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Abstract 

This thesis explores irony and existential commitment in response to the condition of 

Absurdity. More specifically, it considers three different treatments of irony and ironic 

understanding, how these permit multiple modalities of being in the world, and how 

students might be assisted as they learn about, and practice, their existential freedom with 

some measure of humility, commitment and responsibility regarding that which they 

encounter. 

The first section explores Camus’ Absurdity and how it impacts our many 

sociological, philosophical and existential commitments. The notion of ‘self’ is itself 

excavated, with an eye towards describing an agonistic process of self-selection vis-à-vis 

surrounding cultural, historical and ideological forms. Never shying away from practical 

and political moral considerations, including those impacting schools, we arrive at ‘The 

Existential Bind’ as our human, all too human condition, a confounding situation of 

freedom which is both infinite and not, of self which is for itself yet not of or by itself, of 

moral and just action that is both necessary and impossible, and of a longing towards the 

unity of truth that is to be rejected even while fervently desired.  

The second section is an exploration of irony as a profitable response to our 

irresolvable human predicament. Here, three ‘movements’ of irony based on the works of 

Soren Kierkegaard, Friedrich Nietzsche and, perhaps incongruously, Kieran Egan are 

engaged, permitting us to speak of irony as negation, creation and imagination. Rather 

than feel obliged to prefer one treatment or another to the exclusion of its alternates, 

developing a sophisticated and fluid ironic posture will enable us to enjoy irony’s many 

intellectual, ethical and aesthetic benefits. 

The final section outlines a pedagogical model stemming from the ideas presented 

in earlier sections. Here, readers will encounter the notion of “idea-centered space” 

shaped around the elements of differentiation, relation and ironic disruption. Following 

from this, we return to the matter of existential freedom, the appropriate role of suffering 

in pedagogy and existential becoming, and the various responsibilities of the educator – 

this educator included – in rebellion and solidarity with students. 

 

Keywords:  Education; Freedom; Irony; Suffering; Choice; Rebellion 
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Chapter One – How Confounding To Be Human! 

Men at sometime were masters of their fates. 

The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars,  

But in ourselves, that we are underlings” 

Julius Caesar, I. ii. 145 

1.1. Introduction  

Sitting on the end of a remote oceanfront wharf under a clear late night sky, it is 

disarmingly easy to feel inconsequential. Millions of miles apart, the stars cluster together 

in the imagination, so much so that we have fumbled to make sense of them, drawing 

images and writing stories which make them familiar and intelligible, connecting our lives 

to their existence like long lost ancestors who nevertheless guide us and offer a sense of 

security regarding the order of what is. For myself, this beguiling sense of wonder and 

gratitude is soon enough paired with a gnawing feeling of solitude and impenetrability, 

such that I become paradoxically comforted and filled with worry. This sensibility, I am 

confident, is hardly mine alone, for it speaks to something seemingly inescapable 

regarding the arbitrariness, even capriciousness, of our shared human experience. That 

the stars don’t speak is both freeing and terrifying, at least once the dreadful weight of 

their silence settles into consciousness. There is, we might describe it, an absence at the 

center of creation, a confounding lack of universally legitimating ground upon which we 

might finally justify ourselves and each of our choices. For all our attempts at 

comprehensibility and comfort, indeed the many Truths we have given ourselves across 

times and contexts which seem greater and more terrible than we, in ourselves, could ever 

hope to become, we remain irredeemably alone with neither solace nor recourse. Choice, 

or to be more precise the act of choosing, can thus seem at once the most mundane and 

consequential facet of our absurd human existence, something Cassius – he who with the 

help of his best pal Brutus would use every tool of bloodthirsty conspiracy in order to 
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prevent the possible onset of tyranny – may have failed to anticipate in the heat of the 

moment but no doubt, with the benefit of time, came to appreciate with a rather richer 

significance. To stand in lucid defiance of the stars and assert oneself against the dark 

silence without recourse to Fate, the Gods, or other palatable explanation is to be free, 

and freely alone, with all the abandonment, responsibility, and possibility for self-

contradiction that might entail. It wasn’t for nothing that Shakespeare was considered a 

serviceable writer: Cassius’ insurrection against Caesar surely reflects our own desire for 

transcendence against seemingly ‘natural orders’, and his determination to assert his will 

against the capriciousness of political power and blunt contingency is just as self-

defeating. Whatever else we might say about the many faults of Cassius – the murderous 

impulse, the constant nurturing of his own jealousy towards his betters, the outright 

absence of detailed, long-range planning – we can grant him this: at least he had an ethos, 

one of the more self-deceptive and ultimately dangerous assets a man can hold, 

…particularly so when professed publicly.  

For the broad purposes of introduction, this thesis is about existential possibility 

and the burden of choice in response to Camus’ description of Absurdity. More specifically, 

it considers different treatments of irony and ironic understanding, how these might allow 

us various modalities of being in the world, and how students in the context of (mostly) 

historical study might be supported as they learn about, and practice, their existential 

freedom with some measure of humility, commitment and responsibility regarding that 

which they study. This is, as the saying goes, no small feat, one which I pledge to either 

achieve or die writing. To help us along, we will largely rely on the works of Camus, 

Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, with the timely assistance of Arendt, Taylor, Sartre and 

others. As a piece written under the marker ‘Philosophy of Education’, there is a built-in 

additional challenge in that most of the key players identified above rarely direct their 

attention at issues of education, which is to suggest that insofar as this is not a piece of 

straight philosophy so much as philosophy of education, it can be challenging to maintain 

fidelity to purely philosophic text when they do not always fit well with the practice of 

teaching. In order to counter this difficulty, large tracts of both theoretical and practical 

focus will rely on the work of Kieran Egan, specifically his treatment of philosophic and 

ironic understanding, and how the ideas of each of the theorists might be brought to life in 

the context of his model of Imaginative Education. It is important to recognize at the outset 
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of this project, I suppose, that the ‘teaching piece’ is central, and not esoteric to, the ideas 

under consideration. Such a claim seems appropriate to a thesis dealing so overtly with 

existential choice and professional commitment. Accordingly, I should like to frame this 

discussion in terms of praxis and, ultimately, phronesis, a kind of ‘this is me struggling to 

write out a living philosophy as it is enacted daily in the classroom’. If the danger of writing 

educational philosophy is that it might grow detached and eventually isolated from actual 

applications of practice, this thesis should be read as a profession and reflection on 

lessons actually undertaken, purposes achieved and frustrated, and relationships of 

intention and care as embodied by living, breathing and, one hopes, willing subjects. 

Given the title of this profession – Chasing the Existential Ironic – questions of 

freedom, choice, responsibility, self, abandonment and absurdity will quite naturally be 

foregrounded. It will be argued that before ‘language arts’, ‘home economics’, ‘computer 

literacy’, and the myriad other socialization functions of schools, awareness of and 

engagement with questions of self and existential freedom represent some of the more 

important outcomes of a properly conceived educative agenda. Moreover, there is the 

lurking premise that these types of considerations, including the recognition that the very 

questions themselves might be of core importance, are largely ignored in the daily school 

experience of not only most learners, but their teachers as well, a gap which carries 

predictable, and observable, distorting effects. These two clusters of ideas will be 

excavated in this preliminary chapter.   

An additional premise will be explored throughout the entirety of the piece and 

might be best envisaged through a recognition of the boundlessness of existential choice 

and self-selection: that teachers, in shaping the space of the learning environment and in 

conditioning the emotional and intellectual tenor through which students come to 

experience their education, are themselves engaged in the continuous process of choice 

and responsibility, such that in choosing for their students they are also in the process of 

enacting their own values and commitments, a recognition of which seems essential to 

effective, ethically robust teaching practice. Teaching, considered in this light, emerges as 

a moral and distinctly political enterprise, or if one prefers, an act of agency for the benefit 

of a larger, other-oriented good, whether that ‘other’ is conceived in individualist or 

collective terms. To misrecognise it as such by conceiving of the teacher, for example, in 
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Foucaultian terms as a functionary operant within a disciplinary system of power or, 

alternately, as an exercise of Sartrean bad faith, the teacher-as-teacher akin to Sartre’s 

waiter-as-waiter, renders us a comparatively shallow understanding of the teacher-student 

dyad, one which cannot help but tend towards an educational system which is experienced 

by both teachers and students as more ‘system’ than ‘educational’ in any genuine sense, 

and a far cry from the overarching care and compassion the Greeks emphasized in the 

education of their young. And yet, at every step, including the fistful of yet unsubstantiated 

claims above, there is as Hannah Arendt might put it a ‘dreadful need to reflect’; that we 

do well to hold back and restrain the intensity and certainty of our contentions, both in their 

form and content, embracing the good humour, restraint and indeed possibility of 

corrective against excess that irony seems to provide. Absurdity, contingency, 

abandonment…each teaches us the folly of our own rectitude, that where we most seek 

order, conviction, finality and control we are most likely to find contradiction, doubt, novelty 

and self-detriment. Such is precisely where Cassius seems to have stumbled and such is 

where we might best begin to unpack core existential concepts through the vehicle of the 

friendship and ultimate rupture between Sartre and Camus. It is to their experience that 

we may now turn our attention. 

 

1.2. On Pessimism and Purpose – From Nausea to 
Absurdity  

The issue of openly professing public and explicitly political moralities, in an arena 

of open un-justification, provided the backdrop in front of which the dramatic rupture 

between Camus and Sartre may be said to have played out. The two intellects, once so 

close in friendship, united in political aspiration, and parallel in literary and philosophic 

sensibility, grew apart in the context of the Cold War, rent asunder by the haunting spectre 

of Stalinist totality and his system of gulags. (This was the close of their relationship and 

can be dealt with later on.) Tracing their episodes of camaraderie and conflict, Aaronson 

depicts how the two men continuously refined their ideas and praxis off each other both 

during their period of affiliation and enmity, Camus often propelled by Sartre’s 
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philosophical drivers and Sartre, in turn, modelling his philosophy of choice and 

commitment upon Camus’ lived example. 

Avid readers, each absorbed in shaping his own ideas and styles, 
the young writers had read each other's books well before they 
met. Their reviews of each other's early writings are still among 
the most interesting and enthusiastic commentaries. Although not 
uncritical, Sartre's and Camus's first responses to each other 
express the literary and philosophical kinship that underlay their 
relationship. They also introduce us to one of the most important 
sites of their interaction for over twenty years—their sometimes 
direct, sometimes veiled, references to each other. From their first 
meeting to the last words they exchanged, we will find some of 
their most vital and charged encounters on paper. (Aronson 10) 

The lives of the two men, though of widely diverse origins, were strongly complementary 

of each other, far beyond their mutual lust for wine and women, and shared opposition to 

Nazism and Germany’s occupation of wartime France. From humble beginnings as an 

Algerian pied-noir, to journalist, witness and active member of wartime Resistance, Camus 

was physical, mercurial and hyper-sensitive; while Sartre, born of privilege and educated 

at the École normale supérieure, was the trained philosopher, the effete, scholarly and 

arrogant intellect given to possessiveness and jealousy regarding the intellectual gifts of 

those around him. In this combination of the instinctive and intellectual, the physical and 

the philosophic, we might discern an exemplar of existential expression, replete with the 

profundity of abandonment, choice, commitment, responsibility and anguish. 

The initial kinship of these two intellects arose, it seems, from their parallel 

conceptualizations of man’s insecure position in the universe and the existential anguish 

such abandonment provokes in those lucid few sufficiently attuned to feel its burden. For 

Sartre, the notion was called ‘Nausea’, a creeping and pervasive feeling of anxiety 

regarding the absence of depth, meaning, or purpose in a God-less existence, a post- 

metaphysical malady which he variously described as this monotonous sorrow (11), the 

filth (18), a horrible ecstasy (131), and an atrocious joy (131). In his epistolary novel 

Nausea, Sartre’s protagonist Roquentin resides (one hesitates to say lives) in Bouville, 

literally ‘Mudville’, but with the connation of something closer to ‘craptown’ or ‘the city of 

shit’. Roquentin appears to be a protagonist in only the most limited or minimalist sense 

of the word, as the focal point for narration and the exploration of ideas; the reader tends 

not to willingly identify with him so much as get pulled down into his morass of detachment, 
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disgust and ultimate indifference against the ‘long parade of pretences’ (69), which occupy 

humankind’s being-in-the-world and serve as a ‘nightmare compensation’ (69) against a 

lucid appreciation of the futility of life and the infinite finality of death.  

Roquentin’s existence is, to be charitable, uninviting: “I want to vomit – and 

suddenly, there it is: the Nausea. …Now I know: I exist – the world exists – and I know 

that the world exists. That’s all. It makes no difference to me. It’s strange that everything 

makes so little difference to me: it frightens me” (122). All around him, and by extension 

ourselves, people such as the Self-Taught Man scurry about, fulfilling commitments, re-

enacting daily monotonies, and tending to ostensible pet projects (theses included) in 

fruitless attempts to quell the swelling onrush of an unbearable consciousness, not so 

much that all is lost but rather that there was nothing much to gain in the first place 

anyways. “Each one of them has his own little personal difficulty,” Roquentin concludes, 

“which keeps him from noticing that he exists….here we sit, all of us, eating and drinking 

to preserve our precious existence and really there is nothing, nothing, absolutely no 

reason for existing” (111-112). 

In writing such a bleak account of man’s purposeless exile in the universe, Sartre 

assumes his place in the line of existential thinkers who have grappled with the crisis of 

meaning in human existence: Kierkegaard’s dizzying anxiety at the possibility of 

possibility, Dostoyevsky’s lament that ‘everything is permitted’, Nietzsche’s deconstruction 

of mere social-religious values into the ‘human, all too human’, Baudelaire’s horror of 

solitude, Gide’s audacious aestheticism, the capricious illogicality of Kafka’s trials, and 

Kundera’s ‘unbearable lightness of being’. What is perhaps most striking, however, is the 

unrelenting grey misery in Sartre’s account of a ‘slow tepid life which will have no sense 

at all’ (Nausea 107). Surely, this is Sartre at his most dark, absolute and unforgiving, fully 

reminiscent in tone of Dostoyevsky’s Underground Man: 

I’ll tell you solemnly that I have on many occasions wanted to 
make myself an insect….I swear to you, gentlemen, that to be too 
conscious is a sickness, a real full-blown sickness. 

 *  *   * 

I’m firmly convinced that not only a very great deal of 
consciousness, but even any consciousness at all is a sickness. I 
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insist upon it. …The more conscious I was of good, and of all that 
‘beautiful and sublime’ stuff, the deeper was I sinking into my own 
mire and the more was I capable of getting stuck in it completely. 
But the main thing was, it was as if all this was not inside me by 
chance, but was seemingly actually meant to be that way. As if it 
was my most normal state, and by no means a sickness or a taint, 
so that finally I lost even the desire to struggle with that taint. It 
ended with my almost believing (and maybe I did indeed believe 
it) that this actually was quite likely my normal state. (8-9) 

Sartre’s Roquentin may not live so much beneath the floorboards as does Dostoyevsky’s 

seemingly misanthropic, spite-filled civil servant, preferring to pass himself off in agreeable 

conversation and wine while cataloguing his observations regarding the mendacity of his 

own experience; still, Roquentin’s description arrives in no less entomological terms. 

His judgement went through me like a sword and questioned my 
very right to exist. And it was true, I had always realized it; I hadn’t 
the right to exist. I had appeared by chance, I existed like a stone, 
a plant or a microbe. My life put out feelers towards small 
pleasures in every direction. Sometimes it sent out vague signals; 
at other times I felt nothing more than a harmless buzzing. 
(Nausea 84) 

Confronted with such passages, one would not be incorrect in asserting the existence of 

something ultimately despondent and thereby deeply disconcerting in Sartre’s description. 

His tone in writing, “….I exist, that’s all. And the trouble is so vague, so metaphysical that 

I am ashamed of it” (Nausea 105) arrives as too dark, too absolute, and too unforgiving.  

There is nausea, only nausea, a mood of indirect, even sardonic, determinism that 

is so complete that it brooks the reader neither room for redemption nor even the most 

limited of hopes. The result, despite Roquentin having achieved a clearer (and thereby 

presumably superior) consciousness regarding the monotonous absurdity of daily life, is 

the bottomless, visceral anguish one might find characteristic of an inescapable, 

congenital, wholly encompassing blight. 

It is certain that there is a strange quasi-Sartrean irony – a “winner 
loses” logic which tends to surround any effort to describe a 
“system,” a totalising dynamic, as these are detected in the 
movement of contemporary society. What happens is that the 
more power the vision of some increasingly total system or logic 
– the Foucault of the prisons book is the obvious example – the 
more powerless the reader comes to feel. Insofar as the theorist 
wins, therefore, by constructing an increasingly closed and 
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terrifying machine, to that very degree he loses, since the critical 
capacity of his work is thereby paralysed, and the impulses of 
negation and revolt, not to speak of those of social transformation, 
are perceived as vain and trivial in the face of the model itself. 
(Jameson 5-6) 

In Nausea, young Sartre may indeed have uncovered some fundamental realization 

regarding human existence, even one that allowed him to later postulate a theory of action 

premised upon the sordid predicament of our sheer abandonment. And yet, in its totalizing 

philosophic edifice, his account lacks what might best be described as a certain necessary 

romance about what it takes to be fully human. The philosophic abstractions of Roquentin 

cut deep into the flesh of experience, only to dryly scrape across the newly exposed bone, 

and the irony, when it comes, only seems to deepen the already foreboding sense of 

alienation. 

In light of the tragedy of nihilism endemic to (at least) atheistic existential thought, 

Nausea appears as one possible response, and certainly one that enjoys some measure 

of profitability. Disgust, at least, has the advantage of telling us what we wouldn’t prefer. 

However, one can detect in his nausea a strain of totality that seems to permeate Sartre’s 

entire oeuvre. It would appear that Sartre would simply rather have us feel lousy, as if 

shaking off the illusion of metaphysical pretence ought to force us to wear it as a 

degradation and a loss. In conceiving a philosophy determinedly atheistic and (given his 

French heritage) anti-Catholic, we would not be too far in error by wondering to what extent 

‘God versus the consequence of His absence’ remains Sartre’s metaphorical yardstick, 

the manner and method by which he envisions his existential theory, as if Sartre isn’t 

himself wielding a manner of dogmatic, totalizing certainty paralleling that of the Church 

in his statement that ‘everything is nausea’. There is, surely, a lure towards certainty at 

work here, dynamics identified by Arendt as occurring “within the framework of conceptual 

thinking itself …. [that] have remained part of the Western tradition. It is still the same 

tradition, the same intellectual game with paired antitheses that rules, to an extent, the 

famous modern reversals of spiritual hierarchies” (HC 293). “It lies in the very nature of 

the famous ‘turning upside down’ of philosophic systems,” she continues, “in the nature of 

the operation itself, that the conceptual framework is left more or less intact” (HC 17). In 

his drive to carry out the atheistic position to its logically consistent conclusions, therefore, 

Sartre’s inversion of the metaphysical order does not appear to initiate an overturning and 
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disavowal of the original scale of measure. And to the degree this is so, his writing may 

be critiqued as playing into a reversal of metaphysics which, upon inspection, invites 

thinking that is just as Manichean and potentially dogmatic as that which he rallies against. 

A purely categorical brand of thinking, with its attendant pretences towards certainty and 

totality, appears at least a potential hazard inherent in any systemic manner of thought, 

whether pertaining to dogmatism or philosophy in general. Conviction, as usual, demands 

its victims.  

Admittedly, if everything is as equally near and far, we have no reliable means for 

valuing and basing our actions, and in that case Roquentin’s bemused indifference to the 

arrest of the Self-Taught Man for his pedophilic pursuits makes perfect sense. But surely, 

there exist other available responses to the unintelligibility of existence besides the nausea 

of Sartre. Nietzsche’s Will-to-Power, Bakunin’s Anarchism, and Camus’ Revolt here come 

to mind. But then again, so too do ridicule, irony and the outright ludic, and for this very 

basic reason: our passions have a marvellous capacity to make us buffoons. Begging the 

reader’s indulgence; would that Sartre had chosen to make t-shirts instead of pursue an 

investigation of phenomenology and consciousness. His characteristic shrug might have 

led him to give the world Alfred E. Newman’s “What, me worry?” decades sooner. “Merde 

happens, merde always happens” might have become haute couture of the beatnik 

generation. Even Catholics might have got involved: “Shit happens, but I probably deserve 

it.” These are probably ludicrous, even unscholarly examples, but they do offer an 

alternative path away from Sartre’s overarching totality: Nausea too, it seems, is a choice. 

Camus, we might suspect, knew this; that other interpretations were available, that 

alternate explanatory metaphors would project humankind’s predicament in different hues, 

and that varied conceptualizations would permit us novel modes of response. His choice 

of illustration in The Myth of Sisyphus emphasizes the concepts of absurdity, scorn and 

honour, and through his deployment of Sisyphus Camus provides us with an alternate 

understanding to that of Nausea by which we might move forward. Camus begins, akin to 

Sartre and other post-theistic thinkers, with a lucid appraisal of humankind’s predicament 

in the universe, a consideration of what we can and cannot rightly claim to know with any 

certainty. His response – what would evolve into the notion of ‘rebellion’ and the solidarity-

ethic of ‘neither victim nor executioner’ – is intimately bound to attaining an honest 
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consideration of the human in relation to the social, political and metaphysical structures 

with regards to which we understand ourselves and navigate our actions. Acknowledging 

a similar ontological predicament, Camus offers us a response quite distinct from the 

degradations offered by Sartre; whereas the learned philosopher chose Nausea, Camus 

favoured Absurdity.  

Camus’ notion of absurdity describes the awareness of a person in full 

consciousness of the mute unreasonableness of the universe, who despite a yearning for 

logic and order encounters contingency, disarray, paradox and incomprehensibility. 

Absurdity arises, in this sense, from a ceaseless struggle between man’s desire for 

security in a unified, ordered and intelligible universe and what appears to us, (given our 

proclivity towards ascribing intention to the unexplainable) as the latter’s fundamental 

unwillingness to comply. Arguing that any finalized ‘true’ knowledge and the existence of 

a priori morality are nostalgic irrationalities – akin to a Nietzschean will-to-truth – Camus 

not only follows the anti-essentialist deconstruction of Platonic, Judeo-Christian Idealism 

laid down by Nietzsche in his Genealogy and Gay Science, but he forcefully depicts the 

conflicted nature of man refusing the reassuring yet unwarranted consolation of any ‘leap’ 

beyond reason. In warning that “man is always prey to his truths,” (MS 31) Camus 

suggests: 

Man stands face to face with the irrational. He feels within him his 
longing for happiness and reason.  The absurd is born of this 
confrontation between the human need and the unreasonable 
silence of the world. (MS 28) 

 *  *   * 

It is that divorce between the mind that desires and the world that 
disappoints, my nostalgia for unity, this fragmented universe and 
the contradiction that binds them together….Any other position 
implies for the absurd mind deceit and the mind’s retreat before 
what the mind itself has brought to light. (MS 50) 

For Camus, then, any leap beyond this condition such as that advocated by Plato, Hegel 

or Kierkegaard results in a purely illusory freedom, a ‘philosophical suicide’ (MS 41), 

‘sacrifice of the intellect’ (MS 37), and betrayal of reason’s warranted limits (MS 41). The 

wanting – we might say even the yearning – for order, intelligibility and perfect justice is in 

itself neither a craven misdirection of what Plato might have called upwards-moving ‘soul’, 
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nor is it an idle abuse of the imagination. Rather, lucid awareness of the absurd directs us 

towards conscious acceptance of the human condition; to the limit and boundary of what 

we might rightly claim to know, to an avoidance of hubris regarding great and terrible 

things, to wonder at the beauty and largeness of chaos itself, and to a weariness regarding 

the covetousness of our own will. 

As described by Lazere, Camus’ notion of absurdity has both a metaphysical and 

epistemological element. “Camus approaches the existence of God more as an 

epistemological problem than an a metaphysical one” (52), Lazere explains, with the 

consequence that, in contrast to Sartre’s open atheism and post-theistic inversions, belief 

in God (justified totality, unity, the Forms, etc.) is not so much denied as positioned outside 

the capacity of human reason to ascertain. Succinctly, God may well exist, but it is at best 

hubris and at worst madness to somehow claim comprehension over Its essential Being. 

Lazere continues, claiming that, “Epistemological absurdity further entails the limitation of 

human understanding in general – the foundering of reason in logical dilemmas, the mind’s 

failure to explain or unify experience totally, [and] the frustration of our ‘nostalgia for unity’” 

(52). In light of this, Camus arrives at a position that draws fairly strict limitations around 

what we may claim to be able to know. “This world I can touch, and I likewise judge that it 

exists. There ends all my knowledge, and the rest is construction” (MS 19).* God and 

God’s replacements in politics, economics and the like are therefore not to be relied upon; 

instead it is humankind, with its limited hopes and its capacity for suffering and 

compassion, that provides the benchmark of meaning for existence; “Man is the force 

which ultimately cancels all tyrants and gods,” Camus writes in Letters to a German Friend. 

“He is the force of evidence (14) ….I know that something in it [the universe] has meaning 

and that is man, because he is the only creature to insist on having one (28) ….the justice 

that man alone can conceive (29) ….I expect nothing from heaven. But we shall at least 

have helped save man from solitude” (32). According to Camus, we must persist without 

recourse to an overarching meaning, ultimate telos, or divinely bestowed purpose for the 

 
* Here, it seems, we should do well to remember that Camus wrote largely as a reporter and 

social critic who dabbled in more ‘pure’ philosophy. He is not, when compared to say Sartre, a 
scholar of philosophy, nor did he train as an empiricist. Thus, although it might be interesting to 
muse about parallels between Camus’ language and the philosophies of Locke, Berkeley and 
Hume, it seems more profitable to consider Camus’ statement in the context of existential 
abandonment, choice and responsibility, the ordering of human societies, and the like. 
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simple reason that it is beyond the scope of our purview. “The world is neither so rational 

nor so irrational. It is unreasonable and only that ….The absurd is lucid reason noting its 

limits” (MS 49). It is rather humankind, our potential for tyranny and solidarity as witnessed 

by a particularly consequentialist view of ethics, that most directly interests him. 

Camus is well aware of the potential for anguish, nihilism and despair to which 

such a position opens us. Indeed, warning us against the trickery of transcendent hope, 

he argues that the ‘only one truly serious question’ remains that of suicide. “All the 

knowledge on earth will give me nothing to assure me that this world is mine”, writes 

Camus (MS 19), and we might rightly ask him what it is that is supposed to prevent us 

from sliding straight into incessant Nausea of Sartre. The answer, to the extent that one 

exists, may reside in the two authors’ differing treatments of absurdity. For Sartre, anguish 

and forlornness go together with absurdity insofar that man must choose within a context 

of contingency and without the benefit of external validation. In Being and Nothingness, 

Sartre writes, “Man’s existence is absurd because his contingency finds no external 

justification” (628), a theme he further developed in Essays in Existentialism: 

My freedom is the unique foundation of values and nothing, 
absolutely nothing, justifies me in adopting this or that particular 
value, this or that particular scale of values. As a being by whom 
values exist, I am unjustifiable. My freedom is anguished at being 
the foundation of values while itself without foundation. (134) 

Camus’ treatment, which he himself spelled out in a 1938 review of Sartre’s Nausea, wants 

to push such a realization further, beyond in Camus’ words, “merely thinking that life is 

tragic because it is wretched” (Three Interviews). It is here that Camus resembles 

something more Nietzschean, positing that we should not stop at a recognition, or even 

deconstruction, of the human condition but actually seek, with a degree of self-imposed 

restraint, some manner of reconstruction regarding how to live well within the absurd. As 

cited by Foley, Camus asserts that “the realisation that life is absurd cannot be an end in 

itself but only a beginning….It is not the discovery which is interesting, but the 

consequences and rules for actions which can be drawn from it” (6). As Foley suggests, 

 
 Needless to mention in the body of the text that the third treatment of absurdity, that used by 

Soren Kierkegaard as the defining feature of true faith, would be rejected by Camus as a 
‘philosophic suicide’, an example of reason trying to grasp beyond its limits. 
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“Neither human existence nor the world are themselves absurd” (6); to the contrary, the 

absurd arises from the confrontation between man’s longing for happiness and reason, 

and “the unreasonable silence of the world” (MS 28). The question of rebellion and its 

limits hereby is born and with it … what it means to be human/me. 

Camus thus concludes that “there can be no question of masking the evidence, of 

suppressing the equation by denying one of the terms of its equation” (MS 50), either by 

clinging to an unjustified belief in religious or other teleological transcendence, or by 

ascribing a definitive value to life in the form of negation and participating in actual suicide. 

What remains is “to live without appeal….It was previously a question of finding out 

whether or not life had to have a meaning to be lived. It now becomes clear, on the 

contrary, that it will be lived all the better if it has no meaning. Living an experience, a 

particular fate, is accepting it fully” (MS 53). But what does this really suggest? Surely we 

cannot be expected to base a life on nothing more than a theory of antipathy towards a 

terrifying universal silence, or give ourselves over to some form of secular fatalism. Surely, 

as educators who must choose themselves in front of students and provide the space for 

them to exercise their own choosing, we need to be able to offer something more than, as 

Solomon describes, “a bitter and defensive view of the world in which the passions of self-

demeaning guilt and despair play the leading role [and] the Absurd is but the rationalized 

façade of resentment” (57). Succinctly, there appears space here to create a positive, life-

affirming, loving value. One viable answer, it seems, comes from Camus himself, in his 

own movement away from the distinctly individualist suffering of Sisyphus to more 

collective notions of revolt and in his other writings such as The Rebel, The Plague, Letters 

to a German Friend, and Pessimism and Tyranny.   

Writing in 1951, Foley notes, Camus described his Sisyphus as looking for a 

method rather than a doctrine: “I was practising methodological doubt. I was trying to make 

a ‘tabula rasa’, on the basis of which it would be then possible to construct something” 

(12). As Foley suggests, “Although dismissive of the idea that ‘nothing has any meaning’ 

(which, properly speaking, is nihilism), it reaffirms the absurd as a ‘method’, as a 

methodological deconstruction of commonplace assumptions, including those regarding 

morality and politics….its recognition remains a first necessary step in the development of 

properly human values” (13 emphasis added). Nausea, we might well note here, is not an 
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appropriate method for such ends; the development of ‘properly human values’ demands 

something more indicative of a ‘turning’ of the self and its orientation, away from the 

solipsistic or pessimistic to more communitarian referents, the ‘I rebel, therefore we exist’ 

of Camus’ Man in Revolt. These are the human values that, for example, arise in The 

Plague; moral climates that surface in particular ideological moments, the need for 

situated ethical dialogue in response to concrete social or historical conditions, the 

inviolable value of human life, and the belief that “given the freedom, the individual will 

choose an ethic founded in solidarity” (Krapp 73, 76-77). As Dr. Rieux so eloquently 

concludes, "What's true of all the evils in the world is true of the plague as well. It helps 

men to rise above themselves. All the same, when you see the misery it brings, you'd 

need to be a madman, or a coward, or stone blind, to give in tamely to the plague" (PL 

113).  

