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Education, Philosophy and Politics

In the World Library of Educationalists series, international experts themselves
compile career-long collections of what they judge to be their finest pieces —
extracts from books, key articles, salient research findings, major theoretical
and practical contributions - so the world can read them in a single manageable
volume.

Michael Peters has spent the last 30 years researching, thinking and writing
about some of the key and enduring issues in education. He has contributed
over 60 books (authored, co-authored and edited) and 500 articles to the field.

In Education, Philosophy and Politics, Michael Peters brings together 15 of
his key writings in one place, including chapters from his best-selling books and
articles from leading journals. Starting with a specially written introduction,
which gives an overview of Michael’s career and contextualises his selection, the
essays are then arranged thematically to create a pathway for thinking in philos-
ophy of education which is forward looking but takes account of tradition and
the past. The subjects of the chapters include:

Wittgenstein studies

Philosophical critique of modernity
French poststructuralism
Jean-Francois Lyotard

Foucault and Deleuze

Derrida

American pragmatism

Rorty

Cavell

Philosophy and racism.

Through this book, readers can follow the themes and strands that Michael
Peters has written about for over three decades and clearly see his important
contribution to the field of education.

Michael A. Peters is Professor of Education at the University of Waikato, New
Zealand and Professor Emeritus at the University of Illinois (Urbana-
Champaign), USA.
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INTRODUCTION
Education, philosophy and politics

Education, philosophy and politics is the tripos that occupies a central place within the
Western tradition defining the canon and genres, as well as the practices of political
and pedagogical institutions that to a large extent have endured in one form or another
premised upon the notion of logos and dialogical exchange as the educational basis for
the pursuit of the good life. It is difficult to separate these elements historically, and from
ancient times they have together formed the cultural basis of life in the polis: in a word,
education as the political philosophy of democratic citizenship and participation.
Contemporary discussions of early Greek philosophy have emphasized the sfrong
connections between philosophy and politics. Following the work of Jean-Pierre Vernant
(1962/1982) and others, G. E. R. Lloyd (1979) argued that in addition to other rele-
vant factors such as the spread of literacy, the political dimension is crucial for under-
standing the characteristic openness and dialectical argumentation that distinguished
early Greek philosophy. He focuses on the experience that many Greek citizens acquired
in the evaluation of evidence and arguments in the contexts of politics and the law. In
The Origins of Greek Thought (1982) Jean-Pierre Vernant inquired of the relationship
between the newly discovered Mycenaean world and the invention of rafionality by the
Creeks providing an answer that points to the democratic political experience of archaic
Creece, and the development of discourse in relation fo civic duties. In this context a
number of contemporary philosophers including Michel Foucault, Pierre Hadot and
Stanley Cavell have proposed new ways of approaching ethics and of reconfiguring
the task of philosophy and education that focuses on spiritual exercises of ethical self-
fransformation and ideals of moral perfection often conceived of as forms of wisdom. In
their work spiritual exercises, practices of the self, ways of life, the aesthefics of exis-
fence, and the care of the self displace the picture of morality as primarily a code of
good conduct.

In my work | view Witigenstein as someone who also practiced this ideal and who
is to be distinguished as a philosopher who constantly reflected upon the nature of
philosophy and embodied the ideal of philosophy-as-pedagogy — the philosopher as
teacher and the teacher as philosopher. This is the essence of a philosophical education
established by thinkers who challenged the canon and see education as a living engage-
ment with freedom. Pierre Hadot (2004: 3) expresses the view that ‘philosophical
discourse . . . originates in a choice of life and an existential option” which are ‘never
made in solitude’ but only ever in relation to a community or philosophical school.!

