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As we approach the 21st century, educational action researchers around the globe are reflecting on the historical, societal and cultural processes that influence people’s actions in modern institutions. Action researchers document the struggle of people to maintain a sense of human dignity in the face of a technological machine and theories of mass socialization. We document the sense that people are making of their experience and history. We document how people are directing their actions toward unified purposes. When we do our work well, we put human agency in the service of education, government, and humanity. As we systematically seek to improve conditions in institutions and in society, over time we develop a deeper understanding of ourselves and other people, grow professionally, and are more able to direct our energies toward socially and politically desirable goals. We use contemplation, hermeneutic analysis, and public engagement processes to bring people together to analyze the impact of institutional policies and practices on relationships, politics, and socio cultural systems. As we become more adept at documenting world that is unfolding before us, we also become more conscious of the history that shapes our narrative. When a group of people in an institution engages in systematic, cyclical inquiry and reflection, members of the group become better able to examine their collective history and their situation and to make informed choices about a future course of action.

 

In this essay, I reflect on the work of one group of action researchers in England—Jack Whitehead, a Lecturer in Education at Bath, Pam Lomax, a Teacher Educator and Professor of Educational Research at Kingston University, Moyra Evans, an Assistant Principal at Denbigh School, and Zoe Parker, a Lecturer in Education at Kingston University.  Whitehead, Lomax, Evans, and Parker are creating an educative community though research. They engage in dialogue across disciplines and perspectives and make their practice as philosophers, teacher educators, educators, and students the focus of their inquiry. They generate theories of practice based on rigorous analysis of data from their scholarship, stories, videotapes, or self-studies. Action research is conceptualized within their community as the dialectical process that leads to change. They view the work of educators as complex process--a philosophical practice, a cultural experience, a political project, and a human endeavor. As they reflect together on their ideals, deliberate about the best course of action in a given situation, advocate for a set of practices, they inquire intimately into their intentions, feelings, thoughts, and contradictions. As I noted earlier, their intelligence is exercised and their educational theory is generated, tested, and situated in their practice.

 

Each researcher in the Whitehead and Lomax action research community constructs a “living theory” (1993), which focuses on the questions: How do I improve my practice? How do I understand myself as a living contradiction? How do I explain my educational theory in terms of past practice and an intention to improve, even in the face of uncertainty? How do I help others to improve their practice? As I read their work, I tried to recover some of their “lost intentions.” It is clear that they are defining their community as one in which action research involves systematic inquiry over time, close personal relationships, dialogue, and scholarly research. After reading their work, I find myself delving into the scholarship they cite and wanting to share some of my own theorizing with them.

 

Taken as a whole, the collection of essays illustrates the human ethic that emerges when people are engaged in face-to-face communication and the discourse confirms the significance of their relationships. When I read the various papers I noted that the texts are written at many levels-academic, political, professional, and personal. People speak in their own voice about their own experience, yet the group maintains a public dialogue that requires them to use multiple discourses and to elicit information from audiences.

 

In his paper, Whitehead (1999) discusses the kind of educative relationships that develop in critical community. Whitehead, in his role as thesis advisor, draws out the passionate commitment of the person within the practice situation who wishes to understand and improve practice. Whitehead describes the nature of his relationships as improvisational, unique, and loving. In the paper he presented at the British Educational Research Association session at the 1999 Annual Meeting of the American Educational Research Association, Whitehead focused on his relationship with Kevin Eames, Head of the English Department at Wootton Bassett School in Whiltshire, England. Eame’s Ph.D. whose thesis was entitled: “How do I, as a teacher and an educational action-researcher explain the nature of my professional knowledge?”.

 

Whitehead reflects on his spiritual aims, values, and way of being, personal qualities that enable him to connect with his students in thoughtful compassion.  Whitehead then shows evidence of his influence on his student’s learning by citing excerpts from three conversations in which Kevin admitted that Whitehead had changed his ideas on how he regarded professional knowledge. Whitehead’s explanation of his relationships makes a lot of sense to me. As I reflected on his explanation I was reminded of the writings of Martin Buber, whom Whitehead cites. During the Nazi regime, Buber, a German-Jewish philosopher, whose work was publicly banned in his own country, migrated to Palestine where he continued to write about the person-to-person dialogue that rested on and pointed to the relation with G_d, which reached its full expression in Ich and Du (1923; I and Thou). The I-Thou relationship is one that is based on helping others to do maximum good.

 

Within the Whitehead-Lomax action research community the researcher’s existence is dialogic and discursive. The dialogue is a happening thing, and the presence of a response gives each speaker a sense of purpose, integrity, and belonging. The ““living theory”” of one member of the group respects the contribution of others in the group. The discourse respects for material realities of each participant’s existence. Each member of the group acknowledges the humanity of the other and the value of the community.