We are, therefore, in a position to more fully understand Sisyphus’ predicament 

and the necessity of choice in the absence of a redeeming, transcendent hope. Under 

Camus’ treatment, we can imagine the torment of Sisyphus as he begins each day’s 

drudgery in the depths of Tartarus: “The whole effort of a body straining to raise the huge 

stone, to roll it and push it up a slope a hundred times over; one sees the face screwed 

up, the cheek tight against the stone, the shoulder bracing the clay-covered mass, the foot 

wedging it, the fresh start with arms outstretched, the wholly human security of two earth-

clotted hands” (MS 120-121). Up the hill Sisyphus trudges, pushing the weight, feeling the 

mountain crest under his feet in weary defiance of his certain and tyrannical condition, 

only to watch “the stone rush down in a few moments toward that lower world whence he 

will have to push it up again toward the summit” (MS 121), the rhythmic desolation 

characteristic of an assured futility. But again we see the fissure between the condition of 

Sisyphus’ absurdity and the consequences of his example, Camus’ assertion that the 

absurd cannot be a tragic end in itself but only a beginning: 

It is during that return, that pause, that Sisyphus interests me. A 
face that toils so close to stones is already stone itself!  [“All 
creators are hard!” cries Nietzsche.] I see that man going back 
down with a heavy yet measured step toward the torment of which 
he will never know the end….He is superior to his fate. He is 
stronger than his rock….The lucidity that was to constitute his 
torture at the same time crowns his victory. There is no fate that 
cannot be surmounted by scorn. (121) 
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Sisyphus, as the Knight of Absurdity, has chosen a different fate. His response to his 

predicament in the absurd is scorn and defiance, a stance quite apart from Sartre’s 

pessimistic abandonment into nausea. Thus, despite the repetitive meaninglessness of 

his existence, “The point is to live!” (MS 65). In Sisyphus’ refusal to grant tyranny and 

despotism authority over the lucid actuality of his existence, Camus affirms his inalienable 

freedom, claiming his humanity as the subject and center, the ‘project-I-am’, rather than 

the recipient-object of the capricious whims of silence, suffering and fate. 

We might wonder, then, what conclusions we can draw from the example of 

Sisyphus for education and the project of ‘chasing the existential ironic’. First, in describing 

his ‘metaphysical honour,’ we realize that even on the most individual of levels, we need 

not simply throw in and abandon ourselves to the tyrannical gods of our time, be they 

religious, political, sociological, psychological or bureaucratic. “There is in the human 

condition a basic absurdity and an implacable nobility…in the ridiculous divorce separating 

our spiritual excesses and the ephemeral joys of the body” (MS 127). There appears to 

be, instead, both a personal and pedagogical value to scorn, to taking the constituted 

world as it appears to consciousness and, instead of cowering with mere passive 

acceptance, asking ‘What is this?’ ‘Who does this serve?’ and ‘Why must this command 

my innermost allegiance?’ We might not, as yet, be in a position to overturn each of the 

‘gods’ that weigh their influence upon us and so doing, provoke the gestures commanded 

by existence, for as Camus commented in his essay on Algeria, “Men must live together 

at the crossroads where history put them” (RRD 136). However, in our lucidity, we gain an 

interpretive, ironic strength in the recognition that while the particular boulder of our lives 

may not be of our creation, the response to the heaving remains our province. “There is 

only the illusion of impotence,” Camus would add, “strength of heart, intelligence and 

courage are enough to stop fate and sometimes reverse it….to help man against what is 

oppressing him, to favour freedom against the fatalities that close in upon it” (RRD 141). 

The possibilities of choice, and along with it a richer interior freedom, it seems, arises in 

determining what that response will be.  

Moreover, an understanding of absurdity affords us an ethically defensible 

pedagogy that is instinctively distrustful of finality and authority, along with the 

rationalization of systems in which tyranny too often resides. As Krapp describes, such a 
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pedagogy would reflect a genuinely philosophic style of writing “which is provisional, 

suggestive and open” rather than a “thesis-mongering” of certainty and formal rectitude 

(73), ironically reminiscent of Socrates’ leading questions and unabashed sense of wonder 

once confronted with the unintelligible. In his essay on Hungary titled “Socialism of the 

Gallows” (which doubled as an attack against Sartre’s alignment with formal Communism 

and Stalinist Russia), Camus reinforces this view, suggesting that “If absolute truth 

belongs to anyone in this world, it certainly does not belong to the man or the party that 

claims to possess it….It is better for the intellectual not to talk all the time” (RRD 165, 169). 

Camus, here and elsewhere, uses Absurdity as a platform for the action of rebellion and 

as a restraint against totality and the lure of certainty, a deceptively challenging petition to 

make of an absurdist educator who must too often ‘teach’, or at least pass comment upon, 

the finality of subjects that even collectively we cannot properly claim to know in any 

absolute sense. Following Camus, we ultimately need not have the answers; we need 

only live out the questions with a sense of solidarity and responsibility in reply to the 

condition in which we find ourselves. To the extent we are successful in doing so, we 

should find something resembling moral consistency, a mode of living one’s life that is, in 

a sense, the biggest answer of them all. “Sisyphus teaches the higher fidelity that negates 

the gods and raises rocks. He too concludes that all is well. This universe henceforth 

without a master seems to him neither sterile nor futile” (MS 123).  

Most of all we realize that we can imagine ourselves happy, with a ‘yea-saying’ 

toward life that despite lacking transcendent justification, nevertheless finds its purposes. 

In denying, even negating, the world of assurances we need not fall into helplessness or 

despair, but rather open up a space for the creation of distinctively human values and 

rejuvenated possibilities for existential imagination, which is to say for agency, solidarity 

and being-in-the-world. “Each atom of that stone, each mineral flake of that night-filled 

mountain, in itself forms a world. The struggle itself towards the heights is enough to fill a 

man’s heart. One must imagine Sisyphus happy” (MS 123). Of course, the revolt against 

assurance and totality has its natural frontier, for Absurdity teaches its own limitations. 

Camus would later write in The Rebel, “In order to be a man, refuse to be a god” (306), 

which seems to be a fairly effective summation of this prohibition. Instead, we might, in 

keeping with the origins of the absurd, remember that “revolt gives life its value. Spread 

out over the whole length of a life, it restores its majesty to that life. To a man devoid of 
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blinders, there is no finer sight than that of the intelligence at grips with a reality that 

transcends it” (MS 55). The lucid man, here in the person of Sisyphus, suffers the grinding 

repetitions of existence. Struggling against the weight of his burden and the dirty, rough 

calluses of his hands, he knows that he lacks any ultimate transcendence or means of 

escape from the craggy mountain face to which he has been condemned. He will, on his 

own, only throw tyranny so far from himself. Still, in his revolt, he has his honour, his value, 

his purpose. We cannot justify the leap of faith into either political or metaphysical doctrine, 

Camus warns. Instead, we might rather do well to embrace the sense of vertigo to which 

any life lacking guarantee might fall susceptible and remember a motif recurrent between 

Sisyphus, Prometheus and Nietzsche’s Zarathustra; “Being able to remain on that dizzying 

crest – that is integrity and the rest is subterfuge” (MS 50).  

 

1.3. Absurdity, Possibility and the Self in Agon 

In providing The Myth of Sisyphus, Camus has presented a fairly sturdy binary 

between defiance and tyranny. The scorn and unremitting passion for life that Sisyphus 

displays towards Zeus in his rhythmical venture up and down the mountain provokes for 

us a strong image through which we are able to conceive of a self in relation, more 

specifically in agon, to structures of value, belief and power that surround and sometimes 

overwhelm us in culture, the productive fictions, willed truths, and noble lies that shape 

our psychographic environments. The importance of such initial conceptual control will 

prove important since it provides us a framework for ascribing meaning and dealing with 

gradients of complexity. The self, it would appear, deserves some measure of 

problematization and nuance, existent as it is between cultural forms and its own emergent 

ongoingness. 

What I want to do now, therefore, is attempt such an excavation, beginning with a 

description of the self and its relation to political and cultural structures of reference in the 

works of Taylor, Giddens and Bourdieu, before considering the concrete manner with 

which such frames serve to shape and misshape our capacity for choice, freedom, 

imagination, responsibility and the like. This work should prove an important scaffold for 
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the discussion of educational implications around culture and self in the final chapter of 

this thesis. It may perhaps appear ironic that an examination of the word ‘self’ in the 

context of this particular discussion should begin with the communitarian philosophy of 

Charles Taylor, yet there is good reason. To be specific, for all of the existential 

terminologies of angst, project, abandonment, choice and responsibility, the singular 

notion of ‘self’ appears to be something of a presumed category within existential-speak, 

not surprising given the concept’s legacy going back to Descartes, who pre-assumed the 

‘I’ whose existence he then claimed to prove. Perhaps such a critique overstates the 

situation to some extent, but remembering Sartre’s maxim that ‘existence precedes 

essence’ (Existentialism 20), that we are nothing but the sum of our choices, there may in 

fact be good reason for this categorical presumption. Still, if we are to honour Sartre’s 

notion of facticity, the idea that human beings must choose from within the particular 

details of their existence, it would appear important to begin from the ground up in order 

to see if we cannot gain some further purchase on the notion of and foundation for ‘self’. 

It is such that I want to take the ‘self’ in a perhaps more explicit, but definitively more 

malleable direction, conceiving of it as an ongoing interpretation in agon with surrounding 

culture, a navigation and refinement which are both shaped by, and act back upon, the 

layering sedimentations of culture, and an interpretation which will allow us to generate 

educational practices designed to disrupt, even dislocate, notions of self in the service of 

existential ends. This self is necessarily an enacted self, one that must be chosen over 

and over again, both in interpretation and deed; here we find a self that takes no umbrage 

with Sartrean notions of commitment, yet resists any a priori assumption of singularity, 

stability and continuity as necessary. 

 The self is, according to Taylor, a profoundly relational concept in which the 

individual is not to become trivialized, either through self-referential narcissism or a 

descent into cultural disengagement; rather, the self is conceived by Taylor as a 

continuous interpretation in relation to social and moral horizons of value. In The Malaise 

of Modernity, Taylor claims with strong resonances to Gadamer that human life has a 

fundamentally dialogic character:  

No one acquires the languages needed for self-definition on their 
own. We are introduced to them through exchanges with others 
who matter to us …. The genesis of the human mind is in this 
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sense not ‘monological’, not something each accomplishes on his 
own, but dialogical. (33) 

Taylor consequently suggests that choice and authenticity, as such, “can’t be defended in 

ways that collapse horizons of significance….[because] horizons are given” (Malaise of 

Modernity 38-39). These horizons are described elsewhere by Gadamer’s concept of 

Zugehörigkeit, which Bernstein suggests best translates as ‘belongingness’. He explains: 

As Gadamer sees it, we belong to a tradition before it belongs to 
us: tradition, through its sedimentations, has a power which is 
constantly determining what we are in the process of becoming.  
We are always already “thrown” into a tradition….what we are, 
whether we are explicitly aware of it or not, is always being 
influenced by tradition, even when we think we are most free of 
it….It is always “part of us” and works through its effective-history. 
(Beyond Objectivism and Relativism 42)  

The multifarious aspects of our facticity in each of its social, cultural, economic and 

ideological manifestations thus appears of vital importance to how we might conceive of 

self and the self’s becoming. Drucilla Cornell would, it appears, certainly support this 

interpretation, claiming that from the earliest instance, “even the rudimentary structures of 

psychic life are formed in a symbolic field” (Just Cause 5). We exist, Taylor explains in 

Sources of the Self, within a moral topography, which is to say that we are “oriented in 

moral space, a space in which questions arise about what is good or bad, what is worth 

doing and what not, what has meaning and importance for you and what is trivial and 

secondary” (28). He continues to suggest that doing without these frameworks is “utterly 

impossible” for us, “that stepping outside these limits would be tantamount to stepping 

outside what we would recognize as integral, that is, undamaged human personhood” 

(27).   

Human agency cannot therefore be accurately conceived as totally self-involved 

or narcissistic. Nor can we assume the old Kantian category of free will as some a priori 

category for autonomous agency. Others are intimately significant in the provision and 

maintenance of horizons of value, even to the extent that much of post-modernism’s 

profound refusal of depth and corresponding insistence on the transience of all meanings 

begin to appear – as transmodernists such as Dussel might suggest –wholly parasitic 

upon the liberal-humanist tradition at which it most typically aims its critique. Some 

measure of interplay, relation or dialogue between the cultural framework, significant 
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others, and the ongoing self appears the more accurate description, a realisation hardly 

surprising given the literature available regarding education as a practice of cultural 

domination: 

The conquistador or the propagandist achieves his aim by force 
of arms or by violently imposing on the other (the Indian, African, 
Asian, the community, the worker, the oppressed) so-called 
civilization, or his religion, or by exalting his own cultural system 
(the ideological closed system). Educational domination is 
dialectical (from the Greek dia = through) – a movement whereby 
the cultural boundaries of the father, the imperialist or the 
oligarchy extend so as to embrace the other (the son) into the 
self….the new being (the other, the young person) is eclipsed and 
domination is made complete. (Beyond Philosophy 24) 

In light of this, we might fairly propose, questions of balance arise as important. To what 

extent do tradition, history, language and the like command our experience? To what 

extent ought one conceive of a self beyond such bounds? Is ‘beyond’ even the best 

metaphor, rather than a reinvention, reshaping or reconfiguring? To what extent are such 

movements healthy and by what right do we, as educators, claim to justify such 

interventions in the lives of students, even as we realize that there exist compelling 

arguments in favour of both tradition and its transgression? Satisfactory answers to each 

of these are hard to come by but the questions themselves depict the predicament in which 

we so readily find ourselves. Once again, we are abandoned to the anxious responsibility 

of choice, the springing awareness of absurdity, and our own penchant for hubris. 

The description presented here has hopefully set a certain tension in motion, that 

between Sartre’s absolute necessity of choice and the suggestion made by Taylor, 

Gadamer, and Dussel that existential freedom, to the extent it is bounded in horizons of 

significance, may not be so fully absolute as first assumed. For choice to possess the 

quality of ‘mineness’, therefore, would require some manner of shift away from pre-

reflective acceptance and re-enactment of cultural forms, that which appears as 

necessary, obvious or natural, to the field of imaginative reassessment, open possibility, 

and ongoing selection. Yet, freedom appears less than an unqualified certainty, an idea 

which finds support in the sociological research regarding structure and agency of Anthony 

Giddens and Pierre Bourdieu. Giddens’ theory of structuration, for example, notes a 

duality of structure that self-reinforces systems even as they reproduce social behaviours: 
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“One of the main propositions of structuration theory is that the rules and resources drawn 

upon in the production and reproduction of social action are at the same time the means 

of system reproduction” (Constitution of Society 19). Structure and agency are not 

therefore a mere reciprocal dualism, but are embedded and implicated in the perpetuation 

of each other, a dynamic we could refer to as ‘the co-constitution of structure and agency’, 

that we should not think of structure and agency or even structure or agency, but rather 

agency-in-structure and structure-in-agency. We are, in short, deeply rooted within a 

cultural matrix of values, meanings, interpretations and intentions to the extent that for 

most people, Plato’s mob coming to mind, “The mind is tied hand and foot, so to speak, 

bound by the socially generated categories of culture” (Douglas 174). 

To the degree that agency and structure are deeply implicated in each other, power 

becomes a key issue. Giddens explains this when he describes how, “resources (focussed 

via signification and legitimation) are structured properties of social systems, drawn upon 

and reproduced by knowledgeable agents in the course of interaction” (Constitution of 

Society 15). Power, in shades of Foucault, is therefore perpetually re-enacted in a highly 

decentered “multiple network of diverse elements” (307) by social agents who embody 

and carry forth structured cultural categories in the context of human relations. Power, or 

more precisely ‘capital’, is also prominent in the work of Bourdieu (see Swartz or Grenfell) 

and his notion of habitus.  Writing about Bourdieu’s theories, Grenfell suggests that, 

“because primary experience does not take place in a value-neutral environment, in that 

logics of practice already exist, acts of perception are formed according to certain 

environmental principles and, in many ways grow to represent them….we need to see the 

primary phenomenological experience as occurring in a medium that is saturated with 

values” (155-156). In terms of Bourdieu’s habitus, we find ourselves “socially positioned” 

within a referential matrix of meanings, dispositions, possibilities and limitations afforded 

to us by structural differentiations of power. For Bourdieu, “internalized dispositions of 

broad parameters and boundaries of what is possible or unlikely for a particular group in 

a stratified social world develop through socialization. Thus, habitus generates 

perceptions, aspirations and practices that correspond to the structuring properties of 
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earlier socialization” (Swartz 103). As a socialized subjectivity into which we are not only 

immersed but tend to reinforce through reification behaviours, the structural 

differentiations of habitus and their relative ability to position us are what individuals both 

serve to reproduce and seek to act upon in the dialectic of co-constitution. We are, in 

short, continuously conditioned to continue the conditions of our continuous conditioning. 

These descriptions – horizons of significance, the duality of structure, and the 

socialized positioning of subjectivity within habitus – confront us with a reality that, 

existentially speaking at least, should be terrifying: they appear to suggest that everything 

we do, every single choice we make and assert as our own, arrives to us already having 

had a value prescribed to it, a theoretical position which really doesn’t leave a terrific 

amount of room to be an ‘individual’, ‘will’ or ‘self’. Held in this light, Sartre’s condemnation 

to absolute freedom in the necessity of choice may appear to resemble some strange form 

of voluntarism. I wonder, then, if there isn’t something that could bring us back (eventually) 

from the edge of what to the existentialist smacks all too much of an alienating 

structuralism. If we were to create some form of taxonomy detailing the myriad of structural 

forces that comprise our social reality, we might very well decide that they divide fairly 

neatly into physical, metaphysical, social, ideological and political categories. Practical 

examples of these are not difficult to conceive, ranging as they do from broad macro-level 

structures such as national histories, religious institutions and dogmas, and political 

systems to more localized structural features such as familial organization or even the 

manner in which we architecturally design schools. The diversity of structural forms is as 

seemingly infinite as the capacity for humankind to conceive of them. Yet, what is common 

to each of these, and significantly so, is their metaphoric impact on the interpretive 

perception, patterns of thought, and behavioural response of individuals, what is 

essentially subjectivity from the very act of conceiving outwards. Each claims as their 

dominion a privileged position in the structuring of consciousness.  

 
 To be more precise, it should be noted that issues of social class and class differentiation are 

highly prominent in Bourdieu’s notions of habitus, field, capital, doxa, etc. I have elected not to 
explore them here because they do not seem central to the general topic under investigation.  
For the purposes of this discussion, therefore, it appears enough to suggest that such a 
“socialized subjectivity” exists, rather than undertake a full explanation of each aspect of 
Bourdieu’s highly worthy model. 
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Such a view finds considerable support in the literature regarding fields as diverse 

as linguistics, cultural studies, hermeneutics and ecological philosophy. We might, for 

example, begin with the work of Lakoff who suggests that the scope of metaphor extends 

far beyond poetic imagination and rhetorical flourish: 

Metaphor is typically viewed as characteristic of language alone, 
a matter of words rather than thought or action….We have found, 
on the contrary, that metaphor is pervasive in everyday life, not 
just in language but in thought and action. Our ordinary conceptual 
system, in terms of which we both think and act, is fundamentally 
metaphoric in nature. (3 emphasis added) 

One could proceed for some time here, citing Gadamer’s depiction of the “consistent 

metaphoricity” of language (75), Rorty’s description of intellectual history as the “history of 

metaphor” (Contingency 16), Semino’s claim that the ubiquity of metaphor reveals entire 

systems of knowledge and meanings (9), Bowers’ illustration of the temporal effects of 

metaphoric thought which become naturalized in the process of education (Education 

121), or even, to bring out the big guns, Aristotle’s Poetics, where he writes, “The greatest 

thing by far is to be a master of metaphor” (22: 1458b). The point, of course, is to 

appreciate that the power of socio-cultural structure lies in its ability to establish and 

maintain semantic and discursive fields, regimes of language and speech that cast 

profound influence over the imaginative capacity and productive intellectual space of 

human agents. This phenomenon, to co-opt a Vygotskian concept, seems to occur 

through a process of interiorization (Cambridge Companion to Vygotsky) whereby cultural 

forms are internalized such that they become both possessed and conceptually 

operationalized by the individual. Bourdieu identifies such a process, where he writes that 

“the cognitive structures which social agents implement in their practical knowledge of the 

social world are internalized, ‘embodied’ social structures” (Swartz 85). As a socialized 

range of values, meanings, prohibitions and summons to action, they represent what 

Merleau-Ponty characterized as a “‘primordial landscape’ laid down and patterned by 

perception in the early days of life….that lived, pre-reflective landscape [which] is the 

foundation for the meanings that are layered or sedimented once human beings move into 

the life of language and being thematizing or symbolizing their worlds” (Greene 21). To 

the extent that this is true, the metaphoric-discursive structures which solidify in the 

process of enculturation demonstrate both a restrictive and productive force, which is to 

say a provision of comprehensibility by which self, society and choice become intelligible, 
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as well as a prohibition, even bowdlerization, against radical novelty or culturally excessive 

expression. 

  

1.4. The Death of Natality? 

Perhaps the reader feels that at this juncture I am permitting an excessive or 

unwarranted determinism, even fatalism, to steal ground in the argument being presented, 

particularly so given that this thesis is an examination of the possibilities provided by 

existentialism and irony. All I can offer for now is to say, “Well spotted!” Begging the 

reader’s indulgence, both the examination of irony in part two and the suggestions offered 

regarding the radicalization of imagination towards the end of this thesis will offer some 

hopefully useful indications regarding how we might respond from within the classroom to 

the pervasive force of culture, ideological systems, fundamentalist thinking, determinism 

and the like. For now, however, I would like to make use of the current tenor by returning 

to Absurdity and how it finds some interesting connections to Arendt’s notions of natality 

and action. The idea of placing Camus beside Arendt might appear a curious mix at first 

blush: Arendt upholds the public arena, for example, as a place where men can pursue 

ends transcending their merely mortal existence, while Camus strongly suggests that the 

pursuit of such permanence amounts to a collective madness. Arendt, moreover, defends 

the theistic position while Camus denies it to us as an unwarranted leap beyond the 

absurd. That said, insofar as Arendt wishes to safeguard natality, plurality, and the 

contingency of human relations and Camus commits himself to a stance against totality 

through his belief that we cannot ascribe any final or definitive meaning to human life, both 

make useful contributions to the foundation of an existential ironic.  

Descriptions of natality and action reside at the core of Arendt’s theses. “Action 

has the closest connection with the human condition of natality,” she writes. ”The new 

beginning inherent in birth can make itself felt in the world only because the newcomer 

possesses the capacity of beginning something anew, that is, of acting. In this sense of 

initiative, an element of action, and therefore of natality, is inherent in all human activity” 

(HC 9). Action arises for Arendt correspondent to the human condition of plurality, “to the 
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fact that men, not Man, live on the earth and inhabit the world the” (HC 7). The condition 

of natality, then, the capacity and necessity of men to initiate and begin new action, carries 

distinctly political consequences: “While all aspects of the human condition are somehow 

related to politics, this plurality is specifically the condition – not only the conditio sine qua 

non, but the conditio per quam – of all political life” (HC 7). Clearly, in her refusal of 

singularity, Arendt subscribes to a position that considers each human in relational terms, 

that the notion of a unitary being called ‘a man’ makes no particular sense since each man 

can only be properly said to exist in the distinctly human context of other, which is to say 

plural, men. Arendt continues: 

Action would be an unnecessary luxury, a capricious interference 
with general laws of behaviour, if men were endlessly reproducible 
repetitions of the same model, whose nature or essence was the 
same for all and as predictable as the nature or essence of any 
other thing. Plurality is the condition of human action because we 
are all the same, that is, human, in such a way that nobody is ever 
the same as anyone else who ever lived, lives, or will live. (HC 8) 

Each of us, one and all, embody a specificity that is distinctly our own, even while we 

participate in a human condition with respect to which we are identically thrown, and in 

this realization, we can find the seeds of Arendt’s stance against the oppression of human 

natality, that which is our very freedom, every bit as committed as Camus’ resistance to 

the totality of systems. What is at stake, it seems, is the very plurality that most directly 

permits us claim to the human, as she explains in The Origins of Totalitarianism: 

Total domination, which strives to organize the infinite plurality and 
differentiation of human beings as if all of humanity were just one 
individual, is possible only if each and every person can be 
reduced to a never-changing identity of reactions, so that each of 
these bundles of reactions can be exchanged at random for any 
other. The problem is to fabricate something that does not exist, 
namely, a kind of human species resembling other animal species 
whose only “freedom” would consist in “preserving the species”. 
(438) 

To deny her central terms of reference, plurality and natality, would amount in Camus’ 

language to a ‘nostalgia for unity’ and ‘sacrifice of the intellect’, an unwarranted refutation 

the Absurd; For Arendt, to do so is not only to deny our capacity for political action, but 

more centrally, to envision a perversion of that which she posits to be a full representation 

of our human selves. 
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We should hardly be surprised that Arendt sees the onset of contemporary mass 

society in precisely these levelled-down, highly normalized terms. In definitive overtones 

of Jean-Jacques Rousseau – “let him see how society depraves and perverts men…let 

him be inclined to esteem each individual, but let him despise the multitude” (Emile 212) 

– Arendt contends that ‘society’ has overwhelmed action in the public sphere: 

It is decisive that society expects from each of its members a 
certain kind of behaviour, imposing innumerable and various 
rules, all of which tend to ‘normalize’ its members, to make them 
behave, to exclude spontaneous action or outstanding 
achievement….with the emergence of mass society, the realm of 
the social has finally, after several centuries of development, 
reached the point where it embraces and controls all members of 
a given community equally and with equal strength. (HC 40-41) 

The lamentation being made here is clearly that, in contrast to the Greeks who equated 

the private as a means of enabling individual distinction in the public arena of action, 

modern society inhibits, even obstructs, genuinely novel and possibly disruptive action, 

that is manifestations of natality, in favour of highly normalized, predictable and thereby 

controllable behaviours. She continues: 

Society equalizes under all circumstances, and the victory of 
equality in the modern world is only the political and legal 
recognition of the fact that society has conquered the public ream, 
and that distinction and difference have become private matters 
of the individual…. behaviour has replaced action as the foremost 
mode of human relationship. (HC 41) 

One hardly needs to go so far as invoking an Orwellian past-future, otherwise disciplinary 

society (though evidence appears to be amassing at an alarming rate), or Stalinist-minded 

totalitarianism to make sense of Arendt’s arguments. If the human condition is to invoke 

our natality in a field of plurality, then the ‘rise of society’ and ‘socialized man’ amount to 

a demeaning and humiliation of what might otherwise be abundantly ours. “As we know 

from the most social form of government, that is, from bureaucracy (the last stage of 

government in the nation state just as one-man rule in benevolent despotism and 

absolutism was its first), the rule of nobody is not necessarily no-rule;” she writes, “it may 

indeed, under certain circumstances, be one of its cruellest and most tyrannical versions” 

(HC 40). 
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The results of an increasingly procedural existence, it seems, are wholly 

predictable given their suppressive effects upon natality; the rise of apathy, cycles of 

behaviour without commitment or responsibility, the pursuit of comfort and private wealth, 

and a mass culture of universal unhappiness, loneliness and mental illness. This 

distinction, as Arendt sees it, resides in the rise of animal laborans, a sterile society of 

laborers who through the processes of mass production and consumption have been 

domesticated into thinking of life and freedom, if at all, in only the most shallow and self-

referential of terms: “Omnis vita servitium est”, (HC 119) all life is servitude. Arguing that 

pain, effort and necessity are what gives life its vitality, Arendt draws the very clear 

implication that we are growing increasingly asleep at the switch: 

Man cannot be free if he does not know that he is subject to 
necessity, because his freedom is always won in his never wholly 
successful attempts to liberate himself from necessity. And while 
it may be true that his strongest impulse toward this liberation 
come from his ‘repugnance to futility’, it is also likely that the 
impulse may grow weaker as this ‘futility’ appears easier, as it 
requires less effort. (HC 121) 

Futility, like Absurdity, is no less present in our contemporary lives, nor is it in itself any 

less a propellant towards existential freedom and responsibility. Rather, it is only hidden 

from our immediate awareness in that we no longer typically experience it as a burden. 

Such is the quandary of affluence. Under the regime of animal laborans, labor, wages, 

academic credentials, consumer goods and human relations all come to possess, which 

is to say grow to be interpreted by, their possibility of exchange. 

Here, the very nature of work is changed and the production 
process, although it by no means produces objects for 
consumption, assumes the character of labor….the repetition and 
the endlessness of the process itself put the unmistakeable mark 
of labouring upon it….to put it another way, the rate of use is so 
tremendously accelerated that the objective difference between 
use and consumption, between the relative durability of use 
objects and the swift coming and going of consumer goods, 
dwindles to insignificance. (HC 125) 

Accumulation, the pursuit of purely private ends, seemingly becomes the rule as 

measured by the marker of consumption, “an exclusively social value determined through 

its ever-changing exchangeability whose fluctuation could itself be fixed only temporarily 

by relating it to the common denominator of money” (HC 69). Such a life is one 
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characterized by futility, impermanence and a correspondent pervasive despondency: “As 

long as the animal laborans remains in possession of it, there can be no true public realm, 

but only private activities displayed in the open,” argues Arendt. “The outcome is what is 

euphemistically called mass culture, and its deep rooted trouble is a universal 

unhappiness” (HC 134). 

Pretty depressing stuff, as Schopenhauer will only too cheerfully remind us: “To 

gain anything we have longed for is only to discover how vain and empty it is” (22). Still, 

the saving realization of Arendt’s thinking is that natality, the inexorable human capacity 

for new speech and action, simply cannot be stripped away in its entirety regardless of the 

presence of despotism, terror, rampant bureaucratization, commercialization, and the like. 

