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Abstract
Telling stories is integral to knowing the world and the constitution of a sense of
self. Feminist film and cultural theorist Teresa de Lauretis (1984) reminds us that
story telling ‘is the process by which, for all social beings, subjectivity is
constructed’ (159). We make who we are by telling stories. Taking this as a guiding
principle this thesis examines the possibility of developing a subversive style of
story-telling in order to tell different stories about teaching (McWilliam, 1994, St.
Pierre, 1997). A common story of teaching is used as a focus - the story of the
altruistic teacher. I argue that stories about altruism as they occur in popular
culture and in educational research tend to valourise altruism. This neglects the
limits that the virtue of altruism places upon the possibilities for subjectivities.
Using the work of Nietzsche and Foucault, this thesis attempts to position altruism
as central to a genealogy that seeks to investigate the limits of altruism and strives
towards the possibility of telling different stories of altruism.
Reflective practice as a method of inquiry into teaching practices is taken as a case
study for the possible implementation of this style of story-telling. In order to
achieve a subversive and reflective practice, reflective writing is reconceived as a
grotesque realm in which surprise prompts reflection. The main contribution of
this thesis is the development of a playfully subversive form of reflective writing
that draws from the work of Bakhtin (1981, 1984) and from critical reflective
writing (Pillow, 2003, Bleakley, 2000) to generate different stories of altruism in
teaching.
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CHAPTER ONE - STORIES OF TEACHING
Telling stories is an integral way of knowing the world. We tell stories in order to
know about the world and to know about our relation to the world. It is through
the telling of stories that selves are constituted. Feminist film and cultural theorist
Teresa de Lauretis (1984) writes that story telling:
is the process by which, for all social beings, subjectivity is constructed. Through
that process one places oneself or is placed in social reality, and so perceives
and comprehends as subjective (referring to, even originating in, oneself) those
relations –material, economic, and interpersonal– which are in fact social and, in
a larger perspective, historical (159).
The process of story-telling constitutes a sense of self in the world. The central
premise of this current work is that stories constitutes a sense of self and that to
study stories told about the self means to reveal assumptions, beliefs, habits and
relationships of power. For this reason, stories can become integral to the
development of professional knowledge about teaching. Importantly, stories can
form the basis of new ways of talking about teaching – ways that intend to
interrogate and disrupt the assumptions, habits, beliefs and relationships of power
that govern teaching. I agree with Elizabeth St. Pierre (1997a) when she argued:
‘Caught believing our own stories, we are now obliged to struggle out of their plots
and rewrite the characters, the scenes, and the day-to-day action’ (280).
Furthermore, I believe that teacher educators and researchers have an ethical
imperative to support the telling of stories about teaching that aim to make a
difference to the constitution of the self.
Teacher researchers and teacher educators have long recognised that telling
stories is integral to constituting the self in the world. Leading educational
researchers, F. Michael Connelly and D. Jean Clandinin (1990) argue that ‘humans
are storytelling organisms who, individually and socially, lead storied lives’ (2).
Stories have proven integral to the development of professional knowledge about
teaching yet, as I argue throughout this current work, it is necessary to take a
different approach to the stories told about teaching. My interest is in the
10

possibility of forcing a notoriously conservative body of knowledge, professional
knowledge, to take seriously the need to tell stories about teaching that constitute
different subjectivities. The aim of this current work is to contribute such a style of
story-telling to teacher education. This depends upon interrogating the stories
commonly told about teaching in order to re-write these stories and constitute
different subjectivities.
There is a very common story in teaching that suggests itself as the basis for the
current attempt to develop a method of inquiry that enables the telling of different
stories about teaching. I am referring to the stories that teachers tell about their
altruism. Altruistic stories of teaching are legendary. Very often these stories pivot
upon the desire to “make a difference” in the lives of students. Teacher-educators
and researchers are faced with the task of responding to the desire laid bare in
these stories. As Leigh O’Brien and Martha Schillaci (2002) argued there is a need
to ‘teach to that desire’ (26). In this current work I take their suggestion seriously
because I believe that this story of teaching holds a key to finding new ways of
telling stories about teaching. In this current work I examine this story in order to
make it central to a method of reflective writing that seeks to interrogate the old
and introduce new stories of teaching.
The story of altruism in teaching is characterised by a hard working teacher who
aims to find satisfaction in a generally stressful and low-paid career through
“making a difference” in the lives of their students. Altruism provides a source of
intense pleasure. These pleasures are socially acceptable and celebrated because
altruism is considered a virtue intimately bound to the Enlightenment project. This
mixture of altruism, pleasure and the Enlightenment is a potent source for a
radicalised story-telling method for teacher development. But this raises the
question of why should altruism be considered a problem rather than as the basis
for pleasures that are beneficial and thus a cause for celebration? Why shouldn’t
teachers be left alone to pursue one of the few pleasures remaining in an
instrumentalised profession (cf. Lyotard, 1984, Giroux, 1988)? In addressing this
question, I reveal that altruism in teaching is intimately related to the instrumental
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rationality in contemporary teacher-education. To problematise altruism means to
problematise instrumental rationality and the effect it has on subjectivity.
The question of the link between altruism and instrumental rationality was first
posed by Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) and his work and the work of his
interlocutor Michel Foucault (1926-1984), is integral to the argument that altruism
in teaching can become the focus of new ways of telling about teaching. What I
propose to develop in this current work is deeply related to a type of study
introduced by Nietzsche (1887) in On the genealogy of morals (1887). This is a type
of study that focuses upon moral values and the effects they have upon the
possibilities for life. In On the genealogy of morals Nietzsche argues that human
actions are never isolated events but always have a history. His genealogical
method is an attempt to study the history of morality upon actions. In particular,
he argues for the need for individuals to conduct a study of their own personal
moral beliefs in order to reveal the history of these and to begin to act differently.
He argues for the need to develop knowledge about actions and effect different
actions by developing different morality.
We have no right to isolated acts of any kind: we may not make isolated errors
or hit upon isolated truths. Rather do our ideas, our values, our yeas and nays,
our ifs and buts, grow out of us with the necessity with which a tree bears fruit –
related and each with an affinity to each, and evidence of one will, one health,
one soil, one sun (Nietzsche, 1966: 452, emphasis in original).
This is an important insight because not only does it demand that humans know
the history that effects actions but considers the possibility that we can constitute
new histories through the study of old histories. This insight motivates this current
attempt to study the old history of altruism in order to constitute new histories of
altruism in teaching.
The imperative to shape possible new histories out of old ones is a modern ethical
imperative. This is because as Nietzsche argues moral values make victims. In
aphorism 21 of The Gay Science (1882) he writes; ‘If you have a virtue, an actual,
perfect virtue (and not merely a kind of impulse towards virtue!) – you are its
victim!’ (Nietzsche, 1971: 58, emphasis in original). Nietzsche re-configures moral
virtues such as altruism as a cause of suffering. Virtues make you suffer and, by
12

extension, make others suffer. ‘He who is dissatisfied with himself is ever ready to
avenge himself on that account: we others will be his victim, if only in having to
endure his ugly aspect’ (ibid: 225). Nietzsche instigates the study of morality as an
ethical imperative because virtues make victims. This requires considered thought
about moral virtues and the suffering they cause in order to attempt to develop a
new morality that, at the very least knows and continues to critique the suffering it
causes. ‘Let us articulate this new demand: we need a critique of moral values, the
value of these values themselves must first be called in question – and for that there
is needed a knowledge of the conditions and circumstances in which they grew […]
a knowledge of the kind that has never yet existed or even been desired’
(Nietzsche, 1966: 456, emphasis in original).
There is a great deal of value to be gained through studying altruism in teaching.
One important aspect is because the study of virtues makes for more critical
teaching. As educational philosopher Maxine Greene (1973) argues, teachers need
to conduct an
examination of the lives we lead, an intensified consciousness of the choices we
make. It means a thoughtful consideration of existing codes and values,
dissident as well as conventional ones. It means critical thinking about the
principles by which we try to live and our reasons for performing particular acts
(219).
The development of critically thinking teachers who attempt to reveal the effect of
their actions in order to act differently is an important concern in teachereducation. Educational philosopher James Marshall (2001) refers to this type of
teacher as a new type of self. He writes, ‘a critical self, [is] a self which engages in
an ongoing critique’ (76). I agree with the need to develop critical selves in
teaching and I hope to contribute a method of inquiry that can reasonably expect
the emergence of a ‘critical self’. This method may also prove useful to other
professions that purport to be altruistic.
However, there is another reason I wish to study altruism in teaching. Following
Nietzsche and Foucault I am interested in the link between altruism and
victimhood and the possibility of constituting new subjectivities from genealogical
study. My attempt to develop a genealogical study of altruism offers a unique
13

perspective on genealogies. In this work I make the argument that altruism is a
virtue that is supported by instrumental rationality and that to re-configured
altruism relies upon displacing instrumental rationality with a different form of
rationality.

The work of Michel Foucault is important for the introduction of a

non-instrumental rationality into teacher-education. Foucault continued to
develop Nietzsche’s idea that a genealogy of morality is an ethical imperative and
he offers various ways to develop such study. Foucault’s work increasingly became
focused upon how individuals become subjects of knowledge and the place that
instrumental rationality has in the constitution of the self. In his essay “What is
Enlightenment?” (1984) he argues that the contemporary ethical imperative is to
study how we become the subjects we are and to experiment with this rationality
to achieve different ends. He calls this a ‘critical ontology’.
The critical ontology of ourselves has to be considered not, certainly as a theory,
a doctrine, nor even a permanent body of knowledge that is accumulating; it
must be conceived as an attitude, an ethos, a philosophical life in which the
critique of what we are is at one and the same time the historical analysis of the
limits imposed on us and an experiment with the possibility of going beyond
them (Foucault, 1984: 50).
Integral to this form of study is the examination of the form of rationality that
dominates attempts to produce certain forms of subjectivity. ‘It may be wise not to
take as a whole the rationalisation of society or of culture, but to analyse such a
process in several fields, each with reference to a fundamental experience:
madness, illness, death, crime, sexuality’ (ibid: 210). Foucault argues for the need
to take rationalism as a problem of study.
Foucault’s critical ontology is, I believe, closely related to Nietzsche’s idea of
experimentation with life in order produce different lives. Nietzsche articulates
this imperative in aphorism 290 of The Gay Science, which begins:
One thing is needful – To “give style” to one’s character – that is a grand and rare
art! He who surveys all his strengths and weaknesses, and then fashions it into
an ingenious plan, until everything appears artistic and rational, and even the
weaknesses enchant the eye – exercises that admirable art (Nietzsche, 1971:
aphorism 290, emphasis in original)
In this current work I attempt to develop a critical ontology based in the critique of
altruism. This ontology posits that styling the self is an aesthetic and ethical
14

imperative in teaching and teacher-education. I attempt to develop an
experimental method of reflective writing that studies the value of values, their
strengths and weaknesses, and attempts to fit them to an artistic plan. This
attempt is conducted in relation to stories told about the experiences of teaching.
This method of telling stories about teaching is dependent upon the capacity to
recall. This capacity raises an important issue in terms of telling stories about
experiences – the problem of repression.
Methods of inquiry that purport to reflect upon experiences have become central
to the development of knowledge about teaching. I find these methods of learning
particularly suited to the aim of this current work. However, there is a problem
with the attempt to reflect upon experiences. This is the assumption that
experiences can be objectified for the purpose of study. I believe that this
assumption is central in Foucault’s critical ontology and, as I draw out in this
current work, is a central assumption of research in teaching that reflects upon
experience in order to develop professional knowledge. The work of Sigmund
Freud on repression (1985) and transference (1973) can be used to interrogate
the ideal that experiences can be objectified for the purposes of study. Freud’s
work on repression has shown that experiences actively resist being recalled. A
unique contribution of this current work is to incorporate Freud’s theory of
repression into methods in teacher education that expect the objectification of
experiences. The critical ontology developed in this work is one that attends to the
problem of repression, the effect repression has upon the reflective texts produced
in order to develop knowledge about teaching and offers to generate different
kinds of texts. These alternatives texts seek to actively play with resistance and
repression in order to produce new subjectivities through the study of old
histories. Integral to the production of such radicalised texts is the realm of the
literary.
This current work is part of a larger attempt, exemplified in the work of Shoshanna
Felman’s (1982), to draw from the realm of the literary as a source for the
development of teaching practices. Felman’s paper on psychoanalysis and
education has proven to be a pivotal point in educational theory and one that has a
15

great deal of influence upon this current work. Using the work of Freud and
Jacques Lacan she writes of the need to integrate a different form of knowledge
into teaching. She calls this “unmeant” knowledge and claims that the realm of the
literary is exceptional in its modelling of this realm. If a critical ontology is to take
seriously the idea that some knowledge is repressed, it needs to attempt to be
inclusive of this knowledge. The realm of the literary can provide knowledge and
examples of how to write in order to play with knowledge that is repressed. As
Felman argues this form of knowledge presents in slips and in surprise. It is my
intention to incorporate a well-developed theory of surprise into methods of
inquiry into teaching in order to foreground “unmeant” knowledge.
As it is my intention to develop a playful method of reflective inquiry into teachereducation I have chosen to focus on one particular method of reflective inquiry to
investigate if it is robust enough to support this end. The method of inquiry known
as reflective practice is a method that has made great impact upon teachereducation in the past thirty years. It has become extremely well-established and
has generated research that is innovative, creative and critical. It is a field of
research that has exciting potential. Most importantly, it is a form of research into
teaching that depends almost entirely upon the ability to objectify experiences of
teaching, including the experiences of moral values, in order to continually shape
one’s self as a teacher. This form of study is highly conducive to a critical ontology
and in this current work I analyse this possibility and investigate the limitations of
reflective practice in order to shape it towards the production of texts productive
of ‘critical selves’. In particular, I focus on upon the concept of experience and the
impact this concept has upon reflective texts in reflective practice. I argue for the
need to re-think this notion in order to introduce the concept of repression. The
result is a surprising and playful method of inquiry that promises new kinds of
pleasures for teachers.
The thesis of this current work is as follows:
That a critical ontology of altruism that incorporates the notion of repression can be
developed in relation to teacher education.
The following questions facilitate the examination of this thesis.
16

Main question: How do the limitations of altruism manifest in teaching?
Sub-questions: How can these manifestations be addressed?
How is ‘critical ontology’ understood in the context of research into teaching?
What is the position of story-telling to this method?
How does the notion of repression impact upon a critical ontology?
What method of inquiry is currently found in teacher education promises to
support a critical ontology of altruism? (Reflective practice)
What are the limitations of reflective practice in relation to a critical ontology?
What different style of writing can be incorporated into reflective practice in order
to address its limitations and enable participation in the development of a critical
ontology of altruism?
What concepts and techniques can support this form of reflective writing?

OUTLINE OF CHAPTERS
The current work has been divided into Part One and Part Two. The aim of Part
One is to examine the idea that altruism is a problem in teacher education worthy
of critical investigation. I argue that altruism is central to the constitution of the
self as a teacher and that this involves the development of particular roles and
techniques for teachers and for students. I argue that a critical ontology can be
appropriated towards the development of a method of inquiry into the self as
teacher. I examine the notion of repression as it relates to efforts to tell stories
based in experiences. The work of Michel Foucault is examined for a possible style
of reflective writing as story-telling.
Part Two is dedicated to examining the possibilities of incorporating a critical
ontology of altruism into teacher education. I argue the need to critically examine
reflective practice as a method of inquiry into teaching that can sustain a critical
ontology. I draw from the work of Mikhail Bakhtin to develop a style of reflective
writing that interrogates the value of altruism and plays with the possibility of
other selves in relation to altruism.
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In Chapter Two, “Telling stories of altruism in teaching” I examine closely the
story of altruism in teaching. In particular, I focus upon the most popular
manifestation of teaching in relation to altruism. This is the story of the teacher as
a hero who strives to “make a difference”. I argue that this story of teaching
constitutes particular roles and relationships of power for teachers and students.
The teacher is positioned as one who has mastered knowledge and can use it to
save their students. This story of teaching recurs in popular culture and in
educational and research. This story is generally a celebration of teaching. I aim to
counteract this celebratory and non-critical stance by arguing that altruism makes
victims and thus needs to be critically examined. This examination can lead to new
possibilities for life. This argument is developed through exposing the ‘missionary
position’ (McWilliam, 1997) central to the recurrent story of altruism.
In Chapter Three, “Altruism as problem” I continue to develop the argument that
altruism is a problem in teaching through deploying Althusser’s (2001) theory of
ideology and the genealogical work of Friedrich Nietzsche and Michel Foucault.
This enables me to argue that altruism can become the focus of an interrogative
method of inquiry in teaching that tells stories about stories. Foucault’s (1983)
“critical ontology” is suggested as a method that can be developed to this end.
In Chapter Four, “The promise of professionalism” I argue that the mandatory
professional body of knowledge required by all professions can be shaped to
incorporate a critical ontology of altruism. This is achieved through critically
examining the ideology of professionalism and revealing the anxious and fearful
subjectivity at its core. I argue that a type of professionalism can develop that
attempts to critically appraise the value of the values that underpin it, including
the values of disinterested objectivism and altruism. This is an ‘avant-garde’
(McWilliam, 1994) method of study that intends to disrupt the missionary position
of teaching and the master of knowledge central to that position.
In Chapter Five, “Formation of the self’ I discuss the idea that education has
focused upon the formation of the self. A critical ontology of altruism is part of this
tradition whilst at the same time offering a critique of the linear and progressive
journey that has long held sway in educational self-formation. The progressivism
18

at the heart of education assumes that language and stories are merely tools
through which a truth can be transmitted. I contrast the progressivist view with
the contemporary belief, as articulated by Nietzsche and by Jacques Lacan - that
the self is constituted in language and through the stories we tell. I argue the need
to incorporate the constitutive aspect of language into a critical ontology. The work
of Michel Foucault is examined as an example of a type of reflective writing that
can be adapted to a critical ontology of telling stories about altruism. I argue for
the need to develop a form of reflective writing in teacher education that centres
the notion of repression and I use the work of Lydia Ginzburg (1991) to suggest
the need to develop reflective writing as “unreliable”. This is opposed to the
truthful accounts that reflective writing currently assumes.
In Chapter Six, “Fashioning different selves in writing” I begin to develop a style
of unreliable reflective writing that displaces the heroic narrator that is
characteristic of stories of altruism. I argue that this can be achieved by the
incorporation of a disruptive element in reflective texts. This is done through
examining contemporary attempts to disrupt instrumental rationality in academic
writing and by suggesting the need to adopt a polemical position as a ‘styleshaping factor’ (Bakhtin, 1981: 402). This factor is the dialogical position of ‘hewho-fails-to-understand’ (ibid: 403). The aim of this chapter is to begin to describe
this factor as essential to a reflective writing that aims to interrogate altruism. I
introduce the figure of the fool as an exceptional example of this (dis)organising
factor in writing. I argue that the fool is a literary figure that forces reflection upon
long held beliefs. This is achieved through adopting the position of naïve dis-belief.
I argue that the fool can be introduced into reflective writing illustrate this through
an example of a fool capable of forcing reflection as presented in Thus Spake
Zarathustra by Nietzsche.
Chapter Seven, “Reflective practice and critical ontology” examines the
possibility that reflective practice is conducive to supporting and developing a
critical ontology of altruism in teaching. The method of reflective practice is
particularly amenable to a critical ontology of altruism because it focuses upon
telling stories about teaching. In this chapter, I examine the current character of
these stories and argue that they repeat the problems of altruism more generally.
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That is, they are heroic and linear stories of the attempt to save students. The
writing that is produced has been characterised as comfortable and familiar
(Pillow, 2003, Bleakley, 2000, Masschelein, 2006). There is a need to disrupt this
type of writing with one that understands the importance of repression and
reflective writing based in experience. Essential to this is the need to
reconceptualise the notion of experience because that which is currently held
limits forms of writing.
In Chapter Eight, “Experience as surprise” I draw from the work of American
philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce in order to reconfigure experience as a force in
a critical ontology of altruism. I argue this is necessary in order to develop a form
of reflective writing that is an event that surprises long held beliefs. While surprise
was once essential to reflective thinking as proposed by John Dewey, it has become
lost to current definitions of reflective practice. To re-incorporate it promises to
contribute to the development of a style of story-telling that interrogates altruism.
In Chapter Nine, “A grotesque realm for reflective writing” I return to Bakhtin’s
dialogic position in writing in order to argue that the literary realm of the
grotesque offers a realm from which to write critical ontologies of altruism. I argue
that this realm is ruled by surprise which means that the grotesque is a realm that
understands how repression works in order to displace and renew knowledge. The
literary grotesque is a privileged source of “unmeant” knowledge and thus offers a
model from which to write reflectively. Reflective writing needs to become more
grotesque in order to be more ethical. I explore this argument through Freud’s
notion of the uncanny. Finally, I examine previous attempts in educational theory
to introduce the realm of the grotesque into education.
Chapter Ten, “Ostranenie” is the final chapter of this current work and in it I
continue to develop reflective writing through the introduction of a literary
technique that forces surprise. The literary technique of ostranenie (Shklovsky,
1990) is a technique used in literature to make once familiar habits and beliefs
strange. This technique can be introduced into reflective writing in order to
disrupt the beliefs that motivate teaching. The texts that result force surprises
upon the reader as once familiar things become unfamiliar. It is also a technique
that surprises the author of the texts as they attempt to interrupt their beliefs.
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LIFE AS ART
This thesis is an experimental one that plays with the well-regulated forms of
story-telling that currently exist in teacher education. This is done in order to
achieve a different style of story-telling in teacher education. This is a style that is
as critical as it is playful. It focuses upon the altruistic desire that permeates so
much teaching and shapes so many teaching techniques. It is a method that refuses
to celebrate altruism and instead positions it as a dynamic force in teaching that
can lead to the possibilities of different subjectivities. It is a method that takes
pleasure from playing with language and using a naïve position from which to
critique. It is a story-telling that depends upon making what is familiar strange. It
is a joyous form of story-telling that I hope to teach to others.
This current work, and the form of joyous story-telling I intend to contribute to
teacher education, is deeply indebted to the realm of the literary. Contemporary
thought owes a great deal to the literary. Nietzsche understood life as a work of art
that could proceed along literary lines (Nehamas, 1985). Freud was deeply
influenced by literature and his case studies have been claimed as a form of
literature (Kofman, 1991). As I argue in this work, language is constitutive of
subjectivity and that extends to the language of the literary. When we read we
become other and I am deeply interested in learning how we can write ourselves
otherwise as part of professional development. It is this opportunity to think
otherwise about professional writing that I hope to contribute to teacher
education. With Michel Foucault, I argue:
The conclusion would be that the political, ethical, social, philosophical problem
of our days is not to liberate the individual from the state, and the state’s
institutions, but to liberate us both from the state and the form of
individualization which is linked to the state. We have to promote new forms of
subjectivity through the refusal of this kind of individuality which has been
imposed on us (Foucault, 1983: 216).
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PART ONE - ALTRUISM
Part One consists of Chapters Two to Five. The aims of Part One are: to introduce
altruism as a problematic force in teaching, to suggest that altruism become the
focus of an attempt to develop a ‘critical self’ (Marshall, 2001) and to suggest a
form of reflective writing to enable this. In Part One, I argue that stories of altruism
in teaching are constitutive of a particular type of subjectivity that is restrictive of
the possibilities for life. I suggest that a critical ontology of altruism can interrogate
these restrictions and experiment with different possibilities for living. I argue that
the professional body of knowledge that is mandatory in the professions can
incorporate this critical ontology if the instrumental rationality that is currently
the norm of such knowledge be interrogated and displaced. Such action introduces
the importance of other forms of rationality to professional knowledge. In
particular, I suggest the need to a critical ontology to be responsive to “unmeant”
knowledge (Felman, 1982). This form of knowledge has previously generally been
excluded from professional knowledge resulting in a fearful and anxious
subjectivity. Introducing “unmeant” knowledge as essential to the development of
professional knowledge has the potential of constituting different forms of
subjectivity.
In order to achieve a critical ontology within professional knowledge it is
necessary to reconsider how such knowledge is usually developed. I suggest the
necessity to develop a method of inquiry based in the writing of stories about
professional experience that is responsive to “unmeant” knowledge. Freud’s notion
of repression is central to this method of inquiry because it reveals that
experiences are not easily objectified and that that which escapes objectification
may prove integral to the writing of different stories of altruism. Foucault’s notions
of a “critical ontology” and “writing of the self” can be deployed towards the
development of a method of inquiry into altruism that centres the resistance
central to professional reflective writing.
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CHAPTER TWO - TELLING STORIES OF ALTRUISM IN
TEACHING
INTRODUCTION
Altruism is an exceedingly important and problematic force in teaching and is the
stuff of many stories about teaching. This chapter examines examples of such
stories as I develop the argument that altruism is considered a positive and
regenerative force in teaching. Contrary to this celebratory stance, I argue in this
chapter the necessity to take altruism as a problem in order to develop different
subjectivities in teaching. Essential to this end is to tell different stories about
teaching. In this chapter, I introduce a persistent story of teaching. This is the story
of the teacher who desires to “make a difference” in the lives of students. At the
centre of this story is the image of a long-suffering teacher who faced with many
difficulties sacrifices themselves in the hope of achieving their desire to serve
others. This is an extremely attractive story of teaching that is drawn upon to
attract teachers to the profession and told by teachers and pre-service teachers in
their attempts to constitute themselves as teachers. Altruism is considered a virtue
in western society and for this reason stories of altruism are celebrated within the
teaching profession. However, in this chapter I begin to a take a different stance
towards altruism because as a force in teaching it has constituted types of
subjectivities that have normalised problematic relationships of power. These
relationships are the subject of the following chapter. By viewing altruism as a
problem, rather than as a cause for celebration, in teaching, it becomes the basis
for new histories of subjectivity.

THE STORY OF THE ALTRUISTIC TEACHER
Teachers, and those learning to become teachers, have ideas about what
constitutes a good teacher. These ideas and the stories told about them influence
the way that teachers practice. Deborah Britzman (2003) argues that learning to
be a teacher is largely informed by the knowledge students have of teaching prior
to their education in teaching.
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They bring to teacher education their educational biographies and some wellworn and commonsensical images of the teacher’s work. In part, this accounts
for the persistency of particular worldviews, orientations, dispositions and
cultural myths that dominate our thinking and […] select the practices that are
available in educational life (Britzman, 2003: 27).
This knowledge is often ignored in teacher education, in part due to the
apprenticeship models which have traditionally been relied upon to train teachers.
One of the problems with an apprenticeship model is that the ideals, desires and
hopes about teaching that teachers bring to their learning are largely ignored. As
Britzman argues, ‘it [the apprenticeship model] ignores the cultural baggage
carried by new student teachers’ (Britzman, 1986: 443). In learning to teach,
‘cultural baggage’ often takes precedence over educational theories because
theories are considered as ‘too theoretical and abstract to be of use in the real
world of the classrooms’ (Britzman, 2003:4). These histories are held dear by preservice teachers and often seem to make more sense than the abstract theories
they are confronted with in teaching education. As Diane Holt-Reynolds (1992)
wrote ‘the personal history of pre-service teachers appears to function as prior
knowledge of what ‘good’ teaching should look, sound and feel like’ (342). This
history inevitably informs the way that teachers learn to teach. The need to
confront the history brought to teacher-education has become increasingly clear to
teacher-educators (cf. Moore, 2004: 52).. This type of inquiry seeks to ‘probe preservice teachers’ rationales’ (Holt-Reynolds, 1992: 345) in order to learn about
what it means to be a good teacher. Learning about teaching and developing
different ways of teaching requires learning about the history that students bring
with them to teaching. What is familiar to students – their motivations, aims,
stories and beliefs – need to become central to learning how to be a teacher. In this
way, familiar histories become a problem and new histories may emerge.
The histories told of teaching provide an important source of pleasure for teachers
and for pre-service teachers. In thinking differently about these histories, in
interrogating them, teacher education can offer new forms of pleasures in teaching.
These old stories and new stories are intimately related to the relationships that
teacher develop with their students. These relationships are a fundamental source
of pleasure in teaching. As Erica McWilliam (1999) argues,
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Students come into teaching with pre-conceived ideas about the ‘good’ teacher
they wish to be, the pleasures they can expect from this and with some idea of
the relationships they will have to form to achieve these pleasures. Pleasure is
important for motivating an individual professionally; ‘being happy or satisfied
as teachers and learners is an important part of pedagogy’ (16).
A good teacher is one who has certain kinds of relationships with their students. As
Erica McWilliam argues, ‘the good teacher is a teacher with quality relationships,
and these quality relationships are the sources of particular pleasures’ (ibid: 55).
As McWilliam reminds, pleasures are not natural but are historical and dependent
upon cultural contexts. She writes that pleasure results from ‘certain forms of
training […] constituted and organised through available discourse – including
professional’ (ibid: 3, emphasis in original). Teachers know what pleasures are
acceptable and which are not. They are trained in pleasure; ‘we are constantly
subjected to training about how to take our pleasures’ (ibid: 10). To illustrate this
training, McWilliam tells the story of a colleague who laughed loudly and raucously
in a committee meeting. On being admonished she replied, “Aren’t I allowed to
laugh?” and was told, “You can certainly laugh […] but within reason!”’ (opcit,
emphasis in original). For McWilliam the more professional teaching becomes the
‘fewer elating moments’ (16, emphasis in original) are possible. The study of
histories of teaching reveals the types of relationships that teachers hope to
achieve in their quest for pleasure. It also reveals the training, both formal and
informal, that constitutes these pleasures and, most importantly, it can reveal the
ethical substance of these relationships. That is, the relationships of power that are
formed and sustained to achieve pleasures in teaching are revealed when stories of
teaching are interrogated.
The aim of developing a critical method of inquiry towards altruism is that the
techniques developed in relationships with students can be examined in order to
understand the effects upon teachers and students. This requires that the
knowledge brought to teaching needs to become an object of study. Educational
researchers need to address the question, ‘What histories of teaching do students
bring with them?’. In this current context, I ask this question of the virtue of
altruism as a historical force in teaching in order not to banish it from teaching but
to re-configure it as central to critical inquiry into teaching.
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The virtue of altruism features as an important aspect of many stories told about
good teaching. The most common story is that of the teacher who desires to “make
a difference” to their students. Even if individuals do not harbour the desire
themselves it is a very well-known story of teaching primarily because of its
recurrent depiction in the western popular imagination. Common to this story of
teaching is the image of the heroic and charismatic teacher who struggles against
great odds in order to, somehow, impact upon their students. In his text The good
teacher, Alan Moore (2004) refers to the ‘charismatic subject’ (4) of this story. Like
all stories, this one constitutes particular subjectivities for teachers and for
students. At first glance, these subjectivities, especially that of the teacher is
laudable. As Moore describes it altruistic teachers have a ‘deeply ‘caring’
orientation aimed very specifically at ‘making a difference’ to pupil’s lives’ (5).
However, the aim of this chapter is to begin to shape altruism as a problem in
teaching because the relationships of power that are formed to achieve this desire
are ethically problematic.

MAKING A DIFFERENCE
The story of the altruistic teacher and the desire to “make a difference” that is at its
heart has consistently been drawn upon to celebrate a beleaguered profession. In
this section, this fervour of celebration is revealed in order to challenge it with a
critical approach to altruism. This attempt examines three widely different
contexts, government funded teacher programmes, popular culture and
educational research. All three not only share the story of “making a difference”
but also generally suggest that altruism need not be the focus of critical study
because it is good. The disruption of altruism means considering new goods and
new pleasures in teaching.
The desire to “make a difference” has consistently been depended upon both as a
force to keep individuals in a difficult occupation and to attract potential teachers.
This claim is examined in this section through reference to a recent programme
introduced in Australia by the Victorian State Government. Titled “Teach First”, it
is based on a US teacher education programme called “Teach for America” and the
British version called “Teach First”. The Australian version offers teaching posts to
top performing graduates of any discipline background who might not otherwise
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think of entering teaching. They are offered a two year position in teaching to be
taken up after four weeks university training over summer. These graduates are to
be sent to low-achieving government schools and are to receive support whilst
teaching. The state of Victoria proposed this programme and hopes to implement it
by 2010 (cf. Tomazin, 2008: 3). This will be a forerunner of Australian Federal
Government programmes.
My interest in “Teach First” Australian style is in the expectation that graduates
desire to “make a difference” in the lives of their future students. In this way,
altruism proves central to the programme as graduates are expected to forsake, for
at least for two years, the career they could have had for a low paying, low status
career in a low-achieving school. The importance of the desire to “make a
difference” is seen on the reflections about teaching posted on the website of the
“Teach for America” programme. While I am not suggesting that this is an
independent and academic source of data, I do believe that the stories told on this
website reflect a general way of telling stories about the desire to “make a
difference”. It is interesting to note the close resemblance between these website
stories and the ones told in the empirical academic research examined later in this
chapter.
The reflections posted on the “Teach for America” website are dominated by
stories of the good relationships that teachers have with their students and the
pleasures these generate for the teachers. The reflections of Meghan Brown, a
graduate from Princeton University, are typical. She tells the story of Nick, a loud
and large eleven year old who became the focus of her intense efforts as a teacher.
For every challenge I face in the classroom, there is an even greater reward.
Nick had some of the worst behaviour problems I saw in my classroom, and far
more challenging academic struggles. And yet, working through them was by far
the most thrilling experience I had as a teacher. Nick could have a bad morning
and make me wonder why I had ever wanted to join Teach For America, and in
the same day make a huge breakthrough, and remind me exactly why I was in
my classroom every day (Brown, 2008)
In another story posted on the website Janis Ortega reflects upon her intense
relationship with Christian. Prior to Janis’ involvement, Christian was failing at
school. In a story that will become typical in this current work of the teacher who
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aims to “makes a difference” Janis tells of giving up her personal time in order to
take Christian to the library on Saturday, an experience his overworked mother
and absent father had seemingly failed to offer.
I picked up Christian Saturday afternoon. I called a few minutes before I arrived,
and in less than a minute, I saw Christian flying up the street flailing his arms in
the air screaming, “Ms. Ortega, I'm ready to go to the library!” We walked over
together and I spent my Saturday afternoon introducing Christian Aguilar to the
beauty of books. (Ortega, 2008)
This story of giving non-working hours in order to achieve a special type of
relationship with students is typical of the desire to “make a difference”. While this
is a seemingly innocuous use of the teacher’s time, and indeed a matter of personal
choice, the unsustainable nature of such efforts and the effect it has upon the
constitution of relationships of power, are cause for concern, as is discussed latter.
These reflections on a programme similar to that which is to be introduced to
Australia give a brief picture of the pleasures available to the good teacher of
“Teach for America”. The expectations of the Australian programme are similar in
that graduates are expected to be altruistically inclined. Julie Gillard, the Australian
Minister for Education said that graduates who enter the programme in Australia
‘do make a difference in classrooms’ (Tomazin, 2008: 3).
This review of reflections of graduates in the programme that inspired Australian
politicians has introduced the story of the altruistic teacher. There are certain
themes in this story that have emerged. These themes include the teacher as a
‘rugged individualist’ (Britzman, 1986: 442) who makes personal sacrifices to
influence their students. This teacher, despite their centrality to so much of
teaching, is usually positioned as a sort of outsider. In the case of the programme
described above, they are not “real” teachers in the sense of having extensive
teacher education. They also differ from other teachers in that they are happy to
spend extra time and effort forming and sustaining certain types of relationships.
Another theme developing is that of an individual who enjoys to tell stories about
their efforts, certain kinds of stories. As this current work develops, it will be
revealed that these stories are indelibly linked to the types of relationships that
altruistic efforts constituted. In short, the stories told of altruism constrain the
forms of relationships that are constituted. In the next section, these themes are
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developed through reference to popular culture variants on the altruistic teacher.
In particular, the teacher as hero is focused upon as I intend to claim that heroic
stories constitute heroic subjectivities and that these subjectivities limit the
possibilities for life.

POPULAR TEACHERS
The teacher who struggles to “make a difference” through their rugged
individualism and in the face of criticisms, deprivations and antagonisms is regular
fodder for Hollywood and other popularist representations of teachers (Higgins,
2003, Moore, 2004) Chris Higgins (2003), one of the few educational researchers
whose work seriously critiques this ideal of teaching argues, ‘Hollywood seems
particularly cut-and-dried in its portrayals of teachers, who appear either as
complete saints or total scoundrels. For every film that takes aim at teachers […]
there is another portraying a teacher as heroic beyond all proportions and
martyred for the cause’ (146). Although not strictly Hollywood, Higgins uses the
example of the heroic character portrayed by Sidney Poitier in To sir with love
(1967).
In this movie, due to a lack of other employment opportunities, Poitier, a qualified
engineer, winds up working in a predominantly white and working-class urban
school in England. Despite the dangers and humiliations he faces daily, he is
determined to continue to teach. In his analysis of the film, Christopher Higgins
argues that it portrays a typical narrative of teaching, that of the call to service. ‘We
see the decision to teach portrayed as a moral choice as a call to service’ (147).
Higgins calls this an ‘ethos of service’ (131, emphasis in original). The character
played by Poitier is determined to serve the students. It is this call to service that
roves a pivotal point of analysis for the “make a difference” story in teaching. Alex
Moore (2004) in his analysis of the film argues that the Poitier character attempts
to ‘civilise’ his students. The aim of the teacher is to ‘produce ‘better’ [...] citizens
through exposure to ‘high’ (that is, middle-class) culture and ‘respectable’ (i.e.
middle-class) manners and cultural preferences’ (58). This is done at the expense
of the curriculum and avoids critique of social conditions. The aim of moral
betterment is a major problem of altruism. My particular approach to this problem
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is not merely that one set of values is imposed over another but rather the limits
that the aim of improvement places upon the possibilities for subjectivity. While I
agree that foregrounding ones’ morals is important in teaching this is not because
other morals need to be valued as well but rather because all moral values need to
be re-defined. This is examined more fully in the following chapter.
The ethos of service delineated by Higgins is evidenced in many recent Hollywood
films; The freedom writers (2007) being but one example. Based in real life it is the
story of a white, female teacher who in her first year of teaching chooses to teach in
an inner-city Los Angeles school because, as she explains to her father, she can
“make a difference”. Her classroom is represented as a haven from the war daily
waged by the students in the streets. The plot of the movie involves the teacher
overcoming great odds in order to pursue her dream of somehow impacting upon
the lives of her students, in the process of which she neglects her marriage, only
noticing her husband when he walks out on her. She is depicted as having no other
pleasures than that of impacting upon her students - making them succeed, with
success being measured in terms of ability to produce reflective texts and to enter
college.
This current work also shares the aim of enabling students to write reflectively. In
many ways, I share the desire to “make a difference”. I think what differs is the
kind of difference I aim to make. I don’t think it sufficient to produce students who
are capable of writing reflectively. I don’t think that such writing causes ‘better’
individuals. This is clarified throughout this work as I interrogate the type of
writing that currently passes as reflective. What I am aiming towards is a type of
reflectively writing that constitutes different subjectivities – new histories from
old. This is not a productive form of writing, i.e. a ‘better’ me results, but an
interrogative form that responds to that which is usually excluded from reflections.
Stories of altruism currently forestall this effort.
Other films of the heroic and self-sacrificing teacher include Goodbye Mr. Chips
(1939), Dead Poets Society (1989) and Wonder Boys (2000). The teachers in these
films are exceedingly dedicated to changing their students for the better. This
change is a moral one (cf. Moore, 2004) as it generally perceives the students as
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damaged goods who have not sufficiently developed their rationality or their sense
of morality. The teachers of these stories are represented as ‘mavericks [but] are
essentially very conservative characters, each of whom may be said to be operating
with and within versions of the Enlightenment Project’ (Moore, 2004: 58). The
conservative nature of these stories, and the link with Enlightenment rationality, is
a further theme of altruism traced throughout this current work. In short, the
altruistic teacher is driven by a sense of mission. While this seems a sweeping
statement to make after a purview of Hollywood and other mainstream cinema, I
substantiate it in the following section which pays closer attention to the sense of
mission which has reached hegemonic status in the ideal to “make a difference”.