 

The fact that members can anticipate a response from other members of the group creates the ground for understanding, and the presence of a response prepares the ground for an active and engaged understanding. Understanding and response are merged and they mutually condition each other. The genuine communication that results from encounter is not lost on the reader. The genuine dialogue of the members of the group extends beyond their particular situation as they engage in discussions of public policies affecting education. Funding for the professional development programs, like the one at Kingston University, will be cut back next year despite apparent their effectiveness. The group takes the position that educational reforms that use mechanical and bureaucratic controls to control work and the qualifications of teachers and students actually undermine learning, growth, and commitment to the education. Because learning involves a dialectical interplay between being and becoming and growth involves becoming aware of the taken-for-granted and making improvements, commitment to education is enhanced when a person achieves deeper understanding of the social, cultural, political, and philosophical processes, choices, and history that exists and is being generated.

 

Within the Whitehead-Lomax action research community a “living theory” is viewed as valid if it is comprehensible, faithful to the situation, expresses truthful intentions, and if claims can be reciprocally and mutually justified within the community. A “living theory” is justified when it suggests a course of intellectual and imaginative action that improves a person’s understanding of practice or situation, healthier relationships, and engaged learning. The educative community is one in which people can investigate their perceptions, feelings, thoughts, conflicts, and knowledge in a holistic and liberating way. Ideally, action research enables a person to appraise his or her personal, professional, and political knowledge within the context of a critical community.

 

In her paper on community building through research, Lomax identifies the structural and situational constraints that are currently being imposed on English educators, and she proposes an alternative to the professionalization of teaching. She speaks of nurturing professionalism by encouraging educators to engage in educative relationships. Professionals, she maintains, engage in a dialectical process as they confront complex dilemmas in the practice setting. She notes that many proponents for the professionalization of teaching portray current teachers as inept. Lomax values teachers’ commitment, integrity, and professionalism. Action research stimulates professionalism. Lomax notes that teachers who conduct action research construct knowledge view self-regulation as a moral imperative and that are why they systematically strive toward values, action and critique. Lomax then describes the conditions that enable teachers to develop their capacity to learn through reflective practice: personal and collective inquiry, rigorous and systematic analysis of cases, discussions of the relationship between theory and practice, and respect for the integrity of persons. As I read Pam Lomax’s work I was reminded of Habermas’ challenge to the tradition that discourages people from looking inward at their own interpretations and outward at the politics of language and logic and control.



Evan’s paper describes the critical community that is evolving at the Denbigh School. She describes the principles of practice and the policies that her teachers and she generate as they share their institutional stories, redefine their programs, and develop their professional knowledge base. She draws on the work of Lawrence Stenhouse, who spearheaded the teacher researcher movement, and John Elliot, whose long experience with action research, which he considers the only proper educational research, to provide justification for her work. Evans appreciates the voyage of discovery and solidarity that she and her faculty have enjoyed as they seek to understand the significance of their stories, interrogate their practice, and transform their school into a learning organization.

 

Clearly, Evans commitment to educational values is embodied in intelligent practice and in her ability to carry on public dialogues with practitioners and with others who are invested in the educational project. Evans’ writing is infused with various educational discourses—utopian, deliberative, evaluative, and scientific. She clarifies her ideals and abstract principles of her practice.  She deliberates on alternative courses of action, prescribing alternatives that will address here and now issues and problems of educators. She evaluates her practice and the educational policies that influence the situation in her school, and she advocates for practices and policies that will promote maximum learning for students and adults. She is committed to professionalism, to the profession, and to her own articulation of a theory of education that includes the practical, critical, and scholarly discourses.



Parker’s auto/biography represents a phenomenological approach to action research. It is not surprising that Parker grounds her work in the philosophy of Mary Catherine Bateson. Parker casts aside familiar habits of learning to engage directly in the improvisational and transitory experiences of uncertain situations in their everyday world. She searches for patterns and for the meanings that are immediately obvious and those that lie at the margins of her consciousness. She searches for insight, “to that depth of understanding that comes by setting experiences, yours and mine, familiar and exotic, new and old, side by side, learning by letting them speak to one another” (Bateson, p.14). Parker, like Whitehead, Lomax, and Evans understands other people by interacting with them, intimately, over time, without knowing all of the theories, rules, procedures that govern all of their interactions. Parker chooses to probe deeply into her experiences as a student. Through the action research process she deepens her commitment to her colleagues, her students, and the profession, while she develops her own personalized journey as a teacher/scholar.



Initially, Parker talks about the self-inflected wound she suffers from when she considers her membership in the Kingston community from her single-sided perspective. Later on in her auto/biography she reflects on the huge wound that occurs when an impersonal bureaucratic agency imposes it single-sided perspective on the educational community at Kingston University. Parker does not distance herself from her learning situation. Rather she places herself as a researcher within the research process and situation. She discovers the complexities of the situation, reflecting on her past, present, and possible future thoughts and actions, seeking to understand the overall unity and the sources of contradictions.