Quite against Schopenhauer’s pessimism, Arendt insists that “The instrumentalization of 

action and the degradation of politics into a means for something else has of course never 

really succeeded in eliminating action, in preventing it being one of the decisive human 

experiences, or in destroying the realm of human affairs altogether” (HC 230).* Even in 

the pastiche of post-modernism, with its theorized lack of depth and the pervasiveness of 

exchange values (see Lyotard), the ideal of animal laborans has not yet entirely come to 

pass, and it is here that we come to appreciate plurality – and irony as one manifestation 

of that plurality – as a corrective against the privation of singularities: 

To live an entirely private life means above all to be deprived of 
things essential to a truly human life; to be deprived of the reality 
that comes from being seen and heard by others, to be deprived 
of an “objective” relationship with them that comes from being 
related to and separated from them through the intermediary of a 

 
* The claim that natality can never be fully quashed seems to be something of a contradictory 

one, even the works of Arendt, herself. In her The Origins of Totalitarianism, Arendt identifies 
that the true terror of totalitarianism resides not in the view that “everything is permitted” but 
rather that “everything is possible.” (440-441) By killing the juridical and ultimately moral person 
in man, and by the colonization of thought under contradictory, wholly un-real regimes of 
propaganda which serve not persuasion but rather goals connected to the organizing of 
populations, Arendt claims that totalitarianism’s “real horror is that it reigns over a completely 
subdued population” (344) to such a degree that it corrupts all human solidarity. The camps, as 
a manifestation of this dynamic, are “the ghastly experiment of eliminating, under scientifically 
controlled conditions, spontaneity itself as an expression of human behaviour and of 
transforming the human personality into a mere thing, into something that even animals are 
not.” (438) Despite these passages, she nevertheless ends the same treatise with the claim 
that “every end in history necessarily contains a new beginning; this beginning is the promise, 
the only ‘message’ which the end can ever produce. Beginning, before it becomes a historical 
event, is the supreme capacity of man; politically, it is identical with man’s freedom.” (478-479) 
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common world of things, to be deprived of the possibility of 
achieving something more permanent than life itself. The privation 
of privacy lies in the absence of others. (HC 58) 

Action, therefore, carries the qualities of both disclosure, that which is the actualization of 

man’s natality, and relationship, insofar as it annunciates man into the context of other 

men, simultaneously relating and separating them in the process. Action is, to phrase it 

differently, that which allows man to distinguish himself in the midst of plurality as not just 

‘other’, but unique in his own right:  

Speech and action reveal this unique distinctness. Through them, 
men distinguish themselves instead of being merely distinct; they 
are the modes in which human beings appear to each other, not 
indeed as physical objects, but qua men….With word and deed 
we insert ourselves into the human world, and this insertion is like 
a second birth, in which we confirm and take upon ourselves the 
naked fact of our original physical appearance. (HC 176-177) 

Such disclosure is performed into the field of human affairs, the range of available values 

and interpretations we explored earlier, “the ‘web’ of human relationships” and “subjective 

in-between” that Arendt describes as “no less real than the world of things we visibly have 

in common”, despite “indicating by the metaphor its somewhat intangible quality” (HC 

183). The ‘who’ – or if one prefers, ‘self’ – as an insertion into the subjective in-between 

announced by speech and action is thus again a profoundly relational concept: “Action, 

moreover, no matter what its specific content, always establishes relationships and 

therefore has an inherent tendency to force open all limitation and cut across all 

boundaries….The boundlessness of action is only the other side of its tremendous 

capacity for establishing relationships” (HC 190-191). 

In light of these findings, we might rightly suggest that totality, while a dynamic 

against which we do well to guard ourselves both in our private hearts and national politics, 

shouldn’t worry us as terribly convincing, at least on a theoretical level. As a violation of 

the human condition, there is nothing intrinsic to totality that offers it any real permanence, 

despite its potential for horrific short- and medium-term human suffering. The unbounded 

relationality of action appears to hold the key: 

Plato, who was the first to design a blueprint for the making of 
political bodies, has remained the inspiration of all later 
utopias….in the few instances where utopian schemes were 
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realized, they broke down quickly under the weight of reality, not 
so much the reality of exterior circumstances as of the real human 
relationships they could not control. (HC 227) 

It is not anything inherent to humankind – some biological characteristic, behavioural 

necessity or metaphysical telos –that has given rise to either outright totalitarianism or the 

persistent proceduralism of animal laborans, but rather our willingness, our very choices, 

to ideologically surrender ourselves to historical projects, regimes of metaphysics, and 

pseudo-logical truths that appear undeniable, bigger than our collective selves. This is the 

significance of each man’s secretive inner despotism, through which regimes of power 

develop credence and finality is afforded its domination over moral imagination. We arrive, 

therefore, at what Arendt refers to this in her 1951 letter to Jaspers as the “delusion” of 

omnipotence, a totalizing gaze that seeks to negate human natality: “What radical evil 

really is I don’t know, but it seems to me it somehow has to do with the following 

phenomenon: making human beings as human being superfluous….This happens as 

soon as all unpredictability – which, in human beings, is the equivalent of spontaneity – is 

eliminated” (Bernstein, Radical Evil 207). To be superfluous is to be located outside a 

moral, political, or socio-cultural community in such manner that one, he or she who is 

rendered superfluous, loses the character and claim of the fully human; that is, from the 

vantage of the community, the superfluous “no longer belong to any community 

whatsoever” (OT 295) and are, as a consequence, beyond consideration.  

Examples of concentration camps, pogroms, humiliation, torture and genocide are 

sadly not isolated instances from prior, more ideologically driven, times, but are more than 

likely to persist as examples of radical evil both in present and future contexts wherever 

surety comes to rule out over relational plurality. “Not toward him who is repugnant to us 

are we most unfair,” Zarathustra suggests, “but toward him who means nothing to us” 

(II.iii.3). We hardly need to consider the most historically graphic instances to understand 

this dynamic, but can rather look about our own communities and see the vast indifference 

we afford any number of euphemistically-labelled ‘marginalized’ groups, be they the 

homeless, addicts or prostitutes, the mentally ill, refugees, those trapped in cycles of 

poverty, or (quite typically) people representing multiples of these cohorts. It is in this 

respect of a collectively hushed impassiveness, a too-readily present willingness to revoke 

our own sovereignty over thought and action, that the ‘claim to the fully human’ finds its 
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negation and superfluousness achieves its footing; The Holocaust, it sadly seems, is alive 

and well, not somewhere in the recesses of history but deep in the human heart. It appears 

in the thousand acts of human negation that surround us each day, sanctioned by pre-

reflective binds of ideological (political, economic, religious) certainty, the lure and passion 

towards an axiomatic finality which appears its most necessary condition: 

Ideologies always assume that one ideal is sufficient to explain 
everything in the development from the premise, and that no 
experience can teach anything because everything is 
comprehended in this consistent process of logical deduction. The 
danger in exchanging the necessary insecurity of philosophical 
thought for the total explanation of an ideology and its 
Weltanschauung, is not even so much the risk of falling for some 
usually vulgar, always uncritical assumption as of exchanging the 
freedom inherent in man’s capacity to think [and act] for the strait 
jacket of logic with which man can force himself almost as violently 
as he is forced by some outside power. (OT 470)  

Amidst the struggle between a lucid appreciation of humankind’s condition of natality on 

the one hand and the temptation towards a rectitude which renders certain populations 

superfluous on the other, we can therefore discern the power that simple recognition plays 

in human relationships, and from that recognition – how we think, feel and talk about each 

other through language – the necessity of choice, uncertain as it is, in the context of 

plurality. Bernstein suggests that it is an act of arrogance, “…the hubris of those totalitarian 

leaders who think they are omnipotent, that they can rival a God who created a plurality 

of human beings”, (Radical Evil 213) wherein totality begins, and we might rightly be 

inclined to agree (at minimum, metaphorically) with him. That said, following the logic of 

disclosure, relation and recognition inherent to Arendt’s model, it is not totality itself we 

should fear, so much as our collective inclinations towards the comforts of certainty and 

allure of final, fundamental truths. Totality itself isn’t terribly convincing, not when 

compared to the murmured longings of one’s inner Nazi, that whispering hush that just 

wishes it was all a bit easier, that things were just a bit more simple, that it would all just 

go away. 

And this really is the point. It is not that the possibility for tyranny in the most 

modern, contemporary settings is any less prevalent or dangerous, despite the absence 

of its most obvious totalitarian manifestations, particularly in first world contexts since 

1945. Rather, the creeping snare of tyranny is all the more insidious because it has grown 
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increasingly subtle, a ‘tyranny of mass expectations’ which gains credence and, ultimately, 

a sense of inevitability precisely because we have bought in so deeply to its utilitarian logic 

and trust in authority, despite its pretences to human dignity: Suggests Arendt, “The 

emancipation of labor and the concomitant emancipation of the labouring classes from 

oppression and exploitation certainly meant progress in the direction of non-violence. It is 

much less certain that it was also progress in the direction of freedom” (HC 129). There 

appears, in modern first-world climates, little need for the instruments of overt violence. It 

is accomplished easily enough, typically by way of a self-reinforcing ideology expressed 

in highly normalized, presumptively inalienable values; pronounced from the socio-political 

center, it is enforced internationally through abundantly politicized regimes of global 

finance and ‘sanctioned’ military actions, and more locally through the daily purchasing 

power of consumption and the blunt force of our own RRSPs. The human sphere, 

suggests Arendt, is profoundly an artifice, constantly being reified and remade through the 

actions we ourselves undertake. Under the tyranny of mass expectations and degradation 

in to means, happiness becomes the only viable yardstick and the mathematical, 

increasingly economic, morality of utilitarian logic comes to rule: 

The perplexity of utilitarianism is that it gets caught in the unending 
chain of means and ends without ever arriving at some principle 
which could justify the category of means and end, that is, of utility 
itself. The “in order to” has become the content of the “for the sake 
of”; in other words, utility established as meaning generates 
meaninglessness. (HC 154) 

For Arendt, it is this meaninglessness, the graceless descent into the mere behaviour of 

a procedural and self-referential existence, the ceaseless repetitions of production and 

consumption, which is most troubling. A society without action – action that is open and 

contingent and fragile, action which relates and separates men in a field of plurality – is 

one where human beings are most alienated from themselves and each other. It is this 

manner of society that is most ideologically susceptible. 
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1.5. Introducing the Existential Bind 

This thesis has so far sought to establish three distinct, yet hopefully related 

conversations: first, an exploration of choice amidst Camus’ notion of Absurdity, that 

sensibility which arises from the collision between man’s frustrated longing for order and 

intelligibility in confrontation with paradox, contingency and disarray; second, a depiction 

of the self as a continuous self-selection in conversation, if not outright agon, with the 

strictures and facilitations of surrounding culture; and finally, an examination of Arendt’s 

notions of action and natality in contradistinction to the lurking possibility of a murderous 

hubris in the guise of an assumed and totalizing omniscience, along with its malignant 

issue, superfluousness. It would seem that when we set these three clusters of ideas into 

relation (that is, when we begin to think of each idea through the lens of the others), we 

quite successfully ensnare ourselves within a fairly significant problematic, something I 

described at the very outset as ‘a capricious, sordidly human predicament’ underlying our 

capacity to choose and act without the benefit of final, fundamental justification, a 

predicament that eventually leads us back to the unrelenting anxiety of freedom’s own 

possibility. Absurdity alone doesn’t appear to take us quite far enough, not when it comes 

to the existentialist insistence regarding the necessity of choices that are pre-saturated 

with values, and not when we re-cast our understanding of the individual self in the more 

relational terms of culture, natality and plurality. Human beings, after all, do not live in 

abstraction, but the very real inter-subjective and embodied world of intention, 

interpretation and consequence. And as a result, we seemingly have to believe, or at 

minimum act as if we believe, in certain shared, although probably dubious, truths in order 

to be intelligible to ourselves and make things function. 

Held in this light, the ‘nostalgia for unity’ Camus describes is hardly a simple human 

ailment; our predicament runs through and through. Sociological connectivity, an at least 

tacit complicity with the surrounding culture and its functional mythologies, appears to be 

a very real need. As Sartre suggested, “Since man’s essential nature is being-in-the-world, 

the absurd is ultimately an inseparable part of the human condition,” (Existentialism 77) 

and his axiom that ‘every choice legislates a value, an ought into the world’ here carries 

no less weight since, as Taylor and Arendt have already suggested to us, values arise in 

their social exchange. We soon come to realize that choice, commitment and responsibility 
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are no less necessary under the regime of the Absurd, even though, properly speaking, 

they are impossible. Cultural exchange is part of the game and a collective of Zarathustras, 

a notion difficult to ponder with a straight face, is surely no society. Such a realisation 

would suggest that in order to live within the Absurd, we will quite regularly have to make 

choices which nourish the very Absurdity we recognize in ourselves. Moreover, things just 

get worse: following the structuration of the self through the entanglements of culture – 

the bounded ideational horizons that stake their claim over subjectivity long before the 

individual possesses the tools to re-imagine the relationship, the cultural and historical 

nexus of a self’s ‘facticity’ – the range of available choices appears far more prescribed 

than they do infinite, even though, existentially speaking, choice remains precisely 

unbounded. Simply put, there are things we must, yet cannot afford to believe, at least not 

in any too literal a sense if we are to avoid falling off the cliff into collective madness. The 

human condition isn’t so much a condition as it is an absurd predicament. We live, whether 

we have the lucid courage to confront it or not, in a shared existential bind that can be 

stated in many ways; of a self that is for itself yet not of or by itself, of choice that is both 

infinite and not, of moral and just action that is both necessary and impossible, and of a 

longing towards the unity of truth that is to be rejected even while desired. 

Having backed ourselves so squarely into this corner, a temporary reprieve into 

the faith of bad faith would appear more than welcome. Lucidity, as is its wont, exacts a 

steep price. Nietzsche, however, would rather have us remain courageous, to recognize 

untruth as a condition of life: 

We are fundamentally inclined to claim that the falsest judgements 
… are the most indispensable to us; that without accepting the 
fictions of logic, without measuring reality against the purely 
invented world of the unconditional and self-identical, without a 
constant falsification of the world by means of numbers, man 
could not live – that renouncing false judgements would mean 
renouncing life and a denial of life. To recognize untruth as a 
condition of life – that certainly means resisting accustomed value 
feelings in a dangerous way; and a philosophy that risks this would 
by that token alone place itself beyond good and evil. (BGE §4, 
emphasis added) 

Armed with our ‘will to ignorance’, a ‘blue-eyed innocence’ and ‘fine neutrality of 

conscience’, Nietzsche suggests we are enframed in a “simplified, thoroughly artificial, 

suitably constructed and suitably falsified world” (BGE §24). This includes, to his 
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understanding, the pia/impia fraus of Plato’s Republic, a seduction of the people into a 

shared mythology for their own supposed benefit, what the ancient master described as 

“…a fairy story like those the poets tell and have persuaded people to believe about the 

sort of thing that often happened ‘once upon a time’, but never does now and is not likely 

to” (414c). The Noble Lie, it seems, arrives in many metaphysical and ideological forms 

(would that there were a concept combining these two words together), across time and 

context, whether it be in the guise of Platonism, Orwellian Animalism, monotheism, 

National Socialism, liberal capitalism, Hegelianism, Ape-ism (for Charlton Heston) or any 

other of its innumerable possible manifestations. Evidenced by the broad anthropological 

array of beliefs and practices from human history, it seems less important what the Noble 

Lie says, so much as it affords a sufficient degree of stability, structure, predictability, and 

meaning, which is to say so long as it satisfies our longing for the staid certainty of Truth, 

Justice and the Right, that which Nietzsche provocatively claims at the conclusion of his 

Genealogy of Morals as an explanation for the suffering of man. On a sociological level, 

then, most any regime of truth might gain the pretence to justification under the right 

conditions, just so long as it provides a certain level of internal consistency, a comforting 

explanation of the universe, and a willingness to silence dissent. Even the Truth as 

espoused in The Republic may be more fully rationalized (and radically so!) so as to 

possess these features to a quite remarkable degree, but precisely to the extent that such 

Truth begins to appear unassailable, and herein lies the rub, that is where we most need 

to remain vigilant regarding its massive potential for violence in the paws of mere mortals. 

To apply a divided line between opinion and knowledge regarding esoteric values such as 

Justice and The Good appears an open invitation to the abuse of natality, especially in a 

Realpolitik world where the Gorillas sit as heads of state, the Orangutans run the Vatican, 

and the great mass of monkeys pick at the scraps. The Noble Lie, this ‘untruth as a 

condition of life’, isn’t necessarily an evil, even in the quotidian sense of the word: It 

enables, it comforts and it binds us together in more or less effectively functioning 

societies. It tends to dominate the productive parts of our daily imagination and, within fair 

limitation, commands our respect and allegiance. It also just so happens that none of it is 

really all that ‘True’.   

The question then becomes, one supposes, what to do in response, particularly in 

the instance of this thesis, from the stance of an existential ironic. The answer, an answer 
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hopefully both workable and compelling, it seems, cannot be simply expounded in six or 

eight easy steps; rather, the reader of this profession will have to resist their 

disappointment as it slowly emerges in the examples, selection of individual words, and 

meaningful silences yet to come, an idea Leopold so illustratively suggests in writing, 

“Nothing so important as an ethic is ever simply ‘written’” (190). Camus himself premised 

the bulk of his thought on the recognition that the Absurd, as we noted earlier, was actually 

a place of beginning rather than a terminus of malaise. Considered as an end, the Absurd 

would result in a cruel and plaintively vindictive nihilism, what Camus described as “an 

impoverished logic in whose eyes everything is equal” (REB 7). Taken up as a beginning, 

however, the Absurd offers up something quite different, a demand that we ‘reject the 

complacencies of absurdism in order to accept its exigencies’ (REB 9), that we adopt “the 

challenge posed by the absurd to the supposed rationality of our moral and political beliefs, 

the ‘absurd condition’ conceived as the ‘human condition’” (Foley 55). Taken together, this 

implies walking an existential tightrope between the poles of commitment and alienation, 

between the perils of a frustrated quietism, disengagement or pure negation on the one 

hand and the entrapment of a totalizing ideological and programmatic actuality on the 

other, both of which represent a closure to the problematics of life and an offence to 

humankind’s natality. Surely, one cannot remain aloof or indifferent to Camus’ challenge, 

so long as one recognizes the gravity of the stakes. Zarathustra, too, periodically 

descended down the mountainside. Considering our collective human capacity for both 

joy and suffering, for community and despotism, suggests Elie Wiesel, “There must be a 

response to responsibility” (Night xv). Camus, on the most individual of levels, agrees: “To 

live is, in itself, a value judgement. To breathe is to judge” (REB 8). “In the midst of such 

din the writer cannot hope to remain aloof…..even silence has dangerous 

implications….Each and every man, on the foundation of his own sufferings and joys, 

builds for all” (RRD 249/272). And yet, equally so one cannot unthinkingly throw in with 

the formal moralities of the day – although millions do precisely this! – committing 

philosophic suicide in the name of some final and fundamental truth. These are of the 

many ‘formal moralities that devour’ which surround us and fester in the hearts of men, 

even as they appear to those who bear them so right, final, absolute, comfortable and 

true; these are the totalities that Camus sought to distinguish from the value-inducing 

unities of human solidarity.  
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The notion of an existential bind appears so compelling precisely because of this 

uneasy, even terse, relationship between the ideal and the actual, which is to say between 

the models, myths and explanations we uphold as the true and good in uneasy 

communion with the contingency, inexplicability and undecidability of our frail, too human 

lives. This bind gives impetus to the meaning behind ‘chasing the existential ironic’, an 

attempt to live with some manner of recognition regarding the perpetual antagonisms at 

work between the centripetal force of culture and centrifugal resistance of lucid cultural 

critique. Nietzsche stands in the lead on this issue, disturbing our complacencies into 

motion with a question from his Genealogy of Morals that once genuinely considered, 

really cannot be unasked or somehow scraped clean from the walls of an honest 

consciousness: What is the value of having values? “Convictions,” he suggests, “are far 

more dangerous enemies of truth than lies” (HTH §483) and herein again we discern the 

lure of finality that, attempting to transcend the absurd, succeeds only in depicting time 

and again the arrogance of every idealism: 

All idealists imagine that the causes they serve are significantly 
better than the other causes in the world; they do not want to 
believe that if their cause is to flourish at all, it needs exactly the 
same foul-smelling manure that all other undertakings require. 

 *       *   * 

Man is very well defended against himself, against his own spying 
and sieges; usually he is able to make out no more of himself than 
his outer fortification. The actual stronghold is inaccessible to him, 
even invisible, unless friends and enemies turn traitor and lead 
him there by a secret path. (HTH §490-1) 

Clear thinking seems to require that we argue precisely what is most agreeable, 

particularly if we are to avoid the buffoonery of a meticulous assurance. Paradox abounds. 

Camus aids us here, suggesting that realism, be it political, literary or otherwise, is 

thoroughly necessary even though it cannot be claimed without the aid of a projecting 

preference: “Reality cannot be reproduced without exercising a selection….in order to 

reproduce properly what is, one must depict also what it will be….the contradiction is rather 

beautiful” (RRD 260). To either forget this or at least pretend like it doesn’t exist is to give 

oneself over to a necessity contrary to freedom, to engage not in dialogue but rather a 

deterministic finality and, at least potentially, a murderous falsehood. “Freedom,” 

concludes Camus, “is a perpetual risk, an exhausting adventure, and this why people 
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avoid the risk today, as they avoid liberty with its exacting demands, in order to accept any 

kind of bondage and achieve at least comfort of the soul” (RRD 268). Anything, it seems, 

is preferable to avoid the burdensome anxiety of an excessive consciousness: we bury 

ourselves in our Truths, our idealisms, our petty wants, and all our pretty little justifications, 

just so long as we evade that great abyss threatening to swallow us whole. Written with 

the tremendous pathos of Tennessee Williams, it might be expressed like this: ‘Truth is 

something desperate…Believe me, it’s something desperate. Mendacity is the system in 

which men live’ (Cat on a Hot Tin Roof). 

If truth is really something desperate, the site of that desperation is most assuredly 

the existential inwardness of the individual man at struggle with his own consciousness. 

Soren Kierkegaard knew this intimately, torturing himself with the possibility of his own 

possibility. Here, he writes from the pseudonymous position of the Young Man to 

Constantin Constantius: 

I am at the end of my rope. I am nauseated by life; it is insipid – 
without salt and meaning. If I were hungrier than Pierrot, I would 
not choose to eat the explanation people offer….I stick my finger 
into the world – it has no smell. Where am I? What does it mean 
to say: the world? What is the meaning of that word? Who tricked 
me into this whole thing and leaves me standing here? Who am 
I? How did I get into the world? Why was I not asked about it, why 
was I not informed of the rules and regulations but just thrust into 
the ranks as if I had been bought from a peddling shanghaier of 
human beings? How did I get involved in this big enterprise called 
actuality? Why should I be involved? Isn’t it a matter of choice? 
And if I am compelled to be involved, where is the manager – I 
have something to say about this. Is there no manger? To whom 
shall I make my complaint? ….One moment I am weak and wary, 
yes, practically dead with apathy; the next moment I am in a rage 
and in desperation rush from one end of the world to the other to 
find someone on whom I can vent my anger. My whole being 
screams in self-contradiction (R 200). 

Commitment, even to the point of conviction, appears a most human need, as if it were 

stipulated that we must identify and align ourselves with something greater, more absolute 

and permanent than our conditional and contingent selves. And yet absurdity, that lucid 

awareness that tolerates no idols, seems to compel us against our innermost craven 

desires, precisely against ourselves, towards a perspective regarding freedom that 

threatens to cast the self adrift into infinite absolute negation even as it undermines the 
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view of history as something necessary, telos-driven, naturally unfolding, or divinely 

ordained. 

Following Kierkegaard, we discover that we are imperfectly aware beings who 

must nevertheless live forwards into the moment carrying the anxiety of our subjective 

solitude. “Abstract knowledge,” he identified in the guise of the ‘Watchman of 

Copenhagen’ Vigilius Haufniensis, “is nothing without concrete awareness” (CA 142), 

embodied in the material anxiety of the individual. However, Kierkegaard also knew that 

ethics, including the very comprehensibility of the self, are by nature problematic and 

multifarious; Not only are such considerations bound up between the ideal and the actual, 

but they also invoke a constant motion from actuality to possibility in the field of choice, 

such that the precision required for a formal, final and justifying deontology is well and 

truly disqualified. In the historical introductory notes to The Concept of Anxiety, Reidar 

Thomte notes that for Kierkegaard, like Socrates, “the highest [ethical] principles can be 

demonstrated only indirectly (negatively)….ethics will not admit of precision required for 

scientific knowledge” (x). Kierkegaard hints his agreement, suggesting that “contingency, 

which is an essential part of the actual, cannot be admitted within the realm of logic” (CA 

10). Simply put, there is no ‘out’, no finality capable of spreading its solace over the 

solitude of choice. The problem, it seems, arises from our understanding of existence as 

freedom, as Martinez explains: 

In Kierkegaard’s scheme of things, the essence of actuality is self-
surpassing, i.e., it “has no other validity than to be the constant 
occasion for wanting to go beyond actuality – except that this 
never occurs.” There is, to use Ricoeur’s apt phrase, a ‘surplus of 
being’ in every instance of actuality which, in The Sickness unto 
Death, is called ‘possibility’. The fact that actuality is charged with 
possibility can give rise to the apprehension of the different, the 
other, the alternative to what is familiar, i.e., to what we regard as 
being real and true. It allows us, moreover, to recognize that our 
notions of reality and truth are merely constituted by us, hence, 
that they are not absolute. (39) 

Every decision and every determination is, therefore, a “moment of utmost subjective 

solitude….Every choice is an instance of self-formation; it is the birth of self” (Martinez 55). 

Moreover, as we shall see in later portions of this dissertation, living forward into the 

moment means precisely an inwardness that culminates in irony, an inward absolute 

negativity characterized by a disaffirmation of actuality, a freedom of non-essence.  Man, 
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oriented forwards, is a ‘becoming’ formed, charged by, and made possible by infinite 

negation. The essence of actuality includes self-surpassing, a ‘surplus of being’ towards 

its own possibility. Decision – choice – is an utmost solitude, and act of self-formation for 

a self which, even in itself, is not absolute. As we shall explore in part two of this thesis, 

the unexamined life may indeed not be worth living (for human beings), but since we can 

traverse the boundaries of ourselves without ever really achieving final knowledge, ‘who 

we are’ remains quite open. “No being,” Kierkegaard agrees, “can penetrate his 

consciousness absolutely” (R 373). Socrates knew this and the irony of his famous axiom 

is, as ever, abundant and expansive, provoking the same longing in his followers to which 

all great ethicists aspire. “Socrates still is what he was, the simple wise man,” writes 

Vigilius Haufniensis. “Socrates was great in ‘that he distinguished between what he 

understood and what he did not understand’” (CA 3). 

Of course, the figure in whom Kierkegaard places the greatest agony of solitude is 

Abraham, a difficult personage in the context of this thesis precisely because he so 

completely transgresses the bounds of the absurd, taking his leap of faith either into 

sublimity or madness. From the perspective of the absurd, Abraham’s compliance / 

complicity in the murder of his son Isaac is both triumphant and horrific: triumphant 

because, on the strength of the absurd, he moves beyond the ‘universal ethical’ of 

palatable, reasoned and thoroughly public moralities in staking a claim to a higher spiritual 

and moral order; horrific because his readiness to murder Isaac is premised precisely on 

a leap beyond the absurd into a fundamental willingness enabling filicide that seemingly 

knows no restraint. Kierkegaard, for one, would have us accept that it is upon the 

foundation of his faith that Abraham finds his justification:  

He exists as the particular in opposition to the universal….He had 
faith. That is the paradox that keeps him at the extremity and 
which he cannot make clear to anyone else….His justification is, 
once again, the paradox: for if he is the paradox it is not by virtue 
of being anything universal, but of being the particular. 

*   *   * 

In his action he overstepped the ethical altogether, and had a 
higher telos outside it, in relation to which he suspended it….Thus 
while Abraham arouses my admiration, he also appals me. The 
person who denies himself and sacrifices himself for duty [to God] 
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gives up the finite in order to grasp the infinite; he is secure 
enough. (FT 88-90) 

To this we say, in all good conscience, ‘Nonsense!’ For Kierkegaard, faith is Abraham’s 

absolute surrender and assurance, a ‘teleological suspension of the ethical’ and 

resignation of the self, which on the strength of the absurd returns “the bliss of infinity” (FT 

69) to the individual in the expansion of his own inwardness. To be charitable, 

Kierkegaard’s moral topography, his very requirement that we ‘give up reason for faith’ 

(FT 50), is incommensurate with the comparatively meager ‘human assurance’ of Camus’ 

clay-mottled hands. Nonsense, it seems, is precisely the point, a view reinforced by 

Kierkegaard’s admission that he admires Abraham’s faith even though he cannot make 

the same leap himself. To be less charitable, however, we might take Kierkegaard to task 

that such remarks demonstrate the dissimulating nature of anyone who claims to know 

the mind of ‘God’. (Honestly, for all we know, Abraham might have simply misinterpreted 

God’s demand that he cut off his own foreskin in order to be the father of nations in 

Genesis 17:9-13. All in all, it seems a pretty good bargain.) Abraham’s is a rather stark 

fundamentalism, as fundamentalism so often proves, further evidence that ideas become 

more persuasive when we stop thinking about them and instead let them do the thinking 

for us, as if further evidence was needed.   

But perhaps such a position is unfair to Kierkegaard, for what he is really pushing 

with his interpretation of Abraham is the exceptional, ultimately indescribable and infinite 

inwardness one only finds in the most profound forms of commitment. In his journals, 

Kierkegaard explores such possibility in the depths of himself: 

What I really need is to become clear in my own mind what I must 
do, not what I must know – except in so far as a knowing must 
precede every action.  The important thing is to understand what 
I am destined for, to perceive what the Deity wants me to do; the 
point is to find the truth which is truth for me, to find that idea for 
which I am ready to live and die. (Lowrie 82) 

Inwardness comes with its own desperation and solitude, and the truth for which one is 

ready to die can never really come in ready-made fail-safe formulas, as if something akin 

to your Auntie Em’s “Never Fail Chocolate Cake” or Tony Robbins’ “Seven Steps to 

Breakthrough”. Rather, it must arise in the dread-filled earnestness of one’s own choosing: 
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The knight of faith has only himself, and it is there the terrible lies. 
Most people let their ethical obligations last a day at a time, but 
then they never reach this passionate concentration, this 
energetic awareness….the knight of faith is alone about 
everything….the knight of faith is kept in constant tension….The 
true knight of faith is always absolute isolation, the false knight is 
sectarian….[he] walks alone with his dreadful responsibility….he 
is assigned to himself alone….The pain is the assurance. (FT 106-
107) 

Ultimately, Kierkegaard wants to drive us deeply inwards, into the paradox of Either/Or, 

so that we might experience all the choice and anxiety of the soul’s own freedom. Still, it 

remains much less certain to what degree inward intensity, arguing from faith, 

earnestness, authenticity, and the like guarantees any means of reliable purchase. For 

one so taken with Socrates, we might wish that Kierkegaard had taken his ironic mentor 

a bit more literally when he said in the Cratylus that “it is terrible to be deceived by oneself, 

because one always has the deceiver present” (428d, CA 254). Kierkegaard’s own 

statement that “Anxiety is freedom’s possibility, and only such anxiety is through faith 

absolutely educative, because it consumes all finite ends and discovers all their 

deceptiveness,” (CA 155, emphasis added) hardly seems compelling, especially once we 

re-connect the solitary individual’s faith and struggle back into a world characterized by 

such trivial considerations as plurality, contingency, partiality, action and consequence. 

