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“All I can do is tell the truth.  No, that isn’t so—I have missed it.  There is no truth that, in passing through awareness, does not lie.  But one runs after it all the same.”  -Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis.  Cited in Felman (1987).

Abstract

This paper contends that queer pedagogies and sociocultural theories of learning offer alternatives to the omnipresent transmission/banking theories of learning.  It begins by using psychoanalytically informed theories of Shoshana Felman and Susanne Luhmann to explore resistances to learning and what learning might do to one’s identity.  The experiences of Mary Bryson and Suzanne de Castell in teaching a lesbian studies course are used in order to illustrate various points about the (im)possibilities of teaching.  The paper then uses the theories of Jean Lave and Barbara Rogoff in order to explore the implications of distributed cognition and communities of practice on identity, subject-formation, and resistance to knowledge.  It ends with cautions about the implementation of such a pedagogy but with an optimistic call for a pedagogy of questioning and critical reflection.

Education has traditionally involved what Freire (1972) called the “banking concept of education,” where the teacher makes deposits of information into the student’s skull.  In this model, “the teacher teaches and the students are taught; the teacher knows everything and the students know nothing; the teacher talks and the students listen--- meekly” (p.59).  Gallop (1982) made an analogy between this method of teaching and the dominance and submission of pedarastic anal sex; she used Irigaray’s theories of sublimated male homosexuality to point out that “there is a certain pederasty implicit in pedagogy.  A greater man penetrates a lesser man with his knowledge” (p. 63-64).  Whether the deposits come through the head or through the rear, however, the notion that knowledge is merely something given to a student is problematic.  Freire contended, “The more completely they accept the passive role imposed on them, the more they tend simply to adapt to the world as it is and to the fragmented view of reality deposited in them” (p. 60).

Transmission, depositing, banking, penetration—All these models rely on behaviorist conceptions of learning, most famously espoused by B.F. Skinner who used his studies of rats in order to theorize about how humans learn.   Most progressive educators today would disavow these kinds of models of learning and take umbrage at the concept that their teaching is based on the training of rats. Luhmann, however, (1998) suggested that perhaps we are too quick to discount the influence of these models on our teaching.  In her article about queer pedagogy, she pointed out that despite progressive educators’ opposition to the transmission model, it “returns like the repressed in the prevalent preoccupation of teachers with methods, or the how-to of teaching” (p. 148).  In current educational discourse, the focus is on teaching, thereby leaving certain questions unanswered.  Queer pedagogy and sociocultural theories of learning help progressive educators to ask essential questions about what it means to learn, to have knowledge, to be a subject, and to think.  

Knowledge comes from interactions between people; it is not simply passed from the teacher to the student.  Luhmann offered a starting point, that “pedagogy might begin with the question of how we come to know and how knowledge is produced in the interaction between teacher/text and student” (148).   She wanted educators to shift their focus from an investigation of their teaching to an investigation of their student’s learning (p. 148).  In doing so, she suggested, they will need to inquire “into the conditions for understanding, or refusing, knowledge.”  In order to do so, she took a foray into the realm of psychoanalysis in order to explore the internal psychological dynamics of learning.

Refusing knowledge, or the notion of ignorance, is an important question in her queer pedagogy.  She discussed how homophobia is commonly thought of as “a problem of ignorance, of not knowing any lesbian and gay folks… with representation comes knowledge, with learning about lesbians and gays comes the realization of the latter’s normalcy, and finally a happy end to discrimination” (p. 143).  Representation is clearly not enough; Bryson and de Castell (1993) wrote of a lesbian studies course in which “every ounce of our emotional, intellectual, and social energies were consumed by the problem of accommodating the white heterosexual women's discomfort” (Dis/Covering Out/Comes ¶7) to the point where they concluded that “lesbianism is always marginal… even in a lesbian studies course” (¶9).  It only took one person to marginalize lesbianism, Bryson and de Castell argued: 

For as long as even just one student “held the line” in the representation of hegemonic (non-)identity, all our discourses, all our actions, were inescapably interpolated, were threaded through, with the continuous and inescapable subtext of white heterosexual dominance, the backdrop against which everything else in these institutions happens. (¶9).

Resistances to knowledge can be a powerful thing, indeed, when a single student can reinscribe oppressive dynamics.

