franklin 
B obb itt’s (1918, 1924) production models 
fo r cu rricu lum  developm ent. (In particular, 
the Rationale's focus on specific objectives 
seemed to these w riters b latantly 
behavioralist (K liebard 1986, 220)). Indeed, 
even some o f Tyler’s ow n comments in  the 
Rationale support these accusations, as he 
states: “Education is a process o f changing 
the behavior patterns o f people” (1949, 5-6) 
and “ ...it is clear that educational 
objectives, then, represent the kinds o f 
changes in  behavior that an educational 
institu tion  seeks to bring about in  its 
students. A  study o f the learners themselves 
w ou ld  seek to  identify needed changes in  
behavior patterns o f students...” (6).

But w h ile  the technical ra tiona lity o f the 
Tylerian Rationale is criticized as repressive 
social contro l, these very same authors w ill 
also expose it  as a “value-neutral" 
cu rricu lum  developm ent model that denies 
ideology. M acdonald On Pinar 1975, 7) 
suggests the technical production m odel o f 
the Rationale “begins w ith  an acceptance o f 
contem porary social values (thus

elim inating the value question o f w hat to 
teach)” . M ichael A pple (1979, 115) accuses 
the systems th inking o f the Rationale o f 
“conceptual emptiness,” w hich is then 
applied “in  a supposedly ‘neutra l m anner." 
K liebard (1970, 78) was probably the first to 
offer the “value-free" hypothesis, charging 
in  his famous statement “ the rationale offers 
little  by w ay o f a guide fo r curricu lum - 
making because it excludes so little ." He 
further charges that fo r Tyler, the 
philosophical basis u tilized to make 
decisions means little :

One may, therefore, express a 
philosophy tha t conceives o f 
hum an beings as instrum ents o f the 
state and the function  o f schools as 
program m ing the youth o f the 
nation to react in  a fixed m anner 
when appropriate stim uli are 
presented. As long as we derive a 
set o f objectives consistent w ith  this 
philosophy.. .we have developed 
our objectives in  line w ith  the 
Tylerian Rationale. ...T y le r’s central 
hypothesis tha t a statement o f 
objectives derives in  some m anner 
from  a philosophy, w hile  h ighly 
probable, tells us very little  indeed. 
(1970, 78)

As w ith  the previous in terpreta tion  o f the 
Tylerian Rationale as repressive social 
contro l, Tyler h im self also offers d irect 
evidence o f a seem ingly value-neutral 
intent. He writes:

Again, it  is clear tha t the nature o f 
the philosophy o f the school can 
affect the selection o f educational 
objectives. ... "Should there be a 
d ifferent education fo r d ifferent 
classes o f society?” I f  the answer is 
“yes," then the practice o f setting 
up d ifferent objectives fo r ch ildren 
o f low er social classes...may be 
justified. . . . if  the answer to this 
question is “no," ...then ...the
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school [makes] an e ffo rt to  select 
com m on ob jectives... (1949, 36).

It seems also tha t m ore contem porary 
critics o f Tyler exh ib it some o f these 
am bivalent and discrepant tendencies. 
Cherryholmes (1988) asserts b o th  tha t the 
Rationale is a p roduct o f th e  dom inant 
social and po litica l structures o f its tim e 
(and thus is silent on issues such as 
“ fem inism, racism, poverty, and social 
in justice" because these w ere  n o t im portan t 
in  the 1950s), and tha t the Rationale is “no t 
he lp fu l in  making choices" because it 
includes “no discussion o f decision-m aking, 
politics, ethics, social critic ism , social 
responsibility, o r c ritica l re fle c tio n ” (41). 
Does the Tylerian Rationale repress through 
the specificity o f its objectives and its 
problem -solving m entality, o r does it leave 
us w ith  no basis fo r judgem ent, because o f 
a lack o f philosophical grounding? A nd 
how  can it be said to  do b o th  a t the same 
time? As a structura list epistem ology, is the 
Rationale an open o r closed system? Does 
it  function  to restrict possibilities through a 
set o f prescribed sets, o r does it  open 
endlessly onto m u ltip le  texts and contexts? 
The question o f how  the T y le rian  Rationale 
“depends” on context (w he the r it  attempts 
to “con tro l” its social context w ith  a 
problem -solving m entality, o r attem pts to 
“deny” them by being open to  “any” 
philosophical persuasion) seems at the 
heart o f these questions.

Context. Subject. Ite rab ilitv

Peter H lebow itsh (1993) undertakes as his 
apologist task a rehab ilita tion  o f the 
Tylerian Rationale from  its c ritics  p rim a rily  
through its supposed attentitiveness to 
context, particu la rly the con text o f local 
educators making loca l decisions. 
H lebow itsh adm its the n eu tra l qua lity  o f the 
Rationale, arguing Tyler le ft the  choice o f 
philosophy “open” fo r discussion and 
choice by local educators (1993, 31). He 
fu rthe r argues this n eu tra lity  can actually

prevent some o f the  so-called “repressive" 
elements o f the  Rationale because such 
neu tra lity  forces loca l educators to make 
choices and be accountable fo r them  (32). 
This strategy o f leaving the Rationale as a 
system “open-ended” a t firs t glance seems 
preferable to the  harsher determ inism  o f 
the Rationale’s c ritica l analysts who w ish to 
charge it  w ith  form s o f p o litica l 
conservativisim  and anti-dem ocratic, an ti­
egalitarian tendencies. Leaving it  to the 
local seems m ore positive, agentic, and less 
in  the g rip  o f large bureaucra tic and 
m anagerial powers. In  short, leaving it  to 
the loca l m ay be a reaction  against the loss 
o f subject and its attendent agentic powers 
inherent in  a structura list system such as the 
Tylerian Rationale.

In sharp contrast to  the structura l assertions 
o f the Rationale (tha t m eaning depends on 
the re lations betw een elem ents in  the 
system ra ther than  in tend ing “actors”), 
reference back to  the “ real people" in  
school systems re in troduces a hum anist 
subject acting w ith in  a defineable 
environm ent. Such a m ove has also 
occurred in  the  fie ld  o f Am erican lite ra ry  
criticism , w here response to the 
antihum anist epistem ology o f French 
structuralism  qu ick ly  m oved to theories o f 
an active reader constructing meaning 
(Berman 1988, 145-150). Stanley Fish 
(1980) prem ised textual m eaning on the 
in teraction  o f the  reader w ho brings 
expectations to the  text, and the beliefs 
shared o r n o t shared w ith  o ther members 
o f society. The w o rk  o f Hans Robert Jauss 
(1982) relies upon  Gadam er’s notion o f a 
“horizon" consisting o f the reader’s 
prejudices and past experiences that 
determ ine the text’s m eaning in  the reader’s 
social context, and W olfgang Iser’s (1974) 
w ork suggests texts are structured to “im p ly ” 
an idealized reader fo r them . A ll o f these 
works re in troduce  a strong hum anist 
subject w ith  in ten ts and agentic qualities to  
escape the “subject-less" im plications o f 
structuralism . They o ffe r psychological
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descriptions o f epistem ology, w ith o u t fu lly  
confronting the  consequences o f 
structuralist th inking . Likewise,
H lebow itsh’s apologetic m ay sim ply be 
“ fillin g  in ” a subject in  an otherw ise 
subjectless, structura list w o rld .

From  a poststructural perspective, 
however, this subject w ou ld  no t o n ly  not be 
reinstituted, b u t fu rthe r questioned, along 
w ith  its unassuming social “context” . Tyler's 
discussion o f social context (as w e ll as 
H lebow itsh’s) seems m erely to assert its 
existence -  as i f  it  w ere against 
commonsense know ledge to  ask questions 
about the nature o f this “context.” But we 
cannot be so naive as to believe context 
sim ply “ there," outside o f any 
epistem ological discussion o f how  w e can 
know  this context. In  contrad iction  to  a 
structuralist, o r reader-theory perspective, a 
poststructuralist w ou ld  w onder how  a 
subject could  com e to know  the context 
objectively, i f  the context im plies and 
depends on the  beliefs and values o f this 
same subject? A nd i f  the subject (here, a 
local educator) h im  o r herself form s part o f 
the context Of the subject is the ob ject o f 
analysis), how  can tha t educator be situated 
w ith  regard to  this analysis?