The confemporary significance of this conception of the moral life is closely tied to the
institutionalization of philosophy and pedagogy, the development of free speech in the
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city-state, the contestability of tradition and the innovation and rhetorical skill of those in
pre-Socratic traditions that set themselves up self-consciously as teachers and philoso-
phers who were critical of tradition. Yet it is clear that both ancient and classical Greece
had strong cultural and economic connections with the eastern and central Mediterranean.
Early Greek writing, art and city culture owed a great deal to the Near East. | mention
this because many scholars now question the coherence of the concept of the West
conceived as an unbroken thread with pure origins that miraculously began in classical
Greece. Yet many of the philosophers who have guided me and constitute the object of
discussion and criticism in this collection appeal to classical Greece heritage and make
the return to classical Greek texts in order to understand the philosophical and peda-
gogical traditions of the West and in some cases to overturn some of its deepest commit-
ments and values.

In defining ‘philosophy before philosophy’ Hadot (2004) identifies two currents of
preSocratic Greek thought. First, the intellectual movement that began with Thales in
Miletus, followed by Anaximander and Anaximenes and then spread to other Greek
colonies in the sixth century to be taken up by Xenophanes, Pythagoras, Parmenides and
Empedocles. This movement proposed a rational explanation of the world against the
mythical narratives of past and existing cosmogonies. Second: ‘the desire o educate, or
the concern for what the Greeks called paideia’ (p. 11), essentially a form of aristocratic
education aimed at the nobility of the soul or what later became ‘virtue'.? The Sophist
pedagogical tradition originated in response to the needs of Athenian democracy by
professional teachers who were often strangers to the city or immigrants who taught their
students the language skills of persuasion and argumentation required to take part in the
struggle for power that dominated the democratic life of the Assembly. In addition, they
taught enough of all the subjects that comprised culture — science, geometry, asfronomy,
history, sociology and law — in order to achieve arefz or ‘excellence’, a kind of compe-
fence that was 'intended to enable young people to play a role in the city’ (p. 14).
While the teachings of the Sophists was based on all the accumulated knowledge it was
submitted to radical critique even though ultimately the goal was the education of youth
for a success in the life of the polis.

This is a tradition in which | would like to situate myself: not so much an ‘applied
philosopher’ — one who applies philosophy to practical problems in the field of education
— but rather someone who embraces a philosophical form of life, who not only believes
in the significance of the status of the question and a life of study implied by attachment
fo teaching institutions but also someone who seeks fo focus on how we might sef
ourselves free from the impositions of tradition and in particular fo encourage an escape
from the forms of institutionalization and ethnocentrism that define and shape our institu-
tions, our forms of reading and writing, and our subjectivities. Education as dialogue,
broadly speaking, is the attempt to understand how non-formalizable acts of conversation
serve to break the spell of the logic of a proposition or the sheer force of argumentation
directing us away from dialogue as dialectic to dialogue as open intercultural conver-
sations that permit and enable the other to speak (Besley and Peters, 2011). It is this
extension of speaking and acfing chances that historically distinguishes the conversation
of democracy and in the age of new social media we may at last be moving beyond the
one-way, indusfrial, broadcast, onefothe-many transmission model of public pedagogy
info @ many-o-many, interactive, peerfo-peer model of openness that serves as the new
global public space for education and democracy (Peters and Roberts, 2011).

Ludwig Wittgenstein is the philosopher that most defines my approach and orienta-
tion, although | have wrestled with the sphere of his influence and sought to check it
through the writings of Nietzsche and Foucault, among others, who together provide a
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theory of power in relation to language and discourse. He was not a classical scholar
and, indeed, by some accounts he was contemptuous of the Western tradition dating
from the Greeks. In his notebooks he makes some perceptive remarks about Socrates’
search for the essential definition of a word and is critical of both Socrates’ conception
of dialogue and his use of power in reducing the Sophists to silence:

Reading the Socratic dialogues one has the feeling: what a terrible waste of time!

What's the point of these arguments that prove nothing and make nothing clearer?
(Wittgenstein, 1980: 14).

Socrates keeps reducing the Sophist fo silence — but does he have right on his side
when he does thise Well, it is true that the Sophist does not know what he thinks he
knows; but that is no triumph for Socrates. It can't be a case of "You see, you don't
know itl" = nor yet triumphantly ‘So none of us knows anything!” (ibid.: 56).