“WHY TEACH?”
There is a large body of research that seeks to examine the desire to “make a
difference” that motivates much teaching. The question asked in these studies is
quite beautiful in its simplicity- “Why teach?” This is an important question that
can become central to a critical ontology of altruism. This move positions such an
ontology as part of a tradition, an old history, of research about teaching. However,
it differs in its refusal to simply celebrate this desire and its associated pleasures by
claiming that teachers have a right to receive different pleasure related to the
desire to “make a difference”.
Apart from a small body of work that is examined towards the end of this section,
current research into the question “Why teach?” is notably uncritical and
celebratory and linked to the need to urgently renew a failing profession. Higgins
(2003) notes, ‘most discussions on the rewards of teaching takes place in an
inspirational mode. Short on argument and analysis, such celebrations of the
teaching life ring hollow’ (139). In this section, this mood of celebration is revealed
in order to develop the argument that a different approach to altruism is required.
Encompassing almost fifty years, the research into “Why teach?” is fascinating in
that it consistently exposes the desire to “make a difference”. Clarence Fielstra’s
(1955) paper, “An analysis of factors influencing the decision to become a teacher”
is an early example of the “Why teach?” research literature. The sense of urgency
that pervades much of this research is evident at this early stage. The study was
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conducted because of a ‘serious shortage of elementary-school teachers
throughout the United States, and just beginning is the period of critical shortage
of teachers for junior and senior high schools’ (Fielstra, 1955: 659). He argues that
there is a need to ‘cope with this problem intelligently’ (opcit). One such way was
the collection of data about what influences individuals to become teachers, why
people stop being teachers and what might need to be done to attract more people
to the profession.
The participants in his study were students in an introductory education course at
UCLA - forty eight men and one hundred and eighty two women. Fielstra assumed
that reasons for becoming a teacher would be linked to prior beliefs about
teaching. His is an early example of the work on “cultural baggage” introduced
earlier. However, his approach is almost entirely uncritical. Respondents were
asked to rate ‘from “0” to “10” a list of statements which described possible
opportunities in teaching’ (ibid: 660). These statements covered such issues as to
receive a good salary, to do research, to obtain sick leave and a pension, good
holidays and more nebulous statements regarding the opportunity to influence,
help and grow students. Men and women differed in their rankings except for the
first two statements both of which are related to the desire to “make a difference”.
These statements were as follows:
To help youngsters develop sound values of living, desirable citizenship
attitudes, and deep appreciation of the good and beautiful.
To work with children and adolescents and to be an inspirational friend to them
(ibid: 663).
Describing what influenced them to become a teacher both men and women
ranked as the number one statement ‘my teachers became an inspiration to me
and influenced me to become a teacher’ (ibid: 665). These respondents desired to
guide and inspire students towards certain values and attitudes and beliefs. They
believed that to achieve this end it was necessary to be an inspirational friend. This
theme of the teacher as inspirational friend and model consistently appears in the
“Why teach?” literature. Altruistic teachers tend to have a well-developed sense of
the “good” and feel that they have a mission to guide others to this “good”.
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The work of Don Lortie (1975) School-teacher: A sociological study explicitly
describes the sense of mission that underpins a great deal of effort in teaching. In
his book he attempts to historicise this sense. Lortie attempts to ascertain why
teachers join the profession and finds the decision a complex one mediated by
previously held ideas about teaching; ‘there are thousands of occupations in
modern economies; individual choice not only is important but is upheld by work
ideologies’ (25). He attempts to discern the ideologies that motivate teachers and
he makes connections between these ideologies and the ‘ethos of the occupation’
(ibid: 26). He found that both groups of teachers interviewed considered the
opportunity to serve one of the attractions of teaching. He grounds the sense of
service prevalent in teaching in ‘both sacred and secular aspects of American
culture’ (ibid: 28). This allows him to highlight teaching as a mission. ‘Although
their status has been shadowed, teachers have been perceived as performing a
special mission in our society, and we see the continuation of that conception
among those engaged in the work today’ (28).
The special mission of altruistic teaching is traced by Lortie to Colonial times in the
United States wherein the teacher was expected to reflect the ‘core values of that
society’ (ibid: 11). The duties of the teacher were linked to these values and to the
local church. The school texts were ‘heavily religious in content’ (opcit) and the
teacher was expected to be an active church member. Their moral lives and
professional lives were scrutinised, often by clergymen. Lortie argues that teachers
were ‘part of the sacred order of society’ (opcit). This standing changed with
urbanisation and secularisation and when teaching became the occupation of
young women. ‘Teachers became more abundant, making the individual teacher
less uncommon and prestigious’ (ibid: 12). Nonetheless, some aspects of the sacred
were retained. Teachers continued to be expected to be moral examples, to attend
church, and had less authority than their inspectors - university professors and
teaching administration. The belief that teachers have a special mission has also
remained a continuity of teaching, and as Lortie argued, can be a significant aspect
of recruitment. ‘The definition of teaching as service to others is a recruitment
resource of some significance’ (ibid: 29). However, the desire to serve is a
conservative desire in which change is avoided. ‘One can infer that teaching as
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service is more likely to appeal to people who approve of prevailing practice than
to those who are critical of it’ (opcit). Lortie does not provide a sophisticated
analysis of the nature of the mission of teaching, possibly because he perceives it
as a selling point. This sense of mission characterises the desire to “make a
difference” and is critically examined below, prior to which, I examine more
research that investigates the reason for teaching in order to more fully illustrate
the sense of missionary.
Another study that researched the question “Why teach?” was conducted by
Jantzen (1991). Based in the US, he attempts to ascertain why individuals chose to
teach. Conducted across three decades it is an extraordinary example of the
longevity of the story of the altruistic teacher. Jantzen provided respondents with a
list of statements, developed by committee members of the California State
Department of Education, about reasons for teaching. The respondents were
expected to tick the statements that corresponded to their reasons for wanting to
teach. A statement particularly relevant to this current study was Number 14 - ‘The
ethics of the teaching profession, with its desirable personal relations and
corresponding lack of the impersonal found in the business world, has been a
deciding factor’ (45). Teaching was seen as a profession motivated by an ethics of
personal relations. Jantzen concludes that ‘the results indicate a strong interest in
the service motive as well as in performing a leadership role, but with a desire to
continue academic pursuits. This seems to forebode a healthy positive
professionalism in our potential teachers’ (48). This celebratory stance recurs
throughout research into “Why teach?”.
An attempt to dispel assumptions was the motivation behind a study conducted by
Book and Freeman (1986) who wished to know what differences and similarities
could be found between elementary (primary) school and secondary school preservice teachers. The researchers provided their respondents with a list of
statements and found similarities in the choices of the elementary and secondary
cohorts. Both sets of candidates ‘were most likely to check two reasons: (a)
“through teaching I can help students gain a sense of personal achievement and
self-esteem”’ (48). The authors of the study conclude that their ‘results are
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consistent with findings reported elsewhere in the literature that suggest that a
strong “service motive” is a dominant reason for choosing a career in teaching’
(49). The service motive continues to dominate in teaching and, as I argue below, is
unsustainable in many ways, including in terms of sheer effort, and more
importantly, in relation to the relationships of power that teachers attempt to
constitute.
In a study of Jamaican pre-service teachers, Monica Brown (1992) argues that
literature about the desires of teachers has been dominated by US-based
researchers, thus she aimed to contribute by examining Jamaican students.
‘Research over the last four decades into the reasons why people choose to teach
has yielded data which suggests that individuals are motivated by desires which
are altruistic in nature, to help others, to impart knowledge, to give something
back’ (188). Brown received two hundred and seventy eight responses to a
questionnaire sent out to Jamaican and Eastern Caribbean Countries teachers. The
questionnaire asked ‘What is the main reason you chose to become a teacher?’
(189). The second most important reason given was the possibility ‘to make a
contribution to society’ (opcit). The other main reasons ‘were characterised by a
desire to give service’ (opcit). Teachers in Jamaica were generally motivated to
teach or to continue teaching by the desire to serve. Of particular interest in
Brown’s work is her scepticism in regards to the respondents desires to serve. She
asks if they can be trusted to serve ‘just because they say so’ (193). More
importantly, she notes that the desire to be altruistic is rather fleeting, ‘one notes
in the Jamaican context how short-lived is this altruism, given the high attrition
rate in the teaching profession’ (193). This leads her to ask a question pertinent to
this current study - ‘What is meant by helping?’ (194). This question critically
repositions the ethos of service as a problem to be studied rather than simply to be
celebrated. This type of critical questioning is relatively rare in research that
attempts to document the altruistic desires of teachers. As argued below, such
research tends to celebrate altruism. In contrast, Brown is one of the few earlier
commentators on this desire who approaches it as a problem, thus contributing to
revealing this desire as an ideology that presupposes a particular moral outlook. If
a teacher wishes to help then helping has a moral framework and Brown has
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suggested, in an indirect manner, that this framework become an object of study.
For this reason, her work is a valuable, if lone voice, in the earlier attempts to
address the question “Why teach?”.
The aim of attracting minority teachers to the profession in the US has also relied
upon the ideal of “making a difference”. In an attempt to know how to attract and
keep minority teachers in the US education system, S. H. King (1993) surveyed ‘one
talented cohort of the African American teaching pool, focusing on the reasons why
they chose to enter teaching – despite the availability of other career options’
(476). Seventy-three percent of those surveyed were attracted to teaching because
they believed ‘that teaching contributed to the betterment of society’ (479). King
argues that school districts ought to enable these desires to be realized and
suggests ‘this might involve teacher’s collaboration with community organisations
[…] Such activities would also provide teachers with additional knowledge about
the experiences and lives of their student so that they might teach them in a more
meaningful way’ (490). King also argues that the opportunity to realise their
desires might help in the ‘recruitment and retention of African American teachers’
(opcit), currently an under-represented group in the United States teaching force.
Once again this desire is positioned as a positive and regenerative force in teaching
and the question asked by Brown ignored.
In another study based within the US Phillips and Hatch (2000) interviewed
students competing for places in a teaching programme about their reasons for
wanting to study to be a teacher. One of the recurring reasons was the opportunity
to “make a difference” in the lives of students.
Many students saw teaching as a way to touch the future, to make a difference
[…] and to shape society. Their answers indicated a commitment to doing work
that is meaningful in the sense that it influences the life chances […] and
provides an opportunity to improve society (378).
The authors argue that this desire is a ‘major strength’ (380) of teaching and
‘revealed a kind of commitment that few other professions are able to muster’
(opcit). They argue that this commitment can be a sustaining force for remaining in
the difficult and challenging profession, enabling teachers to accept the difficulties
of the profession and ‘stay the course when obstacles block their paths’ (opcit).
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However, they warn that it is equally the case that this commitment can contribute
to a feeling of vulnerability when faced with the inevitable disappointments of
teaching. ‘It is a long way to fall in you come to the realisation that you have not
fulfilled your calling or that you have not lived up to your dream’ (381). The
authors argue that the commitment ought not to be negated, but rather celebrated;
‘we can celebrate students’ strong commitment [and] insulate them from the
disillusionment and disengagement that can lead to attrition and burnout’ (383).
Celebration is expected to be a force against disillusionment.
In this section I have examined examples of educational research that address the
question “Why teach?”. This research has revealed that teaching is attractive
because it presents the opportunity to satisfy the desire to “make a difference”.
This desire has been linked to a sense of mission and is generally celebrated. In the
next section, this missionary sensibility is examined critically as I develop the
argument that altruism is a problematic force in teaching.

A SENSE OF MISSION DISRUPTED
I have argued in this chapter that the “make a difference” story is often
characterised by a missionary sensibility. Dan Lortie (1975) argues that this sense
is important to teachers who try to do more than simply teach a set curriculum. He
argues that this sensibility is very common to teaching. However, for Lortie the
missionary sensibility does not warrant further investigation. Erica McWilliam
(1997), on the other hand, makes an extended critique of the sense of mission that
pervades teaching. Her critique is particularly useful for understanding why
altruism in teaching is an object worthy of further study and one that can
contribute to carving out a new approach to altruism in teaching. McWilliam
(1997) coined the term the “missionary position” in order to address the
missionary sensibility in teaching. She characterises this position as a ‘“group
fantasy” or “social utopia”’ (ibid: 222) that promises redemption. She argues that
the missionary position is not limited to conservative styles of teaching but is
found in alternative styles of pedagogy such as those variants of “critical pedagogy”
based in the work of Paulo Freire (1972).
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A problem with the missionary position in teaching is that it constitutes particular
subject positions for teachers and students. McWilliam (1997) argues that the
teacher is positioned as a hero who attempts to save their students. ‘One of the
risks that critical pedagogy continues to run as a redemptive project is its
propensity to frame the critical pedagogue as heroic, even martyred […] teacher’
(ibid: 223). Certainly in the research on “Why teach?” examined above, the image
of the heroic teacher who aims to serve is a recurring theme. McWilliam defines
this positioning of the teacher through drawing from the psychoanalytic notion of
‘the symbolic position of subject supposed to know’ (Deutscher, quoted in ibid:
227) in which the teacher is positioned as the subject supposed to know. It is
assumed that the teacher can transmit this knowledge to their students in order to
direct them towards salvation. It is worth taking a deeper look at this subject
position as I believe it is central to understanding the relationships of power that
altruistic teachers often form in their attempts to satisfy their desire to “make a
difference”.
In an important essay on psychoanalysis and education that I will continue to draw
from in order to develop a critical method of inquiry into altruism in teaching,
Shoshanna Felman (1982) describes the subject position of “subject supposed to
know”. She writes that this subject is supposed to be
the self-sufficient, self-possessed proprietor of knowledge […] This figure of
infallible human authority implicitly likened to a God, that is, both modelled on
and guaranteed by divine omniscience, is based on an illusion: the illusion of a
consciousness transparent to itself (34, emphasis in original).
The “subject supposed to know” is essential to this current work as I believe the
desire to “make a difference’” centres around this subject. In the following chapter
I draw from the work of Louis Althusser (2001) to argue that the desire to “make a
difference” is an ideology. He argues that every ideology has an Absolute Subject.
In the ideology of “make a difference” the Absolute Subject is the “subject
presumed to know”. It is the subjectivity towards which teachers who desire to
“make a difference” aim. They strive to be the one who knows how to save their
students and they work on shaping themselves to this end. Further to that, they
position themselves as worthy of emulation. This is a mimetic relationship – you
can become like me and then you will be saved.
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It is perhaps inevitable that all teachers assume the position of the “subject
supposed to know”. However, this does not mean that teachers need to believe that
they are in full possession of knowledge that can save their students from certain
damnation. I think it is necessary to begin to play with the position of the “subject
presumed to known”. Felman (1982) suggests such a subversion of roles when she
argues in favour of what she calls a literary teaching. Based in Lacanian
psychoanalysis, this is a style of teaching that understands the inevitability of the
subject position “subject presumed to know” but questions the status of knowledge
that is presumed to be known. In “make a difference” stories, the teacher assumes
that they are in full possession of their knowledge and that they can use this to
guide their students. However, as described Felman suggests a different
understanding

of

the

“subject

presumed

to

know”

and

draws

from

psychoanalytical theories of the Other to delineate this new understanding.
Felman argues that knowledge can never be fully owned nor fully known. This is
because, following psychoanalysis, knowledge comes from the Other. That is,
knowledge is developed in relation to that which comes from outside. Knowledge
comes as a surprise and can never fully be known. ‘Coming from the Other,
knowledge is, by definition, that which comes as a surprise’ (Felman, 1982: 32).
Felman calls this “unmeant” knowledge. This is a knowledge that is not in full
control of itself and that is constantly disrupted. It is not a useful knowledge in that
it cannot direct the saviour of others. It can only create more knowledge. Felman
claims that teachers cannot direct students toward a particular end but can only
model this model of knowledge. The teacher supposed to know is in the ‘position of
the one who learns, of the one who teaches nothing other than the way he learns […]
This is the most radical, perhaps the most-far-reaching insight psychoanalysis can
give us into pedagogy’ (ibid: 37, emphasis in original). This insight, that knowledge
comes as a surprise and thus can never fully be owned nor controlled, is integral to
the development of a critical method of inquiry into altruism. It suggests a new
subject position for teachers – a subject who insists upon the need to interrupt and
surprise their knowledge. In this way, the missionary position might possibly
become the attempt to save students from the belief that knowledge is fully known
and can be relied upon to direct the actions of others. This may be the ‘sceptical
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postcritical turn’ (McWilliam, 1997: 221 emphasis in original) necessary to the
disruption of the missionary position. This move to the sceptical is supported
through research that critically examines the story of “make a difference”. There is
a small body of work that takes this approach to altruism and in the next section
this work is examined in order to move towards a critical method to investigate
altruism in teaching.

MAKING A DIFFERENCE TO “MAKING A DIFFERENCE”
In this section, I examine educational research that has taken a markedly different
stance towards the desire to “make a difference”. Educational researchers like to
hear stories about altruism. In this current section, I suggest that telling stories
about altruism can become the focus of critical study into teaching.
A project undertaken by O’Brien and Schillaci (2002) offers an important new
direction for the study of the desire to “make a difference”. Unlike previous
research that simply recorded instances of this desire primarily to encourage,
O’Brien and Schillaci argue for the need to take a more active approach to what
motivates pre-service teachers. They did so by asking students to write reflectively
about their motivations. They then studied these autobiographies to look for clues
as how to approach this desire in their own teaching. The autobiographies written
by the pre-service teachers consistently refer to the desire to “make a difference”
in the lives of students. As described above, this desire is linked to social utopias
and altruism. ‘Both prospective and practicing teachers conceive of teaching as
world-changing work, with the potential to fulfil a deeply felt need to make a
difference’ (ibid: 26). Pre-service teachers wrote of the need to guide, help and
mentor students.
I teach because I know I have made a difference in many students’ lives
while they are enhancing mine. I want to teach to give of myself, to prepare
students for the future and to change the world.
[M]ore importantly, teaching is the ability to have students look up to and
trust that what I do with them is correct, everlasting, and will make them
more able than they were yesterday (ibid: 31).
O’Brien and Schillaci argue that the desire is worth addressing simply because it
recurs. ‘If, as this study’s findings reiterate […] both prospective and practicing
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teachers conceive of teaching as world-changing work, with the potential to fulfil a
deeply felt need to make a difference, perhaps teacher educators need to teach to
that desire’ (ibid: 26). They argue the need to integrate the desire into reflective
writing about teaching because teachers have a responsibility not only to satisfy
this desire but because, through studying it, they can go on a journey of discovery
of the self. For the authors, this is one of the rewards of teaching; ‘teaching […] can
be inquiry into self, a way of examining and knowing self’ (28). Further to this, they
argue that such self-awareness ought to be a requirement of teaching because
teachers have such influence over the lives of others. ‘Teachers have a special
responsibility for self-awareness, for clarity and integrity, because teachers are in
such a powerful position to witness, influence, and shepherd the choices of others’
(Ayers quoted in ibid: 28). As discussed above, I also argue that teachers who
desire to “make a difference” often attempt to shepherd their students towards a
particular subjectivity. This shepherding needs to become the object of critical
study.
I believe that O’Brien and Schillaci (2002) help to open up the desire to “make a
difference” as an object of reflective study. They argue that it is a responsibility of
teacher educators to teach to that desire. However, the genre of autobiographical
reflective writing as suggested by O’Brien and Schillaci has severe limitations. One
limitations being that their work does not sufficiently address the missionary
position of altruism. They also do not address the pedagogical position of mastery
often assumed by the teacher. The type of autobiographical writing suggested by
O’Brien and Schillaci understands the desire to “make a difference” as something
personal and that can form the basis for improving practices. Such writing
attempts to establish the “personality” of the writer.
With the awareness and guidance of teacher educators, teachers can investigate
and examine the ideals and influences that caused them to choose teaching as a
career while developing coping mechanisms that build on their demeanours and
personalities (2002, 35).
Personality is considered as a stable object by O’Brien and Schillaci and posited as
a thing that can be known and improved upon. They generally take the desire as
good and seek to use it for a basis for various coping mechanisms. However, the
celebration of the personal is problem. It is difficult to critique autobiographies
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that are written with the aim of establishing the personality in order to improve it.
They are so personal that students invariably take offence at attempts to shift them
in a critical direction.
The problem of the personal, as in personal experience, in reflective writing is one
that I believe holds the key to understanding how a critical study of altruism is
developed in teacher education. As such, it is addressed in two further chapters,
seven and eight. However, I would like to briefly introduce it here in order to
prepare the way for a critical type of reflective writing that focuses upon “making a
difference”. Barbara Kamler (2001) argues that celebrations of the personal are
difficult to critique despite the contradictions and imbalance of power that expose.
She writes, ‘questions of the personal remain un-theorised. Teachers are
frequently encouraged to cultivate the expression of the writer’s authentic voice,
but rarely is that voice located within larger social and cultural constructs’ (134).
As an illustration of this difficulty she uses an example of writing produced by her
one of her students that first paralysed Kamler and then precipitated her into the
development of a critical writing pedagogy.
Students in her pre-service teaching subject were encouraged to write in their own
‘personal’ voices because she reasoned that the ‘best way to teach education
students how to teach writing is to ask them to write’ (27). Kamler helped the
students to develop their texts but was shocked and distressed at one of the stories
thus developed. This was because the text ‘constructs gender and class as
unproblematic and inscribes patriarchal discourses as natural’ (ibid: 28). The texts
were written in the personal mode and, as such, Kamler found it almost impossible
to critique:
Because the teacher’s workshop practices celebrated the writer’s personal
voice, it is impossible for her to discuss the contradictions […] Such a discussion
could only be read […] as personal criticism […] The personalist discourses
which dominate the writing workshop enforce the teacher’s silence, as she
realises in horror her own collusion in helping […] inscribe –in detail- a
gendered fiction presented as truth (opcit).
The limitation of O’Brien and Schillaci’s attempt to “teach to that desire” is that it
elides the imperative of critique that recognizes that the personal has a history and
that this very history ought to be the focus of critical study. Nonetheless, their
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work is an important step towards delineating the style of a critical ontology for
they make clear the need to focus upon stories about the experiences of altruism.
The focus needs to shift in order that the techniques that are developed in the
name of altruism become a central focus. This shift has been made by Tsolidis and
Pollard (2007) and is the subject of the following section.

PASTORAL POWER AND “MAKING A DIFFERENCE”
I examined above altruistic desires as expressed by teachers and pre-service
teachers in educational research into the question “Why teach?”. I argued that
altruism is characterised by a missionary sensibility that positions teachers as
masters of knowledge that can be used to guide and serve students. Teachers seek
to gain the trust of the student in order to be in a position to guide. One of the aims
of a critical study of altruism is to consider the effect that the missionary tendency
of altruism has upon teaching practices. How does altruism affect teaching
practices? This is an important question because it offers to reveal the
relationships of power teachers constitute in the attempt to satisfy their desires.
These techniques are developed over time and remain largely unconscious. That is,
teachers know they have a range of techniques to draw from that might make
student conducive to being guided. However, the ethical implications of these
techniques remain largely unconscious. This is not to suggest that teachers
flagrantly disregard ethics. Rather, I am suggesting the need to draw out, as much
as possible the relationships of power that are constituted by teaching techniques
that aim to satisfy altruistic desires.
The aim of a critical study of altruism is to achieve, as much as possible, explicit
knowledge about techniques and the relationships of power they constitute. As
will be examined later in this work (Chapter Five) this is an aim complicated by the
mechanism of repression, especially because those who act altruistically tend to
believe they are acting for the good. There is currently a small body of educational
research that is interested in the possible effects of altruism in terms of the
techniques that are developed to satisfy altruistic desires.
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This focus is adopted by Tsolidis and Pollard (2007) in a study conducted in order
to investigate the motivations to teach claimed by pre-service teachers in an
Australian university teacher-education programme. Their work found that the
desire to “make a difference” manifested in the attempt to guide students towards
a particular kind of life – one sanctioned by and modelled upon the teacher. They
found that this constituted a certain relationship of power and analysed these
through Michel Foucault’s (1983, 1988) notion of “pastoral power”. They argued
that pre-service students hoped to develop techniques that drew their future
pupils towards them in order to gain their trust in order to guide them. Tsolidis
and Pollard argued that teacher-educators need to equip their students with the
capacity to interrogate the life they want to guide their students towards. Instead
of celebrating the desire to guide, they argue for the need to make it the centre of
an ethical inquiry. In this section I examine their argument in order to substantiate
my claim that the study of altruism is a necessary inclusion in teacher education.
In a study that interviewed second-year teaching students about their motivations
to teach, Tsolidis and Pollard (2007) found that intrinsic desires, such as the desire
to help others, motivated many of those interviewed. Many of those interviewed
spoke of their desires to “direct”, “guide” and to “help” others. These opportunities
were contrasted with the problems they expected to face in their chosen
profession, such as low-pay, stress, conflict with students, little career structure.
These problems were offset by the chance to “make a difference”. ‘The opportunity
to help, to guide and to mentor young people was deemed alternative reward
enough to make up for all the problems of the profession’ (54). The responses of
Angus and Daniel were typical of these desires.
I guess it’s a role in society that has a real clear sort of benefit to it, like it’s
even though it may have a low sort of status or something like that, or not a
great salary, it’s something that you just feel, yeah, it has something good
about it (quoted opcit, emphasis added).
I’m really looking forward to providing the kids with some kind of direction
in life (Daniel, ibid: 55).
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Tsolidis and Pollard were concerned that these desires might tend to be
reproductive of subjectivities, as opposed to being constitutive of different
possibilities for life. This is particularly pronounced in the words of Daniel who
states, ‘one of my aims [is] to allow people to have the same experience and hope
that I have’ (opcit). They examined more closely two of the student’s stories, Ryan
and Daniel, in order to reveal the subjectivities these constituted. They found that
these students took an uncritical stance towards their own altruistic desires. The
authors were struck by the techniques that these pre-service teachers sought to
develop in their teaching. Ryan in particular argued that being a teacher went
beyond simply teaching curriculum material and extended to becoming friends
with students; ‘in year eleven and twelve [senior years] you sort of become more
friends with them’ (57). This friendship became the basis for teaching ‘stuff about
life’ (opcit). In other words, Ryan hoped to constitute the subjectivities of his
students but did not seem to perceive the need to interrogate the subjectivity to
which he directed his attention.
It is an ethical imperative to critique the form of subjectivity that is privileged by
teachers. As Tsolidis and Pollard argue ‘as educators we need to foreground the
effects of power that we develop with our students, through the modelling of
reflexive pedagogies that open the possibilities for dialogue across difference’
(opcit). This is supported by the examination of the form of power that teachers
have at their disposal. Tsolidis and Pollard focused on one particular form of
power that has importance to this current work. This is a form of power described
by Foucault (1983, 1988) as “pastoral power” and, as I describe in the following
section, it is a form of power particularly suited to the missionary position of
altruism. It is therefore necessary to continue to reveal it as it manifests in teaching
desires.

PASTORAL POWER AND THE MISSIONARY
Pastoral power has been described by Foucault as a form of power which ‘makes
individuals subjects’ (Foucault, 1983: 212). It is a form of power that focuses upon
the constitution of subjectivities.
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This form of power is salvation oriented (as opposed to political power). It is
oblative (as opposed to the principle of sovereignty); it is individualising (as
opposed to legal power); it is coextensive and continuous with life; it is linked
with a production of truth – the truth of the individual himself (ibid: 214).
Pastoral power is usually deployed to induce the individual to constitute
themselves according to a truth that exists prior to them. Pastoral power is closely
associated with the Christian church and the minister who had to minister to the
needs of his flock. This required that the moral state of each individual be known
to the minister. ‘It isn’t enough to know the state of the flock; That of each sheep
must also be known’ (Foucault, 1988: 69). As a moral guide, the shepherd had to
rely upon techniques in order to know the sins of the sheep. Thus ‘self-examination
and the guidance of conscience’ (op cit) marked this deployment of power. This
type of power is particularly suited to a teaching that wishes to minister to
students. As Fendler (1998) argues, it is a type of power which is amenable to a
pedagogy of caring. ‘Recent pedagogical trends have emphasised an ethos of
ministry, or caring – pastoral power – in an effort to counter dehumanising and
militarising effects of regimentation and technology’ (Fendler, 1998: 58). It is also
amenable to the desire to impact upon students as it is a form of power that:
sets up conditions that virtually require individuals to make the choices that
lead to their improvement (or salvation). […] pastoral power removes power
[…] to a dispersed arena where individuals, desiring to be normal, seek help
from a powerful intermediary (namely, the pastor) in order to control their own
actions (Howley & Harnett, 1992: 2).
It is this forcing of choices that presents ethical problems in terms of pastoral
power. This deployment of power requires the development of certain techniques,
such as an intense focus upon individual students, teachers presenting their own
life experiences as worthy of emulation, students confessing to teachers, teachers
positioning themselves as a mate or friend to their students, teachers constituting
themselves as sympathetic.
Teachers gain a great deal of pleasure from their attempts to make students like
them and to be like them. Tsolidis and Pollard (2007) argue that an imperative of
teacher education is to develop techniques that enable students to critique their
own altruistic efforts. ‘If we are encouraging the students to “make a difference”
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without giving them the opportunity to critique the possible dangers implicit in
this desire, we may be complicit in normalisation efforts’ (51). In agreeing with
this imperative I agree to take up the responsibility to develop a method of inquiry
that critiques altruism through the telling of stories. Teacher-educators may need
to position themselves as the subject who knows about the need to critique virtues
and set themselves up as a model for others. I am suggesting the need for learning
how to critique moral values that underpin teaching in order to seek for the
limitations upon subjectivity. This requires scepticism towards one’s moral beliefs.
This stance is argued for in the work of Christopher Higgins (2003) who
contributes to a new direction for research into “Why teach?”.
Higgins argues that the desire to “make a difference” focuses almost exclusively
upon the flourishing of the student to the neglect of the flourishing of the teacher.
The reward for the teacher lies not in their own flourishing but in the students’
flourishing. The problem with this, according to Higgins, is that the teacher will
naturally become resentful as they see students flourish whilst their own is left
behind.
There is a period during which seeing others flourish is such an intrinsic
reward that we are buoyed up for one more week […] But if the activity fails
to feed the self in some more direct way, the energy for the activity will be
spent sooner rather than later. Our best teachers propel their practice on
the fast-burning fuel of a discerning and loving altruism only to find their
tanks mysteriously empty before they are ready to give up the fight
(Higgins, 2003: 149).
This results in a paradoxical situation wherein the teacher is meant to be self-less
but is actually feeling resentful of the flourishing of others. Higgins argues the
desire to cultivate one’s own flourishing will eventually ‘reassert itself’ (150) and
that this assertion should become a new form of pleasure. He feels it necessary to
develop a style of teaching that contributes to the flourishing of the teacher – a
style that teachers can transmit to students. This is a style of teaching that is a
teaching for the teacher. He believes this is necessary because without it teachers
will suffer. ‘If teachers cannot find some way to make teaching for themselves […]
their teaching will suffer’ (146, emphasis in original). The development of this style
of teaching is an ethical imperative for Higgins and one that is not usually
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addressed in the narrow version of ethics that dominates teaching. He argues that
professional ethics is ‘narrowly moral in scope [focusing] almost exclusively on the
professional duties of teachers and the moral dilemmas they face’ (ibid: 131). In a
similar manner Elizabeth Campbell (2003), an educational research who writes
about professional ethics, argues ‘professional ethics in teaching […] is not a
concept to be narrowly defined solely by ethical codes of practice and formalised
precepts of behaviour and disposition uniquely relevant to the teacher’ (9). Ethics
in teaching, for both Higgins and Campbell, goes beyond compliance with codes of
conducts and becomes an investigation of the moral views which underpin actions.
Higgins returns to ‘substantive ethics’ (Higgins, 2003, 132) in order to address the
flourishing of the teacher, and by extension, their students.
Substantive ethics addresses Higgins’ requirements that the needs of the teacher
ought to become central to teaching. He suggests the need to focus on ‘how the
practice of teaching contributes to the flourishing of the teacher’ (opcit). Teaching
itself must become a practice which contributes to the flourishing of the teacher. It
needs to become a practice that encourages ‘self-cultivation rather than selfsacrifice’ (131). The task of self-cultivation requires a healthy scepticism towards
one’s own moral beliefs. He argues that ‘moral suspicion’ (141) is usually
foreclosed by altruism. His aim is to ensure moral suspicion through focusing upon
pleasures; ‘in ethics, what I desire, enjoy and take pride in are central topics for
ethical consideration’ (opcit). In this way, pleasure becomes an ethical problem
and an important aspect of being a teacher is to ethically challenge one’s own
pleasures.
The small body of research examined in this final section points towards the need
to be sceptical towards the desire to “make a difference”. This is in contrast to the
celebratory stance that characterises research into altruism in teaching. In the next
chapter, I continue to develop the argument that altruism needs to become a
problem in teaching.
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CONCLUSION
In this chapter I have argued that altruism is a problem in teaching worthy of
sustained interest. I have examined stories about altruism as found in popular
culture, in policy and in educational research. I have argued that these stories are
characterised by a missionary stance that posits the teacher as an expert who
knows that they can use their knowledge to guide students towards a worthy
subjectivity. I have argued that this position of “subject presumed to know” can be
understood differently. This requires a different approach to knowledge, one that
does not assume that the teacher is master of their knowledge but understands
that knowledge comes as a surprise. This finding will prove central as I continue to
develop a critical method of inquiry into altruism in teaching.
In the next chapter I develop this further through positioning the story of “making
a difference” as an ideology that assumes certain positions. I ask the question
“what is wrong with altruism” and address it through the genealogical work of
Nietzsche. I suggest that a “critical ontology” (Foucault, 1983) can be developed
that critiques the ideology of “make a difference” in order to develop new stories of
altruism in teaching.
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CHAPTER THREE – ALTRUISM AS PROBLEM
In the previous chapter I introduced the story of altruism as a potent force in
teaching. I developed the argument that altruism is generally considered a positive
virtue of teaching and thus celebrated. I presented an argument contrary to this
celebratory stance and argued that altruism tends to position teachers and
students in certain subject positions, ones that are ethically problematic and that
do not encourage critique. In this chapter I continue to develop altruism as a
problem worthy of deeper study. This is achieved through arguing that the “make a
difference” story is an ideology (Althusser, 2001) that is particularly attractive to
teachers because of the pleasures it promises. As are all ideologies, it is centred on
an Absolute Subject.
The work of Nietzsche and Foucault contribute to the development of a method of
inquiry that enables the interrogation of the virtue of altruism. Their genealogical
method promises a way towards interrogating the virtue of altruism and the
experiment with the constitution of different subjectivities. In conclusion, I suggest
the need to develop a “critical ontology” (Foucault, 1983) in teacher-education in
order to generate stories of altruism.

“MAKING A DIFFERENCE” AS IDEOLOGICAL INVESTMENT
In the previous chapter, the story of the altruistic teacher was introduced. I made
brief reference to it as an ideology that attracts teachers to the profession (Lortie,
1975). In this section, I develop the idea of altruism as shaping an ideology of
teaching that is highly attractive to teachers. This is achieved through the work of
Louis Althusser (2001).
Althusser (2001) argues that the reproduction of the productive forces of
capitalism is achieved through Ideological State Apparatuses (ISA) - families, the
church, politics, trade-unions, and education. Of interest to this current work is his
theory of “interpellation”. This theory is important to understanding the
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constitution of subjectivity as a process of adaptation. It is integral to
understanding why teachers might be attracted to specific stories and it helps to
explain how teachers participate in the attempt to draw students towards the
ideology favoured by the teachers. It is a theory that is useful in understanding
why certain stories about teaching draw in teachers and contribute to the
development of teaching techniques. As Erica McWilliam (1994) argues,
interpellation provides ‘a useful conceptual framework for inquiring into the
power of neoconservative discourse, born out of postwelfarism, libertarianism,
and determinism of postindustrial capitalism, to “hail” pre-service teachers (cf.
McWilliam, 1994: 33, cf. Wingrove, 1999). I believe that altruism is a powerful
force in teaching with a very strong pull. Although the focus in this work is on
altruism, Althusser’s theory is also useful for critiquing other stories of teaching
that impact upon teaching practices. It is a useful way towards theorising practice.
Prior to Althusser’s work on ideology, the reality of ideologies had been stressed. It
was believed that the real world hides behind ideologies and that the
interpretation of these lead to the discovery of reality. It was believed ideologies
‘need only be ‘interpreted’ to discover the reality of the world behind their
imaginary representation of that world (ideology = illusion/allusion)’ (Althusser,
2001: 110, emphasis in original). The aim of such interpretation was to reveal that
ideologies actually were truthful. It was believed that ‘men represent their real
conditions of existence to themselves in an imaginary form’ (opcit). The real was
hidden behind the myths and stories making up ideologies.
Althusser rejected the belief that ideology was an imaginary representation of the
real world and instead posited that ideology is the imaginary relation that humans
have to material conditions. He argued that ideology is not a masked truth of social
conditions but an imaginary relation that an individual has to social conditions.
It is their relation to those conditions of existence which is represented to them
there. It is this relation, which is at the centre of every ideological, i.e. imaginary,
representation of the real world. Or rather, to leave aside the language of
causality it is necessary to advance the thesis that it is the imaginary nature of
this relation which underlies all the imaginary distortions that we can observe
(if we do not live in its truth) in all ideology (ibid: 111).
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The attractive quality of ideology is a central tenet of Althusser’s argument about
how ideology works. He refers to the capacity of ideology to call or hail
interpellation and he describes this capacity as follows. ‘We can imagine [it] along
the lines of the most commonplace everyday police (or other) hailing: ‘Hey, you
there’ (Althusser, 2001: 118). Althusser claims that the individual recognises that
they are being called, that one particular ideology is speaking to them. This begins
an important attempt to make oneself “fit” to the ideology. This includes both
shaping and re-shaping desires and fears to the contours of the ideology. The
recognition that the call is directed at me, propels the individual into the act of
constituting the self.
The individual in questions behaves in such and such a way, adopts such and
such a practical attitude, and what is more, participates in certain regular
practice which are those of the ideological apparatus on which ‘depend’ the
ideas which he has in all consciousness freely chosen as a subject’ (ibid; 113).
The making of the self is done in accordance to particular ideologies and through
this the individual becomes a ‘concrete, individual, distinguishable and (naturally)
irreplaceable subjects’ (ibid: 117). Ideologies structure the manner in which an
individual acts, desire and takes pleasure. Ideologies constitute who we are.
In her paper on the interpellation of sex Elizabeth Wingrove (1999) argues that
our awareness of ourselves as individual and capable of making choices is achieved
because of subjection to the rules and practices of multiples ideologies (cf. 879).
We are “free” to make decisions about conduct only because we are in part un-free
and bound to ideologies. It is this tension between freedom and un-freedom will
serve as an important focus in this current work that aims to make freedom from
the un-freedom of altruism. We are currently free to be altruistic only under
certain terms. To critically study the limitations of altruism is to introduce freedom
to this un-freedom.
Central to the idea of the un-freedom, or limitations, of ideology is what Althusser
calls the Absolute Subject. The Absolute Subject is the ideal subject around which a
particular ideology pivots. Althusser illustrates this through the Christian ideology
wherein Christ is the ‘Unique and Absolute Subject’ (Althusser, 2001: 122). As
described above, an individual is attracted to an ideology the recognition of the
Perfect Subject follows and then the attempt to constitute oneself in relation to this
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subject. ‘Which means that all ideology is centred, that the Absolute Subject
occupies the unique place of the Centre, and interpellates around it the infinity of
individuals into subjects’ (opcit, emphasis in original). Thus, according to
Althusser, ideologies have a mirror-like structure because individuals attempt to
make themselves like the Absolute Subject, although this of course always fails.
However, it is this very failure that can be the source of new stories and thus new
subjectivities.
The status of ideology as an illusion that constitutes life is important in the current
attempt to tell different stories. For Althusser, ideologies are illusions that impact
upon the world. Despite his criticisms of Althusser, Slavoj Zizek (1989) agreed
with the idea that ideology is not a mask for the truth but is itself an illusion that
structures social relations. ‘Ideology is not a dreamlike illusion that we build to
escape insupportable reality; in its basic dimension it is a fantasy-construction
which serves as a support for our ‘reality’ itself; an ‘illusion’ which structures our
effective, real social relations’ (45). Althusser’s was an important intervention into
ideologies as it meant that the illusions of social relations and the impact of these
illusions became an object of study.
In the current context, Althusser’s argument that ideologies are illusionary is
important because it posits the need to study imaginary ideals, including those
which pre-service students bring to teaching. This is because these illusions affect
teaching. The fictions created by students create their working lives. This is not to
suggest that a form of so-called reality ought to be implanted instead of the
creations of ideology. What Althusser’s and Zizek’s idea of the weight of illusion
suggests to me is the need to create different stories that manage to critique the
ideologies that confront us. These thinkers suggest to me the need to actively and
critically create new illusions about teaching that can then shape different ways of
teaching.
One of the reasons for drawing from Althusser’s work is that he suggests the need
to reveal the Absolute Subject that central to ideologies. Armed with the
knowledge that an Absolute Subject exists, the researcher can seek to find it and to
reveal the contours of a particular subjectivity. This, in turn, enables the
techniques developed by individuals as they attempt to be the Absolute Subject to
53

become an object of study. I believe it is important to study the stories of teaching
in order to reveal the Absolute Subject around which they pivot in order to reveal
the limitations of this position. In this way, the techniques that teachers develop to
support their constitutive attempts become objects of study and the possibility
emerges to judge the ethicality of these techniques and move beyond these limits.
This is what I have in mind for stories of altruism in teaching. Firstly however, I
believe it is necessary to pose the question of why altruism is a target of sustained
research. After all, isn’t altruism good?