Tyler (and H lebow itsh) make a num ber o f 
assumptions regarding how  one can know  
(and depend on) the context to ground 
choices about the curricu lum , bu t the most 
obvious o f these is a strong b e lie f in  
em piricism . In  o rde r to “depend on" a 
context, the loca l educator must be able to 
obta in the tru th  o f tha t context de fin itive ly  
through an analysis o r observation. In  this 
way, the context is rendered an “outside” 
object o f study by an agentic 
educator/observer. But how  can this 
em pirica l study and know ledge be “set in  
the context" o f a structura list system like the 
Tylerian Rationale, w ith  its focus on the 
in terre late  elem ents o f objectives, content 
selection, organization, and evaluation, 
w h ich  is said to  w o rk  in  a ll context because

it is content-neutral (H lebow itsh 1993, 28) 
and used to create “general modes o f 
reaction" (Tyler 1949, 43)? As D errida 
suggests, “structuralism  justly claim s to be 
the c ritiq u e  o f em piricism ,” bu t then 
observes h ow  (in  his study o f C laude Levi- 
Strauss' anthropology) structura list works 
claim  to be able to discover objective facts 
about th e ir objects o f study through 
scientific m ethod (D errida 1978, 284 check 
page). By asserting tha t the Tylerian 
Rationale works regardless o f context On a ll 
cu rricu lum  developm ent situations), the 
Rationale as structuralist denies em pirica l 
contexts; by then reasserting we can 
observe and know  the local context, the 
Rationale reintroduces and relies upon 
em piricism  to ground its claims.

This sim ultaneous denial and reactivation o f 
“context" still leaves us w ith  tw o perplexing 
questions:

1. Tyler assumes the Rationale can be 
placed in  any context and still have and 
produce meaning. H ow  is this 
possible?

2. It is possible to determ ine w ith  a strong 
measure o f certainty w hat the “context” 
is? Can it  serve as a foundation  fo r 
judgem ent?

Jacques D errida ’s discussions o f context in  
Limited Inc. (1988) and “Signature, Event, 
Context” (1982, 307-330) can serve to 
explain how  context articulates in  and w ith  
the Tylerian Rationale.

W hile critic ized  as a means o f 
adm inistrative contro l from  above, the 
Tylerian Rationale's m o b ility  across contexts 
can also be explained due to the general 
ite ra b ilitv  o f language. For D errida, every 
text must contain this general ite ra b ility  o r 
com m unication w ould be so tig h tly  bound 
to context as to be nonunderstandable to 
anyone b u t the speaker w ho created it  
(D errida, 1982,316-7). D errida shows how  
w riting  rem ains an act o f com m unication
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even if  the receiver is absent; w ritin g  does 
not “fa il" if  the receiver is no t present o r 
deceased, bu t remains a w ritten  
com m unication (D errida 1982, 311-3). This 
is, fo r example, w hat allow s text w ritten  
centuries ago to still be considered acts o f 
w riting, able to be read even today. In  this 
sense, Tyler is correct in  suggesting the 
Rationale can have m eaning in  m u ltip le  
contexts, and it always w ill, fo r it  can be 
sutured onto new  contexts, read by new  
readers. Every sign (and the Rationale as a 
collection o f signs) can be cited , broken 
from  its orig inal context bu t called fo r in  a 
new  situation, generating an in fin ite  
num ber o f new  contexts (D errida 1982, 
318-21).

This suggests tha t the Tylerian Rationale, as 
a text, contains a general ite rab ility , an 
ab ility  to be recognized regardless o f 
context, an ab ility  all texts possess. This 
general ite rability, the force  o f w h ich  allows 
signs to break w ith  context and be cited  
(sited) d ifferently however, means tha t the 
demand fo r an exhuastively determ ined 
context, an em pirical context tha t w e can 
firm ly  “know " and use as a philosophical 
foundation, does not exist. Every c ita tion  o f 
the Rationale then, engenders a context 
where it is (potentially) readable bu t a 
context cannot guarantee tha t a c ita tion  w ill 
be perfectly readable o r com prehensible. 
Derrida encourages us to  accept tha t w hile  
there are “effects" o f context (1982, 327), 
“ there are on ly contexts w ith o u t any center 
o f absolute anchoring" (320). There is no 
context we can “depend on," no 
“grounding" o f a local situation tha t can 
firm ly  establish meaning fo r the Rationale in  
one context o r another. Tyler perhaps 
m ore righ tly  names such effects o f context a 
“philosophical screen,” (effects but no t a 
sure grounding); H lebow itsh is certa in ly 
inaccurate in  suggesting context serve as a 
philosophical “foundation" (H lebow itsh 
1993, 32). The very nature o f w riting  
demands that it “live  on ” beyond its very 
lim ited generative context, tha t it  be

available fo r c ita tion , inscrip tion and thus in  
turn  generate new  context fo r reading 
(Derrida, 1979). “ Local context,” therefore, 
cannot save o r jus tify  the structuralist 
tendencies o f the Tylerian Rationale.

Conditions o f Possibility: For a D ifferent 
Reading...

H ow then can we discuss the “effects" of 
social context in  the Tylerian Rationale if 
context cannot be used as a foundation? 
Again, the significance o f epistemology, of 
how  we can and w hat we can know  about 
social context plays a crucia l ro le  in  
discussing race in  the  Rationale. W hile 
Cherryholmes gives perhaps some o f the 
best insights o f a ll past critic ism  o f the 
Rationale, his a ttention to epistemological 
questions a t tim es lapses from  w hat might 
be m ore fru itfu l and m ore poststructural 
views in to  how  to read social context.
While Cherryholmes rightly critiques the 
structuralist tendencies o f the Rationale, he 
himself can be accused o f reducing 
poststructural readings to structuralist 
precepts in a kind o f  “Tylerization o f 
deconstruction." W h ile  Cherryholm es' work 
appeared qu ite  early in  the educational 
studies fie ld  fo r a poststructural analysis, his 
lack o f a tten tion  to  the workings o f 
singularity and difference prove to  be less 
useful, and even m isleading, fo r a 
poststructural study o f social context. 
Cherryholm es makes o f deconstruction (or, 
m ore precisely, o f D errida) an easy 
“m ethod," reducing it  to a few  sturdy steps 
and techniques fo r a c ritic  to  “apply." 
Indeed, he comments, “sets o f 
m ethodological rules and guidelines are 
available...yes, even [for] deconstructive 
readings o f research findings.” (1988, 182).
It is this focus on procedures fo r 
deconstruction w ith o u t simultaneous 
attention to  the content/context m atter 
studied (indeed, irregardless o f it) that 
unfortunate ly leads Cherryholm es to miss 
the im portance o f singularity (o f w hat 
Derrida calls the id iom atic, the particular)
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o f the context tha t informs the.epistem ology 
and the jne thodo logy behind the reading. 
Before addressing this issue o f singularity, 
however, it  is s till im portant to review  
Cherryholm es’ reading strategies in  its 
search to study the social.

