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When [ teach existentialism, one concept that I emphasize in
lesson plans is a distinction between “being” and “becoming.”
Simone de Beauvoir explains that “being at rest” is the degradation
ol existence,' and Sartre acvises, “Existence precedes essence,™ a
phrase that I tell my students can be read as a rallying cry to pas-
sionate existential becoming. Being a sell’ does not involve anxiety,
risk, or real choice, since it essentializes the self as a given “thing”
in obedience to dictates like human nature, genetic destiny, or
society; becoming a sclf, in contrast, is essentially risky, staking hope
on subjective rather than objective values. Where being invokes pre-
determined goals for selfhood, becoming accepts responsibility [or
the freedom ol establishing meaningful and open-ended projects
of selfhood. Alter I introduce this material to the class, I pose a
question to my students that I hope will clarify the concepts but
also demonstrate the relevance of the material to their own situa-
tions: “What is the difference between being student and hecoming
student?”

What we run up against, almost immediately, in our in-class col-
laborative exploration of this question is a rather over-determined
understanding of how students should be relating to the what of the
material. Oriented towards the always-impending verdicts of evalu-
ation, students tend to study concepts in order to replicate them on
exams and assignments. When [ was teaching in California a few
years ago, [or example, a student explained to the class, bluntly and

rather proudly, “I do the least amount of work for the highest
grade.” This finely tuned formula ol efficiency and success seems
exactly in line with certain prevailing assumptions ol the contem-
porary university classroom.

What actually gets to count as “knowledge™ in the classroom?
Many universities, including my own, approach this question by
looking beyond the activities and interactions ol the classroom
itsell to identifiable objectives to which undergraduate education
is presumed to be oriented. According to the list of my own uni-
versity, for example, students should gain knowledee of human cul-
tures, civic knowledge, and intercultural knowledge, among other
learning outcomes. “Knowledge” on these terms relers less to the
content of courses and more to particular skills that students will
be able to employ upon completing their studies, skills that include
personal and social responsibility, sell understanding, and critical
and creative thinking.'

One expectation of this prevalent understanding ol knowledge is
that students become certain kinds of persons because ol the learn-
ing undertaken at university. Since “knowledge” is equated directly
with skills and capacities, what counts as knowledge here is what
can be observed through demonstrable aptitudes that our students
will evince. Implicit in outcomes-based approaches to education,
then, the what of learning in the classroom leads directly to a certain
anticipated how of sellhood: undergracduate students become partic-
ular selves through the course of their studies, selves with the capac-
ities of engaged citizens, ellicient workers, and effective consumers,

Another implicit assumption is that knowledge as an outcome
can, actually, be counted. By equipping professors with prescribecd
.ﬁ_c.a:.:m:m outcomes,” universities hope 1o secure methods ol assess-
ing the successful acquisition of such skills so that governmental
and accrediting bodies, as well as the broader marketplace, will
respond approvingly. Based on such assessments, universities can
make promises to prospective new students through their branding
messages about how they can and do guarantee the effectiveness of
the education that they deliver. Such branding reflects the increas-
ingly privatized, standardized, and commodified nature of higher
education, in which corporate management and for-profit dictates
determine what constitutes valuable investments.'

The evaluative monitoring ol professors implies that the Zow ol
knowledge-granting itself is also objectiliable and countable. For
example, at my institution, students appraise their professors, on
a course by course basis, of the elfectiveness ol their teaching
through quantifiable scores, and senior faculty and department




chairs evaluate sessional and tenure-track professors every semes-
ter for how closely the methods employed in the classroom
secure the results of those learning outcomes promised by course
syllabi. In addition, the department distributes, every semester, a
statistical overview of the scores that every professor received
from their students, and so each teacher knows whether their
teaching practices are marked as below or above average.”

Since critical thinking is a learning outcome at my university,
the capacity lor critique is, by delinition, a m ~asurable ﬁc.n:_ and
while its accounting extends in various directions, responsibility for
its acquisition ultimately inheres in the scripted roles performed by
the professor. The how of a high-scoring prolessor, someone who
reassures students, faculty, and administration that doctoral exper-
tise produces and cffectively measures critical thinking, secures
hope that knowledge will be acquired and assessed and will yield
economic mobility for students beyond the university.

In this way, the reification of knowledge reflects the neo-liberal
promises of higher education. According to anthropologist Susan
D. Blum, whereas faculty members themselves often point to their
own undergraduate studies as a time of existential sell-discovery,
today’s students speak quite differently about the purpose of the
classroom: “In interviews, students scarcely ever volunteered any-
thing as old-fashioned as ‘finding themselves’ or ‘figuring out who
they are’ as a reason for being in college, though they might have
agreed if asked. Their goals had to do with action, with finding a
place, not with finding a self.™ The anticipated self, achieved
through undergraduate studies, is a self that looks forward to
employability, especially. In the face of economic recession and
social policies of austerity, in order to retain such hope, this [or-
ward-looking sell must internalize a resilient narrative about the
telos or goal of undergraduate education.

So far, these descriptions have been fairly normative in terms of
prevalent institutional self-understanding. They point to the ideals
that govern university teaching practices, and, as such, lead (o peda-
gogical spaces that are saturated with the anticipation of evaluation.
We could say that the intersubjectivity of the classroom, the “we”
expressed and achieved in each class meeting, is quite over-deter-
mined because of such anticipation. The “we” in the classroom is
made up of evaluator and evaluated, peers competing against a
grade scale, all involved, oriented in some way or another towards a
“view from nowhere” that grants credence to the terms of evalu-
ation. The grade scale itself invokes confidence in the norms that
stabilize the range of A through to F. Evaluation is, in this way,

transcendent: the terms exceed the specilicities of the persons
involved, since a protessor’s whimsy about what actually constitutes
an "A” is at odds with the robust presumptions, :_::._: by the
“we” of students, faculty, and administrators, that a grade ?_:__
average, accumulated over semesters by students through the
assignment of grades by professors, is and must be impartial and
objectively comparable across institutions.