WHY STUDY ALTRUISM?
Altruism is a highly valued virtue in teaching. Professions have long been
positioned as an opportunity to practice altruism, as is examined in the following
chapter. Teaching is increasingly shaping itself as a profession that offers a unique
opportunity to give free reign to altruism. I would like to suggest that the status of
altruism as a virtue makes it an object of study and the work of Friedrich Nietzsche
and Michel Foucault present strong arguments in favour of the need to investigate
virtues.
Nietzsche’s On the genealogy of morals (1887) is a text devoted to the critique of
moral values. He succeeds in articulating a modern philosophical imperative.
Let us articulate this new demand: we need a critique of moral values, the values
of these values themselves must first be called into question – and for that there is
needed a knowledge of the conditions and circumstance in which they grew […]
a knowledge of a kind that has never yet existed or even been desired. One has
taken the value of these “values” as given, as factual, as beyond all question
[…But] what if a symptom of regression were inherent in the “good”, likewise a
danger, a seduction, a poison, a narcotic, through which the present was
possible living at the expense of the future? (Nietzsche, 1966: 456, emphasis in
original)
In this quote, and in On the genealogy of morals more generally, Nietzsche is
arguing for the development of a type of knowledge that critiques previously
accepted values and aims to understand the effects these values have on current
and future actions. Nietzsche was particularly interested in the possibility of
shaping life different to the limitations of pre-existing mores and morals. This is an
aim he shared with Jean-Jacques Rousseau and one that is examined more closely
in Chapter Five.
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The type of historical study suggested by Nietzsche in On the genealogy of Morals
was further developed by Michel Foucault (1926-1984) whose work has proven
far more influential upon educational research than Nietzsche’s. In his essay
“Nietzsche, genealogy and history” Foucault (1977) describes the shape of
Nietzsche’s history of morality and focuses upon the relationships of power that
cohere around morality. For Foucault, and for this current project, one of the most
important aspects of a genealogy of morality is to reveal these relationships of
power in order to judge their ethicality and, if possible, to effect change upon them.
I envision a critical ontology of altruism as following this lead. Like Nietzsche,
Foucault argues that feelings and morals have a history. They are neither natural
nor immutable but objects of study; ‘we believe that feelings are immutable, but
every sentiment, particularly the noblest and most disinterested, has a history’
(153). All virtues, including altruism have a history and this history is worthy of
study because it impacts upon life.
For Foucault, the new aim of historical research is to reveal the history of
sentiments. In this way, history becomes localised and individuals can participate
in the historical investigation of their own beliefs. This put history and philosophy
‘to the service of life’ (Marshall, 2001b: 107). This ‘life-affirming’ (opcit)
philosophy contrasts strongly to the grand narratives of history and positions
genealogy as an inquiry that seeks to determine the limitations upon life and to
consider the possibility that life could be otherwise. This is a type of inquiry that
seeks to shape life differently from the morality that impinges upon it. It is a
chance to critique and experiment with moral values, feelings and sentiments.
Michel Foucault was concerned, at least in his later work, to understand how an
individual participates in the constitution of themselves as subjects. ‘Finally, I have
sought to study […] the way a human being turns him- or herself- into a subject’
(Foucault, 1984: 208). One of the aims of Foucault’s work was to describe how an
individual becomes the subject of knowledge. ‘My objective, instead, has been to
create a history of the different modes by which, in our culture, human beings are
made subjects. My work has dealt with three modes of objectification which
transforms human beings into subjects’ (Foucault, 1983: 208). The last mode ‘the
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way a human being turns him – or herself into a subject’ (opcit) is becoming
increasingly influential in education and is a mode that I pursue as a way of
critiquing altruism in teaching. The process of becoming a subject of knowledge in
the Foucauldian sense is referred to as subjectivation. It is described by Gilles
Deleuze (1988) in the following manner:
[It] involves being ‘subject to someone else by control and dependence’, with all
the processes of individuation and modulation which power installs, acting on
the daily life and the interiority of those who it calls subjects; […] it makes the
subject tied to his own identity by a conscience or self-knowledge, through all
the techniques of moral and human sciences that go to make up a knowledge of
the subject (Deleuze, 1988: 103).
The aim of studying moral knowledge is to struggle for subjectivity. Deleuze
argues, ‘the struggle for subjectivity presents itself, therefore, as the right to
difference, variation and metamorphosis’ (Deleuze, 1988: 105). Foucault was
deeply interested in the process of struggling for subjectivity and considered it as
one of the aims of the Enlightenment. In the following chapter I examine how the
Enlightenment focus upon reason has degenerated into an all-consuming focus
upon instrumental rationality.
Foucault wrote against the dominance of instrumental rationality and did so by
developing a form of genealogical inquiry that sought to find out how the history of
concepts and beliefs impact upon the possibilities for life. He sought to develop the
type of knowledge precipitated by Nietzsche. Foucault named this type of study, a
“critical ontology”.
The critical ontology of ourselves has to be considered not, certainly as a theory,
a doctrine, nor even a permanent body of knowledge that is accumulating; it
must be conceived as an attitude, an ethos, a philosophical life in which the
critique of what we are is at one and the same time the historical analysis of the
limits imposed on us and an experiment with the possibility of going beyond
them (Foucault, 1984: 50).
For Foucault the modern ethical imperative bequeathed by the Enlightenment was
the need to use reason to critique the limits imposed on knowledge and upon
possibilities for life. This includes the aim of experimentation, an aim bequeathed
to Foucault by Nietzsche. As educationalist Kenneth Wain (2007) argues, ‘selfrefusal and self-creation are essentially Nietzschean tasks, not Kantian’ (166).
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The constitution of the self as a moral subject has long been the aim of education. It
may seem strange to link the work of educational philosopher Maxine Greene with
that of Nietzsche yet her work reflects some of his concerns about studying the self
but does so in relation to the profession of teaching. Her work clarifies the need to
consider the role of teachers in ethical self-constitution. She argues that a teacher
is always a representative of a particular ethical conception of a life. ‘He is thus
involved, sometimes against his will, in an enterprise more encompassing than the
work he performs in his classroom: a process of perpetuating and remaking a
distinctive way of life’ (Greene, 1973:181). Greene argues that an ethical teacher is
one who is explicit about the virtues that underpin teaching. This is especially so in
an era ‘when there is so little general agreement on good and right’ (219). Greene
claims there is a need to examine the kinds of life teachers lead.
This means an examination of the lives we lead, an intensified consciousness of
the choices we make. It means a thoughtful consideration of existing codes and
values, dissident as well as conventional ones. It means critical thinking about
the principles by which we try to live and our reasons for performing particular
acts (opcit).
Greene suggests that a starting point for such crucial considerations can be
eudaimonistic questions; ‘What is good? What is just? On what grounds do I make
my choices? How do I decide what is morally right for others to do- for my
students to do, for me to do’ (ibid: 219). Greene argues that an examination of the
teacher’s notion of the good life will make them more ethical.
The more sensitive teachers are to the demands of the process of justification,
the more explicit they are about the norms that govern their actions, the more
personally engaged they are in assessing surrounding circumstances and
potential consequences, the more ‘ethical’ they will be; and we cannot ask much
more (221).
Greene’s argument seems to stop short at the opportunity to construct different
morals but she does position the examination of morality and the “good” held by
the teacher as central to the teaching profession. I support this attempt to study
the self, although my work favours the approach taken by Nietzsche. What I mean
by this is that the examination of the good and the just in teaching offers the
opportunity to participate in an aesthetic and ethical project. This is the project of
styling the self that was developed by Nietzsche and later followed by Foucault.
57

Nietzsche’s aphorism 290 of The Gay Science (1882) refers to the work of styling of
the self - ‘One thing is needful. – To “give style” to one’s character – that is a grand
and rare art!’ (Nietzsche, 1971: 223, emphasis in original). This aphorism guides
this current work as I attempt to justify why teachers need to study their own
morality and, further to that, to “make a difference” to their teaching. Foucault’s
idea of “critical ontology” is one step towards this end.
Foucault’s focus on the ethical imperative of constituting the self is becoming
important in education. James Marshall (1998) an educational philosopher, refers
to the Foucauldian approach to self-formation as the recognition of ourselves in
‘the regimes of truth that have classified, objectified, normalised, and constituted
our identities as beings of a particular kind’ (68). This type of educational inquiry
focuses upon the way that human subjects are constituted as subjects of various
discourses and also attempts to perceive other ways of life. In describing
Foucault’s method of genealogy, Ruth Irwin (2001) says that ‘the aim of genealogy
is an ethical self-constitution’ (46). A critical ontology seeks to reveal these
techniques and to raise questions about their ethical status.
There is a real need to consider how subjectivity is constituted in education and in
the social more generally. As Foucault has argued it is a modern ethical imperative.
This view is shared by feminist social theorists and by feminist educationalists.
Rossi Braidotti (1994) argues, there is a ‘real urgency to elaborate alternative
accounts, to learn to think differently about the subject, to invent new frameworks,
new images, new modes, of thought’ (1). This is an imperative in education not
only because ideologies have such a strong pull but because education has always
wrestled with the idea that an important purpose is to teach how to shape one’s
self. Teacher educators can take up the responsibility of addressing this type of
process and think about fashioning selves in relation to ideologies. As Deborah
Britzman (1998) asks, ‘can pedagogy move beyond the production of rigid subject
positions and ponder the fashioning of the self?’ (81). I believe so and further to
that, I believe it is necessary to develop research methods that focus upon the
analysis and disruption of ideologies.
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Homi Bhabha (1994) has argued that modern theory must be a doubled attempt; it
must both reveal how knowledge works to develop certain types of human
subjects and it must attempt to develop other subjects. He writes ‘the theoretical
enterprise has to represent the adversarial authority (of power/knowledge)
which, in a doubly inscribed move, it simultaneously seeks to subvert’ (Bhabha,
1994: 33). The aim of this current work is to represent an important ideology in
teaching in order to subvert it and develop different possibilities for teaching. One
such powerful ideology is that of the altruistic teacher who seeks to “make a
difference”. The aim of this current work is then to develop a method of inquiry
that enables a critical ontology of altruism. This is a method that seeks to reveal
the limits that altruism places upon subjectivities and to experiment with the
possibility of constituting different subjectivities.

CONCLUSION
In this chapter I used the work of Althusser to argue that the desire to “make a
difference” is an ideology that has a particularly strong presence/pressure in the
teaching profession. I argued that this ideology centres upon a subject who seeks
to save their students by making “them” like “me”. I argue that, like all ideologies, it
can become the focus of critique. This argument is supported through the work of
Nietzsche and Foucault. Their work has enabled me to develop a counter stance to
celebratory altruism and to argue that altruism can become central to a method of
inquiry into teaching that seeks to understand the history and impact of altruism
upon teaching practices. In this way, altruism becomes a positive force in the
attempt to consider other possibilities for life. The profession of teaching can make
an important contribution as profession that investigates the impact of its virtues
upon others. In this current work, I aim to make a difference to the ideology of
“make a difference” and to contribute to the attempt to develop inquiry into
teaching that seeks to constitute different stories and subjectivities through
education. After Foucault I call this attempt a “critical ontology” (Foucault, 1984)
and believe that altruism has a central place in such inquiry.
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It is necessary to develop this method if inquiry in the discourse of teacher
education. It is time to ask if altruism can become part of a critical approach to
teaching that seeks to reveal limits placed upon subjectivity and to experiment
with going beyond these limits. In the following chapter I attempt to shape a place
for this critical ontology with in teacher-education. This aim is supported by the
following thesis: That a critical ontology of altruism, that incorporates the notion of
repression, can be incorporated into teacher education.
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CHAPTER FOUR - THE PROMISE OF
PROFESSIONALISM
INTRODUCTION
In the previous chapter I used the work of Louis Althusser (2001) to argue that the
desire to “make a difference” was a highly attractive ideology for pre-service
teachers. I argued that as an ideology it was centred on an Absolute Subject – a
self-sacrificing, heroic teacher who aims to constitute students to particular
subjectivities. I argued that the ideology tended was conservative and, using the
work of Nietzsche and Foucault, I introduce the ethical imperative of pondering the
possibility of fashioning different selves through the study of altruism. In this
chapter, I begin to develop this form of study through examining the possibility of
introducing it as an aspect of professional development. In order for this be
achieved it is necessary to investigate the limits that professionalism in relation to
teaching places upon subjectivity. In this chapter I examine the instrumental
rationality

that

dominates

current

professionalism

and

argued

that

professionalism is a nervous, exclusionary and anxious state and that professionals
develop habits constructed in relation to this state. The professional body of
knowledge that is mandatory to professionalism currently depends upon the
exclusion of knowledge that threatens instrumental rationality. However, I argue
that professional knowledge can be configured to incorporate a critical ontology of
altruism. An important contribution that teaching can make to professionalism is
the interrogation of the limits that instrumental rationality places upon
subjectivity and experiment with going beyond these limits. A critical ontology of
altruism can be important to this end. In this chapter, I contribute to the idea of an
‘avant-garde’ (McWilliam, 1994) stance towards professional knowledge. This can
see the over-dependence upon instrumental rationality displaced by a critical
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ontology that seeks to reveal and play with the limits placed upon reason in
professionalism.

PROFESSIONALISM AND RATIONALITY
There is little doubt that teaching has long striven to be considered a profession.
There is a large body of research that attempts to analyse the effect of the push
towards professionalism in teaching (Hoyle, 1982, Giroux, 1988, Labaree, 1992,
Hargreaves and Goodson, 1996, Seddon, 1997, Sachs, 2001, Hiebert, Gallimore &
Stigler, 2002, Locke, 2004, Weems, 2004). While acknowledging that these are
important debates, the current work does not take these debates as central. I am
interested in professional status in relation to teaching because I believe that
professionalism is an ideology (Althusser, 2001) structured according to a certain
type of reason, instrumental rationality.
In the attempt to be considered a profession, teaching has been eager to adopt the
tents and methods of instrumental rationality. Eliot Freidson (1986), a leading
researcher in the study of professionalism, is highly critical of professional
knowledge because he argues it deploys a rationality that aims for instrumental
ends. This instrumentalist end is problematic in relation to subjectivity. In
particular, the anxious and fearful subjectivity that characterises professionalism
has received little attention in terms of professionalism. In this section, I
substantiate this argument through examining the rationality that is hegemonic to
professional status. This is achieved through a study of the limits that professional
bodies of knowledge places upon the possibilities for subjectivity. In revealing
these limitations I hope to pave the way for a different form of professional
knowledge – an experimental form that plays with different possibilities for life.
Every profession is expected to continually develop a body of knowledge that
contributes to the practice of the profession. Despite its disputed status as a
profession, the teaching profession attempts to conform to this mandate, especially
at the level of teacher-education. As it currently stands, professional knowledge
tends to be instrumentalist. Freidson (1986) writes that professional knowledge
‘consists in the pervasive use of reason, sustained where possible by measurement,
to gain the end of functional efficiency’ (3). For Freidson, professional knowledge is
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intimately associated with the rational ‘application of the scientific method to
technical and social problems’ (ibid: 4). Professional knowledge rapidly increased
in the Twentieth Century, ‘there can be no doubt that formal knowledge […] has
increased at an extraordinarily rapid rate over the past century, with a parallel
increase in specialisations or disciplines’ (opcit, cf. Parsons, 1949, Sullivan, 1995).
The result of this rapid increase is that instrumental knowledge has gained
supremacy and other types of rationality are considered as insufficient for modern
times. Those who can deploy instrumental rationality have gained a certain
dominant status within the community and it this dominance that is a source of
concern. American sociologist of work Talcott Parsons was one of the first
sociologist interested in studying the domination of the professions. His work
enables me to further develop the argument that professionalism strives towards a
subjectivity that is overly dependent upon instrumental rationality and, as a result,
is fearful, anxious and exclusionary.
In an essay written some seventy years ago that critiques the dominance of
modern professions, ‘The professions and social structure’, Parsons (1939/1949)
claimed that the professions had attained a level of power unprecedented in
human history. There was little interest in the power wielded by the modern
professional at the time he was writing; ‘if asked what were the most distinctive
features [of modern society], relatively few social scientists or historian would
mention the professions at all’ (Parsons, 1949: 35). He claimed that comparative
study of the social structures of the most important civilisations shows that the
professions occupy a position of importance in modern society which is similar
only to that enjoyed by the Law in the Roman Empire. This power was, for Parsons,
a problem worthy of sociological interest as was the body of knowledge they drew
from to make these decisions. The decisions made by modern professionals are
based in a body of professional knowledge. As professions have a great deal of
power the bodies of knowledge they draw from are also highly valued and
powerful. Parsons argues that professional knowledge is dominated by the ability
to deploy a disinterested and instrumental rationality to which ethos of service is
integral.
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For the dominant keynote of the modern economic system is almost universally
held to be the high degree of free play it gives to the pursuit of self-interest. […]
But by contrast with business in this interpretation the professions are marked
by “disinterestedness”. The professional […] is not thought of as engaged in the
pursuit of […] personal profit, but in performing services to […] patients or
clients (Parsons, 1949: 35, emphasis added).
The service ethos distinguishes the business person from the professional. This is
one of the reasons that teaching can be thought of as a profession. The
commitment to an ethos of service is an integral part of teaching. However, as
Parsons argues, this ethos is intimately bound to a form of dis-interested
rationality that is ultimately instrumental. The professional is expected to act disinterestedly.
The business man has been thought of as egoistically pursuing his own selfinterest regardless of the interests of others, while the professional man was
altruistically serving the interests of others regardless of his own. Seen in this
context the professions appear not only as empirical different from business,
but the two fields would seem to exemplify the most radical cleavage
conceivable in the field of human behaviour (ibid: 36).
A key point of Parsons’ argument is that the disinterested service ideal of the
professions is actually not as dissimilar from the self-interest of the businessperson as it is supposed. He claims that the professional world and the business
world are linked through ‘very important institutional similarities’ (opcit). For
Parsons an important similarity is the shared reliance upon the “objective truth” of
applied science. He claims that the professions are an institution because they are
linked with the science of industrial technology. Professionalism is thoroughly
dependent upon the institutional rationality of such science and it is from this
dependence upon institutional rationality that the professional gains trust and
authority.
Let us, however, turn first to the elements of the common institutional pattern
of the occupational sphere generally […] The empirical prominence of industrial
technology calls attention immediately to one of them. Industrial technology in
the modern world has become to a large extent “applied science”. One of the
dominant characteristics of science is its “rationality” in the sense which is
opposed to “traditionalism.” Scientific investigation, like any other human
activity when viewed in terms of the frame of reference of action, is oriented to
certain normative standards. One of the principles of these in the case of science
is that of ‘objective truth’. Whatever else may be said of this methodologically
difficult conception, it is quite clear that the mere fact that a proposition has
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been held to be true in the past is not an argument wither for or against it
before a scientific forum. The norms of scientific investigation, the standards by
which it is judged whether work is of high scientific quality, are essentially
independent of traditional judgments (ibid: 37).
Scientific investigation purports to be an objective pursuit of knowledge that aims
towards the discovery of truth. The truth thus discovered then become
fundamental to the making of decisions that affect the lives of others.
This type of objective rationality is very highly esteemed in western cultures.
Parsons’ claims that a reason for it pre-eminence lies in its supposed dis-interest.
The importance of rationality in the modern professions generally, but
particularly in those important ones concerned with the development and
application of sciences serves to emphasis its role on the society at large. But
this is even more impressively the case since here it is divorced from the
institutionalised expectation of self-interest typical of the contractual pattern of
business conduct (Parson, 1949: 37).
The authority wielded by the professions is directly linked to their ability to make
disinterested decisions based upon scientific knowledge. ‘There is a very
important sense in which the professional practitioner in our society exercises
authority. […] It is […] based on the superior “technical competence” of the
professional man’ (ibid: 38). This superior competence depends upon the ability to
make supposedly objective and disinterested decisions in the interests of others.
Decisions made in this manner are considered to be universalistic, as opposed to
particular, because they lack the egoism of subjective decisions. ‘The basis of the
decision will be “universalistic”, the consideration of whether he has symptoms
which indicate a pathological condition of the heart. Whose son, husband, friend he
is, is in this context irrelevant’ (ibid: 41). The ability to make disinterested
decisions has raised the profession to a high status in the modern world. The
supposed dis-interest that the professional exercises enables them to become
trusted figures and it is this very trust, not unlike the trust that pre-service
teachers hope to inspire, that is cause for concern.
Burton Bledstein (1976), a sociologist of organisations is highly critical of the faith
that lay-persons place in professionals. He is concerned with the possibility that
this may be easily exploited.

65

Now clients found themselves compelled to believe on simple faith that a higher
rationality called scientific knowledge decided one’s fate. The professional
appeared in the role of the magician casting a spell over the client and requiring
complete confidence; and the client listened to words that often sounded
metaphysical and even mystical (ibid: 94).
In similar manner, Michael Eraut (1994) writing about professional knowledge
warned of the possibility for abuse of such knowledge. He states that experts are
needed to provide services but that this opens clients to possible abuses. ‘Experts
are needed to provide services which the recipients are not adequately
knowledgeable to evaluate. So how can clients be protected against incompetence,
carelessness and exploitation’ (ibid: 2). Eraut argues that protection against abuse
has come to rest with professionals and ‘hence the emphasis put by the professions
on moral probity, service orientation and codes of conduct’ (opcit). Altruism is
expected to stop professionals from abusing their knowledge. This is another
aspect of the celebratory stance towards altruism and one that refuses to entertain
the possibility that altruism is problematic in terms of relationships of power. A
critical ontology aims to reveal these problems.
It is the link between power and altruism that marks altruism as problematic. As I
described in the previous chapter Nietzsche (1971: 58) was aware of the link
between virtues and power when he argued that virtues make victims. I understand
that Nietzsche’s genealogic method is an attempt to conceive of the relationship
between virtues and the exercise of power. This is particularly evident in the work
of Foucault’s development of genealogy, work that Ruth Irwin (2001) describes as
‘looking for the contextual “emergence” of an idea, a power struggle’ (36). The
genealogical method aims to uncover the power struggle that results in the
installation of a particular moral or virtue. A critical ontology would also seek to
reveal the relations of power that altruism constitutes and maintains. A further
problem of altruism is the limits it places upon the possibilities of life. If a critical
ontology is expected to analyse the limits placed upon life, then it must be able to
address the limits of altruism. In the following section I analyse how instrumental
rationality limits subjectivity.
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THE DANGERS OF INSTRUMENTAL RATIONALITY
In this section I examine the limitations that instrumental rationality places upon
the possibilities for life. I argue that the modern professional is beset with anxiety
due to the fear their knowledge will be challenged. Professionalism is marked by
the attempt to ward off this challenge through the use of exclusionary tactics. The
deployment of reason is essential to professionalism. Society expects that
professionals direct their actions and the lives of others through their use of
reason. In this sense, reason is an ‘achievement – a skill to be learned, a
distinctively methodical way of thinking, sharply differentiated from other kinds of
thought’ (Lloyd, 1984: 39). Professional training is expected to supply this skill and
professional development to extend it. The use of reason to guide actions is an
important aspect of the Enlightenment Project and educated professional are
considered as modern enlightened subjects. The critiques of reason as made by
work of Horkheimer and Adorno (2002), Habermas (1982), Lloyd (1984), and
Sherratt (2000) enable the limitations of professionalism to be revealed through
the examination of the type of rationality that has come to stand for reason.
The belief that reason can guide actions is bequeathed by the Enlightenment, as
defined in Kant’s (1784) essay, “What is Enlightenment” in which he argued that
Enlightenment is the process of developing from a state of dependency and into
the ability to guide one’s own self. ‘Tutelage is man’s inability to make use of his
understanding without direction from another’ (Kant, 1995: 1). The state of
enlightenment is difficult to reach because it is easy to be lazy. It is for this reason
that a guide to enlightenment is necessary.
Laziness and cowardice are the reasons why so great a portion of mankind, after
nature has long since discharged them from external direction, nevertheless
remain under lifelong tutelage, and why it is so easy for others to set themselves
up as their guardians. It is so easy not to be of age. If I have a book which
understands for me, a pastor who has a conscience for me, a physician who
decides my diet, and so forth, I need not trouble myself. I need not think, if I can
only pay – others will readily undertake the irksome work for me (opcit).
There were various character types that typified the Enlightenment. There was an
immature individual and essentially lazy individual, a guardian who enjoys being
somewhat more mature than the immature, and the fully mature enlightened
subject who has managed to overcome their natural laziness and uses reason to
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direct their actions. An essential part of the progress of Enlightenment was that
this mature subject could lead others out from bondage; ‘there will always be some
independent thinkers, even among the established guardians of the great masses,
who, after throwing off the yoke of tutelage from their own shoulders, will
disseminate the spirit’ (ibid: 2). Such guidance takes place within the public, as
opposed to the private, realm.
The public use of one’s reason must always be free, and it alone can bring about
enlightenment among men. The private use of reason, on the other hand, may
often be very narrowly restricted with particularly hindering the progress of
enlightenment. By the public use of one’s reason I understand the use which a
person makes of it as a scholar before the reading public. Private use I call that
which one may make of it in a particular civil post of office which is entrusted to
him (ibid: 3).
The enlightened subject is believed to be an individual who is able to reflect upon
their actions and direct further actions. In short, the enlightened subject is believed
to cause their own actions. They are not dependent upon others to guide them.
Philosopher Charles Taylor (1989) describes this individual as ‘a self defined by
the powers of disengaged reason – with its associated ideals of self-responsible
freedom and dignity – of self-exploration, and of personal commitment’ (Taylor,
1989: 211). He argues that this modern individual differs from previous accounts
of the human subject in that they are free to use their reason and, as such, answer
to new goods, ‘freedom, altruism, universal justice’ (ibid: 93). They are free to
reason, practice altruism to free others and have an interest in justice for all. The
modern professional is the epitome of the enlightened subject. They are expected
to have a well-developed ability to use reason o guide their actions, they guide the
actions of others and, especially in the case of teaching, help others to become free
users of reason. However, although the ‘achievements of Western rationalism’
(Habermas, 1982: 23) need to be recognized, the cost of these achievements has
been high.
A problem with the domination of professionalism is that only one use of reason is
sanctioned – that being the instrumental rationality described above. This is a form
of rationality that aims to dominate. The dominating nature of instrumental
rationality is clarified in the work of leading western theorists (Adorno and
Horkheimer 1972, Habermas, 1982, Lloyd, 1984).
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The exclusionary nature of instrumental rationalism has been the focus of study
for many scholars. The critiques of feminist scholars such as Lloyd, 1984, Lather,
1991, Ellsworth, 1992, and Grosz, 1993 are well-established and pertinent to this
current work. Female teachers, as professionals, are placed in the strange position
of being required to develop knowledge in a manner traditionally closed to them.
To understand Western rationalism as masculine is a useful way for delineating
the exclusionary nature of instrumental rationality. The work of Genevieve Lloyd
(1984) is important because she argues that western culture is defined by its
pursuit of instrumental rationality and that such knowledge has been posited as
standing in opposition to nature and the feminine. She argues that ‘rational
knowledge has been construed as a transcending, transformation or control of
natural forces; and the feminine has been associated with what rational knowledge
transcend, dominates or simply leaves behind’ (2). In this way, rational knowledge
has become deeply associated with maleness; ‘these symbolic association lingered
in later refinements of the idea and the ideals of Reason; maleness remained
associated with a clear, determinate mode of thought, femaleness with the vague
and indeterminate’ (ibid: 3). The separation of the public and private spheres, with
the public realm the space of reasonable dialogue, has meant that women have
traditionally been barred from reaching a state of intellectual maturity and the
pursuit of reason considered a pursuit for men.
The danger of masculine rationality is a recurring motif in what Elisabeth Grosz
(1993) calls ‘the crisis of reason’ (187). Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno
(2002) in their Dialectic of Enlightenment expose the injuries inflicted upon the
human subject by the Enlightenment. ‘Humanity had to inflict terrible injuries itself
before the self – the identical, purpose-directed, masculine character of human
beings – was created, and something of this process is repeated in every childhood’
(26). One of the aims of the Frankfurt school, of which Horkheimer and Adorno
were leading figures, was to critique the concept of Enlightenment through the use
of reason. That is, they aimed to ‘enlighten the enlightenment about itself’
(Sherratt, 2000: 524). Their argument was grounded in the belief that reason
ought not to be abandoned but used to reveal that it had become conflated into
instrumental rationality and that this impacted negatively upon the possibilities
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for life. Frankfurt School thinkers argued that ‘the source of societal repression lay
in

inadequate

forms

of

reason.

These

were

‘”objectifying”,

“reifying”,

“instrumental” and “rigid”, designed for survival not human emancipation or
indeed enlightenment understanding of any kind’ (ibid: 526). Their aim was to
critique instrumental rationality and to conceive of reason differently than the
limited type of Reason that had become hegemonic.
The Enlightenment project was initially considered as a force against the dark
nature of myths; ‘Enlightened thinking has been understood as both a contrast to
myth and as a force opposing it’ (Habermas, 1982: 14). Instead of referring to
myths for guidance about actions, the Enlightenment preferred argument and
debate. This was both in contrast to and an opposition against traditional thought.
As a contrast because it counters the authority of tradition with the noncoercive coercion of the better argument; as an opposing force to the extent that
it breaks the collective spell of the mythical powers by means of individually
acquired insights which gain motivational strength. In this manner, the
Enlightenment was supposed to contradict myth and thereby escape from its
power (opcit, emphasis in original).
It was believed that the condition of myth was not a proper system from which to
develop knowledge because it entailed ‘ignorance and delusion’ (Sherratt, 2000:
531). Thus, intellectual maturity defined as the ability to make decisions in a state
of ‘maturity, freedom, security and peace’ (ibid: 526) could not be reached through
recourse to myths.
Despite the commitment to opposing myths, Horkheimer and Adorno (2002) argue
that the Enlightenment actually has its basis in myths and that the modern
enlightened subject has been unable to escape their bondage to myth. ‘But the
myths which fell victim to the Enlightenment were themselves its products […]
myth sought to report, to name, to tell of origins – but therefore also to narrate,
record, explain’ (Horkheimer and Adorno, 2002: 5). Myth is a precursor to
Enlightenment and mythical figures such as Odysseus, a landholder who seeks
knowledge in order to better rule, are precursors of the modern enlightened
subject, the rational professional.
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THE STORY OF ODYSSEUS AS AN ENLIGHTENED SUBJECT
In order to gain power Odysseus had to overcome the power of myths. Essential to
this overcoming was the need to exclude ‘spontaneity, pleasure and meaning’
(Sherratt, 2000: 533). It is this exclusionary nature that makes Odysseus the prime
example of the enlightened subject. The story of his overcoming of the Sirens is an
example of how Odysseus constituted himself in relation to myths. The allure of
the Sirens was ‘that of losing oneself in the past’ (Horkheimer and Adorno, 2002:
25) Odysseus however, did not wish to lose himself in the past as he had managed
to separate time; ‘the realms of time have been separated for him like water, earth,
and air. The tide of what has been has receded from the rock of his present, and the
future lies clouded on the horizon’ (opcit). Odysseus had gained a measure of
control over the past and was able to use it ‘in the service of the present’ (opcit).
The past for him was not ‘something living’ (opcit) but something that had been
mastered made useful. Odysseus’ approach was an instrumentalist one.
The song of the Sirens was disruptive of this as it showed that the past affected the
present in ways that the individual could not control. Their singing reveals this in a
most sensual manner. They disrupt of the mastery of Odysseus through the
sensuous presentation of his own recent history. ‘By directly invoking the recent
past, and with the irresistible promise of pleasure which their song contains, the
Sirens threaten the patriarchal order, which gives each person back their life only
in exchange for their full measure of time’ (opcit). Odysseus desires to protect
himself against this sensual onslaught that aims to disrupt his mastery of himself
and his mastery over his crew. Therefore, he plugs up the crews ears so they might
not plunge into the pleasures of the Sirens and thus risk his voyage. He has himself
tied bound to the mast with strict orders not to be untied.
Horkheimer and Adorno argued that this measure is a ‘prescient allegory of the
dialectic of the Enlightenment’ (ibid: 27). They argue that Odysseus sought security
and self-control from his encounters with the world. Odysseus must refuse
experiences, especially disruptive sensual ones, in order to be secure in his identity
and in his mastery over others. The modern enlightened subject, if the work of
Horkheimer and Adorno is followed, must likewise limit itself. This results in a
subjectivity which ‘suffers by having to close off experiences’ (Sherratt, 2000: 536,
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emphasis in original). Like Odysseus, the modern enlightened subject, the
professional, must limit sensual enjoyment in order to prop up the belief that they
have mastery over the past and that such mastery enables them to guide the
future. It is this very belief that is central both to the problem of professionalism
because the modern enlightened subject believes that they can control their past
experiences in order to determine a future. This is a belief fundamental to the
deployment of instrumental rationality and one that places limits upon the
possibilities of life for enlightened subjects. And, as I argue in the next chapter, it is
a belief that can be challenged by the psychoanalytical notion of repression.
However, prior to that, I wish to continue to develop this picture of modern
professional subjectivity in order to understand the dangers it presents to teaching
and to consider ways in which this old history of professionalism can support the
writing of new histories.

THE FEARFUL AND ANXIOUS ENLIGHTENED SUBJECT DISRUPTED
The enlightened subject is fearful of what is outside of their realm of knowledge
and thus they attempt to draw everything into their realm of instrumental
rationality. The world must be known, catalogued and captured in order to be
useful. ‘Nothing is allowed to remain outside, since the mere idea of the "outside" is
the real source of fear’ (Horkheimer and Adorno, 2002: 11). As such, the
enlightened subject is characteristically nervous and suspicious. In short, he/she
functions in a state of high anxiety. Horkheimer and Adorno (2002) describe the
movement of domination that characterises professionalism in the following
manner:
Not only is domination paid for with the estrangement of human beings from
the dominated objects, but the relationships of human beings, including the
relationship of individuals to themselves, have themselves been bewitched by
the objectification of the mind. Individuals shrink to the nodal points of
conventional reactions and the modes of operation objectively expected of them
(Horkheimer and Adorno: 2002: 21).
The conventionalism and objectification characteristic of the enlightened subject is
largely detrimental to education, and teacher professionalism become an attempt
to develop professionalism differently. The work of Samuel Weber (1987) points
towards a direction for the disruption of anxious professionalism and can help
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consider a professionalism that attempts to analysis its own exclusionary
movements through the act of listening to that which is excluded.
The subject position characteristic of professionalism exhibits the features of
Horkheimer and Adorno’s enlightened subject. This claim can be explicated
through the work of Samuel Weber (1987) who argues that professionalism
depends upon anxiety. This includes both the anxious protective measures of
professionals and a more general anxiety that professionals offer to appease.
Weber uses the work of sociologist Burton Bledstein (1976) to explicate the
anxious state of professionalism and who discusses how habits are formed that
sustain anxiety and dependence. He claims, using Bledstein, that professionalism is
a state that is characterised by a set of ‘“learned values and habitual responses”’
(Bledstein, quoted in ibid: 25). For Weber professional identity is defined through
‘a set of habitual responses’ (ibid: 25, emphasis in original) developed through
reliance upon professional knowledge that has been transmitted through extensive
periods of induction.
The professional disposes over a body of systematic, esoteric knowledge,
inaccessible to the layman and yet in itself coherent, self-contained, reposing on
founding principles. These principles form the cognitive basis of laws, rules, and
techniques, which constitute a discipline, and a praxis requiring a long period of
training and initiation (ibid: 26, emphasis in original).
Esoteric knowledge needs protection in order that professional identity be
maintained; ‘it is a service that he alone, qua professional, can supply. The latter
aspect of professionalism lends it practitioners their peculiar authority and their
status: they are regarded as possessing a monopoly of competence in their
particular “field”’ (ibid: 25). For Weber, professionalism is as much the attempt to
establish and protect a certain type of identity as it is the desire to help others.
The emergence of professionalism may be understood as an effort […] to
establish a measure of self-control, not to be sure on the part of isolated
individuals, but on that of a group, seeking to defined and maintain a certain
identity in face of an extremely dynamic, unsettling, and powerful
reorganisation and transformation of society (ibid: 27).
Professionals are able to offer their services as a form of protection against the
anxieties of modern society. ‘Not the least important factor […] has been its ability
to establish and to institutionalise a collective system of defence against anxieties
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deriving from American society’ (ibid: 30).

Professionals stand as protection

against anxiety and are able to forget the very anxiety against non-professional
knowledge that underpins professionalism.
The protection offered by professionals has a great deal to do with the habits they
have formed. Weber uses the work of American semiotician and philosopher
Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914) to explain how habits are useful for the
protection of identity. His use of Peirce is important in this current work because
Peirce’s notion or interruption/surprise integral to understanding how knowledge
can be protected is also integral to understanding how professional subjectivity
can become different.
Weber argues that knowledge is developed in relation to an outside. He argues
‘every thought and action had to be construed as a response to, or inference from,
another thought, action or state of affairs’ (ibid: 25). Knowledge develops when it
is interrupted and/or surprised by a challenge. While some such interruptions are
welcomed as incentives for further inquiry many interruptions are ignored and/or
excluded. Weber claims that professional knowledge generally languishes in the
latter state and he describes professionalism as characterised by a ‘phobic mode of
behaviour’ (ibid: 30] as they attempt to ward off surprises. He quotes the work of
Alfred North Whitehead to explain the dangers to the self and to the public of this
phobic behaviour.
Its methodological procedure is exclusive and intolerant, and rightly so. It fixes
attention on a definite group of abstraction, neglects everything else, and elicits
every scrap of information and theory which is relevant to what it has retained.
This method is triumphant, provided that the abstractions are judicious. But
however triumphant, the triumph is within limits. The neglect of these limits
leads to disastrous oversights (Whitehead, quoted in ibid: 31).
The critique of the phobic limits of professional knowledge is, at least for Weber,
an important reason for the investigation of professionalism. He argues that a way
towards such critical investigation can be achieved through studying the
conditions under which professionalism is developed. ‘The problem then becomes
that of defining the conditions under which [this]… institution- takes place’ (ibid:
21). He argues for the need to study the ‘conditions of imposability’ (19) of
professionalism.
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What has been neglected is what I would call the conditions of imposability, the
conditions under which arguments, categories, and values impose and maintain
a certain authority, even where traditional authority itself is meant to be
subverted. To ignore such factors, of course, is to leave their force unchallenged
and to suffer their effects without reserve (19, emphasis in original).
He argues that the attempt to study conditions of imposability has to be located
within a particular domain in order to ‘demonstrate concretely, in each case, how
the exclusion of limits from the field organises the practice it makes possible’ (ibid:
32). The conditions that promote the exclusion of other knowledge are the focus of
study. Concomitant with this is the attempt to displace these conditions in order to
promote a condition that encourages interruptions to knowledge.
The danger of professionalism is that it limits the possibilities of life. It depends
upon exclusionary tactics in order to protect knowledge developed through the use
of instrumental rationality. Professionals develop habits that enable them to
protect this knowledge base. Instrumental rationality is characterized by the belief
that the past is at the control of the individual, that is that it can be used to guide
future actions. There is a need to protect this belief through warding off
experiences and pleasures that may interrupt this truth. A different type of
professionalism would attempt to pay attention to that which it is normally
excluded, this being knowledge that reveals that the past is not controllable in
relation to actions. This is a type of knowledge that controls. A re-configured
professionalism would attempt to understand how this knowledge controls actions
and the possibilities of objectifying it in order to shape different subjectivities. In
the following chapter, Freud’s notion of repression is introduced as integral to the
shaping of this different kind of subjectivity. In the next section, I argue that the
professional body of knowledge about teaching suffers from the same problems of
professionalism generally. This is done in order to move the professional
knowledge of teaching towards a model of professional knowledge that knows the
importance of future actions of knowledge that has been excluded.
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KNOWLEDGE OF TEACHING
The push towards professionalism in teaching has largely conformed to the ideal of
formal knowledge as objectively developed and useful towards making
disinterested and therefore altruistic decisions about teaching and learning. David
Labaree (1992) argues, ‘the teacher professionalisation movement promotes a
vision of scientifically generated professional knowledge that draws heavily on the
movement’s roots in formal rationalism. It portrays teaching as having an objective
empirical basis and a rational structure’ (147). Colleges and faculties of education
have proven integral to the reproduction of this stance of supposed objectivity.
Labaree claims that teacher educators have been at the forefront of the drive to
develop ‘specialised, authoritative, and counter-intuitive’ (ibid: 135) knowledge.
He argues that behavioural psychology was particularly attractive to teachereducators when teacher training programmes moved from colleges into
universities; a move that occurred in Australia and in the USA in the 1990s.
Labaree contends that this shift required that teacher educators had to re-invent
themselves in line with the rather more rigorous academic standards of
universities. A professional body of knowledge had to be standardised in order to
prove that pre-service teachers had something to learn during an extended period
of study.
A related issue is the need to develop methods of research into teaching as this was
largely an under-explored area in terms of teacher education, based as it was on an
apprenticeship model of learning. The need to develop these methods was integral
to gaining the status of professionalism. Labaree argued that ‘teacher-educators
cannot professionalise unless they produced a solid body of research on teaching’
(ibid: 136). At hand, was behavioural psychology.
Fortunately, a model of how to assert a claim to professional status successfully
in an educational setting was close at hand. Since the turn of the century,
educational psychology has been one area within education schools that has
been able to establish itself as a credible producer of academic knowledge […]
Consequently, it is not surprising that the push for professionalisation of
teacher educators began with applying the methods of educational psychology
to the problems of teaching (ibid: 137).
The appropriation of behavioural methods contributed to the success of teacher
educators; ‘it was the paradigm round which they established competence, shaped
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their careers, and developed their basic understanding of teaching and learning’
(ibid: 143). Arguably, behavioural methods for developing knowledge about
teaching privilege standards of objectivity and disinterest and thus encourage the
development of exclusionary professionalism in teaching.
It has been extremely difficult to displace the norms of so-called objective science
that prevail in teacher education. A reason for this is that it promises to provide
universal techniques for practice. Such techniques are exceedingly attractive to
teachers and an aim of a critical ontology of altruism is to disrupt the strangle-hold
of behaviourism in teacher education. Erica McWilliam (1994) argued for this need
when she wrote of the ‘naïve and seductive simplicity of behaviourist propositions’
(67). She argues for a more ‘avant-garde’ (opcit) approach to learning about
teaching. As will become clear in this current work, an avant-garde approach to
professional knowledge offers exciting prospects and enables pre-service teachers
to play with possible subject positions in teaching as opposed to locking them into
an anxious professionalism. A way forward for this avant-garde attempt to develop
knowledge about teaching is to think differently about the form of reason that
shapes professional knowledge and the element of surprise. This does not require
the abandonment of reason but rather means that the attempt to conceive of a
form of reason that is not exclusionary and that is based in the ability to listen to
interruptions is privileged.

REASON ABANDONED?
I do not wish to argue for the abandonment of reason but rather aim to contribute
to its re-formulation in the context of teacher education. I believe that the form of
reason that has dominated professionalism has not saturated the possibilities of
reason. There remains the strong possibility that reason can be used to critique not
only the reductive types of rationality that have dominated in the Twentieth
Century but reason itself. This hope was expressed by Lloyd (1982) when she
argued, ‘philosophy has defined ideals of Reason through exclusions of the
feminine. But it also contains within it the resources for critical reflection on those
ideals and on its own aspirations’ (109). A similar argument for the possibilities of
reason is made by Michel Foucault (1983) who argues it ought not to be
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abandoned because reason has the ability to critique its own limitations and
exclusions.
Shall we try reason? To my mind, nothing would be more sterile. First, because
the field has nothing to do with guilt or innocence. Second, because it is
senseless to refer to reason as the contrary entity to no reason. Lastly, because
such a trial would trap us into playing the arbitrary and boring part of either the
rationalist or the irrationalism […] It may be wise not to take as a whole the
rationalisation of society or of culture, but to analyse such a process in several
fields, each with reference to a fundamental experience: madness, illness, death,
crime, sexuality (ibid: 210).
To use reason to study the limits of reason requires the focus upon reason as it is
understood within a particular field of discourse. This has the aim of
understanding the limits placed upon the possibilities for life within a discursive
realm, such as the professional knowledge of teaching.