W hile  Cherryholm es im portantly identifies 
the structura list assertion o f fundam ental 
b inary oppositions which exist to structure 
m eaning (and the theoretical assumption o f 
fundam ental binarism  in thought itself), his 
claims about w hat is to be done w ith  these 
b inary oppositions proves problem atic. For 
Cherryholmes, the binary oppositions tha t 
create m eaning On the Rationale, fo r 
example: purposeful/purposeless, 
organization/disorganization, 
evaluation/nonevaluation -  the first o f each 
pa ir a priv iledged o r valued term , the 
second rated “ in ferio r", 1988, p. 22, 25) are 
fictions w h ich  do not actually exist but are 
idealizations and totalizations not in  
opposition bu t dependent upon one 
another (1988, 39). (W ith regard to  race, 
fo r example, the binary pair w hite-black is 
less opposition than proposition in  the form  
a— not a; w hite  is white because it is “no t 
black" and vice versa.) W hile this 
explanation is adm irable, it remains to be 
said tha t deconstruction is not a process o f 
m erely flipp ing  o r reversing the h ierarchy 
(“p riv iledg ing” the in ferior term ) because 
the difference between the tw o elements is 
undecideable. For example, many 
interpreters o f D errida have stated that 
D errida claim s philosophy is literature, 
elevating the in fe rio r term  (literature) to 
d iscredit the arrogance o f philosophy as the 
founding discip line; the re lation between 
these tw o, how ever, is what philosophy and 
lite ra ture  are in  the ir respective difference, 
w hat d ifference is created as lite ra ture and 
philosophy becom e what they are in  the ir 
respective difference (Gasche in  
Haverkam p 1995, 116). Cherryholmes 
asserts that the Tylerian Rationale just sim ply 
“is" a “h istorica l” product, reversing and 
priv iledg ing diachrony over the Rationale's

“ahistorical” o r synchronous structuralism  
(1988, 40-1). The “d ifference” between the 
Rationale's ahistory o r h istory (its 
acontextuality o r contextuality) is not a 
simple o r tota lized difference, bu t rather 
how  that difference arrives, how  it  becomes 
difference. (M ore w ill be said about this 
re la tion between the “a rriva l” o f difference, 
and singularity, in  the next section.)

By sim ply inverting  the oppositions (the 
Tylerian Rationale “should" be o r “is” 
contextual, “is" social and therefore reflects 
its racist values o f the 1950s), the 
idealizations and totalizations that b inary 
oppositions are becom e real and take on 
meaning in  a m anner antithetica l to a 
poststructural perspective. Instead, w hat is 
crucia l in  handling the oppositions that 
structuralism  assembles is to  reinscribe o r 
displace the “in fe rio r” term  o f the dyad 
such that it  w ill never have been given in  
the conceptual opposition in  the first 
instance (Gasche 1994, 39).3 In an 
im portant example fo r ou r purposes, 
Cherryholmes suggests tha t “deconstructive 
critics” w ould  argue against em ancipatory 
schooling because em ancipation may 
require coercion (to  re tract benefits from  
the priviledged), w h ich  is contrad ictory to 
the very efforts of, and defin ition  o f 
em ancipation in  the firs t place (1988, 164- 
5). He suggests, “ the 
em ancipation/oppression distinction 
thereby deconstructs" (165). This is little  
m ore than inverting  the in fe rio r term  o f the 
opposition, w ith  no consideration o f the 
inscrip tion (alm ost the contextualization) o f 
the terms “em ancipation" and “oppression". 
W ithou t this re inscrip tion, deconstruction 
(and D errida’s w ork) loses its force and 
becomes little  m ore than a structuralist 
focus on form , on the reversib ility o f a text. 
Cherryholmes sim ila rly sets up an 
opposition o f deconstruction and

3 This notion runs parallel to Derrida’s claim that 
difference means both to differ but also to defer, 
implying a change in our notions o f both space and 
time.
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construction, even ca lling  the in te rp lay 
between the tw o  a “d ia lectic" (1988, 142-3) 
when c lea rly  this is n o t the case. From  
Cherryholm es' perspective, b inary 
oppositions seem to alm ost “spontaneously 
deconstruct” ; indeed, he uses phrases like 
“eventual deconstruction ,” (39, 61) and 
“deconstructs in  a re la tive ly  passive w ay” 
(83). O ppositions w ith  heavily-invested 
social, p o litica l and econom ic com m itm ents 
do not, how ever, vo lu n ta rily  o r easily 
deconstruct o r they w o u ld  n o t receive such 
semantic p riv iledg ing  in  the firs t place; 
rather, re inscrip tion  m ust take place o r 
deconstruction w ou ld  sim ply be an 
assertion o f the reve rs ib ility  o f text.

This emphasis on the seeming revers ib ility  
o f text leads dangerously close to asserting 
texts are com plete ly self-reflexive. On 
m ultip le  occasions, Cherryholm es claim s 
that deconstructive critic ism  “shows how  
the log ic  o f a text embarrasses and 
contradicts itself" (38, m y emphasis); 
“D errida shows tha t texts are often no t w hat 
they cla im  to be" G 8); “ texts make claims 
unsupported by the log ic  o f the ir 
argum ents" G 9); texts “con trad ict 
themselves" and “tu rn  on themselves" (61). 
Comments such as these suggests texts are 
self-containing, tha t they provide  a m irro r 
o r p ro jection  o f themselves and th e ir inner 
workings. To assert th is is to  c la im  the 
severe form alism  tha t texts are im m anently 
in  con tro l o f th e ir identities and 
functionings. To suggest a text can show 
how  it can underm ine itse lf is noth ing  short 
o f a sophisticated structuralism , w ith  its 
attendent lack o f force (Gasche 1994, 25-7). 
Texts can ce rta in ly  c la im  to be self-reflexive, 
invite  such readings, b u t cannot function  
m irro r-like : they are n o t able to situate the 
production, investigation, and discovery o f 
the tru th  itse lf.4 Because texts open 
endlessly to  o ther texts, they cannot 
e ffective ly fram e themselves o ff from  the

4 In “The Purveyor o f Truth," Yale French Studies no. 
52, 1975, Derrida accuses psychoanalytic texts o f such 
truth-staging by trying to assert their own self-reflexion.

general ite ra b ility  needed to create them  in  
the firs t instance (D errida, Glas, 1986). As 
D errida  com m ents in  Dissemination, “A  
w ritin g  tha t refers back only to  itse lf carries 
us a t the  same tim e, inde fin ite ly  and 
system atically, to  some other w riting " (1981, 
202). This in te rp la y  o f forces, inside and 
outside the text tha t create and sustain it, 
can never be resolved w ith ou t extracting 
one o f the  forces and priv iledg ing  it  to the 
de trim en t o f o the r forces. W h ile  texts can 
claim  to  be reflexive, they can never be 
absolutely self-reflexive and therefore do 
not o f themselves “deconstruct,” “ reverse," 
o r “con trad ic t". D econstruction instead 
calls fo r a turn, a g lancing look, an oblique 
angle o f re inscrip tion  tha t does no t a llow  
fo r m ere reve rs ib ility  o f oppositions. This is 
a sign ificant po in t, fo r a be lie f in  the text’s 
se lf-re flexivity can lead to calls fo r 
pluralism s, free “p lay” o f m eaning, and a 
strong subject to  “cu rb ” these tendencies.

Cherryholm es’ assertions tha t binarisms can 
be resolved by reversal, because the texts 
are self-reflexive and seem to  decontruct 
“spontaneously," lead h im  tow ard  a 
program  o f “c ritica l pragm atism ” and in  
p a rticu la r cause h im  to advocate fo r a 
p lu ra lity  o r m u ltip lic ity  o f meanings in  
cu rricu la r developm ent and educational 
research. Cherryholm es is w e ll aware tha t 
because structura lism  priviledges form  over 
force, m eaning is constructed in  the 
Tylerian Rationale between and only 
betw een its elements, bu t t  know ledge 
leades h im  to abandon the patience he 
shows ea rlie r in  the text (o f w orking 
through epistem ological criticism s o f 
structuralism ) to  largely renounce the 
pursuit o f epistem ology altogether in  his 
acceptance o f the Roman edict to  find 
“edifying philosophy” -  “find ing newer, 
better, m ore interesting, m ore fru itfu l ways 
o f speaking” (Cherryholm es, 1988, 97). 
Cherryholm es agrees w ith  Rorty, suggesting 
“ ...keeping a conversation going Os] a 
suffic ient aim  o f philosphy...preventing man 
[sic] fro m  deluding h im self w ith  the notion
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tha t he knows himself, o r anything e lse ...” 
(R orty 1980, 378-9).