While I often attempt to subvert these : ssumptions, and I will
reflect on several examples below, the most common responsce
that [ receive from students upon receiving a more experimental
and open-ended assignment is, “But what do you want to scer”
With this question, students do not imply that the professor, with
subjective and contingent desires about “what to sce,” is inviting
explorative, non-scripted responses by students; rather, v_::_ﬁ_:...,_
invoke the transcendent “view from nowhere™ that authorizes the
professor’s prescriptions about “what to see” on an assienment.
Similarly, last semester in a unit on existentialism, several _z::_.,:__.,_
explained that they chose to write a multiple choice version of the
exam, instead of the optional essay version that | thought would
suit their approach far better, (or fear that they would not express
their arguments “in the right way.” In both cases, there is a robust
assumption that the professor has one determined expectation ol
a “right way” to write an answer and thercfore a erade at hand
with which to mark the work.

Students’ responses to classroom exercises, then, often mirror
the very relationship to freedom that “being student” demonstrates:
namely, freedom as the proper response 1o a set ol scemingly
objective and external criteria. By supplying the prolessor with
what he or she “wants to see,” students anticipate rewards for suc-
cessfully achieving knowledge on the neodiberal institutional
model. Such success accords with specilic promises of freedom, the
m.om&,.:: to express one’s individuality as a consumer, to compelte
T:. economic mobility, and to find the kind of outward happiness
n property and ownership that others will recognize and admire.

These terms of how to acquire knowledge do not translate into
the existential terms of “becoming student.” When | pose the ques-
tion—how is being different from becoming student?—the lirst
response is invariably something like, “Becoming student is when a
student works hard and gets high erades,” an answer that makes
sense within the prevailing terms of the university but is far away
from an existential sense of a non-scripted, impassioned approach
to student-hood. Another common response is, “Becomine student
1s becoming open-minded and tolerant,” similarly in line with the




teleology of neo-liberal higher education: in the terms of my own
institution, for example, students study “intercultural knowledge”
and “civic knowledge,” through involvement with “diverse commu-
nities,” and thereby, the university hopes, become more responsi-
ble, engaged, and ethical citizens. The learning outcomes of under-
graduate study are not morally neutral, in other words, but rather
inscribe into the trajectory of knowledge acquisition the highly
prescribed liberal virtues of tolerant individualism.

[n what [ollows, I ponder the question: Can 1 teach existential-
ism existentially? 1s it possible to echo the concepts of existentialism
in the very assignments, conversations, and dynamics that we as
professors establish with our students in the classroom? By asking
my students to contemplate the meaning of “becoming student,” I
am implying that the very meaning of student selfhood might hold
a different relationship to freedom, knowledge, and responsibility
than that prescribed by the classroom itself. I the how of becom-
ing-student is open-ended, rather than determinant, then the
assumptions that an authentic student is a hardworking and toler-
ant individual become fraught, laid bare as moralizing and neither
necessarily inevitable nor desirable. Likewise, if modes of teaching
(themselves can be qualified as “existential,” responsibilities inten-
sify for professors. At odds with acting like bureaucratic cogs in the
institutional machine, we can _u_,mn:nﬁ ___»._ﬁ.,_o.z.w_..x.mpv_,C?mmo_.. Anne
O’Byrne has described a similar approach to teaching as “a project
without a project,” a phrase that signals the existen tial nature of a
project that resists the determining pressures of learning outcomes.”

[ raise this question about teaching existentially in part because [
am convinced that the content of existentialism itself prompts hope
for more passionate meaning-making than liberal and neo-liberal
prescriptions offer. T also raise it as a response to what some have
called the “postsecular turn,™ a wide-ranging set of interventions
by scholars of different disciplines that calls for resistance to the
evaluative “view from nowhere.” By assessing various approaches
to the classroom below, my own hope for existential meaning in
the classroom becomes itself subject to scrutiny, most especially in
light of pressing post-secular challenges. Is an existential classroom
a postsecular classroom? This question is the heart of my reflection
and, increasingly, is itself the motivation for many of my pedagogi-
cal projects.

Individuals who occupy the role of “student” are also not students,
just as Sartre’s waiter in Being and Nothingness both is and is not a
waiter.” A waiter who only performs the script that is expected by
those in the café is in bad faith, evading the task of existing by

manifesting solely the essence of waiter-ness. Sartre’s description of
the context in which the waiter enacts this role does not include a
n‘_mm:, model by which the waiter might find ways to become authen-
tic, rather than rest in bad [aith. However, to conlront one’s bad
faith is to encounter the occasion for choosing to choose differ-
endy. In Sgren Kierkegaard’s words, to confrontone’s despair or sin
is to awaken the possibility of faith and passion." Teaching existen

fiallywould involve, likely in a variety of different ;_:._._::._m:_ WiYS,
prompting such hope for awakening the freedom of becoming. |

However, given that existential freedom is at odds with the naive
freedom of neo-liberal individuality, how free are students in the
contemporary classroom to explore becoming? Sartre’s waiter can-
not simply, as a voluntary expression ol his own will, decide (o
change his existential possibilities by exerting his choices as an indi-
vidual. His facticity, the embodicd facts of his own existence, consti-
tutes the situation in which he can choose 1o choose, and these facts
include the ways in which others recognize him and relate to him
as he navigates the café in which he works: facts inflected with the
.‘.m.....w.aw_,mmr acialized, sexed, class-based and other embodied mark-
mgs that might be involuntary but nonetheless require some kine
of existential choosing.