CONCLUSION
In this chapter, I have argued that the professional body of knowledge that is
mandatory in teaching can be developed to incorporate a critical ontology of
altruism. I have examined the current parameters of professional knowledge
development and have argued that professionalism is anxious and fearful and
believes that control over the past is possible. This results in an exclusionary
stance towards the interruptions and surprises that are integral to developing
knowledge. I believe that avant-garde teaching can draw from the literary teaching
developed by Felman (1982) integral to which is surprise. Knowledge is not owned
and thus known but that which comes as a surprise. A critical ontology can attempt
to be such a type of knowledge and the teaching profession can make an important
contribution to professionalism by developing a study of its own limitations on
knowledge and the effects these have upon relationships with non-professionals,
especially students. This requires a method of investigation and in the following
chapter I begin to develop a framework for such an investigation through an
examination of Foucault’s ‘writing of the self’ and kind of reflective writing that
seeks to examine the virtues and morals that impact upon daily actions.
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CHAPTER FIVE - SELF-FASHIONING IN EDUCATION
INTRODUCTION
The aim of this chapter is to introduce the idea of a critical ontology of altruism as
an aspect of the fashioning of the self. This is done in order to align a critical
ontology with the educational bequest of John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau in
order to argue that education is a process of fashioning the self. A critical ontology
draws from the legacy of Locke and Rousseau but also offers a challenge in that the
self is differently understood. The work of Nietzsche is integral to this difference.
Prior to Nietzsche the self was considered as something that can be consciously
worked upon in order to achieve a particular end to which education was integral.
Although the ideal of the self produced in this manner differed, it was assumed that
the self could be thus produced. Nietzsche, however, differed from the view that
the self could be produced in the manner of a product. His understanding of the
self as a process has proven immensely important to contemporary thought,
especially in the case of Michel Foucault. Nietzsche’s understanding of the self as
‘that little changeling’ (Nietzsche, quoted in Bingham, 2005: 4) proves essential in
this chapter to re-imagining reflective writing as a process of constituting an
ethical and aesthetic self. It is here examined primarily through Jacques Lacan’s
(2006) seminar on the self as constituted through the capture of language. The
idea that the self is constituted through being captured by language can have a
radical effect upon the ideal of self-fashioning as an ethical aim and in this chapter I
begin to configure this change. I argue that the role of the teacher as a model of the
‘proper’ self is transformed into the teacher as model of active self-fashioner.
In terms of reflective writing, this augurs a different form of writing and the work
of the later work of Michel Foucault on writing of the self (1996, 1994, 1994b,)
offers a trenchant, yet problematic, example of a reflective writing that is cognizant
that the play of language constitutes the self. In the latter part of this chapter, I
argue for the possibility of a form of writing of the self that answers to the needs of
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a critical ontology of altruism. I do this by arguing that while Foucault’s work is
essential for the development of a reflective writing on altruism, there is a need to
incorporate Freud’s (1973) notion of repression in order to disrupt any attempts
at the narratives that rely upon fully believing the accounts given of experience. In
addition, I examine Lydia Ginzburg’s (1991) idea of unreliable autobiographies as a
way towards a form of unreliable reflective writing. I supplement this idea through
looking at the Dostoevskian ideal of the unreliable narrator and conclude that
reflective writing aim at assimilating this narrator.

FASHIONING THE SELF IN EDUCATION
The idea of education as a process of self-fashioning has long been a part of
western thought on education. It is true that the contemporary educational focus
on performativity (cf. Lyotard, 1984), learning outcomes, best practice and test
results currently overshadows the aim of self-fashioning. ‘No longer concerned
with the grand project of building new subjects for new republics, universities
replaced their ideals with a hollow “excellence” and oriented their pedagogical
aims to serving the system’ (Bearn, 2000: 231). In this context, a return to the
study of self-fashioning as an educational aim is important as it offers a challenge
to such instrumentalism. As C.W. Bingham (2005) argues, philosophers of the art
of self-fashioning, particularly Nietzsche and Foucault, offer a ‘way of refusing to be
dominated, in this modern culture of ours, by systems of disciplinary power that
tend to offer us limitations rather than freedoms’ (13). This description of selffashioning is very similar to how I perceive a critical ontology, with the difference
being the latter has a focus upon the value of values. A critical ontology as selffashioning seeks to reveal the limitations of values through studying the
relationships of power they constitute and is experimental in the sense that new
values are formed. This idea of self-fashioning in education differs from selffashioning as envisioned by Locke and Rousseau. The fundamental difference lies
in the notion of the self.
John Locke (1632-1704) was one of the first philosophers to develop a treatise
based in the idea that education teaches the art of self-fashioning. In Some thoughts
concerning education (1693) he argued that education focuses on training the
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wayward desires of youths. Locke’s educational system was based in the belief that
men are born corrupt and that the role of education is to govern this natural
corruption. He argued that if youth remained uneducated then natural corruption
would flower. For Locke, education made the man; ‘of all the Men we meet with,
Nine parts of Ten are what they are, Good or Evil, useful or not, by their Education.
‘Tis that which makes the great Difference in Mankind’ (Locke, 1989: 83). The role
of the teacher, or tutor as they were then known, in Locke’s system was to guide
the student to adopt the moral norms of their social class. ‘Tis Vertue then, direct
Vertue, which is the hard and valuable part to be aimed at in Education’ (ibid: 132).
And the Great Principle and Foundation of all Vertue and Worth, is placed in
this, That a Man is able to deny himself his own Desires, cross his own
Inclinations, and purely follow what Reason directs as best, tho’ the appetite
lean the other way (ibid: 103).
The ultimate source of moral knowledge for Locke rested with God whose
representative on earth was the father. ‘As the Foundation of this, there ought very
early to be imprinted on his Mind a true Notion of God, as of the independent
Supreme Being, Author and Maker of all Things, from whom we receive all our
Good, who loves us, and gives us all Things’ (ibid: 195). The tutor was expected to
represent the father who represented God. Locke’s system aimed ultimately of the
reproduction of moral laws. The successful pupil would be he who could fashion
themselves in accordance to the model of the tutor/father/God.
Locke claimed that desires were the stuff that education sought to govern through
the use of reason. The tutor was essential in teaching the suppression of desire
through reason. ‘The great Work of a Governnour is to fashion the Carriage, and
form the Mind; to settle into his pupil good Habits, and the Principles of Vertue and
Wisdom; to give him by little and little a view of Mankind; and work him into a love
and imitation of what is Excellent and Praise-worthy’ (ibid: 156). The fashioning of
the habits of the pupil was the aim of the tutor, without which, the pupil would
inevitably succumb to desires. As a guide and mentor, the tutor was expected to be
a moral example. Reason was understood as an authority to be instilled through
education into youth. However, this belief that authority was to be instilled was
altered through the work of renowned pupil of John Locke, Anthony Ashley
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Cooper, third Earl of Shaftesbury (1671-1713). His work not only influenced
educational thought, especially Rousseau, but philosophy more generally. His idea
that introspection as reflection was necessary for self-fashioning was to prove
seminal upon German philosophical thought.
Shaftesbury was Locke’s most famous pupil. ‘I was his more peculiar charge, being
as eldest son taken by my grandfather and bred under his immediate care, Mr.
Locke having the absolute direction of my education, and to whom, next to my
immediate parents, as I must own the greatest obligation […] I could wish that my
time and health would permit me to be longer in the account of my friend and
foster-father, Mr. Locke’ (letter quoted in Aronson, 1959: 1101). Shaftesbury found
great success as an author both with the public and with philosophers of the time,
such as Leibniz and Hutcheson (cf. Robertson, 1963: xiv, Aronson, 1959: 1101).
Prior to his death he was translated into German and French, had his work adapted
by Diderot and was panegyrised by Montesquieu. His influence upon future
philosophy was wide, with Robertson (1963) arguing, ‘There are clear traces of his
influence in both the ethics and the aesthetics of Kant’ (opcit). Shaftesbury’s
popularity declined with the French revolution, in part due to his writing being
seen as focusing on ‘the genteel’ (ibid: xv). His work was said to be of concern only
to gentleman. I anticipate that this criticism may be extended to the current
attempt to develop a method of playful critical ontology and thus hope to address
it.
Shaftesbury introduced the importance of reflection in the moral fashioning of the
self. In this he differed greatly from Locke as he did not ‘place the source of morals
in the will or command of Deity’ (ibid: xxxvii). For Shaftesbury, moral life was
governed not by reliance upon a set of norms but through reflection upon opinions
and beliefs. He suggested the need for ‘the examination, therefore, of my humours,
and the inquiry after my passions […] the search and scrutiny of my opinions’
(Shaftesbury, 1963: 187). The emphasis on ‘self-converse’ (ibid: 181) as a
necessary aspect of moral formation was to have profound influence upon
philosophy and discredited Shaftesbury with church officials. Unlike future
Enlightenment thinkers, Shaftesbury emphasised playfulness, irony and humour as
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essential elements in the use of reason. Inner reflection according of Shaftesbury
was a source of pleasure. He refused to entertain thoughts of punishments and the
development of systems of rewards for good conduct. In this, he differed from his
tutor Locke. Shaftesbury argued that comedy was necessary to self-converse as it
unmasked beliefs and ways of behaving.
‘twas of admirable use to explode […] Everything which might be imposing, by a
false gravity or solemnity, was found to endure the trial of this touchstone.
Manners and characters, as well as speech and writings, were discussed with
the greatest freedom. Nothing could be better fitted than this genius of wit to
unmask the face of things (Shaftesbury, 1963: 161).
This reliance upon wit and humour made Shaftesbury unpopular with church
officials and utilitarian philosophers but returns in contemporary philosophy
particularly the work of Nietzsche. The emphasis on wit, humour and playfulness is
integral to self-fashioning as a critical ontology. It offers new forms of pleasures
and, as such, will be a focus of this current work.
Both the work of Locke and Shaftesbury were influential upon Jean-Jacques
Rousseau (1712-1778). Allan Bloom (1979) argues that Emile ‘represents the
other great modern alternative’ (Bloom, 1979: 481) in education, the other
alternative being Locke. The belief that reason was opposed to desire and, more
importantly, that desire was a force that would triumph unless daily discipline was
imposed was integral to future Enlightenment thinkers. However, the main point
of differentiation between Locke and Rousseau was the introduction of the process
of reflection into education as essential to the attainment of reason. This was
Shaftesbury’s major influence upon Western thought. In the educational writings
of Rousseau, Emile, or On education (1761) Rousseau emphasised reflection as
integral to the formation of the self. However, unlike either Locke or Shaftesbury,
Rousseau argued for the formation of a man who could reflect upon social morals
and mores in order to change them for the benefit of society. This was in contrast
to Shaftesbury who, as discussed, has a more individual focus. For Rousseau
reflection aimed at freedom from convention. Thus, he introduced the idea of selffashioning as an act of freedom. As I perceive it, this introduction remains a central
aspect of contemporary self-fashioning.
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With the Emile, Rousseau introduced a new ideal for education, “natural man” to be
formed through the study of passions and desires. No longer merely to be tamed,
instincts and desires were to become known. Rousseau emphasised the need to
know instinctual forces that impede upon reason. He moved from the idea of
taming and instead, argued for the ‘appreciation of the wild, the untouched, and
the terrifying in nature’ (Dent, 1992: 178). For Rousseau, the terrifying became a
source of knowledge that could impact upon self-formation. This is an aspect of
Rousseau’s work important to the critical ontology under development in this
current work. An appreciation of the unknown, as opposed to its taming and/or
exclusion is integral to a contemporary ethical formation of the self. I understand
Rousseau’s nature as linked to the element of surprise I have been arguing is
integral to a critical ontology. This is an unusual interpretation of Rousseau’s
nature and one I continue to develop in this current work.
The work of Kant has also been very influential upon modern education and the art
of self-fashioning. His idea that Enlightenment is a process of maturing from a state
of tutelage has previously been discussed in this current work. The role of the
benevolent teacher in this process was also emphasised. The benevolence of the
teacher seems to have been introduced by the Enlightenment as the tutor in Locke
is a disciplinarian who merely represents the Father. The tutor in Rousseau guides
and oversees all of the actions of his pupil. However, this is a form of guidance that
is extremely low-key in that the pupil is supposed to believe that they orchestrate
all their experiences. In some ways this resonates with the current experience of
guidance in teaching but differs in that the tutor encourages reflection upon
experiences whereas the teacher as revealed thus far in this current work does not
seem predisposed to studying their own beliefs and motivations. The guide as
described by Kant is benevolence personified.
Self-Fashioning is a traditional aim of education that has been challenged by the
instrumental turn in professionalism. Nonetheless, there is a move to re-address
this aim of education (cf. Bingham, 2005). It is my belief that the postcritical turn
discussed in the previous chapter finds resonances in the idea that education seeks
to teach the art of shaping the self. However, this type of educational work differs
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from previous attempts due to the fact that the ideal of the modern human subject
differs from that held by previous thinkers. This change is cause enough to revisit
this traditionally educational belief. A critical ontology that is part of this
reconception needs to pay particular attention to the new self that has developed
since the work of Nietzsche. His work not only reveals a new type of subject but
also moves forward the contemporary understanding of education and selfformation.

NIETZSCHE AND FASHIONING OF THE SELF
Nietzsche’s work has been approached with caution by theorists because of his
views on a range of topics including his relation to women. He has been accused of
having a ‘reputation of epitomizing misogyny in philosophy’ (Helm, 2004: 64). It is
true that sexism and misogyny are blatant in his texts, for example in the following
passage from Beyond good and evil, aphorism 239 (1966):
Since the French Revolution, woman’s influence in Europe has decreased
proportionally as her rights and claims have increased; and the “emancipation
of woman,” insofar as that it is demanded and promoted by women themselves
[…] is thus seen to be an odd symptom of the increasing weakening and dulling
of the most feminine instincts. There is stupidity in this movement, an almost
masculine stupidity of which a woman who had turned out well- and such
women are always prudent- would have to be thoroughly ashamed (358,
emphasis in original).
This passage could easily be read as a polemic against “emancipation”. However,
when put into the context of the rest of the section, and bearing in mind Nietzsche
other works, particularly On the genealogy of morals which is a treatise devoted to
the re-evaluation of all values, his despising of emancipated women takes on a
different tone. The emancipation he decries is that which attempts to make women
just like “stupid” men. This stupid man is comparable to the enlightened subject as
examined in Chapter Four of this current work.
To be sure, there are enough imbecilic friends and corrupters of woman among
the scholarly assess of the male sex who advise women to defeminise herself
[…] and to imitate all the stupidities with which “man” in Europe, European
“manliness” is sick: they would like to reduce woman to the level of “general
education,” probably even of reading the newspapers and talking about politics
(ibid).
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In this passage, Nietzsche is arguing that to defeminise oneself as a woman is to
descend into the stupidity of man. He is arguing against the reign of the sick,
European man who blindly follows morality without thinking of the need to judge.
He argues against the inferior form of education that aims to constitute this sick
man and instead argues for the need for develop individuals who can critique
moral values and create different virtues. He argues that the critique of moral
values is a necessary process to the development of a critically aware individual.
He writes that philosophy is in need of a new spirit – the spirit of re-interpretation
of morality. It is this type of spirit that I aim to introduce into reflective writing. At
his worst, Nietzsche might read as a hopeless misogynist. However, even then his
comments upon woman can be interpreted as ‘puns, metaphors, or perspectival
experiments’ (Helm, 2004: 64) rather taken literally.
His reputation as hopelessly misogynist has also influenced attempts to introduce
his work in the development of educational theory. While these has been interest
in his work in relation to education for at least thirty years, ‘only about twenty
publications have appeared, most of them in the British Journal of Philosophy of
Education and in the American Educational Theory’ (Rosenow, 2004: 189).
According to Rosenow publications about Nietzsche and education have focused
primarily upon two themes: Nietzsche’s theory of the overman and ‘the
presentation of Nietzsche as a democratic and human educator par excellence’
(ibid: 190). These two approaches to Nietzsche and education have recently been
joined by an interest in the applicability of Nietzsche’s method of genealogy his
philosophy of self-fashioning in education. It is in these areas that my interest lies
as I believe that a critical ontology aims at self-fashioning through a genealogy of
the ideals, morality and beliefs that an individual believe underpins their actions.
The recent turn towards Nietzsche in education is largely inspired by Michel
Foucault’s work on genealogy. Michael Mahon (1992) describes genealogy as ‘a
unique form of critique which recognises that the things, values, and events of our
present experience have been constituted historically, discursively, and practically’
(Mahon, 1992: 14). It is a method of inquiry that aims towards self-fashioning. As
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such, I believe that it is part of the question of self-formation that has traditionally
been approached in education.
One thing is needful.- To “give style” to one’s character – a great and rare art! It is
practiced by those who survey all the strengths and weaknesses of their nature
and then fit them into an artistic plan until every one of them appears as art and
reason even the weaknesses delight the eye (aphorism 290, Nietzsche, 1971:
223, emphasis in original).
The links to the issue of self-fashioning as delineated in educational theory over
the past four hundred years is evidenced in this quote. Nietzsche was concerned
with the development of a style of self-fashioning and his genealogical method is
one possible avenue in this task. In particular, educational theorists have utilized
the genealogical method, as interpreted by Michel Foucault, as a method of selffashioning. Such work, generally takes Foucault’s latter work of care of the self as a
focal point (cf. Foucault, 1985, 1986, 1994, 1994b, Besley, 2002, Infinito, 2003,
Drummond, 2003, Marshall, 2007, Wain, 2007). Both Nietzsche and Foucault
deployed an understanding of the self markedly different from the one used in
earlier work on self-fashioning. In the next section, this modern self is introduced
through the work of Jacques Lacan (2006) is chosen because psychoanalysis has
been at the forefront of theorizing modern self-fashioning. Lacan focuses on the
importance of language to self-formation. He argues that the self is a result of the
take-over of language. This is contrast to the belief that language is a tool that can
transmit knowledge of the self. This latter view predominates in education
practice, as is examined in Chapter Seven. The Lacanian idea of the self as a result
of the take-over (or surprise) of language will prove integral to a critical ontology.

THE UNMEANT SELF
Inherent to the work of Locke and Rousseau is the belief that the self can be shaped
towards an end product. For Locke, the self is complete when instincts have been
tamed and the individual acts in accordance to the law of the father. For Rousseau,
the self is formed after the ability to study beliefs has been developed. The self is
considered as something that is achievable and the role of education is to guide the
individual to this end. These two thinkers have different end products in mind but
share the belief that a coherent and unified self is achievable through education.
Their educational systems are basically linear and progressive. In contemporary
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philosophy, largely influenced by Nietzsche, there is extant a quite different view of
the self. In the Nietzschean sense, the self is an aesthetic and ethical process
without end. With Nietzsche, the formation of the self became an artistic process.
This view has the potential to impact greatly upon a critical ontology and upon
education more generally.
In his text, Nietzsche: Life as literature, Alexander Nehamas (1985) argues that for
Nietzsche ‘the self […] is not a constant, stable entity. On the contrary, it is
something one becomes, something he would even say, one constructs’ (7). The
idea that the self is not an end product to be achieved but is rather an ongoing
event alters the understanding of how self-fashioning proceeds and how it can be
taught. The idea that it is a logical linear and progressive journey is replaced by the
idea that it is a process that proceeds disjointedly and in relation to confrontations.
Psychoanalysis is particularly adept at describing this process so it is to this
discourse that I now turn in order to delineate the idea of the subject as process
and to augment my argument that interruptions to knowledge are essential to
ethical self-formation.
Since Sigmund Freud, psychoanalysis has attempted to analyse the impact of a very
particular form of knowledge about the formation of individuals. This is knowledge
generally known as “unconscious” but which I refer to in this work, following
Shoshanna Felman (1982) as “unmeant” knowledge. The reasons that I follow
Felman in this is because she develops the idea of unconscious knowledge in
relation to education, because she links this knowledge to the literary and finally,
using the idea of unmeant knowledge means that a lot of pre-conceived notions
about the unconscious can be avoided while at the same time approaching it in a
new manner. In Chapter Two, I used Felman’s work to describe the position of the
“subject supposed to know” and reconceived this subject as one who knows that
their knowledge is not self-sufficient and able to be mastered. A different form of
knowledge emerged in this argument – a form of knowledge Felman calls unmeant
knowledge which she describes as;
a kind of unmeant knowledge which escapes intentionality and meaning, a
knowledge which is spoken by the language of the subject (spoken, for instance,
by his “slips” or by his dreams), but which the subject cannot recognise, assume
88

as his, appropriate; a speaking knowledge which is nonetheless denied to the
speaker’s knowledge (Felman, 1982: 28).
Unmeant knowledge cannot be owned and mastered. It is knowledge that develops
from moments of interruption and surprise. It is knowledge developed through
confrontations.
This form of knowledge, according to Felman, is modelled in literary texts – hence
the name literary knowledge. She claims, ‘literature, for its part, knows it knows
but does not know the meaning of its knowledge-does not know what it knows’
(ibid: 41, emphasis in original). It is a knowledge that proceeds ‘not through linear
progression, but through breakthroughs, leaps, discontinuities, regressions’ (ibid:
27). It not knowledge that is authoritative but rather knowledge that ‘comes as a
surprise’ (ibid: 32). It is this form of knowledge, knowledge that is outside the
direct control of the individual because it comes from the Other that is integral to
the constitution of the self.
Psychoanalysis has long been interested in studying the importance of this form of
knowledge to the constitution of the self. Jacques Lacan has been a leading figure
in attempting to understand the self as formed through an ethical relation to
unmeant/unconscious knowledge. In his seminar, “The purloined letter” he
attempts to describe how the self is constituted through language. In doing so, he
positions language as coming from the Other as opposed to language being a
controllable tool. It is this view of language, as a cut to the self that I wish to
develop as applicable to a critical ontology of altruism because it helps to develop a
form of reflective writing that ensures that playing with language is essential to the
constitution of the self.
The complete English edition of Lacan’s Ecrits (2006) opens with a seminar
presented out of chronological order but chosen by Lacan because he considered it
an easy way into his unique teaching style. His series of seminars, famously
difficult to understand, was an attempt to elucidate the formula gleaned from his
readings of Freud - ‘in language our message comes to us from the Other […] in an
inverted form’ (Lacan, 2006: 4). This formula is important to understanding how a
critical ontology might proceed because it reveals that the self is fashioned due to
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being possessed by a message from the Other. This means that the self has an
ethical responsibility to the Other to listen to the message. An ethical selffashioning attempts to listen to the message from the Other and form new
knowledge through dialogue with this message. In the previous chapter I argued,
with Weber (1987), that professionalism is often marked by being closed to these
interruptions. A critical ontology of altruism can contribute a method to
professional development that displaces this closed attitude with one
distinguished by the ethical responsibility to the listen to the interruptions of the
Other.
The seminar that opens Ecrits is based upon Lacan’s reading of Poe’s short story
“The purloined letter” and in it Lacan elucidates the idea that the self is constituted
through the surprise of language. In the story an incriminating letter is stolen from
the Queen by someone close to her and detective Dupin is hired to find it. The
letter was initially stolen because it was clear that ownership of the letter would
grant a certain power over the Queen. The letter is eventually found and returned
by Dupin.
The important aspect of Lacan’s reading is not the content of the letter but rather
the effect the letter has upon those who possess. Lacan argues that in possessing
the letter the owner is possessed by the letter. The meaning of the letter is less
important than the effect of its possession. The letter, or symbolic order as Lacan
calls it in the following quote, constitutes the self. This is the central point of
Lacan’s reading of Freud and I would like it to become a central point of a critical
ontology.
This is why I have decided to illustrate for you today a truth which may be
drawn from the moment in Freud’s thought […] namely, that it is the symbolic
order which is constitutive for the subject – by demonstrating in a story the major
determination the subject receives from the itinerary of a signifier (ibid: 7,
emphasis added).
Lacan is arguing that language constitutes the human subject because language
produces certain effects. ‘It is the fact that the letter does not function as a unit of
meaning (a signified) but as that which produces certain effects (a signifier), which
leads Lacan to read the story as an illustration […]The position of the letter within
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the group […] decides what each person will do next’ (Johnson, 1977: 464,
emphasis in original).
The belief that language produces certain effects introduces a different style to
reflective methods of inquiry. Alan Bleakley (2000) is an educational theorist who
argues for the need to develop different ways of producing knowledge about
teaching and, to do so he focuses upon the constitutive aspect of language. His
work points towards a new direction for developing knowledge about teaching. His
focus on writing as constitutive of the self is one I would like to share. He takes
seriously the idea that the self is produced through language and that forms of
writing can be deployed in the attempt to experiment with the self. He writes that
writing produces subjects and that writing about teaching limits the possibilities
for subjectivity. Inspired, in part, by the work of Nietzsche and Foucault, Bleakley
suggests that this view of writing demands the loss of ‘authorial ownership’ (opcit)
that is evidenced in the great majority of reflective writing in education. A different
approach to writing about teaching ‘appreciates the value especially of written
language’s inherent indeterminacy, and thus resists or subverts notions of closure,
as explanation’ (opcit). This is a different form of self-fashioning than that of Locke
or Rousseau.
A critical ontology that studies the effects of altruism upon self-fashioning needs to
not only be aware of the constitutive force of language but must also be aware of
the “unmeant” knowledge that is integral to the constitution of the self. Reflective
writing is capable of achieving a form of writing that is constitutive of a self open to
the interruptions of the Other. Alan Bleakley has suggested a direction for this
form of writing – a form of writing that does not privilege the voice of the author.
The work of Foucault has influenced Bleakley, as it has other educationalists
interested in self-fashioning. In the next section I examine Foucault’s idea of a
reflective form of writing he called “writing of the self” in order to consider the
possibility of adapting it to a critical ontology that reflects upon the effects of
altruism.

91

WRITING THE SELF AS CRITICAL ONTOLOGY
Michel Foucault’s (1994, 1994b) latter work is concerned with what he called care
of the self. This work is focused upon the efforts made by an individual to form
themselves in an ethical manner. It is related to his genealogical work but is
focused upon the level of the individual. I believe that Foucault’s care of the self is a
contemporary way of approaching the art of self-fashioning. Justen Infinito (2003)
clarifies this when he argues, ‘as articulated in History of Sexuality, Volume 3 and
elsewhere, “care of the self” constitutes an array of activities and practice involved
in the construction of the self’ (156). Foucault was interested in self-fashioning in
relation to discourses and social mores. His aim throughout his work was ‘to study
[...] the way a human being turns himself into a subject’ (Foucault, 1983: 208). This
turning into a subject is dependent upon knowledge that Gilles Deleuze, a
contemporary and interlocutor of Foucault’s, calls moral knowledge.
The individual is coded or recoded within a ‘moral’ knowledge, and above all he
becomes the stake in a power struggle and diagrammatized. The fold therefore
seems unfolded, and the subjectivation of the free man is transformed into
subjection: on the one hand it involves being ‘subject to someone else by control
and dependence’, with all the processes of individuation and modulation which
power installs, acting on the daily life and the interiority of those who it calls
subjects; on the other it makes the subject tied to his own identity by a
conscience or self-knowledge, through all the techniques of moral and human
sciences that go to make up a knowledge of the subject (Deleuze, 1988: 103).
Foucault was keen to reveal how one becomes a subject of moral knowledge. His
earlier genealogical method involved playing close attention to the way that
discourses constituted subjects and he studied this at the level of incarceration
(prisons and mental hospitals), of institutions (education) and discourses that
attempt to constitute individuality (sexuality). He also worked in the field of
literature and paid attention to discourses that resist normalising attempts at
subjectification and result in different ways of life.
Towards the latter part of his life, Foucault began to concentrate upon a method
that attempted to understand how an individual can actively record, reflect and
impact upon their constitution in moral knowledge. He used the ancient Greek
practice of parrhesia as an example of the attempt to ethical form the self.
Parrhesia was a technique of daily writing about activities, experiences, thoughts
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and relationships with others (Foucault, 1997). He called this practice ‘writing of
the self’ (Foucault, 1994) and although he did not suggest that it be undertaken in
contemporary times, his work on this aspect of care of the self is proving
influential as in educational theory (cf. Besley, 2002, Wain, 2007, Marshall, 2007).
Such work attempts to understand how the self is constituted in relation to moral
knowledge.
My approach to writing of the self is similar to other educational theorists. I believe
it has potential for a critical ontology because it is a form of reflective writing that
is focused at the level of the everyday and because it focused upon the effect that
moral knowledge has upon actions. However, for it to become a critical ontology
the idea of the interruption of the Other needs to be foregrounded. The aim of this
section is to achieve this in order to develop a form of reflective writing.
The formation of the self was considered by Foucault as an act of freedom
participated in daily. He sought to document ‘those actions by which men not only
set themselves rules of conduct, but also seek to transform themselves, to change
themselves in their singular being, and to make their life into an oeuvre that carries
certain aesthetic values and meets certain stylistic criteria’ (Foucault, quoted in
Besley, 2002: 57). He was attracted to parrhesia as a technique of self-fashioning as
it was concerned with the daily governance of the self. It was also concerned with
the life of the writer as part of a community. Mark Olssen (2007) writes, ‘Foucault’s
understanding of the care of the self involves a politically active subject acting in a
community of subjects, involving practices of the self that require governance as
well as the problems of practical politics’ (207). The daily writing Foucault was
interested in were letters and journals produced by freeman; ‘these ‘notations of
actions and thoughts [are] an indispensable element of the ascetic life’ (Foucault,
1994: 207). The act of writing exposes the writer to the gaze of others; ‘the fact of
obliging oneself to write plays the role of a companion by giving rise to the fear or
disapproval and to shame’ (opcit).
Daily thoughts and actions were scrutinised in parrhesia which meant that the
individual had to position themselves in a particular attitude towards the self. They
made themselves Other by reflecting upon their actions and thoughts. In this way,
the Other is integral to Foucault’s work, albeit as a shame inducing presence.
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Foucault illustrates the element of the Other as shame through an extract from Vita
Antonii of Athanasius in which is written, ‘”Let this observation be a safeguard
against sinning: let us each note and write down our actions and impulses of the
soul as though we were to report them to each other; and you may rest assured
that from utter shame of becoming known we shall stop sinning and entertaining
sinful thought altogether”’ (quoted in Foucault, 1994: 208). The aim of such writing
was to constrain thought and action by invoking the presence of the Other. This is
an ethical configuration because action becomes disciplined. This work was a
‘training of the self by the self’ (ibid: 208). Integral to this work was the act of
writing.
Writing was also important in the culture of the care of the self. One of the tasks
that defines the care of the self is that of taking notes to oneself to be reread,
writing treatises and letters to friends to help men, and keeping notebooks in
order to reactivate for oneself the truths one needed. […] Taking care of oneself
became linked to constant writing activity. The self is something to write about,
a theme of object (subject) of writing activity (Foucault, 1997: 252).
A critical ontology attempts to take care of the self in that it examines how the self
is constituted and attempts to experiment with different selves. The type of writing
that Foucault studied, taking notes to be reread, letters, the keeping of notebooks,
constant writing activity, is an interesting form of writing to consider as a critical
ontological writing. This form of writing is not necessarily linear and progressive
and does not need to focus on the voice of the author. Indeed, as I discuss in further
chapters, the author’s voice is a voice competing with others. It is a disjointed form
of writing in that it consists of various genres; letters, notes, journals. Writing of
the self is a form of writing that is written in order to be re-read and re-written – a
continuous journey. There are two important aspects to this form of writing in
relation to a critical ontology. Firstly, it is a style of writing that does not assume
the need to be a good writer. That is, it is conducive for beginners to the task of
reflective writing. Secondly, and more importantly, it is conducive to listening to
and developing unmeant knowledge. This latter aspect is considered in the next
section.

94

WRITING THE SELF IN EDUCATION
There is currently a level of interest in appropriating Foucault’s writing of the self
to self-fashioning as an aim of education (cf. Marshall, 1998, Besley, 2002,
Bingham, 2005, Wain, 2007, Marshall, 2007). Common to these appropriations is
the need to comprehend the process of how one becomes a subject of moral
knowledge in education and teaching, the relations of power that ‘normalise’ this
process and ways of developing different selves that resist and challenge
domination.
In her attempts to appropriate writing of the self as an educational counsellor Tina
Besley (2002) highlights the ethical element of this form of writing. ‘Foucault’s
account […] offers a Kantian-like basis for ethics that is based upon the way in
which choices we make under certain conditions create who we become’ (62).
James Marshall has also made great efforts to establish the work of Foucault in
educational theory. His latest work on Foucault focuses on the idea of the care of
the self as a way to develop knowledge about teaching. Marshall (2007) interprets
care of the self as a movement of ‘stepping back’ (20) from one’s own actions in
order to study actions as a problem. He argues that Foucault understood this
movement as thought itself. ‘Thought is not what inhabits a certain conduct and
gives it meaning; rather, it is what allows one to step back from this way of acting
or reacting, to present it to oneself as an object of thought and question it as to its
meaning, its conditions and goals’ (Foucault, quoted in opcit). According to this
description of thought, routine actions do not qualify as thought. Rather, thought is
the movement of studying routine actions and beliefs. As such, Marshall concludes
that the movement of stepping back is both an act of freedom and an ethical act.
‘Stepping back is at the same time a freedom for Foucault. It is a freedom to detach
oneself from what one does […] so as to establish it as an object of thought and to
reflect upon it as a problem’ (opcit, emphasis in original). Kenneth Wain (2007)
also highlights care of the self as a ‘practice of freedom’ (163). Foucault’s writing of
the self is an ethical and aesthetic act because it focuses on the formation of
actions in relation to others. The aim is not to uncover something true and real
about the self but to actively participate in the process of ethical critique.
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In his argument in support of the application of Foucault’s ideas on the subject to
the development of reflective writing, Bleakley (2000a) argues that ‘the core of
Foucault’s method is not about the discovery of a ‘true’ identity, but an ‘aesthetics
of identity’, in which we make ‘life into something like a work of art that carries
certain aesthetic values and meets certain stylistic criteria’ (Wheeler, 1991, quoted
in Bleakley, 2000a: 416). For Foucault, as it was for Nietzsche, self-fashioning is an
ethical and aesthetic process. Ethics for Foucault is not about forming oneself in
accordance with pre-existing moral laws but about how one thinks about one’s life
(cf. Infinitio, 2003: 160). The self as a process that can be worked upon is both an
ethical and aesthetic process and writing the self is a ‘deliberate aesthetic and
ethical self-forming’ (Bleakley, 2000a: 417). The aim is not to produce a coherent
self but to pay attention to the fragmentary and competing nature of subjectivity.
In describing this Bleakley writes ‘these differing subjectivities need not be
collapsed into a superordinate, totalising or transcendent self. Rather, their
multiple agonistic tendencies provide the very substance of the aesthetic and
ethical forming of a style of life that is tolerant to difference’ (Bleakley, 2000a:
417). Education can contribute to the idea of the self as an ethical and aesthetic
process through the development of methods that enable critical thought about
actions.
Foucault’s writing of the self is a method that can enable the development of
critical thought about teaching. However, there are a few developments that I
would like to contribute to Foucault’s writing of the self as an educational
technique. In particular, I want to re-configure it as capable of foregrounding
unmeant knowledge. While ancient Greek writers would have been interested in
writing about their dreams, dreams are not the only form of unmeant knowledge.
Unmeant knowledge, as described by Felman and as explained by Lacan, needs to
be incorporated into reflective writing for a critical ontology. This can be achieved
through focusing upon the narrator in writing of the self.
In the work of Foucault there is evidence that one type of narrator dominates. This
is a narrator who clearly remembers their daily actions and who is trustworthy
about what they recall. The reader is expected to believe the narrator. The one
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who writes is considered as entirely able to recall important events. This is a
problem as it actually undermines the inclusion of unmeant knowledge. Foucault’s
writing of the self needs to be adapted to foreground this type of knowledge. This
can be achieved through recourse to the psychoanalytical notion of repression.
This is an aspect almost entirely absent in discourses of self-fashioning in
education and its introduction can prove an important contribution to
contemporary accounts of self-formation as an aim of education.

REPRESSED KNOWLEDGE
The concept of repression is integral to the development of a critical ontology
because it reveals that an individual never has full and transparent access to their
experiences. The concept of repression is integral to the displacement of the linear,
truthful and progressive subjects still evident in Foucault’s writing of the self.
Repression is a concept that is ‘the corner stone on which the whole structure of
psychoanalysis rests’ (Laplanche & Pontalis, 1973: 392). Repression was
introduced quite early into psychoanalysis beginning with Freud’s text on hysteria
written with Breuer (1950) in the late 1890s. The idea of repression was
formulated when it was found that patients did not have the ability to easily recall
experiences although ‘these were perfectly vivid once they had been recalled: ‘it
was a question of things which the patient wished to forget, and therefore
intentionally repressed from his conscious thought and inhibited and suppressed’
(Laplanche and Pontalis, 1973: 392, emphasis in original). Freud found that
experiences are repressed because of their connection to pleasure and unpleasure.
Repression refers to the:
operation whereby the subject attempts to repel […] representations (thoughts,
images, memories) which are bound to an instinct. Repression occurs when to
satisfy an instinct - thought likely to be pleasurable in itself – would incur the
risk of provoking unpleasure because of other requirements (ibid: 390).
Repression is a movement against pleasure and is something not limited to
hysterical patients but has come to be considered a psychological process of the
constitution of subjectivity. In Introductory lectures on psychoanalysis, Freud
(1973) claimed that the essential aim of psychoanalysis is to ‘carry what is
unconscious into what is conscious’ (486). Psychoanalysis aims to know that which
has been repressed in order to perceive its effect upon the constitution of the self.
97

The aim of psychoanalysis is to ‘replace what is unconscious in our patients by
what is conscious’ (ibid: 487). The psychoanalyst searches for repressions and
transforms ‘the unconscious material into conscious’ (ibid: 489). Psychoanalysis
works in the understanding that some knowledge has been actively repressed and
that this knowledge contributes to the constitution of the subject as much, if not
more, than the conscious attempts to control self-fashioning. Psychoanalysis
introduced the importance of the mechanism of repression to understand the
constitution of the self. It also contributed the knowledge that the knowledge is
repressed in a violent struggle. When knowledge becomes conscious what is
revived is the ‘the old conflict which lead to repression’ (opcit). It is traumatic to
make unconscious material conscious but nonetheless necessary to psychoanalysis
and to a critical ontology. It is an ethical imperative to listen to excluded
knowledge. Freud believed it enabled a path to recovery from disabling symptoms.
In the critical ontological sense listening to repressed knowledge enables the
constitution of a self different from the one who unconsciously represses
experiences in order to continue with routine actions – even if these actions are
unethical. Repression is a difficult notion with which to work in the context of
teacher education. Nonetheless it is necessary to understand in the purposes of
reflection that not all experiences are easily recalled. An aim of this current work is
to explore how that which has been repressed can become the focus of a reflective
writing. A way towards this end is to continue to develop psychoanalytical notion
as they relate to education.
In psychoanalysis the analyst and analysand work together to using what Freud
initially referred to as “suggestion” and later changed to “transference.
Suggestion/transference is used to help educate both parties in regards to
repressed knowledge. That is, transference is the ‘motive force’ (ibid: 505) of
analysis. This force can be incorporated into a critical ontology in order that
repressed knowledge become a focus of dialogue. What then, is transference and
how can it become important to a critical ontology?
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TRANSFERENCE
Transference is a highly disputed term in psychoanalysis (cf. Laplanche and
Pontalis, 1973: 456) but in this current work I understand it as the attempt to
‘actualise repressed wishes’ (opcit: 455). This means that repressed wishes have
an effect upon actions but that this effect is not fully understood. The aim of
psychoanalysis is to listen for moments when repressed wishes/desires make
themselves known. Such encounters enable repressed knowledge to become an
object of inquiry. The aim of the psychoanalyst is to elicit these repressed desires.
A critical ontology can have a similar aim – to elicit knowledge about desires
through listening to repressed knowledge. Transference occurs when repressed
knowledge slips out.
The encounter with the signs of ‘transference’ or ‘transference thoughts’ in
psychoanalysis, an event whose strangeness Freud never tired of emphasising –
was what cleared the way for the recognition of the operation of this process in
other situations, whether as the actual foundation of the type of relationship
concerned (hypnosis, suggestion) or as a factor in the relationship with an
importance to be evaluated in each case (primarily the relationship between
doctor and patient, but also those between teacher and pupil, confessor and
penitent, etc. (ibid: 456, emphasis in original).
Psychoanalysis, as I understand it, is a process of listening to knowledge which has
been violently excluded from consciousness. This is done in the attempt to educate
about the effect this knowledge has upon relationships. As a method of analysis,
psychoanalysis interprets this type of knowledge. The analyst is expected to be an
expert not only in interpretation but in the elicitation of this type of knowledge.
Psychoanalysis seeks to elicit this knowledge and attempts to make this knowledge
the basis of desire. The analyst aims to make the analysand desire to know about
this knowledge.
The analyst makes the analysand [patient] want to know something, find out
something, figure out what the unconscious is saying, what the analyst sees in
his or her slips, dreams and fantasies […] The analyst, by attributing meaning to
all these things, becomes the cause of the analysand’s wonderings, pondering,
ruminations, dreams and speculations – in short, the cause of the analysand’s
desire (Fink, 1997: 53).
The heroic subject of tales about “making a difference” is largely unsuitable to the
end of eliciting unmeant knowledge and therefore stands in need of replacing.
Psychoanalytical understandings can be important to this end. In introducing a
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psychoanalytical understanding of knowledge into a reconfigured reflective
practice, I am not presuming that teachers ought to become analysts to their
students. I agree with Erica McWilliam (1997) of the danger of conflating the
relationship of ‘teacher-to-student with that of analyst and analysand’ (217). Like
McWilliam, I am far more interested in the ‘uncertainties and irregularities that are
necessary to any dramatic enactment of social transformation and yet remain the
Unsaid of radical pedagogical discourse’ (opcit, emphasis in original).
Psychoanalytical understandings of knowledge as uncertain and irregular are
important to a critical ontology. Felman writes that argues Lacan’s style of teaching
is exemplary of learning through unmeant knowledge. She argues that this
teaching ‘does not just reflect upon itself, but turns back upon itself so as to subvert
itself, and truly teaches only insofar as it subverts itself’ (ibid: 35, emphasis in
original). Felman sees this subversive tendency in, what she calls, great texts; ‘all
great texts, I will propose, are literary to the precise extent that they are ‘selftransgressive’ with respect to the conscious ideologies that inform them’ (Felman,
1993: 6). Her aim as a reader is to read the text ‘as a field of clashing and
heterogeneous forces and as a never quite predictable potential of surprise’ (opcit,
emphasis in original).
I would like to develop a method of critical ontology that is such a clashing field of
surprise. The narrator invariably at the centre of such a clashing field is far from
the reliable narrator in writing of the self who can be depended upon to recall and
tell the truth about daily experiences. It is a type of writing that is essentially
unreliable because it is comprised of knowledge that does not know what it knows.
This type of writing can be further delineated in reference to literary criticism. The
work of Russian literary theorist Lydia Ginzburg (1991) focuses on
autobiographical writing as unreliable. A critical ontology that hopes to be a
clashing field and self-transgressive can borrow from her ideas to shape reflective
writing as constitutive of ethical selves.
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REFLECTIVE WRITING AS AN UNRELIABLE DOCUMENT
The genre of documentary literature was developed by Russian literary theorist
Lydia Ginzburg (1991) who wrote that it is a strange mixture of personal
experiences and the literary. It is a type of literary reflective writing that begins in
the particular and aims for the general. This differs from regular fiction that begins
in the individual instance. ‘One might say that in fiction the image emerges in the
movement from an idea to the individual instance giving it expression, whereas in
documentary literature it emerges in the movement from the individual and
concrete instance to a generalising idea’ (7-8). Ginzburg describes this movement
as

‘a

peculiar dynamic of documentary

literature

[that] lies

in

the

commensurability yet incomplete congruence of two different levels: that of the
real-life experience and that of its aesthetic interpretation’ (ibid: 8). A result of this
aesthetic interpretation of experience is an account that is controversial because it
is partial and imperfect. Ginzburg argues:
The controversial and apocryphal in memoirs may be explained not merely by
the imperfect operation of memory or by intentional suppressions and
distortions. Inherent in the very essence of the genre is a kind of ferment of
“unreliability”. Only pure information (names, dates, and so forth) can
completely coincide in the accounts of different memorists; beyond that point
selection, judgment, and point of view come into play (ibid: 7).
Rather than attempt to elide the ferment of unreliability, a critical ontology can
highlight this status through focusing on the selection, judgment and point of view
that is integral to any form of reflective writing. This ferment of unreliability is
commonly ignored as a factor in reflective writing due to the belief that such
writing must be a truthful account. Reflective writing is often expected to be
closely aligned to the life of the writer (cf. Swidler, 2001). The reader is expected to
see the author in the text. Reflective writing is generally considered as a reliable
and truthful text that retells an important experience in the life of the writer. The
processes of selection and judgment are ignored in favour of a stable, unified and
linear text that privileges the perspective of the author. It is my contention that
reflective writing that attempts to be a critical ontology needs to displace the
supposed reliability and truthfulness of reflective writing. Foucault’s writing of the
self is amenable to this end because it is a fragmentary type of writing in that it
does not necessarily attempt to tell a linear story of development. It is comprised
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of notes written during the course of the day, or after the day’s events. However, as
examined above, this type of note taking must extend to the “unmeant” knowledge
that presents during the day. This can then form the basis for longer texts that
contemplate the effects this form of knowledge may have upon actions. This type
of writing offers far different pleasures from the type of rational accounts that
currently dominant professional writing. These rational pleasures and the
difference unreliability introduces are examined in the following section.