 

As I was reading Parker’s account of her early learning experiences. I was reminded of a story that was recounted in Mary Catherine Bateson’s book, Peripheral Visions. 



My father told a story of a psychologist who was asked whether, since rats are essentially nocturnal, he had ever tried running his experiments at night. “No way,” he said. “They bite.” (You see,” Gregory used to say, “all that theory (learning theory based on experiments with laboratory pigeons and rats) is based on the learning curves of sleepy rats... The sleepy rats were groping their way through a task that alert rats simply reject.

 

Parker is alert to the whole process of education that prepares children for self-alienation of civilized adulthood while making many of them too docile to fight back. Parker resists passivity and adapts almost instinctually to life. She approaches learning with an appreciation of what she herself knows, a high regard for how much others know, and a consciousness that she is on familiar ground with others, emotionally as well as intellectually. She reveals in her auto/biography how she is able to make a creative space for her own interpretations within the Kingston University research community and within the larger community of educators. In her self-study Parker’s notion of praxis is not that of an objective observer, it is the passionate commitment of a person within a situation who is trying to understand and improve it. Her tentative self-study recognizes the dialogues, the ethical values, the human connections, and the professionalism that seem are evident in new qualitative approaches to educational enquiry and in the new models of professional development of educators.

 

What matters to Whitehead, Lomax, Evans, and Parker are the affiliations that evolve as educational action researchers probe the depth of their stories and their commitments, and interrogate their living theories over time. Whitehead, Lomax, Evans, and Parker note that the educator’s sense of professionalism is undermined when the locus of concern is displaced by external controls of persons and knowledge. In the Whitehead-Lomax research community, participants step back from their work and their analysis, which is hermeneutic and dialectical, to open their work up to a search for understanding the empirical facts, logical explanations, phenomenological events, and interpretive frames that lie behind their texts. Their approach to research places them directly in the middle of all of the paradoxes and the unity of educational discourse today. The fundamental emphasis of their research is on the process of change of a particular type, of improvement. They demonstrate that educational action researcher today must try to understand change as it is occurring within an interlocking socio-economic and political system while simultaneously trying to adopt a stance of a person who is at the same time subject to and agent of change within that system.

 

In England, as in the United States, policy makers and educational researchers are addressing questions like these: What does it mean to be a teacher educator or a teacher in a time of educational reform? What is the nature of knowledge of teaching and how is it acquired? How does one redefine teaching competence in classrooms and schools that are characterized by diversity? What are the relationships between teaching and the nation’s economic and social structures? How does the organization of the school influence a school culture? How should teachers be taught?

 

In England, as in the United States, teacher educators, researchers and policy makers are discussing how to prepare teachers.  In theory, there seems to be agreement about outcomes. We seek professionals who possess knowledge of subject matter, students, pedagogy, and the world, systematically evaluate problems at multiple levels and from various perspectives, continually refine their decision making framework, create conditions that facilitate mindful learning of all children, strive for social justice, and are creative and compassionate human beings.

  

In England, as in the United States advocates for standards projects focus on the control of the work and qualifications of teachers, teacher educators, and teacher education programs. In England, as in the United States, action research and theorizing are being promoted as ways to facilitate professional growth, understanding of one’s own perspective and the perspective of others, and ethical practice and democratic ideals.



In England, as in the United States, there is a tendency among educational policy makers to promote educational reform while overlooking the historical evolution of the profession and while ignoring the humanity of the persons who make up the professional community. The Whitehead-Lomax action research community, like communities of action researchers elsewhere, is resisting the “professionalization” and “proletarianization” of teaching.

 

In this section of the paper, I want to reflect on my own emerging concept of action research. I, too, share the sentiment that our actions and research are embedded in both our experiences and history. As I conduct my research, I inquire into the sources of identity, the intellectual traditions that inform my work, the values that inform my choices, and the aesthetic style of the era. I have been examining the processes by which action researchers conduct their inquiries and construct their texts. Last year in discussing a framework for understanding action research, I noted that action researchers engage in autobiographical, collaborative, and communal reflection.

 

Autobiographical reflection enables the researcher to reflect consciously on her perception, reasoning, judgments, and stories and to construct personal, professional, and critical knowledge. Autobiographical reflection occurs when a person engages in self-study. Collaborative reflection occurs when a person engages in collective inquiry within a critical community. Communal reflection occurs when a person engages in the public engagement process in a complex, technological, political, pluralistic society. When educational action researchers engage in these interrelated forms of reflection, they begin to understand the significance of their stories, the various discourses in the field of education, and the public meanings of “education” and social action.