This is indeed a fa r cry from  the w o rk  o f 
D errida, who as N orris comments, does not 
dismiss the tradition o f philosophy (N orris 
1987, 159-60) and does not give up 
attem pting to explain, justify  o r w onder 
about the nature o f force tha t structura lism  
so ‘forcefu lly ’ expels. D errida ’s efforts are 
n o t sim ply an attem pt to  construct “a m ore 
interesting conversation,” b u t ra the r to  
dem and and articulate his (and the  on­
going) western philosophical trad ition , 
a lbe it w ith in  and against this tra d ition . A  
D erridean analysis o f the Tylerian Rationale 
w ou ld  no t reject the p rinc ip le  of, fo r 
example, reason fo r the sake o f p ra c tica lity  
o r in  Cherryholmes’ “c ritica l pragm atism .”
A  D erridean analysis m ight even focus on 
h ow  Tyler and his apologists themselves 
sk irt the princip le o f reason in  asserting the 
absence o f any defin itive  answers o r 
philosophical bases fo r developing 
curricu lum , the non-necessity o f fo llow ing  
the  fo u r steps in  order, the inextricab ly  w ide 
range o f sources to  draw  content from , the 
lack o f apriori grounds fo r decision-m aking, 
the admonishments to be practica l. As a 
docum ent im bued in western philosophical 
thought, the Tylerian Rationale is fa r m ore 
dependent upon historical notions o f 
reason and western ra tiona lity  than it  m ay 
firs t ind icate. D errida h im self com m ents 
upon this in  his lecture “The P rincip le o f 
Reason: The University in  the  Eyes o f its 
Pupils” (1983, 3-20). D errida claim s tha t fo r 
Kant, the princip le o f reason has an 
in tim ate  relation w ith  the m odem  un iversity 
(and, 1 w ould suspect, m odernist schooling) 
in  the sense that philosophy was granted 
special status due to its assumed distance 
from  “practical arts" o f law, governm ent, 
and business. W hat ro le  does reason (o r 
the  “practical") play in  schools, and in  
curricu lum  development? C herryholm es’ 
abandonm ent o f the p rinc ip le  o f reason 
renders theory incapable o f com m enting on 
o r w orking through such effects o f reason.

Instead, a D erridean approach w ould 
dem and a reason fo r reasonableness itself, 
treating reason as a specific h istorical 
form ation in  asking “ is the reason fo r reason 
rational?"5 and “ in  w hat form s and effects 
does reason becom e reasonable (and 
therefore an organizing princip le ) fo r the 
Tylerian Rationale”?.

But instead o f these questions, 
Cherryholm es advocates pluralism  and 
m u ltip lic ity  o f m eaning in  o rder to 
guarantee justice as the absence o f 
priviledged meanings. Cherryholmes 
suggests “stories subm it to d iffe rent tellings" 
(155); “exp lor[e ] m u ltip le  voices o f textual 
possibilities” (156-7); “te ll m ore than one 
story" (157) and “live  w ith  these 
irreconcilab le  in terpreta tions o f 
in terpretations sim ultaneously” (167). This 
position o f p lu ra lism  extends as w e ll to 
relativism  in  his discussion o f hum an 
dignity:

The m eaning o f hum an d ign ity  w ill 
be con tinu a lly  negotiated, 
renegotiated, applied and 
changed...These w riters approach 
hum an d ign ity  d iffe rently...O ne 
person’s “rig id , ideological 
egalitarianism " is another’s “fa ir 
and just society” ... A ny single 
in te rp re ta tion  o f hum an d ign ity  
should n o t be treated 
as a defin itive , transcendental, 
c ritica l standard. (174-6)

I do not raise this issue o f relativism  in  o rder 
to accuse Cherryholm es o f being a n ih ilist, 
o r as am oral, as m any detractors o f both 
structuralism  and poststructuralism  do. 
Indeed, fo llow ing  these statements 
Cherryholm es advances the im portant 
com m ent tha t such defin itions o f hum an 
d ignity are bound up w ith  “Enlightenm ent 
hopes,” and “ libe ra l dem ocratic values," 
closer to  the concerns D errida w ould

5 This is the actual question o f Derrida's lecture on the 
university in “The Principle o f Reason, p. 9.
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pursue in  questioning the historical 
phenom enon o f reason. However, 
Cherryholmes’ pluralism  and relativism  
seem strangely sim ilar to the Tylerian 
Rationale he critiques in  the ir lack o f 
a ttention to the anim ating force to make 
decisions am id contrad ictory and d iffering 
texts. Here, instead o f reversing the b inary 
opposition structuralism  imposes, 
Cherryholmes instead renders them  all 
equal elements, w ith  d iffe ring  but equal 
claims as “stories to  te ll.” W e are here a fa r 
c ry  from  concern fo r difference, and fo r the 
often unequal priviledges and pow er 
associated w ith  difference.

As if  to  reinstate force  to his pro ject o f 
c ritica l pragm atism, Cherryholm es makes a 
qu ick m anoeuvre from  his section on 
p luralism  and m u ltip lic ity  to  reinstate a 
strong subject. “Deconstructive criticism , 
and the subsequent construction o f texts 
and discourse-practices,” says 
Cherryholmes, “place people in  the thick, if  
no t center o f things" (1988, 166). In  
response to the m u ltip lic ity  o f meaning, 
Cherryholmes includes a quote from  Sartre, 
w ith  its existentialist zeal: “ In  reality, things 
w ill be as m uch as man [sic] has decided 
they are" (Sartre, quoted in  Cherryholmes 
1988, 176). G iven that m ultip le  claims exert 
m u ltip le  view points, at the end o f the book 
Cherryholmes recom m ends “O ur decisions 
are made in  term s o f w hat we find  
persuasive" (177) and “ ...w e  live  and 
together bu ild  com m unities using our best 
visions o f w hat is beautifu l, good, and true" 
(186). This strong subject is reinstated even 
to the extent tha t Cherryholm es 
m isinterprets D errida ’s notion o f ffeeplay as 
“ free” play o r playfulness: “One way to 
approach deconstruction is to adopt an 
attitude o f playfulness” (60). Through the 
notion  o f “play," D errida refers to the 
generative in teraction  among signs tha t 
create an un lim ited  chain o f signification 
w h ich  disrupts a ll claims to  presence, to  the 
arresting o f difference (Berman 1988, 207); 
Cherryholmes transform s this notion in to  a

strong subject/self who has the pow er to 
“choose free ly” between in terpreta tions and 
meanings. Cherryholmes even extends this 
“pow er o f choice" in  re la tion  to the activ ity 
o f deconstruction, even a fte r he has argued 
fo r the reversib ility  and self-reflexivity o f 
texts: “H ow  can the m eaning o f a w ord  be 
fixed i f  it  po in ts... w ithout end. W here do 
we begin? W hen do we end? ...S ettling 
upon a foundation is situational and 
pragm atic...readers choose to  stop 
deconstructing the text at certa in  moments" 
(38-9, m y emphasis). A  D erridean attention 
to difference, to  singularity is n o t the politics 
o f ind ividualism , a choosing o r deciding 
subject o r existentialist se lf (Haverkam p, 
1995, 11). V ery m uch to the contrary, in 
poststructuralism , the subject is the object 
o f analysis, no t the d irector.

S ingularity. Force. Context

In this excursion through Cherryholm es' 
attem pted poststructural account o f the 
Tylerian Rationale, I have o n ly  h inted at a 
notion  o f singularity, o f D errida ’s attem pt to 
explain no t just simple difference, bu t how  
difference arrives, how  it  is im plicated w ith  
the missing notion  o f force in  structuralism , 
and how  singularity can be read alongside 
o ther notions o f context and social context 
in  o rder to  expand Scheurich and Young’s 
defin ition  o f epistem ological racism beyond 
m erely an essentialist description o f race. It 
is now  to this discussion o f s ingularity tha t I 
turn .