The suffering of the many, even the many in the face of the singular other – Isaac for 

example – must it seems draw upon the imagination with at least equal weight if we are 

to claim anything approaching the moral good of either Kierkegaard’s universal ethical or 

the outright (post-universal?!) religious. To do otherwise simply invites contradiction, or 

worse. In his polemic against capital punishment entitled Reflections of the Guillotine, 

Camus offers this little nugget, advantageous to the current conversation: “Indeed, one 

must kill publicly or confess that one does not feel authorized to kill” (187). Commitment 

demands no less, it seems, regardless of whether our intention is to place the convict, the 

foreign soldier, or our own children on the altar of assurance and truth. Abraham’s faith-

conviction, by admission of Kierkegaard himself, is something supra-judicial to public 

contemplation and might as well on these grounds be rejected: To the extent the public 

nature of reason matters, there appears a world of difference between a truth that you’re 

willing to die for and the Truth for which you are willing to kill.  
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The problem remains, we should probably admit, that ideologies are essentially 

murderous, all too eager to sanction any manner of coercion and violence in the name of 

presumptively collective ends, natural laws or historical necessity. Such is hardly a radical 

notion, for the issue of ideology’s tyranny over free consciousness has been a subject of 

interest for myriad writers from Adorno and Marcuse to Sartre, Camus, Arendt, Jung, 

Nietzsche, Marx, Habermas, and several others. Ideologies, with their built in justifications 

and explanations for the state of human relations, are staggeringly capable of hiding a 

man from himself, of freeing him from perceiving his responsibility and at more critical 

moments assuaging his troubled conscience. More frightening, it is ideology’s apparent 

ability to seduce and choose for us, which is to say our primitive willingness to comply with 

and thereby reinforce the dominant ethos and eidos of social and political practice, that 

excuses our temptations to certainty and excess, leading us into false consciousness and 

the suppression, if not outright repression, of genuine good faith under the burdensome 

weight of a supposed, socialized, and arbitrary ‘necessity’. Nietzsche, for one, sought to 

demonstrate this phenomenon, which he saw as lurking even near the roots of supposedly 

clear-eyed, philosophic thought: 

The hermit does not believe that any philosopher – assuming that 
every philosopher was first of all a hermit – ever expressed his 
real and ultimate opinions in books: does one not write books 
precisely to conceal what one harbors? Indeed, he will doubt 
whether a philosopher could possibly have ‘ultimate and real’ 
opinions, whether behind every one of his caves there is not, must 
not be, another deeper cave – a more comprehensive, stranger, 
richer world beyond the surface, an abysmally deep ground 
behind every ground, under every attempt to furnish ‘grounds.’ 
Every philosophy is a foreground philosophy – that is a hermit’s 
judgment: ‘There is something arbitrary in his stopping here to 
look back and look around, in his not digging deeper here but 
laying his spade aside; there is also something suspicious about 
it.’ Every philosophy also conceals a philosophy; every opinion is 
also a hideout, every word also a mask. (BGE §289) 

Such assertions are deeply troubling, for if true they suggest that we cannot escape the 

centrifugal pull of dominant belief systems while remaining in the public realm, that we 

must first somehow step outside of an ideology – must become the hermit – to become 

the philosopher seeking to uncover the sources of our seductions. The real danger of 

being-in-the-world, it therefore seems, is the conspiracy against oneself, as Anti-Climacus 

explains; “A self is the last thing the world cares about and the most dangerous thing of 
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all for a person to show signs of having. The greatest hazard of all, losing the self, can 

occur very quietly in the world, as if it were nothing at all. No other loss can occur so 

quietly” (Kierkegaard, SD 32-33). All too easily, tribalism trumps distinction, mass identities 

overwhelm the individual, and what is upheld as truth falls sway to the capriciousness of 

political power. As Camus warns in his Letters to a German Friend, “There is always 

something that yields to instinct” (7). 

Putting our heads together, we could go on at some length here beating up on 

ideological thinking, dredging up pithy quotes from Marcuse about ‘repressive tolerance’ 

and Adorno about ‘identity thinking’, all the while congratulating ourselves for our ability to 

luminously see despite ‘the polar night of icy darkness’. The larger point of interest here, 

however, is that the commitment-demanding side of the existential ironic requires of us 

that we demonstrate some manner of exertion and risk-taking in order to live out the 

project of our own becoming. Ideology is everywhere, deeply ingrained into the 

habitualization of thought. Ubiquitous and omnipresent, its claim upon us runs silent and 

deep through culture, shaping not only the outward character of speech and dress, but 

also the value-attachments of knowledge claims, even (so the saying goes) the very sofa 

on which I sit. What I am depicting, then, is neither some shallow complaint about ‘the 

man’ nor some manner of ressentiment regarding my own solipsistic wants; rather, it is 

the human predicament, very much a ‘bind’ we find ourselves in, whereby we seemingly 

need the touchstones of culture to be intelligible to ourselves and each other even while 

we resist their certainties in order to be the project of our own becoming and avoid the 

furtherance of unnecessary suffering. This is difficult and occasionally perilous stuff, this 

swimming against the undertow, particularly for the majority of us who live and work in 

contexts dominated by large communities, publically executed exchange, and protected 

personal reputations. “[It is] far easier and safer to be like the others, to become a copy, a 

number, a mass man,” writes Anti-Climacus. “It is easy to keep silent….not to venture is 

prudent. And yet, precisely by not venturing it is so terribly easy to lose what would be 

hard to lose, however much one lost by risking, and in any case never this way, so easily, 

so completely, as if it were nothing at all – namely, oneself” (SD 34). Man purchases his 

freedom and what passes as his world in the minutiae of his daily existence. As a culture, 

we are characterized by a flight from the absurd and towards the intelligibility, closure and 

certainty typified by Western, philosophic thought. And because we create our own gods 
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and then adore them, we suffer under competing certainties, all of which seem at least 

from the interior of culture, fully justified. In Either/Or, Part II, Judge Wilhelm confides that 

“the content of choice is less important than the earnestness and pathos with which one 

chooses” (167). All well and good, we ‘become who we are’ in the expansion of inwardness 

that attends choice. But freedom must mean something more. There must be some 

manner of dis-ease to the project, of an individual immersed in but not submerged by a 

social flux, an individual navigating choice and becoming as if caught in between 

Kierkegaard’s pseudonymous advisors. The rest is habit and mere behaviour, a particular 

form of un-freedom, what Martinez refers to as, “the indolence of languishing in what is 

comfortable and familiar at the expense of risk taking” (55). Choice, it seems, should 

remain uncomfortable as a guarantee of freedom. 

The ‘uncomfortable’ piece is why I suspect that Hannah Arendt‘s conversation 

regarding action will prove useful to us as we try to bring existentialist notions of 

inwardness and commitment towards the sense of ironic limitation and restraint we 

discover by living within the Absurd. We might recall two of Arendt’s leading claims from 

the earlier discussion: first that the basic condition of human speech and action is human 

plurality with its twofold character of equality and distinction, and the second that action 

(both in word and deed) represents a disclosure and insertion into a pre-existing context 

of values, interpretations and meanings, the ‘subjective in-between’ realm of human 

affairs. “Action,” writes Arendt, “is never possible in isolation…action and speech are 

surrounded by and in constant contact with the web of the acts and words of other men” 

(HC 188). Action thus always establishes relation, a realization that comes with 

distinguishable attendant difficulties illuminating our existential bind. 

The first of these is that the actor is profoundly frail in his role as initiator and author; 

he is rarely the architect of a closed circle or self-contained cycle of intention-action-effect, 

and despite the complexity of his models, his informed predictions, and best laid plans, he 

is always subject to the capricious whims of raw contingency in that ‘the-disease-was-

immune-to-the-needs-of-bureaucracy’ kind of way. Suggests Arendt, “Because the actor 

always moves among and in relation to other acting beings, he is never merely a ‘doer’ 

but always at the same time a sufferer” (HC 190). Moreover, bound to others through his 

disclosure in relationship, the profound role played by recognition means that the actor 
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cannot control the large majority of antecedent consequences that his action sets in 

motion. This is the second difficulty, the sheer boundlessness of action, which is to say of 

human interrelatedness implicit in action. “Action, though it may proceed from nowhere, 

so to speak, acts into a medium where every reaction becomes a chain reaction and where 

every process is the cause of new processes” (HC 190). How this bedevils us is easy 

enough to see. It is the third and perhaps most confounding difficulty, the “inherent 

unpredictability” of actions and their consequences:  

This is not simply a question of inability to foretell all the logical 
consequences of a particular act, in which case an electronic 
computer would be able to foretell the future, but arises directly 
out of the story which, as the result of action, begins and 
establishes itself as soon as the fleeting moment of the deed is 
past. The trouble is that whatever the character and content of the 
subsequent story may be, whether it is played in private or public 
life, whether it involves many or few actors, its full meaning can 
reveal itself only when ended. (HC 192) 

Intending through an action to arrive at ‘A’, we may indeed get ‘A’. But we will likely also 

get all the outcomes we didn’t expect – ‘B’ and ‘C’ and ‘D’ come to mind – and because of 

action’s boundless capacity to instigate response, “Q”, from that strange looking fellow 

standing off to the side wearing the fetching felt hat with magenta band. Our lack of vision 

and inability to foresee potential outcomes really is staggering, perhaps explaining the 

numerous mythologies of warning and prohibition found in culture: Adam and Eve, 

Prometheus, Nimrod’s Tower of Babel, Icarus, Hansel and Gretel, Faust and 

Frankenstein, just to name a few. The frailty, boundlessness and unpredictability of action 

bedevil us time and time again, to the extent that hope comes to resemble a particularly 

human folly that we can somehow predict, control, or otherwise will the outcomes of what 

we would initiate into the world, that we might finally harness omniscience and be as gods. 

Pandora, it seems, really was a mischievous little sausage.  

Putting all this together – and one really does need to commend Arendt for her 

moral, even maternal, perspicacity – we come to see how a deed cannot be undone, a 

question unasked, or indeed, a consciousness un-broadened. Nothing so human as action 

is only good or bad, but it is irreversible, the burden of which becomes only more acute 

once we cast it in existential terms. We must act and be responsible consistent with our 

abandonment, even as we lack control over outcomes; we must commit with some 
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measure of inward intensity, yet need to find a way to do so without falling prey to the 

truths we hold sacrosanct. Even the distance of time cannot rescue us in any final sense, 

despite Arendt’s suggestion that the meaning of the ‘subsequent story…can reveal itself 

only when ended’. Illustrated in Nietzsche’s Untimely Meditations, the interpretive 

domination held by the present over the past gives us cause to worry that what she claims 

may not be entirely so, that the false objectivity of history results in a “disguised theology” 

(2: §8) of the present whereby “man spins his web over the past and subdues it” (2: §6). 

Selection, a key element of any eventual action, is no less present in the backwards gaze 

of interpretation and meaning. So, while historians may absolve us, we can be assured 

that History, itself, will not. Again and again and again, we have a dreadful need for pause, 

a breathtaking need to simply think, and just possibly a willingness to distrust our own 

intentions. Because action has no finality, no actuality without the seed of possibility 

already contained therein, there can be no final consummation of meaning and 

consequence, not even to the actor himself who is equally subject to the unpredictability 

of outcomes as he is to the backwards gaze of his deeds. Hell is indeed other people, only 

here we realise that ‘other people’ means everyone yet to come for as long as our own 

deeds are deemed worthy of consideration, comment, and response…a strong motivation 

to live a thoroughly unexceptional life. Ultimately, all we have to mitigate the irreversibility 

of action is the corrective of plurality, alongside the faculties of a freeing forgiveness and 

an identity-building promise, what Arendt deems the ‘past and future of action’ (HC 237). 

These capacities of forgiveness and promise, at once so fragile and so massive in their 

potential, reflect the ongoing and provisional nature of human plurality amidst the 

spreading consequence of human knowledge. Trapped between the violent hubris of 

every fundamentalism and the futile anguish of a wholly solitary existence, we find that 

moral precepts arise “directly out of the will to live together with others….that men, though 

they must die, are not born in order to die but in order to begin” (HC 246). 

There exists no rescue within the absurd, no recourse to meta-language or 

teleological vindication upon which we can find decidability and thereby finally justify 

ourselves. Not for a lack of trying, of course. In the attempt to force the ideal upon the 

actual and the actual upon the possible, we find utopians, Savonarolas and fascist-minded 

usurpers of all sorts, each armed with their pre-justifications of tyranny, sanctified 

apologies and absolutions for bad faith. If we play too closely to this one side of the bind, 
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we find, as ever, the temptation to excess, fundamental certainties that promise to control, 

predict and assuage but all too often promote a brand of suffering as unnecessary as it is 

man-made. Zarathustra saw this well:  

             The voice of beauty talks softly…. 
*   *   * 

Ah, this is my sorrow: they have lied reward and punishment into 
the ground of things – and now even into the ground of your souls, 
you virtuous ones!  

*   *   * 
And others are proud of their handful of justice and for its sake 
commit outrages against all things, such that the world is drowned 
in their injustice. Ah, how awful the word ‘virtue’ sounds from their 
mouths! And when they say: ‘I am just’, it always sounds like: ‘I 
am avenged!’ With their virtue they want to claw out the eyes of 
their enemies; and they exalt themselves only in order to abase 
others. (II.i.5) 

Formal systems of commitment, gradation and normalization lead too easily to 

stultification, oppression and terror, a brand of Manichean thinking clinging to, even 

bulwarking, identity according to the coarsest of binaries. “Behind Communism, Fascism, 

behind all occupations and invasions lurks a more basic, pervasive evil,” writes Kundera, 

“…a parade of people marching by with raised fists and shouting identical syllables in 

unison” (Unbearable Lightness of Being 100). At best, reliance upon the ideal results in 

apathy and bad faith: in Arendt’s terms, predictable and measurable behaviours replacing 

actions which might otherwise reflect the frailty, boundlessness, and unpredictability of the 

human condition; and in existential terms, a flight from the necessity of choice, anxiety 

and responsibility as the condition of being. However, as Camus advises in his defence of 

Neither Victims nor Executioners, the end game is considerably worse, a victory of the 

slaughterhouse: “Those who pretend to know everything and settle everything finish by 

killing everything” (Aronson 107). The free intellectual, so much as such a one can exist 

in reality, understands that whether constructed upon futurity, mythologized pasts or the 

wilful construction of shared identities, any forced hope carries with it something of the 

religious, a metaphysical either/or that results in us versus them, light versus dark, good 

versus evil, and truth versus falsity. Systematizers who adorn themselves in the 

omniscience of formal moralities offend possibility and the open-ended fecundity of human 

plurality, nourishing themselves with fear and accomplishing their own misery. Wisdom, 

so the saying goes, consists in knowing that life is ridiculous: The ‘saving insight’ remains 
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that life is absurd (Aronson 120). “We suffocate among people who think they are 

absolutely right, whether in their machines or in their ideas,” writes Camus, “And for all 

who cannot live without dialogue and the friendship of other human beings, this silence is 

the end of the world” (Foley 41). 

And yet, life is not only ridiculous. Not everything is, or should be for that matter, 

fodder for wholesale negation, lest we go too far the other way into an incarceration of 

contingency and lose ourselves in a pseudo-existence characterised by alienation, 

nihilism and the corruption of boredom. Commitment, to wholly abuse Sartre’s notion of 

consciousness, appears something less than an absolute category unto itself; just as 

consciousness lacks an ‘inside’ and should properly be thought as ‘consciousness of’, 

commitment aught also to be considered as ‘commitment towards’, ‘with’, or ‘alongside’. 

Commitment thus implies a scale of values with the presumption, at least, that valuations 

can be made: I commit towards X because X reflects some discernable value and a 

desirable direction for my own self’s becoming. A peculiar point to be made, perhaps, but 

recalling Camus’s description of nihilism as ‘an impoverished logic in whose eyes 

everything is equal’, we can appreciate how the eradication of depth, the cultural salience 

provided though art, literature, history, politics and the like, carries with it the Siamese peril 

of an unintelligible self. Such a dynamic is explored by Gide’s The Immoralist in the person 

of Michel, who seeks to peel away and eventually negate the claims made upon 

consciousness by social mores, to follow his will and claim his own lucid authenticity 

regardless of consequence, only to find his terminus in alienation, longing and despair. “In 

deliberate scorn of my own erudition, what interest could I take in myself, except as a 

perfectible being? This unknown perfection, vaguely as I imagined it, exalted my will…” 

(53). Michel’s journey, so seductive at first, turns slowly yet irrevocably darker until his 

desire to overturn social categories and unapologetically experience his life finally 

culminates in the misery of his own emancipation:  

I had sought and found what makes me what I am: a kind of 
persistence in the worst. (162) 

  *   *   * 
I may have liberated myself but what does it matter? This useless 
freedom tortures me….I lie down in the middle of the day to 
deceive the dreary prospect of time and its intolerable leisure. 
(169-170) 
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Michel’s is the consequence, it seems, of will-to-power that seeks to serve only itself, 

knowing neither reflexivity nor restraint. His is the consequence of wholly chasing the 

enticement of excess, not that different in type from the inward indulgence of Abraham. 

His desire seduces the free-spirit in the reader, he who like Michel finds allure in stepping 

in Nietzsche’s terms ‘beyond good and evil’, and dares, in himself, commit revaluation of 

the old tablets. Michel plays too closely to contingency and nihilism, to the detriment of 

finding depth and commitment outside himself. And he induces the reader to come along 

with him. As a result of his choices, Michel accomplishes little more than alienation and 

his own corrupted despair. And yet, as sordidly as his story [History] ends, the crapulence 

of his final position worries me considerably less than this: No matter how many times I 

read through The Immoralist, I cannot tell with any certainty where Michel passes the point 

of no return. 

Admitting the gaze of others requires living in lies, but the tragicomic of the human 

predicament is precisely that in the absence of some benchmark that transcends the 

temporal restraint of individuals’ lives, man’s existence is without weight or dimension, 

possessing legitimate claim neither to justification, value, nor the existential responsibility 

that affords it gravity. “History,” writes Kundera, “is as light as individual human life, 

unbearably light, light as a feather, as dust swirling into the air, as whatever will no longer 

exist tomorrow” (Unbearable Lightness of Being 139). We can recognize how this dynamic 

plays out in Arendt’s description of animal laborans and Lyotard’s Postmodern Condition, 

both of which identify a paucity of depth in the repetitious pursuit of wholly private ends, 

as well as in the daily lives of young people who, having grown up in an environment 

saturated with media and instant gratification, often appear to live in a hyper-present, and 

thus experience neither emotional connection to the binding narratives, heroic qualities or 

grand ideas of the past, nor an imaginative reach into futurity. To be trapped in immediacy 

is a burden devoutly to be avoided. In the weightlessness of inconsequence, in the 

bondage of an eternal contingency, we are disallowed access to the ‘higher’ – the human 

– ethical and religious plane. We grow, like Judge Wilhelm’s description of Nero in 

Either/Or Part II, trapped in the aesthetic mode, under the crushing burden of a ceaseless 

need for, an albeit impermanent, self-stimulation. Following Nero, we rediscover the very 

real need we have for something, anything, that draws us back towards issues of purpose 

and presence, cause and consequence. “The only truly serious questions are ones that 
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even a child can formulate,” writes Kundera. “Only the most naïve of questions are truly 

serious. They are the questions with no answers. A question with no answer is a barrier 

that cannot be breached. In other words, it is questions with no answers that set the limits 

of human possibilities, describe the boundaries of human existence” (Unbearable 

Lightness of Being 139). These questions – the boundary of the knowable – are the 

upward longings of the human ‘soul’ that, if we’re not careful, can slip away until we grow 

alienated from the social composition of integral selfhood, that if we’re not careful, become 

ossified into the fundamental truths that divide us from each other as well as ourselves 

from the very productive morality born of imagination and wonder. Ultimately, life cannot 

only be ridiculous, even after the demystification of knowing and the onset of the iron cage. 

Lucidity, worn as a badge of honour rather than experienced as a problematic and carried 

as a burden, is just as mendacious and self-serving as any other will-to-truth. There must 

be something that gives life weight, grand romantic principles that allow for the valuing 

behaviours of an integral human identity. As Camus claims in Reflections on the Guillotine, 

it is a wretched malady ‘to believe nothing and claim to know everything’ (229). Held in 

this light, alienation may be the greatest burden, something worse than suicide, even 

death. 

Our absurd predicament, our most fundamental existential bind, thus appears to 

us as we fumble forwards amidst the contradictions of intelligible lies overlaid upon a 

terrible, unintelligible truth. Between the ideal and the actual, between the actual and the 

possible, we find a productive space of relation, one that casts the self into conversation 

with the plurality of culture, and allows for the formation of distinctly human, moral action 

as a consequence of that situatedness. Chasing the existential ironic, but one manner of 

response and the manner of response being advocated here, thus presents as something 

less solid than a method; rather, it is closer to a stance, a non-surrender to actuality which 

carries the scorn and honor of Sisyphus when confronted by despotic grand truths 

alongside a stubbornly hopeful, even Promethean, defiance that is allied in favor of man 

as he confronts the creeping tyrannies that beset him on all sides.  Remembering that all 

is absurd, the existential burden of such a position is to constantly distrust not only the 

cultural framework, but ourselves, even at the moment of commitment. We are all, each 

and every one of us, capable of becoming both victims and executioners, and the 

productive tension of this space-in-between lays the ground for a more fully matured 



 

52 

existential imagination, a provisional morality characterized by openness, possibility, 

contingency, incompleteness and indeed irony. Irony, in this light, is tied to restraint, 

illumination and creative possibility, serving freedom as both a disruption and means to 

correction, particularly for those who are imprisoned in the subjectivity of their own singular 

experience. Chasing the existential ironic is an attempt to enact the contradiction which 

says we cannot justify our value judgements, even as we must value and judge. It means 

to uphold the refusal of certitude in favour of plausible truths as a good, to avoid the 

presumption of knowing what we cannot properly claim to know, to follow what is perhaps 

the most beautiful phrase in all of philosophy, from Socrates in the Phaedo, “a belief worth 

risking” (114d). 

In Human, All Too Human, Nietzsche suggests that good and evil are cultural 

values rather than categorical essentials, that such valuations are temporally bound to 

community practices, and that it is merely time and the repetition of habit which creates 

the appearance of necessity and sacred virtues (§96-97). There are, it seems, functional 

truths – productive fictions or half-truths if you prefer – that make self, society, culture and 

by extension, history, intelligible. And if we begin from this premise, if schools are going 

to seek the formation of existentially free and ethically robust human beings who 

understand something of the relationship between choice, responsibility, anxiety and 

freedom, (“Dread for everyone!”) we will need on some level to educate them according 

to the bind; to disrupt, at minimum, the false pretence of a finally knowable, objectified 

world and the school system’s heretofore unassailable grand narratives. Promoting 

existential imagination, the capacity to live out the problematics of existence in a context 

of plurality and otherness while honouring the self’s own becoming, requires something 

else, a middle space where culture is deployed as a series of ‘intermediate terms’ which 

guide thinking, aspiration and becoming, alongside a certain willingness to forgo the 

security of decidability and to participate in productive psychological antagonisms based 

around relation, differentiation and disruption. This is the methodology that will be explored 

in detail in subsequent portions of this thesis. Even now, however, we can anticipate the 

impediments to success and risks to the purveyor of such a pedagogy. The ‘space’ as a 

system without a fixed center plays with the roles and directionality of the teacher-student 

dyad, indeed the notion that dyad is an appropriate descriptor of that relationship. The risk 

of seeking to, if not wholly overturn, at least dislocate strongly held cultural metaphors 
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exposes the teacher to questions of purpose and responsibility. The undercutting of 

abstraction as the most legitimate mode of knowing by such pestilence as metaphor, 

emotion and narrative runs against the epistemological grain of western knowing. Irony’s 

guns do indeed fire in all directions. At every point, the teacher runs into the absurdity of 

the bind and in doing so places himself in peril; the irony that is most needed, as Socrates 

tragically experienced, is viewed as a cancer to be eliminated because it dis-assumes the 

core premises of the entire enterprise.  

At the end of the day, the risk is the reward and the teacher who wishes to attempt 

the profound must accept the potential, not only for frustration, but some pretty strong 

opposition and sideways looks. Ultimately, I cannot bring the young learners I meet to any 

genuine finality, nor may I rightly assume that doing so should be my goal. However, I 

might help them orient a path by which they might come, with future struggles and 

commitment, to themselves. How does one instruct such vision, let alone seek to justify it 

as a valid educational outcome? I’m not really sure. It seems too vague, too massive. 

What I am more confident of, however, is that such a position falls in line with a sentiment 

common to most, if not all, of the big thinkers we’ve been leaning on so far in this 

profession – Socrates, Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Camus and Arendt - that ‘thoughtlessness 

is the outstanding characteristic of our time’ (HC  5). It isn’t for me to tell my students what 

to believe, even less what to be, so much as give them a read of the cultural landscape 

and a few cognitive tools so that they, of their own free standing, might live ‘with and for 

each other in just institutions’, so that they too might become who they are, and so that 

they understand what I mean when I tell them I want them to feel responsible for the history 

they study. Beginning from the presumption of absurdity and depicting its consequences 

need not make us nihilistic or despairing. Rather, it is the alienation of ourselves from 

otherness in tandem with the closure of possibility attendant to every lure of certainty that 

are more likely to frustrate us from becoming our better selves. As teacher, embracing the 

dread of responsibility is no less the key to freedom, or as Kierkegaard would put it, the 

anguish that proves existence. Irony helps us get there, with its multiple possibilities, 

reflexivity, tolerance of limitation, and freedom of non-essence, the perfect kinds of 

stimulus to promote deeper thinking and a longing for ethically strident forms of 

commitment. As Judge Wilhelm put things: 
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I wish only to force you to the point where the necessity of making 
a choice manifests itself and thereafter to consider existence 
under ethical qualifications. (E/O2 178) 
  *    *   * 
 I only want to bring you to the point where this choice truly has 
meaning for you. It is on this that everything turns. As soon as a 
person can be brought to stand at the crossroads in such a way 
that there is no way out for him except to choose, he will choose 
the right thing. (E/O2, 168) 

This is the fidelity I want to bring to my learners, the kind of fidelity that most matters 

because it is founded not upon blind loyalty so much as loving solidarity and the 

responsibility of a self’s becoming understood in relational terms. Fidelity, under this 

burden, is the most human of distinctly human values. Of course, what schools typically 

attempt is something else altogether. 

 

1.6. The Seductions of ‘School’ 

Now admittedly, beating up on schools is hardly a novel undertaking, nor does it 

tend to be particularly interesting despite the cathartic relief and bombastic good humour 

it so often provokes. A small sampling of the literature reveals any number of learned 

commentaries regarding large-scale, institutionalized education: Here we find Postman’s 

(1995) assertion that schools have lost sight of critical social narratives under the weight 

of lesser technological and mechanistic drivers, Gatto’s (1992) critique that school’s 

primary lessons are social control and psychological dependency, Illich’s (1970) complaint 

that institutionalized education results in institutionalized societies, Loewen’s (1995) 

objection that schools are too dominated by textbooks given to shallowness, dishonest 

heroism and unproblematic visions of social progress, Ranciere’s (1991) grievance that 

schooling infantilizes students into the acceptance of otherwise unjustifiable hierarchies, 

Friere’s (1970) protest that learners are too easily viewed as passive recipients rather than 

capable of critical consciousness, Bloom’s (1987) dispute against the closing of the 

American mind alongside Bloom’s (1994) rail against the perversions of the ‘School or 

Resentment’, Giroux and Simon’s (1992) indignation regarding instrumentalist school 

systems characterized by transmission and imposition, Nichols and Berliner’s (2007) 
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outrage at how high stakes testing has corrupted the educative agenda of schools, Alfie 

Kohn’s (1986, 1993, 2000, 2004, 2006, 2011, 2013) fury at … well, I think we get the 

picture. We might even add in Gardner’s (1983, 1991, 1999) instructive re-description of 

intelligence as multi-focal rather than as a single quotient or Egan’s (1997, 2008) 

illuminating illustration of three conflicting ideas underlying what we mean by ‘education’. 

Confronted with such an obvious and slow moving target, it seems, there are as many 

critiques of schools and school systems as there are authors, some the better and some 

the worse. Perhaps, in this case, we can avoid piling on further but rather stay focussed 

on recognizing how, to the extent we choose to value the promotion of existential 

imagination through irony, schools are structured in ways likely to frustrate these ends. At 

this point, then, we might do well to circle back to the structuring capacity of discursive 

practices discussed above and consider their potential impacts in schools. In this way we 

might sidestep the bashing where possible, even at the risk of missing out on some of the 

fun. 

Chet Bowers has attempted to cultivate the possibilities germane to metaphoric-

discursive structures – what he calls the “epistemic grammar” (Elements 8) of a culture – 

in order to promote ecologically-minded social change. In doing so, he has articulated a 

concept he calls “root metaphors”, which are useful here in that they both provide another 

rumination on the largely unspoken matrix of values and meanings within a culture and 

will allow us to perform an excavation of what might be the mal-forming ideas upon which 

the school system is constructed. At length, Bowers describes his notion of root 

metaphors: 

The languaging processes carry forward past ways of thinking that 
are based on assumptions unique to the culture; these deeply held 
and generally taken-for-granted assumptions, which are derived 
from the culture’s mythopoetic narratives and powerful evocative 
experiences, are encoded in the words that called root metaphors; 
the root metaphors of a culture provide the interpretative 
frameworks that survive over many generations and influence 
values, approaches to problem solving, and activities in a wide 
range of daily life; the root metaphors, as meta-cognitive 
schemata, also influence the silences as well as what will be 
marginalized. 