 

As I read Zoe Parker’s auto/biographical essay, I remembered that Robert Smith (1998) began The Norton History of the Human Sciences (New York: W.W. Norton) with a quote from Shakespeare's Julius Caesar:

	

	for the eve sees not of itself

	But by reflection, by some other things. (Shakespeare)



and ended the book with a quote from Dilthy’s (1976) Selected Writings:



The totality of human nature is only to be found in history; the individual can only become conscious of it and enjoy it when he assembles the minds of the past within himself. (Dilthy)



I recalled how Smith charted the origins, growth, and consolidation of Western notions of self from the sixteenth century to the present revealing diversity across cultures and continents and a common history. While he examined sociology, linguistics, economics, anthropology, psychology, he also the ideas of thinkers as diverse as Descartes, Montesquieu, Marx, Darwin and Freud, bridging the sciences and the humanities to provide a lucid account of attempts to use natural science and autobiographical writing to understand human nature and social transformations. Like Parker, Smith urges people to reflect on their personal and collective stories. Smith argued that, on the one hand, psychological society gave unprecedented attention to the self as the ultimate value in economic, emotional and existential terms and intellectual culture, on the other hand replaced the self with words. Postmodern society is comprised of diverse accounts of history and in talking about our common history coherence becomes possible.



We need the history of this diversity of belief about human nature to give us the expressive and imaginative life to recreate our own beliefs. In fact: there is no choice: if we do not do it consciously, we will assuredly do it together unconsciously (Smith, p. 34).



Smith defined self-knowledge as the collective reflection and commentary of people through language and symbols. He used the story of Tristan and Isolde to describe how through love one develops shared knowledge about what it means to be human. Further he used their story to illustrate that shared knowledge is created and recreated though relationships and language. The myth of Tristan and Isolde illuminates history and progress that set us traveling in self-reflective circles, and as we strive to understand the principles of how to live, we realize that “know thyself” means becoming what we may become while accepting what we are. Human nature is therefore a product of material history and social circumstances, and the self is a history of the social worlds in which the self has existed.

 

Human life exists in the oppositions: …the activity of the agent and the belief that historical circumstances are causes of whom we become. (p. 13)



In reading Moyra Evans’ account, I found evidence of collaborative reflection.

 Evans collaborates with teachers at her school conducting critical inquiry and she consults with scholars and colleagues who have studied similar problems. She constructs principles of practice, explanatory theories, and a critical community. During collaborative reflection she becomes more conscious of purposes, audiences and discourses, the competing perspectives and paradigms that shape practice, the politics of education, and society. As I read Evans’ paper in relation to Whitehead, Lomax, and Parker’s papers, I became privy to the significance of their collaborative community. I noted that they were examining their beliefs within the context of their personal and professional histories and from the perspective of philosophy. As I am developing my own theory of reflection in teacher education whilst working with preservice teachers, publicly engaging in school reform in an urban community, and collaborating on research with colleagues, I am impressed. I am myself reading the work of scholars who examine the philosophical roots of contemporary thinking, practice, and identity, and I want to share some of my thoughts with them. This is the very nature of collaboration. It is reciprocal.



Charles Taylor (1989), author of Sources of Self The Making of the Modem Identity (Cambridge, MA) encourages people to look inward towards the roots of their identity. While he urges people to probe into high culture—history, literature, and the arts—and to strive to understand the inevitable frameworks, he also urges people to study their everyday experiences, to contemplate the effects of modernism on society, and to identify sources of the moral identity.

  

We still live in the aftermath of modernism; indeed, we are still in the aftermath of almost everything I have been talking about in these pages, of the enlightenment, of Romanticism, of the affirmation of ordinary life. But in particular, modernism shapes our cultural world. Much of what we live today consists of reactions to it and, more, of dissociation and prolongation of the strands it united (Taylor, p. 491).



	The modern turn inward, Taylor argues, is the result of our long effort to define and achieve "goodness. " Neither experts nor ordinary persons can ignore the inescapable frameworks or our collective intellectual history so if we want to understand human agency in modern times we have to understand the Enlightenment, the Romantics, and the lives of ordinary people. Taylor also notes that disengaged and instrumental modes of thought and action force us to look inward while becoming increasingly conscious of the outward conditions that constitute the sense of fragmentation, loss of meaning, and loss of substance in our environment and affiliations. He challenges academics and ordinary folk to retrieve and re-articulate, the sources of modern identity so that we can again “bring the air back again into the half-collapsed lungs of the spirit” (p. 520).

 

Donald Phillip Varene (1997) in Philosophy and the Return to Self-Knowledge,  (New Haven: Yale) provides yet another perspective on understanding the effects of modernism. He encourages people to collectively inquire into the nature of language, politics and morals in modern society and to cultivate the mind, but he also encourages them to cultivate the soul. A humanist, he prefers the language of the narrative, the rhetorical forms of the oration and poetry as contexts for thought.