E arlier in  this paper, I raised tw o concerns 
o f Scheurich and Young’s defin ition  o f 
epistem ological racism: the question o f 
how  we could  know  epistem ological racism 
given that researchers (w h ite  and non­
w h ite ) a ll inhab it a w orld  im bued in  w hite  
racism, and the question o f how  
epistem ological racism w ou ld  be construed 
w ith o u t recourse to essentialist defin itions 
o f race on the basis o f shared reality, 
b io logy, o r stereotypes tha t can actually 
erase differences in  iden tity  between, say
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Chicanos and Chicanas, gay o r straight 
A frican Americans, ch ild re n  o f m ixed 
parentage, etc. A  th ird  question should not 
be added to these.- h ow  can the specific 
histories o f racia l groups in tersect w ith  
research epistemologies such tha t this 
historical specificity makes a difference? 
James Ladwig and Jenn ife r Gore in  the 
concluding chapter o f G itlin ’s (1994) edited 
volume Power and Method, fo r example, 
pose such epistem ological concerns even to 
a book u tiliz ing  “c ritica l” research methods 
which exp lic itly  gives discursive space to 
writers from  differing racia l, gender, class 
and sexual orientations. W hy, Ladwig and 
Gore ask, are the specific histories o f these 
differing social groups h ighlighted, w h ile  
m ethodologically they rem ain the same? 
W hy this “paradox o f (non)difference—  
where d id  this difference go?” (in  G itlin  
1994, 232). Cynthia Tyson, in  her response 
to Scheurich and Young's “Coloring 
Epistemologies” s im ila rly asks: “i f  a race- 
based epistem ology can be A frican 
Am erican o r fem inist o r F irst Nation, what 
is it  that makes this epistem ology d ifferent 
when developing a form alized research 
methodology?" (Tyson, 1998, 22). W hat 
then is d ifferent about studying w ith  o r 
w riting from  the perspective o f this social 
group, as opposed to o th e r social groups? 
How does h istory make a difference?

One possible answer to these questions is 
not to look fo r essential o r unchanging 
“characteristics” o f a rac ia l group, nor, as 
Cherryholmes suggests, v ie w  racia l groups 
as the same in  the sense o f being equal n a 
pluralistic manner, b u t to  focus on the 
singularity o f cu ltura l o r rac ia l difference. 
Derrida has several names fo r singularity: 
the “idiosyncratic," the “so litude," the 
“only,” the “irreduc ib le ,” “w hat is no t 
returned,” and “w hat is n o t repeated."
W hat makes the singular d istinct from  mere 
racial o r cu ltura l d ifference is its a ttention to 
the anim ating force o f its uniqueness -  it 
describes not on ly “d ifference," bu t how  
difference arrives, h ow  it  is possible and

how  it  com es to break established codes 
and secure its seem ingly impossible status 
(Gasche 1994, 21). Sim ple or absolute 
difference is based on ly  on a logic o f 
iden tity , and as such w ou ld  function as 
static, perhaps even structuralist in  nature. 
S ingu larity does n o t invo lve extracting an 
essence o f race o r cu lture, a core o f 
uniqueness tha t never changes. S ingularity 
instead depends on its openness, the 
ite ra b ility  tha t opens it  onto  new  contexts. 
Understanding singularity seems almost 
akin to w ha t Ladson-Billings terms 
capturing “ ligh tn ing  in  a bottle” (Ladson- 
B illings 1990).

Perhaps the  easiest means by w hich to 
understand singularity is to look at D errida's 
example o f the date (Derrida, 1992). A  
date is id iosyncratic, singular, a “once" that 
aspires to  be absolutely d ifferent (than any 
other date), aspires to be fu lly  present. Yet 
as a sign o f w ritte n  com m unication, it  
cannot be un ique ly  and only singular o r it 
w ould n o t be able to  be translated o r read 
by everyone in  m ore than just its context o f 
orig in . As D errida suggests, “a text lives 
on., .on ly  i f  it  is at once translateable and 
untranslateable” (D errida 1978, 102-3). On 
the one hand, the date is singular, it  takes 
place just once and is referred to as a 
“h is torica l” event, bu t this singularization is 
never absolute, n o t a “fact" because as an 
event it  m ust be transcribed, repeated, read 
and understood by others. W hile seemingly 
an im m ediacy, the date is also a po in t o f 
departure fo r to becom e readable, it  has to 
partic ipa te  and belong to a chain o f 
signification: we a ll participate in  the 
“ language" o f the date, o f dating events, in 
speaking, reading and w riting  dates, in  
generalizing the singular date so as to 
com m unicate it. But w hile  the text must be 
able to be repeated as meaningful, its 
singularity is socia lly im portant in  that it  can 
never be repeated exactly because it  has no 
“essence" tha t w ou ld  be “unaffected" by 
context (D errida  1992, 382). In terms o f the 
date, it  can o f course never be repeated
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exactly (there can never be tw o  M ay 23 rd , 
2000’s), bu t in  terms o f racia l singularities, 
the effects o f context (at least in  the case o f 
the Tylerian Rationale) can be m ore easily 
ve iled o r erased by the w rite r.

In o rder to  develop steps tow ard  
epistem ologies o f race tha t take in to  
account the im portance o f singularity, 
epistem ologies that do make a d ifference 
w ith o u t essentializing it, D errida ’s essay 
“The Laws o f Reflection: Nelson M andela, 
in  A dm ira tion " (1987) can prove useful. 
Here again, Derrida asserts tha t the singular 
is no t exclusively unique, not an absolute 
d ifference o r it  w ould be untranslateable. 
The task is no t to find some absolute 
difference, some essence bevond the 
context w e fin d  ourselves in.
Epistemologies o f race cannot be absolutely 
d ifferent, o r they w ould be untranslatable, 
im possible to  com prehend. For D errida, 
the singular arises in and on ly in  the context 
o f the universal. In "For Nelson M andela," 
D errida claim s the singularity o f M andela is 
tha t he is a m an o f the law  -  he is in  
re la tion  to the laws o f parliam entary 
dem ocracy and the freedom  o f the 
ind iv idua l. Mandela does not seek to  erase 
o r deny this context.

But the singular is that w hich is exem plary 
w ith in  this law, w hich On a certa in sense) 
subverts the law  but sim ultaneously 
conform s to (and inform s) it. M andela does 
no t re ject western laws in  an absolute 
sense, searching fo r a w hole new  system o f 
law, b u t ra ther Derrida, quoting M andela, 
says M andela admires the law:

[This is M andela]...From  m y 
reading o f Marxist lite ra tu re  and 
from  conversations w ith  Marxists, I 
have gained the im pression tha t 
communists regard the 
parliam entary system o f the W est as 
undem ocratic and reactionary.
But, on the contrary, I  am an 
admirer o f such a system. The

Magna Charta, the Petition o f 
Rights, and the  B ill o f Rights are 
docum ents w h ich  are held  in  
veneration b y  dem ocrats 
throughout the  w o rld . I  have great 
respect fo r B ritish p o litica l 
institutions, and fo r the country's 
system o f justice. I regard the 
B ritish Parliam ent as the m ost 
dem ocratic in s titu tio n  in  the w orld , 
and the independence and 
im p a rtia lity  o f its ju d ic ia ry  never fa il 
to  arouse m y adm ira tion . [Nelson 
Mandela, The Struggle is My Life 
(London: In te rna tiona l Defense and 
A id  fo r Southern A frica , 1978), p. 
170.]

This is im portant. M andela's singular cause 
fo r justice makes it  c lear tha t the 
struggle against aparthe id  is NOT an 
internal w ar the  W est carries on w ith  itself, 
bu t rather it  is forced b y  M andela and those 
who struggle against it. Because M andela 
admires the law , knows it  w e ll, respects its 
logic, he can REFLECT it  back to  the W est. 
Derrida m aintains M andela is a keeper o f 
the law, and m uch m ore so than the w h ite  
South Afhcans w ho c la im  to  have founded 
such law.

