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ironically, the hegemony that Derrida fears had to be actually offset by authoritative
expertise. If not, very little productive thinking would have occurred. Student
prejudices were deeply entrenched. In a sense the resistance toward a "plurality of
meaning" flowed from the students toward the text, not the other way. From Derrida's
perspective this can be seen as the students not mustering sufficient good will to read
the essay objectively, a fact that calls the process of conversational understanding itself
into question. What Derrida does not seem to anticipate is the need in these cases for
an authoritative expertise to offset closed-mindedness.

Both hermeneutic positions, for admittedly different reasons and perhaps with very
different outcomes in mind, come to similar conclusions: it is difficult to get people to
break free from their preconceived notions of right and wrong. But a broader
pedagogical understanding is advanced by thinking through the observations and
insights of both schools. My own hermeneutic position reminds me that the influence
of any tradition, e.g. fundamentalist Christianity, does not determine one's total
experience with new and unfamiliar ideas. It conditions but does not strictly determine.
Yet - and here I must adjust my own prejudgments - Gadamer does not sufficiently

consider how one copes on a practical level with such unabated resistance to the
possibility of new experience.

Deborah Kerdeman makes the following point concerning this weakness within
Gadamer's philosophical hermeneutics. Her point is well worth the length of the

following quotes:

A major problem . . . besets Gadamer's thought. . . . Gadamer ironically
fails to address how concrete contextual factors might influence the
capacity to acknowledge limits and remain open. Are their psychosocial
developmental issues, for example, that might be important to consider
when educating teenagers to accept others and themselves? How might
the real-life political demands faced by teachers influence the way they
choose to be open with students?

How, exactly, do we distinguish relations and conditions that promote
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openness from those that shut it down? Gadamer seems to think that
simply encountering difference is sufficient to compel a person to
examine her biases and acknowledge the challenges of others. My
experience has been that my own power of judgment finds its limits,
and also its enrichment, whenever I find someone else exercising his
own power of judgment', Gadamer writes [Gadamer is quoted from
On Education, Poetry, and History: Applied Hermeneutics]. But why
should simply confronting another have this effect? Why might
experiencing challenge and loss not make a person more defensive?
Why is it that some well-adjusted people are able to learn from pain,
while others react by ‘hiding out' in various sorts of ways?

It seems that in order to get off the ground, Gadamer's philosophy must
presuppose what it promotes. That is, in order to learn how to be open,
one must already be willing to engage in self-acceptance and
self-questioning. How does this happen? This is the question Jacques
Derrida raises in his criticism of Gadamer [the author alludes to the

famous debate between Gadamer and Derrida]. . . . What Gadamer
does is to locate this concern centrally for education (Kerdeman 1998,
pp. 19-20).

Moreover, in this incident with the students who "hide-out", to use Kerdeman's
expression, instead of putting their own prejudices aside long enough to fairly consider
another's ideas and how these might be applied to their lives, there was a failure to
play with the text. (This is same failure that I documented on my part when discussing
the case of W.) Michael Cowan (1994), whose work is closely associated with the
Heidegger/Gadamer tradition of hermeneutics, relates his own practical experience
with getting students to respond to a text. Despite his commitment to Gadamer's point
of view in general, Cowan guides his students in a way that would allow for a partial
integration of deconstructive principles, while keeping Gadamer's overall philosophy
intact. He advocates a four part method.

First, he has the students read a particular text. This happens prior to any
classroom discussion. The initial emphasis is on the horizon of the reader. He has them
note their initial feelings to the text; he directs them to record their agreements and

disagreements with the text; and he also asks them to record questions they might
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have about the text that call for clarification. Only then are students invited to briefly
share their initial responses with one another. He writes, "The listeners do not judge,
compare, or evaluate. Other's responses to the reading are to be listened to for
understanding, not agreement or disagreement” (Cowan 1994, p. 5).

Secondly, he tries to get the students to commit themselves to "pursuing a deeper
understanding of the text on its own ground" (Cowan, p. 5). Cowan reminds that "All
texts are interpretations of life" (Cowan, p. 5). Some texts by their very nature offer
"explicit interpretations of their subject matter" (Cowan, p. 5). This is the point where
Gadamer asks us to allow the text to speak to us as a Thou, as a partner in dialogue.
We are asked to listen carefully and respectfully (Gadamer 1994, p. 358). This, of
course, is where Derrida probably first senses the danger of conversational
understanding. Hegemonic forces exercise their sway over us at this point in the
process. But as we have seen, this force flows both ways, from text to student, but
also from student to text. This is where we, as teachers, are at risk if we unwittingly
assume an open-mindedness on the part of the reader that the reader may not possess.
Nevertheless, this is where a focus on the horizon of the text must be emphasized if
interpretation is to take place. Cowan writes, "Until . . . [a] text is adequately
understood on its own ground, valid interpretation is impossible" (Cowan, p. 5).
Cowan refers not only to the cultural horizons that surround any text but also to
critical textual factors, which might accommodate themselves to deconstructive
interpretive tenets - although I doubt he has that in mind.

Thirdly, there is a basic shift in the process toward conversational understanding
itself. Here Cowan says he "encourage[s] students to 'mix it up' with the text and with
one another" (Cowan, p. 5). This is where playfulness begins. Cowan writes that "It is
at this point that the game of conversation first takes shape" (Cowan, p. 5). This is
also the point in the process where Gadamer's belief in the need for an I-Thou
relationship with other conversants, as well as the text under consideration, is

required. But Kerdeman, as we have already seen, warns that Gadamer assumes too
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much at this point. And one cannot dismiss her warning. Goodwill on the part of the
student cannot be assumed. The radical hermeneutic position may be more right about
this than Gadamer. But what other choices are available to the educator? What other
tactics would one pursue? The following observation comes to guide Cowan at this
point. He writes, "In the give-and-take of this moment of the conversation, the reader
puts his or her evaluative responses in dialogue with the text and the views of others,
seeking a fuller understanding of the text's proposals for life" (Cowan, p. 6). By being
involved in a process that requires open-mindedness it can be hoped that students will
assume the rules of playfulness as their own.