Witigenstein draws our aftention to the way Socrates shuts down conversation, in dialog-
ical exchange with his adversary he trumps each argument to show the errors of his
interlocutors. Dialogue as a hermeneutics of the self is based on the recognition of the
pragmatics of confext in the codefermination of meaning which ideally initiates a
dialogue with others and ourselves, with language and ultimately with both human
understanding and the history of philosophy. It is what Mikhail Bakhtin (1981) refers to
as 'the dialogical imagination’ (Peters, 201 1al).

Philosophy has been dominated by the philosophy of self since the time of the ancient
oracle at Delphi who invokes us to ‘know thyself and as both Foucault (1988) and Hadot
(2004: 21) explain, ‘care of the self’, ‘moderation in all things' and in fact a whole list of
maxims (some 140 of them) that defined the moral life including education. In antiquity,
selfhood and the subject can be fraced in the conjuncture of metaphysics, philosophical
psychology and ethics. Plato defined the soul as the essence of being and Aristotle consid-
ered the self as an activity of the body. Avicenna, the Persian philosopher, imagined the
self as consisting in human self-awareness that demonstrated the substantiality of the soul.
Scholasticism, derived from medieval centers of learning, sought to harmonize the concept
of the soul in a rational theology. The concept of self-determination as a positive idea of
freedom based on the philosophy of free will (construed as the ability to make choices) is
infimately connected fo the question of moral responsibility. For the Greek and particularly
for Aristotle the closest relation to the complex modern idea of freewill was the idea and
concept that our actions ‘depend on us’, that we are in some sense the cause of our
actions. While the Romans had the same combination of ‘free” and ‘will" in their term
liberum arbitrium or libera voluntas, the Greeks had no such combination.

The concept of the unified self as a source of consciousness that is a responsible
agent receives an influential treatment in Descartes’ ‘philosophy of interiority” as the first
step in theory of knowledge. For Descartes, the ‘subject’ (the ‘ego’, the I', res cogitans’)
is something that thinks and Descartes starts from the ‘ego’ (the ‘subject’) the ‘cogito sum’
as indubitable and thus able to serve as the certain foundation for knowledge, enabling
the liberation of philosophy from theology. But Descartes’ distinction between thought
and extension, mind and body, is the distinction between the subject and the object that
that makes possible the distinction between the knower and what he knows as the begin-
ning of modern epistemology. The notion of the self as a ‘subject’, as the source of
subjective experiences, consciousness and feelings becomes a central ferm in the
modern Continental tradition in debates over human autonomy taking new forms in
German idealism with Kant and Hegel largely in response to Hume's radical scepticism
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who regards the self as nothing more than a bundle of perceptions. Like many philoso-
phers in the idealist tradition before him, Hegel believes that consciousness of objects
necessarily implies some awareness of self, as a subject, which is separate from the
perceived object. But he takes this idea of self-consciousness a step further and asserts
that subjects are also objects to other subjects in his famous formulation
of 'master/slave dialectic’ based on the ‘struggle for recognition implied in self-
consciousness: self as negation of others. Idealist notions of the subject as a unified
source of consciousness become the basis for radical critique in the hands of Marx,
Freud and Nietzsche who begin to deconstruct the notion of autonomy that underlies the
social contract in liberal political theory. It was Heidegger who perhaps most fully
rethinks the notion of the subject as embodying human self-consciousness and a genera-
tion of scholars following him — Lacan, Althusser, Foucault, Bourdieu, Derrida — question
the tradition of the philosophy of the subject (and the self as essence) as a foundation for
liberal institutions, not least schools, universities and the liberal theory of education and
morality.

The philosophy of the subject took different philosophical forms in response to different
historical and cultural contexts. The humanistic fradition in philosophy around the time of
the Florentine Renaissance really constitutes a form of pedagogy more than a coherent
philosophy and it is preoccupied with the process of character formation in relation to
the speaking and writing subject (Peters, 2001). Jacob Burckhardt (1978), the cultural his-
torian who influenced Niefzsche so deeply, in his now classic work The Civilization of
the Renaissance in ltaly, provides an account that links the transformation of the city into
a state (‘The state as a work of art’) based on the educational development of the indi-
vidual and the revival of the culture of Antiquity in the schools and universities of the
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.