Students likewise enter into a university that structures in part
_.M.zu.?_...,._..._m_‘."_,_..e. ol student-hood in which they are implicated, the mate-
rial, epistemological, and relational aspects of their embodiment. In
__::. recent ethnography of the contemporary university classroom,
%c_. mm..:sc_..r._ _w_:._: emphasizes the significance of widespread grade
5:25:v combined with intensilied competition for A.:__,._._::.
incr sasingly selective universities. Harvard University ::._.ﬁ.:i::._ﬂ,._
rejects more than a thousand applications ol students with perfect
GPAs per year." Blum concludes, “T'his habit of perfection bring
students who are “::.;.n.:m:::ﬁi to taking risks. What they want is (o
be handed ::.w. formula for success. When we give assigniments, we
can no longer issue an open-ended invitation to write about a work
:.:w students find that ‘confusing.” (Or it yields sell-indulgent rumi-
nations about their own experience).” While Bluim'’s A,:,__:,:._.:T_:
dramatizes the predicaments of today’s university student, _:m., comn-
ments indicate anxiety on the part of professors: does open-ended-
ness i teaching risk sentimental sell-indulgence, as Blum suggests?
Or are there ways to acknowledge the situations of our x_w__w_,.:?
2_:_1_ also attending to subjective lived experiences in critical, non-
sentimental ways?

m:zt_x C ,:_,:_,_.m,”,_: assignment that elicits existential reflection, as
Blum points out, is not a suflicient approach to teaching existen-




tially, given the pervasive ways in which students and teachers alike
have internalized habits and expec tations c?oz,%o::% evalua-
tion. In his careful analysis of resistance within the university, Jeff
Schmidt points out that professors were often themselves the “best”
students, those who excelled by playing by the rules; conforming
to institutional norms reflects “long-rewarded behavior that got
them into graduate school in the first place.” We need to find
ways, in the classroom itself, that subvert tendencies to conform
on the part of professors, as well as students.

Moreover, the presumption of freedom that tends to subtend
classroom practices lines up closely with the consumer-based ide-
ologies that lull us into existential apathy. Consumers expres
their identities by enjoying the choice of this brand over that one,
but as existentialists point out, such choice is better understood as
an evasion of the arduous task of choosing to choose. Kierkegaard’s
texts demonstrate in various ways, for example, that individuals
who follow the crowd and drift along with the pressures of mass
medlia are amoral selves, lacking the very selfhood to exert morally
significant choices. There is a qualitative difference, in other words,
between asserting one’s preferences as a consumer and asserting
one’s choices as an existential self. Given that many branding mes-
sages in the marketplace invite consumers to “assert your own opin-
ion,” in-class practices need to deviate somehow from the conflation
of individualist consumer opinion with subjectively impassioned
expressions.

While I would like to understand teaching existentially as a
pedagogy that liberates students from the question, “What do you
want, professor?” the intersubjective conditions of the classroom
constitute in part the facticity of students and professors alike. We
generally do not get to choose our students, and our students do
not get to choose the learning outcomes of the institution or the
modes by which they will be assessed. Existential thought proffers
the hope that our situations need not define us or determine our
goals, however, and so the corrective edge of existential teaching
focuses on the mutable, indeterminate, and spontaneous poten-
tialities of the classroom.

A word that appears fairly often within postsecular discussions is
“parochialize,” and while this term might strike the reader as
slightly _u_,%:.ﬁ_:i,: its use seems to invoke the corrective [orce of
existential teaching. Michael Warner suggests, for example, that we
might parochialize standards of critique “as an ethical discipline of
subjectivity rather than as the transparent medium of knowledge.™
Similarly, Saba Mahmood cautions us that critique be cultivated as

an ability “to recognize and parochialize its own affective commit-
ments that contribute to the problem in various way [n both ol
these cases, practices that cultivate a sense ol contingency are
affirmed in the name of the post-secular turn, most especially
practices that identify the contingency of the very modes of eri-
tique that we tend to take for granted.

When we expose practices :i ideas as contingent, rather than
necessary, Mahmood points out, we “cleave apart’ ::.. normative
from the ﬁ_?ﬁ,:_::ﬁ, " thereby opening up the possibility that how
we become critical subjects is itself partial and not necessarily pre-
scriptive for others or even for oursclves. Our practices of r ,E::x,
contemplation, and engagement can all be “parochialized”™: con-
fronted, in some way, as embodied and morphological modes of
becoming; as products of particular conditions of [acticity that, in
turn, shape agency and [acticity; as potentially at odds with other
differing embodied practices.

In this way, parochializing as an approach to the classroom
brings with it the hope of destabilizing the “view from nowhere.”
As I describe above, this “view” simulates the coherence of ideas
and material in light of expert PhDs who allocate grades and,
while under scrutiny themselves, adjudicate the successful knowl-
edge-acquisition of the classroom. Il we render such practices
contingent, we make possible a much more incoherent or disori-
enting space within the classroom."”

As thinkers, we often either invalidate contradictory notions in
light of our own claims or simply fold them into our own arguments.
However, if our own theoretical commitments are rendered con-
tingent, then we can resist the prescriptive urge to make sense of
dissonances in the terms ol our own particular frameworks.' Thi
is one reason why, in post-sec ular analyses by Mahmood, Warner,
and others, tolerance is ¢ xposed as a secularizing mechanism at
odds with critical dissonance." Tolerance, as a goal ol liberal self-
:oon_ all too often resists the call 1o render itsell’ contingent,

‘eaching out instead to smooth out incoherence in the name ol
:_UC al ideals like equality, impartiality, and rationality. The post-
secular challenge of parochializing, then, extends (o neo-liberal
as well as liberal methods.