This does n o t mean, how ever, tha t Mandela 
is a simple in h e rito r o f th is law . (N e ither 
are epistemologies o f race "simple" 
inheritors o f an academ ic and education 
research trad ition , fo r they stand outside o f 
it, often excluded from  its  benefits and its 
professional pow er.) M andela's context, the 
context o f South A frica , guarantees h im  as 
an inherito r o f the law , i f  on ly  because he 
lives there and is subject to  it. Inheritors are 
generally those w ho conserve and 
reproduce, b u t inherito rs  are also those 
who respect the log ic o f its legacy enough 
to turn it  on occasion against those w ho 
claim  to be its guardians; and inherito rs are 
also those w ho reveal w ha t has vet to be 
seen in  the inheritance b y  re flecting this 
logic, w hat D errida  says is an act o f
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re flection  (D errida 1987, 17). Mandela is 
no t a simple in h e rito r o f this la w  fo r this 
second reason: o f A frican  descent, he has 
the ab ility  to  fore-see the  fu tu re  o f 
parliam entary dem ocracy because he 
brings the necessary supplem ent (Footnote 
4) o f his experiences in  early  A frican 
societies in this country. M andela tells also 
o f listening to elders speak o f peaceful 
existence o f the tribe  before the arrival o f the 
white man, o f this classless society o f 
freedom  and equa lity as seeds o f a 
revo lu tionary dem ocracy M andela can 
therefore characterize the  W est as an 
exam ple o f dem ocracy, b u t perhaps not the 
m ost exem plary one (D errida  1987, 25). 
Since the structure o f the  law  Mandela so 
adm ires has a tendency tow ard  universality 
-  it  tries to extend beyond historical, 
cu ltu ra l, geographical, lingu istic lim its o f its 
o rig in  -  Mandela can re flect this tendency 
back to itself, to  show h ow  w h ite  South 
A fricans claim dem ocracy, b u t in  practice 
particularize these princip les fo r the ir own 
benefit. Black freedom  is therefore not just 
a rem ote possibility, it w ill have already 
taken place in the past (fu ture  anterior), 
w here its seeds have a lready been cast 
(D errida, 23). The force o f the fu ture  
an te rio r is invoked by M andela's singularity, 
re flecting  how  the figures o f W estern and 
A frican  society "prefigure, m ake visible 
ahead o f tim e w hat s till rem ains invisib le in  
its historical phenom enon" (D errida, 25).

Second, singularity, paradoxically, must be 
presented to the m a jo rity  o r it  cannot exist. 
M andela presents h im se lf as a subject 
before the law , as one w ho is responsible 
(g iven to it, bu t also able to respond to  the 
law ). Such presentation is not in the service 
o f the law, but is a justifica tion  fo r the 
singular w hich compels justice. Mandela is 
no t an essence only fo r him self, o r 
exclusively fo r his people. This is w hy he 
can appeal continua lly to  his conscience, to 
the la w  o f his conscience and the gap 
betw een this and the enforced laws o f

South A frica: the tw o are n o t separate, b u t 
together in  a single h istorical context -  
single context, double focus. W h ite  South 
A frica , by contrast, fails to  present itse lf on 
num erous occasions: it  does n o t respond to 
Mandela, does no t even acknow ledge his 
letters. Mandela thus reflects the  la w  o f 
c iv ility , whereas w h ite  pow er scorns the 
law, re turn ing to  unciv il, alm ost pre-social 
behavior.

F inally, because singularity is fo reve r bound 
together w ith  universality, M andela is never 
com plete ly outside o r O ther, b u t exists on 
the lim it o f the law  to  transform  it  (Indeed, 
he can do no other). M andela was 
physically forced to rem ain outside o f cities 
and towns by court order, and chose to (in  
a certa in  sense) defy this la w  in  o rde r to 
continue to practice law , b ring ing  
representation to his people, and justice to 
his profession. A  man o f law  b y  vocation, 
M andela is singular in  his practice  o f it  -  
forced outside, he breaks the 
particularization (uneth ica l app lica tion  o f 
the law ) by w orking to repa ir the  law , to 
supplem ent it, a ll the w h ile  re flecting  this 
specific and singular legal task to  w h ite  
South A frica. S ingularity is thus forced 
upon him , but also creates the fo rce fu l 
s ingu larity o f his inventiveness, the 
uniqueness o f his reponse w h ich  is d istinctly 
different from  legal applications the 
universal law  w ou ld  generally d ictate. This 
is n o t an essence o f Nelson M andela, bu t a 
s ingularity caused by his context, pu t in to  
p lav b y  his context, w h ich  provokes 
singularly unique responses. M andela bears 
witness in  this singularity, in  his singularity, 
to  respect fo r the law . As D errida  puts it, it 
is "ou t o f respect tha t he d id  n o t show 
respect: no m ore respect. Respect fo r the 
sake o f respect" (1978, 39). Can we, in  
th inking  about epistem ologies o f race, 
fo llo w  in  Mandela's reflection?
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VITA

Gae Lynne M ackw ood
Faculty o f Education 
U niversity o f A lberta  
Edm onton, AB, CANADA T6G 2G5 
e-m ail: counselcchs@ hotm ail.com

Hom e address:
4602 - 51 A  Street 
Camrose, A lberta  
C AN AD A T4V1T3 
PhTFax: 780-672-3475

E ducational Background
Ph.D. in  C urriculum  and Instruction, U niversity o f A lberta 

Final exam com pleted May, 2000
Thesis title : Figuring Inventions: Education in the Wake o f the Postmodern

V isiting  student, U niversity o f W isconsin-M adison (Sept 1993-May 1994)
Departm ent o f C urricu lum  and Instruction

A .M . in  Education, S tanford U n iversity (June 1992)
Departm ent o f C urricu lum  and Teacher Education 
M ajor: Design and E valuation o f Educational Programs

B.Ed. w ith  distinction, U niversity o f A lberta  (Dec 1988)
Departm ent o f Secondary Education

C areer O b jective
A n academ ic career a llow ing m e opportunities to publish educationa l research and 

curricu lum  theory, w ork in  pre-service teacher education program s, and analyze pub lic education 
policy. A lternate ly, a pub lic service career in  the design, analysis, and evaluation o f educational 
cu rricu la  and policy.

Personal S um m ary
I have recently defended m y dissertation at the University o f A lberta , and am finishing a 

contract position  in  schools as guidance counsellor and teacher at Camrose Com posite High 
School tha t I have held fo r the last two years. M y interests are in  qua lita tive  research 
m ethodology, poststructural cu rricu lum  theory, and school and po licy  environm ents. M y thesis 
entitled  Figuring Inventions: Education in the Wake o f  the Postmodern, explores poststructural 
cu rricu lum  theorizing in  qua lita tive  research, teacher education and research, c ritica l and neo- 
M arxist educational literatures, and race and education.

I com pleted m y masters’ degree a t S tanford University in  the D epartm ent o f C urriculum  
and Teacher Education. C oncurrent w ith  this degree I held the position o f English supervisor in  
the S tanford Teacher Education Program, supervising student and in tern  teachers throughout the 
Bay area. I have published tw o regular colum ns in  Canada; one in  Canada’s national social 
studies journa l, and another in  a p rov inc ia l teachers’ magazine.

M y form al classroom teaching duties have included successful experiences in  Grade 12 
Social Studies, English and com puter technology education at Augustana U niversity College, and 
Camrose Com posite H igh school. I have been self-employed as both  a consultant and as a 
successful freelance curricu lum  developer, publishing educational m aterials such as textbooks and 
teachers’ guides in  elementary, ju n io r h igh, and h igh school social studies in  A lberta  and Ontario. 
M y personal qualities include creative ab ility , teaching and w riting  skill, a sense o f hum or, and an 
ab ility  to  collaborate w ell w ith  both  un ivers ity  and school-based personnel tha t has proven 
especially valuable.
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Conference and Professional Presentations
Mackwood, Gae (2000). "(A n)O ther reading: Conceptions o f O ther and Otherness in  curricu lum  

theorizing.'' A m erican Educational Research Association Annual M eeting, N ew  Orleans.

Mackwood, Gae (2000). "Q uestioning paradigm  p ro life ra tion : "Com m unity" as va lid ity  crite rion  
in  curricu lum  studies." Am erican Educational Research Association Annual M eeting, 
New  Orleans.

Mackwood, Gae (1999). “ Race, singularity, context: Reading epistemology in  Tyler’s Rationale.” 
Am erican Educational Research Association A nnual Meeting, M ontreal.

Mackwood, Gae (1998). “The signs o f history.- N arrative and repetition, or, “The im portance o f 
‘keeping posted’.” Am erican Educational Research Association A nnual M eeting, San 
Diego, A pril.