What Wittgenstein shares with Nietzsche, Heidegger and the French tradition is the
questioning of the anthropocentrism of the Western tradition especially as it comes to
dominate modern philosophy in the Cartesian model of man as a basis for universal know-
ledge, morality and political action. My efforts as an educational philosopher in the
shadow of vastly more insightful thinkers has been to realize the consequences of forms
of pedagogical humanism, to critique them, to expose their ideological, anthropological
and ethnocentric forms, to open them up fo scrutiny and, thereby, to deepen them and
make them more profound. This is in part the source for the critique of individualism, in
its crude economic form of homo economicus, and of liberalism as a political and
educational philosophy.

Wittgenstein, together with Nietzsche and Heidegger, operated for me as a kind of
platform to approach French postsiructuralist thinkers — Deleuze, Foucault, Derrida and
Lyotard = and the American post-Witigensteinians, Richard Rorty and Stanley Cavell.
Witigenstein, | have argued in a series of publications, sometimes with friends like James
Marshall, Nicholas Burbules and Paul Smeyers, is a ‘pedagogical philosopher’ who
anticipates many of the themes that dominate postmodern philosophy and displays an
uncanny series of resemblances fo a number of significant motifs in the work of Nietzsche
and Heidegger: the concern with a postmetaphysical philosophy or way forward that
highlights a cultural and historical picture of language, the significance of the question of
style or form of thinking and its philosophical genres, the notion of multiplicity and use in
language that deconstructs totalizing and monotheistic conceptions of dialogue.

The best sources on Witigenstein | have found tend to emphasize the ‘openness’ of later
Wittgenstein's texts, their dialogical, pedagogical and pragmatic nature, and the persis-
tence of the question of philosophy and pedagogy as a way of life. Witigenstein's cultural
furn to ‘practices’ of which language use is a part enables him to emphasize a
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contextualism, a form of semantic and epistemological holism, that view meaning as a
characteristic of sentences rather than concepts, and meaning as relative to the speaker
and the context of use. This enables us fo take a historicist approach to philosophy itself
and to the question on the materiality of discourse whose forms are to a large extent
dependent on the rules of genres. From this perspective — what is called ‘speaking, reading
and wiriting the self’ — | am inclined to view Witigenstein's Investigations as a multifaceted
nondialectical dialogue in the tradifion of a philosophical confession that wrestles with the
problems of modem philosophy and the Cartesian model of subjectivity.

By contrast Nietzsche, who was a classical scholar strongly oriented to Greek clas-
sical culture, complained that Enlightenment philosophers had idealized and aestheti-
cized Greek culture as noble, elegant and grandiose, stripping it of its vitality as a
warrior culture and burying the unpleasant truths. In classical Greek tragedy he found an
art form that transcended meaninglessness and depicted life as a struggle between
Apollonian and Dionysian elements (Nietzsche, 1962/1872). This struggle comprised
both an aesthetic of order, clarity and rationality based on the Olympian deities and the
Homeric heritage and also the dark side of humanity driven by intoxication, sexual
license, and the dissolution of the individual representing the irrationality, destructive and
narcotic Dionysian impulse. In his later work he contemplates an education infused with
various historical modes of knowing and consciousnesss that understands the past
requires interpretive skills based on understanding the oracle’s invocation to ‘know
thyself’ (Nietzsche|. For Nietzsche the investigation of the past is always an exploration
of oneself and one’s cultural inheritances. Only through this process are we enabled to
move fowards forms of sel-mastery and health. Nietzsche's study of Greek philosophy
and culture was an important source of his critique of the nineteenth century. Soon after
the publication of the Birth of Tragedy in 1872 Nietzsche delivered a series of lectures
entifled ‘On the Future of Our Educational Insfitutions” in which he criticized the utilitarian
functions of Germany’s education for the state and pursues a vision that suggests the
genius artist can recreate culture through great works and liberate the true self through
forms of ‘selfovercoming’ and self mastery. In On the Genealogy of Morals (1887), the
work that continues a thread connecting truth, power and subjectivity, Nietzsche confronts
the philosophical question of the value of truth, its deeper expression as the will to power
and knowledge, and its primacy in the history of Western metaphysics.