 
 “Root Metaphors” C.A. Bowers EcoJustice Dictionary N.p., 19 Nov. 2005. Web. 1 Jul. 2009. 

http://www.cabowers.net/dicterm/CAdict024.php 
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Bowers suggests that “the dominant root metaphors in the West that have contributed to 

an ecologically destructive culture include mechanism, a linear interpretation of progress, 

anthropocentrism, Cartesian individualism, patriarchy, and, now, evolution as a way of 

explaining which cultures will survive”. Pejoratively referring to these as ‘pre-ecological’, 

Bowers seeks to overturn anthropocentrism in order to create a new pattern of relationship 

and interdependency through a shift towards the new root metaphor of ‘ecology’, which 

locates the individual as a participant within what he calls ‘the commons’.  

While the cynical (lucid?) side of us might interpret Bowers’ project as a genuinely 

noble and Sisyphean task – as absurdist as Camus’ examples of Don Juan, the Actor and 

the Conqueror – Bowers’ notions do succeed in establishing a worthwhile precedent for 

questioning a culture, our culture in particular. What, we might ask, are the root or ‘master’ 

metaphors governing the present conception of education?  What, indeed, are the defining 

characteristics of such root (his term) or master (my term) metaphors? For the sake of 

conceptual clarity, we might take the latter of these two questions first: ‘Master metaphors’, 

as far as I’ve been able to define such a thing, may be described as a set of embodied, 

naturalized and ultimately reified perceptions of an ordered and patterned subjectivity 

which sediments within the individual as a consequence of participation in a cultural-

cognitive inheritance. Owing to their largely unexamined nature, they interact and 

coalesce to provide an unspoken narrative structure for action, and exert a legislative and 

regulatory function over value and meaning, an influence that orients behaviour, 

delineates the boundaries of legitimate purposes, and shapes perception, thought, and 

moral attitudes. With regard to the second question, that of which metaphors govern our 

conception of education, Bowers certainly provides us some clues, but I would like to 

suggest with some overlap that they include (i) individualism and consumption, (ii) dualism 

and dialectics, (iii) sequentialism, linearity and teleological processes, (iv) authority, 

hierarchy and competition, and (v) objectivism and technicism. Contained within these 

‘master metaphors’ is, without sounding too alarmist I hope, the structure and the logic of 

the school system; its organization and distribution of curriculum, method and learners – 

save for the distinctly human efforts at play within the edifice – a thoroughly modernist, 

absurd dystopia. 

 
 “Root Metaphors” C.A. Bowers EcoJustice Dictionary N.p., 19 Nov. 2005. Web. 1 Jul. 2009. 

http://www.cabowers.net/dicterm/CAdict024.php 
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Before providing some illustration of how these metaphors get played out in 

schools, we would be remiss to not briefly include some mention of the connections 

between these ‘master metaphors’ and the ideas found in Foucault’s Discipline and 

Punish. At the heart of Foucault’s work are the dynamics of power and their relationship 

to the body. For Foucault, the body is both ‘productive’ and ‘subjected’ to power. Power is 

neither centralized nor possessed by key individuals but arises in the social, material and 

political “network of relations” in society (26). As Foucault elaborates, “Power and 

knowledge directly imply one another … there is no power relation without the correlative 

constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and 

constitute at the same time power relations” (27). The role of master metaphors, we might 

reasonably surmise, is here implicated; the role for discursive power in shaping collective 

subjectivities, legislating interpretations of value, and orienting behaviour thus begins to 

emerge. How students conceive of possibility is the issue, particularly under the weight of 

institutional givens such as finality, competition and hierarchy. The school, as a heavily 

rationalized edifice not unlike the hospital, the factory or the prison, instructs subjectivity 

towards something far removed from the frailties of contingency, novelty, action and 

existential responsibility. Through the ongoing process of hierarchical observation, 

normalizing judgement, and examination, we more typically witness the emergence of 

‘docility’, “the ‘mind’ as a surface of inscription for power … the submission of bodies 

through the control of ideas” (102). Put together, the logic of the institution called schools 

tends to naturalize an ethic pretty far removed from the absurdist stance and anything 

resembling existential imagination, regrettably and detrimentally so. It just isn’t set up to 

tolerate such outcomes.  

If we follow Foucault’s ideas to their logical conclusions, he affords us some pretty 

dark interpretations of what we are actually doing in the name of schooling, this despite 

the potential gains attendant on the ‘productive use of power’ that might be deployed by 

educators coupling even limited existential awareness with forethought, reflective nuance, 

and tolerance of risk in their practice. Productive power, more typically, means something 

else. Expressed in “great temporal series,” we may recognize the: 

…bending [of] behaviour towards a terminal state … its linear, 
continuously progressive organization … an authoritarian 
perfection of the pupils by the teacher … tasks of increasing 
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complexity that marked the gradual acquisition of knowledge and 
good behaviour ... the collective, permanent competition of 
individuals being classified in relation to one another … methods 
intended to produce individually characterized, but collectively 
useful aptitudes. (160-162) 

The lesson, it seems, is how to find one’s place in line, how to compete within the 

discursive game being played without actually questioning the practices or their rationales 

themselves. The lesson is not, despite what we might prefer, existential freedom, choice 

and responsibility. Admittedly, this is a claim as saturated with values as much as any 

other position could be. The goal of this thesis, after all, is to uphold existential imagination 

as but one valid response to the condition of absurdity. The issue is not just that students 

aren’t learning the most they could – although I think the anecdotal evidence is there in 

abundance – but that what they typically learn on any given day is of such profoundly little 

consequence. Lacking either much sense of wonder or imagination, or questions of 

commitment and choice, what students confront tends to be abstracted, incoherent, and 

falsely objectified bits of information, largely inconsequential to grand questions of human 

flourishing. More significantly to this discussion, it tends to reflect the human, all too 

human, drives towards finality, certainty and security, the very template for a dangerously 

mindless form of subservience. 

Such foreclosure of human fecundity, aesthetic creation, multiplicity and the like is 

despairing stuff indeed, particularly in relation to the question of the self and the self’s 

becoming. Yet these are the dynamics of power, normalization and docility that writers 

such as Illich decry in his call for a ‘deschooling’ of society: 

Neither learning nor justice is promoted by schooling because 
educators insist on packaging instruction with certification.  
Learning and the assignment of social roles are melted into 
schooling. Yet to learn means to acquire a new skill or insight, 
while promotion depends on an opinion which others have formed. 
Learning frequently is the result of instruction, but selection for a 
role or category in the job market increasingly depends on mere 
length of attendance. (16) 

School is, it would appear, saturated with middle-class values focussed around 

competition, standards, grading and the collection of “achievements” (a mass culture, as 

we shall soon see, firmly entrenched in Romantic Understanding!). Further, Illich’s 
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troubling assertions are powerfully seductive when we hold them up to Foucault’s incisive 

question, “What is served by the failure of the prisons?” 

 

The prison [schools], and no doubt punishment [education] in 
general, is not intended to eliminate offences [ignorance], but 
rather to distinguish them, to distribute them, to use 
them….penality [grading/certification] does not simply ‘check’ 
illegalities [intelligence/aptitudes]; it ‘differentiates’ them, it 
provides them with a general ‘economy’. (272) 
 *   *   * 
If this is the case, the prison [school system], apparently ‘failing’, 
does not miss its target; on the contrary, it reaches it, in so far as 
it gives rise to one particular form of illegality [ignorance] in the 
midst of others [arrogance/cruelty, etc.], which it is able to isolate, 
to place in full light, and to organize as a relatively enclosed, but 
penetrable, milieu. (276) 

Foucault might likely suggest that schools, to be more precise the discourse with which 

we talk about and administer the purposes and methods of education and learning, serve 

to problematize individuals and thereby attempt to justify their claim to expertise as the 

harbinger of pedagogic solutions, thus increasing the presumption of their own power and 

authority as a result. It may now appear a little Sisyphean scorn is in order.  For how might 

we deploy Foucault’s hierarchical observation, normalizing judgement, and examination 

in service of developing existential imagination? Indeed, if our ends are commitment and 

irony, are these even the three right tools at our disposal? They seem almost antithetical. 

Certainly, not all theorists align themselves with the learned views expressed 

above. Taylor, for example, suggests that Foucault’s work relies upon “an impossible 

neutrality” (Sources of Self 159) while Bloom, in a rather more contemptuous voice, lumps 

him in with the School of Resentment as being “blind to his own metaphors” (Western 

Cannon 35), and Giddens remains suspicious that structuralist Marxisms (such as 

Althussier’s) typically exaggerate “the degree to which normative requirements are 

‘internalized’ by members of societies” (Constitution of Society 30). (These are dynamics 

by which I attempted to bait the reader earlier.) Nevertheless, in light of Foucault’s 

suggestions, we can see how the ‘inscription of power upon bodies’ perpetrates a violence 

to the relational aspects of self as mentioned by each of Bernstein, Gadamer and Taylor. 

As early as 1927, Dewey had recognized such potential in his The Public and Its Problems, 

where he declares, “the invasion of the community by the new and relatively impersonal 
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and mechanical modes of combined human behaviour is the outstanding fact of modern 

life” (Bernstein, New Constellation 232); This is a sentiment that Bernstein apparently 

shares, writing that “there is something uniquely dangerous about modernity…the fact that 

everything becomes a target for normalization” (New Constellation 158). Perhaps then, 

enabled with some basic conscientization of the discursive limits placed around us by 

either root/master metaphors or outright normalization, the communitarian position on the 

question is too communitarian, especially with regards to the question of self and 

becoming. If ‘stepping outside dialogic limits would be tantamount to stepping outside what 

we would recognize as integral, undamaged human personhood,’ at what point does this 

mean forgoing the possibility of a radical self or social re-invention, and instead becoming 

complicit in our own stultification? Indeed, to the extent we wish to honour existential 

imagination and the self’s becoming, such a stepping outside into ‘the dark night of the 

soul’ might in fact be the best prescription. 

What I earlier presented for consideration as the ‘master metaphors’ of education 

– hierarchy, linearity, dualism and the knowable universe – are, I would suggest, enacted 

with some fairly profound and potentially mal-forming consequences, often carried forward 

in practice through little more than the sedimentations of time, repetition and habit. While 

we cannot (and need not) provide anything approaching a full exposition we can provide 

a representative sample sufficient to demonstrate the point.  Hierarchy and linearity are 

dominantly the operational mode of educational institutions. Layers of administration, 

grading and accreditation, the ‘expanding horizons of near-to-far’ of the movement through 

grade levels and subject categorizations, and the bestowing of degrees all attest to the 

prima facie veracity of the statement. What is more interesting, I think, is the effect of the 

presumption of inequality and ends-directed behaviour. Ranciere (1991) makes great 

purchase on this question with his notions of explication and stultification. In describing 

the ‘traditional master’, Ranciere describes a conception closely analogous to Freire’s 

‘banking’ concept. “Explication is the myth of pedagogy, the parable of a world divided into 

knowing minds and ignorant ones, ripe minds and immature ones, the capable and the 

incapable, the intelligent and the stupid” (Ignorant Schoolmaster 6). The result, he 

explains, is a subservient tethering of one intelligence to another, an outcome he calls 

‘stultification’: “There is stultification whenever one intelligence is subordinated to another” 

(Ignorant Schoolmaster 13). The net effect of this is a soft despotism reminiscent of 
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Foucault, an ‘evil’ as banal as it is widespread: the presumption of inequality justifies the 

master’s dominant position and, replicated throughout society, creates the paradox of 

“superior inferiors” (Ignorant Schoolmaster 86), whereby the student is subservient to the 

teacher, the teacher to the more experienced teacher, that teacher to the text, the text to 

the author, etc. Where are the students here, if not labouring under the negating gaze of 

an at least de facto omniscient chain of command that runs contrary to human freedom, 

their potential for natality, and the existential necessity of choice? At best, the culture holds 

students as proto-citizens lacking the rights of full and equal participation, and so subjects 

them to forms of manipulation that would be inconceivable (at least so explicitly) if they 

were to be considered full members of society. Such an impoverished conception of what 

children can and might do carries generational effects. Witness how this serves to create 

incapacity at all levels, in the guises of students who (like their parents) are too afraid to 

speak up, too afraid to question the text, and too afraid to choose their own topics and 

defend their own criteria for success. By limiting expertise into the fewest hands, 

stultification in the form of explication denies human freedom, the potential for natality, 

and the necessity of choice, a compounding form of domination that – like superfluousness 

– becomes ‘less noticeable as it becomes easier to justify’ (Ignorant Schoolmaster 122). 

This manner of silent stultification also arises, Bowers asserts, through the 

production and use of students’ textbooks, which through a correspondence theory of truth 

serve to replicate a dualistic view of knowledge and an erroneous belief in the security of 

a finally knowable universe. Bowers argues that long-standing sociological narratives, 

specifically relating to science, progress, individualism and technology, are propagated in 

textbooks such that they “reproduce the conceptual templates of the dominant culture in 

the next generation of adults” (Education 119). The problems associated with this, to 

Bowers’ view, are many. He suggests that textbooks leave unquestioned the dominant 

(epistemic, axiological, etc.) assumptions of Western culture (Education 121), which are 

wrongly presented as value-neutral despite possessing immense legislative power 

(“socially sanctioned explanations”) over the conceptual development of such foundational 

ideas as family, community, work, freedom, technology and progress, and their distinctive 

importance owing to the “unique kind of legitimation our society gives the printed word” 

(Cultural Literacy 55). Moreover, textbooks are likely to be representative of the bland 

political consensus made by cultural gatekeepers since they must run the gauntlet of 
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political agendas, editors’ judgements, and issues of marketability across regions: “The 

political process that influences every step of their creation, from selection of authors to 

placement in the classroom, insures that controversial content will be omitted” (Education 

120). This is a problem that is only exacerbated once the text finds its way into the 

classroom, for at least two reasons. The first Bowers identifies as an issue of accountability 

and local school governance, which ensures that substantive conversation in the 

classroom will be shut down as threatening (Cultural Literacy 62), that accountability has 

“the effect of politicizing the educational process” (Cultural Literacy 138). The second is 

that given the limited characteristics of university education and the even more narrow 

approach of professional training, “few teachers understand the most critical aspects of 

cultural transmission in the classroom” (Education 119). Textbooks – sanitized, trivial and 

unreflective of any struggle over ideas and values – arrive to students with only the most 

milquetoast form of commitment, as professionally inoffensive as they are incapable of 

reflecting the genuine problematics of our shared human existence. 

The net effect of these critiques is fairly plain. “The classroom situation will seldom 

allow [the student] to encounter the culture directly and form his own interpretations; he 

will encounter his culture indirectly through the consciousness of a teacher who possesses 

the power to give social sanction to certain interpretations and to disapprove of others” 

(Bowers, Cultural Literacy 37). This is the very essence of stultification, even 

indoctrination: “There will instead be an emphasis on transmission and abstraction, a non-

participatory knowing of individualism and decontextualization” (Bowers Education 124). 

More insidiously from the existential demand for a lucid ‘self’, the quiet internalization of 

dominant cultural metaphors means students will not generally be aware of the socially 

constructed mode of their own values, perceptions and behaviours. The question, to be 

explored in later sections of thesis, will be how to cast these cultural dynamics, master 

metaphors, and the like into relief, so that they can be understood and actively 

manipulated by the minds of learners. For now, however, while we’re still not 

unnecessarily beating up on the school systems, we might do well to recognize how 

Bower’s complaints reflect those of both Foucault and Ranciere; that, “Social interaction 

thus becomes more efficient as it becomes less problematic” (Cultural Literacy 15). 
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If epistemic foundationalism provides the knowledge framework for modernist 

schemes of education, and the bureaucratic and pedagogic rationalities of mass schooling 

are its surface manifestations, a greater worry from the existentialist and absurdist points 

of view might be the manner with which genuine relationship is replaced by lesser tokens 

that come to pass as having transactional value. In the venture of the self and the self’s 

becoming, we need then ask what comes to possess transactional legitimacy and how 

such significations work for or against the project of freedom in the lives of learners. One 

can imagine a thousand such tokens – stars, ribbons, stickers, certificates, work habits, 

homework checks, individualized education plans, behavioural referrals, final exams, 

psychological assessments, reports to parents, state- and nation-wide statistical analysis 

of achievement, SATs, honour rolls and marks, marks, marks…every single one of these 

currencies externally located from the learner’s locus of control. Such barriers against 

dread are as comforting as they are mal-forming: “But the individual does not want actually 

to hear himself,” comments Kierkegaard. “That will not do….in order not to gain an 

impression of his actual self, the hidden individual needs an environment as superficial 

and transient as the shapes, as the frothing foam of words that sound without resonance” 

(R 156). The situation is positively comical, or would be, were it not so immensely tragic. 

No such token of legitimacy begins with an “I can”, nothing in them suggests an “I wish” 

or better yet “I will.” Rather what we find is, “What’s next … what’s wrong … how did I do? 

... what is my score?” As ledgers of the knowable, the contents of any student’s ‘permanent 

record’ have little-to-no relation to their project of freedom in either the Enlightenment or 

existential sense, perhaps (dare we suggest) even subverting choice by further reifying 

the master metaphors at play in the school system. The problem is one of roles and 

purposes, between the more relational aspects teaching and learning, and the systemic 

needs of the institution we call school. Indeed, as Kierkegaard might quip, ‘Can a single 

body house at once a Minister of the Word and an Official of the State? The civil servant 

is rarely a disciple.’ Sadly, however, in the context of mass education these tokens appear 

to overwhelm other currencies of justification. The students ask, “Do I have enough credits 

for graduation, is my GPA high enough for university, what did I get?” Teachers ask, “How 

can I get this kid to 50%, is my failure rate too high or too low, will my kids do well on the 

test?”  Administrators ask, “Will enough students graduate, will my exam results look good 

at the board office, how can I get attendance rates to improve?” Professors ask, “Have we 

produced enough degrees? Will this committee get me tenured? Have I published enough 
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this year?” Positioned as we are in systems of presumed objectivity, accreditation and 

hierarchy, genuine relationship appears at best a distant possibility.  

Foucault suggests that well placed power can have productive effects and the 

existential educator, in principle, would find no fault in his position. The greater concern is 

that we all participate in, with and through such questions as if they were the glue binding 

our very relationality together, rather than just our self-deceptive will to surety. The 

transactional tokens of the school are, for all the world, reminiscent of Baudrillard’s 

treatment of Father Christmas, his suggestion that children and parents alike participate 

in a communal phantasm that bears no reference to actuality (let alone possibility!) but 

only maintains the shallowest of mutuality between them. He writes: 

Children hardly ever wonder whether Father Christmas exists or 
not, and they certainly never look upon getting presents as an 
effect of which that existence is the cause: rather, their belief in 
Father Christmas is a rationalizing confabulation designed to 
extend earliest infancy’s miraculously gratifying relationship with 
the parents (and particularly with the mother) into a later stage of 
childhood…. There is nothing artificial about the romance of 
Father Christmas, however, for it is based upon the shared 
interest that the two parties involved have in its 
preservation….Father Christmas himself is actually unimportant 
here…. What children are actually consuming through this figure, 
fiction or cover story (which in a sense they continue to believe in 
even after they have ceased to do so) is the action of a magical 
parental solicitude and the care taken by the parents to continue 
colluding with their children’s embrace of the fable. Christmas 
presents themselves serve merely to underwrite this compromise. 
(System of Objects 181) 

One would be tempted to giggle disapprovingly at such a comparison were marks and 

grading not so significant in the material futures of students. Marks and grading carry the 

double edge of positioning subjects along a continuum with potentially serious implications 

for futurity, even while offering the comforting appearance of order and reason. Moreover, 

we have imbued these significations with such corresponding material value to the extent 

that they now possess the discursive strength to manipulate us in return. They rest there, 

as Sartre might have otherwise written, “…heavy, inert, imposing ‘security’, crushing 

doubts, reducing the spontaneous movements of life to an insignificant swarming of 

insects. Without necessarily going to this extreme, confession is in the logic of the system” 

(Existentialism and Marxism 100). Education, under the regime of token-ology, runs the 
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perpetual risk of becoming little more than a fashion show, a pandering to popular folk 

wisdom and middle-class mob values, of existence grown abstracted, knowable and 

secure, an intricate network of banal, even absurd, perlocutionary speech acts.   

This thesis is not just an intellectual exercise. It is an act of desperation. 

In light of the depictions provided in the above paragraphs, I suspect it reasonable 

to conclude that the commitments of the school as system exert a fairly pronounced force 

against the existentialist project of freedom and the self’s becoming.  Bowers, expressing 

much the same sentiment, concludes that “most students still learn to subordinate their 

own interests and feelings to a source of control, both arbitrary and impersonal, outside 

themselves” (Cultural Literacy 64). The absurdist posture, particularly when looking at the 

school system, demonstrates how the more we attempt to fully rationalize human systems, 

the more positively we invite contradiction, in this case between the values society claims 

to profess around ‘care’, ‘reaching potential’ and ‘student development’ next to systemic 

markers that press us towards the passive acceptance of external givens. Under the 

regime of hierarchy, linearity and fixed bodies of knowledge, education easily, and oh so 

quietly, ceases to be a cultural inheritance filled with wonder and imagination from which 

students, however fleetingly, might come to themselves through meaningful contact with 

the legends, struggles and discoveries of their forebears, and for the simple reason that 

the valuation of what matters is ensnared in the shared, nearly invisible, mythology of false 

objectivity and utilitarian outcomes. Drawing upon Lyotard’s post-modern critique, Usher 

and Edwards indicate how education has grown bound to functionality and pragmatic 

efficiency, an education for purely social and capitalistic ends under the guise of 

‘performativity’ (175), rather than an emancipation of man in either the Kantian or 

existential sense. Bowers sees a massive social and political cost to this situation: “It does 

not require great intelligence to see that school routines condition students to accept 

passively their learning situations, and that this same passive attitude is likely to shape 

how they will later respond to social issues” (Cultural Literacy 64). The sum effect, both 

Denton and Greene suggest, is a theme seemingly growing common in this thesis, that of 

alienation: for Greene that which arises when “individuals find their lives so 

inconsequential, if only because people who feel anonymous and unimportant are unable 

to assume responsibility for effecting change” (Dialectic of Freedom 46); for Denton, “the 
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feelings of estrangement from ourselves and others, the inarticulatable visceral 

dissonances, the clumsiness of our attempts at communication, [and] the frightening 

awareness of the superficiality of most social intercourse…produced by a society and 

education which thinks in the mode of and organizes itself according to the dictates of 

nomothetic reasoning” (Existential Reflections 123).   

Of course, nothing justifies the cultural critique being offered here in any final 

sense. At best, one can look at the consequences of such a system, consider whose 

interests are best served under the existing apparatus, for example who wins and who 

loses under such a regime, and then devise a hopefully principled response from there. 

We, the royal ‘we’ that is, are free to choose whatever manner of education system we 

think best befits our individual and collective needs. The absurdist response, but one of 

many available to us in reply to the current dominant cultural motif, emerges as a 

cautionary voice that, while in some respects chasing after its own tail, is nevertheless not 

a totally useless one: the systems we have and their effects upon individuals, both positive 

and negative, are the outcomes of actions we ourselves have initiated, choices (it might 

be added) for which we are responsible and regarding which we – and, in my own 

responsibility, I – might be able to don a fetching felt hat with magenta band and imagine 

alternate possibilities. The commitments of the school system, what I have here attempted 

to explain by recourse to ‘master metaphors’, indeed seem to reflect Sheppard’s 

description of a “juvenile insistence on positivistic, utilitarian thought” (Nature and 

Madness 90) deeply characteristic of our Western cultural heritage, a will towards unity 

made manifest to the lucidity of absurdist contemplation. The dehumanizing effects of 

mass education described in the pages above are but some of the perils that attend easy 

acquiescence to systemic and ideologically-driven political power, a collective danger of 

alienation posed by prudential, conventional and seemingly unassailable values.  

Surely, Sartre would be less than impressed: In misapprehending our indivisible 

freedom, we too easily fail to live with authenticity and fall, within ourselves, into bad faith. 

“Every determinism,” he once wrote, “is dishonest” (Essays 57). Existentialist-minded 

educators, too, become burdened under the self-reinforcing irresistibility of structuring 

power, actively serving in oppressive regimes even while they do not actually believe in 

their merits, just as Marxists educators might serve to prop up the very systems they claim 
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to struggle against. With this, Kierkegaard would no doubt agree: “…he as existing is 

continually in the process of becoming, as is every human being who has not permitted 

himself to be tricked into becoming objective, into inhumanly becoming speculative 

thought” (Earnshaw 38). In the language of the self and self-becoming, there is a perpetual 

negotiation and propelling negation; between on the one hand, the structures and horizons 

necessary to an intelligible and morally defensible agency, which is to say a cultural matrix 

of available values and meanings in reference to which we understand and position the 

self, and on the other hand, a recognition that as often as not such patterned regularities 

and calls to the cultural center serve as dishonest bulwarks to a genuine encounter with 

existential responsibility and the burdensome possibility for anxiety. Given the enormity of 

the centripetal pull of social forces, of ‘gods’ both spoken and unspoken, self-becoming 

appears to require something more than a Sisyphean-inspired defiant scorn, rejection of 

the gods, and a lust for life. Extracting oneself is a Promethean challenge, requiring a 

degree of courage and resolve in the face of potentially tremendous social and spiritual 

costs, centred upon an understanding that, as Denton insists, “The objective mood of 

understanding is really a deficient mode of seeing human beings” (Existential Reflections 

79). The lurking issue, once again, is fundamentalism and its appetite for suffering. 

Giddens (1999) remarks that fundamentalism isn’t so much about what people believe so 

much as about why they believe it and how they embark upon justifying what they want 

the truth to be, an observation that applies to the seductions of schooling as much as 

anywhere else. Irony negates the idolatry of every false assurance and so doing, to the 

extent we can manage to avoid the pitfalls of nihilism and despair, it provides us a fertile 

ground for possibility and the liberating consciousness of choice. Such is the content of 

the Chapter Two, but first let us return to where we left off some time ago, with the ongoing 

animosity between Camus and Sartre, to see where our most recent observations lead. 

 

1.7. Even Paper Tigers Sometimes Have Teeth 

The percolating tension and eventual rift between Camus and Sartre obviously had 

many origins both personal and intellectual, the dynamics of which are only inconsistently 

available to our reflection some sixty-plus years since their eruption. Aronson details how 
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the charged context of resistance to Nazi occupation in France provided their literary 

pursuits a space of urgency, with Sartre making regular contributions to the foremost 

resistance publication, Combat, then edited by Camus, and both men becoming 

increasingly involved in France’s new left movement. The dynamic of ideas, at that time 

at least, was highly complementary. Philosopher and playwright, Sartre had popularized 

his ideas of choice, freedom, commitment and responsibility in The Flies, a veiled call to 

action in defiance of German domination, while Camus had established himself as a 

leading political commentator through contributions such as his “Letters to a German 

Friend” in which he had sought to justify with ‘clean hands’ the necessity of French 

resistance by defending values such as ‘justice’, ‘human decency’, and a search towards 

‘truth’. The two men, united by their strong desires for a national transformation in France 

as it emerged from the war, committed their efforts towards the creation of a new workers’ 

democracy characterized by progressive economics, equality of justice, a less colonial 

foreign policy, and associated socialist-minded ends. The eruption between them, when it 

eventually and inevitably came, arose largely as a question of means to these ends, with 

Sartre’s turn towards the political realism of the French Communist Party (PCF) and 

Camus’ publication of The Rebel in 1951. 

The rupture between Camus and Sartre can be characterized in a few ways: via 

the binary between political realism and political idealism, as between an acceptance of 

the logic of history and the refusals of absurdity, as a contest of priorities between the rule 

of ideas compared to the contingent situatedness of particular human contexts. However 

conceived, the central issue was clear; the two men strongly diverged over Stalin’s 

repressive system of camps and his growing domination over Eastern Europe. Their 

positions regarding communistic involvement couldn’t have been more distinct, with Sartre 

making the conscious decision to align himself with the Soviet-dominated realist politics 

of the PCF despite their obvious shortcomings and Camus making a stinging critique of 

Stalin’s rule as a tyranny not that distinct in quality from the former Nazi occupation. To 

Sartre’s view, “The labor camps marred, but did not cancel, the Soviet Union’s progressive 

place in the world” (Aronson 111). He agreed with Merleau-Ponty, who had claimed in Les 

Temps modernes, “Whatever the nature of the present Soviet society may be, the USSR 

is on the whole situated, in the balance of powers, on the side of those who are struggling 

against the forms of exploitation known to us” (Aronson 111). Camus, as was his anti-
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systemitizing intellectual tendency, played the opposite role, rejecting Sartre’s program of 

‘shoulds’ in favour of local, contextualized action. Camus held that by formally siding with 

Communism, Sartre had grown complicit with tyranny and that he had attempted to 

transcend absurdity through adherence to an unjustifiable historical teleology: 

There is in this universe no reason, therefore, to imagine the end 
of history. That is the only justification, however, for the sacrifices 
demanded of humanity in the name of Marxism….it is a dogma 
without foundation that can be adopted only as the desperate 
effort to escape of a mind which is being stifled by solitude or by 
nihilism, or a value which is going to be imposed by those whom 
dogma profits. The end of history is not an exemplary or a 
perfectionist value; it is an arbitrary and terroristic principle. (REB 
224) 

History in the service of an idea, what Camus thought Communism to be, was yet another 

unwarranted ‘leap beyond the absurd’, one more manifestation of the ‘civilizational 

malady’ seeking to finally erect a kingdom of perfect justice and truth. The necessities of 

Soviet realism, the Algerian moralist described in “Kádár Had His Day of Fear”, were 

tantamount to a lie, a latter day ‘reign of terror’ and ‘totalitarian religion’ that precluded free 

confrontation with difference: 

There is no possible evolution in a totalitarian society. Terror does 
not evolve except toward a worse terror, the scaffold does not 
become any more liberal, the gallows are not tolerant….the single 
party has no reason to destroy itself. This is why the only society 
capable of evolution and liberalization, the only one that deserves 
both our critical and our active support is the society that involves 
a plurality of parties as a part of its structure. It alone allows one 
to denounce, hence to correct injustice and crime. (RRD 161) 

The fecundity of dissent amidst solidarity was thus what claimed Camus’ imagination, 

rather than the rationalized, ‘naturally unfolding’ and overall supposed futurity of Marxist 

theological certainties. As he concludes in “The Artist and His Time”, “The realistic lie, 

even though managing to admit mankind’s present unhappiness, betrays that 

unhappiness just as seriously by making use of it to glorify a future state of happiness, 

about which no one knows anything, so that the future authorizes every kind of humbug” 

(RRD 263, emphasis added). 