UNRELIABLE PLEASURES OF AN UNRELIABLE NARRATOR
The pleasures of unreliable writing are akin to Lionell Trilling’s (1965) account of
the changing fate of pleasure in his essay “The fate of pleasure”. In this essay he
traces the ‘modern artistic attitude to pleasure’ (70) and argues that prior to the
late nineteenth century literature tended to exalt rational pleasures. Modern
literature attempts to overturn this and he cites Dostoevsky’s (1864) novel Notes
from Underground as a pivotal source of this new attitude towards pleasures and
the source of a new type of literary hero. As I examine Trilling’s claims, I bear in
mind the heroic status of the teacher in the ideology of “make a difference”. This
status is closely entwined with the instrumental pleasures expected of the
professional. The hero of the “make a difference” ideology attempts to rationally
guide their students to their own status of rationality and pleasures within reason.
This approach to pleasure resonates with Trilling’s account of the gentlemanly
pleasures that dominated literature until Dostoevsky. I would like to suggest that a
reflective writing take note of the Dostoevskian “hero” as an anti-dote to the heroic
teacher currently under investigation. This anti-hero can be instigated in reflective
writing as a way to disrupt and challenge instrumental pleasures.
The hero as introduced by Dostoevsky is aware that the pursuit and celebration of
pleasures binds him to instrumental rationality and limits possibilities for life. To
seek after pleasure binds humans to a limited condition.
For to want what is commonly thought to be appropriate to men, to want
whatever it is, high or low, that is believed to yield pleasure, to be active about
securing it, to use common sense and prudence to the end of gaining it, this is to
admit and consent to the conditioned nature of man […] To know and feel and
live and move at the behest of the principle of pleasure- this, for the
Underground Man, so far as constituting his naked and native dignity,
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constitutes his humiliation in bondage. It makes him, he believes, a mechanical
thing, a puppet of whoever or whatever can offer him the means of pleasure. If
pleasure is indeed the principle of his being, he is as known as the sum of 2 and
2; he is a mere object of reason, of that rationality of the revolution which is
established upon the primacy of the principle of pleasure (ibid: 75, emphasis in
original).
For this reason, the Dostoevskian hero seeks to shake off the shackles of pleasure
in order to live differently. The Underground Man, the character in Notes from
underground, is humiliated by his condition of bondage to rational pleasures and
refers to himself an “anti-hero” because he seeks to shape himself differently. The
Underground Man stands in stark contrast to previous heroes of literature who
were gentlemen of pleasure. The protagonist of Dostoevsky’s novel refers to these
heroes as ‘the men of action and reason, the lovers of “the sublime and the
beautiful”, and brags to them, “I have more life in men than you have”’ (ibid: 76).
The Dostoevskian anti-hero became the ‘eponymous ancestor of a now-numerous
tribe’ (opcit). But if the anti-hero replaced the gentleman hero of literature what
became of the hero in Dostoevsky’s novels? This is an important question in the
current context because addressing it can offer a different focus in reflective
writing. The answer is that ideas gained heroic status.

IDEAS IN REFLECTIVE WRITING
In Problems of Dostoevsky’s poetics, Mikhail Bakhtin (1984) argues that Dostoevsky
made ideas the hero of his novels. The form of the novel which preceded
Dostoevsky was known as the idealist novel and tended to feature only one idea.
The aim of the idealist novel was to transmit the importance of this idea to the
reader. This ideal is evident in the stories told about teaching and altruism with the
predominant idea being the importance of making a difference to the lives of
students. All other ideas, such as the ideas that students might have of these
attempts, are eclipsed by the need to get this message across. In the idealist novel
all the characters and actions are shaped to conform to the dominating idea. The
characters fit into the design the author has for his/her idea. They are merely
mouthpieces who utter the idea, or reject it. They are character types – the
character who knows the idea, the one who disbelieves the idea and the one who
embraces the idea upon hearing it.
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In a monologic design, the hero is closed and his [boundaries] strictly defined:
he acts, experiences, thinks, and is conscious within the limits of what he is, that
is, within the limits of his image […] he cannot cease to be himself, that is he
cannot exceed the limits of his own character, typicality or temperament
without violating the author’s monologic design concerning him (Bakhtin, 1984:
52).
This form of the novel fails to recognise or present ideas other than the one great
idea of the author’s. ‘A monologic artistic world does not recognise someone else’s
thought, someone else’s idea, as an object of representation’ (ibid: 79). Bakhtin
calls this dialogue in this type of novel pedagogical; ‘idealism knows only a single
mode of consciousness: someone who knows and possesses the truth instructs
someone who is ignorant of it and in error; that is, it is the interaction of a teacher
and a pupil, which it follows can only be a pedagogical dialogue’ (ibid: 81). I would
like to suggest that this also occurs in the ideology of “make a difference”. Students
are positioned as characters who have the ability to respond to this desire, either
positively or negatively. The teacher positions themselves as the one who can
make the difference. It is my belief that these positions can be disrupted through
the Dostoevskian move of pitting ideas against each other.
In contrast to the static hero of the idealistic novel, Dostoevsky sought to create a
hero who was always in a state of becoming. ‘Dostoevsky sought a hero who would
be occupied primarily with the task of becoming conscious, the sort of hero whose
life would be concentrate on the pure function of gaining consciousness of himself
and the world’ (ibid: 50). Bakhtin calls this form of the novel polyphonic and
argues that integral to it is a different understanding of the idea and of knowledge.
In a polyphonic novel the idea is not a thing to be transmitted through character
types but something that is essentially disruptive. Ideas are presented only to be
disrupted by other ideas and characters. The characters in the novel are free to
interpret, interrupt, disturb and displace all and any ideas. They chatter, digress
and argue. The belief that underpins Dostoevsky’s novels is that humans are free to
question; ‘man is free, and can therefore violate any regulating norms which might
be thrust upon him’ (ibid: 59). The characters of Dostoevsky did not have to accept
the author’s intentions. They could and did disrupt them. In the polyphonic novel
ideas are alive because they ‘enter into dialogue with other ideas, with the ideas of
others’ (ibid: 87, emphasis in original). The idea in Dostoevsky does not give
104

‘expression to the inimitable individuality of the author’ (Todorov, 1984: 61). It is
instead one possible manifestation that goes into dialogue with another.
The process of entering into dialogue with ideas underpins Bakhtin’s dialogic
principle in which dialogue ‘is not the threshold of action, it is the action itself’
(…Dialogue is] not a means for revealing […] the already-made character of a
person; no, in dialogue a person not only shows himself outwardly, but he becomes
for the first time that which he is – and we repeat, not only for others but for
himself as well’ (Bakhtin, 1984: 252, emphasis added). In a polyphonic novel a
character is developed through dialogue and this process occurs also outside of the
literary. The human subject becomes in dialogue and Dostoevsky modelled this
process in his novels. In Dostoevsky the hero of the novel is never final, never
complete and never able to unproblematically transmit their idea to others. They
are instead a part of a living dialogue.
Dostoevsky introduced a new artistic vision to the novel and I believe that this can
be incorporated into reflective writing for a critical ontology. The new artistic
position of the author with regard to the hero is Dostoevsky’s polyphonic novel is a
‘fully realised and thoroughly consistent dialogic position, one that affirms the
independence, internal freedom and indeterminacy of the hero. For the author the
hero is not “he” and not “I” but a fully valid “thou”, that is another and other
autonomous “I”. (ibid: 63, emphasis in original). In such writing ‘the idea begins to
live, that is, to take shape, to develop, to find and renew its verbal expression, to
give birth to new ideas, only when it enters into genuine dialogic relationships
with other ideas, with the ideas of others’ (ibid: 87, emphasis in original). In
polyphonic texts the author and their ideas are simply one more character. ‘I
myself can only be a character and not the primary author. The author’s quest for
his own words are basically a quest for genre and style’ (Bakhtin, 1986: 181). A
result of the polyphonic novel has been a change in the way that novels are
written. Bakhtin writes that the form the novel is being replaced by a ‘montage of
documents, a description of things […] to a certain degree also the literature of the
absurd. In some sense all these can be defined as various forms of silence’ (opcit).
This type of novel does not present an “I” in the text readily identified with the “I”
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of the author. Ideas are equally open to dialogue and so the idea of the ‘author’ is
one amongst many. This does not mean that all ideas are equally valid but rather
that ideas are in a state of becoming – they are equally open to challenge and
debate.
This artistic authorial position has exciting possibilities for reflective writing. It is
inherently unreliable as no one idea is the Truth but is merely a pivotal point for
further dialogue. It would be exciting to develop a critical ontology in which ideas
are pitted against each other in order to further produce dialogue. The idea(l) of
altruism would be up against possible problems of altruism or arguments against
altruism. The idea an anti-hero who writes unreliably is an approach that differs
from the usual form of stories about “making a difference” in that an unreliable
narrator would take, and offer, altogether different pleasures. The unreliable
narrator would take pleasure in the eruptions of surprises and in eliciting
surprises (repressed knowledge) from the reader of the text. Surprise would figure
large in this type of writing. It is my contention that reflective writing as an aspect
of professional development of knowledge can allow such a narrator. Indeed, it is
an ethical imperative and a challenge to the heroic image of the altruistic teacher
who commonly features in stories of teaching. How would such a narrator disrupt
the celebrations of altruism? What might develop from such disruptions? And what
kind of pleasures does it afford for teaching?

CONCLUSION
This chapter has been a long journey that introduced and critiqued the educational
aim of self-formation. While there are many forces poised against this aim, I in
favour of defending it and positing it as a critical force against instrumental
rationality and rationalism in education. The work of Locke and Rousseau,
especially Rousseau who introduced the element of freedom into education, has
proved influential upon self-formation in contemporary education. However, their
shared belief that the self is an end product to be achieved has been displaced
through the work of Nietzsche whose understanding of the self as an ethical and
aesthetic project is integral to a critical ontology.
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Writing of the self, as explicated by Michel Foucault, holds promise for the
development of a form of reflective writing in education that critiques teaching
practices and the limited subjectivities they attempt to impose. However, this form
of writing needs to incorporate the idea of repressed knowledge. This helps to
form a writing that is less reliable but one that is an avant-garde attempt to listen
to and respond to different forms of knowledge. The truthful narrator of Foucault’s
writing of the self can give way to a narrator who plays with ideas and knowledge.
The pleasures of such writing differ markedly from the pleasures of perceiving and
recording the Truth. An unreliable text seeks to be a field of clashing ideas that
demand the interpretation of both writer and reader. However, this field of
clashing ideas requires a focal point. It is not simply a mess of things thrown
together. It has a certain style. In the following chapter I begin to delineate a style
of reflective writing that rejects the heroic narrator in favour of a disruptive
influence that challenges conventional ideals of altruism.
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PART TWO - A DIFFERENT FORM FOR REFLECTIVE
WRITING
In Part One I argued that altruism is a common element in stories about teaching. I
argued that these stories have recurring themes; a heroic teacher who is master of
their knowledge, students who require saving and the belief that the human
subject is formed through a linear and progressive journey. These stories
constitute roles for teachers and for students that I argued are ethically
problematic. I introduced the possibility of telling different stories about altruism
by making altruism a problem for critical study. I contrasted this to the celebratory
stance that characterises current research into altruism in teaching.
The aim of studying altruism as a problem is supported by the work of Nietzsche
and Foucault. The genealogical method as developed by these two thinkers studies
the history of morals and the effect of morals upon actions. I argued that this
method can be adapted to the study of altruism in teaching and proposed to call
this a critical ontology. This method of study can be directed towards developing
different stories about teaching that enable the constitution of different
subjectivities. To this end, I examined Foucault’s writing of the self and argued that
it can be formed as a reflective writing that studies experiences of altruism in
teaching. It offers the chance to study how this virtue is experienced on a daily
basis and how it contributed to teaching practices. However, I argued for the need
to introduce the ideas of repression and transference in order to ensure that
unmeant knowledge, as described in psychoanalysis, is integral to learning about
altruism through reflective writing. In Part Two, I further develop this form of
reflective writing.
In the first chapter of Part Two, I draw from the work of Bakhtin (1981) to
introduce a dialogical principle that can ground reflective writing for a critical
ontology. This is a deliberately naïve and simplistic stance in writing that aims to
disrupt beliefs in order to begin to question them. This dialogic principle results in
a playfully disruptive form of writing that, in turn, affects different subjectivities.
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The image of the nomad subject as it has been incorporated into educational
theory offers one possible way of developing reflective writing that is polemically
naïve. However, I argue that this image does not sufficiently address the need to
elicit surprise necessary to privilege unmeant knowledge. For this reason I suggest
the image of the fool, or the clown, as an organising principle for a critical ontology
of altruism. Whether the fool is a narrator, a character, or the stance of the author,
it has the potential to disrupt commonly held beliefs about altruism and make
altruism an object of study. The jester in Thus Spake Zarathustra is used an
example of the disruption of a teaching practice.
In Part Two I consider the implementation and development of this form of
reflective writing in teacher-education. This is achieved by firstly, attempting to
embed a critical ontology into the method of inquiry into teacher-education known
as reflective practice. This is a method of inquiry that is both well-established in
teacher-education and open towards new aims. In Chapter Seven I closely examine
reflective practice and argue that the story of the altruistic teacher is very often
repeated within it. There is also the additional problem that generally the style of
writing that dominates in reflective practice tends to repeat the problems as found
in regards to altruistic stories. Instrumental rationality dominates and this results
in a linear and heroic form of writing. The style of writing that often results is
constitutive of comfortable and familiar subjectivities. I argue that a different style
of telling stories can be developed in order to achieve a critical ontology.
Chapters Eight, Nine and Ten are an attempt to reconceptualise reflective writing
in order to generate a form of it that deploys the (dis)organising principle of “gay
deception” (Bakhtin, 1981). In Chapter Eight I re-conceptualise the notion of
experience in order to wrest it away from the personalist notion that currently
dominates. Using the work of Charles Sanders Peirce, I re-conceive experience as
an event that dis-organises beliefs and routines in order to effect change upon
them. Experience is that which surprises and forces dialogue. I believe this
examination of experience is necessary to the production of different tales of
teaching.
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In Chapters Nine and Ten I attempt to describe a character for stories about
teaching that are enabling of a critical ontology. This character differs from the
linear and progressive one that is currently found in reflective practice. Drawing
from the realm of the literary I describe a form of story-telling that aims to elicit
surprises and force dialogue.
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CHAPTER

SIX

- FASHIONING

DIFFERENT SELVES IN

WRITING
In the previous chapter, I argued that reflective writing is currently
characteristically monological in that only one idea is privileged – the idea held by
the author. I argued for the need to develop reflective writing in which various
ideas are presented and argued that Foucault’s writing of the self can be deployed
towards this end if repressed knowledge is made central. In this chapter, I argue
that this is possible if a disruptive element that aims to produce surprises that
elicits unmeant knowledge is introduced as an essential force in reflective writing.
Such an element is introduced in this chapter through an examination of the idea of
the “nomad subject” (Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari1987). This subject position
has been suggested as a mode of thought that disrupts instrumental rationality and
been appropriated into academic writing in order to write in a manner that differs
from the linear style of writing that dominates (Braidotti, 1994, Kaplan, 1990, St.
Pierre, 1997, 2004).
While theorisations of the nomad subject are useful for furthering delineating the
need for a disruptive element in professional reflective writing, I argue that this
theory is only one possible intervention and is somewhat flawed due to the lack of
incorporation of the notion of repression. The work of Michael Bakhtin (1981)
offers a more nuanced element within writing that aims towards the elicitation of
surprises and resultant dialogue. This is the dialogical category of ‘gay deception’
which, in “Discourse in the novel”, Bakhtin (1981) describes as a polemical
category that is a ‘style-shaping factor in the novel’ (402). It is defined as ‘he-whofails-to-understand’ (ibid: 403) and can be assumed in at least three different ways;
by a narrator, by one or several characters in the novel or through the style
adapted by the author. Whichever avenue is chosen, the category has the
‘fundamental organizing role [...of] gay deception’ (402). It characterised by wit
and playfulness and its introduction as a fundamental element into professional
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reflective writing offer to introduction new pleasures of writing that are
constitutive of new subjectivities. The aim of this chapter is to describe this
category in order to argue for its further development and incorporation into
reflective writing about altruism in teaching. I examine a significant example of one
instance of this dialogical category in a philosophical novel by Nietzsche in order to
examine its possibilities for reflective writing.

THE CONSTRAINT OF DECEPTION
In previous chapters I have argued that the stories told of altruism in teaching are
position the author as a hero who guides students to a form of life that the teacher
considers “good”. I have argued that the stories told of altruism are constitutive of
subjectivity and that they constitute teachers as masters of knowledge who have
control over their wayward students. Altruism is rarely the object of study because
it is routinely considered a worthwhile virtue. This has meant that the
subjectivities stories constitute also are not examined. Stories of altruism are
dominated b y one idea, that being the idea of the teacher. In the following chapter
I examine how writing about teaching as an academic pursuit is also dominated by
this idealistic and pedagogical dialogical category (Bakhtin, 1984). In order to
configure altruism as an object of study it is necessary to introduce a different
dialogical category to the telling and writing of altruism. In this chapter I begin to
outline a dialogical category in reflective writing that is polyphonic and surprising.
It insists upon challenging routine beliefs, opinions and actions in order to elicit
surprises that, in turn, contribute to the constitution of different selves.
In “Discourse in the novel” Bakhtin (1981) describes a ‘new dialogical category’
(401) developed in the novel by Rabelais and others. Bakhtin calls this ‘the
category of gay deception’ (opcit) and defines it as a stance in a novel that is
sceptical towards ‘any straightforward seriousness. A scepticism bordering on
rejection of the very possibility of having a straightforward discourse at all that
would not be false’ (opcit). In short, the category of gay deception challenges what
is considered to be straightforward and normal and opens the normal to dialogue.
The category is characterised as ‘a gay and intelligent deception’ (opcit), a
deliberate and polemical misunderstanding, ‘by ironic consciousness’ (ibid: 402).
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This dialogical category never takes truths for granted but rather insists that they
be made strange. This attempt at ‘”making strange”’ (opcit) has featured as an
organising principle in the novel. It is used in order to give unity to a text.
In using the term unity, I reiterate that the aim of a critical ontology is to give style
to character, to give it a sense of unity. Style in this sense is understood as
constraint. C.W. Bingham (2005) argues that philosophers of self-fashioning ‘life
itself is a matter of contradictory impulses’ (2). The art of self-fashioning focuses
upon the negotiation of these impulses and constraint is essential to this process.
What I refer to as constraint or taste, Bingham refers to as steadfast. He argues that
the notion of the self prior to Nietzsche assumed that the self was steadfast and
unchanging. Nietzsche altered this with his idea that the self is a ‘little changeling’
(ibid: 4). However, this does not infer that there is nothing steadfast in the self.
Bingham writes of a type of order necessary for an ethical life.
For in Nietzsche, there is also an insistence that there be something steadfast in
people...Nietzsche reminds us that the self [...] needs to remain steadfast enough
so that one can chooses what one values in oneself. If one is to lead a healthy
life, then one must be able to discern and cultivate those facets of life that are
most healthy (opcit).
I understand this element of steadfastness that Bingham refers to as constraint or
taste. This element is essential in self-fashioning as Nietzsche writes ‘in the end,
when the work has been completed, it is revealed how it was the constraint of the
same that organized and fashioned it in whole and it part’ (Nietzsche, 1971: 224).
In this current work, I wish to suggest the dialogical category of gay deception as a
constraining element in a critical ontology of the value of values. As an organising
principle in stories of altruism it insists upon disrupting routine beliefs and forcing
dialogue.
The introduction of this category as an organising principle in stories can be
achieved in at least three ways. One way is through the words of a narrator who
does not understand the world, ‘does not acknowledge its poetic, scholarly or
otherwise lofty and significant labels’ (Bakhtin, 1981: 402). The second ways is
through the introduction of a character in the position of one who polemically
misunderstands what is presented as valuable and truthful. This is a somewhat
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easier way and one that can produce playful and funny stories. A third way is
somewhat more difficult and involves taking a direct style of writing that is a
‘deliberate (polemical) failure to understand the habitual way of conceiving the
world’ (opcit). These three ways offer entry into the organising principle of gay
deception.
Whichever way is chosen, or whichever combination of the three is preferred, the
introduction of the principle of gay deception is a novel way to displace the heroic
stance of the author/narrator/teacher in stories about altruism. The ideal of
altruism becomes the focus of play, explanation and dialogue. It is my contention
that it is essential that this principle be introduced into professional reflective
writing in teacher education.
In the next section I examine various attempts that are aligned with the attempt of
adopting gay deception in academic writing. These are attempts that understand
the importance of disrupting instrumental thought and routine beliefs and
practices in academic writing and research. They share similar aims to the current
development of a critical ontology and offer examples of the possibility of
developing new forms of professional and academic reflective writing. In
particular, these efforts have deployed the notion of the “nomad subject” (Deleuze
and Guattari, 1987) as a figure of disruptive thought. The nomad subject is
characterised by the ability to move through discourses and to disrupt the truths
found within. The nomad subject interrupts and disrupts truths which in turn,
forces dialogue. It would seem that this figure belongs to the category of gay
deception that (dis)organises texts. An examination of this figure enables the
further development of this category into reflective writing.

THE NOMAD AS DISRUPTIVE FIGURE
The nomad subject as both a figure in writing and a subject position was developed
by Deleuze and Guattari (1987) in the chapter “1227: Treatise on Nomadology:The War Machine” (351-423). These authors argued that there are two types of
thought, striated and smooth. According to Deleuze and Guatarri striated space is
characterised by ‘a tendency to reproduce itself’ (360). It is neither a space of play
nor of subversion but a space of normalisation and reproduction. They argue that
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the State, as in education, governance, policing and the army are striated spaces
par excellence because they attempt to fix individuals to codes. State thought is
‘centred, overcodified [and] carried out by scribes, priests and functionaries;
accumulation, uniformity and totalisation are the goals of this thought’ (Rice, 1990:
156). The individual is subjected to various techniques in order that they make
themselves into a subject of State thought. Deleuze and Guattari (1987) argue that
State thought has a particular kind of science and they refer to this as Royal
Science. This type of science has a static perspective and attempts to reproduce
and overcode the process of subjectification.
Smooth spaces, on the other hand, are the spaces of nomads who wander through
discourses and are unwilling to make a home for themselves in a particular
discourse or ideology. The nomad represents a different mode of thought and a
different kind of science, ‘minor science’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987: 361). This
science challenges striated thought and the nomad is a ‘figuration of an other mode
of thought’ (Buchanan, 2000: 117). The nomad moves through discourses and it is
the transitions between them that results in subjectivity suggesting that
subjectivity is never fixed and permanent but the result of constant movement.
State thought is displaced and dispersed by the movements of the nomad through
various discourses. The nomad is a disruptive subject and is adept at moving
through discourses.
Rosi Braidotti (1994) argues that the nomad moves against conventional thought,
‘the nomadic subject is […] a move against the settled and conventional nature of
theoretical and especially philosophical thinking’ (4). For Braidotti, the nomad
represents the ‘subject in transit’ (ibid: 11) and represents an ability to have a
measure of control over the formation of the self. The nomad is celebrated as a
figure of freedom because of its ability to move through discourses and disrupt
thought; ‘everywhere the nomad goes new freedom and opportunities follow’
(Creswell, 1997: 367).
The nomad subject has proven very attractive to social theorists who wish to write
different research texts. These are texts that roam and question rather than simply
purport to transmit truth discovered through research. These texts share some of
the aims of a critical ontology, most noticeably the desire to play with
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subjectification. In the next section these similarities are drawn out as I considered
the nomad subject as an example of the dialogical category of gay deception.

THE EDUCATED NOMAD SUBJECT
The nomad subject as a way of writing differently has been used in educational
research. Educational theorist Elizabeth St. Pierre (1997, 2004) found herself
increasingly attracted to the figure of the nomad as a way to disrupt her linear and
progressive research writing. She has actively deployed this figure in order to
disrupt her writing, using it to return to previous writing and to develop new ways
of writing. For St. Pierre, the nomad has proven enormously useful for writing
differently. In the next section her work is examined in order to further develop a
reflective writing that depends upon a disruptive narrator who can elicit surprise.
St. Pierre was frustrated with having to write her educational accounts in a linear
and progressive report style of writing. The act of writing her PhD was for her an
act of mourning as she was forced to overwrite the book she had in her head. ‘I
mourned as the dissertation became a palimpsest that relentlessly overwrote the
very different book I had been writing in my head’ (367). She wrote that her thesis
‘lumbered along under a fairly benign disciplinary gaze dutifully tracking the
prescribed grid’ (opcit). St. Pierre felt trapped by the need to write progressively
because she felt that the contradictions and uncertainties that characterised her
field work were lost. For St. Pierre, the nomad subject as developed by Deleuze and
Guattari offered both a strong argument for a different mode of writing and
thinking and a warrant to write differently in the striated space of educational
research.
Having discovered the importance of the nomad for different ways of writing, St.
Pierre (1987) chose to subvert her own attempts at subjectifying herself and her
research subjects. This promoted her to ask how much she must lose herself. ‘My
question for the rest of my life is what “small supplies of significance and
subjectification” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987: 16) must I keep as I continue […] until
the end? What part of myself must I maintain in order to subvert myself’ (365).
The free movement of the nomad as described by Deleuze and Guattari attracted
St. Pierre as a new way of writing educational research. She writes that smooth
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space elides coding. ‘Smooth spaces, like the desert, the steppe, the sea, the air,
gnaw and tend to grow in all directions’ (ibid: 369). To create educational writing
as a smooth space meant for St. Pierre that the researcher is not tied to one space
or one discourse but is able to look for difference. She describes this as being ‘more
interested in the surprising intensity of an event than in the familiar serenity of
essence’ (ibid: 370).
In research writing she argued there is often a tendency to cover over surprise
and discontinuity and instead aim for coherency of argument. St. Pierre returns to
her work in order to discover the places where she may have resisted or been
encouraged to pass over the intensity of surprise. She reworks these spaces in her
text and lets the surprise disrupt any attempt at familiarity. ‘I have chosen to get
myself unstuck by writing and thinking once more about some of the places and
spaces in which I have already worked’ (opcit). The ability to re-visit problems of
research and work them differently leads St. Pierre to wonder if there are spaces
that exist outside of language. She asks, ‘Is this the “transparent space...outside
language, ideology, and cultural practice that we long for? […] is this uncoded
space? […] Is such a free, natural, uninscribed and empty space possible?’ (ibid:
371). While she acknowledges that the spaces she is re-visiting are always already
coded she is determined not to ‘give up on such mental space in my own work’
(opcit). St. Pierre is attracted to the nomad subject as it enables her to imagine a
way of thinking that is different to ‘the present, knowing, coherent individual
defined in large part, by the Enlightenment’ (St. Pierre, 2004: 288).
St. Pierre’s work is important because she perceives of the necessity for “intensity”
in academic writing. I understand this intensity as the space in which unmeant
knowledge emerges. The surprise of this knowledge enables the disruption of
linear and progressive recounts of research as the writer engages with a dialogue
with surprise. St. Pierre has successfully introduced an element of surprise into her
research writing.
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The ability to produce surprising texts through utilising the nomad subject has also
been noted by Caren Kaplan (1990) who uses the genre of autobiography to
explain how nomadic texts can differ from other autobiographical texts. She
argues:
In modern autobiographical discourses, for example, the self that is constructed
is often constructed to be evolving in a linear fashion from a stable place of
origin towards a substantial present. In [nomadic] autobiographical writing
such a singular, linear construction of the self is often untenable, or at the very
least, in tension with competing issues (359).
Nomadic texts tend not to be linear and seek to disrupt and reveal the tensions
inherent to writing about the self. The aim of linearity means that experiences of
displacement and disruption are elided or glossed over. Nomadic texts, by contrast,
focus on the tensions of displacements and disruptions – they respond by entering
into dialogue with these tensions. These texts aim to ‘make a world of possibilities
out of the experience of displacement’ (Kaplan, 1990: 368). As such, it would seem
that the nomad subject, as a figure in writing that is disruptively playful, may be just
the figure that reflective writing requires. However, in spite of its attractive
characteristics, such as playfulness and disruption of conventional thought, I am
concerned about the efficacy of the nomad subject in terms of gay deception. These
concerns are addressed in the next section when the notion of repression and its
relation to the nomad subject is clarified.

RETURN AND THE NOMAD
I described above Elizabeth St. Pierre’s efforts to return to her writing in order to
introduce to it an element of disruption through focusing on surprising intensities.
This notion of return in writing is a central theme in nomad writing. In his essay
‘The writer as nomad?’ John Zilosky (2004) points to a problem of central concern in
regards to the nomad subject. This is the problem of return. He claims that theorists
of nomadic writing have attempted to understand getting lost and return in a
manner that differs from how it was understood in Romantic writing. This
difference enables me to clarify further repression in relation to the nomad subject
and reflective writing.
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Zilosky argues that Romantic authors lost themselves in order to return to
themselves. He illustrates this with Italian Journey by Goethe. He argues Goethe left
Germany in an attempt to find anonymity and a new self in Italy. He went to Venice
and literally got lost and, in doing so, found himself. ‘Through losing himself, then,
Goethe discovers a “new” and apparently better “life” (Zilosky, 2004: 252). Goethe
lived the life of a nomad, without papers, without comrades and in a foreign country
in the attempt to get to know himself more deeply. He had to get lost before he could
return to himself. Zilosky argues that Flaubert in Voyage en Orient (1849-51)
‘describes a similar lost-and-found game’ (ibid: 233). Flaubert deliberately got lost in
Cairo in the hope of losing his social self. Like Goethe, he happens upon a strange
and secluded part of the city and finds a ‘primitive foreign authenticity’ (ibid: 234).
He had an epiphany in this strange place and became capable of better writing.
Zilosky claims that the Romantic version of getting lost in order to find a new and
rejuvenated self was displaced due to colonialism. He claims that when the world’s
exotic places were discovered and divided amongst European nations there was
nowhere left to be lost. Therefore, modernist authors became interested in the idea
of ‘travelling to familiar spaces’ (ibid: 235). Emblematic of these attempts to get lost
at home include Leopold Bloom’s Dublin, and Walter Benjamin’s travel diaries.
Zilosky argues that theirs was an attempt to be lost in familiar space. This is opposed
to the new and unusual experiences of the Romantic authors who through new
experiences return to know themselves better. However, the modernist writer was
not able to get lost simply because he/she kept getting surprised by the familiar.
This return of the familiar became characteristic of modernist lostness.
The modernist writer was unable to get lost simply because he/she kept
experiencing the same thing. This meant that the strangely familiar became the
focus of the novel. Zilosky argues that this is exemplified in Thomas Mann’s Death in
Venice. Like Goethe, the protagonist, Aschenbach hopes to renew himself, ‘he hopes,
through deliberate self-‘forgetfulness’ and psychic ‘flight’, to return with a new
improved ego’ (opcit). Yet he cannot renew himself simply because he cannot
disorientate himself enough - he keeps experiencing things he has experienced
before.
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In fact, almost all of Aschenbach’s experiences of lostness are not that; they are
familiar, are repetitions. What troubles Aschenbach most is precisely this sense
of not being lost, of recognising everything […] when he returns to his original
hotel room, his new room is uncannily similar to his first one […] the musician
he later watches in Venice has exactly the same features s the backpacker he
saw in Munich (ibid: 236, emphasis in original).
The repetitions are unsettling for Aschenbach and interrupt his plan of self-renewal.
Zilosky deploys Freud’s notion of the uncanny as a way of understanding how these
repetitions unsettle all attempts to know the self more deeply yet managed to force
a knowing the self in another way. Freud’s essay on the uncanny is examined in
Chapter Nine of this current work in the attempt to delineate a grotesque form of
writing for a critical ontology. For now, I use Zilosky’s work to argue the importance
of repetition to repressed knowledge. Zilosky claims ‘these repetitions are unsettling
because they serve as reminders of repressed fears’ (opcit). The modernist sense of
being lost is characterised by a ‘return of the repressed’ (ibid: 238). For Zilosky this
introduces a completely different mode of autobiographical writing. This mode is
seen in Freud’s own narrative of being lost as described in his essay on the uncanny.
‘Freud’s narrative elaborates a poetics of circling around, of de-tour: “[I] arrive[d] by
another detour at the same place yet a third time”’ (opcit). Zilosky argues that Freud
seems disoriented in the text but is unable to get lost as Goethe did. ‘Rather, he
uncannily circles around, uncannily returning over and over again to the same ideas’
(opcit). It is a lostness and return based in repressed knowledge. What keeps
returning is repressed knowledge - knowledge that was already known but has been
repressed. The writer is unable to “lose” themselves because of repression. They
cannot come to a deeper understanding of themselves because of the return of the
repressed. What they can do however, is know themselves differently due to the
return of this knowledge. This occurs through the process of reflection upon
repressed knowledge. It is this type of reflection that a critical ontology hopes to
provoke through eliciting surprises.
Zilosky’s intervention into the idea of the nomad subject suggests that it previously
lacked an idea of repression. Despite the attempt to disorientate oneself in writing,
the nomad subject seems altogether too conscious of its own trajectory. Repressed
knowledge does not seem to figure in nomadic writing. It is as if the nomad
traverses only discourses that are known and understood in order to disrupt them.
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“Unmeant” knowledge, knowledge that returns to haunt and unsettle, seems to be
entirely absent from nomadic writing. The category of gay deception, however is
inclusive of an understanding of the importance of repressed knowledge to
reflective writing of the self. This is discussed more fully in the next section. The
nomad subject as it is figured in research writing, while holding some promise, does
not elicit the surprise of repressed knowledge. What is necessary then is to consider
how to interject the category of gay deception into reflective writing that, like
nomadic writing, seeks to disrupt the normalising tendencies of academic writing. In
the next section, I suggest the example of the fool as an organising principle for
reflective writing that seeks to be a critical ontology.

INTRODUCING THE FOOL
As described above, there are several ways to style a text that deploys the
organising principle of gay deception. This principle is characterised by naïve
ignorance towards received truths, morals and ideas. A sense of deliberate
misunderstanding is necessary to produce surprise and dialogue. Bakhtin (1981)
writes that the images of the fool and the clown have proven immeasurably
important to the successful attempt at introducing gay deception as an organising
principle. I am particularly attracted to the image of the fool because it is a figure
that offers pleasures that differ from the heroic and instrumental ones that
currently are the norm of professionalism. The fool, or the clown, has long figured
in various realms – in royal courts, in the literary, in circuses, in films and in
classrooms. The role of the fool has long had the function of being disruptive of
received truth and has proven essential to many novels, films, other artistic events
that are organised on the principle of gay deception. Stories of altruism could do
well through incorporating this disruptive element.
Fools aim to disrupt idea(l)s that are generally taken pretty seriously. ‘Wherever
necessary [they] parodically re-processing any pathos but always in such a way to
rob it of its power to harm, “distance from the mouth” as it were, by means of a
smile or a deception, mock it falsity and thus turn what was a lie into gay
deception’ (Bakhtin, 1981: 402). This is certainly a serious intent. The Medieval
author Erasmus (1466/1469-1530) wrote an important essay about foolishness, In
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praise of folly (1509/1951). According to Erasmus, fools held a privileged position
in society because they and they alone were granted the privileged of giving
pleasure through speaking truths that were dangerous when challenged by others.
Their truths upset the Truth.
[Fools] can speak truth and even open insults and be heard with positive
pleasure; indeed, the words which would cost a wise man his life are
surprisingly enjoyable when uttered by a clown. For truth has a genuine power
to please if it manages not to give offence, but this is something that gods have
granted only to fools (Erasmus, 1951: 56).
Fools have long been granted the right to hold up truth to laughter. Fools and
clowns are allowed to ridicule ‘culturally accepted practices, persons, and ideas’
(Mitchell, 1992: 24) and give pleasure through this ridicule. An important aspect of
this ridicule in which fools and clowns indulge is that it changes the perception of a
truth. Through the efforts of the fool truth is displaced and something new
emerges. It is this element of the fool that I aim to introduce as a (dis)organising
principle in professional reflective writing. This can be in part achieved through
examining the idea of clowning as critical practice (Mitchell, 1992, cf. Tobias,
2007).

THE CRITICAL CLOWN
In his essay on clowns Ashley Tobias (2007) argues that there has developed a
contemporary version of clowning that is usually referred to as postmodern
clowning. This is opposed this to the traditional art of clowning and is associated
with the characteristics of the postmodern era; ‘marginality, critical practice,
vitality, sexuality, the crossing of boundary, and order-chaos-reorder’ (38). It is the
aspect of critical practice that most interest me in terms of writing that deploys gay
deception. The clown has always been a social critic but in the postmodern era this
aspect has been foregrounded. Mitchell (1992) writes;
By breaking or challenging frames of sensible conduct and thought, the clown
deconstructs order. With her tricks of inversion, contradiction, and
exaggeration, she creates mayhem by dismantling cognitive coherence and
continuity. In doing so, she takes a critical stance. [...] the clown - a highly
opinionated moralist - points baldly, if sometimes opportunistically, to the
prickly issues of everyday life and beyond. As such, clowning is criticism.
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It is this aspect of clowning that the postmodern clown focuses upon. This claim is
supported in the work of W. Kenneth Little (1986) in a paper he wrote of
traditional circus clowns and the new postmodern clown. As opposed to the
traditional clown who is trained in the circus, the postmodern clown is trained in
theatre schools, mime schools and professional circus schools. There is tension
between these two types of clowns primarily because the postmodern clown does
not have to protect the traditions of the circus. ‘The definition and role of the clown
act in the European circus is changing as it becomes strongly associated with
images and styles that are not at all part of the traditional circus clown’ (Little,
1986: 51). Little describes the differences between the acts of the old-style clowns
and the “private” or postmodern clowns as being between conflict and reflection.
For the new clowns, laughter is not always the standard by which they judge the
success of their and others’ work. It is the individual poetic object that counts,
and that does not necessarily need to be funny. Some of the new clowns say that
their work is created to “make people think”, so that through the clown, the
audience members can become more clear-sighted observers of the world
around them. The clowns are more reflective and calm, less violent and
conflictual than the [traditional] clown (55).
However, things are never that dichotomous and Little tells the story of Pitu a
traditional “whiteface” clown brought up in the circus. His father was also a
whiteface clown and Pitu is continuing the traditions of the circus clown but also
adapting his act in relation to the new clowns. He is fashioning a clown self that
draws from the traditional entrée act in which the whiteface clown is positioned as
authoritarian and controlling and from postmodern clowning. During his act his
traditional whiteface persona dissolves as Pitu becomes more and more confused
and frustrated. At the end of the act he has no more authority than his partners
whom he had attempted to control. The point is not that Pitu loses control but that
his persona is subverted and changed. ‘Pitu’s clown self-fashioning occurs at the
place where the authority of a past tradition encounters a sense of its own ending.
Ironically, then, it is an achieved clown identity which contains within itself the
signs of its own subversion and demise’ (63). It is this sort of self-fashioning, a
subversion of identity, that I believe a critical ontology that uses the fool/clown as
an element of gay deception aims towards.
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The introduction of the character of the fool is a development in reflective writing
that promises to alter the current character of this type of writing which I have
described as having a heroic and linear character that reflects a dependence upon
instrumental rationality and a belief in the ability to freely recall experiences. The
writing thus produced is considered authentic. I have argued that this writing is
monological in that one idea, the truth of the self, is privileged over others. The
character of the fool disrupts this type of writing and the postmodern clown/fool
can be deployed in order to emphasise processes of reflection elicited by surprises.
The productive capacity of the fool/clown as a force that provokes reflection has
been previously recognized in educational theory. Tim McDonough (2001) argues
that the rhetoric of the fool ‘allows for a […] movement in thought’ (107). For
McDonough, the fool is not so much a literal figure but rather a position taken up in
writing or in teaching. This is a position that insists upon the need to investigate
pre-existing truths. He writes that the fool is ‘a way of positioning oneself in
inquiry […] The fool’s discourse is effective against deeply rooted presuppositions’
(ibid: 109). A fool’s position is adopted in order to play ‘self-consciously with
patterns of signification and thus is particularly well-suited for disrupting the
symbolic logic that undergirds an existing worldview’ (opcit).
I am strongly convinced that adopting a fool-like position in stories of teaching can
disrupt the current heroic and truthful form of stories that currently dominate.
This also promises different forms of pleasure. A fool’s position can be adopted as a
way of revealing and playing with instrumental rationality and its pleasures. While
examples of this type of fool abound, I can think of Charlie Chaplin in Modern
Times, or examples from literary texts by Samuel Beckett of Saul Bellow, I turn now
to an example that I have found particularly powerful as an example of changing
thought about teaching practices. This fool is found in Nietzsche’s (1891) Thus
spake Zarathustra and it provides insight into how reflection upon teaching can be
prompted by a fool and also provides an example of a reflective writing that has
the fool as an organising principle. While it differs from the style of Foucault’s
writing of the self, it nonetheless is an example of a fool changing teaching
practices through reflection that is useful to the development of a critical ontology.
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In a critical ontology the fool can figure as the attempt to elicit surprises in a
manner seen in this examination of Thus spake Zarathustra.