 

Modern reflection, Varene maintains, is barbaric and full of malice and it has lost its speculative impulse. He is particularly critical of psychological and critical forms of reflection.

 

Modern nations, with their fascination for Cartesian logic, rational thinking, civil morality, have led people to think only of their own private interests. 



Quoting Vico, he continues:



For such peoples like so many beasts have fallen into the custom of each man thinking of his own private interests and have reached the extreme of delicacy or better of pride, in which like wild animals they bristle and lash out as slightest displeasure. They have reached this state of ultimate civil disease through unrestrained passions and become slaves to luxury, effeminacy, envy, pride, and vanity. They are unable to withstand any adversity or displeasure. Each individual is easily offended by anything he does not wish to see or hear. The barbarism of modern reflection involves a corruption of the highest faculties of the soul, memory, fantasy or imagination, and ingenuity, the powers of the mind are put in the service of the passions in order to lie, trick, and deceive and:

 

All life becomes politics. (Varenne, p. 42)



Reflective malice violates the confidences of society because men turn their intellect into an instrument of greed, brutality, and destruction.

 

When a society is infected with reflective malice it cannot sustain itself, and the communal sense that holds a true society together comes apart.  (p. 43).

 

Varenne notes that the evolution of the concept from mere reflection on ideas and sensory perceptions, to empirical knowledge, to reasoning, to a priori principles and understanding, to values, interests, and to rights led us to the point where people have become vain and greedy.

 

We use argumentation to get what we want from others and to operate.  more like “vagabonds” than like human beings. We behave like people who can adapt to any situation, people who are pragmatic, rather than people who look within ourselves at our thought and without of ourselves to see into the movements of life the holistic sense of it all. We tend to see ourselves as a social construction, but not as a piece of a cosmic order.

 

The barbarism of modem reflection, according to Varene, is not only as the barbarism of the mind and reason, but also a barbarism of practice and society. The modern self has been reduced to words, he observes.

 

While language enables us to engage in social affairs and to convey and comprehend thoughts, the ability to say, "I think," creates the illusion that we are the masters of whatever situation comes our way. 



Varene evokes the Prometheus myth to show that modem man, like Prometheus, must endure endless pain because he thinks that he can solve every problem in life.

 

We live in a Promethean age, and age in which our mastery of the technical process seems to give us the power of the gods. The gift that we received from Descartes, the gift of thought, provides us with the impression that we have the "foresight" and the practical wisdom to solve any problem that comes our way.

 

Varene observes that in modern reflection we behave like Narcissus, our vanity and our logic sends us inward for answers, however that our vanity and our thought interferes with our ability to see that it is the 'sensus communis', the communal sense that sustains us.

 

The communal sense is made by a person as a knowing, social, and image-making animal, acting in the world with others, brings knowledge of the self and provides the wisdom needed to survive the times.

 

He maintains that intellectuals today too often live in the midnight shadows of critical thinking, and that critical orientation limits our vision of what is possible or even desirable.

 

By being overly pragmatic, modern thinkers have abandoned both memory and self-knowledge. The love of memory acts as a charm against the modernist's love of object. All true philosophies are theaters of memory. Memory is the master key to the wisdom that Socrates loves. For he says that he is a "lover of learning," and learning is the memory of the thinker." (p. 242) 

 

Varenne argues that the Delphic inscription--"Know thyself is unintelligible apart from the second Delphic inscription: "and nothing too much." Self-knowledge is tied to the acceptance of external limits and the inner laws of harmony. Varene's reading of Socrates takes the reader back the time when self knowledge did not mean know your inner self, your mind, your cognito, but when it meant “know your work and yourself in your work” (p. 231).

 

Communal forums are uplifting; they relieve us from care and give us a chance to imagine. Varene says that we need to understand folly.

 

A central principle of the art of folly is the inversion of the ordinary…The fool does not possess an ethic or a logical principle on which to base deliberate choice, but he always accomplishes something by his action. In ancient times, folly was an instrument of moral instruction. (pp. 91-93).

 

In a rational world supported by critical reflection and dedicated to progress there is no place for the fool, especially as a potential source of civil wisdom or self knowledge. (p. 95). Varene would bring back folly, and he would bring back memory.

 

To live in a technological world is to live in a world without memory. The things of perception, words of languages and other persons are approached as objects without histories. Thoughts are understood as instruments and persons as agents in a field of action and problem solving. Desire for control of the object puts thought into action for the object cannot be dominated simply in thought. Action is needed to complete the desire for mastery. (p. 197)

 

The three aspects of memory that he believes must be restored are imagination, ingenuity, and speculation.

 

Imagination allows us to sing, to utter poems, to have faith, and to live in the space where one can "know oneself" and "nothing too much" and to investigate nature which is a part of man through the work of the poet and through myth. Ingenuity is the power to perceive connections between things, in metaphor or in scientific hypotheses. Ingenuity enables us to link the past, present and future through narrative. Speculation offsets reflection and promotes the dialectic that is indigenous to irony" (p. 222).