Camus was clearly sympathetic to the ends of the labouring classes but had grown 

increasingly concerned with the taste for revolutionary violence that seemed to saturate 
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the leading intelligentsia of France in the postwar era. As Aaronson depicts the situation, 

the learned Sartre’s ‘positive humanism’ grew to be equated with the possibilities of 

violence: “Henceforth for Sartre, ethics became indistinguishable from history and politics. 

Being moral involved acknowledging that we and our world are inescapably violent….that 

radical political change is the only path for creating a world in which moral human relations 

are possible” (112). To be fair, Sartre wasn’t the first and most certainly won’t be the last 

to be lured towards such finality of philosophical positions. Violence and the ubiquitous 

threat of violence are central to the political realist’s worldview. He, at least, had the 

courage of consistency, following through with existential principles such as value 

legislation through action and the necessity of choice that he had laid out in Existentialism 

is a Humanism: “We define man,” he wrote, “only in relation to his commitments” (46). Still, 

in his drive to make us responsible to History – what Camus would characterize as ‘murder 

in the service of an idea’, ‘rationalized murder’, and ‘crimes of logic’ – we can discern in 

Sartre a certain univocalism, a hardening of the imagination if one prefers, that like 

Cassius, resulted in a tendency to envision things in rather sharp, all-or-nothing binaries. 

This Manichean brand of thinking, a near Carthaginian application of Either/Or, was again 

evidenced in the preface to Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth where Sartre wrote the 

following: 

They [liberals, pacifists, Camus] would do well to read Fanon; he 
shows perfectly clearly that this irrepressible violence is neither a 
storm in a teacup nor the re-emergence of savage instincts nor 
even a consequence of resentment; it is man reconstructing 
himself. I believe we once knew, and have since forgotten, the 
truth that no indulgence can erase the marks of violence; violence 
alone can eliminate them….Either one must remain terrified or 
become terrifying – which means surrendering to the dissociations 
of a fabricated life or conquering the unity of one’s native soil….in 
the first phase of the revolt killing is a necessity; killing a European 
is killing two birds with one stone, eliminating in one go oppressor 
and oppressed: leaving one man dead and the other man free; for 
the first time the survivor feels a national soil under his feet. (lv) 

In his preface, Sartre tries to capture the tone of black de-colonist anger, perhaps  

transmuting it through his own words so as to afford it legitimacy for the French and wider 

European audience. However, his tone is once again troubling, coming off as too stark in 

its options, too absolute in its certainties, occasionally histrionic, and falsely romanticising 

of what such ‘elimination of the oppressor’ might actually entail. Wilfully lacking restraint 
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or giving pause, Sartre then seems to go that one step further, into something approaching 

participation: “The moment is right for us…. The rival blocs take up opposite sides, they 

keep each other at bay, let us take advantage of this paralysis, let us enter history, and as 

we burst in let us make it universal for the first time. Let us fight. Failing other weapons, 

the patience of the knife will suffice” (Fanon xlviii). Sartre, having received every 

advantage of the French établissement and writing precisely 1010.65 miles away from 

Algiers in a roughly northerly direction, knew how to easily purchase his identification.  Just 

who, exactly, is this ‘us’ he invokes? 

The point here isn’t even that Fanon, in his circumstance, appears terrifically wrong 

minded, notwithstanding his use of passages such as ‘violence as a cleansing force’ (51), 

‘violence alone…provides the key for the masses to decipher social reality’ (96) and ‘to 

wage war and to engage in politics are one and the same thing’ (83). The idea that blood 

will run is an old one in both the communist and decolonist playbook, and even Camus, 

who stood firmly against revolutionary excess, admits in his essays on Algeria that “terror, 

as long as it lasts, changes the scale of values” (RRD 113). Fanon, moreover, is enacting 

a decolonizing inversion of order not significantly different in intent from other movements 

of his day, those led by figures such as Ferhat Abbas, Ho Chi Minh, Fidel Castro, Mao 

Tse-Tung, Malcolm X, Steven Biko, Agostinho Neto, etc. Nevertheless, despite the 

impressiveness of Fanon’s ethnopsychiatric explanations and his commitment to radical 

existential humanism, there remains reason to pause, that disquieting and disruptive 

‘dreadful need to reflect’, in this instance regarding how an excess of conclusiveness – 

that which resides at the core of existential commitment – leads so easily to fundamentalist 

thought, the superfluousness of what is so egregiously other, and ultimately deterministic 

murder. In following the supposed “tide of history” (Fanon, Wretched 96), Fanon too 

begins to betray an adherence to the idea, which soon enough ensnares us in (what 

should be by now) a predictable yet inescapable logic: 

We [the decolonists, Africans, etc.] are all in the same boat. 
Everybody will be slaughtered or tortured, and within the context 
of the independent nation everyone will suffer the same hunger 
and marasmus. The collective struggle presupposes a collective 
responsibility from the rank and file and a collegial responsibility 
at the top. Yes, everyone must be involved in the struggle for the 
sake of the common salvation. There are no clean hands, no 
innocent bystanders. We are all in the process of dirtying our 
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hands in the quagmire of our soil and the terrifying void of our 
minds. Any bystander is a coward or a traitor. (140) 

Simple, seductive, compelling, horrific. And, we might as well add, highly reminiscent of a 

couple individuals with whom Fanon likely wouldn’t choose to share a friendly cocktail: 

first, George W. Bush, who in the days following the September 11 attacks put the world 

on notice that, “Over time it's going to be important for nations to know they will be held 

accountable for inactivity. You're either with us or against us in the fight against terror"*; 

and second, the God of colonial Christianity, who in Matthew’s Gospel 12:30 makes the 

situation pretty plain. "He who is not with me is against me.” Statements such as these 

amount less to freely chosen existential commitment, than they do to partisan logic, 

tribalism, old fashioned dogmatism, an attempt to transcend absurdity, and threats against 

good faith. Like Kierkegaard’s treatment of Abraham, they lack the significant distinction 

between commitment and murder. We may forgive Fanon, such as it is our place to claim 

there is anything to forgive from the privileged distance of time, place and general 

affluence we enjoy, but the situation is something more sticky with Sartre; As with his 

support of the USSR and the PCF, Sartre provides Fanon with a free pass regarding the 

moral consequence of revolutionary violence and terror, a blank check in service of an 

idea which, as little more than a spectator’s philosophy, costs him nothing and can hardly 

be claimed as his place to afford. Given the calamity of suffering attendant to such 

philosophic certitudes – calamities that were acted out in various contexts such Hungary, 

Algeria, Kenya, Rhodesia/Zimbabwe, Czechoslovakia, and Cambodia to name but a few 

– the responsibility for such colossal epistemic failure must remain with him. 

The issue between Camus and Sartre does center upon the question of means 

and ends, but it also invokes something far more subtle and deeply troubling regarding 

the seductions of thought, particularly when, as with existentialism, following the idea is 

coupled with calls to commitment and action. Surely, there is room to dispute the costs 

and benefits of both de-colonial and revolutionary violence, about who and when and 

where and how much and under what circumstances the transgression of peaceable 

norms becomes an appropriate response or vehicle for changing social conditions. There 

 
* Hornick, Ed. “How the ‘Obama doctrine’ compares with predecessors.” CNN. 29 Mar. 2011. 

Web. 18 Jun. 2014. http://articles.cnn.com/2011-03-29/politics/presidential.doctrines_1_obama-
doctrine-foreign-policy-new-world-order?_s=PM:POLITICS 
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is, moreover, space for honest disagreement regarding the possibility and impossibility of 

neutrality in a war against terror. Our interest here, however, is rather the psychological 

dynamic of ideas, the amount of ‘pull’ they find in the self-identification of individuals and 

in our collective willingness to surrender ourselves to their conclusions. In this respect, 

Camus and Sartre couldn’t have been more different. Given his background, educational 

advantage, and extensive training in philosophy, we might find it only natural that Sartre 

would privilege concepts in the pursuit of social and economic justice. His growing 

commitment to historical understanding as revealed by works contained in Between 

Existentialism and Marxism and defense of writing as social engagement in “What is 

Literature?” appears to bear witness to this conclusion. For his part, Camus placed 

emphasis on the local and contextual experience of individual people and their sufferings, 

depicting the everyday courage of the humble and only subsequently working his way 

upwards towards broader conceptual drivers. And again we shouldn’t be surprised: As he 

famously remarked in his defense of Neither Victims Nor Executioners, Camus ‘learned 

about freedom not from Marx, but from poverty’ (Aaronson 107), the grinding, lucid poverty 

of rural Algeria that spans his work from the essays “Between Yes and No” and “Summer 

in Algiers” to his posthumously published, unfinished manuscript The First Man, “a poverty 

naked as death, among things named with common nouns” (Camus 60).   

We can see, therefore, that although Sartre and Camus desired a common set of 

outcomes, their projects were tremendously different. Sartre’s tactical compliance with 

Soviet realism was perfectly consistent with his notion of commitment, that once one had 

decided upon the outcome, one had to dedicate each aspect of the self to those ends, to 

rout out inconsistency and bad faith, to avoid being one of those “unhappy consciences 

[who] get tangled up in contradictions” (Fanon xliv). Camus, in full contradistinction, held 

that individuals are ontologically prior to abstractions and models, that ideologies have at 

best utopian and at worst murderous ends, and that freedom and justice sit in open 

contradiction when held up as absolutes without the mediation of tangible contexts and 

human solidarity (REB 288), precisely the type of incongruity the absurd teaches us to 

engage with, in full knowledge that all our best efforts will arrive at interminable frustration: 

There does exist for man, therefore, a way of acting and of thinking 
which is possible on the level of moderation to which he belongs. 
Every undertaking that is more ambitious than this proves to be 
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contradictory. The absolute is not attained nor, above all, created 
through history. Politics is not religion or if it is, then it is nothing 
but the Inquisition….it is those who know how to rebel, at the 
appropriate moment, against history who really advance its 
interests. To rebel against it supposes an interminable tension and 
the agonized serenity of which René Char also speaks. But the 
true life is present in the heart of this dichotomy. Life is this 
dichotomy itself… (REB 302) 

Hedging on the side of the individual and his capacity for suffering rather than mass 

movements and political programs, Camus was open to charges of being a shameless 

idealist, a pejoratively stated ‘beautiful soul’ with ‘clean hands’ who relied upon an 

impossible ahistorical morality whereas Sartre was critiqued for aligning himself with a 

futurity which was neither assured nor predictable and which, nevertheless, would rely on 

a transitional tyranny in the name of the oppressed. Which of these men is ultimately the 

more correct is, one supposes, once again open to discussion, with opinions likely to be 

influenced by the dynamics of each context alongside the psychological composition of 

each adherent. Still, considering the attempt to avoid self-contradiction – generally 

speaking, a healthy thing for an individual to do – Camus at least realises that dogged 

determination can too easily result in that ossification of the imagination called dogmatism. 

Sartre indeed held an ethos, a profound one even, but as was remarked too many pages 

ago, a firmly entrenched ethos is one of the more self-deceptive and ultimately dangerous 

assets a man can hold, and not only for oneself. In upholding the absurd and refusing to 

surrender himself to History, Camus did not preclude the possibility for violence. It is more 

the case that, as in “Socialism of the Gallows”, he recognized the violent futility of seeking 

permanent order and justice: 

If absolute truth belongs to anyone in this world, it certainly does 
not belong to the man or party that claims to possess it. (165) 

*                *   * 
But the Left is in complete decadence, a prisoner of words, caught 
in its own vocabulary, capable merely of stereotyped replies, 
constantly at a loss when faced with the truth, from which it 
nevertheless claimed to derive its laws….none of the evils that 
totalitarianism (defined by the single party and the suppression of 
all opposition) claims to remedy is worse than totalitarianism itself. 
(171) 

Love of a remote and distant stranger – as opposed to the stranger who is standing right 

in front of you – is indeed a strange form of catechism, particularly so when the ‘removal 

of contradictions’ appears destined to embroil us in newer contradictions all the more 
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sinister (as Hannah Arendt might well remind us) because they are born of our own 

contrivance. Dienstag explains this better: “Given the ironic character of history, we 

should, at the very least, make sure that our actions have some value in the present.  The 

future that we imagine is unlikely to come about, if it does come about it will not last, and 

when it does come about we will probably despise it” (Pessimism 136).  

To the extent we choose to uphold the absurd, we will conclude that every leap – 

whether into ideology, metaphysics, identity or history but to name a few – is as irrational 

and unwarranted as it is reassuring, perhaps even precisely in measure. The temples of 

assurance are many and easily seduce us towards bad faith, while the confidence of our 

convictions, at once so empowering to the will, also betrays in us a destructive brand of 

courage that is nourished and grows bolder with every lurking ignorance. Man, in pursuit 

of this seemingly insatiable nostalgia for unity and armed with such strong barriers to 

dread, continuously falls prey to the very strength of his truths. Camus posited that the 

drive towards permanent order and justice is a futile one, but with the abundantly 

significant caveat that such commitments are hardly innocuous. Violence, it seems, is 

endemic to their cause. Rather, the most that can be hoped for is the ‘half-truth’ of liberty: 

Before he died in combat in the last war, Richard Hilary found the 
phrase that sums up the dilemma: “We were fighting a lie in the 
name of a half-truth.” He thought he was expressing a very 
pessimistic idea. But one may even have to fight a lie in the name 
of a quarter-truth. This is our situation at present. However, the 
quarter-truth contained in Western society is called 
liberty….Without liberty heavy industry can be perfected, but not 
justice or truth. (RRD 48) 

In this respect, he and Sartre couldn’t have done otherwise than split, for to Camus’ way 

of thinking Sartre had surrendered his free subjectivity to the supposed necessities of 

historical understanding. Whereas Sartre sought to commit his considerable philosophic 

and literary skill in service of the communistic ideal, Camus held that intellectuals ought to 

work towards less certain, less glamorous ends: Rebellion, not revolution, was the key: 

Rebellion is, by nature, limited in scope. It is no more than an 
incoherent pronouncement. Revolution, on the contrary, 
originates in the realm of ideas. Specifically it is the injection of 
ideas into historical experience, while rebellion is only the 
movement that leads from individual experience into the realm of 
ideas….a revolution is an attempt to shape actions to ideas, to fit 
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the world into a theoretic frame. That is why rebellion kills men 
while revolution destroys both men and principles. (REB 106) 

Absurdity is that which disallows Camus the assurance of justification, the lack of which 

might otherwise, as with Sartre, serve to vindicate revolutionary actions premised upon 

idealized finalities. In the struggle between action, intention and consequence, Camus 

understood that the ends may occasionally justify the means but, in fact, only the means 

could ever truly justify the ends. And this is the question which, unable to redress the 

contradiction, historical understanding must leave pending (REB 292).  

Camus famously remarked in his 1945 interview with Jeanine Depech that he did 

not wish to be considered an existentialist, that “the only book of ideas that I have 

published, The Myth of Sisyphus, was directed against the so-called existentialist 

philosophers” (Lyrical Critical Essays, 345). Thrown into the nexus of culture, Camus 

sought to keep the absurd alive by rejecting the programmatic thought he saw as too close 

to existentialist notions of commitment. As Aronson depicts the situation, Camus came to 

perceive that Sartre had made the same error as Hegel, of ‘reducing man to history’ and 

of making out of history an alternate ‘divinization’: “In Camus’ view, Sartre’s demand for 

commitment had placed history above the individual….Sartre, although he began with 

contingency, was untrue to his own starting point because he ended up with history with 

a capital H. Existentialism was no less guilty than Christianity or Marxism of evading 

absurdity in ways diagnosed by The Myth of Sisyphus” (Aronson 58). It may seem ironic 

that Camus so forcefully rejected Sartre’s depiction of him after Sartre had based so much 

of his theory upon Camus’ lived example. However, in privileging the contingencies of 

individual lives over abstraction and ideals, in grounding his thought in response to man’s 

‘naked suffering, common to all’ (RRD 240), in refusing to be either ‘victim or executioner’, 

and in rejecting the false demand of absolute historical necessity for justice over freedom, 

we can see how Camus considered existential commitment as too close to the kind of 

seductive, fundamentalist thinking we explored earlier in this chapter.  

The enemy for Camus wasn’t so much communism as it was oppression, 

alongside the particular form of inner, unnecessary suffering oppression has the tendency 

to provoke. By placing politics before honesty, truth and considerations of human anguish, 

Sartrean commitment had come to resemble something other than the expression of 
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man’s freedom to choose, be responsible, and legislate value into the world. This was, I 

would suggest, the site of Sartre’s fundamentalism, where violence and suffering 

appeared most inescapable precisely because, as witnessed in the relationship between 

justice and freedom, they became so entrenched in moral contradiction. In such situations, 

mindful, even ironic, limitation isn’t the only value for solving moral contradictions, even 

though it appears a pretty sound point of departure. As Camus suggests, “Virtue cannot 

separate itself from reality without becoming evil. …pure and unadulterated virtue is 

homicidal” (REB 296-7). For us, neck deep in the context of this thesis, we might use the 

struggle between Sartre and Camus to once again illustrate for ourselves the dangers 

attendant to idealized theoretical thinking, this passion for clarity, hubristic comfort and 

assurance, and lusting after concepts so distinctive of the Western mind. Truly, it is our 

hamartia, every bit as undoing as Xerxes invasion of Greece in Aeschylus’ The Persians 

or Macbeth’s ‘vaulting ambition’. To live (to live!) in the ‘existential ironic’ is to live in 

productive tension with history and culture, possessing at least some awareness of the 

inevitably absurd nature of our predicament within the existential bind. There is always 

something else, something more, something other to which we might attend, new and 

novel and diverse interpretations that avail themselves to our choosing. Imagination, once 

set to purposeful task, might yet allow us to even further possibilities, even as we 

remember the open fragility and unpredictability of action. In the light of this awareness, 

of this entire vain attempt at lucidity, one of the few claims we can afford to make with 

some conviction might be this: virtue that has too much pride is not wisdom but rather a 

seduction towards inner despotism. “To abandon oneself to principles is really to die – and 

to die for an impossible love” (REB 129). 

 

1.8. Educating the Bind – “Chasing the Existential Ironic” 

Making use of the struggles between Camus and Sartre is hardly the only avenue 

available for discussing the possibility and impossibility of choice in response to our 

condition of abandonment and absurdity, nor will it be as we progress through the 

remainder of this thesis. However, as two leading voices under the popular umbrella called 

existentialism, whether each embraced the label or not, they provide a fairly detailed 
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dramatization for exploring those values we might uphold with our limited hopes: of finding 

some notion of liveable balance between the Either/Or of existential commitment, that is 

the Kierkegaard-minded ‘truths we are willing to die for’, alongside an ironic sense of 

limitation that allows us to marry our commitments with other values such as justice, 

solidarity, good humour, tolerance, restraint, friendship and basic human decency. The 

dynamics of the struggle between the two men, irrespective of the incidentals of their story, 

may prove particularly important in the teaching of students in senior-level history, 

literature, civilizations and the like, who are only beginning to construct a generalized 

‘worldview’ and engage their existence in what might be described as a conceptually-

centered philosophic manner. As we will explore in the next chapter, Egan (The Educated 

Mind) suggests that learners at this age are particularly susceptive to the power of 

systematic, even ideological thinking as they attempt to construct a reliable, coherent view 

of existence. The consequences of this realisation are many and reinforce the claim that 

teaching is, to its core, a moral and political enterprise of some considerable, and delicate, 

consequence. Camus invites us to recognize that the absurd is not a terminus but a 

beginning, and that we should probably do well to find the means to live out the 

consequences of this realization rather than surrender ourselves to dogmatism, the 

degradations of nausea, ideological thinking, or the bare-knuckled will-to-power of political 

realism. As a means of response, irony seems a particularly useful kind of sensibility to 

develop, what with its many tools such as multiplicity, simultaneity, partiality, reflexivity, 

paradox, negation, play and possibility. Irony, in this sense, can be viewed as highly 

productive, well suited to the existential exigencies of choice, responsibility and 

commitment, particularly as students come to experience (some, to understand) the 

interiorized, psychographic structuration of consciousness affected through their contact 

with surrounding culture and actively begin the project of choosing and practicing 

themselves. 

Camus consistently holds that man is the force of evidence regarding the great 

and terrible questions of justice and truth, and that to live well within the absurd is to live 

without appeal to ideologies, teleologies and intransigencies in all their forms. In search 

of intersection with what these claims might imply for us as existents, the self has here 

been described as an ongoing interpretation and possibility, defined by our largely 

enduring, nevertheless sometimes shifting, commitments in relation to surrounding 
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cultural referents and horizons of significance, that is, the moral topography of each 

individual described earlier by Taylor. This self remains ‘for’ but not ‘of’ or ‘by’ itself; this 

self is an individual self, yet can only be said to exist as participating in a context 

characterized by cultural markers and, lest we forget, other selves, each of whom enact 

commitments that (at least potentially) carry consequences far beyond the individual’s 

private field of interest. Here, we might witness the implications for existentialism of 

Arendt’s notions of action and natality amidst plurality. Through the commitments and 

values we enact in the world, this interpretive self also possesses the qualities of equality 

and distinction, a ‘beholdenness’ one to each other, which is the basis for an ethic founded 

upon solidarity, and where Camus’ understanding of reciprocity and restraint very much 

begin to resemble Arendt’s (HC) contemplation of promise and forgiveness as the past 

and future of action. Moreover, because our early psychographic environments – really, 

the summation of generations of actors before ourselves – continuously exact their cultural 

force upon us, carrying their metaphoric impact upon consciousness, they possess 

tremendous capacity to influence what we perceive of as ‘possibility’. Again, we find a 

productive place for irony in that cultural promontories such as historical watersheds, 

passages of ‘great’ literature and oratory, grand ideological narratives, exemplary lives 

and everyday experience might be tactically deployed in the development of an intellectual 

stance characterized by the tolerance of ambiguity, ludic multiplicity, and creative 

difference, all the juicy tools of a robust existential imagination whereby students might 

more fully exercise their continuous becoming. More specifically, aided by the 

understanding that men, not man, can be said to possibly exist, we begin to genuinely 

appreciate the potentials of irony for calling us into relation with each other: to remember, 

like Dr. Rieux in The Plague, that the content and force of our response was, is and will 

likely remain far more significant than the authority and influence of cultural 

sedimentations and social-political-economic regimes surrounding us, those dynamics 

which serve, too often, to oppress us under their considerable weight. Solidarity, the very 

power we have to witness and respond to our common capacity for human suffering, 

matters infinitely more than any ideology ever could. It rests at the very heart of human 

flourishing and dare we suggest it, happiness. 

 So, here is where we might offer our lament for modern systems of mass education 

which tend to treat questions of self, natality, commitment and solidarity, if at all, as if 
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largely incidental to the ‘real’ business of delivering curriculum, promoting socialization 

and securing economic and political stability for the future. Scores of authors, only a small 

handful identified earlier, have offered stinging critiques of the misdirected, unimaginative 

and conflicted purposes, methods and consequences at play in modern notions of 

schooling. While admitting that nothing provides inherent justification for advocating more 

existentialist-minded outcomes, at this point in the argument it hardly seems a stretch to 

suggest that the school has demonstrated itself to be a particularly effective modality for 

impeding self-selection and natality under the predominant expectations of mere 

behaviour, in Arendt’s terminology the rise of society and equalization found under the 

rule of animal laborans. Based in the factory model alongside the hospital and the prison 

(Foucault 1975), schools operate far more effectively as rationalized systems than they 

do as networks of committed, compassionate human agents, students included in the 

latter term. The very ‘grammar’ of schooling, characterized in this thesis as dualism, 

sequentialism, linearity, teleology, hierarchy, finality and technicism, seems prima facie to 

attest to truth of the statement. Basing the present critique in absurdity, we can see in the 

school system the same will and lure to decidability that crushes difference and distinction 

in any form other than those conforming to the terms of reference it is designed to 

accommodate.  

Such is yet another oppression of the idea – the bland and unproblematic 

textbooks, the reliance upon marks and grading, the accumulation and push to 

performativity – a grand system of tokens and barriers to dread operating under the 

objectivist myth that result in an hierarchical tethering of superior inferiors, a stultifying 

privation of the self into abstraction and singularity, the bending of the body as the site for 

an inscription of power, and a profound indifference to difficult questions of possibility, 

choice, angst and responsibility. In fairness, all of this is positively tremendous if more of 

the same is what we desire; the world needs leaders, bureaucrats and ‘lifters of heavy 

things’, and I’d just as soon not pay Salvador Dali or Jim Flora to paint my kitchen any 

more than I would have the well-mannered young man at Mr. Lube check my prostate. It 

may prove important, therefore, to acknowledge that one could go right off the deep end 

in following this line criticism, to the point of implying that there are unsettling parallels 

between systems of mass education and more profoundly oppressive dynamics 

characteristic of modern totalitarian systems. (But we wouldn’t dare be so reckless with 
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our certainties here.) The school system, by and large, is composed of human beings who 

are dedicated, thoughtful and caring professionals, social structures such as schools do 

provide for a level of intelligibility enabling both reproduction and (at least in theory) 

transformation, and outcomes other than existential choice should merit our attention. The 

grammar of the system, however, remains as a worrying and potentially terrifying reality. 

Ensnared in the creeping onset of its idea, we quietly and so unconsciously become 

socialized ‘all the way down’; disabled by a profound lack of imagination into which the 

system has seduced us, that is ‘into our dull eyes without wonder’, truth becomes too easy, 

unproblematic and cheaply purchased, and our potential for inner despotism nestles in the 

warmth of the remaining ignorance and indifference. 

The silver lining, we might suppose, is that to the extent that systems begin to rely 

upon an unproblematic, simplified and unwarranted over-rationalization, they also begin 

to offer sites of resistance to lucid contemplation, particularly, in the case of schools, in 

subject areas that lend themselves to the development of cultural literacy such as history, 

literature and the humanities. Beginning with the absurdist recognition that the human 

world is a lot less knowable than we might wish to presume, we come to see the potential 

for subversive responses that reflect the loyal yet unsubmissive stance of Camus’ man in 

revolt, who acts in favour of “the day of regeneration when civilization will give first place—

far ahead of the formal principles and degraded values of history—to this living virtue on 

which is founded the common dignity of man and the world he lives in, and in which we 

must now define in the face of a world that insults it” (REB 276). An appreciation of the 

existential bind, that we might teach and learn with some sense of commitment and 

solidarity amidst, at best, functional truth systems that are as necessary as they are partial, 

incomplete and misleading, helps us along this path. Amidst the bind, we come to terms 

with the disconcerting suggestion that each of our moral, political and ideological belief 

systems is far less rational than we might rather imagine or prefer them to be. Enframed 

in noble lies, we must choose and act out our commitments, yet reserve in irony an 

awareness that things could be otherwise, even better…maybe; we might at least remain 

mindful to the potentials for oppression, stultification and the like attendant upon the truth 

claims we currently use to construct our lives. Such a stance requires delicate balance: 

between the lure of ossified, self-evident commitments and the dryly alienating nihilism of 

an overly negating irony; between the volunteerism and entrapment of our logical wills and 
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the paralysis of quietism where action feels too disavowed of justification to be carried 

forth. Tangled in the bind, we realize that we cannot afford our natality without some 

measure of contradiction and mendacity, yet we still must express it and legislate values 

into the world, that even in the casting of our gaze we cannot avoid enacting selection, 

and that the problems, challenges and victories that emerge to consciousness are not 

value neutral so much as expressions of those values we bring to countenance. These 

are difficult and perhaps controversial propositions for most adults, let alone students on 

the neophytic edge of philosophic understanding, and, as teacher, the responsibility of this 

falls upon my shoulders.  If the price of lucidity is agony and nausea, just how much anxiety 

might we expect students to tolerate? How might learners best be brought to moments of 

existential choice, and what does this notion of ‘moment’ even mean in the classroom 

setting, interior to the subjective solitude of each learner? The moral responsibility here is 

massive: in the commitment to uphold irony as possessing value, this Either/Or must 

respect its own call to recognize the limits of what we can properly claim to know. The 

commitment to irony (!) cannot only be for the self, but also in defense of others. Truly, we 

are condemned to be free. 

In the vain attempt to remain consistent, we must therefore trust in irony to protect 

us against every finality, even against the enticement of irony that wants to attest only to 

its own privileged view. As a response to the bind, irony allows us an avenue to debunk, 

problematize and play with ideology, to reflect upon those ‘arbitrary necessities’ that reveal 

us as rather mendacious and instinctive kinds of animals, and to ponder how the language 

we use to describe even our most sacred mythologies only imperfectly permits us to 

understand experience. Historical study appears a particularly effective place to undertake 

such ends, as the people, events, social movements and great ideas that come into 

conflict with each other cast into relief not only the relative attachments of each place and 

age, but also the grand truths and value commitments to which we tend, as both 

individuals and societies, to be rather pre-consciously attached. The trick of the matter, 

one supposes, is how to walk the high ridge and accomplish this problematizing view 

without opening the abyss so wide that students’ identities grow lost or worse, as Taylor 

has warned, fractured. Such will be the purpose of excavating irony in the next chapter. 

Keeping with the exigencies of the absurd, we must avoid the rescue of every final, 

fundamental truth even as we participate in the grinding logic of social order. In this 
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respect, irony seems to demand of us the creation of productive psychological 

antagonisms in the learner, a ‘space in between’ where intermediate cultural terms and 

moral touchstones serve to create ‘moments of relief’ in the perceptual field of students, 

thereby causing them to confront their freedom and allowing them to come to themselves, 

very much as is the style of Judge Wilhelm in Either/Or Part II. Chasing the existential 

ironic means precisely this confrontation with possibility, contingency and incompleteness: 

the requirement that we must imagine and enact ourselves with some measure of 

commitment even while we realize the partiality, contradiction and potential for outright 

folly that stalks us at every turn. Such may from time to time require a degree of suffering 

on the part of the learner, but it will be the healthy, productive suffering that promotes the 

self-surpassing of an overarching existence; it will, at any rate, be markedly distinct from 

the silent, stultifying and oppressive suffering of mass schooling that tends to render 

issues of imagination and existence as largely superfluous. While we ought not sound too 

cavalier in this struggle against thoughtlessness and mere behaviour, that the process 

creates a level of dis-ease or anxiety in the learner ought, in itself, to be of no great 

objection. To the extent that the provocation of the ‘existential moment’ may be 

experienced as disconcerting, such is the guarantee that it is in the service of freedom, 

subject of course to irony’s own ability to offer up its own corrective as needed. 