A FOOL AND A TEACHER
Thus Spoke Zarathustra is generally considered as Nietzsche’s magnum opus (see
Pippin, 1988, Klossowski, 2005). As a text it includes all of the themes of
Nietzsche’s philosophy, including the doctrine of the Eternal Return which he later
developed; ‘nothing exists elsewhere, he says, that has not already been inscribed
in this prophetic work’ (Klossowski, 2005: 77). As such, it is a work that seemingly
requires sustained interpretation. This however has not been the case and there is
a ‘surprisingly small amount of literature devoted to Zarathustra’ (Pippin, 1988:
45). Of this literature, interpretations of the character of Zarathustra and of the
Eternal Return predominate. Little has been written about Zarathustra as teacher
or about the role the jester has in altering Zarathustra’s teaching practices. In this
section I examine this in order to continue the development of a foolish reflective
writing.
Thus spake Zarathustra (2006) is the tale of a teacher learning how to teach. The
announcement of Zarathustra as teacher occurs throughout (cf. pp. 5, 7, 12, 17, 21,
22). Zarathustra saw himself as a teacher who had come to ‘teach the overman’
(Nietzsche, 2006: 5). According to Gooding-Williams (2001), the overman was
Nietzsche’s formulation of a man who could think beyond rationalistic culture and
Thus Spake was his attempt to describe how such a man could emerge. Zarathustra
aims to ‘interrupt the modern, rationalistic culture that he associates with the last
man […] he aspires to hinder and even to thwart the reproduction of this culture
by becoming a new-values creator who inspires other human beings to follow his
example’ (45). Zarathustra is a teacher who seeks to teach how to create new
values. The tale of Zarathustra can be read as an attempt to develop a successful
teaching style that enables the creation of new values and the figure of the fool is
essential to this end.
Zarathustra encounters the jester when he descends from his mountain cave
wherein he has lived for ten years. The first public place he enters is the market
place where a crowd has gathered for the performance of a tight rope walker.
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Zarathustra takes this as an opportunity to transmit his message and he begins to
proclaim the coming of the overman to the crowd. He says that the state humanity
is in is a transitory state, a ‘rope, tied between beast and overman - a rope over an
abyss...what is great in man is that he is a bridge and not an end’ (Nietzsche, 2006:
15). However, this state provides the necessary bridge to a different state, that
which Nietzsche calls the overman. The overman is distinguished by the ability to
critique and interpret. It is because it is transitory state that Zarathustra loves
man.
Upon hearing of the overman, the crowd believes that Zarathustra is talking about
the tight rope walker they are awaiting. In a sense they are correct because
Zarathustra thinks of the tightrope walker as a pre-figuration of the overman. The
walker too believes Zarathustra is talking about him and so begins his show. While
the tight rope walker is performing Zarathustra keeps talking. He warns the crown
about the last man. This man will be the hardest to overcome because he will be
convinced that he has created happiness. The crowd impatient with Zarathustra’s
style and noise mock him by telling him to proclaim them the last man. “’Turn us
into these last men! Then we shall make you the gift of the overman!”’ And all the
people jubilated and clucked with their tongues’ (ibid: 18). Zarathustra realises
that he has failed to show them the need for them to carve a path for the overman.
The crowd mocks Zarathustra with what he has already proclaimed ‘is most
contemptible’ (ibid: 17). At this point, Zarathustra descends into a state of pity for
both himself and his public because ‘his public teaching career looks to be a
complete failure’ (Pippin, 1988: 48). He laments, ‘They do not understand me: I am
not the mouth for these ears...as they laugh they even hate me. There is ice in their
laughter’ (Nietzsche, 2006: 18). Zarathustra believes that he has failed and that his
message, that there is no inherent meaning in life and thus meaning must be
created, is not worth sharing.
It is a moment when Zarathustra is sunk in pity, both for himself and for his people.
At this fateful point, a jester appears on the high wire when the walker has
‘reached the exact middle of his course’ (ibid: 19). It is to be remembered that
Zarathustra had proclaimed that man is a rope between animal and the overman.
126

Halfway to overcoming man the walker is stopped by the jester who, while
mocking him, follows him until he is behind him. Then the jester ‘uttered a devilish
cry and jumped over the man who stood in his way’ (opcit). The crowd part and
refuse to catch the walker-become-man and he falls at Zarathustra’s side. Before he
dies he recovers consciousness and tells Zarathustra that he knew ‘the devil would
trip me’ (ibid: 20). Zarathustra replies that the devil or hell does not exist. The man
then says he will lose nothing by dying, that he has been no more than a trained
beast. Zarathustra assures him that he is more because he has ‘made danger his
vocation’ (opcit) and because of that he will bury him with his own hands. Before
dying the man ‘moved his hands as if he sought Zarathustra's hand in thanks’
(opcit). The jester is not mentioned again in this scene.
After the crowd has left and it is cold, dark and lonely, Zarathustra sits next to the
body of the man and muses on the lesson he has learnt on his first day down from
the mountain. ‘Human existence is uncanny and still without meaning: a jester can
become man's fatality’ (opcit). The jester can overcome man. This is the lesson
which Zarathustra learns. Still, he does not know what this may mean for his
teaching. 'I will teach men the meaning of their existence [...] But I am still far from
them, and my sense does not speak to their senses’ (ibid: 21). He does not know
how to overcome their senses.
He hoists the dead man on to his back to take him away to bury him. While he is
leaving the jester returns and whispers in his ear. He says for Zarathustra to leave
town because he is hated by too many, even those who may be sympathetic to his
teaching. He says it was Zarathustra's good fortune to be laughed at ‘and verily,
you talked like a jester’ (opcit). His life was spared by the jester because acted like
a jester. He warns that Zarathustra must leave town or ‘tomorrow I shall leap over
you, one living over one dead’ (opcit). The next appearance of the jester is during a
moment of intense transformation for Zarathustra. After sleeping for many hours
in the forest Zarathustra awakes.
Zarathustra looked into the woods and silence; amazed, he looked into
himself. Then he rose quickly, like a seafarer who suddenly sees land, and
jubilated, for he saw a new truth (ibid: 23).
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This truth is that he does not need a herd to listen to his truths but only a few
selected companions. ‘Living companions I need, who follow me because they want
to follow themselves – wherever I want [...] To lure many away from the herd, for
that I have come’ (op cit). In speaking thus, he is recalling the words of the jester
when they last met.
You are hated by the good, and the just, and they call you their enemy and
despiser; you are hated by the believers in the true faith, and they call you
the danger of the multitude (ibid: 21).
Zarathustra is going to go and seek the few amongst the many who wish to follow
themselves. ‘To my goal I will go – on my own: over those who hesitate and lag
behind me I shall leap. Thus let my going be their going under’ (ibid: 24). Again he
is recalling, although unconsciously, the jester who was essential to changing
Zarathustra’s ideas about how he should teach his message.
This story shows a teacher changing the way they teach because of an interruption
by a jester. Zarathustra’s first attempt at teaching is simply the attempt to transmit
his message. However the crowd refuses to listen. The jester appears at the fateful
moment when he is ready to give up. The jester surprises everyone by causing the
death of the tightrope walker. He returns to warn Zarathustra that he was spared
precisely because his style did not suit the crowd. Zarathustra talked like a jester.
Zarathustra is forced to leave. He sleeps for a long time and wakes with a new style
of teaching. He wishes to find those who wish to “follow themselves”. While
Zarathustra does not credit the jester with this change in style, his words mirror
the actions of the jester – “I shall leap”. This story highlights that the figure of the
fool can be deployed to force reflection and change. The fool figured in the story of
Zarathustra as one who could cause shocking events that provoke thought. As
such, he was a figure of thought itself. He caused a surprise, forced reflection and
ultimately changed practices. This movement of thought will prove essential to
reconfigured reflective writing.

CONCLUSION
In this chapter, I have begun to develop an alternative form for reflective writing.
Drawing from the work of Bakhtin (1981) I have argued for the introduction of the
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organising principle of gay deception into reflective writing. This principle enables
the ideal of altruism in teaching to be played. The image of the fool has been
suggested as important to the development of such texts. The fool can either be a
narrator, a character or the direct style of the author. The aim of the fool is to
interrupt ideas through the elicitation of surprises. That is, the fool surprises
through the return of knowledge that has been repressed. In terms of writing
about teaching this is a powerful and playful way to re-think the knowledge that
informs teaching. In the next chapter, I consider the possibility of introducing, and
further developing, this form of writing into a well-established method of inquiry
in teacher-education – reflective practice.
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CHAPTER

SEVEN

- REFLECTIVE

PRACTICE AND

CRITICAL ONTOLOGY
INTRODUCTION
The aim of this chapter is to attempt to find a space within teacher education for a
style of reflective writing that deploy the dialogic principle of gay deception
(Bakhtin, 1981). This form of writing enables the production of different stories
about altruism. In this way, altruism becomes a problem in the professional
development of teachers rather than simply a cause for celebration. Within teacher
education programmes in the Western world there has been instituted a form of
professional knowing about teaching that differs from positivistic accounts of
knowledge development. This method is generally known as reflective practice.
Reflective practice is a common method in teacher education used to develop
knowledge about teaching. It is a method of inquiry that incorporates many genres
that share the focus of writing and talking about experience. It is a method of
inquiry that is grounded in the personal experience of teaching and in its most
radical manifestation pre-service teachers are expected to examine the morals and
values that underpin their teaching. It is this aspect of reflective practice that
deeply appeals to me because I believe it shares similar aims of a critical ontology.
I am especially attracted to the idea that reflective practice can become a practice
dedicated to writing that interrogates and experiments with morality. This chapter
aims to force a space for a critical ontology of altruism into reflective practice. This
is achieved through critically examining the conceptual apparatus of reflective
practice because, as it currently stands, this apparatus tends to limit the stories
told in reflective practice, which in turn limits subjectivities.
In this chapter I examine these concepts and argue that reflective practice repeats
the problems of the stories of the altruistic teacher. In short, reflective practice
suffers from the dominance of instrumental rationality. The constitution of the self
as a teacher is considered a linear journey that can be consciously undertaken by a
teacher who can honestly recall pertinent moments in teaching. Once again, we
find the heroic teacher struggling to make a difference to their students and to
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their own abilities to produce good students. What dominates is a form of writing
Jan Masschelein (2006) has called pastoral writing that results in a “truth-book”.
This form of writing tends to constitute what Alan Bleakley (2000) calls
“confessional subjects”. This subjectivity is ethically problematic and this concern
is addressed in order to implement in reflective practice a form of reflective
writing that critiques normalising tendencies and experiments with different
forms of subjectivity.
It is my belief that the problem of personal experience lies at the root of the type of
writing revealed by Masschelein and Bleakley. Earlier I argued that the notion of
the personal is problematic in reflective writing about teaching. The self and its
experiences are considered as personal property. I believe it is necessary to
disrupt this notion of experience with one that is dialogical as opposed to
monological. The self is not owned but is constituted in dialogue and a dialogical
form of reflective writing is necessary in order to constitute different subjectivities.

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE AND STORY TELLING
Reflective practice was developed from the work of Donald Schon (1987, 1995)
and is, in part, a reaction against the scientifically objective models of teaching that
dominated teaching courses. Those models assumed ‘immediate integration: the
university provides the theories, methods and skills; schools provide the
classroom, curriculum and students; and the teacher provides the individual effort;
all of which combine to produce the finished product of professional teacher’
(Britzman, 1986: 442). Reflective practice, on the other hand does not presume
mere assimilation to correct theories but demands that teachers reflect upon their
experiences in order to develop knowledge about teaching and to contribute to a
body of professional knowledge.
Schon’s 1987 text, Educating the reflective practitioner, has greatly contributed to
defining the principles and concepts of reflective practice in relation to research
into teaching. This work was an intervention into the development of professional
knowledge because it attempted to wrest it away from ‘technical rationality’ (3).
The work of John Dewey is also important to reflective practice. His influence is not
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examined in this chapter but in the following one wherein I develop an alternative
notion of experience.
Schon argues that teaching cannot proceed along technical lines because this
assumes that teachers are ‘instrumental problem solvers who select technical
means best suited to particular purposes’ (opcit). Teaching, according to Schon,
proceeds entirely differently because it is conducted within a realm different from
that usually associated with technical rationality. The realm of teaching is a
‘swampy lowland [defined by] messy, confusing problems [that] defy technical
solution’ (opcit). The swampy lowland is a fascinating metaphor for teaching as it
suggests that teaching does not proceed in a linear and progressive manner.
Schon’s aim was to develop knowledge about practice from attending to the
messiness and confusion integral to professional practice.
Reflective practice deploys an ‘interpretivist perspective’ (Labaree, 1992) and it is
this focus that I believe makes it appropriate for a critical ontology of altruism. In
reflective practice, and in a critical ontology, knowledge is expected to be
developed in writing about teaching experiences. Whilst I am well aware that
reflective practice can be undertaken in various ways my interest in it is in the
written form this is because writing is constitutive of subjectivity. As Barbara
Kamler (2001) argues ‘writing is never simply a skill but [is] deeply constitutive of
subjectivity’ (Kamler, 2001: 54). Stories written about teaching are constitutive of
subjectivity and to write differently about teaching is to construct different
possibilities for living. However, as I argue below, reflective writing as found in
reflective practice currently places limits upon the possibilities of subjectivity. An
important aim for reflective practice is to introduce forms of writing that challenge
limits and experiments with different subjectivities.
Reflective practice has been relatively quickly integrated into teacher education.
This was somewhat of a tour de force as the methods used in reflective practice
differ from the usual modes of developing knowledge about teaching as were
describe above. Reflective practice focuses upon the teacher as expert in teaching
and encourages research into one’s practice. The basis of which is usually
experience. This promises a level of control over knowledge development that
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previous methods could not. However, experts are also important to reflective
practice and as such, its practice has become a quite comfortable marriage
between university lecturers and pre-service teachers. University lecturers are
positioned as expert guides into making sense of the student experience. As is
described below, this brings up certain ethical questions of reflective practice.
Reflective practice is generally understood as focusing on the individual
development of the teacher. The teacher is expected to want to improve their
teaching in order that their students’ learning improves. As Michael Huberman
(1996), an early exponent and later “critical friend” of reflective practice argues, it
is a mode of research that asks the teacher to study their own lives. It demands
they ‘question, experiment with, and try to assess an under examined life as
stewards of learning’ (Huberman, 1996: 124). The influence of Maxine Greene
(1973) as discussed above is evident in the focus upon the morality of the teacher.
Indeed, the study of morals is insisted upon in the more critical stance of reflective
practice. Zeichner and Liston (1996) write that reflective teaching must study the
morality and assumptions that guide teaching.
We argue that not all thinking about teaching constitutes reflective
teaching. If a teacher never questions the goals and values that guide his or
her work, the context in which he or she teaches, or never examines his or
her assumptions, then it is our belief that this individual is not engaged in
reflective teaching (1).
In some ways, reflective practice shares the aims of a critical ontology – that being
the need to take morality as a problem. However, the end to which reflective
practice aims distinguishes it from a critical ontology as reflective practice tends to
be an instrumental mode of inquiry. In short, it aims for a particular type of end
result – an “improved” teacher.

THE AIM OF IMPROVEMENT
Reflective practice is commonly perceived as having the aim of self- improvement
(cf. Moore, 2005: 104). This improvement covers both the teacher’s understanding
of themselves and the improvement of their practices. As they write about their
moral underpinnings they aim to improve their practice. Integral to reflective
practice then, is the ability to take morality as an object of study. ‘Reflection is
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commonly reported as a process of self-examination and self-evaluation that
teachers should engage in regularly in order to interpret and improve their
professional practices’ (Husu, Toom & Patrikainen, 2008: 38). Teachers are
considered as good if they can study themselves. Susan Adler (1993) argues ‘the
best teachers are researchers, able to systematically reflect on their own teaching’
(160). Reflective practice is such a varied method that the aim of improvement is
the only element that binds. ‘There is little shared meaning among the people who
write about reflective teaching and inquiry-oriented teacher education. However,
all seem to be persuaded that reflection […] is a worthy aim in teacher education’
(Grimmett & Erickson , 1988: 6). The aim of improvement, so celebrated amongst
the proponents of reflective practice has proven to be a source of many of the
problems of reflective practice.
Michael Huberman (1996) recognised over a decade ago that the aim of
improvement so common to reflective practice needed to reconsidered. He wrote
that this aim is commonly used to justify a mode of inquiry that was substantially
different from the ways of developing knowledge about the teaching profession
that preceded it. He claimed that reflective practice was positioned as a mode of
knowing about teaching that is not only better than other modes of knowing but
which actually produces better teachers. He claims that the primary objective of
the earliest works on reflective practice ‘was to enrich their and their colleagues’
understanding and reflections, but with an eye to the transformation of practice’
(125). He argues that vague promises of improvement are problematic in that they
cannot be justified through empirical evidence as this would require ‘some toughminded comparison with garden variety classrooms through the use of some fairly
sophisticated methods’ (126). Such intensive research in regards to the improving
quality of reflective practice has yet to be undertaken. Improvement of practice
and of the teacher’s self can simply not be quantified. While this may seem a
strange argument in a work that argues in favour of interpretivist accounts of
teaching, I believe that the promise of improvement ought, at the very least, to
have some proof that students can hold onto. Either that or the promise itself must
come under scrutiny. I believe in the latter action.
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The aim of improvement has meant that reflective practice has become largely
focused on the instrumental with teachers seeking to prove that they have
improved. The belief that the self can be improved is problematic for two reasons.
Firstly, as Hannah Arendt (1958) argues it is unethical to believe that we improve
people as we might a chair or a car. She calls it a delusion to believe we can “make”
something in the realm of human affairs, “make” institutions or laws, for instance,
as we make tables and chairs, or make men “better” or “worse” […] the utopian
hope that it may be possible to treat men as one treats other “material”’ (188). The
vague claim of improvement in reflective practice treats humans as if they were a
product that can be improved. This leads to the second area of conceptual
difficulties that arise with the aim of improvement. This is the underlying belief
that the self is a product that can be improved through a linear journey. As shall be
described in this chapter, the problem of the self as a linear and unified product
leads to a limited form of reflective writing that, in turn, constitutes limited
subjectivities.

THE PLEASURES OF THE CONFESSIONAL
Reflective practice depends upon the telling of stories about personal experiences.
These stories are characteristically what I have described above as idealist stories
in which the “I” of the author is expected to dominate. As Stephen Swidler (2001)
argues, in reflective narratives ‘the personal experience narrator is also the main
character in the story he or she is telling. Structurally speaking, the narrator is the
“hero” of her or his own story’ (ibid: 119). The narrator of the story must be
identifiable with the author. ‘A narrator must create and present a self in the
story’s events (in the past) that bears a credible relationship to him/herself in the
storytelling event (in the present)’ (ibid: 118). The strict identification of the
author with the narrator of the story lends truth to the story. This means that
reflective writing depends upon what Jan Masschelein (2006) has labelled
“pastoral writing”. He claims that pastoral-writing results in a “truth book” that is
used to convince others of the truth the writer has found.
Writing a truth book means to write a book that informs, that puts forward a
truth […] It is a book that attempts to inform about something, to explain
something, to prove or justify something. In this sense, writing a truth book
135

implies a particular attitude, a particular ethos. […] This attitude implies that
one puts oneself in the service of a regime, subjugates to its logos […] and takes
up demands and care in its name (ibid: 566).
The writer of these truth books adopts an attitude of being a guide to his/her
particular truth. The text becomes a vehicle for this idea and the reader is seen as
needing guidance in ‘the light of this regime’ (ibid: 567). Masschelein claims that
pastoral writing is a comfortable sort of writing because it gains authority through
reference to Law. ‘Such writing is a comfortable writing, because it obtains (or
loses) its authority from a code (or Law/Logos of the tribunal and the regime) and
from subjecting to this code’ (opcit). The comfort of pastoral writing can be more
fully examined through the work of Wanda Pillow (2003).
An essay by Pillow (2003) is becomingly increasing more important in reflective
practice because in it she directs attention towards a type of writing that is not
reproductive of truths. Her essay aims to ‘pay close attention to how reflexivity is
being defined and used in present-day research’ (ibid: 176). In particular, she is
interested in how reflexivity is understood in “post-structural” research. She aims
to delineate the conditions under which post-modern reflective research is
conducted and argues that is positioned as “better” than other modes of research.
This resonates with the discussion above in which I argued that reflective practice
rests upon the rather shaky foundation that it is “better” than other modes.
Pillow claims that reflexivity is considered a way of doing research that can ‘better
represent, legitimise, or call into question’ (opcit). Reflexivity is “better” in that it
questions the conditions of research rather than taking them for granted and
letting them meld into the background. While this is a worthwhile aim, Pillow
argues that it is rarely achieved because the traditional notions of research
‘validity, truth and essence’ (Pillow, 2003: 176) are not sufficiently challenged. In
particular, she claims that she calls the ‘modernist subject–a subject as singular,
knowable and fixed’ (opcit) continue to dominate reflective research.
Reflective research, as defined by Pillow, posits the human subject as a linear and
knowable entity. She argues that reflective writing is ‘dependent on a subject or
subjects to reflect on and how the subject is thought is key then to how reflexivity

136

is practice’ (opcit). If the subject is considered as knowable then research will be
conducted accordingly.
As it is currently practiced reflective research assumes a coherent subject who can
become familiar with themselves through rationally reflecting upon their
experiences. The aim is to know the subject. ‘Thus if my subject, either myself or an
“other”, is knowable the possibility that I can know this subject better through
reflexive methods is attainable’ (Pillow, 2003: 180). The aim of this type of writing
is to write a home for the subject, wherein the subject is comfortable enough with
their experiences to use these as a basis from which to guide their future actions
and those of others. This is a homely subject that comes into being through deep
probing. Reflective practice, according to Pillow, ‘is marked by a desire to use
reflexivity to write our research subjects, issues, or settings as familiar’ (ibid: 180).
This resonates strongly with Masschelein “pastoral writing”.
Familiarity and comfort has become the main aim in reflective writing. It is
assumed that familiarity can be achieved because ‘there is deep hidden meaning
buried ‘inside’ which, once discovered, opens the door to happiness, psychic
stability and personal empowerment. The emphasis is on talking about oneself,
being open’ (Usher, Bryant and Johnston, 1997: 19). The tendency to familiarity
results in a confessional form of writing that is initially traumatic but eventually
cathartic.
Once the researcher knows herself, an other and truth now s/he needs to
transcend this. Prominent in much qualitative research is the idea that the
researcher, through reflexivity, can transcend her own subjectivity and own
cultural context in a way that releases her/him from the weight of
(mis)representations. Self-reflexivity can perform a modernist seductionpromising release from your tension, voyeurism, ethno-centrism (Pillow, 2003:
186).
The narrative which results from this type of reflexivity is generally a ‘confessional
tale’ (ibid: 182) in which are recounted the successes and failures of the author in
relation to their research. Pillow is concerned that these confessional tales seek
closeness to the subjects of research which assumes that the researcher can know
and transcend themselves in order to come to know others better. The Other in
research tends to be consumed by research without effecting significant change to
the research. As was described earlier in relation to the idea of personal writing
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these truth books are extremely difficult to critique. ‘It is interesting that such
texts, which engage in personal self-reflexivity that is rendered as self-knowledge
and truth, are often difficult to discuss and critique because to so feels like an
attack on the author. Thus, to critique such texts seems crass and unfeeling’ (ibid:
183). Any critique has the tendency to create resentment This is discussed below
in relation to the ethical dilemmas facing contemporary reflective practice.

ETHICS AND REFLECTIVE PRACTICE
As it is currently constructed, reflective practice has a limited ability to address
pressing ethical concerns. In the current context, I understand ethics in reflective
practice as the ability to conduct genealogical research into the values that
underpin actions. Reflective practice currently tends to the production of truth
books based in student experiences. This raises a related ethical issue of the often
mandatory nature of reflective practice in university degrees. A study of this
ethical problem enables me to introduce the possibility that reflective practice can
begin to consider the necessity to introduce a critical ontology. I believe that the
pressure to produce truth books of experiences can be displaced through
incorporating the notion of the Other as dialogue with surprise into reflective
practice.
The problem of putting pressure upon students arises when it is thought that they
are writing truthful accounts of their personal experiences. This raises questions
about the ethics of forcing students to produce such texts. Valerie Hobbs (2007)
writes of her discomfort as a student when she was expected to reflect upon her
families negative behaviours.
While I was an undergraduate, a certain professor required our ‘Self in
society’ class to write a series of reflective essays designed to encourage us
to examine negative patterns of behaviour in our families, like loosely veiled
racism or gender stereotyping, and thus become ‘agents of change’ in our
generation (ibid: 405).
Not only a novice at the genre, Hobbs felt constrained by the knowledge that her
teacher, someone she barely knew, would critically examine her work. ‘Aside from
the fact that I was unpractised in such an exercise, the idea that my professor,
whom I had only just met, would be reading my thoughts on extremely personal
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matters discouraged any genuine self-examination’ (opcit). As a result she was
uncomfortable in her writing and produced texts that she was told were
‘superficial and guarded’ (opcit). She wondered if this type of comment could lead
to students to engage in strategic writing rather than being ‘critically self-aware’
(ibid: 406). She argues that there is nothing inherently wrong with writing
strategically, however it raises the problem of the authenticity of these accounts.
The problem of authenticity was borne out by a study undertaken by Hobbs after
she enrolled in a short term English as a Foreign Language course to study the
student’s responses to reflective tasks. Through her study, Hobbs found that
genuine self reflection is severely constrained by assessment. She found a variety
of evidence in support of this. All of the students in the course expressed
resentment ‘at having to engage in reflection about their teaching’ (ibid: 412).
Hobbs suggests that this a natural resentment in view of being asked to ‘be open
and honest about one’s beliefs whilst implying that a certain response is
preferable’ (ibid: 413). She claims this is substantiated by the work of Pecheone et
al (2005) who were sceptical about the reliability of reflective writing as evidence
of learning. ‘The reliability of artefacts from the portfolio assessment alone as
evidence of teacher learning is questionable because teachers know they will be
evaluated on the basis of these […] for their “reflectivity”’ (66, quoted in ibid: 410).
Drawing from evidence in research, Hobbs suggests the need for a ‘safe and
supportive environment’ (ibid: 414) to ensure authentic reflections because it is an
‘important self-development process and should be encouraged’ (ibid: 415).
Hobbs, as is much written about reflective practice, is committed to reflective
practice as a truthful account of experience. Contrary to her stance, I am
committed to a reflective practice that knows it own status as partial and fictional.
This is a stance supported by Gillian Boltan (2005) who argues that reflective
practice is essentially an aesthetic experience. She claims that the narratives
produced in reflective practice stories are never factual recounts but are
‘artistically and creatively enhanced’ (11). In a sense, they are fictions about the
self that are integral to the constitution of the self. This type of study can become
integral to professional reflective writing and Boltan, in recognizing the potential
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of reflective practice argues, that it ‘can leap over the seeming gap between the
personal and the professional self, and the seemingly impossible gap between the
safe and rehearsed story and possibly dangerous new stories’ (ibid: 7). The aim of
writing dangerous new stories certainly coheres with the aim of a critical ontology
and offers a new direction for reflective practice, a direction to which the surprise
of the Other is integral.
THE OTHER IN REFLECTIVE PRACTICE

Recently Tony Ghaye (2007) drew attention to the problem of ethics in reflective
practice. Ghaye was interested in the problem of mandating reflective practice as
part of a university degree due to the ethical problems of demanding that personal
experiences been written about for assessment. To continue as a viable, and
important mode of learning about teaching, reflective practitioners need to
continue to debate this problem. The question asked by Ghaye in his editorial
certainly helps move this debate forward. He asked, quite simply, ‘Is reflective
practice ethical?’ and concluded that in its current state it is not. He argued that
this can be addressed by embedding the notion of the Other into reflective practice.
While agreeing with his argument that the incorporation of a theoretical
understanding of the Other lies at the heart of a more ethical reflective practice, I
have a slightly different approach. I believe that this incorporation can be achieved
by not only creating different types of teacher and student relationships but by
also reconfiguring the notion of experience. This can be achieved through
reconfiguring the notion of experience that is, and will remain central to reflective
practice. In this section, Ghaye’s argument is examined in order to argue for the
need to re-think how experience is understood.
As was Hobbs, Ghaye is perturbed by the mandatory nature of reflective practice.
He argues that students have great difficulty in writing about their personal
experiences in order to be assessed and that the current teacher/student
relationships contribute to this difficulty. This is illustrated by the following quote.
I don’t know my lectures or personal tutor immediately. What right has
anyone to ask for such personal information, let alone ask that it be graded
by a faceless lecturer? As nurses we respect patient’s rights not to disclose
personal feelings. Yet no such right is afforded to students. I have had
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reflections returned with requests for more details about my feelings. I
comply but deeply resent being asked to do so (Sinclair-Penwarden, quoted
in Ghaye, 2007:152).
The demand to provide ‘more’ about personal information is deeply problematic
writes Ghaye. ‘What are the university lecturers thinking when they ask their
students to give more details about their feelings’ (ibid: 153). In an attempt to
address this issue, Ghaye argues for the need to develop a different type of
teacher/student relationship. This is one in which the teacher locates their
judgments and decisions in an attempt at transparency ‘to reveal what’s truly
important when we say we are ‘doing’ reflective practice or we ‘are’ are reflective
practitioner’ (ibid: 151). He draws on the notion of the Other to suggest an ethical
approach to reflective practice that ‘sets out personal responsibilities and
accountability for what is documented, which recognises uncertainty, ambivalence
and messiness […] which describes ethical relationships based upon respect for
the Other’ (158). This direction is an important one for reflective practice as it
understands that the truth books that currently dominate reflective practice are
unviable. This form of writing can be achieved without setting out responsibility
and accountability and is entirely seductive. As Boltan (2005) argues, ‘reflective
practice can fall into the trap of becoming only confession. Confession can be a
conforming mechanism […] Confessing has a seductive quality because it passes
responsibility to others’ (5). The seductive pleasures of confessional writing need
to be displaced by the pleasures of producing different forms of writing.
The type of messy and uncertain writing that Ghaye suggests needs to become an
imperative of reflective practice but this cannot be achieved if pastoral writing
continues to remains an accepted norm. The disruption of pastoral writing can be
achieved if the notion of the Other is more fully incorporated into reflective
practice. However, this cannot be achieved with the current understanding of
personal experience as something that is owned by the reflective writer. The aim
then, is to replace this notion of experience with one integral to which is the Other.
The confessional and familiar style of writing that dominates in reflective practice
is not conducive to the aims of a critical ontology nor can it support the dialogical
position of naive simplicity. This is primarily because of the notion of the human
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subject that currently dominates reflective practice. This is a self found as the
result of deep searching and this stands in opposition to the idea that the is
constituted through the surprise of the Other. A more creative approach to
reflective writing is required if the fool as a polemical position is to introduced.
Such an approach needs to be aware that writing is not a neutral tool through
which a message is transmitted.
In hegemonic reflective practice, this is a tendency to ignore contemporary
theories of the self. In particular, the idea that language is not a tool but rather
constitutes the subject is an insight that can potentially change reflective writing in
reflective practice. Reflective practice tends to rely upon the belief that language is
a tool to transmit experience, a view not tenable to the production of messy and
uncertain texts. Terry Threadgold (1990) describes this view of language in the
following manner:
It is a view of language that continues to argues, against all the evidence to
the contrary […] that meanings inhere in words, that there is a ‘true’
meaning to be recovered from language, that language is a container for
meanings which it transmits unproblematically from sender to receiver
(and of course sender and receiver are universal, unsexed, ungendered,
male?) Language ‘refers’ to a reality which pre-exists it (Threadgold, 1990:
5, emphasis in original)’.
This view fails to comprehend that language and discourses are ‘systems of
power/knowledge, operating on and through people in their everyday lives’
(Morgan, 2004: 174, emphasis in original). As a system of power/knowledge,
language and discourses are productive of subjectivity. The idea of language as
disruptive and constitutive needs to be implemented into reflective writing. This
direction is being taking by Alan Bleakley (2000, 2000a) whose work suggests a
further direction for a messy and disruptive reflective writing that aims at a
dialogue with the surprise of the Other.
Alan Bleakley (2000, 2000a) is forging a new direction for professional reflective
writing in the field of medical education. In particular, he focuses upon the
regulatory aspects of this method that result in the production of limited
subjectivities and suggests that a more creative approach to writing can contribute
to the development of different subjectivities. For Bleakley the subject is
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constituted through discourse. In this way, self-assessment and reflection can be
understood as ‘technologies through which the reflective self is produced,
maintained and disciplined’ (Bleakley, 2000a: 407). The subject does not reveal
themselves through language but is constituted by it; ‘it is this issue of the
construction and positioning of subjectivities that is central to poststructuralist
inquiry’ (opcit). Reflective practice needs to assimilate this idea of the subject as
constituted in language in order to address crucial ethical questions. This means
that not only do teacher/student relationships change through revealing
uncertainties, but that the writing itself becomes different. Bleakley’s work holds a
great deal of promise for a different direction for reflective writing and, as will be
seen below, his work can be incorporated into the aim of a critical ontology of
altruism, especially his focus on the influence of the literary upon professional
writing. His work helps to construct an argument in favour of the incorporation of
the position of gay deception as a shaping factor in reflective writing.
Bleakley argues that reflective practice tends to be written in the “social realist”
genre and aims to ‘objectively describe and report through a naïve realist
worldview’ (Bleakley, 2000: 12). He claims that this form of writing is indentified
with a personal-confessional style of writing characterized by an ‘introspective
gaze, and anecdotal, value-laden expression’ (ibid: 13). This form of writing is
‘characteristically instrumentalised [and reads like] an extended curriculum vitae’
(ibid: 20). He argues that it tends to be a trivial and superficial from of writing that
is cathartic for the writer. It leads to ‘fascination with feelings and sentimentality’
(opcit). According to Bleakley, this mode of writing is basically a genre of the selfhelp literature that exploded in the last two decades of the Twentieth Century,
which assumes that happiness can be found if only the individual explores
themselves deeply enough. This is a form of writing in marked contrast to the
joyful and questioning of beliefs and habits for which the fool stands.
The self constituted through the social realist genre is a confessional subject. ‘The
very form of confessional writing we employ to apparently free ourselves from
subjection to a lack of reflection comes to produce the objects of its inquiry as
confessing subjects, thus formulating a new layer of unreflexiveness and
subjection’ (Bleakley, 2000: 14). Bleakley’s aim is to develop a form of reflective
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writing constitutive of different forms of subjectivity and suggests that the realm of
the literary can contribute to this end. As was investigated in the previous chapter,
the literary models different styles of writing. Bleakley argues that theoretical
writing should also attempt to develop a style as this style is constitutive of
subjectivity. He argues that ‘good theoretical writing should embody ideas and
strive for style’ (12, emphasis in original). A critical ontology shares this aim. Not
only do theories matter but the style they are presented in matter as well. Teaching
is not only in need of different stories but different styles of story-telling. This
extends St. Pierre’s (1997a) argument that ‘caught believing our own stories, we
are now obliged to struggle out of their plots and rewrite the characters, the
scenes, and the day-to-day action’ (St. Pierre, 1997a: 280).
Different styles of telling constitute different subjectivities and different
relationships between teachers and students. However, this cannot be achieved
without displacing the idea of personal experience that dominates reflective
practice. Erlandson and Beach (2008) position Bleakley as part of a wider
movement in reflective practice distinguished by its recognition of ‘post-personal
positions that recognise practice and the practising subject as linguistic
phenomena organised by and through narrative’ (410). The displacement of the
personalist notion of experience is an important element in this wider movement.
The notion as it currently stands in reflective practice is insufficient for a messy
and unhomely form of writing. Reflective practice is ready to incorporate a
difference notion of experience. Deborah Britzman (1998) asked, ‘How is it
possible for education as a discourse and as a practice, as an institution and as an
experience, to listen to its own exclusions, repressions and silences’ (59)? I think
that one way towards this important aim is to develop a notion of experience for
reflective practice that enables different styles of writing, including the
incorporation of the dialogic principle of gay deception. This is an important
ethical move forward for reflective practice that will result in messy,
uncomfortable texts to which the surprise of the Other is fundamental.
The aim of the following chapter is to suggest a different understanding of
experience integral to which is the notion of the Other as surprise. This
understanding is supported through the work of Charles Sanders Peirce and it
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promises to generate reflective texts that seek to interrogate and surprise. This
writing refuses the position of the narrator as the hero of their own truth books
and instead positions the narrator as a playful figure whose role it is to untangle
threads of experience, introduce the element of surprise and to attempt to be
subversive with language. The subject that is constituted by this discourse feels
confident to play with the limitations of mandatory writing, a confidence that may
extend to the ability to play with the techniques they develop in their teaching
practices.

CONCLUSION
Reflective practice is an important method for learning about teaching within
teacher education programmes. However its current character of insufficient to the
development of a critical awareness of the limits that altruism places upon
subjectivity. In this chapter I have described this character and have argued that it
is grounded in the belief that the self is a product to be improved upon. This is
supported by the belief that experience is a personal belonging that can only be
shared under certain circumstances. This makes writing about experiences a
traumatic experience for students which raises ethical issues about the mandatory
nature of many reflective tasks at the university level.
I have argued in this chapter for the need to re-think the basic concepts that
underpin current reflective practice as a way of moving towards a more ethical
approach. I have argued that the notion of experience that is currently deployed
does not allow for the development of different stories and styles about teaching
because experience is understood as a personal belonging. The social realist genre
is privileged. I have suggested the need to displace the notion of experience in
order to alter the style of story-telling. In the following chapter, I use the work of
Charles Sanders Peirce to explicate a notion of experience that privileges the idea
that the subject is the result of the event of language. This theorisation of
experience can contribute to the development of a form of reflective writing that is
playfully dialogically and that can thus offer new pleasures for those who write in
this manner.
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CHAPTER EIGHT - EXPERIENCE AND SURPRISE
INTRODUCTION
In the previous chapter I argued that the notion of experience as currently
understood in reflective practice is underpinned by the idea of the enlightened
subject who is the result of a linear progress. This results in a form of writing
dominated by the one idea of the author and their journey to this idea, a form of
writing not dissimilar to the self-help genre (Bleakley, 2000). I argued for a
different style for reflective writing and argued this entails a different notion of
experience. The implementation of such a notion into reflective practice promises
to displace the idea of experience as a personal belonging that currently underpins
professional reflective writing.
In this chapter, I clarify the importance of surprise to a reconfigured notion of
experience. This is achieved by returning to an early philosophical influence upon
reflective practice. Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914) was a phenomenologist
and semiotician whose work was influential upon John Dewey. Peirce’s theory of
experience understands experience as being comprised of different elements idea, shock/surprise and the formation of a new idea. An adaptation of his theory
of experience into reflective practice writing enables the development of a form of
writing that is an event based in surprise of productive of surprise. This is in
contrast to the current understanding of experience in reflective practice as a
personal occurrence whose the message can be easily transmitted in order to
improve others.
In this chapter, the influence of Peirce on reflective practice is explicated through
the work of Donald Schon (1987) and his appropriation of the notion of tacit
knowledge and through the work of Dewey. In particular, I focus upon the element
of surprise that was important to Dewey and to Schon but has since become
eclipsed by the focus on the transmission of the message of personal occurrences.
The return of surprise to reflective wiring will prove invaluable for the
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development of a style of reflective writing that plays with beliefs and habits in
order to disrupt them.
An important aim of this chapter is to link the notion of the Other with the Peircian
theory of experience. This is done in order to delineate the centrality of the Other
to ethical reflective practice and to a critical ontology. In doing so, I aim to replace
the progressive, confessional and improving aims of reflective writing with a style
of writing that elicits surprise. The development of a different style for reflective
writing is extended to a critical ontology – thus constituting writing of the self as a
surprising event. This form of reflective writing offers pleasure different from the
truth books and confessional subjects revealed in the previous chapter. This style
of writing offers pleasures similar to that of the fool – the joyful attempt at
provoking reflection through dangerous play.