In Nietzsche, a four volume work completed over the period 1936-62, Heidegger
focuses on clarifying what metaphysics is — the structures of Being—and Nietzsche's place
as 'the last philosopher’ who completes and exhausts all the possibilities of the metaphysics
of subjectivity with its emphasis on the will o power that leads to ‘becoming’ which is the
supreme act of wiling and efernal recurrence of the same. Heidegger indicates that
Nietzsche's major work The Wil to Power integrates his principal concepts — will to power,
eternal recurrence into a unity, revaluation of all values in view of nihilism — into a unity that
did not come together before Nietzsche became disabled by mental illness. Fundamental
to Heidegger's discussion of the ‘event’ of Being is a kind of historicist thinking that under-
stands the nihilism at the root of contemporary morality and politics that cannot be

overcome by tearing away at it or shoving it aside-which is what we do when we
replace the Christian God with yet another ideal, such as Reason, Progress, political
and economic ‘Socialism,” or mere Democracy (Il 179; | 442).

Nietzsche, for Heidegger, was the first philosopher to point to new beginnings for
the West in ways that go beyond nihilism to a humanity that was no longer tied o a
conception of Being understood in terms of the relations of production or necessarily
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tied to Western nihilism culminating in the industriaHtechnological era. Perhaps, most
insightfully, Heidegger understands art as both the most expressive configuration of the
will to power (techne) and also as a poiesis or ‘bringing forth’ that involves the most
profound forms of self-creation in a world without God. The question is whether either
Nietzsche or Heidegger provides genuine new beginnings for a postmetaphysical West
and what role education, culture and art might play in this new beginning.

Deleuze’s (1983/1962) highly influential book on Nietzsche occupies a central
place in the contemporary history of French poststructuralism as an exegetical reading
that emphasized forces of multiplicity — the logic of affirmation and difference rather than
negation — and a philosophy of becoming. Deleuze infroduces Nietzsche's work in the
form of a general semiology that is also concerned with power and forms both as ethics
and onfology. As he argues, Nietzsche diagnoses nihilism as the movement of history fo
which he opposes the affirmation of power where the reactive forces of ressentiment and
bad conscience are finally conquered. It is @ work that is set against Hegel and the
dialectic; as he argues in the formulation ‘The Games of the Will to Power against the
Power of the Dialectic':

Three ideas define the dialectic: the idea of power of the negative as a theorefical
principle manifested in opposition and contradiction; the idea that suffering and
sadness, the valorization of the ‘sad passions’, as a practical principle manifested
in spliting and tearing apart; the idea of a positivity as a theoretical principle and
practical product of negation itself. It is no exaggeration to say that the whole of
Nietzsche's philosophy, in its polemic sense, is an attack on these three ideas.
(1983: 195-6)

Deleuze's radicial questioning of the dialectic is to be contrasted with the purely positive
power of the affirmation inherent in the principle of ‘difference’ as the linguistic constant
that serves as the basis for a notion of the subject that is not tied to negation, to self as
negation of other, to the master—slave dialectic locked in a struggle to the death, or to
Hegelian or Marxist politics. Deleuze's Nietzschean crifique of the Hegelian dialectic
culiminates in Difference and Repetition where difference is subordinated to identity as a
transcendental principle that ties together the themes of difference, multiplicity, virtuality
and intensity based on a genetic model of difference that repudiates the essential model
of identity (Plato), the regulative model of unity (Kant), and the dialectical model of
contradiction (Hegel) (Smith and Protevi, 2008).