If modes of inquiry are “parochialized,” then we can consider
how specific classroom practices are oriented towards cultivating
particular subjects and relationships. As Warner points out, in a
humanities classroom, we tend to strike a clear opposition hetween
the reading subject and text object. A critical reader, in this preva-
lent mode of inquiry, is a distant and impartial reader: “Critical




reading could be ___c:n.r_ ol as an ideal for maximizing that polar-

ity, defining the reader’s freedom and agency as an expression of

distance [rom a text that must be objectified as a benchmark of
distanciation.™ Warner concludes that such a practice is norma-
tively rich, effortful, and subjectively intense. And Mahmood points
out, “This insistence on a particularly singular relationship between
subject and text is c,,fc::;_ to what might be called secularity.™

To “parochialize™ our own practices, as Warner and Mahmood
advise, is to render our own learning capacities contingent, [or
example, by suspending them before others’ differing modes of
learning. In her influential n_.::cm_,m_u_é Politics of Piety, Mahmood
discovers that the body itself is teachable in significantly variable
ways.” While we can learn through the mechanisms of words and
arguments, we can also learn through corporeal practices that
retrain sensibilities, allects, desires, and sentiments. In Mahmood’s
,,_:3H ol several Islamic communities in Cairo, for example, women
pray in habitual and ritualized ways in order to cultivate particular
pious desires.”

Following the call to parochialize our own learning, I employ
one [airly commonplace strategy in which the professor constructs
lessons and units that cultivate epistemological dissonance [or
students. One step along these lines is to set aside, explicitly, the
objective or purportedly transcendent measure by which the pro-
fessor assesses the successful acquisition of knowledge by students
and so by which students orient themselves to the material. For
example, within a unitin a course on Social and Political Philosophy,
[ teach arguments by Immanuel Kant, Georg W. F. Hegel, and
Karl Marx that each set up for the students compelling and yet
incommensurate positions about the nature of reason, philosophy,
and education itsell. Since there is no casily accessible way to adju-
dicate between these arguments from within the lessons ::.:Ec?nf
students Face several options: to focus on each separate argument,
as discrete positions, while eluding the grander task of grappling
with the dissonance between them; to accept the task of choosing
one argument over the others, aligning their own epistemological
commitments or intuitions with a philosopher; to identify a grander
dissonance at work within the classroom, in which the prolessor’s
own commitments are clearly at work but are somewhat suspended
i light of the open-ended tensions between the philosophical
frameworks.

Another strategy involves cralting a syllabus in which methods
ol :::_E. arc themselves dissonant., For example, together with
Dr. Thaine Stearns, a colleague in the English Department, in a

collaboratively taught Critical Thinking and Composition course

I built a syllabus in which three units collide with cach other,
methodologically and epistemologically. We called these units
“Objective Truth,” “Subjective Truth,” and “Moral Judgment,

teaching thinkers including Kant, Sartre and Beauvoir, and Hannah
Arendt; the methods of “critical thinking” did not cohere with
-ach other in important ways. While there was a certain appeal to
evaluation in the course, since students were accountable lor
demonstrating carelul understanding ol the texts, this more
:OEQQT&: component of the course intersected with writing
assignments in which the students put into prac tice the differing
modes of critical thinking. They grappled, in other words, with
the challenge of emulating subjective truth in their writing about
“Subjective Truth” and with asserting moral judgments in their
writing about “Moral Judgment.

In each of these cases, the what ol the material is somewhal
parochialized in and through the conceit ol a course: topics are
confined by scale, significance, and methodology, in part because
of the dissonance that arises immanently within the material
itself. We can study the topic ol existentialism “objectively,” for
example, examining its historical influences and closely assessing
its texts, but we can also study it “subjectively,” applying its me ::z?
to our own reading, writing, and discussion _::r_:x. 1o intensily
the subjective meaning ol the concepts or arguments. While the
:dtc:n::r objective ::?:: nt ol a grade lines up easily with an

“objective” assignment, it is much less in line with an assignment
that elicits “subjective thinking,” in which the very capacities that
are Lo be adjudicated by the professor involve uncertainty, maybe
even anxiety or despair.

When students are presented with Kant, Hegel, and Marx as
incommensurate thinkers who prolfer differing implications about
who we are and ought to be as individuals, students can also con-
sider their encounters with the material subjectively. In this exer-
cise, for example, il T look in a mirror as I read a text or engage
with an argument, here are my choices: do 1 see an autonomous
individual whose rationality enables moral action (a Kantian sell).
an ethical member of community who becomes more actualized
through social involvement (a Hegelian self), oran alienated work-
er who longs for solidarity with others (@ Marxist sell)?

It seems that an exercise of seeking onesell in a text might evade
or at least bracket for a time the secularizing mode of reading
identified by Mahmood and Warner. To encounter onesell in a
text, as il a text is a mirror, opens up the possibility for allective




and diagnostic kinds of reading. Am I encountering myself as stu-
dent, as a citizen, or as an alienated consumer/worker? And,
given that as a student I am not alone but share this institutional
space with others, is this classroom best described as rational, ethi-
cal, or sulfused with false consciousness? Once I take my pick, [ can
practice, as well as contemplate, the kind of critique that follows: the
practical reason of Enlightenment that, according to Kant, enable:
the morality ol autonomous individuals; the historically and socially
reflective consciousness, only _uc%wr_o. as Hegel explains, :d,::ﬁ:
involvement in an ethical institution like the university;** the con-
sciousness-raising critical theory that, according to Marx, includes
changing the alienating material conditions of the university.

Students can choose between thinkers, on these terms, not sim-
ply as an intellectual exercise but as a way to experiment with modes
of critique. In his postsecular reflections, William Connolly
explains that as we engage in intellectual endeavors, we have to
begin, and begin again, and we always begin somewhere. He points
out, “The problem is that the existential faith with which you start
plays a role in sorting out and weighing disparate considerations.
Welcome to the real world ol politics and politico-economic
inquiry.™ And also to the real world of classroom practice. We
begin again by considering carefully the places in which we find
ourselves: who am [ in this text, right now? How does this implicate
me in particular ways of becoming, as well as specific ways of inter-
acting with others and shaping this shared space of the classroom?