SURPRISE AND EXPERIENCE
An important influence upon the development of reflective practice as a mode of
knowing about professional practice is Charles Sanders Peirce. As will be examined
below, his influence is seen upon John Dewey and Donald Schon, two important
figures in reflective practice. To understand how reflective practice can be re
configured it is necessary to return to Peirce. As Elisabeth Kinsella (2007), a writer
on reflective practice who takes a philosophical approach, argues ‘a number of
recent critiques of reflective practice fail to include a rigorous consideration of the
philosophical perspectives underlying Schon’s epistemology of practice. […] I
argue that such an understanding has important practical implications for the
practical application of the theory in educational contexts’ (395). A return to Peirce
enables a nuanced understanding of experience and the place of the Other in
experience.
Peirce’s (1940) notion of experience centres upon the role of the element of
surprise to changing habits. He argues that experience is that which forcible
changes habits and beliefs. Experience, for Peirce, is a traumatic event precisely
because it changes beliefs and habits. This differs from the belief that experience is
a personal occurrence that has a message because for Peirce experience is a
dialogue with surprise. The incorporation of his theory of experience as a dialogue
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with surprise fundamentally alters how experience is conceived and reflected
upon. It becomes less the transmission of a message and more of the attempt to
provoke experiences. His theory of experience enables reflective writing to become
an event.
In his essay ‘The principles of phenomenology’ published in 1905, Peirce describes
his theory of experience. He claims that humans exist in two worlds, the world of
fancy and the world of fact. In the world of fact there is little the individual can
control. In that world, humans are masters of their ‘own voluntary muscles, and of
nothing more’ (Peirce, 1940: 88). The world of fact is not ‘permanent or […]
eternal’ (ibid: 90) but always changing. In the world of fancy however, humans
have complete control. This is one of the reasons that this world is often preferred.
In the world of fancy, an individual has merely ‘to pronounce his fiat, and the thing
exists, with no resistance and no effort’ (ibid: 87). Peirce had a sceptical view of
humanity and believed that humans attempted to protect their world of fancy
against intrusions from the world of fact.
Peirce used a wonderful metaphor to describe the attempt to protect beliefs. He
argued that humans attempt to maintain as much control as possible over their
belief. This is achieved through clothing themselves ‘with a garment of
contentment and habituation’ (op cit), without which they would find that ‘every
now and then his [fanciful] world rudely disturbed and his fiats set at naught by
brutal inroads of ideas from without’ (opcit). The image of a garment of
contentment and habituation that protects against ‘ideas from without’ powerfully
represents the value, and the problems, of routine actions. I like to think of preservice teachers as having developed rather comfortable garments that they tend
to protect.. These garments are made from the previous experiences of being
students, their expectations of teaching and from the experiences they gain during
their education. It is a powerful image to think rendering these garments. In this
way, reflective practice can be seen as the production of motley – the outfit of the
fool. Such garments are achieved through experience. For Peirce, experience is the
‘forcible modification’ (88) to garments. Despite the protectionist efforts of
individuals, the world of facts inevitably intrudes upon the world of fancy and, for
148

Peirce, this rending of garments is experience; ‘I call the forcible modification of
our ways of thinking the influence of the world of fact or experience’ (88, italics in
original). Experience for Peirce is not a thing owned by the individual but rather an
event that forces individual beliefs to be forcefully altered.
The element of force disrupts the idea that experience is personal and owned.
Experience is a forceful event that results in different ideas, different habits and
different garments then it is not a personal property. It is something forced upon
the supposedly personal. What can be considered personal are the garments of
habituation developed to ward off experiences. Experience splits the subject from
the previous beliefs that held these garments together. Fundamental to this
rendering is the shock of experience. Peirce makes the shock of experience the
hero of experience. ‘There must be an element of effort in experience; and it is this
which gives it its peculiar character’ (ibid; 89). For Peirce, experience is an effort a
struggle. ‘By struggle I must explain that I mean mutual action between two things
regardless of any sort of third or medium, and in particular regardless of any law of
action’ (ibid: 89). In the next section, Peirce’s formulation of surprise is explicated
in order to incorporate it into a mode of reflective writing that aims at the
production of motley garments.
In a series of lectures on pragmatism delivered in 1903 to William James’ students,
Peirce offers a clear definition of the element of force. For Peirce, experience is the
best teacher because through experience ‘truths’ can be developed. These are
truths that are settled upon until in their turn, they are displaced by truth. Peirce
claims that experience puts ideas and beliefs and experience begins ‘by a series of
surprises’ (Peirce, 1997: 144). Experience depends upon the pedagogy of surprise.
In all the works of pedagogy I have read [...] I don’t remember that any one
has advocated a system of teaching by practical jokes, mostly cruel. That
however, describes the method of our great teacher, Experience. She says,
“Open your mouth and close your eyes, and I will give you something to
make you wise” and thereupon she keeps her promise and seems to take
her pay in the fun of tormenting us (ibid: 160).
Experience, for Peirce is an event, brought on by a change in perception, which
forces a change to belief. Peirce describes the process of experience in the
following manner: ‘Your mind was filled [with] an imaginary object that was
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expected. At the moment when it was expected the vividness of the representation
is exalted, and suddenly, when it should come something quite different comes
instead’ (Peirce, 1960: 38). The presentation of something different is important
because it reveals a double consciousness; ‘I ask you whether at that instant of
surprise there is not a double consciousness, on the one hand an Ego, which is
simply the expected idea suddenly broken off, on the other hand the Non-Ego,
which is the strange intruder in his abrupt entrance’ (opcit). An experience reveals
that an individual is not a unified subject but rather one who is split by ideas from
without.
In the attempt to systematise the notion of experience as involving a subject, an
idea and a dialogue, Peirce introduced the notion of the interpretant. This ‘is
nothing but another representation to which the torch of truth is handed along:
and as representation, it has its interpretant again. Lo, another infinite series’
(Peirce, quoted in Freadman, 2004: xxvi). Peirce’s theory of experience thus has a
ternary structure, an idea, a shock and a new idea (sign) that results from a
dialogue with this shock. The interpretant, or third sign that results from dialogue,
is the point from which new signs are enabled. It precipitates new actions and thus
new dialogues. This is Peirce’s notion of infinite semiosis – the constant
transformation of signs and ideas. ‘Signs displace one another and are
transformed. They do so through the interpretant, the point of mediation that
orients them toward their consequences’ (Freadman, opcit). Experience, from a
Peircean perspective, is a dialogue that begins from surprise and ends in the
production of new thought. This thought is however always open to a new
surprise.
The idea of experience as a shock that forces dialogue is important for the
reconfiguration of experience in reflective practice. It disrupts the idea that
experience is merely personal because it highlights that experience occurs when
the “personal” is disrupted. His notion of experience is authentically dialogical
because it shows that experience is the effort to process, or dialogue with, that
which surprised. In this way, the shock of experience is equated to the message of
the Other, that which surprises the habits and beliefs that support a sense of self.
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This understanding of experience is important in delineating experiences from
what Dewey (1938) called “mis-educative experiences”. Peirce’s theory of
experience distinguishes what can be called “real” experiences. It is these that need
to become the basis of reflective writing.

“MIS-EDUCATIVE” EXPERIENCES OR “FAKING IT” AGAIN
Peirce argued that humans have a tendency to want to avoid the trauma of
experience and do so by guessing when experience is likely to occur and excluding
them. He wrote that humans are sly in relation to experience because ‘instead of
waiting for experience to come at untoward times, he provokes it when it can do
no harm and changes the garment of his internal world accordingly’ (Peirce, 1940:
88). It is not too difficult to imagine how experiences might be excluded or preempted. For example, teachers can choose what type of school they prefer to work
according to the experiences they are likely to have. Experiences can also be
organised in order to minimise any great change. These pre-empted experiences
are what John Dewey (1938) refers to as “mis-educative”.
The belief that all genuine education comes about through experience does not
mean that all experiences are genuinely or equally educative. Experience and
education cannot be directly equated to each other. For some experiences are
mis-educative (Dewey, 1938: 507).
Dewey argued that “mis-educative” experiences have the effect of ‘arresting or
distorting the growth of further experiences’ (opcit). These experiences need not
become part of reflective writing.
Peirce’s argument that humans pre-empt experiences in order to preclude change
is extremely important for a reflective writing essential to which is the
introduction of difference. Reflective writing demands a focus on experience and
experiences that introduce difference are traumatic. Hence, the tendency to write
about experiences that are mis-educative that mar reflective practice and lead to
questions of ‘faking’ (Hobbs, 2007). Experience as understood through Peirce
differs in that it is a dialogue with surprise. Peirce’s notion of experience depends
upon the surprise of the Other. His work has been important to the development of
reflective practice. However, as is examined this influence has been watered down
to the point of invisibility. His notion of surprise has been swallowed by the notion
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of ‘tacit’ knowledge as developed by Schon (1987). In introducing the theory of
surprise to experience I displace the notion of tacit knowledge, thus paving the
way for a style of reflective writing that is an event.

SURPRISE IN REFLECTIVE PRACTICE
Donald Schon (1987) is an important influence upon the development of reflective
practice. Integral to his version of reflective practice is the notion of “tacit”
knowledge. Schon argues that tacit knowledge is a type of knowledge that is not
yet objectively known and argues that reflective practice needs to focus upon the
attempt to systematise this type of knowledge. I believe this is a watered down
version of Peirce’s surprise and argue that the displacement of Schon’s version of
tacit knowledge with the Percian notion of experience can change the style of
reflective practice texts.
The notion of tacit knowledge was appropriated by Schon from the work of
Michael Polanyi (1967) in which he describes a form of knowledge that is not
readily accessible to consciousness. In describing this type of knowledge Schon
(1987) wrote that ‘we can know more than we can tell’ (4). According to Schon
tacit knowledge includes being able to recognise faces yet not being able to explain
how this is possible. A further example is the ability to avoid electric shocks yet
being unable to describe how this was possible. This was an example of tacit
knowledge described by Polyani (1967). Tacit knowledge, as it is interpreted in
reflective practice, is a type of knowledge that is known yet unknown. Kinsella
(2007) claims that tacit knowledge may ‘be unconscious and revealed in
behaviour’ (398). Schon’s aim was to systematise this form of knowledge in order
to contribute to professional bodies of knowledge.
Schon (1987) writes that reflection that aims to reveal that tacit knowledge
proceeds by a ‘sequence of “moments”’ (27). Firstly, there is ‘a situation of action to
which we bring spontaneous, routinized responses’ (ibid: 28). Secondly, there is in
interruption to this routine action that results in ‘an unexpected outcome, pleasant
or unpleasant’ (opcit). Thirdly, he proposes a process of reflection upon both the
routine action and the interruption. In this process, ‘our thought turns back on the
surprising phenomenon and, at the same time, back on itself’ (opcit). The study of
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the surprise is central to the process of studying the thought that, routinely,
underpinned action. ‘We think critically about the thinking that got us into this fix
or this opportunity; and we may, in the process restructure strategies of action,
understandings of phenomena, or ways of framing problems’ (opcit). This process
of events can be seen to be a version of Peirce’s elemental experience. A routine
action is interrupted. This interruption precipitates critical thinking about the
thought that underpinned the routine action. This thought is then changed and a
different action emerges. The element of surprise introduces difference into
thought.
Potentially Schon’s method of turning thought back upon itself is extremely useful
for a critical ontology. The routine actions deployed by professionals would
seemingly often be interrupted. This would be the case for techniques developed
to “make a difference”. The attempt to become close and friendly to students in
order to impress upon their moral actions requires techniques. The interruption of
these techniques brings to the fore what might otherwise remain routine. These
disruptions can force a focus upon routine techniques and enable the observer to
begin to question what might underpin their routine actions. At the very least,
techniques and their underlying values become questioned, and at best, a
sophisticated observer can begin to question the subjectivity aligned with this
technique and consider different subjectivities.
However, the careful vigilance of routine actions is in some ways inadequate for
the development of a critical ontology because, firstly, Schon’s method has largely
developed into a problem-solving exercise, and secondly, the passive acceptance of
surprise negates the need to continually surprise one’s own actions. The first issue
is addressed below while the second is addressed later in this chapter as I attempt
to develop a form of reflective writing that insists upon the surprise as an ethical
responsibility.

INSTRUMENTALITY IN REFLECTIVE PRACTICE
Despite Schon’s avowed intentions, his version of reflective practice had a
tendency towards instrumentalism. He argued that his method of reflection is
‘conversation with the materials of a situation’ (Schon, 1987: 31). This focus on
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materialism resulted in reflective practice degenerating into little more than a
problem-solving endeavour that seeks to develop better methods for actions that
have failed (cf. Ghaye et al, 2008). It becomes ultimately a productive effort
because the professional ‘listens to the surprises […] and responds through on-line
production of new moves that give new meanings and directions to the production
of the artefacts. […It is a] dialogue of thinking and doing through which I become
more skilful’ (opcit). It is a process that aims at the improvement of the individual.
This improvement is assessed through the development of skills. Assumedly, this
assessment is conducted by an academic superior. Schon’s method aims to be
productive; the production of an artefact, the development of sets of skills and
experimentation with new moves. The attempt to solve problems is the focus of
Schonian reflective practice, making it ultimately instrumental and grounded in the
belief that the self is the end result of a linear project.
How may we be helped to learn from past experiences in the mode of reflective
transformation? We can encourage one another to tell stories about experiences
that hold elements of surprise, positive or negative […] We can pay attention to
the assumptions and ways of framing experience built into our stories […] We
can see ourselves as builders of repertoire rather than accumulators of
procedures and methods (Schon, 1987: 26).
A repertoire is ‘a stock of dramatic or musical pieces which a company or player is
accustomed or prepared to perform’ (OED, online). The aim of Schon’s method is to
have at hand a collection of stock pieces to cover various professional situations.
This aim raises questions on ethics, such as the need to consider how the
relationships of power that sustain these various responses. It is also necessary to
consider the need to critically examine this repertoire rather than simply rely upon
it. Such examination addresses the problem of reflective practice being little more
that a method of problem solving. Instead, it can become a method of inquiry that
seeks to understand the conditions of experiences.
Michael Huberman (1996) suggested the need for this type of re-invigoration of
reflective practice when he argued that is needs to focus upon the ‘inherent logic of
the experience (or phenomena), the way it makes sense to its subjects’ (128). He
argues that to write in this manner about experience, the way that different
participants might have experienced an event, is extremely difficult. He suggests
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the need to deploy all kinds of interpretivist frames that offer ‘some mode of
formalising experience into units or strands of meaning’ (opcit). He suggests that
experience as a concept needs to become a focus of reflective practice. It is this
approach to experience, as comprising various elements as described by Peirce
that has potential for a reconfigured reflective writing. It disrupts the idea that
experience is a personal property and promises to contribute to a more nuanced
understanding of the Other as it relates to reflective practice.
This type of approach to reflective practice ‘requires a major shift in our mindset’
(Tony Ghaye et al, 2008: 362). It is my contention that the element of surprise
needs to become central to this a new type of reflective writing. Re-introducing
surprise to reflective practice is integral for displacing the personal notion of
experience that currently dominates and that results in problem-solving exercises.
Writing for reflective practice, if it is to be directed to the interrogation of
subjectivity, needs to become a dialogue with surprise. This promises a reflective
writing to which elements of surprise, such as the fool, are integral. This form of
writing is a modern ethical imperative as it is part of the ‘the struggle for
subjectivity [...] therefore, as the right to difference, variation and metamorphosis’
(Deleuze, 1988: 105). A surprising reflective writing makes difference and
metamorphosis a central aim. This is different from Schon’s tacit knowledge
because it is not a knowledge that already exists and is awaiting evacuation but is a
knowledge that is developed through the process of reflection. Surprise interrupts
routine actions and the subjectivities these assume and constitute.

IMPLICATIONS FOR REFLECTIVE PRACTICE
One of the main arguments of this current work has been that the idea of
professionalism, and reflective practice, is overly-dependent upon the ideal of a
unified self that results from a linear journey. This self is distinguished by
disinterest, is expected to be in full possession of knowledge, has transparent
access to this knowledge and places instrumental rationality above all other forms
of reason. I have argued that this self is anxious because it must always be on
guard against knowledge that might contaminate. The pleasures available to this
self are carefully monitored. The laugh that lies outside of reason is a disruptive
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force. Pleasures for this self are expected to be trainable and containable
(McWilliam, 1999).
I have described how this view of the self has constructed the stories told of
teaching and the pleasures in teaching. The position of this self as the Absolute
Subject of professionalism has implications for the attempt to develop oneself as a
professional educator and the type of knowledge that is considered as
professional. Instrumental knowledge and positivistic methods to develop this
have become standard fare of the professional body of knowledge that is integral
to professions. Nonetheless, there is a robust body of work in education that for at
least thirty years has attempted to displace positivistic methods of professional
knowledge development. The method known as reflective practice has been a
leading force.
This method focuses on experiences of practice as the basis for developing
knowledge. However, as I have argued throughout this current work, this method
of practise has not only done very little to critique the Enlightened Subject but has
entrenched this subjectivity as a worthy goal of reflective writing. I have described
how this has resulted in writing for reflective practice being characterised by a
familiar and comfortable mode of writing that does little more than confess
problems in the search for solutions. Written as an aspect of process of
‘therapeutic self-discovery’ (Bleakley, 2000a: 407), reflective writing tends to be
smooth narratives that presents ‘problems’ that have been ‘solved’ on the road to a
‘better’ self. As Bleakley argues ‘contemporary self-assessment practices in
education have been contaminated by a narcissistic introspective personalism
imported from the counselling and psychotherapy cultures as a new form of
personal-confessional practice (ibid: 407).
The aim of this current work is to develop a mode of reflective writing that
disrupts the personal-confessional. This mode remains committed to the writing
about the experiences of teaching but does not rejects the idea of ‘personal’
experience. This demands that the notion of personal experience be revisited and
reconfigured (Kamler, 2001) and Peirce’s theory of experience as a dialogue with
surprise that enables the development of different knowledge and different actions
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has proven essential to the development of a theory of experience for reflective
writing in which a dialogue with surprise constitutes subjectivity. The fully
coherent and transparent subject of knowledge is displaced because the view that
‘the self can have transparent access to and be the master of its own processes is
no longer tenable’ (Flax, 1993: 96). What replaces this ideal of the coherent self
who is the master of its knowledge is the idea that the self is an event constituted
through experience, as formulated by Peirce.

CONCLUSION
In this chapter, I have explicated a different theory of experience to which surprise
is central. Peirce’s theory is inextricably linked to the Other in a manner that is not
available when experience is considered as a personal belonging. The element of
surprise which is inseparable to experience means that the idea or belief held by
an individual is always interrupted by ideas from without. It is this dialogue with
surprise that defines experience. Reflective writing that seeks to be a critical
ontology needs to become experience that surprises and forces dialogue. This is
different from the linear confessional narratives that currently dominate as it
means that writing seeks not to report but to surprise – including surprising the
writer and the narrator. As Bleakley (2000a) argues, such writing could refuse
attempts at ‘instrumental self-improvement’ (ibid: 408) and instead aims at ‘an
aesthetic and ethical self-forming’ (opcit).
In what remains of this current work, I attempt to further develop possible styles
for an aesthetic and ethical writing aimed at a critical ontology. Theses styles are
playful attempts to expose and subvert the beliefs of teaching. This is a type of
writing that recalls Bakhtin (1986), ‘I myself can only be a character and not the
primary author. The author’s quest for his own words are basically a quest for
genre and style’ (181). In the following two chapters I attempt to delineate a style
for reflective writing that is based in surprise. This styles draw from the realm of
the literary and offers to replace the idealist and social realist forms of writing that
currently dominate in reflective practice. This is an experimental style of writing
that draws from the literary in order to generate a critical ontology.
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CHAPTER NINE – A

GROTESQUE REALM FOR

REFLECTIVE WRITING
Throughout this work I have reiterated the idea that unmeant knowledge Felman
(1982) is integral to a critical ontology of altruism. I have argued that the concept
of repression is essential to this effort as it enables the understanding that
experiences are not easily recalled for the purposes of objective study. A critical
ontology that aims to study the value of altruism in teaching must be cognizant of
how repression works in order to open reflective writing towards unmeant
knowledge. This type of knowledge is extremely important as it alters the idea that
the teacher is a master of their knowledge. It also displaces the idea that the self is
a product that can consciously be formed. In Chapter Six I suggested the organising
principal of ‘gay deception’ (Bakhtin, 1981) for reflective writing and I illustrated
this through the image of the fool/clown. This figure is intent upon disrupting
perceived ideas and ideals in order to produce reflection and difference. The
instance of the jester in Thus Spake Zarathustra was indicative of the form of
reflection and change the fool can implement. It is my contention that a critical
ontology of altruism can incorporate this organising principle as a way towards a
reflective writing that is a dialogic event with the Other.
In this chapter, I attempt to further develop this style of writing for reflective
practice. I designate a literary realm as conducive to critical reflective writing that
attempts to surprise. I use the term realm to refer to an abstract quality that
permeates a text and provides it with a sense of unity. In recalling Nietzsche’s
aphorism 290 from The Gay Science that has proven influential upon this current
work, ‘in the end, when the work has been completed, it is revealed how it was the
constraint of the same taste that organised it fashioned it in whole and in part’
(Nietzsche, 1960: 224). He is referring to the fashioning of the self but it also can be
interpreted to refer to a written text or story that has been constrained by a certain
taste. This taste is an abstract quality. A particular taste aims to produce a
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particular effect and likewise a particular literary realm. In this chapter, I
introduce a realm that aims for the effect of surprise.
The work of Bakhtin has led me to the idea of the literary realm of the grotesque.
This is a realm in which surprise and suddenness dominate and a realm in which
the fool is a familiar figure. A distinguishing feature of this literary realm is the
ability it possesses to reveal repressed knowledge and forcing reflection.
Throughout this current work I have had recourse to psychoanalytical knowledge.
In this and the following chapter I experiment in the realm of the grotesque in
order to develop a style for a critical ontology of altruism. This is a style that aims
to be productive of surprising texts that subvert ideal(s) of altruism. It is a realm
that resonates with the psychoanalytical concepts that I have introduced in this
current work in that it constitutes selves in relation to unmeant knowledge. In
outlining possibilities for this style I aim to contribute a different form of reflective
writing.

THE GROTESQUE
The literary realm of the grotesque is a realm where surprise dominates and the
figure stands as the exemplar of this ability. In this section, the grotesque as the
realm of surprise and suddenness is examined in order to suggest it as a model for
reflective writing that seeks to disrupt conventional beliefs and ideals. In his
classic text on the grotesque in art and literature Wolfgang Kayser (1963) wrote
that the term grotesque comes from the Italian la grottesca referring to a grotta.
The term was coined to ‘designate a certain ornamental style which came to light
in fifteenth-century excavations, first in Rome and then in other parts of Italy as
well, and which turned out to constitute a hitherto unknown ancient form of
ornamental painting’ (Kayser, 1963: 19). These paintings were fantastical
depictions of ‘monstrous forms’ (ibid: 20) and they quickly influenced styles of
painting and architecture.
Grotesque art is characterised by its distortions. In the grotesque art of Raphael
and other Renaissance artists, humans have animal heads, flowers support
buildings and the ‘natural order of things has been subverted’ (ibid: 21). The result
is a playful yet sinister effect where worlds are no longer clearly separated. The
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grotesque is ‘a world in which the realm of inanimate things is no longer separate
from those of plants, animals and human beings, and where the laws of statics,
symmetry, and proportion are no longer valid’ (opcit). The effect of the collision of
worlds is one of shock and surprise as the animal, plant and human worlds collide
and make new forms. In the grotesque, everyday ideas about how things ought to
be are surprised. Kayser concludes that the grotesque is a realm ruled by
‘suddenness and surprise’ (184). The aim of the grotesque is to produce surprise in
order to force reflection upon what was previously expected. The grotesque as a
literary realm not only recalls Peirce’s theory of experience but acts as a model of
it. The grotesque is a realm in which norms are travestied and disorder reigns.
This is emphasised by Richard Pearce (1970).
The grotesque differs from other forms of art in that it does not leave us
with a sense of order or peace. And many modern writers, sensing or
believing that this kind of peace is a lie, have revived the Grotesque as their
mode of apprehending, representing, and exploring reality. Rather than
dispel contradiction or make it bearable, they attempt to reveal it in it
fullness (Pearce, 1970: 143).
The grotesque as a mode of apprehending and exploring reality has great potential
for reflective writing. Grotesque reflective writing would aim towards questioning
conventional beliefs through surprises. This surprise forces reflection. The
potential to force reflection is a great attraction of the grotesque for literary
authors. The grotesque has proven a force against conventionalism of thought and
of writing style. Thomas Mann wrote that the ‘grotesque is the genuine antibourgeois style’ (Mann quoted in Van O’Conner, 1959: 342). It challenges everyday
thought. The Romantics, according to Bakhtin (1968) were drawn to the grotesque
because of its power to ‘liberate thought from dogmatism, completeness, and
limitation’ (Bakhtin, 1968: 44). They believed the grotesque sought to ‘free human
consciousness, thought, and imagination for new potentialities’ (ibid: 49). This
potential of the grotesque resonates with the aims of a critical ontology.
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The grotesque offers a wealth of techniques and models that can be drawn upon to
develop a form of reflective writing that challenges beliefs through surprises.
Grotesque novels, book, stories, images, can be drawn from in the development of
a style of writing that playfully challenges routine beliefs and habits. It is for this
reasons that the realm of the grotesque is being suggested in this current work as a
realm from which reflective writing can be produced. The grotesque also offers
strange and new pleasures. These are not the pleasures of linear production of
truths books that transmit the messages of experiences but the pleasures of
surprises and dialogue.
The potential of the realm of the grotesque to force thought has been recognised in
areas other than the literary. Theorisations of the grotesque in pedagogy and
feminist theory have been produced as an aspect of the aim to produce new
techniques. Mary Russo (1994) has applied theories of the grotesque to the
feminist female body. Her work has been taken up in education and is important in
this current as she makes useful delineation between grotesque, the carnival,
flowing Bakhtin, and the uncanny, following Freud. For Russo, the carnival is
associated with Bakhtin’s ‘comic grotesque [...] understood as historical and
locatable […it] has been used […] to conceptualise social formations, social conflict,
and the realm of the political’ (opcit). In contrast, the uncanny grotesque is
associated with an interior space of introspection with ‘the particular “experience”
of the “strange”’ (ibid: 8). As with all dichotomies, the carnival and the uncanny as
kinds of grotesque do flow into each other. However, this dichotomy of
uncanny/carnival is useful in the current context as the uncanny grotesque differs
from the carnival grotesque in its understanding of the importance of the
mechanism of repression. In order to delineate the difference, I explore both these
grotesques and suggest that reflective writing adapt the idea of the uncanny
grotesque. This distinguishes it from other attempts in educational research to
appropriate the grotesque. These attempts are discussed after I delineate the
uncanny grotesque.
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THE UNCANNY GROTESQUE
Russo (1994) associates the uncanny grotesque with Wolfgang Kayser’s (1957)
book The grotesque in art and literature and also to Freud’s (1919) essay “On the
uncanny”. This latter essay was briefly introduced in Chapter Six in the attempt to
differentiate the nomad subject from the literary figure of the fool. In this section,
this essay is again drawn from in the attempt to further delineate the uncanny in
order to position it in reflective writing. In his essay on the uncanny, Freud writes
of his experience in the red-light district of a provincial town in Italy. Having found
himself inadvertently in this district he attempts to leave only to find himself
returning to it via a different route. He again attempts to leave but once again ends
up back in the same street. Upon this third entry he experiences what he calls an
uncanny feeling. Reflecting upon this feeling later he argues that other experiences
that share the ‘unintended recurrence of the same situation […] also results in the
same feeling of helplessness and of uncanniness’ (Freud, 1985: 359). Freud argues
that the uncanny is a feeling produced through the unintended return of something
familiar. This involuntary repetition suggests to Freud the importance of the
‘compulsion to repeat proceeding from the instinctual impulses’ (ibid: 360). He
argues that this compulsion is strong enough to overrule common sense and lends
to ‘certain aspects of the mind their daemonic character’ (ibid: 361). He claims that
whatever reminds us of this compulsion ‘is perceived as uncanny’ (opcit). This is
because we are reminded of that which has been repressed. Indeed, Freud
characterised the uncanny as ‘return of this repressed content’ (opcit). What we
believe has been surmounted returns in the experience of the uncanny; ‘an
uncanny experience occurs either when infantile complexes which have been
repressed are once more revived by some impression, or when primitive beliefs
which have been surmounted seem once more to be confirmed’ (opcit). The
uncanny is uncanny precisely because it is familiar yet strange. The uncanny is the
experience of the return of something that has had an effect in the past but that has
been consciously forgotten.
The importance of the notion of repression in this sense is that what is repressed
continues to have an effect upon actions. By returning repressed knowledge
disrupts. This is an important disruption in that it forces reflection which is what
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happened to Freud on his walk in Italy. He had an uncanny experience and
reflected upon this experience to develop knowledge. This is the type of movement
– surprise, reflection, knowledge – that I believe a critical ontology ought to aim
towards. Reflective writing that deploys the grotesque would aim to produce
surprises that unsettle common beliefs. This is an uncanny writing because it
makes what is familiar strange. In this way, uncanny experiences can alter
perceptions which then alter actions.
As I have done throughout this current work, I turn towards the realm of the
literary as an example of this form of writing that intends to produce uncanny
results. Freud (1973) wrote of the ability to literature to produce uncanny effects,
‘there are many more ways of creating uncanny effects in fiction that there are in
real life’ (373, emphasis in original). The realm of the literary can provide
techniques for producing uncanny effects in reflective writing. The literature of the
grotesque is particularly adept at producing the uncanny. William Van O’Conner
(1959) wrote:
This has been an age of violence, with wars, genocide, atom bombs, and great
social changes. The century just before ours learned that man had evolved from
a lower species, and certain of its philosophers stressed both the irrationality of
human nature and the ways in which our actions were determined by forces
beyond our control. The literature of the grotesque has been in response to
these shifts. The grotesque is not the sole form expressing the nature of modern
man, but it is a widely prevalent form (343).
Contemporary thought is characterised by the clash of ideas, by fast movement and
by violent disruptions. Van O’Conner also argues that the grotesque is a protest
against the ideal of a ‘genteel mind’ (opcit). This brings to mind Bakhtin’s (1984)
thoughts on the literary hero prior to Dostoevsky; ‘he acts, experiences, thinks, and
is conscious within the limits of what he is, that is, within the limits of his image
[…] he cannot cease to be himself’ (52). The uncanny grotesque challenges the
mode of thought that is exclusionary and self-satisfied by foregrounding the idea
that repression occurs and that what is repressed always returns. The realm of the
grotesque is a realm in which the return of the repressed provides experiences
that ‘mocks and challenges a restricted point of view’ (Di Renzo, 1993: 3). This is
reminiscent of Donald Schon’s (1987) characterisation of teaching in Educating the
reflective practitioner. He argues that teaching operates in ‘the swampy lowland of
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messy, confusing problems [that] defy technical solution’ (3). In the realm of the
grotesque, ideas, norms and habits are challenged by knowledge that has been
repressed. It is this form of the grotesque that I believe can shape a reflective
writing.
Russian literary theorist and educational psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1997) was
among the first to argue that a grotesque effect has import for education. He
framed his view of the grotesque in terms of aesthetic education and argued that
the goal of education is to expand the possibilities of experience and that aesthetic
reactions were necessary to this end. By aesthetic reactions he did not simply
mean gaining pleasure from viewing and producing art but a far more specific
reaction. He argued that art is art because it makes what was once familiar
unfamiliar. In this he was influenced by Russian Formalism and, in particular, by
the Formalist notion of ostranenie. This notion is examined more fully in the
following chapter as a source of techniques for a surprising reflective writing.
Vygotsky argued that, ‘art transforms reality not only in the construction of
fantasy, but also in a genuine recreation of things, objects, and situations’
(Vygotsky, 1997: 261). Aesthetic education aimed towards producing such
reactions into the lives of students. ‘Here is the key to the most important task of
aesthetic education – the introduction of aesthetic reactions into life itself’ (opcit).
Vygotsky claimed that the grotesque exemplified this type of reaction because it
emphasised the dialectic character of aesthetic experience. The significance of the
grotesque is that it propels critical examination of the acts and thoughts that
constitute the everyday. The grotesque alienates routine thought and in doing so
re-creates thought.
German aesthetics has long referred to this psychological aspect of art as the
aesthetic of the grotesque, and through these examples demonstrated with
extraordinary persuasiveness the dialectical character of aesthetic experience.
Contradiction, alienation, transcendence, triumph – these are all essential
constituents of the aesthetic event (256).
The application of the grotesque to reflective writing in particular is an exciting
new direction for reflective practice. This differs from the more popular
appropriation of the carnival aspect of the grotesque to educational theory. Such
work on the carnival grotesque is an important development in education as it
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teaches a way towards the disruption of prejudices and beliefs. However, it is not
sufficient for a critical ontology because it currently lacks a nuanced understanding
of repression. In the next section I examine the carnival grotesque as it has been
applied in education in order to both pay attention to this interesting genre in
educational theory but also to continue to develop a grotesque critical ontology.
One of the important contributions of carnival theory has been the insistence that
irony be incorporated as technique for disruption. This technique can be applied to
an uncanny and grotesque form of reflective writing.

CARNIVAL!
There is a small body of work that attempts to incorporate the grotesque in its
carnival form into educational theory. This work relies heavily upon the sections
on the carnivalesque in Mikhail Bakhtin’s (1968) Rabelais and his world. It is
argued that the carnivalesque offers a space in which laughter that challenges and
subverts conventional thought contributes to the constitution of new subjectivities
and possibilities for educational writing that aims at being playful and subversive
(McWilliam, 1999, McDounough, 2001, McCarthy & Dimitriadis, 2004). Bakhtin’s
explication of the carnival focused upon ‘grotesque realism’ (Bakhtin, 1968: 18) as
it was constituted in Renaissance literature. Bakhtin claims this was an aesthetic
effect that focused upon the body, humour and transformation, the leading themes
of which were; ‘fertility, growth, and a brimming-over abundance’ (ibid: 19).
Grotesque realism is ruled by the principle of ‘degradation, that is, the lowering of
all that is high, spiritual, ideal, abstract’ (opcit). There are similarities between
Bakhtin’s description of the carnival and Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987)
formulation of State thought as opposed to nomad thought. Bakhtin describes how
mocking of official liens of thought was a characteristic of medieval carnivals.
Civil and social ceremonies and rituals took on a comic aspect as clowns and
fools, constant participants in these festivals, mimicked serous rituals such as
the tribute rendered to the victims at tournaments, the transfers of feudal
rights, or the initiation of a knight […] They [these comic rituals] offered a
completely different, nonofficial, and […] extrapolitical aspect of the world, of
man, and of human relations; they built a second world and a second life outside
of officialdom (5).

165

The carnival was a second world in which the comic intruded upon normal official
thought and travestied and parodied it. It offered a world in which the degradation
of conventional thought was expected. Carnival was ‘the people’s second life,
organised on the basis of laughter’ (ibid: 8). Clowns and fools were representatives
of this second life.
Educational theorists have utilised Bakhtin’s carnivalesque to the development of
theories on education. This is important work as it contributes to developing forms
of education and educational writing that challenge normalised educational
subjectivities, the pleasures associated with these and social relations as they recur
in education. Erica McWilliam (1994) uses the notion of the carnivalesque to
suggest pleasures somewhat different to the trained and organised rational
pleasures of institutionalised teaching. For McWilliam, the carnivalesque brings
with it the possibility of playing with language. She deploys Bakhtin’s work to
imagine the ‘space of a freakish pedagogy – one that refuses to become normal’
(McWilliam, 1994: 170). In such a space, disorderly women, women with material
bodies that leak, bleed and grow bellies, practice a discourse of risk-taking. This
discourse does not make appeals to authenticity but rather ‘protrudes to unsettle
and disorder […] as asymmetrical, vulgar, and grotesque’ (ibid: 171). An important
technique in this discourse is irony.
What is so useful about irony is its capacity to keep ideas in play, constantly
moving, jumping about, making trouble. It is a way of refusing to settle finally on
the account, the formula, the set of principles for good moral, political,
economic, or pedagogical order. This means that irony is not the medium of the
literalist or the evangelist, since the performative stress is on the importance of
not being earnest. Moreover, as with all humour, irony depends upon knowing
how something works (ibid: 178, emphasis in original).
I am very drawn to this description of irony as both knowledgeable and playful.
One must know how a situation or method works prior to being able to play with it.
McWilliam argues that to be an ironist means to refuse final version of events and
to also refuse to be seen as a problem-solver. The pleasures of the ironic are
contrasted strongly to the normal pleasures of teaching, including the pleasures of
teachers who aim to make social transformation. The use of irony, McWilliam
cautions, is not a populist move, nor will it translate into publication royalties. The
pleasures of irony according to McWilliam are the ‘more private pleasures of self166

creation’ (ibid: 180). The pleasure for the ironist ala McWilliam is the pleasure of
‘troubling present pedagogical Truth’ (ibid: 185). Irony as a technique in writing
has great potential for reflective writing and is examined further in the next
chapter.
The work of Bakhtin has been also been deploy to develop theories of teaching.
Cameron McCarthy & Greg Dimitriadis (2004) deploy it to develop critical
pedagogy. They examine the potential of carnivalesque post-colonial fictions that
enable systems of ‘representation that generates a new, subaltern subjectivity’
(202). They argue that this fiction models a ‘new subject identity’ (opcit) that can
teach about teaching and disrupt the current instrumental context wherein
teachers are ‘rendered as mere functionaries’ (ibid: 204). In a manner that
resonates with this current work, McCarthy & Dimitriadis attempt to develop a
style of teaching that refuses to be grounded in instrumental rationality. The
subject in post-colonial novels, exemplified by Wilson Harris, is a model for a
teaching style that aims at ‘authentic dialogue across differences’ (opcit). They
argue that Harris’ fictions critique the ‘classical realist nineteenth century novel
genre’ (ibid: 205). In doing so, Harris shatters pretensions to objective truth and
the ‘free-standing individual character or protagonist at the centre of events,
conflicts, traditions, or change’ (opcit). The novel style developed by Harris is a
‘polysemic text that privileges contradiction and incompleteness’ (opcit). This is a
fiction that ‘seeks to consumes its own biases’ (opcit). Harris’ texts are peopled by
double characters, narrators who lose themselves, egos which dissolve into others
and reversals of roles.
Harris’ emphasis on the critique of a coherent character is very similar to the aim
of this current work; that being, to develop a form of professional reflective writing
that critiques disinterested professionalism. His use of doubled and fragile
characters constantly needing to re-assembled is in marked contrast to the linear
and progressive heroes of reflective practice writings. Harris’ heroes are, according
to McCarthy and Dimitriadis, ‘decentred, hybrid subjects alienated from any sense
of predictable origins’ (ibid: 211). In a similar manner, the characters of an
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alternative form of reflective practice can be represented as decentred subjects
seeking to subvert their sense of the origins of their practices.
The carnivalesque has important potential for the development of forms of
teaching and education that seek to subvert normalised subjectivities. However,
for a critical ontology I tend towards the uncanny grotesque. This is based upon
the need to develop a reflective writing that elicits the surprise of repressed
knowledge. Repressed knowledge is generally ignored in theories of carnival in
favour of caricature, mockery and raucous behaviour. While these are important in
the grotesque generally, they tend to elide a focus on repression. In a carnival, all is
obvious. Nonetheless, the grotesque as carnival offers to produce a particularly
pleasant form of writing and teaching. For this reason it is worthy of continued
examination but not to the detriment of the uncanny form of grotesque.
The uncanny grotesque shares aspect of carnival, especially the figure of the fool,
but tends to emphasise reflection and contemplation in contrast to the bawdy
carnival. Freud’s essay on the uncanny is indicative of this style of writing. In his
essay, Freud reflects upon an experience that engendered a certain type of feeling.
This feeling had been experienced before but had not produced reflection. This
example can be applied to professional reflective writing. A strange feeling
produced through teaching can become the focus of reflection. Or, alternatively,
reflective texts can attempt to provoke uncanny effects. It can seek to disrupt the
readers’ everyday apprehension of events rendering the familiar strange. This is a
difficult form of writing. It is helpful to think of techniques that can be deployed to
achieve uncanny effects. The next chapter introduces some techniques that may
prove helpful for a grotesque reflective writing.

CONCLUSION
The aim of this chapter was to suggest the realm of the grotesque as a realm from
which to write a critical ontology of altruism. This realm is ruled by surprises that
aim at the disruption of conventional beliefs. This realm has proven popular with
literary authors who seek to challenge beliefs and force new thoughts. Freud’s
reflective essay on the uncanny is a powerful example of reflecting upon grotesque
experiences in a grotesque manner. His essay can be drawn from in the attempt to
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write reflectively about altruism and other ideologies. This form of writing is
constitutive of grotesque subjectivities. These can be described as ‘decentred,
hybrid subjects alienated from any sense of predictable origins’ (Cameron
McCarthy & Greg Dimitriadis, 2004) who constantly seek to question their own
moral values. In the following chapter, writing techniques that are useful towards
this form of subjectivity are examined.
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CHAPTER TEN- TECHNIQUES FOR A GROTESQUE
WRITING
INTRODUCTION
In this chapter, various techniques are examined in the attempt to develop a
grotesque form of reflective writing that is constitutive of grotesque subjectivities.
Common to these techniques are the elements of surprise and reflection. In the
previous chapter I argued that the realm of the grotesque offers an exciting realm
from which to produce surprising texts. In this chapter, I continue to develop this
theme through an examination of techniques from the realm of the grotesque. The
technique of irony and techniques that aim towards the artistic effect of ostranenie
are examined in order to posit a form of reflective writing that is organised on the
dialogical category of gay deception.

