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Some Biesta quotes:

Biesta, G. J. J. (2006) Beyond Learning; Democratic Education for a Human Future. Boulder; Paradigm Publishers.

 

“One of the central ideas of the book is that we come into the world as unique individuals through the ways in which we respond responsibly to what and who is other. I argue that the responsibility of the educator not only lies in the cultivation of “worldly spaces” in which the encounter with otherness and difference is a real possibility, but that it extends to asking “difficult questions”: questions that summon us to respond responsively and responsibly to otherness and difference in our own, unique ways.” (p. ix)

 
“The main problem with the new language of learning is that it has facilitated a redescription of the process of education in terms of an economic transaction, that is, a transaction in which (1) the learner is the (potential) consumer, the one who has certain “needs”, in which (2) the teacher, the educator, or the educational institution is seen as the provider, that is, the one who is there to meet the needs of the learner, and where (3) education itself becomes a commodity – a “thing” – to be provided or delivered by the teacher or educational institution and to be consumed by the learner.” pp. 19, 20

“What is learning? Learning theorists of both an individualistic and a sociocultural bent have developed a range of accounts of how learning – or more precisely, how the process of learning – takes place. Although they differ in their description and explanation of the process, for example, by focusing on processes in the brain or legitimate peripheral participation, many of such accounts assume that learning has to do with the acquisition of something “external,” something that existed before the act of learning and that, as a result of learning, becomes the possession of the learner. This is what many people have in mind when they say that someone has learned something. (p. 26)

 

We can, however, also look at learning from a different angle and see it as a response. Instead of seeing learning as an attempt to acquire, to master, to internalize, or any other possessive metaphors we can think of, we might see learning as a reaction to a disturbance, as an attempt to recognize and reintegrate as a result of disintegration. We might look at learning as a response to what is other and different, to what challenges, irritates, or even disturbs us, rather than as the acquisition of something we want to possess. Both ways of looking at learning- learning as acquisition and learning as responding – might be equally valid, depending, that is, on the situation in which we raise questions about the definition of learning. But as I will argue in more details in subsequent chapters, the second conception of learning is educationally the more significant, if it is conceded that education is not just about the transmission of knowledge, skills and values, but is concerned with the individuality, subjectivity, or personhood of the student, with their “coming into the world” as unique, singular beings. (p. 27).”

 

 

“The Space of Responsibility: Ethical Space

 

Levinas articulates an insight that comes quite close to the central idea of the notion of intersubject space, namely, that our primordial being-in-the-world is a being-in-the-world-with-others. Levinas takes his point of departure in a critique of the common gesture of Western philosophy in which the ego cogito, or consciousness, is considered to come first, and in which the primary relationship of the ego with the world and with other beings is conceived as a knowledge-relationship. Levinas, however, wants to challenge the “wisdom of the Western tradition” in which it is assumed that “human individuals….  are human through consciousness” (Levinas 1998b, 190). He wants to challenge the idea “that subject and consciousness are equivalent concepts” (Levinas, 1989a, 92). To do so, he aargues that the subject is engaged in a relationship that is “older that the ego, prior to principles” (Levinas, 1989a, 107). This relationship is neither a knowledge relationship - as there is not yet an ego or consciousness that can know – nor an act. Levinas characterizes it as an ethical relationship, a relationship of infinite responsibility for the other (see Levinas, 1989b).

 

Levinas stresses that this responsibility for the other is not a responsibility that we can either choose to take upon us or choose to neglect, since this would only be possible if we were an ego or consciousness before we were inscribed in this relationship. In this sense it is “a responsibility that is justified by no prior commitment” (Levinas 1989a, 92; emphasis in original). Levinas describes this responsibility as “an obligation, anachronously prior to any commitment”, and as an “anteriority” that is “older that the a priori” (Levinas 1989a, 90), “older that the time of consciousness that is accessible in memory” (Levinas, 1989a, 96). He also refers to this relation (p. 50) of responsibility as “an-archical” (Levinas 1989a, 92). By this he wishes to emphasize that it is a relationship with a singular other without “the mediation of any principle” (Levinas 1989a, 92). He calls it a “passion” and argues that this passion is absolute in that it takes hold “without any a priori” (Levinas 1989a, 92).    (p.51)

“I have suggested that rather than looking for the substance or essence of the human being, we should ask the question where the human being as a unique individual comes into presence . My discussion of objective space has shown that no one – no one – comes into presence when the space of coming into presence can only relegate the subject to a certain fixed position, to a point on the map. As the idea of disjunctive space suggests, the coming-into-presence of unique, singular beings is not something that can be controlled by the space but is necessarily something that “interrupts” the program. This interruption should not be seen as a disturbance, as something that threatens the purity of space, but should be taken as a sign of some coming into presence. The discussion of intersubjective space shows that coming into presence is not something that one can do by oneself. On can bring one’s beginning into the world, but one needs a world- a world made up of other “beginners” – in order to come into this world. One needs others who take up one’s beginnings, always in new and unpredictable ways, in order to come into the world. This means that the social space, the space of intersubjectivity, is not a mirror in which we can finally see and find our true selves. The space of intersubjectivity, so we might say, is a “troubling” space, but this is a necessary troubling, a troubling that only makes our coming into the world possible. The discussion of ethical space suggests that long before we are a doer, a knower, an ego who can take responsibility, we are already identified, we are already positioned from the outside by a responsibility that is older that the ego. What makes me unique in this assignation, what (p.53) singularizes me, what “makes” me into a unique, singular being, is not my identity, is not a set of attributes that only belongs to me, but is the fact that I am responsible and that I cannot slip away from this assignation. Interestingly enough, the discussion on ethical space suggests that the first question about the subject is not the question “What am I?” but the question “Where are you?” The latter is the question that singularizes us, and it is this question that, in a very fundamental sense, can be understood as an educational question. It is the question that calls us into presence: or to be more precise, it is that question that calls me, as a singular being, as some one, into the world. This world, as I have emphasized throughout this chapter, is by necessity a world of plurality and difference; it is a world of otherness.” (p.54)

 
In the foregoing chapters I have presented a different way to understand and approach education, one that isn’t based on a truth about the human being, one that doesn’t claim to know what the humanity of the human being consists of, and one that doesn’t think of education as the production of particular identities or subjectivities or the insertion of newcomers into an existing social order. Instead I have argued for an approach that focuses on the multifarious ways in which human beings as unique, singular individuals come into the world. I have argued that we come into the world as unique, singular beings through the ways in which we take up our responsibility for the otherness of the others, because it is in those situations that we speak with our own “voice” and not with the representative voice of the rational community. I have shown that the world in which we come into presence is a world of plurality and difference, because we can only come into the world if others, who are not like us, take up our beginnings in such a way that they can bring their beginnings into the world as well. I have therefore argued that the educational responsibility is not only a responsibility for the coming into the world of unique and singular beings; it is also a responsibility for the world as a world of plurality (p. 117) and difference. The creation of such a world, the creation of a worldly space, is not something that can be done in a straightforward manner. It rather entails a “double duty” for the creation of worldly spaces and for their undoing. Along these lines I have tried to articulate a way to understand education that itself responds to the challenges we are faced with today, including the disappearance of a language of education in the age of learning.”   (p. 118)

