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Consciousness and Curriculum Capacity: |
On Virtual vs. Embodied Experience!'

William F. Pinar
University of British Columbia, CANADA

Consciousness is itsel f trans formed by what it encounters ,

and so is the object that is encountered .

Martin Jay (2005, 184)

The conference theme conveys concepts—consciousness, construction, and
capacity—that can be reciprocally related. While there is no nomological law, the
capacity of curriculum to contribute to our consciousness of our present circumstances is
considerable, provided that curriculum provides encounters with those intellectual
histories within which present circumstances become intelligible. Through
opportunities for solitary study as well as dialogical encounter, the educational
experience the curriculum encourages cannot, I will argue, occur only online, but
necessarily in person. Such ethical engagement with alterity can increase our
capacity to reconstruct not only present circumstances but ourselves as well.

Consciousness requires non-coincidence with what is. It is within the space
of non-coincidence—the sphere of subjectivity—that we can reconstruct experience as
educational. It is working from within-in-between self and society-that activates
our capacity to understand how we are embedded in a present from which we may
also want to extricate ourselves. ' Through sustained academic study—conceived
as ethical engagement with alterity—we can construct curriculum that encourages
cosmopolitan comprehension of what appears to contain us. In the epigraph Martin Jay 1
makes the point succinctly, e. g. that social and subjective reconstruction are
reciprocally related.

Peculiar perhaps to modernity-structured by the hegemony of science and technology,
frayed by what we summarize as postmodernism''—is the instrumentalization of
experience, not only in education but in many (almost all it sometimes seems)
areas of experience. Instrumentalization restructures experience as it repositions
it from the ground on which we walk to the means by which we go where we

want to be. Instead of being open to what experience may bring-in modernity we
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are disinclined to risk results that are not profitable—we plan experiences whose
outcomes we desire. While in principle reasonable, in practice such instrumentalism is
often restrictive, as it tends to confine us to those circumstances within which
educational objectives (structuring instrumental action) have been constructed.
Outcomes associated with objectives ensure reshuffling of what is already, the
very circumstances {rom which we may want to extricate ourselves, or at least
improve upon. We cannot get “there” from here.

Given that experience often exceeds our capacity to predict it—at least as
long as humanity is capable of consciousness, construction, and capacity—it
cannot conform to what we want it to be. Even when restricted to the trivial, the
objectives-outcomes sequence [rays. Historically that has been the fate of most
curriculum reform worldwide. Bureaucrats blame “implementation”, but even
when teachers and students are able to do what is demanded, there are, almost
inevitably. outcomes that are unanticipated. For decades curriculum planners and
reformers have lamented that what happens in classrooms—in Aoki’s terms the
curriculum as lived—/[inally fails to coincide with our commands. In China,
reformers have labored to reposition teachers and students from followers to
creators (as Chen Yuting"”' describes), hoping to shift from Kairov's pedagogy to
more student-centered curriculum. However laudable its objectives, by its very
nature reform risks the instrumentalization of experience.

Instrumentalization is the technologization of experience. In modernity, not
only human experience has been so technologized, so has the world, the sustainability
of which now depends on the devising new forms ol instrumentalization—new
technologies—that will contradict the catastrophes climatologists now forecast.
Recycling and other sustainability strategies as well as sharp shifts in consumption
practices are crucial, but clearly humanity—or at least our leaders—have wagered
that the future can be different only if we continue to technologize it. Paradoxically
then, despite the fact that the future of humanity is now imperiled thanks to
technologization, it is clear that the future for humanity depends on further—
accelerating —technologization.

Today’'s unprecedented and often unquestioned demand for technology in
education is justified as utilitarian, as preparing students and their teachers for
that even more thoroughly technological future. This utilitarian rationale is self-
contradicting given that the swift pace of technological change ensures that any

such preparation must miss its mark. Never mind the facts, promises prevail, as
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promoters assure us that technology only improves students’ learning. Universities and
schools appear powerless to resist, diverting funds from teachers and students to
purchasing the (ever upgraded) products technology companies sell. Constantly
acquiring technology has produced a “slick and fast-growing sales force”, Matt
Richtel (2011: A1) reports, hired by computer and other technology companies
determined to profit from public financing. " The technology bubble continues to
inflate, Richtel (2011: B7) continues, even as “questions persist about how
effective high-tech products can be at improving student achievement. The
companies say their produces engage students and prepare them for a digital
future, while some academics say technology is not fulfilling its promise”. "’

Standardized examinations are an ancient instance of the technologization of
educational experience. Reducing learning numbers misrepresents student
achievement as it de-individuates it; it undercuts educators’ creativity and
intellectual independence as it funnels teaching toward the tests. Today tests
seem the least of the matter. as the technologization of human experience has—as
the great Canadian theorist Marshal Mcl.uhan discerned—no outside. No longer
prosthetic, technology is now the sea in which we swim. the air we breathe, the
blood that flows within. " Even the unconscious is incorporated,"' as fantasy "
informs not only what we find online but the drive to search for what we imagine
is “there”, not so much in material reality but in “the cloud”.

At first the virtual world—specifically the Internet—was conceived as an
open space, {ree from the constraints of circumstances. space where we might be
free to be what we want to be. Decades later it is clear that that dream is dead:
what “access” brings is another set of constraining circumstances, as the Internet
itself is structured by the network technologies that make it function. “All forms
of participation are allowed,” Mejias (2013: 27) points out, referencing online
interaction, “as long as they submit to the organizing logic of the network.” No
external enforcement is required. Mejias (2013: 25) adds. “because it is affirmed
through our personal use of technology, establishing the network as the main
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template for organizing and understanding the real.” Not only for addicts or
bullies or their victims is the virtual world the “real” one. For millions who sit in
front of screens each day. those physically present fade in significance, as what
appears real is now “there” on the screen. In our time the real seems virtual not
actual, imagistic not embodied, structured by the software and networks profit-

seeking private companies have designed. “ The technological phenomenon,”