Along similar lines, in his influential reading of Kant’s essay
“What is Enlightenment,” Michel Foucault explains, “It is true
that we have to give up hope of ever acceding to a point of view that
could give us access 1o any complete and definitive knowledge ol
what may constitute our historical limits. And, from this point of
view, the theoretical and practical experience we have of our limits,
and ol the possibility ol moving beyond them, is always limited
and determined; thus, we are always in the position of beginning
again.”™ Since we cannot rise above the limits of own situatedness,
we are always in the position ol beginning again. One such limit has
to do with the saturated marketdriven priorities of the contempo-
rary classroom. So what kind of critique can and should we practice
when we can acknowledge that our limits include the alienating
pressures of the marketplace?

Another thinker that I aspire to teach existentially is Jirgen
ITabermas, a thinker who incorporates Hegelian and Marxist
arguments within his avowedly Kantian approach to philosophy.
The democratic aspirations of the enlightenment, the “ongoing

project,” as Habermas puts it,” depends in part upon the very
practices that we undertake in the university classroom. On his
terms, we educate students so that they can warrant their own
claims and interrogate the claims of others, so that we are betier
able together to achieve “the better argument.”

[n alecture that he gave several decades ago, Habermas deseribes
another kind of epistemological contingency by emploving the
metaphor of an earthquake: “Only an carthquake makes us aware
of what we all the time took for granted about the safety of the
ground.™ Habermas is referring (o the background knowledge
that suffuses so essentially our sense of the world that we are not
able to identify or question it as “knowledge.” An carthquake, a
dramatic shaking-up, exposes truths, values, or assumptions (o
be, in fact, knowledge claims that can be examined: they become
less certain because they can now be challenged by self and others,
and, in important ways, understood (o be contingent and prob-
lematic. I have always seen things this way, but now I understand
that others might very well sce them differently, and so. 100, mighit
I. Once I experience this kind of epistemol eical shake-up, [ can no
longer continue to take for granted those picces ol background
knowledge that used to supply such stability and security. They
become open to criticism. Just like how we cannot find stability on
the ground during an carthquake, we need (o find ways to accomn-
modate our understanding (o the new post-carthquake world in
which we find ourselves.

As modern individuals, Flabermas explains, we cannot take up
the objective point of view of an ideal observer—there is no “con-
text ol all contexts” from which to adjudicate differing positions
or resolve epistemological dissonance.” Morcover, since we do
not “parochialize” arguments or material in a vacuum, we necd
to invoke normative ideals from our very own context, one that.
in Habermas’s words, is “post-metaphysical.” The transcendence
of authoritative traditional frameworks no longer holds up, and
so the resolution of epistemological crises does not oceur by simply
re-subscribing to our original background knowledge. We cannot
look to parents, community leaders, or teachers to remind us that
ideas and arguments do have rational coherence after all because
“T said so.”

So, in a more dissonant or parochializing classroom, we echo
the modern conditions of post-metaphysical thinking, at least to the
extent that we each as individuals intensily our sense of Iesponsi-
bility for interrogating the limits of our knowledge claims. This
hope can be traced to Kant, who explains that liberation from




unquestionable ideas, prejudices, or E:un_“ﬂ.,_\ﬁ:.u:,ﬂ_t M_Nc m#_“wﬂw
enlightenment:” namely, the n::ﬂﬁm.m:&. the E_uzﬂ .v ol
for onesell. Moreover, the kind :.*. legitimation H.ngp_...,m ‘ﬁ_n. - m,,f“{
we raise claims and counter-claims together, .ch_ ts :w _w_:_wc_,.ﬁ
tential affirmation of our social _un._c:m_:ﬁ” we _J_wno_.dr ﬂ . c:,.
of the law,” Habermas promises, 4:: Hun_,mos.m_ _.wr%»mm in Fﬁ,_.“\aw_,_:
cies and pragmatics ol our :,_m_.._ﬁ.:_c_,_m., On these F:jm_ m,,,.: _: S
an become authors of the law in the &.;mwix.u:f.._‘oo” omn. Jx_:w
more existentially edifying m,n_mrm:.:m to adjudication and evaluz
tion than that of compliant passivity. or an evistemo.
Alter pointing to an carthquake as a :?.:659. J:, ..,:. ] n,m,.% -
al crisis, Habermas explains that the normative perspe s L

o

Y10 i : . AL ;
M“u_ﬂ_m__ he himself is appealing is “an :_J__S_um:,nm_,. E,H..”:.,m_,__u,u_wn:,i,v“m-
which he finds in the work of —.r.:.:S:.x..f,n:m_r..,__m_m.._:,m_:ﬂc._pmnm“w_”_. -
ble, he explains, given the very conditions ,Q. _:”%_ %,w_nmn:a_%
that we ourselves achieve together, as a _or:m:.aﬂc _V_S.,,_u _._ _.m.,n“
coordinated in part through _...:,_ﬁ:m._mm. Za./.._,_j..h__.:,.ﬁ_m_hﬁ,m .M_M_M.J:zc 5
ognize one another as equals in our G.ﬁ,m.n.:% to ,.< ,wﬁ_uw:ﬁﬁ_n_,_ :E.u-
_._HEVJ, and spontancously. Habermas warns, TWJE.@:”L_._ .ﬂ.ﬁ ,m s
erty can be maintained only as .r:ﬁ as politi .E a._,_‘.,..p:..,m.._om. _\.wm: ;
_.:,m:.mn_. that source of unimpaired _:ﬁwﬂﬁﬁ__.m.nﬂz._q _.ﬁ.:.j_.‘.{. ::.m:w
communicatively generated power springs.™ Ec.:m .,,.__d:‘ n: b :CH
Arendtwrites, “But the world and the people who inhabititare