Luhmann had similar concerns with the limits of the politics of representation and uses Felman’s (1987) exploration of Lacan and education in order to argue that “ignorance is a form of psychic resistance, a desire not to know” (p. 149).  There’s more to homophobia than simply a lack of knowledge about gay people—there is both an individual and cultural refusal to understand and to know; ignorance is, according to Luhmann, “not the opposite to knowledge but an opposition to knowing” (p. 149).

This opposition to knowing, Felman argued, is “not a passive state of absence… it is an active dynamic of negation” (p. 79).  She suggested that it is “the refusal to acknowledge one’s own implication in the information” (p. 79) that leads to ignorance.  Walkerdine (1990) reminds us that texts do not just (mis)represent reality, but in fact “create places for identification [and] construct subject positions” (p. 89).  Knowledge constructs people as subjects (similar to Althusser’s interpellation), and consequently, Luhmann suggested, students “might not be able to bear the implications of knowledge.”  (p. 150).  Both educators and students must ask: “What does this information do to one’s own sense of self?  What does the knowledge ask me to reconsider about myself and the subject studied?”  (p. 150).  Perhaps Bryson and de Castell’s white heterosexual student needed to ask questions and think about their own identity, instead of criticizing Bryson and de Castell for allegedly creating “a ‘lack of trust’ and ‘safety’ in the class, for a ‘power imbalance,’ and for ‘unwanted and unfounded suspicion and judgment’”(Dis/Covering Out/Comes ¶8).

Their “white heterosexual student” is perhaps quite illustrative of the challenges that happen when students grapple with knowledge.  Teachers must be careful not to “blame” students for their inability to handle subversive and challenging knowledge.  Instead, they need to explore and develop a curiosity about ignorance, as  Felman emphasized, “the truly revolutionary insight—the truly revolutionary pedagogy discovered by Freud—consists in showing the ways in which ignorance itself can teach us something, become itself instructive” (p. 79).   The key questions for educators thus become, “How can I interpret out of the dynamic ignorance I analytically encounter, both in others and in myself?  How can I turn ignorance into an instrument of teaching?”  (Felman 80).

Felman, while looking at the relationship of the teacher to the student and the psychoanalytic dimensions of ignorance and knowledge refusal, thought of it as an individual who refuses knowledge.  It may be the internal mental structure of the ‘unconscious’ that a psychoanalytic perspective posits doing the refusal, but it still is taking place within an individual.  Sociocultural theory can help to fix the myopic focus of psychoanalysis on the individual by broadening our focus.

Sociocultural theory derives from the work of Vygotsky.  Vygotsky, according to Rogoff (2003) theorized that “the effects of individuals are not separate from the kinds of activities in which they engaged and the kinds of institutions of which they are a part” (p. 50).  Out of the work of Vygotsky came modern sociocultural theories of learning.  Lave and Wenger (1991), according to Hanks “situate[d] learning in certain forms of social coparticipation… ask[ing] what kinds of social engagements provide the proper context for learning to take place.” (p. 14).  Luhmann asked the question of “how subjects fashion themselves in the highly social processes of learning” (p. 153).  As we construct knowledge, we also construct ourselves.

To Lave and Wenger, this is not just about individuals.  They postulated that “learning is a process that takes place in a participation framework, not in an individual mind” (1991, p. 15).  A good illustration of this principle is a case from Tharp and Gallimore (1988) in which a group of two people performs a cognitive task, the act of remembering:

A 6-year old child has lost a toy and asks her father for help.  The father asks where she last saw the toy; the child says “I can’t remember.”  He asks a series of questions- did you have it in your room?  Outside?  Next door?  To each question, the child answers “no.”  When he says “in the car?,” she says “I think so” and goes to retrieve the toy.  (Wertsch and Kanner, 1992, p.332)

Cognitive tasks do not just occur between two people in the same room.  Rogoff contended that sociocultural theories reject “the assumption that thinking occurs completely inside the skull” (p. 271).  Not only do cognitive activities take place in dyads and groups, but they even take place across time and space, with prior and future generations (p. 272).  When one reads a book, they are engaged in the act of thinking with the author of the book.  When one writes a book, they are thinking with all the future readers of the book.  Rogoff elaborated, “Artifacts such as books, orthographies, computers, languages, and hammers are essentially social, historical objects, transforming with the ideas of both their designers and their later users.  They form and are formed by the practices of their use and by related practices, in historical and anticipated communities” (p. 276).  Resistances to knowledge, such as that which occur in students’ attempts to grapple with knowledge about queer subjects, occur on a much broader level than just the individual.  These resistances can reside in the cultural tools that we use to make sense of knowledge.  But since subjects co-create these tools as they use them, it opens up possibilities of agency.  