Mackwood, Gae (1998). “ Heirs to the groan: Analyzing repetition, recollection, and deferred 
action in  the balkanization o f educational research." Am erican Educational Research 
Association A nnua l Meeting, San Diego, A p ril.

Mackwood, Gae (1998). “ Epistem ological racism in  educational research m ethodologies: a case 
study.” A m erican Educational Research Association Annual Meeting, San D iego, A pril.

Mackwood, Gae (1997). “The aesthetic turn: education through romanticism(s) and the
postm odern." Am erican Educational Research Association Annual Meeting, Chicago, 
March.

Mackwood, Gae (1997). “ Re-thinking the theory-practice dilem m a: after ‘practice,’ w (h )ith e r
‘theory’?” A m erican Educational Research Association Annual Meeting, Chicago, M arch.

Mackwood, Gae (1996). “ N arrative as testim ony in  post-colonial curricu lum  studies.- a theory o f 
readability." C urricu lum  as N arrative/N arrative as C urriculum  Conference, Centre fo r the 
Study o f C urricu lum  and Instruction, U niversity o f B ritish Columbia, Vancouver, May.

Mackwood, Gae (1996). “ Desire and encryption: a theory o f readability.” Am erican Educational 
Research Association A nnual Meeting, N ew York, A p ril.

Mackwood, Gae (1996). “W hat’s the difference? A  genealogy o f ‘d ifference.’" Am erican 
Educational Research Association Annual M eeting, N ew  York, A pril.

Mackwood, Gae (1995). “Crossing the textual and corporeal: student teachers and
em bodim ent." Canadian Association fo r C urriculum  Studies, M ontreal, June.

Mackwood, Gae (1995). “ M ateria lity as excess: ethics in  the practice o f theorizing practice.” 
Am erican Educational Research Association A nnual M eeting, San Francisco, A p ril.

Invited respondent fo r in terna tiona l symposium, “O n educational pleasure.” Sem iotics SIG
(Special Interest G roup), Am erican Educational Research Association Annual Meeting, 
San Francisco, A p ril 1995-
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M ackwood, Gae (1994). “N arrative and paranoia: the discursive p roduction  o f subjectivity." 
Canadian Association fo r C urricu lum  Studies, Calgary, June.

M ackwood, Gae (1993). “E thical critic ism  as teacher evaluation.” Am erican E ducationa l 
Research Association A nnual M eeting, A tlanta, A p ril.

M ackwood, Gae (1993). “Reading back the  Secondary Teacher Education P rogram .”
Presentation to the Centre fo r Research fo r Teacher Education and D evelopm ent, and 
the Faculty o f Education, U niversity o f A lberta, A p ril.

M ackwood, Gae (1993). “W hat counts as know ledge: questions about teacher know ledge and 
experience.” Westcast 93, Vancouver, M arch.

Session chair fo r 4 presenters o f on-going teacher research projects from  the U n ive rs ity  o f A lberta 
(Canada), UC Berkeley/M ichigan State U niversity (U.S.A.), Innsbruck U n ive rs ity  (Austria), 
and the University o f East A ng lia  (U .K .). In ternationa l Conference on Teacher Research, 
Center fo r Educational Research a t S tanford, A p ril 15-17, 1992.

Publications
(Refereed journals)
M ackwood, Gae (1993). Christmas exam, 1990. Journal o f educational thought, 27:1, 74-77.

M ackwood, Gae (1992). C ultural po litics in  the  classroom. Canadian social studies: the history 
and social science teacher, 26:4, Sum m er.

M ackwood, Gae (1992). Postmodern I/eye(s) and the social studies cu rricu lum . Canadian social 
studies: the history and social science teacher, 26:3, Spring.

M ackwood, Gae (1992). (No) Easy answers: (com plex) concerns and the Jam es Bay project. 
Canadian social studies: the history and social science teacher, 26:2, W in te r.

M ackwood, Gae (1991). Hockey gloves, chocolate bars, asbestos and w hy trees fa ll in  the forest: 
teaching global economics. Canadian social studies: the history and social science teacher, 
26:1, Fall.

(Chapters in  Books)
M ackwood, Gae (1997). Desire and encryption : a theory o f readability. In  S haron Todd (ed),

Learning desire: perspectives on pedagogy, culture, and the unsaid. N ew  York: Routledge.

(Professional teaching journals)
M ackwood, Gae (1992). A  wish lis t fo r educationa l research. The ATA magazine, 72:4.

Edm onton: A lberta Teachers’ Association.

M ackwood, Gae (1992). Conversation on the road. The ATA magazine, 72:3- Edm onton:
A lberta Teachers' Association.

M ackwood, Gae (1992). A  v iew  from  the iv o ry  tow er back to  home. The ATA magazine, 72:2. 
Edm onton: A lberta Teachers’ Association.
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M ackwood, Gae (1991). W elcom e to  the  beginning. The ATA magazine, 72:1. Edm onton:
A lberta Teachers’ Association.

Mackwood, Gae (1991). Shrinking to excellence. The ATA magazine, 71:3, 19-22. Edm onton: 
A lberta Teachers’ Association.

Mackwood, Gae (1990). D aring to scratch the surface -  com puter lite racy fo r teachers. The ATA 
magazine, 70:4, 31-33- Edm onton: A lberta Teachers’ Association.

Mackwood, Gae (1990). D ecid ing w hat to  teach. The ATA magazine, 70:2, 18-20. Edm onton: 
A lberta Teachers’ Association.

(C urricu lar Publications (texts and books)
Saywell, John, John Ricker, J im  Parsons and Gae M ackw ood (1991). How are we governed in the 

90s? Concord, O N : Irw in  Publishing. (H igh school -  in tro du cto ry  university text used 
province-w ide in  O ntario  schools).

M ackwood, Gae (1990). Made in the U.SA. Edm onton: R eidm ore Books. (Grade 9 social studies 
text fo r curren t A lberta  social studies curricu lum , granted basic status in  1990. This text is 
used province-w ide in  ju n io r high schools.)

Mackwood, Gae (1990). Cros plan sur les Etats-Unis. Translated by Lise Malo. M ontreal: 
Cheneliere.

Mackwood, Gae (1990). Teachers' guide fo r Grade 4  textbook, Alberta's Metis. June Schrieber 
etal 1988). Edm onton: Reidm ore Books.

(C urricu lar Projects)
C ontributing developer fo r a ju n io r h igh hum anities un it, Teachers’ Curriculum  Institute (TCI),

Palo A lto , C aliforn ia, 1992.

C ontributing author to a h igh  school religious studies cu rricu lu m  p ro ject fo r Indonesian schools, 
Edmonton, A lberta , 1989-91.

Present Professional M em berships
A lberta  Teachers’ Association (ATA)
Am erican Educational Research Association (AERA)
Canadian Society fo r Herm eneutics and Post M odem  Thought/Societe Canadienne 

d ’Herm eneutique et la Pensee Postmodeme
Foucault and Education Special Interest Group (AERA)
Phi Lambda Theta (1993--)
Sem iotics in  Education Special Interest Group (AERA)

Professional Experience
School counsellor and teacher, Camrose Composite H igh School, 1999-2000 (A lberta, Canada). 

A dditional teaching duties included Com puter W o rd  Processing IA , 2A, Enterprise and 
Innovations 2A, Social Studies 10.

School counsellor, Camrose Composite H igh School, 1998-1999 (A lberta, Canada). Duties 
included career, personal, and crisis counselling.
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C ontract teacher, Battle R iver Regional School D ivision, 1995-8 (A lberta, Canada). Classroom 
duties included a ll h igh school hum anities courses (includ ing English and social studies) 
and high school in form ation  processing (including keyboarding and com puter literacy).

Supervisor o f Student Teachers, S tanford Teacher Education Program (STEP), S tanford, CA, 
U.S.A., 1991-2. Duties inc luded  observing and evaluating student and in te rn  teachers’ 
progress during the year; coord ina ting  school-university supervision; p rom oting  
collaboration between schools and S tanford University.

English education sem inar leader, S tanford Teacher Education Program (STEP), June 1991-June 
1992, Stanford, CA, U.S.A.