. M . .
___..,?M..:M._ﬂ.:.,. a common world through ::Em.:oi p ,un:.n.n_” :.;, Qmm”
cussion and collaborative inquiry, and yet :,:m Eel,gf. which 3 H%_r.
very resource by which we can launch critiques c; roﬁmdmﬂﬂ__“&ﬁ
ing pressures, is itsell contingent. > n@j_jpi._,nmw,___f_n space a .O.ﬁun,ﬁ
with such freedom and spontaneity ._ﬁc_ux::w_cy _.r..m <mmﬂzﬂ_\ m \,:r..
of critique, not only pragmatically but also nx_m._.m:ﬁ,,:_:v_n i J.M_ m?
practice in the classroom is what is in ﬁ.un._.s‘.wn: grand str :,o :H _
and individual agencies, and, as such, it is one no.:.m:ﬁm.:nx__‘ r“
we can contemplate and perhaps correct. In Q_w m_xm_f._,ﬁ:u:ﬁ“mﬂ;u
we can explore different contingencies: what we ,.r..m_,_ ,_mm.,:..,... Hﬁv:.__
edge in the lirst place; whether we relate to wwn: o,p.wz.p_. &_. m%ﬁa_.d
dialogue partners, as citizens or as consumers; whet a.h\_ .ﬁmu N
ire to participate at all in :.:..G..m:r_nn:é mc_jJ::w_,nﬁ_m.:,. o

Along these lines, we _v..:.ﬂ.z.,_:x:mn A._mmm_,séj _u., .:.HF? t :m“ﬂm“,
questions that prompt diagnosis c_.,:E state ol ow .Q..qviﬂ@,_,: , .._,..._.“
For ﬁ.x::__.v_n. we can ask students, “In _.r.m.,.ﬂ_ nwm_, SO0, :._. _.‘:,v.:._.:_mn,. |
sity, doyou feel like the ‘author of the law’?” Since I..:_um.m mas _ww n”n F._.u
that such a feeling results from effective communicative action, we
. the extent to which we ourselves validate

de

the legitimacy of classroom practices, and then, when students say
“No,” as they usually do, we can begin discussing specific policies o
assumptions that generally remain implicit and not nameable a
such. Often students explain that, whereas overarching principle
like fairness and equality ought to govern the inter ibjective rela
tions of the classroom, they do not necessarily feel like they can con
test a grade or counter a claim made by a professor.

One implication of diagnostic questions is that it—the classroon
dynamics—can and maybe should be otherwise. Another is that we
actually can shape these dynamics, as mutable shared relationships,
together. Habermas’s affirmation of intersubjectivity as the norma
tive resource for critique is significant. Given that the institutional
context is a highly over-determined space, a discussion about the
very conditions of possibility for sincere participation is itsell, at
least ideally, critical. However, one of the most heated lines of
debate within post=secular conversations has 1o do with this very
hope that Habermas continues (o place in collaborative discussion
itself. If Habermas is correct, then in the post-metaphysical condi-
tions of our society, there is no “view from nowhere,” which means
that we are each, as rational actors, equals. Even in hierarchical
spaces like the university, we can seek and achiceve (he legitima-
tion necessary for equal participation in debates by raising claims
and counterclaims, by pursuing grievances in line with formal
procedures, and changing procedures when they are unjust.

Habermas might not be correct. though. As [ suggest above, we
are often at odds with postmetaphysical thinking, looking for a
transcendent “view from nowhere” (o subtend university operations:
we await adjudication of our 1 aching and learning in terms that
instrumentalize knowledge, and w L acquiesce 1o approved methocds
ol knowledge acquisition which often seem more i line with enter-
tainment and consumption than Kantian rationality. Moreover: (he
liberal sensibilities that accompany “being the author of the L
are, ultimately, prescriptive, as Habermas himsell acknowledges
and accepts. Given that inclusive dialogue on his terms is secular,
Habermas invites religious participants to translate their beliefs
nto terms that are accessible, in principle, to all.” He is not, in his
own self-understanding

thereby seeking 1o regulate what counts as
religious but rather to achieve inclusive public debates in which reli
gious and non-religious citizens learn (rom cach other”

Perhaps we are not actually free 1o exercise our rationalitics :1s
equals, especially if the university is built for consumers or, as
Foucault scems 1o suggest, for mmates. Fx

ploring this possibility.
m a lesson on Foucauli's C.‘_.,_:_.\S_:n and Punish, 1 ask stucends.,



“Since according to Foucault, the university, like the army and
the [actory, is one of the modern institutions structured like the
>anopticon, how have we internalized the self-policing gaze? Do
we discipline each other with sanctions when we disobey the insti-
(utional rules?” On any given day, there will almost always have
been a student who wandered late into class, and so we can turn
to this individual and ask il he or she had felt “gazed upon” in a
disciplining way. The response to this question usually elicits
fairly enthusiastic conversation about the many ways in which stu-
dents do not feel free to exercise their own agency, not only
because of time prescriptions but also because of the many social
proprieties they feel compelled to obey.
Al a certain point in the conversation, I point out that the
*anopticon does not let anyone step outside of the disciplining
gaze; even the guards in the prison watchtower are, at any moment,
subject to scrutiny. “How, then, are your professors also obedient to
the gaze?” T ask the class. This question often yields a long pause.

i)

Usually, T end up offering several examples, describing the many
modes of evaluation to which each professor at the institution
answers. Students generally raise eyebrows or laugh at the idea that
they might, inadvertently, be disciplining their professors, simply by
occupying the role of student. But my own sensc of these kinds of
discussions is that the unexpected and immediate gazc on the pro-
fessor, as an embodied and vulnerable subject, provides a bit ol
relief from the near-constant obedience to the pressures within the
classroom.

In fact, something invariably shifts in the classroom dynamics
in this kind of lesson. The materiality of the room becomes more
visible: the clock on the wall; the door which lets late students
sneak in; the desks ﬁ:xm_.wc:nn_ towards the front of the room; the
various “gazes” at work in the classroom, student to student, pro-
fessor to student, student to professor. Perhaps it seems odd that
reflection on imprisonment might resonate as existen tial teaching.
This is where the tone of the lesson becomes especially vital. A
classroom is, in part, a scene of drama. We inhabit roles and play
out scripts that are generally not called out as such. In the exam-
ple ol a tardy student, il we employ tones that accentuate the
comedic drama of the situation, we not only identify pressures
that students often experience as oppressive and alienating but
we alter them momentarily through laughter and embarrassed
self-deprecation. Laughter, as Henri Bergson tells us, can serve as
a corrective [orce to automated or mechanized behavior.™ We
laugh when someone’s repetitive actions resemble a rigid machine.