When students grapple with challenging ideas, such as those about queer subjects, they are not just acquiring information and skills.  They are, in fact, entering into what Lave and Wenger call a “community of knowledge and practice” (1991, p. 29).   They wrote, “A community of practice is an intrinsic condition for the existence of knowledge, not least because it provides the interpretive support necessary for making sense of its heritage” (1991, p. 98).  Learning is the process of coming to be a member of a community of practice, not just acquiring facts and skills.  It is about how we come to our identities in the process of learning.

Luhmann noted, “The making of selves begins with an other—the other in the text, the speech, the teacher, the student… what is at stake… [is] the processes of how we make ourselves through and against others…” (p. 153).  Haver’s (1998) analysis of Samuel Delany’s character John Mawr in the 1994 novel The Mad Man provides an excellent illustration of this concept.  Haver described the novel as a “philosophical Bildungsroman, the story of a coming-to-philosophical-subjectivity, of a becoming-a-philosopher, a narrative that inscribes a philosophic-pedagogical trajectory” (p. 352) as he struggles to write his dissertation on the deceased Timothy Hasler.  Haver suggested, “Mawr will, at last, become a ‘real philosopher’ in identify with, and as, the formal philosophical texts of a posthumously certified but nonetheless authentic—real—philosopher” (p. 355).  Ultimately, Mawr ends up forming a strong identification with Hasler (in both his academic and sexual life) and “abandons” his thesis in order to write a book called The Mad Men, “the very text Hasler left unfinished at his death” (p. 356).  As Lave and Wenger wrote, “learning and a sense of identity are inseparable” (1991, p. 115).  

Learning/identity formation occurs in a community of practice.  The question of what constitutes one’s community of practice raises some potentially challenging questions.  What community of practice did Bryson and de Castell envision with their lesbian studies course?  This is an important question; Lave and Wenger discussed a hypothetical high school physics class and conjectured that “possibly the students participate only in the reproduction of the high school itself” rather than the community of professional physicists (1991, p. 99).   Were Bryson and de Castell reproducing the lesbian community, the queer community, or the community of lesbian studies scholars?   The lesbian community does not necessarily rely on queer academics to reproduce itself, contrary to the beliefs of the religious right.  Perhaps Bryson and de Castell were only reproducing the community of undergraduate student learners, a much less grand accomplishment than reproducing the queer community.  If, indeed, their teaching only reproduces the educational institution, it raises some serious questions about the ability to effect social change.  Does a queer studies course simply teach students how to write papers and do projects in queer studies courses, or does it change one’s lived experience as a social being in society?

If educational institutions (perhaps) only reproduce themselves and not the real-world communities of practice that they intend to reproduce, a question then arises: Can knowledge still be transferred from the classroom setting to the real-world setting?  Lave (1988) described many failed experiments that attempted to demonstrate transfer of learning between different contexts and between similar problems in the same context.  Lave and Wenger argued that “abstract representations are meaningless unless they can be made specific to the situation at hand” (1991, p. 33).  Thus, a key question arises for Bryson and de Castell’s course: Would knowledge gained in a lesbian studies course transfer to one’s real life as a lesbian?  (Or whatever identity one happened to be?)  More generally, progressive educators need to ask: Does what students learn in the classroom transfer into their everyday lives?  Will a critical pedagogy and critical teaching on the part of the teacher translate into a critical attitude, mindset, and actions on the part of the students once they leave the classroom?  Perhaps, as Luhmann warns, we must “worry about the limits of subversive practices” (p. 142) when it comes to pedagogical situations.

In this era of scripted curriculum and standardized testing in our public schools, trying to prescribe a pedagogical approach based on sociocultural theory is quite far from current educational policy and practice.   A queer pedagogy perhaps lies somewhere in the nebulous realm between the conceivable and the inconceivable.  But a vision of a pedagogy, like the one articulated here, grounded in the idea of asking questions and creating a self-reflective practice of teaching and learning is certainly possible and necessary.  Educators should adopt these as their goals in order to guide our society out of this educational quagmire and construct pedagogies sufficient to these tumultuous times.
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