Instructor, Grade 12 D ivision, Augustana U niversity College, Camrose, AB, Canada, 1989-1991.
Duties included Grade 12 English and ESL, as well as academ ic counselling fo r Grade 12 
students.

Instructor, Continuing Education D ivis ion  (A du lt education), Augustana U n iversity College, 
Camrose, AB, Canada, M ay 1989-1991. Duties included Grades 10,11 and 12 Social 
Studies and English, Grade 10 O ccupations course, and Grade 10 Psychology.

O th e r Professional A c tiv ities
2000 Proposal review er, D ivisions B and K, Foucault and Education SIG, Am erican

Educational Research Association.
Reviewer, Alberta Journal o f Educational Research 

1999 Proposal review er, Sem iotics SIG, Am erican Educational Research Association.
Reviewer, International Journal o f Applied Semiotics 

1998 Reviewer, American Educational Research Journal
1998 Proposal reviewer, D ivisions B and K, Semiotics SIG, Foucault and Education

SIG, C ritica l Issues in  C urricu lum  SIG, Am erican Educational Research 
Association.

1996-7 Reviewer, Research in the Teaching o f English
1995-1998 Proposal review er, Sem iotics SIG, Am erican Educational Research Association
1995-6, 1996-7 Appointed m em ber, E qu ity and Respect Committee, Faculty o f Education,

University o f A lberta . C ollaborative preparation and im p lem enta tion  o f equity 
policy fo r the Faculty.

1993 “Semiotics in /o f the  classroom .” Presentation to the ED EL 697 docto ra l seminar,
University o f A lberta , M arch 24.

Consultations

Strategic planner, Camrose Association fo r C om m unity Living, Camrose, A lbe rta  (1994-5).
Contracted to provide hum an resource assessment and developm ent o f strategic business 
plan fo r com m unity group p rov id ing  support to developm entally delayed individuals.

Invited  researcher. Teacher Iden tity  Project, Departm ent o f Secondary Education, Faculty o f 
Education, University o f A lberta  (1993). Research and evaluation o f the teacher 
education program , u tiliz ing  narra tive  interviews w ith  undergraduate students in  the 
departm ent.
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Invited m em ber, evaluation o f Camrose Composite H igh School, Camrose, A lberta (1984). 
Appoin ted to  serve on com m ittee fo r a p rovinc ia l assessment o f curriculum  and 
instruction a t a pub lic  high school.

O ther Research Experience
“Statistical Reasoning o f Adolescents.” Research assistant, W isconsin Center fo r Educational

Research (WCER) and Departm ent o f Educational Psychology, University o f W isconsin- 
Madison (1994). Data co llection including pre-testing and classroom videotaping.

Action research p ro ject on m y facilita tion  as a Stanford Teacher Education Supervisor 
(independent w in te r term  pro ject, 1992).

“Teachers' perceptions o f ‘experience’ and ‘w isdom ’” (independent fa ll term project, 1992). 
C ollaboration w ith  another research and fou r teachers o f differing years o f teaching 
practice to investigate relationships between use o f concepts “experience” and “w isdom " 
in  re la tion  to  age and generation in  teaching.

Research M ethods Courses and Background
Research and evaluation paradigms in  curriculum  and instruction  (Popkewitz) -  coursework and 

conceptual paper, University o f W isconsin-Madison, 1994.

Structuralist and post-structuralist thought in  France (Rand) -  coursework and conceptual papers, 
University o f W isconsin-Madison, 1994.

Deconstruction contextuaiized (Gum brecht) -  coursew ork and conceptual papers, Stanford 
University, 1991.

Educational critic ism  and connoisseurship (Eisner) -  coursew ork and class project, S tanford 
University, 1991.

Ethnographic m ethodologies (G. and L. Spindler) -  coursew ork and class project, Stanford 
University, 1991.

A ction  research (Posch) -  coursework and class project, S tanford University, 1992.

Narrative in q u iry  (C landin in) -  coursework and class pro ject, U niversity o f A lberta, 1992.

Introduction to educational evaluation (D. C. Phillips) -  coursew ork and class project, S tanford 
University, 1992.

Fellow ships and G rants:
Doctoral fellowship. Social Sciences and Humanities Research C ouncil o f Canada (SSHRCC).

First award: A p ril, 1992 ($28 872 for two years).
(Renewal), Social Sciences and Hum anities Research C ouncil o f Canada (SSHRCC).

Second award: A p ril, 1994 ($28 872 fo r tw o years).

W alter H. Johns G raduate Fellowship (1992); second aw ard (1993); th ird  award (1994); fourth  
award (1995). T u ition  award granted to m ajor scholarship recipients o f a Canadian 
federal research council.
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M ary Louise Im rie Graduate S tudent A w ard (1993). A w ard granted to  present research o r paper 
at a m ajor conference.

The M ilton  Ezra LaZerte G old M edal -  U n ive rs ity  o f A lberta (1985). The M edal is awarded to  the 
student showing the highest general proficiency in  the  fina l tw o  years o f the Bachelor o f 
Education program . D onated by th e  A lberta Teachers’ A ssociation in  hono r o f the 
form er Dean o f the Faculty.

Louise McKinney Post-Secondary Studies S clio la rsh ip  (1985). A w arded  o n  the basis o f
outstanding academic a tta inm ent (to p  1.5-2% o f facu lty  standing) to  students at post­
secondary institutions (nom ination  b>y awards com m ittees).

Honors:
Schoolnet national award, “p rogram " ca te gory  in  school website deve lopm ent (A pril, 1999).

Appointed Graduate Student Association Representative fo r docto ra l students in  the Faculty o f 
Education, U niversity o f A lbe rta  (1992-3).

Elected Committee Area Representative (CA_R) for masters’ students in  C urricu lum  and Teacher 
Education, Stanford U niversity (19911-2).

Publications and Presentations:
Please note that any publications o r confe rence  papers listed are ava ilab le  upon request.
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Coursework completed (Doctoral level)

U niversity o f W isconsin-Madison (Sept 93-May 94)
CURRIC 714 Research &  Evaluation Paradigms in  C urricu lum  and Instruction (Popkew itz) 
CURRIC 716 Reform  and Change in  C urricu lum  and Instruction  (Popkewitz)
CURRIC 800 Postmodernism, Media, Education (E llsw orth)
CURRIC 999 C u ltu ra lly  Relevant Pedagogy (Ladson-Billings)
FRENCH 450 L iterature in  Translation: S tructura list and Post-structuralist Thought in  France 
(Rand)

U niversity o f A lberta  (Sept 92-May 93)
ED 697 Symposium in  Elementary Education (Juliebo/B lakely)
ED 597 Symposium in  Elementary Education (C landin in)
ED 507 Postmodernism and C urriculum : C ulture, Gender, D ifference (Jagodzinski)
ED 502 Independent Study: Teacher Iden tity  (Carson)
ED 691 Independent Study: Teacher Evaluation (Carson, C landinin, Jagodzinski)
PHIL 250 In troduction  to  Ethics 
PHIL 260 Professional Ethics

Coursework completed (Masters level -  G ranted A M .,  June 1992)

ED 280 E thnography o f Schooling (G. and L. S pindler)
ED 180 D irected Reading: Narrative Inqu iry  (Eisner)
ED 397X Controversies in  Classroom Research (J. M . A tk in)
ED 2 I4S Foundations o f A ction Research (P. Posch)
ED 26 IS  Process o f A ction  Research (P. Posch)
ED 278 Issues in  Evaluation (D. C. Phillips)
ED 190 D irected Research: Social Studies C urricu lum  Developm ent (G. Grant)
ED 303 Q ualita tive Inqu iry  in Education (Eisner)
UGS 104 Fem inist Epistemology (P. Sutton)
GERM 345 D econstruction Contextualized (H. G um brecht)
ENG I 6 5 C In troduction  to  L iterary Theory (R. Saldivar)
W ST 154 Fem inist Political Theory (S. O kin)
PO LSCI267 Explanation, Justification, Relativism  (M . Tunick)
PHIL 133 Herm eneutics and C ritical Theory (E. Forster)
COMPLIT 265 Habermas (R. Berman)
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