 

Varene calls for a return to prudence, the art of deliberating about what is necessary and about what cannot be change. Prudence involves the ability to foretell through contemplation, to embody practical wisdom with regards to tradition, custom, law, and habits.



True virtuous human action is eloquence and moral goodness; it is what we tell ourselves after we have acted…Eloquence is wisdom speaking or putting the whole into words.

 

	Every action so held in the memory, as narration is a guide to future action. Memory is the basis of deliberation, and, Varene suggests the moral act remembered is poetic.

 

Varene concludes his book by urging people to embrace the whole of life, the thought, poetry, self and history. To "know oneself" and "nothing too much” requires us to imagine, to use our ingenuity to see the whole. Imagination requires us to observe the folly, the activities, and patterns of movements in the theatre of daily life.

 

History is what ties all of these events together. Philosophies are theatres of memory. Memory is the master key to the wisdom. The "lover of learning" is the memory of the thinker. (p. 242)



As I noted earlier, Whitehead, Lomax, Evans, and Parker feel compelled to study their action within the context of our common history. They feel compelled to make the results of their inquiry public. Smith agrees with this strategy:



We need the history of this diversity of belief about human nature to give us the expressive and imaginative life to recreate our own beliefs. In fact: there is no choice: if we do not do it consciously, we will assuredly do it together unconsciously. (Smith, p. 34)



Foucault, who has discussed the role of the intellectual in helping to create knowledge and a way of life in modern technological society, would approve of Whitehead and Lomax’s principles and strategy for dealing with the politics of their situation. Education is political and it is value laden. In order to realize a moral imperative, action researchers need to understand the various traditions and discourses that are used in political and social philosophy as well.



In such a world, the intellectuals’ role is no longer to place himself somewhat ahead and to the side in order to express the stifled truth of the collectivity; rather it is to struggle against the forms of power that transform him into its object and instrument in the sphere of 'knowledge', 'truth', consciousness', and 'discourse'.  (Foucault, 1977b, in Goodin and Pettit, p. 209)

	

In their essays, Whitehead, Lomax, Evans, and Parker allude to social, economic, and other factors that affect what is happening in education. In all four cases, Parker, Evans, Lomax, and Whitehead public engage in deliberation about educational practice. They talk with colleagues within their community and across cultural groups, within disciplines and across disciplines, within and across discourse groups. Their work is infused with a sense of civic responsibility and possibility. In communal reflection, they become increasingly conscious of the need to understand the historical context, the references, the lived experiences of the people in their group, and the world that is opening up before them. They construct hermeneutic-historical and public knowledge based on their practice and situation, then speculate about the future of education. It seems to me, and to the Lomax-Whitehead group of action researchers that knowledge is not entirely anchored in traditions, values, and systems, but in mind in the world, in the universal imagination, and in the world of action where judgments are often made without thinking.

 

Educational action researchers are now working together to make operative theories of their practice explicit, subjecting those theories to public critique, and experimenting with novel or innovative practices. Paddy Walsh (1993) in Education and Meaning: Philosophy in Practice. (London: Cassell) notes that "Educational theory is a cluster of four discourses relating to educational practice, namely (1) utopian, (2) deliberative, (3) evaluative, and (4) scientific. Each discourse stands in relationship to practice in its own unique way. 



Utopian discourse is directly committed to the flourishing of human potential and it pushes for the ideal, the purely theoretical, and is unconcerned with feasibility. The utopian discourse draws on educational philosophy, some kinds of history (Marxism), some schools of psychology (moral development) and critical theory. Utopian discourse aims to develop coherence across theories about the nature of the good life, values, and cultural capital. Utopian discourse strives for unity, is sometimes dogmatic, and is nearly always visionary. Finally, utopian discourse is the form of discourse that deals with ideal visions and abstract principles that are formulated and argued over. 

Deliberative discourse involves weighing alternatives and prescribing the best action in a concrete here and now situation and development. When educators conduct action research, they step back from the teaching and learning situation and consult with others about policies and about practices. In other words, teachers subject the "wisdom of practice" to criticism, revision, elaboration, and further testing in action. Deliberative discourse takes into account theories of society, culture, personality, learning, motivation, development, and borrows from discourse in the social sciences. When educators deliberate together they generate practical theories that make some body of tacit theory explicit. When they reflect on their practical theories, they enter the stage of critique. They pose questions, identify conflicts, identify value interests, and make summative judgments.