At the end of the day, if students are going to live with some functioning notion of 

lucid existential responsibility, they will have to make choices in navigating the kind of 

problematic that exists somewhere between Sartre and Camus. During the earlier periods 

of their friendship, when both men contributed to common ends and their ideas served to 

support and propel each other’s development, the combination of the two amounted to 

what we described earlier as an ‘exemplar of existential expression’ and so, we might well 

envision a student representing the better aspects of both Sartre and Camus as a laudable 

descriptive goal for the teaching of senior level history. We might, that is, imagine the 

provocation of intellectual habits whereby students develop a reflexive brand of cultural 

literacy and become, in their existential sensibility, responsible for that which they come 

to witness. As will be explored in the latter portions of this thesis, the pursuit of such 

outcomes can be a difficult, even painful, business. Kierkegaard indicates how it requires 

a subjective inwardness about which we can never achieve final description even though 

we must encounter it in its most concrete form (CA142-143). It requires, moreover, a 
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boldness in the enactment of self-becoming; As Zarathustra warns, “the burden can easily 

crush him….living puts its own self at risk” (II.i.12). Likely as not, how we experience the 

‘river of Becoming’ will depend on the metaphors we bring along with us. If we imagine 

the world primarily as chaos and sin, we will routinely attempt what we have so consistently 

sought in the past, namely the sense of security that attends certainty, control, 

predictability and closure. Moreover, if we imagine the world as one great nausea-without-

relief, we are likely to spend the shortness of our days playing the judge-penitent, accusing 

others in order to protect ourselves, becoming dryly, detachedly and alienatedly sardonic, 

and reflecting the brand of cynicism that too typically follows the frustration of our 

innermost idealized hopes. If not outright anomie and fractured selfhood, these will likely 

as not result in a covetous and clinging over-reliance on structures rather than individuals, 

identity politics above compassion, slogans sooner than reason, and stale motherhood 

statements ahead of the difficult recognition of complexity. Helplessness, it seems, has 

the tendency to reinforce itself. 

And then, of course, there are the schools. Seeking shelter against an excess of 

consciousness, we will continue the good work of comforting ourselves within the grand 

myth of objectivity, that impressive edifice to final knowability and self-justification 

characterized by texts, tests, grades, and accountability which carefully moulds the next 

generation of seemingly untroubled subjectivities to find its place in our collective, hard-

won and joyous humiliation. It is a cynical dialectic that forces us to choose between order 

and anarchy, between objectivism and relativism, even between ‘good’ and ‘evil’, as if 

these were our only viable options. When education fails, the core issues aren’t really so 

much about falling test scores, declining graduation rates, low extracurricular involvement, 

or even increases in incarceration, not, of course, that these are irrelevant to 

consideration. Rather, the key indicators will reflect something far more classically and 

destructively ‘human, all too human’: little things like ignorance, superstition, violence, 

poverty, isolation and hatred. When education fails, masked men plant dynamite at 

Birmingham churches, zealots cry for crusade, loyalty to flags replaces loyalty to the 

virtues for which they stand, and nations blithely follow their leaders into escalating acts 

of military violence, largely unaware that the murderous impulse their leaders willingly 

nourish begins and continues to reside in the people themselves. Each of these atrocities, 

tragically, are of our own creation and instituted in the actions of men, provoking a suffering 
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born of absolutism, a profound lack of existential imagination, and the incessant 

categorization of human beings. If it is my deepest pessimism about the ‘nature’ of men 

that we will flee the anxiety of responsibility, willingly seeking shelter in something, even 

anything, so long as it releases us from Nietzsche’s ‘horror of nothing’, then the limited 

hope I allow myself goes something like this: that as individuals in limited contexts we 

might accept the exigencies of the absurd, set natality to work, and will an existence that 

honours our indivisible freedom in solidarity with each other.  

The purpose of this chapter has been to outline, with some depth and detail, the 

confounding and most likely irresolvable shitstorm through which we work out the tiny 

details of our abandonment and ‘preserve our precious existence’. Looking back, I cannot 

claim with any certainty that the tangle of dynamics I have described are literally so; nor 

could I justify with any finality the sustaining value attachments that I brought to them, 

anyways. However, to say certainly “nothing is true” is quite different from suggesting 

“nothing is certainly true.” Terms such as ‘the bind’ and ‘chasing the existential ironic’ 

merely reflect how I have chosen to describe our human, all too human, predicament, but 

if I am at all to be consistent with my own positions, I must allow that there might be other, 

indeed better, available metaphors. At best, what is here appears, to loosely borrow from 

Socrates, is a belief worth risking. And in this regard it should be fairly claimed – or decried, 

if you prefer – that nothing in this profession is certainly true. Entangled as we are, the 

content of our limited hopes might be to live with some balance of imagination, possibility 

and restraint, following the leading voices of this chapter who claim that honesty and truth 

come before power and politics, that practicing intentional modesty is more likely to 

promote reason, that pledging oneself against suffering which is unnecessary and life-

negating is never wrong-minded, and that man as the force of evidence sine qua non is 

ontologically prior to the many myths, logical structures and cultural ideals we tend to 

thoughtlessly espouse in sustaining our lives. In his essays on Algeria, Camus makes 
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passing reference to teaching as ‘a function of life and generosity…heavy with 

consequence and commitments’ (RRD 133). This seems a pretty good notion to uphold 

as sacred, albeit provisionally sacred, a cautionary stance that as Maxine Greene 

otherwise put it, “teaching always signifies a type of intervention into someone else’s life” 

(Dialectic of Freedom 175). Especially in the classroom, where I stand in relation to 

students who have come to look to me for thoughtfulness, expertise and compassion in 

the challenges I place before them as much they do the safe and stable structure afforded 

by predictability and routine, I will do well to remember that in choosing my own value 

commitments, I am also choosing on their behalf, hedging always on the side of existential 

freedom and solidarity. As a teacher, as their teacher, I will remember that I am attempting 

to draw students into relation with myself, each other, and their surrounding world as they 

come to understand and practice themselves. To the extent that my intentions fail – the 

absurd informing me that they inevitably will even more than I recognize at the time – I will 

return in myself to these guiding truths that sustain my own practice of commitment: I must 

pick up the stone with every new child and begin again, straining for an outcome I know 

isn’t in my province, alone, to afford. Still, we have already encountered Camus writing 

that ‘there is only the illusion of impotence,’ and it is in the refusal to capitulate that we find 

honour. To imagine otherwise is to surrender the promise and possibility of becoming to 

Truths that seem greater and more terrible than ourselves. ‘The fault, dear Brutus, is not 

with our stars, but in ourselves that we are underlings.’ 
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Chapter Two – Three Productive Treatments of Irony  

The god of love is blind, and if one is clever, he can surely be fooled. The art is to 

be as receptive as possible to impressions, to know what impression one is making 

and what impression one has of each girl. In that way, one can be in love with many 

girls at the same time, because one is in love in a different way with each one. To 

love one girl is too little; to love all is superficiality; to know oneself and to love as 

many as possible, to let one's soul conceal all the powers of love inside itself so 

that each receives its specific nourishment while the consciousness nevertheless 

embraces the whole - that is enjoyment, that is living. 

E/O1 361 

2.1 Introductory Overview 

Chapter two of this thesis is an exploration of irony and its potential as a response 

to the condition of Absurdity, that which we have described in terms of an existential bind, 

as laid out in chapter one. Irony here seems a particularly apposite ‘stance’ or, if one 

prefers, ‘mode of being’ to adopt insofar as it suggests that the apparent conditions of life, 

our multifarious value commitments, and indeed our interpretations of self each carry both 

some measure of validity and indeed profitability, and yet may not be so stable as they 

typically appear to actuality; in short, because they both are and are not as ‘true’ as we 

characteristically describe them and experience them to be. As we might have come by 

now to suspect, even anticipate, there remains tremendous room for slippage, negation, 

creation and even, dare we admit, fluidity and imaginative play between what we posit to 

be actuality and the much broader realm of possibility, both in literal/physical and 

existential senses. The paradoxical nature of Absurdity suggests that the contents of our 

various orderings, logicalities, and belief structures are likely to become contradictory and 

self-defeating even as they grow more self-assured, and it is illuminated against this 

backdrop that irony offers a key to both our undoing and our potential for inwardness, 

existential awareness and freedom. 
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Kierkegaard suggests that “Existence as actuality combines two opposing factors, 

possibility and necessity, and thereby has a paradoxical character,” (CI xv) and it is in this 

sense of paradox that, as with Absurdity and the human condition writ large, I wish to 

explore irony, which is to say of a striving without hope of final attainment. The very nature 

of irony resides in negation, specifically bound up in the movement of, well, anything really 

– language, declarative truths, your cousin Fred – in becoming what it (or he) is already 

not, an idea driving Sartre’s ‘I am what I am not’, ‘I am not what I am’ in Being and 

Nothingness (68). The approach taken here towards irony is therefore, like irony itself, to 

be comprehended paradoxically and through refraction, as with the overlaying of multiple 

interpretations and an awareness that each description of irony adopted will unavoidably 

both illuminate and occlude key aspects of our experience at any one time, that each view 

simultaneously will and will not serve to elucidate an understanding of the ideas under 

investigation and yet, through the very gap or breakdown, will reveal something important 

both about the object of study and, we might add, the viewer performing the consideration. 

Truth, like light, changes speed under the prism of irony such that the hues of intentionality, 

referentiality and meaning hidden within language becoming increasingly visible, at least 

to those attuned to their subtleties. And towards this, submits Kierkegaard, we should bear 

no hostility: 

… one must not think ill of the paradox, for the paradox is the 
passion of thought, and the thinker without the paradox is like the 
lover without passion: a mediocre fellow. But the ultimate 
potentiation of every passion is always to will its own downfall, and 
so it is also the ultimate passion of the understanding to will the 
collision, although in one way or another the collision must 
become its downfall. This, then, is the ultimate paradox of thought: 
to want to discover something that thought itself cannot think. (PF 
37) 

Irony, as we shall endeavour to explore, invokes a distinctly literary sensibility in the bearer 

that begins with a recognition of the cleft existing between that which is and is not said, 

between that which is said and that which is meant, and more profoundly, between the 

quotidian actuality of language and the full range of its open potentiality to incite meaning 

and interpretation. Without giving too much away, the perceptive reader may then already 

begin to see the kinship between the ironic position and the possibilities available for 

existential inwardness, choice, freedom and the like. In observing the necessary and 

confounding gap between language and the world, the twin insights that ironic language 



 

89 

both is and is not intended in some literal sense and that irony has a marvelous capacity 

for hollowing out what we hold as most sacred and sure, we are able to follow ironic 

negation towards the paradox of existence, that which is the recognition of limitation, 

malleability, multiplicity and broad-ranging existential imagination.  

Chapter two is composed of three largely distinct discussions, each of which will 

attempt to excavate a particular treatment of irony and tease out some of its implications. 

In the broadest possible terms, they will focus first upon negation, then creation and finally 

imagination. The first of these centers on the thought of Søren Kierkegaard, beginning 

and working outwards from his own doctoral thesis entitled The Concept of Irony towards 

other works such as Either/Or, Fear and Trembling, Philosophical Fragments, Sickness 

Unto Death, Repetition, and The Concept of Anxiety. Kierkegaard situates his treatment 

of irony squarely in the person of Socrates and his elenctic mission to disabuse his 

interlocutors of their (and ultimately our) prejudices, ignorance and folly. For Kierkegaard, 

Socrates represents the infinite absolute negativity of irony, an unravelling of common 

belief, superstition, and illusion in the service of wisdom. Wisdom, it seems, resides in 

comprehending the illusory nature of most knowledge claims, that there is a boundary of 

the knowable beyond which we may speak, if at all, only with reverence and wonder. To 

Kierkegaard’s view, Socrates’ persistent negations reveal a divine depth, a wisdom of 

ignorance that allows nothing worldly to endure. The slow revelations of irony here serve 

as both a stimulus and a discipline to thought, for Socrates a total mode of being which 

enables in him a freedom both from the non-ironic and the untruth of the crowd. The 

connections of such a stance to Kierkegaard’s larger project should be obvious, for as we 

shall explore, Socrates’ gift resides precisely in his ability to deliver us, through the dark 

passage of superstition and merely conventional values, to ourselves. Recognizing the 

deep pathos, earnestness about life, and profound ethical sensibility contained with 

Socrates’ example, Kierkegaard himself draws us towards questions of subjective 

consciousness and moral agency in the Either/Or of choice, an inward ethical passion that 

remains, to some extent at least, hidden behind the outward ironic stance. This is 

Kierkegaard’s own manner of midwifery, that through his various pseudonymous voices, 

we learn about the burdensome anxiety of freedom in response to our frail, and to his 

burdened view, sinful condition. Irony having delivered us back to the self, we arrive at the 

existential moment of profound solitude, which is to say an acceptance of our own moral 
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autonomy and the possibilities of self. In beginning this chapter with his exploration of 

Socratic irony, Kierkegaard thus prepares us for encounter with what is most infinite, our 

subjective selves, within the paradox of being; his sense of irony as negation will lead us 

towards the necessity and burden of choice. 

The second broad section of this chapter centers on the psychological 

examinations and cultural critiques of Friedrich Nietzsche. Insofar as the previous section 

focusses largely on the negations and emptying out capabilities of irony, this section will 

focus more on its inversion, the possibilities of radical creation made available by a 

Nietzschean ironic sensibility. This seems important to the overall narrative arc of this 

thesis because it will provide us a psychological and philosophic toolkit for taking up the 

task of self with vigor and passion, in short arming us with an ironic sensibility so that we 

might penetrate the cultural miasma and come to an understanding of self as the willed 

project-I-am. Nietzsche’s philosophy, it should be stated at the outset, is rather strong and, 

for some, unpalatable, medicine. Sharing Kierkegaard’s view that the challenge of 

existential inwardness is both the risk and the reward, and that the crowd, or herd, is the 

site of untruth, Nietzsche challenges us to confront the essential mendacity of human 

experience and the extensive role played by basic, even animalistic, will in the formation 

and maintenance of social mores. It is our capacity to make and reinforce valuations that 

most interests Nietzsche, such that he may rightly be referred to as a dialectical ironist, he 

who by critiquing common binaries of metaphysical speculation – good versus evil, truth 

versus falsity, etc. – seeks to expose the psychological and sociological drivers that 

explain the human condition and demonstrate how a greater, ‘higher’, ethic might come to 

pass. Nihilism, for Nietzsche the profound consequence of undoing Judeo-Platonic 

schemes, becomes the issue; through his Human, All Too Human, Gay Science, Untimely 

Meditations, Thus Spake Zarathustra, Genealogy of Morals and other associated texts, 

Nietzsche forces us to confront the confounding hollowness of social categories and so, 

to go ‘beyond good and evil’ towards a recognition of metaphor and will-to-power in the 

construction of what commonly passes for truth. Through his more aggressive, disturbing 

and controversial metaphors, active sin, the death of God, the free spirit, the Overman 

and Eternal Recurrence, Nietzsche presses us towards a recognition of the interchange 

going on between value and truth, and ultimately, the destruction of what he terms the ‘old 

tablets’ of valuation. In doing so, he portrays a model, or vorbild, of individualistic possibility 
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and all its many consequences, not the least of which is the potential for tremendous 

introspective suffering that leads to an over-arching, that is, self-surpassing, individuality. 

Nietzsche, it seems, possesses a mastery at provoking psychological antagonisms in his 

readership through the many inversions, ironies and literary allusions of his aphoristic 

style. He encourages us to play out our existential bind in reference to the surrounding 

culture and to see cultural critique as a tool and a weapon, that by casting culture into 

relief we might find points of salience and fissure, the protrusions and ruptures of quotidian 

belief which reveal the constructed nature of the self and so, create room for self-

reinvention and discovery. Again, the reader is forced to come to himself, to confront his 

capacity for the destruction and creation of values through his indivisible freedom. 

The final treatment of irony explored in this chapter makes for an incongruous and, 

perhaps, uncomfortable bedfellow to the previous two, not the least for its architect, Kieran 

Egan. Egan’s project, we might begin by stating, is of a fundamentally different character 

from either the existential twistings of Kierkegaard or the unrepentant cultural 

deconstructions of Nietzsche. Specifically aimed at topics related to education, language, 

and the development of human understanding, Egan typically avoids directly confronting 

issues related to freedom, anxiety, morality, suffering and solitude. His focus, properly, is 

imagination and its relationship to human understanding, as evidenced by four decisive 

linguistic transformations of human history and the manner with which these same 

transformations are recapitulated by individuals during the acquisition and mastery of 

language. The result is five distinct yet sequentially compounding kinds of understanding, 

which he refers to as somatic, mythic, romantic, philosophic and ironic. Each kind of 

understanding, Egan suggests, comes with its own bundle of cognitive tools, essentially 

means to understanding largely made available through contact with culture. These tools 

serve to connect learners to objects of study and gradually become interiorized within the 

individual during the process of learning such that cultural tools become tools available for 

thinking. One particularly significant contribution of Egan is the prominence he affords 

‘human understanding’ as opposed to the emphasis placed upon ‘truth’ or ‘knowledge’ by 

the large majority of philosophers who have traditionally dealt with questions of learning 

and education. ‘Understanding’, to Egan’s conception, unifies the affective and intellectual 

domains, which to western thinking anyways, have tended to have been regarded as 

rather distinct psychological properties. Egan instead insists that human emotion and 
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thought are significantly implicated within each other in the processes of learning, and he 

therefore tends to consider them in tandem by placing emphasis upon engagement, 

essentially students’ emotional connections to the narratives and subject matter of study, 

and the protean, generally elusive, capacity for human intellectual generativity he calls 

imagination. 

If Egan’s theoretic structure is incongruous with that of Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, 

I have chosen to make use of it here for at least three reasons. First off, Egan’s work 

provides an exceedingly effective bridge between the philosophic writings of our other 

contributors and the very practical challenges that arise in educational settings as we 

attempt to bring existential themes around possibility, choice and responsibility forward in 

prominence, connecting them to the myriad other goals of classroom life such as 

socialization into culture, allowing for individualization, promoting literacy and numeracy, 

and (let’s be honest) raw content coverage. Through his focus on cognitive tools, 

specifically the various cognitive tools associated with each distinct form of human 

understanding that students recapitulate in the process of learning, we can discover 

avenues for provoking engagement and unfettered imagination in multiple modalities, be 

it an association with humanized meanings, the analysis of conceptual drivers which carry 

strong explanatory powers, revelations of common human divisions and categorizations, 

or a reflexive awareness of the limitations of language associated with any single mode of 

consideration. A second reason, closely associated to the first, is the massive explanatory 

power regarding human experience made available through Egan’s five kinds of 

understanding. That we can largely, as per Socrates, start anywhere with a given topic – 

the Somme Offensive of 1916, for example – and subsequently tease out understanding 

in terms of tribal binaries, soldiers’ heroic qualities set amidst the extremes of the ordeal, 

the larger ideological struggle, and even our own bodily awareness of the fear and 

adrenaline during such an enterprise, affords us precisely the multiplicity, the ‘richness’, 

of human experience that allows us to at least begin to feel the weight of existential burden 

regarding choice and responsibility in ways parallel, yet still not identical, to the formulation 

of the existential paradox established in chapter one. On a very practical level, therefore, 

the power and utility of Egan’s model for this particular project resides in its ability to unify 

subject-specific content, the intellectual and imaginative capabilities of students, and 
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existential themes in emotionally engaging, cognitively rigorous, and psychologically 

provoking ways. 

Finally, there is Egan’s treatment of ironic understanding itself, specifically his 

distinction between what he labels alienating and sophisticated irony. In keeping with his 

recapitulation thesis, Egan traces the roots of ironic thought from Socrates, the 

Enlightenment philosophers, Romantic poets, Kierkegaard, and Nietzsche, through to 

more contemporary voices such as Lyotard and Richard Rorty. Through the acquisition of 

cultural cognitive tools, and an increasing complexity and versatility with language, Egan’s 

model arrives at ironic understanding, a highly reflexive modality which recognizes the 

particularity of language and its apparent ability to only semi-adequately grasp at what we 

experience as reality. As we shall explore, his division between alienating and 

sophisticated irony reflects a deep-seated intellectual insecurity within the Western 

project; that even as we invent models and methods which appear to more adequately 

harness reality and so provide clarity, order and security to human understanding, so do 

we come to confront a pervasive and growing skepticism; that for all our technical ability 

and pretense to objectivist rationality, we nonetheless are still adrift in the Babel of 

language games, flawed meta-narratives, and incarnated vocabularies. In recognition of 

such a predicament, Egan describes two broadly stated possible outcomes, the 

empowering abundance of a fluid and reflexive consciousness he terms ‘sophisticated 

irony’, an outcome very much modelled upon the Socratic example, alongside the 

impotently cynical and pessimistic shallow certainty he refers to as ‘alienated irony’. In the 

guise of Egan’s sophisticated, liberated ironist we see the potential for creating 

educational programs that allow students to experience their burgeoning understanding 

of life using a multiplicity of understandings, a far cry from the falsely objectivist, stultifying 

reality of schooling laid out in the previous chapter. Moreover, Egan’s theory, perhaps 

unintentionally to some degree, again leaves us with a choice reminiscent of the divide 

between Sartre’s nausea and the absurdity of Camus. In his distinction between alienating 

and sophisticated irony, one can, if one wishes, wallow in the hollowed out negativity of a 

nihilistic finality, feeling secure only the certainty of one’s misery, or embrace the gifts and 

challenges available to each ‘kind of understanding,’ walk the high ridge of epistemic and 

existential possibility, and so thrive on the liberation. Which path we choose, one 

supposes, will depend on the richness of ironic sensibility we are able to bring to the world. 
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As Kierkegaard suggests, “The manifold variety of actuality is the very element of the 

ironist” (CI 128). Whether irony ends in impotence or empowerment once again comes 

down to a matter of choice. As with the existential paradox, the Either/Or of the Western 

line is that both possibility and skepticism are available to, which is to say contained within, 

ironic understanding.  

Given the title of this thesis, Chasing the Existential Ironic, one should hardly find 

it surprising to here find the following claim: Ultimately, we don’t particularly need to follow 

one or the other (or the other other) of the treatments of irony listed above to the exclusion 

of its alternate models. While these three views of the ironist carry pronounced differences 

in interpretation and emphasis, we might do well to continue resisting the desire for 

decidability, in this case the conclusion that one is vastly superior to the others in some 

final sense. (What passes as superiority, likely as not, is as much determined by hormones 

as it is by any externally reliable means of preference, even if we could find language 

adequate to describing irony’s ineffable essence.) Recognizing that other treatments of 

irony exist, the three included here are merely those that I have sought to first understand 

and then deploy within the confines of my own educational practice, experimenting with 

their use and gaining by them some beneficial purchase. Each of the three lends 

something important to our consideration and each will serve us better or worse in 

particular combinations, in particular contexts, with particular students and for particular 

purposes. It may well prove sufficient to claim that the three different models are, if 

thoughtfully and tactfully deployed in the course of instruction, likely to provoke 

psychologically, intellectually and ethically productive outcomes for the learner. The point 

is, as ever, to live well. As with Kierkegaard’s multiple treatments of Socrates, to 

comprehend irony one needs contemplation, not merely observation; irony, it should be 

clearly stated, resists any singular definition around which we can consistently build. In 

recognition of this apparent truth, the three models generate three distinct movements of 

irony – negation, creation and imagination – itself a Nietzschean-minded constitutive move 

regarding irony’s many potentialities. Thus, although I have begun with an end in mind, 

my goal in this brief overview of the chapter has been to set into motion some sense of a 

constantly shifting and layered notion of what, and how, irony might be, which is to say, 

perhaps, of the paradoxical and confounding collision between the idea of irony and its 

actuality. 
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As a final note in aid of the reader, I want to share what I have intended this chapter 

to accomplish, and not. The purpose here, as noted above, is to explore in some detail 

three treatments of irony as described by the three theorists in their own works. As such, 

the writing here will tend towards the abstract with only minor commentaries regarding 

direct teaching applications, more of which will be explored later during this thesis. Where 

opportune, I will try to inject minor points regarding implications for teaching, but I will 

largely avoid these here so as to not interrupt what I hope is the flow of ideas as originally 

posited by the original texts. Moreover, as this chapter deals with irony, I will attempt to 

write the ideas in ways that honour what the ideas themselves are trying to accomplish. 

At points this will mean letting ideas slowly emerge in the text, occasionally cycling back 

to reveal additional layers of ideas previously mentioned, indulging in purposeful acts of 

bombast and pugilistic writing so as provoke the reader, and simply engaging in the 

distinctive playfulness that is characteristic of an ironic use of language. What I beg of the 

reader, then, is a certain indulgence, that they will patiently stick with the text as it emerges 

to understanding in the trust that the end is, to the extent such things can be said to exist, 

securely in mind. I realise that advising you of my strategy in advance is hardly ironic – 

Socrates would not be pleased – but in my desire not to be laughed out of the faculty, 

perhaps I had better make this Faustian sort of bargain: “He must nedys go that the deuell 

dryves”. 

 

2.2 Søren Kierkegaard and the Concept of Irony 

 

Introduction – Setting the Context for Discussion  

As we have witnessed above, accessing irony on a conceptual level can prove a 

slippery sort of business. Its continuous movement through negation, revelry in the 

perplexity of language, and refusal of both permanence and depth leave us with this 

confounding sensibility, this worrying disorientation even, that all is not right and good and 

just and true with our supposed purchase upon reality. All of this, so it seems, suits Søren 
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Kierkegaard’s palate just swimmingly, something rotten in Denmark being the standard 

fare. That Kierkegaard should be drawn towards the life and example of Socrates should 

come as no terrific surprise, for Kierkegaard like his Hellenic master knows that as 

students and strivers after knowledge, we are made, quite misdirectedly, to be gluttons of 

concepts. Consider, for example, Kierkegaard’s discussion around the treatment of justice 

in Book One of The Republic: 

Anyone looking at the overall movement in this first book will 
surely acknowledge that this is not the dialectic of the idea but 
rather a question dialectically evolving from the speakers’ 
faculties, and that this first book achieves the possibility of asking 
with speculative energy: What is justice? Thus one must agree 
with Schleiermacher that the book ends without a 
conclusion….Add to this the fact that the first book is conscious of 
not arriving at a result and that it does not run away from this 
consciousness but clings to it and rests in it, then it certainly 
cannot be denied that this first book not only ends without a 
conclusion but ends with a negative conclusion. (CI 118) 

Surely none but the most hard-boiled nihilists and misguided anarchists would deny that 

questions of justice or beauty or truth are well worth the time and effort they take to pursue. 

Rather, Kierkegaard realizes that such universalizing concepts, for the most part, 

“continually presume themselves” (CI 70) and so can only be understood negatively, as 

through refraction. So it is with Socrates and so it goes with irony, as Kierkegaard carries 

on to describe: “He has left us nothing by which a later age can judge him; indeed, even 

if I were to imagine myself his contemporary, he would still always be difficult to 

comprehend. ...only under this angle of refraction is he to be comprehended” (CI 70). 

Socrates, for Kierkegaard the very house of irony, is the embodiment of a searching, 

negative movement, so much so as to render a firm grasp of the man, and the man as 

concept, as well-nigh unattainable: “If we now say that irony constituted the substance of 

his existence (this is, to be sure, a contradiction, but it is supposed to be that), and if we 

further postulate that irony is a negative concept, it is easy to see how difficult it becomes 

to fix the picture of him” (CI 70). 

In his notes to the concept of irony, Kierkegaard remarks how negative concepts 

can only be understood subjectively – “one cannot write about a negative concept except 

in this way;…the mind is the best epitomizer” (CI 441) – and so, like Socrates, Kierkegaard 

can be viewed as living out a ‘style’ or ‘manner of being’ centered around disrupting 
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commonly held assurances and probing questions regarding humankind’s (in)capacity for 

living within just moral orders. We must, as with Socrates, spend time with Kierkegaard to 

appreciate the manner with which this style shapes our understanding of the concepts, 

which is to say the problematics, he explores. Colebrook suggests it is through his use of 

personae, the three views of Socrates by Xenophon, Plato and Aristophanes which 

Kierkegaard explores in the opening sections of The Concept of Irony, that he doesn’t 

merely describe, but rather establishes Socrates: 

What Socrates presents us with is the very existence of the 
philosopher as one who recognizes and lives the difference 
between the Idea of philosophy and the worldly grasp of that 
Idea….Grasping Socrates as an historical possibility means that 
we must not reduce the force of his existence to being a mere 
vehicle for the explication of concepts. Socrates must be more 
than an object of philosophical activity, for he exists as a 
subjective power. (165) 

Kierkegaard doesn’t give Socrates a final position in relation to concepts, only a mode of 

being. We might, then, rightly inquire about what entices Kierkegaard towards Socrates, 

or if one prefers, how Kierkegaard himself thinks by using Socrates as his vehicle. For 

Martinez, the novelty of Socrates’ movement is towards a self as final arbiter of reality and 

truth, one that concomitantly seeks to improve the moral character of his compatriots. His 

elenctic mission is to disabuse people of their hubris and so find justice and ethical 

grounds for action away from merely received traditions and cultural prejudice (41-42). 

This is a new type of man characterized by anti-statism and a fully subjective responsibility 

over existence; Socrates, “a gift of the gods”, exists simultaneously for us as “the last 

classical figure” and the figure who “destroys classicism” (CI 211-212). Following his style, 

he forces us time and again back towards the uneasy truce between reality and ideality, 

and in so doing, back into confrontation with ourselves regarding questions of freedom, 

ethics, truth and value. “For the reflective individuality,” writes Kierkegaard, “every natural 

qualification is simply a task, and through and out of life’s dialectic emerges the 

transfigured individuality as the personality who at every moment is victorious and yet is 

still fighting” (CI 212-213). Such an individuality takes time and a great deal of 

contemplation, a preferring of style and manner of being rather than a comparatively 

shallow lusting after concepts. 
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Kierkegaard erroneously claims in the introduction to his doctoral thesis that “the 

concept of irony makes its entry into the world through Socrates,” (CI 9) but this should 

not stop us from appreciating in some detail both the ironic ‘style’ Socrates epitomizes in 

the world (this seeming a fair sort of claim) and how Kierkegaard takes up this example in 

his project of existential inwardness, freedom, choice and the like. As suggested by Reidar 

Thomte, Kierkegaard posited that, “The task of the subjective thinker is to understand 

himself in his existence,” (CA xvi) and in doing so, Kierkegaard does very well in pointing 

us towards Socrates, “…that simple wise man [who] distinguished between what he 

understood and what he did not understand” (CA 3). As the gadfly of Athenian society, 

Socrates’ refusal of metaphysical commitments remains troubling, as if by design; we 

must, it seems, have the ears to hear Socrates in all his irony, even as he hovers above 

the ‘integrated larger context’ whereby individuals become intelligible in their actuality (CI 

279). “At this point,” writes Kierkegaard: 

I trust two things are apparent – namely, that irony has a world-
historical validity and that Socrates is not depreciated by my 
interpretation of him but really becomes a hero, so that he is seen 
going about his business, so that he becomes visible to the one 
who has eyes to see, audible to the one who has ears to 
hear….irony, in turn, is the glaive, the two-edged sword that he 
swung like an avenging angel over Greece. (CI 211) 

As Kierkegaard elsewhere notes in Fear and Trembling, the ironist is one “whose sharp 

eye has taken measure of the ludicrousness of life, who through a secret understanding 

with the forces of life ascertains what the patient needs” (FT 132). Socrates stands thus: 

at a distance, hovering over the quotidian commitments of actuality and the plebeian 

superstitions that serve to reify their privileged position as mass-held, ‘public’ moralities. 