The ‘decentering’ of structure, of the transcendental signified, and of the sovereign
subject, Derrida suggests — naming his sources of inspiration — can be found in the
Niefzschean critique of mefaphysics and, especially, of the concepts of being and truth, in
the Freudian critique of selfpresence, as he says, ‘the critique of consciousness, of the
subject, of selfidentity and of selfproximity or self-possession’ (Derrida, 1978: 280), and,
more radically, in the Heideggerian destruction of metaphysics, ‘of the determination of
Being as presence’ (ibid.). In the body of the essay, Derrida considers the theme of ‘decen-
fering’ in relation to Lévi-Strauss' ethnology and concludes by distinguishing two inferpreta-
fions of structure. One, Hegelian in origin and exemplified in Lévi-Strauss’ work, he argues,
‘dreams of deciphering a truth or an origin which escapes play and the order of the sign’
and seeks the ‘inspiration of a new humanism’. The other, ‘which is no longer turned toward
the origin, affirms play and tries to pass beyond man and humanism'’ (Derrida, 1978: 292).

Foucault turns to Nietzsche to inquire and unmask the power/knowledge condition
of language and discourse, and the discursive formations and regimes that make ‘truth’
possible. In ‘Prison Talk’ Foucault (1977/1975) suggests:
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It was Nietzsche who specified the power relation as the general focus, shall
we say, of philosophical discourse — whereas for Marx it was the productive
relation. Nietzsche is the philosopher of power, a philosopher who managed to
think of power without having to confine himself within a political theory in order
fo do so.

In ‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History’ Foucault (1971) elaborates how Nietzsche sets
genealogy against metaphysics and the search for truth, challenging the pursuit of origins
as the misguided attempt fo find the essence of things. Genealogical analysis reveals
that behind things there is ‘not a timeless and essential secret, but the secret that they
have no essence or that their essence was fabricated in a piecemeal fashion from alien
forms' (p. 78). And he goes on to provide a reading that questions the notion of origins
as a site for truth:

Examining the hisfory of reason, he learns that it was born in an alfogether ‘reason-
able’ fashion from chance; devotion o truth and the precision of scientific methods
arose from the passion of scholars, their reciprocal hatred, their fanatical and
unending discussions, and their spirit of competition- the personal conflicts that
slowly forged the weapons of reason. Further, genealogical analysis shows that the
concept of liberty is an ‘invention of the ruling classes’ and not fundamental to man’s
nature or at the root of his attachment o being and truth (p. 78).

Against this background Foucault reestablishes the concept of descent (Herkunfi), as affili-
ation, the dispersion of events, and its attachment to the body as the inscribed surface of
events and emergence (Entstehung) as the play of forces. Genealogy cultivates a form of
‘effective’ history and an historical sense that opposes the three modalities of Platonic
history:

The first is parodic, directed against reality, and opposes the theme of history as
reminiscence or recognition; the second is dissociative, directed against identity, and
opposes hisfory given as continuity or representative of a tradition; the third is sacri-
ficial, directed against truth, and opposes history as knowledge (p. 93).

Foucault's project is to link genealogy fo questions of historical ontology and the ways
we constifufe ourselves in relation to truth as subjects of knowledge, as subjects and
moral agents acting on others. This orientation tfies in closely with what he calls ‘the
genealogy of ethics’ based on the investigation of “techniques of the self’ in the history
of Western ethics and informed by the ideal of ‘care for the self’. This is an exercise of
understanding how human beings give meaning to moral conduct as an inquiry of the
relationship of the self to itself, rather than an approach that tries to grasp the conception
of morality through an objective or scientific account of what it is to be human. He is
inferested in describing and analyzing of how human beings in different eras have come
fo conceive of their own conduct as ethical around a series of problems such as sexuality
or freedom that emerged as a system of practices. He demonsrates how the ethical self
emerges out of a series of practices of selfreflection.

This line of philosophical inquiry also coalesced with the work of two post-
Witigensteinian philosophers in the American tradition — Richard Rorty and Stanley
Cavell — who, each in their own way, selfconsciously acted as a bridge between
analytic and Continental philosophy while reforming or reshaping American philosophy
as something distinctively American. Rorty’s Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979),