?.i.mo cven though we are examining the imprisoning dynamics o
our institutional roles, we render them absurd when .,,,2,. _,,.A_::._:}
ourselves as highly generalizable types: “professor” and ..,w:::.ﬂ:
Through the alchemy of comedy, the late person _:.____x ::A._
hero, the exemplar of the very idlea (hat the class is grappling :A
::.m_ﬁ.im:nr namely, how n::_.\:_,_::,._ makes us less _,_,,S. _:_:; _m:,
resistance o disciplining pressures _..,.;::.ﬁ.x our bodies .:ﬁ well a
our minds, to perform in more dissident ways. The I ;M.,..._,_.:_. :_:.g
mto a guard, but also into a sclf=policing \z:_gw.h.ﬂ who has beer
,.m.:m_un; by the presence of the students themselves. Since :;.; tend t
ignore our own bodies in the classroom, we can [eel valnerable o
strange when we become unexpectedly aware of the affective anc
corporeal shapes of our selves and others. Turning myself _:_.: _
gazed-upon prison guard can be quite productive :rﬂ __:..h_,,;.:::_:_..
my own “expert” authority as the professor. The students :E,:::q
ﬁﬂ,_..:%m momentarily, empowered by the sense of their own disci
_u_:::m, force, as the professor’s own [acticity is exposed s ,::.:.,r,__
as particular and notable. The existential crux of x::;:L: like _:.T
is that the very potential for imprisonment constitutes the ::w:. __:__
spontancous meaning. My own body, objectified through the gaze
of C:E__.m into being-for-others, as Sartre explains, is also what J,E,.H._._,?
the passionate being-for-self of authenticity. And so (here is ,,,:_::, _.m_:_,.
to .::m kind of lesson. The corrective force of ?:x.r:.,_,. :..,,H.:.ﬁ_:_
points .o_.:, can lead to the humiliation of the ?._.L:: _._._, e .,__ ;
comedic.” S
‘>m _E.w.:_ as de B ..L.:ﬂ:_. dramatizes so vividly in The Second Sex, the
existential drama of becoming is different for different bodies, The
privileged body is unmarked in crucial ways, whereas the :.ﬁ_.ﬁ._:;”,ﬁ,,
body is marked as a matter of course and yet not in ways L.,: :*.M,.\,.H
get called out or noticed. My own white, no _::_7._&.7._-:.:“:_2.. _H
?.Em._m body is of course always present when 1 am i .:..r,m:.::, _,.:ﬁ___
w,_n.:ﬁﬁm. attention explicitly to myself as an embodied :::ﬂ,._:,:
::.n:m_:wm the existential po sibilities and risks of the gaze :_.:::._..
HMEM:_H [ind :dﬁo_.r:: Lo notice, in such ﬁ.r_x_,,__.:ﬁ::,m::_. actions, _,,f
: ! % 3 ansformative dynamic. We are not only
._m:mn::m on .:rw pressures of our classroom, but we are also build-
ing and shaping the intersubjective “we.” A great deal A:,t.ﬁ._:_i on

the Q..;.m:@ of this “we” in such exercises. Whereas laughter can risk
:::::..Ec? italso can forge a shared sense of valnerability . h
- O_:”w final exercise dramatizes the risks and existential ...“:f,::_.
ities o“‘m:n: forged sharing. While teaching in ﬁ._:_:.:_,:m._ *_ 1 :
ipated in the local Friends Meeting, in which ::_7_:_::_.,“ ,,.“.:_M_v_.ﬁ_‘__ __““



sit in silence for an unprogrammed hour as they cultivate what
Quakers call “expectant listening.” Each person contributes, in
some way, to the shared silence, which may or may not be broken
when someone rises to speak. Silence, in this setting, is a form ol
spiritual 1::,:23 oriented towards gaining specific capacities, like,
for example, “peace” or “peace-making.” On very rare occasions,
the quality of the silence intensifies and deepens, and someonc
might describe it as “a Gathered Meeti ng.” It is this quality that I,
every now and then, experience in the classroom: a sense that
something is happening in the room, that every person there is
vital for the dynamic, and that subjectivities are somehow being
shaped by the shared “we.”

One spring, [ attended a workshop put on by members of the
Friends Meeting called “Alternatives to Violence,” a two-day pro-
gram for communities as well as for inmates in county jails and state
prisons." Since one exercise reminded me keenly of existentialist
thought, I asked for and received permission o translate it for the
classroom. As adapted from a form of spiritual practice, this exer-
cise comes the closest to what I might want to call a postsecular
teaching practice.

In this exercise, we sit in a big circle, an immediately unfamiliar
dynamic in the classroom. 1 ask the students to write ten answers
on the ten pieces of paper I have given them, in response to the
question, “Who am [?” I explain that they might write nouns, adjec-
tives, or particular roles, and that no one will need to sce what they
write down; it is an entirely personal reflection and will not be adju-
dicated by anyone. After a quiet period in which students fill each
paper with a response, 1 tell them to look over their answers and
place them in a careful order of importance: to rank them as most
to least meaningful for their sense of self.

As the nextstep in the exercise, I ask the students to flip the pieces
of paper over, with the least-important answer on top. Then, slowly,
one by one, Task them to turn over the papers and study the respons-
es as 1 pose questions to guide reflection: “Does this quality enable
you to experience meaningful things? Can you imagine how your
lite would change without this element or role? Do others see you in
this light, and how would their impressions of you change if you
were missing this attribute? Does this element or role close ofl any

possibilities? Would people react differently if you no longer held
this quality? Do you feel a place where this quality resides in your
body?”