The last phase of Cowan's method is to encourage students to receive texts in a
way that might "transform a reader's sense of what is possible and what should be the
case for her or his life" (Cowan, p. 6). He instructs students to complete this sentence:
"'An implication for how my life might go that has arisen in my conversation with this
text is . . . ,and my reaction to that possibility is . . ."(Cowan, p. 6). Cowan concludes
by alluding to his own experience, "Possibilities named in this moment of text
interpretation range from a dim, new awareness of some prospect to a specific
decisioﬁ that must now be faced" (Cowan, p. 6).

There are advantages to Cowan's method of instruction. It does not allow students
to escape self-examination. The student is put into a position by the formalized aspects
of the exercise whereby he must engage and interact with the text. Although
hegemonic forces within the conversation, whether they emanate from text,
interpreter, or conversant, still threaten, the technique guarantees that the teacher is
less likely to be a purveyor of those forces. (My own mistakes with W. would have
been unlikely following Cowan's instructional technique). And finally, the student is
not bound into a purely conventional way of responding to the text. There is room for
what might be mistaken as idiosyncrasy and "plurality of meaning”, without necessarily
precluding connections to traditions of understanding in Gadamerian fashion.

Last of all this method calls for a judicious use of authoritative expertise
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throughout, but especially in the first three phases. The first phase, which focuses on
the student's initial response to the text, requires strong guidance so that students will
have the opportunity to record their initial responses without undue influences from
other students. It is here that Cowan allows for students to register their agreements
and disagreements with the text. Each agreement spontaneously recorded while
reading becomes a potentially recognized prejudice. Each disagreement also indicates
a possible prejudice revealed. He also advises students to use exclamation marks to
indicate places where the text surprises them. Surprises indicate places in the text alien
to the student's usual point of view (Remember Gadamer's admonishment that we are
the alien we come home to!). This is, of course, not merely recommended. Students
are assigned the details of the process. They are encouraged to try it out to see if it
enhances their understanding of a particular text - before they have a chance to reject
the underlying process outright. It is, of course, a process that they will either
ultimately reject or, conversely, accept in a way that will change the way they
experience their life-world. But they are required to practice this method precisely
because they are students in a class wherein the process of learning is being tried out.
Goodwill can be formally required in an educational setting if nowhere else.

The second phase, which focuses on an understanding of the text itself, requires a
knowledge of subject matter that students cannot be expected to have in their
possession. Teacher/experts must now grow self-reflective as they explain the
historical-cultural context of the text to students. The teacher must also be ready to
explain inter-textual references (references within the text to other texts). These are
ideational references that may not be understood by students. They will require careful
explanation. If the goals of process education are to be advanced, then the
teacher/experts must recognize their own prejudices, and students must be made
aware of them if the basic principles of a hermeneutically guided pedagogy are to be
maintained.

Moreover, teacher/experts may be influenced by hegemonic ideas. I refer to the
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specific concerns of radical and even critical hermeneutics. Hegemonic ideas must be
examined, both those embedded within the language games that we have available for
discussion and understanding of the events of our life-worlds and those
extralinguistical forces that originate in the power structures of society. The teacher as
well as students are subject to both nefarious influences. The students will have to be
careful that their full right to question the expert is not only allowed but encouraged.
This may well require specific types of intellectual training conducted by the
teacher/expert. All schools of hermeneutic thinking would have a strong interest in
seeing that this is done.

The third phase, which entails what Cowan refers to as a "talking back to the text",
is where open conversation in the classroom about what the text means takes place
(Cowan, p. 5). This corresponds, in part, to Gadamer's "fusion of horizons". It is
predicated, as I have said, on an I-Thou relationship between student and text and
student and student. But sometimes students must be forced to listen to the text and to
one another. I have had experience with this method since I reported on my research in
Part Two. Students, for example, must be held back from arguing. The teacher must
intervene and demonstrate the difference between an arguing relationship and one that
emphasizes listening. And even here the teacher may have to act as subject matter
expert. One of the concerns of radical hermeneutics is that the prejudice of reason,
derived from the Enlightenment, has enormous hegemonic power over our discourses.
A teacher in the role of expert might have to enter the conversation in order to point
out that other more poetic, less rationalistic ways of understanding the world might be
useful to the discussion at hand. All the while the expert must try to be fair to all
contending points of view, listening in the fashion recommended by Garrison (1996)
and Bramall (2000) and expecting the same of students.

I hope that the second part of this conclusion in particular suggests an expanded
way of understanding my empirical work. If overall I have suggested further lines of

inquiry, then I have ended this thesis no worse than when I began. Perhaps the single
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greatest idea in western philosophy is Plato's Doctrine of Ignorance. When the oracle
told Plato that he was the wisest of men, he was baffled. What was it that he knew that
others did not? He thought long and hard about this, and when an answer finally came
to him, he realized that he had started out on his quest for wisdom simply knowing
that he knew nothing at all. If I have gained insight, I still hold what I know to be
tentative. I must now await the experience of others whose insight will inevitably

surpass my own and who will one day reinterpret this research.
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