IRONY
The previous chapter introduced the technique of irony as it is found in the
carnival grotesque. Irony is extremely useful towards disrupting pre-conceived
ideas. According to Richard Rorty (1989) irony reveals the contingency of concepts
and beliefs and plays with these.
I use “ironist” to name the sort of person who faces up to the contingency of his
or her own most central beliefs and desires – someone sufficiently historicist
and nominalist to have abandoned the idea that those central beliefs and desires
refer back to something beyond the reach of time and change (xv).
This is an apt description of the aims of a critical ontology, the act of facing up to
the conditions that ground beliefs and actions. Irony is a technique that reveals the
point of view of the narrator in order to play. Claire Colebrook (2002) in her book
Irony in the work of philosophy highlights the use of irony as the attempt to play
with language. Colebrook writes:
Irony can be seen as a particular technique that reflects on our conditions of
making meaning of the world. Because we cannot step outside our language
games, we can only play ironically with those games. Irony takes those terms
that seem to be foundational and opens them up for questions (3).
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I have argued that one of the important aims of reflective writing is to be both
aware that subjectivity is the result of being purloined by language and that
writing can seek to play with language. The technique of irony seems well-suited to
such play. The concepts that capture and constitute the self can be played with and
revealed to be contingent. However, as Colebrook clarifies, irony has become
elevated to yet another God’s eye point of view. ‘For it seems that in recognising all
claims as context-dependent viewpoints, irony risks becoming an elevated
viewpoint’ (Colebrook, 2004: 11, emphasis in original). This is reflected in irony
traditionally being the elevated viewpoint of intellectuals.
It is the everyday citizens who live the unquestioned life and accept their world
as real, who speak language with a full sense of belief and commitment and who
take what they see as an unproblematic representation of the world. It is the
“high urbanity” of the Socratic philosopher who demands that life be examined
(opcit).
In the context of the aims of this current work, the breach between the everyday
citizen and high urban is indeed a pressing problem. In her attempt to understand
the technique of irony in language, Colebrook argues, through the work of Rorty
(1989), that irony is a technique that can only be used privately. It is for Colebrook,
and for Rorty, a private attitude that cannot be achieved by all. Nonetheless it is
important because it can create an openness within a rule-bound language and this
openness towards playing with the language that plays with us is open to all.
Irony can only be a private attitude that creates some space or openness in a
necessarily systematic, rule-bound, and public circulation of speech. Irony can
be a style of philosophical writing, but it can be so only if we separate the fluid,
self-questioning, and mobile speech of philosophy from the public consensus
and truth claims of shared language (Colebrook, 2002: 13).
For both Colebrook and Rorty, irony is a private attitude. It is this position that
saves their use of irony from being ‘one more grand theory of meaning’ (opcit). For
these authors, irony is an attitude or question within a system of meaning that
attempts to make the familiar strange and to generate different meaning.
Colebrook argues that this stance is exemplified as the point of view of a child,
claiming, ‘the ironist adopts the position of the child, for whom language, while
inherited, also has the quality of strangeness or distance about it’ (ibid: 5). This
child-like stance may be difficult to attain yet this does not mean that it is be
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rejected as a technique in reflective writing. Even a simple use of irony can disrupt
the narrative and propel reflection.
There are other techniques that can be deployed to attempt to force surprises. In
the remainder of this chapter I examine the Russian Formalist notion of ostranenie
in order to suggest that it be aimed for in reflective writing. In his writing on the
role of aesthetic reactions in education, Lev Vygotsky (1997) mentions in passing a
interesting belief about a fundamental law of art. He argues that aesthetic
education is not concerned with reproducing or facilitating reality but in
condensing reality into a form that estranges. In other words, art seeks to make the
familiar strange.
The study of aesthetic form has shown that, in an aesthetic experience, we are
dealing not with a facilitative, but with a more demanding reproduction of
reality, and some of the more radical students in the field have come to speak of
the “condensation” (ostranenie) of objects as constituting the fundamental law
of art (Vygotsky, 1997: 249).
I would like to suggest that ostranenie become a fundamental principle of a critical
ontology of altruism. In what follows, I examine ostranenie in order to suggest that
the techniques developed to achieve this artistic aim can be appropriated to a
grotesque form of reflective writing.

THE TECHNIQUE OF OSTRANENIE
Russian Formalist Viktor Shklovksy (1893-1984), a contemporary of Vygotsky, has
been credited with developing the theory of ostranenie. It is considered the
‘bedrock idea’ (Sternberg, 2006: 126) of Russian Formalism and was developed by
Shklovsky in his essay “Art as device” (1917). The Russian Formalist movement
reached its peak in the 1920s but was brutally repressed in the early 1930s by the
rise of Socialist Realism. The key aim of Formalism was to discern the way in which
a text is internally constructed which means that considerations of the biography
or the psychology of the author, or pronouncements about the real world from
which elements of the work are drawn, are bracketed from the interpretation of
the text. What remains is the formal structure of the text, the way in which
elements of the text compare and contrast with each other. It is the dynamic
between elements of the text which enable the text to be discerned as artistic.
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Reflective writing as it is currently practiced tends to pay little attention to formal
structure. The written text is normally considered as a vehicle to transmit a truth
discovered during teaching. To focus on the formal structure of the text is one way
to displace the aim of transmitting a message. The text becomes something to be
shaped and formed to affect a certain result, in this case the effect of ostranenie.
The effect of ostranenie through different techniques. The Formalists referred to
different elements of the texts as devices or techniques and argued that texts were
constructed by deploying different devices. These devices distanced the reader
from the story and stopped any immediate identification with characters and plots.
Formalist literary theorists were primarily concerned with revealing the different
devices. They referred to this as ‘laying bare the devices’ (Sternberg, 2006). This
distancing is an inversion of the usual form in reflective writing which is to achieve
total identification between the author and narrator. The distance that is achieved
through literary devices might usefully be introduced into a critical ontology.
Formalist literary theorists were interested in discerning the techniques used in
literary texts because they believed that literature and the study of art more
generally was an aesthetic experience

and they were deeply interested in

understanding how aesthetic reactions were induced. The technique of ostranenie
can be introduced into reflective writing in the attempt to produce a mode of
writing that creates an aesthetic reaction that, in turn, propels critical examination
of once routine thought.

ON THE TRANSLATION OF OSTRANENIE
In an essay which attempts to rehabilitate ostranenie as a political tactic of dissent
and self-fashioning, Svetlana Boym (2005) explains the motivation behind
Shklovsky’s creation of the neologism ostranenie. This neologism was chosen
because it suggests a movement of distancing and making strange. She writes:
Let us remember that Shklovsky coined his neologism ostranenie […] to
suggest both distancing (dislocation, depaysement) and making strange.
Stran is the root of the Russian word for country, strana, and the word for
strange, strannyi: the Latin and Slavic roots are superimposed upon one
another, creating a wealth of poetic associations and false etymologies
(586).
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Ostranenie was first translated as de-familiarisation in Russian Formalist Criticisms:
Four essays (ed. Lemon & Reis, 1965) and this is generally how it is used. Boym
however, translates it as estrangement. Benjamin Sher in his 1990 translation of
the essay in Theory of Prose, a collection of Shklovsky’s essays, strongly objects to
both of these English translations arguing that Shklovsky’s meant ostranenie as
‘process or act that endows an object or image with “strangeness” by “removing” it
from the network of conventional, formulaic, stereotypical perceptions and
linguistic expressions (based on perceptions)’ (xix). In view of this, he argues that
the word estrangement ‘is good but negative and limited’ (opcit). Similarly, the
other alternative he notes, ‘“making it strange” is good but too positive’ (opcit). He
also notes that the very familiarity of these terms in English disqualify them.
‘Furthermore, both “estrangement” and “making it strange” are not new, that is,
they require no special effort of the imagination. In fact, they exemplify the very
defect they were supposed to discourage’ (opcit). He argues that the word defamiliarisation is favourable because it was coined specifically and thus requires
an effort to understand. However, Sher dismisses this terms. He argues it defies
Shklovsky’s intent as it:
is not a journey from the ‘“familiar” to the “unknown” (implicitly). On the
contrary, it begins with the cognitively known (the language of science), the
rules and formulas that arise from a search for an economy of mental effort,
to the familiarly known, that is, to real knowledge, that expands and
“complicates” our perceptual process (opcit).
Sher translates ostranenie as “enstrange”, preferring this newly coined English
word for its positive pre-fix en, as in enthral, enthusiastic and because of its
association with estrange. However, I have chosen not to translate ostranenie but
to keep it as Shklovsky invented it. It is pronounced o-STRAN-njenie with the
emphasis on the second syllable. The aim in keeping ostranenie is the same as
Shklovsky’s aim in inventing it, to make its use difficult and unsettling and to make
the word force itself onto the English tongue. Using the word ostranenie in
preference to estrangement or defamiliarisation forces the English reader and
speaker to enact exactly what it is that ostranenie means – a stumbling over a word
or image that forces a slowing down of perception.
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The essay “Art as device” (1917) was written as an argument against the prevailing
beliefs about literary criticism, particularly propounded by Potebyna, that poetry is
distinguish as being an economical mode of thinking. The latter theory is described
by Shklovsky as follows: ‘Poetry is a special mode of thinking – to be precise, a
mode of thinking in images. This mode entails a certain economy of mental effort
that makes us “feel the relative ease of the process”’ (Shklovsky, 1990: 1). This
economy is suggested by the phrase ‘art is thinking in images’ as it infers that the
aim of art is to create symbols which stand in for objects or feelings, emotions,
ideas. Images play the role of prompting thought about a thing. The ultimate aim of
poetry in Potebyna’s theory is to make things familiar through the use of images.
‘And the unknown is explained through the known’ (Shklovsky, 1990: 1).
Shklovsky argued that images are always second-hand, they are neither created
nor owned by one artist or one school of art but are generally handed down. This
helps to explain both the currency of images and the reliance we have upon them
to explain motivations and beliefs.
From century to century, from country to country, from poet to poet, these
images march on without change. They belong to “no one”, except perhaps
to “God”. The more you try to explain an epoch, the more you are convinced
that the images you thought were created by a given poet were, in reality,
passed on to him by others with hardly a change (ibid: 2).
It is for this reason that the use of images cannot explain how art creates an
aesthetic reaction.
In contrast, Shklovsky offers an alternative way of understanding aesthetic
experience by focusing on the economy of effort assumed by the phrase ‘art is
thinking in images’. Shklovsky posited that artistic quality can be discerned
through the amount of effort induced by the artistic product. For Shklovsky,
artistic quality adheres to that which forces a large amount of effort. As such, it is
the disposition of the art that matters, not the images that have been selected for
representation.
An artistic disposition is achieved through different techniques that aim to slow
down of perception not speed it up through ready recognition.
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The work of successive schools of poetry has consisted essentially in
accumulating and making known new devices of verbal arrangement and
organisation. In particular, these schools of poetry are far more concerned
with the disposition than with the creation of imagery (opcit).
The aim of literary interpretation for the Formalists was to reveal the various
devices used to slow perception. The idea that art is that which enables instant
recognition is challenged by the idea that art is that which slows recognition. This
fundamentally altered what can be considered as artistic. An artistic disposition
can belong to many different objects and occurrences. Shklovsky writes, ‘we know
of cases where we stumble onto a poetic something that was never meant,
originally, to serve as an object of aesthetic contemplation’ (opcit). The main
criteria of an aesthetic experience according to Russian Formalism is that it slow
down perception and over-easy identification. the key quality in aesthetic
experience is perception. ‘The artistic quality of something, its relationship to
poetry, is a result of our mode of perception’ (opcit). No longer is art inherently
artistic because the maker wishes it to be and has selected images accordingly.
This means that an aesthetic experience can occur in many situations. It also
means that elements that slow perception can be deliberately introduced into
texts; elements such as lists, descriptions, extra-literary texts such as labels,
notices, time-tables and other quotidian texts. This insight was to prove important
to Bakhtin. As described earlier, he wrote of literary texts that include all kinds of
things not specifically artistic. It is the effect of these things that count in
ostranenie. Anything can work to slow perception. This insight can be appropriated
to develop extraordinary reflective accounts.
The slowing down of perception through the deployment of particular slowing
techniques is essential to aesthetic experiences. ‘In a narrow sense we shall call a
work artistic if it has been created by special devices whose purpose is to see to it
that these artefacts are interpreted artistically as much as possible’ (ibid: 2). There
are many different techniques that can be introduced that slow perception and I
would like to suggest the possibility of introducing these to reflective writing. The
techniques range from; ‘parallelism […] to the simile, to repetition, to symmetry to
hyperbole, generally speaking, to any other figure of speech, equal to all these
means of intensifying the sensation of things’ (ibid: 3). All of these techniques aim
176

for ostranenie and reflection. In the next section, I examine the reflective element
as it relates to ostranenie.

OSTRANENIE AND REFLECTION
The aim of ostranenie is to slow perception in order to force changes to thinking.
Shklovsky described this by somewhat controversially dividing language into the
practical and the poetic. In the practical domain, language is used instrumentally
because very little effort is expected to be expended in understanding the meaning
of the message. Shklovsky attempted to disrupt this economy of language because
it leads to a deadening of sensibility and habitual recognition. ‘If we examine the
general laws of perception, we see that as it becomes habitual, it also becomes
automatic. So eventually all of our skills and experiences function unconsciously –
automatically’ (ibid: 5). It is this automatic, non-reflexive perception against which
Shklovsky wrote. He valued highly works of literature that disrupt habitually
recognition because he argued that the object of recognition does not gain its own
presence through habitual recognition.
Objects are grasped spatially, in the blink of an eye. We do not see them, we
merely recognises them by their primary characteristics. The object passes
before us, as it were prepackaged […] Gradually, under the influence of this
generalising perception, the object fades away (opcit)’.
To illustrate the idea of the gradual fading of perception Shklovsky uses a passage
from Tolstoy’s diary in which, while dusting his room, Tolstoy wonders if he has
already dusted the couch. If he had already dusted it and had forgotten it is as if it
had never been dusted which makes him think about life that is lived without
reflection. He reasons that ‘if the complex life of many people takes place entirely
on the level of the unconscious, then it’s as if this life had never been lived’ (Tolstoy
quoted in opcit). For Shklovsky, the problem of not reflecting is that unreflective
actions cannot be held to account. Life becomes a series of automatic responses
that can are not accountable. ‘And so, held accountable for nothing, life fades into
nothingness. Automatisation eats away at things, at clothes, at furniture, at our
wives, and at our fear of war’ (opcit). Shklovksy’s aim was to reveal automatisation
and to return life back to life. The mode for doing so for Shklovsky was art and he
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argues that art has been given in order to ‘return sensation to our limbs, in order
to make us feel objects, to make a stone feel stony’ (Shklovsky, 1990: 6).
Art does not attempt to make objects and experiences more familiar but rather less
and less familiar. Art aims to slow perception in order to force objects to be
experienced anew and thus to return sensation to life. At its most potent, art
induces a creative experience.
The purpose of art, then, is to lead us to a knowledge of a thing through the
organ of sight instead of recognition. By “enstranging” [ostranenie] objects
and complicating form, the device of art makes perception long and
“laborious”. The perceptual process in art has a purpose all its own and
ought to be extended to the fullest. Art is a means of experiencing the process
of creativity. The artifact itself is quite unimportant (opcit, emphasis in
original).
This resonates with the current aim of this work, to develop a form of reflective
writing that makes the known unfamiliar. Ostranenie makes known objects and
feelings strange in order to make to produce different understandings. As such,
ostranenie is not only an aesthetic force but also an ethical one because it can
change actions and is thus part of a political attempt to critique subjectivity. It is
this application of ostranenie that is particularly important for reflective writing
that seeks to critique subjectivity and consider different potentialities.

OSTRANENIE AS AN ETHICAL ACT
A strong proponent for extending ostranenie out of the strictly artistic and into
such mundane everyday acts is literary theorist Svetlana Boym (1996, 2005). She
writes that ‘estrangement appears more as a device of mediation between art and
life. By making things strange, the artist does not simply displace them from an
everyday context into an artistic framework, it makes everyday life lively, or worth
living’ (515). For Boym (2005) ostranenie is implicitly anti-instrumental because of
its ‘emphasis on wonder and distance’ (2005: 604). As such, it can be used as way
of fashioning the self that refuses to be generative of a particular end product. It
can be used to enable a self-fashioning that is a ‘tactic of dissent, a form of
alternative self-fashioning’ (ibid: 606). This is a type of self-fashioning that depends
upon the ability to practice estrangement of perception. The relevance of
ostranenie as integral to self-formation has also been considered by Jurij Streidter
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(1989) who argued that Shklovsky meant two different purposes by ostranenie; an
ethical or cognitive one and an aesthetic one.
Reflective writing can attempt to achieve ostranenie and so produce different
stories about teaching and different forms of writing about teaching. The pleasures
afforded by texts that seeks to estrange from everyday perceptions is a pleasure
that Shklovsky referred to as the pleasure ‘of refusing to call a thing by its name’
(Shklovsky, 1990:6). This is the pleasure of describing a thing as ‘if it were
perceived for the first time, while an incident is described as if it were happening
for the first time’ (opcit). Pre-conceived notions and conventions thus become
strange and in their very strangeness new pleasure is found.
The attempt to estrange also extends the scope of what can be included in
reflective writing. Anything can be incorporated into a text: ‘grocery lists,
newspaper clippings, crude love notes’ (Bruns, 1990: xii). Reflective writing can
benefit from this as the lone voice of the heroic narrator common to reflective
writing can be disrupted through the addition of unusual texts. These additional
texts estrange the reader from the voice of the narrator, forcing reflection upon
what they may mean in the context of the work. They also force dialogue as the
reader is forced to make sense of their inclusion.
The artistic aim of ostranenie has great potential for reflective writing and is not
too difficult to implement in reflective writing. What is required is the ability to
write naively about everyday things and occurrences. The idea is to approach
something as if it has never been experienced before, as if it were new. This is has
similarities with the aim of ‘gay deception’ (Bakhtin, 1981) and I can imagine the
character of a fool attempting to describe experiences of teaching so that the
familiar becomes strange. Another way of achieving this artistic effort is to
describe as if one is a foreigner. In this way, the writer can naively described things
and events in a way that make the reader seen them anew. There are many other
ways to imagine how to write to achieve ostranenie and further developments in
this area is required. This effect can be achieved in a simple manner, such as the
introduction of various external texts that interrupt the flow of the text and
provide a different perspective. The attempt to achieve this effect and the
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techniques used can become increasingly more sophisticated as the author learns
techniques.

CONCLUSION
The artistic effect of ostranenie is applicable to the production of art and to
alternative self-fashioning. It is an effect that challenges pre-conceived notions
through the deliberate slowing down of perception. Reflective writing tends to be a
linear form of writing that hurries towards the presentation of a truth. Reflective
writing that attempts to achieve ostranenie promises to be a radical and exciting
form that is inclusive of forms of knowledge usually excluded from reflective
writing. At its simplest, ostranenie can achieve the effect of making values seem
strange and, at its best, it can be a form of self-fashioning that draws from many of
the themes developed in this work; surprise, the fool, the clown and the grotesque.
This future form of reflective writing warrants continued effort and critique.
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CHAPTER

ELEVEN-

CONCLUSION

AND FURTHER

STUDY
This work has been an exploration of the stories that teachers tell about their
altruistic desires. I have taken altruism as a problem in teaching. This is in stark
contrast to the celebratory stance emblematic of other attempts to write about
altruism. Altruism is a problem in teaching simply because it is constitutive of
certain subjectivities for teachers. Using the work of Nietzsche I have argued the
ethical imperative to think of different stories in order to develop different
subjectivities. This aim is supported through Michel Foucault’s idea of a critical
ontology. The thesis that shaped this current work was as follows: That a critical
ontology of altruism that incorporates the notion of repression can be developed in
relation to teacher education. In this work I have attempted to show how reflective
practice can be shaped to be inclusive of a critical ontology that understands the
importance of repression. This can be re-iterated through an examination of the
main and sub questions that I introduced in Chapter One. This final and conclusive
chapter then is dedicated to re-visiting the questions that I set out to address.

MAIN QUESTION: HOW DO THE LIMITATIONS OF ALTRUISM MANIFEST IN TEACHING?
One of the first limitations of altruism that I found was the celebratory stance that
was taken towards it in educational theory. It is considered an altogether positive
virtue that ought to be encouraged in teaching. The pleasures that teachers
supposedly receive from their altruistic actions are thought to make up for the
stresses of a beleaguered profession. Altruism is being used as a selling point in
teacher recruitment programmes such as Teach First recently introduced into
Australia.
A further limitation of altruism is that it constitutes certain roles for teachers and
for students. I described this through deploying McWilliam’s idea of the missionary
position and argued this is characterised by a teacher who is master of their
knowledge and determined to save their students through applying this
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knowledge. Exactly what students are saved from is unclear but it is presumably
their lower moral status. This type of teaching is mimetic and uncritical in the
sense that teacher positions themselves as a model.
The missionary position endemic to altruism also leads to particular relationships
of power and associated techniques of teaching. The form of power characteristic
of altruistic teaching is pastoral power wherein the teacher positions themselves
as a friend and/or mentor to the student. The teacher is in control and the power
they deploy is considered as benign and good due to its altruistic nature. I argued
the necessity to interrogate instances of this form of power as it is manifested in
teaching and considered the possibility of using this confessional form of power to
critique practices.
Another limitation of altruism has been recognised by Chris Higgins (2003) who
argues that it is unsustainable because it focuses on the students’ flourishing and
well-being to the neglect of the teacher. He claims that this will eventually turn to
resentment and suggests a form of eudaimonism replace altruism as a reward of
teaching.
Finally, the limitations of altruism in teaching are manifested in the types of stories
that are told about teaching. In Chapter Two I presented popular culture
representations of altruism and educational research into the question “Why
teach?” and argued that altruism conditions a particular style of story-telling in
which the teacher is positioned as a hero who thrives in abject circumstances as
they attempt to “make a difference” to the lives of their students. In these stories,
students are portrayed as being receptive or unreceptive to the teacher’s
advantages. This story of teaching recurs regardless of the teacher’s curriculum
area of expertise. The stories are linear and progressive, with false starts and
problems eventually being overcome through the persistence of the teacher. The
teacher receives a great deal of satisfaction and pleasure in the attempt to restrain
and train their students to a particular end. In studying altruism in teaching I found
that it constituted a particular type of subjectivity for teachers. This is a
subjectivity that is missionary and ingratiating and is insufficient to the
development of a “critical self”. For these reasons, I argued the need to address
altruism in teaching.
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SUB-QUESTIONS: HOW CAN THESE MANIFESTATIONS BE ADDRESSED?
Stories are an important way that subjectivity is constituted and I argued that the
study of altruism as a problem in teaching can continue through focusing on storytelling. It has become relatively common to tell stories and to study stories as a
way of learning about teaching and to study stories of altruism is to contribute to
this field of study. The genealogical methods of Nietzsche and Foucault support the
study of altruism as a force in teaching. Genealogy as described by Nietzsche in One
the genealogy of morals (1966) is the study of the value of values and this aim offers
a critical approach to altruism in teaching. Rather than accepting and celebrating
altruism as a positive force in teaching, to study altruism genealogically means to
focus on the relationships of power and the subjectivities it constitutes. In this way,
its value in teaching is open to debate and critical appraisal. Foucault’s work on
“critical ontology” offered a specific method for this type of appraisal. He claimed
that a critical ontology is a particular attitude of investigation that seeks to
interrogate who we are and experiment with who we might become. My aim was
to give a focus to this type of critical attitude through centring altruism. However, I
suggested that other ideologies can also become the focus of this type of method.
As Foucault argued, this is a mode of study concerned with ethics because it
attempts to understand how we become subjects of moral knowledge, the
relationships of power this constitutes and experiments with playing with
different selves.

HOW

IS ‘CRITICAL ONTOLOGY’ UNDERSTOOD IN THE CONTEXT OF RESEARCH INTO

TEACHING? WHAT IS THE POSITION OF STORY-TELLING TO THIS METHOD?

One of the aims of this work was to theorise a critical ontology in relation to
research into teaching. The genealogical method has been used in educational
research but rarely at the level of students performing a genealogy of the value of
the values that inform their teaching practices. The critical ontology developed in
this work focused on students telling stories about their experiences and desires in
relation to altruistic teaching in order to shape different selves. This is a form of
reflective writing that is related to other forms of reflective writing that preservice teachers are expected to do as part of their assessments. One of the
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features of reflective writing is that it encourages the telling of stories as a
legitimate way of developing knowledge about teaching. This is a contrast to other
ways of developing knowledge in that teachers are expected to draw from their
experiences of teaching. In this way, their values, classrooms and teaching
practices become objects of study. This method of developing knowledge is highly
conducive to a critical ontology because an ontology focuses on “who we are” and
“who we might become”. That is, it focuses on telling stories about the constitution
of the self. Modes of inquiry that demand reproducibility and evidence are not
conducive of a critical ontology.
I have begun the development of a form of story-telling for reflective writing that
attempts to subvert the normalized response to altruism in teaching and the
normalised mode of story-telling that characterises tales of altruistic teachers, the
heroic and linear mode which leads to celebrations of altruism. In the mode of
story-telling I have suggested, the ideologies that frame teaching become the focus
of story-telling. While I have suggested that altruism be a central focus point, other
ideologies can also come under the scrutiny of a critical ontology, the essence of
which is the telling of stories about the ideology that informs teaching and the
techniques of power deployed to affect the subjectivity of this ideology. In this way,
the relationships teachers form with students, the values that inform these
relationships and the roles assigned to students are revealed as being integral to a
particular ideology. What is revealed in a critical ontology is an ideology – not
necessarily a personal standpoint of a particular individual. This ideology becomes
the focus of the attempt to think beyond limited subjectivities.

HOW

DOES THE NOTION OF REPRESSION IMPACT UPON A CRITICAL ONTOLOGY IN

TEACHING?

The form of knowledge integral to reflective writing, knowledge of experience,
presents a particular problem. This is the problem of resistance. I believe that the
teaching of reflective writing has laboured under the illusion that experiences can
be successfully objectified. Experiences are given the status of data in methods of
reflective writing used to develop professional knowledge. I have found Freud’s
(1973) notion of repression an important theory for addressing the problem of
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recall and resistance in reflective writing. Freud theorized that experiences are,
indeed must be repressed. Everything ever experienced cannot be stored at a
conscious level. This is especially true for experiences that are traumatic. I have
used the work of Nietzsche to argue that virtues make victims and are therefore
potentially traumatic. For this reason, and due to the nature of repression,
experiences that have a morally constitutive effect may be repressed. A critical
ontology attempts to study repressed knowledge. However, the mechanism of
repression makes this knowledge difficult to access. This may be why altruism is
normally celebrated. It is easier to be happy about a virtue and to recall successful
experiences of altruism than it is to reason about how altruism may make victims.
It is for these reasons that I have argued that an incorporation of the notion of
repression into modes of inquiry that rely upon experience is necessary. The
problem of repression needs to become explicit. This does not mean that students
and teachers ought to attempt to recall traumatic experiences but rather that
writing about experiences in teaching needs to become conducive to repressed
knowledge. This is why I have insisted upon the importance of surprise, shock, gay
deception and ostranenie in this current work. These are all different ways of
achieving the aim of incorporating repressed knowledge into accounts of teaching
that are based in the recall of experience.
The idea of a critical ontology as suggested by Foucault seemed to lack an
understanding of the notion of repression. Critical ontology is undoubtedly to me a
method of inquiry into the self that assumes the need to tell stories about the self.
However, it lacks an approach to repressed knowledge. In contributing the notion
of repression to critical ontology I hope to have made a small contribution into this
field of inquiry.

WHAT

METHOD OF INQUIRY CURRENTLY INSTITUTED IN TEACHER EDUCATION

PROMISES TO SUPPORT A CRITICAL ONTOLOGY OF ALTRUISM?

(REFLECTIVE

PRACTICE)

The method of inquiry collectively known as reflective practice has had a strong
influence on this current work. As a professional teacher-educator I have had
exposure to reflective practice as a regulated aspect of teacher-education. I have
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taught and assessed this method of knowing about teaching and the self at the
university level and I have been fascinated both by the trauma and the texts that
result. It is a difficult assessment task but also one that I believe is important. I am
very attracted to the story-telling aspect of reflective practice because, as De
Lauretis (1984) argues, ‘story telling is the process by which, for all social beings,
subjectivity is constructed’ (159). This makes the method of reflective practice a
prime site for a critical ontology that purports to study limits placed upon
subjectivity and to experiment with the possibility of other subjectivities. I am also
attracted to the writerly aspects of reflective practice as most of what is produced
in this field is currently in the form of written texts.
I believe that in some ways writing is a safe way to experiment with the
possibilities for teaching as opposed to asking pre-service students to experiment
in their practices with students. It also provides a distance from the focus on
students in schools that pre-service teachers are often predisposed towards. I like
the idea of turning writing back upon the self, a ‘stepping back’ (Marshall, 2007)
from habits and beliefs is an aim for future reflective writing. I also think that
writing stories has great potential for subversion. Literature certainly offers many
examples of writing that is disruptive and these can be influential upon reflective
practice.
The almost mandatory nature of reflective practice in teacher-education also
makes it ripe for critical study. This is not to suggest that it has not been critically
appraised nor re-developed prior to this current work. The focus in this work has
been on the ethics of reflective practice in terms of its obligatory nature (cf. Hobbs,
2007, Ghaye, 2007, Pollard, 2008). There have been suggestions that students
grow resentful of having to expose themselves for the purposes of assessment and
tend to fake experiences in order to achieve higher grades. This has raised issues of
how to ethically constitute relationships between lecturers and students in order
to facilitate reflective attempts at writing.
I hope my ideas about a form of reflective writing cognisant of the Other as
essential to the production of experience has contributed to this small but growing
area of discourse. I also hope to have contributed to a critical approach to
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reflective practice. If reflective practice is an expectation placed upon students in
teacher-education, then it is necessary for teacher-education to offer tools and
methods that critically inquire into both this status in terms of ethics and the
principles that underpin this mode of inquiry.

WHAT ARE THE LIMITATIONS OF REFLECTIVE PRACTICE IN RELATION TO A CRITICAL
ONTOLOGY?

An important contribution of this current work has been its examination of
reflective practice and the possibility that it can incorporate a critical ontology that
produces alternative stories of the self. I have argued that as a method of inquiry
into teaching reflective practice is able to support a critical ontology and to put it
more strongly, I have argued that there is an ethical imperative on teachereducators to do so. However, I have found several issues that block this effort.
The first is that efforts to write reflectively in the academy tend to be productive of
certain forms of stories about teaching. These stories reproduce the problems of
stories about altruism. The teacher is positioned as a hero who can save their
students from their lesser sense of morality. The values held by the teacher are
rarely critiqued. This writing is comfortable, confessional, pastoral, problemsolving and easily identified with the author. I have argued that this style of writing
generally produces a truth book (Masschelein, 2006), a text that attempts to
transmit a truth discovered during the reflective process that can be useful to the
improvement of self and others. I understand that these truths may have been
difficult to discover and that writing about such truths can be difficult.
Nonetheless, I believe that such texts privilege the perspective of the author and
exclude possible other perspectives.
A second problem of reflective practice is that it generally supports the idea of the
self as a product to be achieved through a linear journey. This is reflected in the
comfortable texts that seek to produce an account of how a better self resulted
from the reflective journey. This stable and improving self is based in reproduced
in the account of professionalism that dominates the teaching profession. This is
the belief that the use of rationality can result in the ever-improving self capable of
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improving others. This account of the self lacks an understanding of repression and
the impact of the return of the repressed upon the formation of the self.
A third problem of reflective practice is related to the notion that the self develops
rationally and over time into something that is better. This is the problem of the
types of subjectivity that are (re)produced through reflective texts. Using the work
of Pillow, 2003, Bleakley, 2000, 2000a and Masschelein, 2006, I have argued that
these subjectivities are confessional and characterised by the following beliefs;
that the self has a deep core waiting to be discovered, that confession provides
access to this deeper self, that the self can be improved upon, that the self is
deficient if this deep core is neglected, that the Other exists as a thing that can be
known and that the self obeys the commands of a greater rationality. The idea that
texts are constitutive of particular subjectivities has been supported in this work
through an examination of Lacan’s (2006) seminar “The purloined Poe”. This
insight enables reflective practice to become an effort to constitute experimental
subjectivities through approaching the act of writing as a constitutive effort.
A fourth issue of reflective practice that blocks the development of a critical
ontology is the notion of experience that it currently deploys. I have argued that a
personal notion of experience currently dominates reflective efforts and that this is
problematic in terms of generating texts that are constitutive of alternative
subjectivities (Kamler, 2001, Bleakley, 2000, 2000a). I have argued for the need to
develop a notion of experience in the context of reflective practice in order to
generate texts that move away from acts of confession and towards a dialogical
position and away from the generation of truth books. These arguments led me to
consider the need to conceptualise a different form of writing about experiences of
teaching for reflective practice.

WHAT

DIFFERENT STYLE OF WRITING CAN BE INCORPORATED INTO REFLECTIVE

PRACTICE IN ORDER TO ADDRESS ITS LIMITATIONS AND ENABLE PARTICIPATION IN
THE DEVELOPMENT OF A CRITICAL ONTOLOGY OF ALTRUISM?

An important aspect of this current work has been the attempt to begin developing
a different form of writing about experience for reflective practice. I have
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attempted to develop a form of writing that offers different pleasures than the
instrumental ones of current reflective writing. This is a style of writing that is
playful and surprising. It is a style of writing that plays with language and with the
tenets of the linear and heroic style that currently characterises reflective writing.
Drawing from literary antecedents, (Trilling, 1965, Bakhtin, 1984) I have argued
that this form of reflective writing displaces the domineering perspective of the
author as found in truth books with the pleasure of playing with ideas. It is not a
truth that is important but rather the clash of ideas. The truth of the author
becomes one truth amongst many. The idea of altruism, for example, becomes one
idea among others and the basis for dialogue. It is not a reigning truth but a
prompt for reflection.
When reflective writing is liberated from the demand to transmit truths it becomes
open towards other texts. I have suggested that reflective writing can incorporate
other texts, such as those found within the context of teaching, in order to disrupt
attempts at truth-telling and to elicit surprises. The introduced texts and the truths
they present, if any, are received on the same level as the voice of the
author/narrator, as one more truth amongst others. This opens up reflective
writing towards all kinds of play. This does not mean the production of texts that
have merely been collected and then handed in for assessment (although I would
have a tendency to enjoy these efforts!). It means that the author’s words are
interrupted by knowledge/text usually excluded from reflective writing. The
author/narrator could then write about these texts or they could simply be
introduced to surprise the reader. Any such surprises can form the basis of further
reflective writing. In this way, reflective writing becomes an authentic dialogue
between various perspectives. More importantly, it is one way to elicit surprises.
The development of a style of writing that elicits surprise has been a central aim of
this current work. In order to develop this style I have attempted to revise the
concepts of reflective practice and introduce techniques that are not currently
common. These are examined below as I addressed the last sub-question of this
work.
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WHAT

CONCEPTS AND TECHNIQUES CAN SUPPORT THIS FORM OF REFLECTIVE

WRITING?

The first concept that I have re-formulated for reflective practice is the concept of
experience. The current understanding of it in reflective practice is generative of
texts that are heroic, linear and often resented. I have used the work of Charles
Sanders Peirce to reconceptualise surprise away from a personalist account and
towards a dialogic event. Integral to Peirce’s theory of experience is the notion of
surprise. For Peirce, an experience occurs when a belief is interrupted due to other
knowledge. This is very often a traumatic thing because it disrupts the stable
habits produced to support belief. It is for this reason that humans tend to protect
themselves against this form of experience and prefer what Dewey (1938) called
mis-educative experiences as these are reproductive of beliefs rather than
disruptive.
Peirce’s notion of experience lends a new tenor to the idea of experience in
reflective practice. It enables mis-educative experiences to be recognised and it
develops an awareness of the importance of surprising habitual beliefs in reflective
writing. Such writing can begin from a habitual belief and its associated practices
and then attempt to surprise these in order to prompt reflection. This can be
achieved in many different ways but I believe that this achievement is the stuff of
future study.
The (re)introduction of the element of surprise to reflective practice has been
supported in this work through examining the efficacy of several literary concepts
and techniques. I have grouped these under the idea of ‘gay deception’ (Bakhtin,
1981) as an organising principle for reflective writing. This is a principle of naïve
simplicity adopted in order to prompt reflection. It is an organising principle that
has been extensively deployed in literature. The figure of the fool is a figure that is
often used to support this principle and I have suggested that this figure can
become a playful presence in reflective practice. I examined Thus Spake
Zarathustra (Nietzsche, 2006) as an example of the fool as a figure that can prompt
reflection upon a teaching style and produce a different style. This was a
particularly demonic version of the fool but is merely one example amongst others.
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The post-modern clown (Little, 1996) is a good example of the attempt to fashion
the self through adopting a naïve approach to common beliefs. I believe that the
introduction of the fool as a figure to reflective writing promises playful stories of
teaching that provide pleasures that differ from the usual rational ones of
academic attempts to be reflective.
The attempt to elicit surprises in reflective writing has been supported in this
current work by borrowing from a literary realm and through introducing the
aesthetic effect of ostranenie. The grotesque has been examined as one possible
realm in which to write reflectively. This is a realm that is ruled by suddenness and
surprise and offers figures other than the fool to incorporate into reflective
writing. I have examined different variants of the grotesque, the uncanny and
carnival (Russo, 1994) and have concluded that the uncanny is inclusive of the
notion of the repressed and the carnival offers a sense of parody and irony to
reflective writing. Literature is an important source for learning about and
modelling how to write grotesquely. Reflective writers can draw from literary
sources and literary theorists in the continual development of a grotesque
reflective practice.
This development is also supported through the artistic effect of ostranenie. This is
an effect that depends upon estrangement from conventional apprehension. It is an
effect that can be produced through the organising principle of naïve
misunderstanding. I have introduced this effect to this current work in order to
illustrate a particular style of writing that attempts to describe something as if for
the first time – to make a stone stony. This differs for example from the
introduction of a foolish character or the incorporation of varied texts into
reflective texts because it attempts to come to know something differently through
writing. The virtue of altruism can be written about as if it were completely alien.
The writer can attempt to describe of what their particular version of altruism
consists. They can approach the technique they deploy in teaching from this
perspective, slowly coming to a perception about these techniques rather than
knowing them prior to writing. Ostranenie is an effect aimed for in a critical
ontology and as such, makes for an exciting inclusion to reflective practice.
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IN CONCLUSION
In many ways, this current work has been an attempt to decipher Nietzsche’s
aphorism 290 from The Gay Science in the context of teacher-education.
One thing is needful – To “give style” to one’s character – that is a grand and rare
art! He who surveys all his strengths and weaknesses, and then fashions it into
an ingenious plan, until everything appears artistic and rational, and even the
weaknesses enchant the eye – exercises that admirable art.
This aphorism is not only an early conception of the modern problem described by
Foucault as a “critical ontology” but is an articulation of the traditional aim of
liberal education - the attempt to teach the importance of the fashioning of the
self. Nietzsche’s aphorism and his work more generally put this aim into a postmodern context of fashioning the self as an ethical imperative. I have argued that
postmodern attempts to style the self begin from the genealogical analysis of the
value of the values. I have argued that the professional body of knowledge that is
mandatory for the teaching profession can incorporate this form of inquiry. This
method of inquiry seeks to evaluate the limits that professional knowledge and
practice places upon subjectivity and attempts to experiment and play with these.
This focuses upon the stories that teachers tell about their teaching. More
importantly, it suggests different kinds of pleasures for teachers – the pleasure of
playing with heroic and missionary seriousness. It may be that such play allows
teachers to laugh without reason.
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FURTHER STUDY
The limitations of this current work have not allowed me to explore aspects of a
critical ontology of altruism. This final section aims to think about further study in
this area. What has been produced in this current work has contributed to at least
two areas of academic study: these being reflective practice as a way of knowing
about teaching and the study of Michel Foucault’s work in relation to education. I
hope I have also contributed a small amount to the study of Nietzsche’s work in
education. I would like now to take the opportunity to consider further avenues for
this work.
Firstly, it is necessary to begin writing in the manner that I have described in order
to further develop it and critique it. An investigation can be undertaken that takes
the framework of a subversive form of reflective writing as a case study. This
would involve developing a writing group committed to the continual development
of this form of writing. This can be a group comprised of academics, graduate
students and under-graduates who are interested in knowing reflective practice
differently. The study undertaken by this group would include studying various
grotesque texts, films, books, plays and art in order to generate different stories of
teaching. This current work has focused primarily on providing a conceptual
apparatus for a future style of reflective writing for pre-service teachers. What I
would like to continue in the future is developing this style of writing by actually
engaging upon it with student teachers. I can foresee a writing group that is
situated within a teacher education course wherein students who are compelled to
write reflectively, as they so often are, can choose to join in order to critically
examine the principles of reflective practice but can begin to write utilising and
developing the insights of this current work. This writing group would be expected
to take notes about their teaching in the style of Foucault’s writing of the self
including knowledge that is ‘unmeant’ and various texts that are related to their
work but not written by them. These notes would then be edited, quite possibly as
a group writing project, into larger texts in order to contribute to professional
knowledge. These texts would focus upon the pleasures of teaching and could
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certainly begin from the desire to ‘make a difference’. This ideology and it various
techniques can form the basis of the daily notes as teachers observe themselves
and their relationships with their students. I hope this sort of work can form the
basis of my future research.
Secondly, academic writing can be the site of an investigation to study the
possibility of incorporating the style of reflective writing developed in this work.
The work of Pillow (2003) has generated a great deal of interest in the future of
reflective writing in the academy and I think that this current work can contribute
to this growing field.
Thirdly, the notion of surprise as developed in this current work is applicable to
other areas of education that depend upon the idea of writing/speaking/reflecting
on experiences. For example, the area of critical and feminist pedagogy deploys a
notion of experience. I believe that the one I have developed, with its emphasis on
repression, offers a new area of study to these pedagogies. A study could be
undertaken that re-conceives experience in critical and feminist pedagogy and the
techniques deployed in classrooms that follow these pedagogies.
Fourthly, investigating psychoanalysis in education is another field of inquiry that
can follow from this current work. In particular I am interested in further
investigating the formation of the self as an educational aim and the impact that
psychoanalysis can have on this process.
Finally, the idea of a minor writing (Deleuze and Guattari, 1986) touched upon in
this current work is an area of interest for education, especially in the context of
writing autobiographies in education. The work of Alice Pitt (2001, 2003) is an
example of this area. Her text, The play of the personal: Psychoanalytic narratives of
feminist education, describes a different style for telling stories about our lives as
women in education. Her work highlights the importance of resistance, the
unconscious and repression to how individuals learn and the stories they tell of
learning. She draws from the work of French philosopher Kofman, a student and
colleague of Deleuze’s, to further develop autobiographical writing about learning.
I am also drawn to Kofman’s work on autobiographies Auobiogriffures (1978,
translated, 1981). Kofman argues, ‘all autobiographies are untruthful, for they are
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written from the standpoint of a retroactive illusions and with a view towards
idealisation’ (1981: 6). She contrasts this style of autobiography to that presented
in E.T.A. Hoffman’s novel, Kater Murr (The life and opinions of Tomcat Murr, this
being the ‘found’ autobiography and Bildungsroman of a cat.) Murr’s
autobiography is not linear, the end is the beginning, it is incomplete, the end is
suspended and the editor feels the need to intervene to explain gaps in the text.
Kofman likens Murr’s musings to scratches on paper, the word griffures in French
means slight wound or scratches (see Woodhull, translator, Kofman, 1981). This
style of autobiographical writing appeals to me as an alternative to linear and
progressive narratives about teaching. Considerations of length have meant that
Kofman’s theories have not been incorporated into this current work. This is a
direction for future research.
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