 

Evaluative, is closely related to deliberation and somewhat independent of it. Evaluative discourse describes, analyzes, and judges educational practices and contexts with a view to their maintenance and development and educational proposals with a view to their adoption. This is the discourse of curriculum developers, policy makers and reformers. Project evaluation reports, analyses of political contexts, case studies of particular schools, subject matter studies, and school self-studies use evaluative discourse. Evaluation suggests judgement. Formal evaluations are political in that they advance certain interests and have effects on the distribution of power. 



Scientific discourse seeks to understand and explain education. Scientific discourse is value-ladened in that it describes what is rather than what ought to be happening.  Scientific discourse is the discourse of detachment. It is not immediately or directly connected to action or deliberation. It is often focused on the general rather than the particular. It values understanding for its own sake. When people deliberate, they often draw on scientific theories. (p. 53-57).



Walsh’s theory links philosophy, human science and history, public opinion, the four interrelated discourses of practice, and scholarship in the arts, politics, work, family, friendship, and the spiritual, with concepts of the good life. Walsh calls for more active philosophizing on the part of educators and citizens. He maintains that theories develop after philosophies, thus he argues, action research is an essential part of educational theorizing in any area of education.  This makes a great deal of sense to me.

  

In The Contemplation of the World: Figures of Community Style sociologist Maffessoli (1996) (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press) calls upon people to become more aware of the communitarian ideal. He warns of the quiet way that modern commercial and intellectual culture undermines our collective ability to imagine and to dream:



Dream and thought are closely linked, especially during times with societies dream themselves. Therefore it is important to know how to accompany these dreams, all the more so when their denial is, generally speaking, a constant of all dictatorships. The latter no longer wear the brutal mask they had throughout modernity. They assume the pleasing aspect, somewhat sanitized, of happiness at a cut-rate price. Modern dictatorship, apart from notable exceptions, is not even a case of bloodthirsty and cruel individuals; rather it is anonymous, gentle, and sly. It is above all unconscious of what it is, or what it does, and it occupies itself, in completely good faith, in promoting the sacrosanct principle of utilitarian reality. And it thereby extirpates, in effect, the onerific faculty, the ability to dream. In this sense it merely expresses a constant in human history: the powers-that-be rest easy when no one can, or know one knows how to, or dares any longer, to dream. (vii-viii)



	What I find interesting here, as an action researcher, is that Maffessoli opposes those who continue to analyze societies in terms of individualism and disenchantment. He, like Varenne, is skeptical about critical theory as a framework for change and suggests an alternative. He writes that the communitarian ideal, "the society of the epoch" allows us to understand how the values are born, flourish, and develop in modem society.

 

 While daily life gives us ample examples that we are unified around institutions, businesses, and events, and the new technologies in society, the Internet and telecommunications, the style of the era still dwells where the people dwell, and it is embodied in the people’s way of being together



People are seeking a kind of tribalism and a re-enchantment of the world as a way of dealing with anomie.



 It is no longer the individual, isolated in the fortress of his or her reason, who prevails, but rather the tribal ensemble communing around an ensemble of images that it consumes with veracity  (p. 127). 



 Maffesoli draws on Durand's notion of' "semantic basin", of water flowing, to help us to understanding the "flowing" spirit of the times, its institutionalization and "the adjustment of the river banks", to show the effects of the ebb and flow of change (p. 132).  Maffessoli sees involvement and contemplation as ways to appreciate the new ethic and to understand the times. 



The only way to really understand the new ethic that is aided by the sharing of affect is to be present when the images pass into the action of the here and now, appear, show themselves, and take form. 

 

He goes on to write that in the past, the communitarian ideal, which once was felt in families and in churches, and is today expressed in that "profane form of religion that is politics, but it is discovered diffusely, in the whole of social life." (p. 150)



Philosopher Martha Nussbaum (1997) in Cultivating Humanity: A Classical Defense of Reform in Liberal Education (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press) does not believe that people will develop intellectually and emotionally simply by joining together in inquiry and contemplating about our life and times. Repeating a theme that appears again and again in this paper, Nussbaum urges educators to strive for a particular norm of citizenship and presents a proposal to provide college students with a solid liberal education. In Cultivating Humanity, Nussbaum takes into account the diversity of our times in relation the philosophical ideal put forth by Seneca, in his treatise “On Anger.” Like Seneca, she urges... "while we live, while we are among human beings, let us cultivate our humanity".

 

The liberal education that is "fitted for freedom" produces citizens who are free because they can call their minds their own. Such a liberal education neither produces uncritical moral relativists nor scoffs at the older traditions, which have commanded respect through the ages. The new education must be neither too vocational nor the property of faddists, radical elite, or cultural conservatives. The new education must develop the abilities of intelligent citizens who cultivate humanity. These include an ability to see ourselves as bonded to others through recognition and concern, to act in the best interests of others, to imagine what it would be like to walk in the shoes and understand the wishes and emotions of the "other" person, and to achieve scientific understanding. 