After the meditative reflections on “Who am 277 Task the students
to reconsider their answers silently: if they were to repeat the exer-

_:.wr would they reorder any answers or substitute new words? [ ask
“Did you notice any differences between who vou are and the role:
that you _w_:\f or the traits that you exhibit?” And finally, I state, “Thi
exercise is part of a non-violent workshop that inmates take i
prison, only on a volunteer basis and with no guards in the room
Can you anticipate how such an experience might contribute t
becoming more committed (o non-violence? How might meditating
on your own facticity intensify your sense ol _,,,.,,T_,___,.&:___,, for __:m
you mteract with others?”

Given the personal nature of the exercise, in the discussion after-
ém??. students often share specific details about their own identi.
ties. .} student might explain, “I chose to go back (o school for this
.ﬁum.:,:,n:_...:. reas n” or assert, “I'm hoping to find this kind of mean-
ing for _,:\é.w:..: As we begin to grapple with the distinction of beino
and becoming in this context, students tend (o name the ways :,_J
which their educational experiences are [raught with anxiety: ”.: I
am here because I am paying a lot [or it, and working my ?:._..:::.
Jobs or asking my parents for help, then how can it be anvthing bui
a monotonous following of rules?” In the course of such a H.:ﬂ,:.,._.-

sation, the existential question, “How free are we, as individuals. to
w_onQ:.E authentic?” opens up discussion about real limits on m_:.
meaning found within the university.

In my experience, this in-class practice has the potential to yield
F_ﬁnx_unnﬁon_ encounters with humility: we can come into ::..:..:.H
with our own finitude, since there is, of course, no [ull or accn .:A.
answer to the question “Who am I7” and climpse others’ N.H,::.:ﬁ;_, as
they reflect on their own partial and fallible responses, Every __i.:_.
zmz moves ::,A..:_Tu.: the steps of ordering or reordering their sense
of self, as illuminated by that particular moment’s m:.,_wn:_,,_ of self-
:_,_.n_cm,m_..m_“:.:_,_ﬁ There are invariably surprises in such :.:_...,,._-_:.__.J.::
exammation of the self, surprises that can prompt doubts or ,w:_:._:.,__
certainties about one’s identity commitments and A.:_:_:._::.,_,,._

. There are two main risks to this exercise, [ think. Since the ques-
tion ,_ﬁw,:c am 27 is essentially indeterminate, the discussion that
arises al terwards is perhaps less predictable than normal A,._:Jj,: ::n:
conversations. Students can and will begin (o name wha ._.;, eXI8-
tentially unfulfilling about the classroom, perhaps about ::.,w ,_P._../._
n,c:_.m.,,n_ stating, for example, “No olfense, but 'm only in this ﬁ..::_.f..
for General Education credit.” There is a risk that ::2_::.:_...__v__ﬁ.
truths will be named. As in the earlier example in which ._p..,..._.m_w__:..
”::, _n_pmxmh_,cc_j as :_ prison opens up the possibility for _.1,:1,;:&,
aughter, however, the very naminge ol the limits ol existenti: _
ing is itsell potentially :..x__:_..m::._.____“;_,_M”.H.ﬁ:,H_.______,A_“”w,”.u__;ﬁﬁ__.,ﬂ._J__.,:. _"_H.rw_ :.H,?.:._.
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exercise, the “we” cultivated in this lesson, in my experience, has the
potential to resemble a “Gathered Meeting,” in which :.Em:.:.,:.?.r.
quiet yields a rich shared space. De Beauvoir writes so beautifully,
“Only the freedom of others keeps each one of us from hardening
in the absurdity ol facticity,”™ and one way in which we break
through such “hardening” is by listening to and elaborating our
own struggles with becoming.

The second risk relates to the limits posed by the institutional
context 1o the very possibility of teaching existentially. One fall, a
few years ago, when the entire California State University was on
system-wide furlough, 1 decided to integrate this exercise into a
course, and I found that the alienating and impoverished dynam-
ics of the campus as a whole simply could not be suspended, even
momentarily, through this meditative practice. The neo-liberal
policies of the university administration seemed too harsh to be
bracketed, as tuition hikes and salary slashes yielded somewhat
extreme apathy on the part of students and professors.

Of course, the animating hope of this essay is that an existen-
tial classroom is a critical classroom, at odds in corrective ways
with the individualist, consumer-based pressures of the contem-
porary university. Interestingly, something I have noticed is that
when classroom dynamics do shift through these teaching practices,
students seem to begin to enjoy themselves in qualitatively marked
ways, including body postures, voice inflections, and other sparks of
interest. And so, when I prompt students to approach material in
unexpected or self-reflective ways, invariably 1 myself receive quan-
titatively high scores on teaching evaluations.

Even if I do “parochialize” the material in such a way as to
empower students to think otherwise than “What does the teacher
want to see?” if 1 receive high evaluation scores at the end of the
term, am I not ultimately still oriented towards the commercial
classroom?™ One worry here is that to subvert professorial authori-
ty by saying, “Actually, to adjudicate this material, it’s up to you!™ is
an echo of almost every advertising message. In each of the exam-
ples above, am I ultimately inviting students to enjoy the comfort ol
consumption that is so familiar? My own sense here is that I walk the
line of in-class dissonance lairly carelully. I wonder if, at times, I sac-
rifice the impassioned possibilities of incoherence—moments like
Habermas's carthquake in which suddenly a taken-for-granted
assumption is exposed as a fallible knowledge claim—to the pre-
scriptions of a comfortable space. I'm not sure that the existential-
ists themselves agree about the degree to which subjective and inter-
subjective transformations require discomfort. But I am sure that

the becoming of our selves in the classroom holds tremendous poten-
tality for invoking new capacities and achieving new meanines
I o bl . P I i . . & - 3 " ;, . )
_. C:.ﬁ:# the mterrogation of the limits of such a project is itself a
crucial and existentially edilying task.
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