A liberal education for the 21" century will provide a solid grounding in the social sciences, cultural diversity, and the human sciences.



Our campuses educate citizens. Becoming an educated citizen means learning a lot of facts and mastering techniques of reasoning. But it means something more. It means learning how to be a human being capable of love and imagination. We may continue to produce narrow citizens who have difficulty understanding people different from themselves, whose imaginations rarely venture beyond their local setting. It is all too easy for the moral imagination to become narrow in this way. Think of Charles Dickens' image of bad citizenship in A Christmas Carol, in his portrait of the ghost , Jacob Marley, who visits Scrooge to warn him of the dangers of a blunted imagination. Marley's ghost drags through all eternity a chain made of cash boxes, because in life his imagination never ventured outside the walls of his successful business to encounter the lives of men and women around him, men and women of different social class and background. We produce all too many citizens who are like Marley's ghost and like Scrooge before he walked out to see what the world around him contained. But we have the opportunity to do better, and now we are beginning to seize that opportunity. That is not "political correctness"; that is the cultivation of humanity. (Nussbaum, p. 14).



I am guided in my own philosophizing about action research by the work of Ricoeur. In From Text to Action Paul Ricoeur (1991) (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern Studies in Phenomenology Press) theorizes about narrative, time, texts, and action. Through analysis and interpretation of texts (p. 53) Ricoeur attempts to answer three questions: “What's the interpretation? What's the problem? What's the history?” Ricoeur does not see a text as an extension of a person’s biography, but rather as an historical document that contains the sense, references, and lived experience of people living in a particular place at a particular time.

 

Ricoeur suggests that the reader can gain a sense of the sense, reference, and lived experience of the text through a process of "distanciation." Ricoeur analyses the genre, the metaphors; the understandings involved in the text itself, and the historical explanations to get at the sense of the text. In attempting to understand the reference, he examines the myths and the value claims in the text. Ricoeur argues that the text also advocates a way of "being with others" and "being in the world." Thus the task of textual analysis is to discern the "matter" of the text, not the “intention of the author." The "matter" is more than merely the "meaning". The "matter" includes the feeling of the text, too. The "matter includes the aesthetic, historical, and language sphere. Analyzing the "matter" gives us a sense of the lived experience of the text within historical time: the "substance of the moral life", the prejudices that informed the work and the effects of history on it. 



Ricoeur argues that distanciation is the dialectical counterpart to belonging.

 

“Through distanciation we sense belonging to a historical tradition". 

Distanciation is the moment of belonging at which the critique of ideology can be incorporated as part of the explanatory system, restoring communication and self understanding to the text.

 

In other words, Ricoeur argues that in dialogue about texts within discourse communities and in diverse contexts, we explore alternative interpretations of the texts. Further, he maintains that through a process of textual analysis and critique of ideology, we can discover the routes along which intellectual understanding is converted into cultural interpretation and stored in historical memory.



	Through distanciation, Ricoeur writes, “we belong to the historical tradition of critiquing ideology, restoring communication, and extending self-understanding”. By looking into texts and into our interpretations of them we find our 'lost intentions', theories that are mediated in the text and the world that is opening up ahead of it. How can the texts that we write as action researchers become more educative? They can become more educative if we read each text for the story it tells about the times.



As I read the papers of Whitehead, Lomax, Evans, and Parker I became increasingly aware that the British context is not the same context as I experience here in the United States. I became aware that educational action researchers around the globe are steeped in particular traditions, values, and histories, and that those traditions, values and histories are particular as well as general. I agree with Parker’s assessment. It will take ‘peripheral visions” to enrich our particular perspectives with those of other educators. I agree with Evans. It will take “educative communities and alert, inquiring practitioners,” to transform school cultures in ways that are intelligent and wise. I agree with Lomax. Those educative communities will be based on respect for the integrity of person’s and acts if educators are to work across diverse disciplines and contexts. I agree with Whitehead. It will take an orientation towards educational inquiry that respects spirituality, genuine communication, intellectual rigor, and love to develop “living” educational theories.

 

In a world that seems indifferent to humanity, it takes a particular kind of commitment to take action in the interest of the community. It takes a willingness to work with people who take responsible action as the matrix for resistance and participation in an extended community. The people in the Whitehead-Lomax community are people who have commitment to improving learning and conditions of learning in English schools.

 

While they may not be able to end a catastrophic disaster, they do prevent their own capitulation to structural evil. They provide a heritage of persistence, imagination and solidarity that extends beyond their particular situation.



And for ourselves, the intrinsic 

“Purpose” is to reach, and to remember,  

And to declare our commitment to all

The living, without deceit, and without

Fear, and without reservation. We do

What we can. And by doing it, we keep 

We trusting, which is to say,

Vulnerable, and more than that

What can anyone ask? 

(June Jordon, in Walker, Revolutionary Petunias)



�
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