“This is the freedom that irony craves. It watches over itself and fears nothing more than 

that some impression or other might overwhelm it, because not until one is free in that way 

does one live poetically, and, as is well known, irony’s great requirement was to live 

poetically” (CI 280). Irony, this freedom of non-essence, exists for Kierkegaard as both 

stimulus and discipline, a preparation for subjective inwardness regarding questions of 

choice, freedom and the dread of existential responsibility. Freedom remains “this abiding 

something, this predisposing presupposition” (CA 21) and irony ‘a distancing from 

everyday speech which is nonetheless aimed at worldly life’ (Colebrook 182). Socrates’ 

stance, the mode of being so alluring to the youth of Athens, also appeals to Kierkegaard 
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through its capacity to induce in us an inward longing for higher truths and its commitment 

to existential earnestness, even so far as to prepare us for the ultimate advent of faith. 

Reading Kierkegaard, we have to keep up with who is talking, for we soon realize that his 

pseudonymous voices are not consistent. Rather, they hover over the Either/Or choice, 

calling upon us to struggle with questions of purpose and meaning, truth and commitment. 

We must, as with Socrates, develop ears and eyes that enable us to see and hear the 

‘abiding something’ of Kierkegaard’s irony: we should, as a result, not place so much 

emphasis upon what the ideas, or more directly the author, means in some final sense by 

this or that piece of text, but rather contemplate how the texts, as a literary stance in toto, 

exert their subjective power, and so act upon the subjectivity of the reader. 

 

The Maieutic of Socrates  

The full gamut of names and labels have been applied to Socrates and his method. 

Between friends and enemies, loyalist supporters and scandalized antagonists, Socrates 

has been referred to as a dissimulator, madman, sophist, charlatan, gadfly, paragon, tragic 

hero, comrade, amorist, pederast, heretic, and criminal, each of which, as an ironist, he 

quite frankly should have seen coming. At the center of his practice we find the maieutic 

method, the drawing forth of supposedly latent knowledge through a logically progressing 

sequence of inductive reasoning. Such refining processes, of course, are the essence of 

Socratic dialogue, so much so that maieutic pedagogies have become synonymous with 

his name. Hong and Hong, in their introduction to Kierkegaard’s Repetition, note how 

every moment, each seemingly random situation, could serve as an occasion for Socrates’ 

instructive approach, a model which became “the prototype for Either/Or, Fear and 

Trembling, Repetition, and [his] other polyonymous works” (R xii). Socrates’ ironic method 

of correcting our penchant for hubris and hollowing out our claims to knowledge must have 

seemed easily recognizable to Athenians steeped in the comedic struggle between the 

eirôn and alazôn of ancient Greek theatre, the ironic undoing of braggarts and dupes at 

the hands of the presumptive dissimulating fool. “Poor old Thrasymachus,” we snigger, as 

Socrates lights up his straw man. Here we see the familiar tactics: the feigned naivety of 

the ironist, the adopting of the opponents’ view only for the purpose of crushing it, the 

movement from the particular to the abstract through a series of “squeezing out questions” 
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(CI 45), the provocation of psychological antagonism and confusion so as to provoke 

reflection in his learners, and the constant push towards, even “demand” for, ideality (CI 

213). 

Socrates’ “art of midwifery” (CI 191) is the passionate agitation it creates in his 

students toward an erotic longing for truth, his ability to both fascinate and seduce whereby 

he provokes an expansive and productive sense of philosophic wonder. 

It seemed as if he had secretly listened to the most intimate 
conversations of their souls, as if he constrained them to speak 
aloud about them in his presence. He became their confidant 
without their quite knowing how it happened, and while throughout 
all this they were completely changed, he remained unbudgingly 
the same. And then, when all the bonds of their prejudices were 
loosened, when all their intellectual sclerosis was softened, when 
his questions had straightened everything out and made the 
transformation possible, the relation culminated in the meaningful 
moment, in the brief silvery gleam that instantly illuminated the 
world of their consciousness, when he turned everything upside 
down for them at once, as quickly as a glance of the eye and for 
as long as a blink of the eye, …when everything is changed for 
them, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye. (CI 190) 

As described by Kierkegaard, such irony works by placing us into relation with abstract 

ideality; by “cutting the umbilical cord of substantiality” and helping the individual to make 

his own “intellectual delivery” (CI 191), Socrates the midwife enables individuals to come 

to themselves. It is Socrates’ stance, rather than his programme of ideas, that induces the 

learner forward both into the dissonance and longing that precede learning: “Don’t answer 

in the exact terms of the question, but follow my example,” demands Socrates (Phaedo 

105b-c). “It is essential for the ironist never to articulate the idea as such but only casually 

to suggest it, to give with one hand and take away with the other,” Kierkegaard suggests. 

“In this manner there quietly develops in the individual the disease that is just as ironic as 

any other wasting disease and allows the individual to feel best when he is closest to 

disintegration. The ironist is the vampire…” (CI 49). It is the passionate agitation, that 

thirsting of tension, dis-ease and disquietude, provoked by Socrates’ method that arouses 

the learner into motion; starting anywhere, amidst a lavishness of teachable moments, 

Socrates stimulates a needful longing towards ideality, a pressing want in the learner that 

proves so abundantly fertile in the pregnancy of thought. 
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In a startling change of context, here in the letters of “The Seducer’s Diary”, we 

see many of the same dynamics of disruption and illumination, as Kierkegaard’s 

‘Johannes the Seducer’ tempts young Cordelia forward towards her own budding 

womanhood: 

Insofar as I may have any formative influence upon her, it is by 
teaching her again and again what I have learned from her. Her 
soul must be stirred, agitated in every possible direction – not 
piecemeal and by spurts, but totally. She must discover the 
infinite. (E/O1 391) 

*     *      * 
What she must learn is to make all the motions of infinity, to swing 
herself, to rock herself in moods, to confuse poetry and actuality, 
truth and fiction, to frolic in infinity. (E/01 392) 

*     *      * 
My letters are not failing of their intention. They are developing her 
mentally….the more the erotic emerges [in her], the shorter they 
become. (E/O1 397) 

What Kierkegaard stresses is the erotic assent of the soul, both here with reference to 

young Cordelia and elsewhere with less bawdily bodily suggestiveness, intently following 

the mode of being laid out by Socrates through the dialectics of his maieutic method. “The 

irony of the concept,” be it justice, truth, beauty or love, “works to give a sense of that 

which exceeds the concept. If the concept of the absolute is to have any meaning, then 

there must be that which lies beyond all conceptuality” (Colebrook 46). Irony works 

precisely through this intimation of transcendence, that which transports us to the 

ephemeral boundary where actuality finally breaks down and our own erotic longing for 

possibility leads us forth like the song of sirens. Through irony, it is ideality that calls to us, 

answered by the compulsion of our inner longings. As Kierkegaard otherwise put things. 

“Every young girl ought to fall in love with a zephyr” (E/O1 356).  

Realizing the very real potential for getting carried away here – maybe we already 

have been – we might do well to remind ourselves that the meet and fitting ends of ‘Greek’ 

love were psychic rather than sensual, that as Socrates argues in Plato’s Symposium, the 

proper object of love is Truth and the proper aim of the philosopher to be the lover of 

wisdom, to Socrates’ way of thinking an erotic longing of the soul towards the realm of 

pure ideas. For Socrates, the equation between Truth and moral goodness was absolute 

as an article of faith, for “it seemed inconceivable [to him] that one could see the right 

without doing it” (Tredennick 8). “Obviously if my eyes are opened, I shall stop doing what 
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I do not intend to do,” (25d) claims Socrates when confronted with the charge of 

intentionally corrupting the youth of Athens in Plato’s Apology. In taking such a position, 

we can see how Socrates presupposes the ‘God’ upon which his entire axiology depends: 

“As all ancient knowledge and speculation was based on the presupposition that thought 

has reality [Realitet],” writes Kierkegaard, “so all ancient ethics was based on the 

presupposition that virtue can be realised” (CA 19). The Forms are to Socrates’ cosmology 

surely substantial and abidingly permanent, serving not only as the structure of ‘that which 

eternally is’ but providing force and moral direction to his entire philosophic enterprise. 

Howland explains how this requires something of a double move in the paradoxical space 

between faith and knowledge: 

Perhaps because of the soul’s kinship with what is, the 
philosopher is also prophetic, in the sense that he is prescient 
about the ultimate objects of his desire as well as the true nature 
of the soul’s longing. In fact, Socrates’ description of the 
culmination of philosophic eros is itself prophetic, as he claims [in 
The Phaedo] to have only an opinion – and not actual knowledge 
– of the highest object of wisdom, the Good. The Good, according 
to Socrates, is what every soul pursues. (72-73)  

Philosophic eros is thus a desire for something which the ‘soul’ intrinsically lacks, and 

must lack, on its own, for even as we divine the existence of Justice, Beauty, Truth and 

the Good, we still remain unable to grasp just what these are. This is the ‘paradoxical 

passion’ of human understanding that Climacus explores in Philosophical Fragments, as 

summarized by Howland, a longing and a torment we perceive in never fully achieving 

what we most long to possess: “The understanding cannot get beyond the unknown, yet 

it ‘cannot stop reaching it and being engaged with it’. The understanding perceives the 

unknown as a ‘frontier’. ‘But a frontier is expressly the passions’ torment, even though it 

is also its incentive’” (Howland 120). Seemingly, the circumference of the unknown, even 

of the self, cannot be encompassed by mere human understanding and so, Socrates’ 

entire philosophic enterprise is made dependent upon the presumptions of faith. In 

pursuing the ineffable, we also pursue ourselves, for in reaching towards the Good, the 

True and the Beautiful we simultaneously begin to choose ourselves anew, with a mind 

towards human flourishing and what constitutes the best kind of life. The Forms, as 

timeless and unchanging universals, set the Socratic moral universe into motion.  
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The Infinite Absolute Negativity of Irony 

Perhaps, then, we are closer to understanding both why the Forms must be lived 

in concrete terms as purely negative concepts and why wisdom should be considered 

something closer to a style or manner of being rather than a position in reference to a 

positive body of concepts. Kierkegaard addresses the first of these phenomenon in The 

Concept of Anxiety when he explores how universal categories may signify everything in 

such a way that they signify nothing at all, a manner whereby ‘scientifically speaking, 

everything is dissolved into tautology’ (77-78). Justice, for example, seems indefinable, 

not only without appeal to concrete instances of just phenomenon, Beauty the beautiful, 

and so on, but also without reference to other negative concepts, for instance the Truth 

as something Good and Justice as something Beautiful. Considering the Forms as the 

object of an upwards longing soul appears to indicate something approaching emptiness, 

a hollowing of worldly manifestations that nevertheless are lived out in concrete terms: 

His abstract is a totally empty designation. He starts with the 
concrete and arrives at the most abstract and there, where the 
investigation should begin, he stops. The conclusion he comes to 
is actually the indefinable qualification of pure being: love is – 
because the addendum, that it is a longing, desire, is no definition, 
since it is merely an elation to something that is not given.” (CI 46) 

Following Socrates, in simpler language, we must ‘begin with the actual in order to raise 

it up to ideality’, (CI 19) which is to say begin in the tangible instance so as to un-Earth 

larger ethereal truth animating existence. And yet again we find paradox, for as Howland 

argues, “a distinctive human life, a life worth living, requires the presupposition that – one 

way or another – we can learn the truth” (42), at least to the extent that we begin to 

perceive how our limited and finite lives – the path or journey that constitutes my becoming 

self – might also participate in the ideality of the infinite. The gadfly, spurred on by his 

daimon, distances and dissuades us from the comfortable assumptions of everyday truth, 

leaving us the possibility of reverence and profound wonder about ultimate reality and our 

place within in it. This, so the saying goes, is where philosophy begins. But also does it 

carry a rather profound consequence for what we might, and should, hope to achieve in 

the process of education: Socratic truth cannot be forced, foisted, instructed or simply told, 

but is “irreducibly connected to eros as the path to self-formation,” Colebrook warns. “The 

aim of the dialogues is truth, but the character of this truth depends upon a certain type of 
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soul and its position in relation to everyday experience. Irony is part of an ethics of dialogue 

and assumes a form of moral knowledge that can only be achieved through a care for 

ones’ soul and the soul of the other” (88). For the teacher, such indicates a need for less 

pontification and control, and more an inducement of what arises within students 

themselves; their individual movements towards the good stimulated by the quality of our 

own wondrous searching and contemplation of what constitutes a life worth living. 

Socratic ignorance – his claim that he ‘knows nothing and is ignorant of everything’ 

in the Symposium – is a profoundly moral position based upon a refusal of clarity and self-

evidence. Reading Socrates, we can only achieve the deeper truth of such an ironic 

statement through the development of our own moral autonomy, a position achieved, 

forever imperfectly, through a distancing from the accepted or complacent opinions of our 

cultural and moral contexts. Reflecting on Kierkegaard’s Climacus, Howland marks how 

Socrates is forever on the footpath to wisdom, trodding along in happy amusement of his 

own inability to finally repose in the comforting firmness of sure conclusions: 

He is in practice always still en route to wisdom, and thus never 
actually free from paradox or from the questions it provokes….In 
Climacus’s [sic] view, Socrates’ uncertainty about who he is 
shows that philosophical eros or passion leads not to answers, but 
to ever greater questions, to the point where thought encounters 
a paradox that admits no resolutions. (106) 

In the supplemental notes to The Concept of Irony, Kierkegaard exhibits how Socrates’ 

purpose was to provoke agitation and so rouse contemplation. It was not, however, to 

offer comforting assurance. “Socrates’ influence was simply to awaken – midwife that he 

was – not redeeming except in an inauthentic sense” (432). As the embodiment of perfect 

irony, Socrates stands aloof in his dissimulation. His position is not one of knowledge, for 

as Colebrook suggests, “it is the very character of moral wisdom to be other than 

knowledge and this distance from knowledge, or doxa, cannot be given but only performed 

through irony” (89). It is rather Socrates’ very form of life, his stance or mode of being, that 

teaches us our own autonomy. “The pure ironist,” Burgess explains, “is radically alienated 

from contemporary culture, gazing down on human life with amused condescension” 

(Perkins 155). Burgess perhaps offers too strong of a description of Socrates; there is 

ample evidence to suggest that while alienated from actuality, suspicious of Homeric 

belief, and very much bemused by the society in which he lived, he nevertheless was 
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keenly concerned with the moral welfare of his peers. Still, we can accede the point: 

Socrates was unsurpassed as a destabilizing provocateur. As Egan summarizes, “He 

deconstructs others’ claims to knowledge but offers nothing positive of his own in their 

place. He solves no problems, shows that all the proffered solutions are inadequate and 

cheerfully leaves us to sort things out as best as we can” (Educated Mind 140-141). 

The irony of Socrates is thus an eminently consistent and totalizing position. He 

hovers above the entire given specificity of existence with an ironic gaze of “infinite 

absolute negativity” (CI 254), cycling between a finite and limited actuality and the infinite, 

ethereal purity of ideas. At length, Kierkegaard explains how for the ironic subject, given 

actuality has lost its validity entirely: 

The ironist, however, has stepped out of line with his age, has 
turned around and faced it….the actuality he so antagonistically 
confronts is what he must destroy; upon this he focuses his 
burning gaze….Here then we have irony as the infinite absolute 
negativity. It is negativity, because it only negates; it is infinite, 
because it does not negate this or that phenomenon; it is absolute, 
because that by virtue of which it negates is a higher something 
that still is not. The irony establishes nothing, because that which 
is to be established lies behind it. It is a divine madness… (CI 261) 

Irony, along with the ironist, chip away at our tenuous hold on reality; it negates actuality 

in the constant push towards ideality, is infinite insofar as nothing of actuality escapes the 

purview of its gaze, and is absolute in that its negations lead the mind towards an endpoint 

(telos) in Truth and the Good, for Kierkegaard, undoubtedly, something approaching faith 

in God. Concepts are negative, or rather they must be for us, as we live in the gap between 

our limited points of view and the plenum of pure ideality: “It is the negativity of the Idea 

that delimits the specific personality of our existence,” writes Colebrook. “The Idea is given 

negatively, as what lies beyond the finitude of our existence. Because we live the 

difference between the worldly concept and the Idea that lies beyond the concept, irony 

elevates us above our finite point of view” (161).  

It is in this space between actuality and ideality, between seemingly concrete 

necessity and as yet abstract possibility, that Socrates ensnares us and provokes such 

passionate agitation. As Kierkegaard indicates, “irony knows that the phenomenon is not 

the essence” (CI 279). It is rather the case that ideality might become intelligible through 
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the substantive: “Socrates’ undertaking was not to make the abstract concrete, but to let 

the abstract become visible through the immediately concrete…. [this was] the principle 

of movement in Socrates’ whole life – that it proceeded not from abstract to the concrete 

but from the concrete to the abstract and continually arrived at this” (CI 267). Socrates 

incites us towards ideality, fore knowing from his ironic height that all our striving will end 

not in communion with the Absolute but rather only with our own longing, born of a residual 

prescience that such an Absolute might nonetheless be ours if only we could penetrate 

through the gauze: 

Continually in the process of leading the phenomenon up to the 
idea (the dialectical activity), the individual is thrust back or flees 
back into actuality; but actuality itself has only the validity of 
continually being the occasion for wanting to go beyond actuality 
– yet without this taking place; whereas the individual takes the 
molimina [efforts] of this subjectivity back into himself, incloses 
[sic] them within himself in a personal satisfaction; but this position 
is precisely that of irony. (CI 154) 

Our inability to find solace and repose in pure ideality is the absurd predicament of human 

subjectivity, Colebrook warns, a torment “that places one in an infinitely negative relation 

to the Idea and that admits no sublation in the Hegelian sense” (163). Such is the 

sustained irony of the Socratic position, precisely to let nothing whatever endure: “Like 

Samson, Socrates grasps the pillars that support knowledge and tumbles everything down 

into the nothingness of existence” (CI 40). “This master is nothing else than the total irony 

that looks out over the total nothing when all the minor skirmishes have been fought and 

all the ramparts demolished and becomes aware that there is nothing left or rather that 

what is left is nothing” (CI 112). What remains is we, shouldering our existential burden, 

who must pick up the pieces of our tenuous and inadequate grasp on reality, with little to 

rely on past the functional myths that bind us together. Infinite absolute negativity: Risum 

teneatis, amici?  

 

A Mode of Knowing That Annihilates Itself 

Insofar as Socrates never goes beyond the possibility of the idea, insofar as he 

only brings us to an arrival at ideality wherein he must stop, we can see how irony erects 
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“a kind of epistemology that annihilates itself” (CI 61). “Now it is certainly true,” Kierkegaard 

confidently suggests, “that in this continually implied negativity, which is perpetually 

postulated and at the same time revoked, there is a rich and profound positivity the 

moment it has a chance to come to itself, but Socrates continually kept it merely in this 

possibility that never became actuality” (CI 170). We can see, therefore, how irony haunts 

meaning with an understanding beyond mere speaking; that in the gap between the 

declaration and intimation of language, there is a lurking and insinuated hierarchy of 

intention that demolishes even the possibility of its own pronouncements. Kierkegaard so 

demonstrates: “It is the irony that in the Symposium made love the substance of life but 

then took it back again with the other hand by interpreting love negatively as longing, the 

irony that here [in the Phaedo] views life as retrospective, always wanting to go back into 

the nebulosity from which the soul emerged or, more correctly, into a formless, infinite 

transparency” (CI 64). Irony, it seems, can never actually advance a positive thesis 

because for irony, “nothing [no-thing] is an established order; it plays helter-skelter ad 

libitum [at will] with everything; but when it wants to declare this, it says something positive, 

and to that extent its sovereignty is thereby at an end” (CI 269). Socratic ignorance, a 

nevertheless moral position, is also one of paradox in that it both cannot be and yet is 

meant: irony, for Socrates, is a playing with ‘seemingness’ rather than a hypocrisy. There 

exists no hidden purchase that allows him to discredit the presumptions to wisdom in his 

contemporaries, this despite their misunderstanding that he must surely possess some 

privileged purview unattainable to others. Unlike the great swath of men, Kierkegaard 

remarks, “The reason Socrates could be satisfied in this ignorance was that he had no 

deeper speculative craving” (CI 176). And for us, aided by the sympathy of time, this might 

explain how he could maintain the distance of a critical view, without taking himself so 

seriously that he fell into mere satire, or worse. As a mode of knowing that annihilates 

itself, irony teaches us a provocative and antagonizing tension between actuality and 

possibility, such that on both an ontological and metaphysical level, “human existence is 

insecure and that it cannot in any wise be rendered secure” (Martinez 18).  

Outlining just how Socrates makes us realize the essential insecurity of human 

existence would, no doubt, result in enough commentary to fill an entire thesis, even one 

written by Kierkegaard. Irony holds the foreknowledge that since actuality cannot 

transgress the boundary separating it from pure Socratic ideality, so nothing “could claim 
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to survive the downfall that irony from the outset prepares for each and all in it. When the 

curtain falls, everything is forgotten, nothing but nothing remains, and that is the only thing 

one sees” (E/O1 273). We should not find surprising, therefore, Socrates’ predilection for 

rooting out contradiction and pressing his interlocutors to a position of absurdity: Explains 

Kierkegaard, “Socrates’ questioning was essentially aimed at the knowing subject for the 

purpose of showing that when all was said and done they knew nothing whatsoever” (CI 

37). As the ‘alien for whom actuality had lost its validity’ (CI 264), Colebrook is able to 

witness how his irony resides in ‘the superior withheld’, in the slippage of language 

between the said and the intended, in mistaken and paradoxical identity, and in the 

distribution of meaning: “Irony generates a higher point of view by delimiting a way of 

seeing….In irony our world is inadequate to the lofty strivings of our concepts….Irony 

estranges or alienates voice in order to set the particularly of voice against a transcendent 

Idea that resists all articulation or determination” (241-242). This is quite a predicament 

indeed – or at least a pretty strong temporal representation of predicament in actuality – 

for it seems we cannot have the ability to articulate ideality unless we have first 

transcended our limited view in actuality, but to transcend our limited view of actuality, we 

would first have to have the ability to articulate ideality. Alternately said (if that last 

sentence was too Joseph Heller for you), the actuality of our inability to articulate ideality 

arises precisely because the infinite possibility of ideality admits of no articulation in 

actuality. How does one, after all, define ‘God’, once we set aside distorting theomorphic, 

anthropomorphic and animalistic metaphors? Should we not rather approach the universe 

with reverence, buoyancy and abiding wonder? Given the paucity of our ability to articulate 

the ineffable, Socrates appears to understand that the latter must be preferable. Advises 

Kierkegaard, “Socrates renders shaky what has hitherto been fixed and firm to 

representational reflection,” (CI 234) and in doing so, he necessarily forces us confront 

limitations surrounding what we can rightly claim to know, this despite all our stubborn 

persistence at the attempt.  

The seeming inability of language to establish fixed and firm representation of 

reality is also at issue. In a brief but dense section of The Concept of Irony entitled 

“Observations for Orientation”, Kierkegaard suggests that his time was a shallow age filled 

with noisy protestations of truth, excessively verbose feeling and insincere demonstrations 

of pathos (CI 246). His age was not, so he claims, one which permitted the quiet 
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contemplative wonder and speculative doubt sustaining so much of the Socratic posture; 

an age not fit for ironists – what age ever truly is? In lodging this critique, even complaint, 

Kierkegaard is indicating something terribly significant regarding the potential for ironic 

usage to create fissures in the intentionality and referentiality of language. Specifically, in 

deploying ironic language a productively paradoxical gap emerges between the saying 

and the intention of the speech act wherein the speaker gains a negative subjective 

freedom in relation to others and even oneself. Irony frees the speaker from being bound 

by definite meaning, even if the other recognizes that this is what is occurring. 

Earnestness, so it would appear, need not be in earnest and it certainly need not be ‘put 

on’ or bound to unwarranted beliefs of referential certainty. As a speech act, irony may in 

fact reveal ends more lofty, speculative and integral, for Socrates, something approaching 

the ethereal: 

The ironic figure of speech cancels itself, however, inasmuch as 
the one who is speaking assumes that his hearers understand 
him, and thus, through a negation of the immediate phenomenon, 
the essence becomes identical with the phenomenon…. In fact, 
we say of such an ironic turn of speech: Its earnestness is not in 
earnest. The remark is so earnest that it is shocking, but the 
hearer in the know shares the secret lying behind it. (CI 248) 

The ironic speech act thus intimates something beyond the mere referentiality of language 

and by recognizing this, we are able to witness Kierkegaard’s “double movement” of irony 

in a hierarchy of intention, “for it is always irony to say something and yet not say it” (FT 

142).  

Now, in the hands of a profound eros such as Socrates’, we can see how irony 

provoked such agitation and, ultimately, vengeful animosity from those members of 

Athenian society committed to the staid certainty of conventional truths and the Homeric 

pantheon of gods. Shrouded within the withheld and hiding behind a mask of 

seemingness, irony enables language so wily we could stick a tail on it and call it a badger. 

Colebrook notes how Socrates begins with the end in mind, extending what we say into 

absurdity, thereby attempting “to show that our use of a concept, or what we say, is never 

exhausted by what we (think we) mean” (86). Socrates’ speech, then, is not so much 

deceitful as it is an enticement forward towards deeper moral truth. “This is what makes 

Socratic irony an instance of ‘complex irony’: it is not just deceit or dissimulation but relies 
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upon a different point of view. In ‘complex irony’ what is said both is and isn’t meant: its 

surface content is meant to be true in one sense, false in another” (86). The importance 

of being earnest – the earnestness of earnestness – just doesn’t seem a real priority for 

Socrates even though on the most intimate of levels – the care of the soul – it is. Vice, for 

Socrates, is surely something more significant than an uncontrolled impulse towards 

cucumber sandwiches: 

It is the most common form of irony to say something earnestly 
that is not meant in earnest. The second form of irony, to say as a 
jest, jestingly, something that is meant in earnest, is more rare. 
But as was mentioned, the ironic figure of speech cancels itself; it 
is like a riddle to which one at the same time has the solution. The 
ironic figure of speech has still another property that characterizes 
all irony, a certain superiority deriving from its not wanting to be 
understood immediately. (CI 248) 

Irony, while residing in concealment and duplicity, nevertheless intimates an earnestness 

about the great and wondrous things with which the ‘soul’ ought properly, and eventually, 

to concern itself. The salient issue, as we indicated earlier, is this: ethical responsibility 

can never be directly instructed, foisted or otherwise told, and neither can ideality be 

demonstrated otherwise but negatively. The ironist instead induces us towards our own 

ethical selves by estranging common speech from the transcendent good which he 

nevertheless, in the privacy of his higher seclusion, first posits. As Kierkegaard concludes, 

“It [irony] travels around, so to speak, in an exclusive incognito and looks down pitying 

from this high position on ordinary, prosaic talk. In everyday affairs, the ironic figure of 

speech … requires smiling at innocence and looking upon virtue as narrow-mindedness, 

although one still believes in it up to a point” (CI 248). 

The double movement of irony works the way it does precisely because the 

negative subjective freedom it grants the speaker nevertheless remains in communion 

with publicly assumed meanings, moral codifications, and the like. Claims Colebrook, 

“Irony can be considered both as an extension and as a disruption of this grounding voice 

in common sense,” (239) and we can readily see this dynamic both in how Socrates 

positions himself with respect to wrong-minded positions in order to draw out their 

contradictions as well as in his practice of playing along with trumped-up blusterers in 

order to reveal their hubris: 
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Either the ironist identifies himself with the odious practice he 
wants to attack, or he takes a hostile stance to it, but always, of 
course, in such a way that he himself is aware that his appearance 
is in contrast to what he himself embraces and that he thoroughly 
enjoys this discrepancy. When it comes to a silly, inflated, know-
it-all knowledge, it is ironically proper to go along, to be enraptured 
by all this wisdom, to spur it on with jubilating applause to ever 
greater lunacy, although the ironist is aware that the whole thing 
underneath is empty and void of substance….Indeed, the more 
successful the ironist is in beguiling, the further his fakery 
proceeds. (CI 249)  

By posturing himself as the student of greater minds and persistently praising the acumen 

of his victims, Socrates is able to lure out contradiction, over-confidence, and unwarranted 

conclusions. “Obviously you know,” Socrates spurs Euthyphro, “because you claim to 

have a better knowledge or religion than anyone else….You see, my friend, I am a 

passionate admirer of your wisdom and keep my attention fixed upon it, so that no word 

of yours will fall to the ground” (Euthyphro 13e-14d). Encouraging Euthyphro to continue 

to the point of absurdity, the outcome from here appears only too obvious. Having allowed 

his opponent to state his case fully, Socrates perpetrates a quick inversion, incising deep 

into the argument. As Climacus describes the experience, “In an instant, everything was 

turned upside down; the explicable was made inexplicable, the certain doubtful, the 

opposite was made obvious,” (Howland 18) an evisceration Euthyphro felt only too 

personally: “If that’s what you say, can you be surprised if your statements visibly shift 

their ground instead of keeping still? …Don’t you see that our discussion has gone right 

round and come back to the point from which we started?” (Euthyphro 15c). While 

Socrates allows himself negative subjective freedom in relation to the Idea, refusing either 

to engage in ‘normal’ speech or to explain himself, we can witness how his accusers were 

unable to escape the doxa of everyday language and so made to become increasingly 

conscious of themselves: Writes Kierkegaard, “However savagely they resented him, they 

still had to try as far as possible to adhere to the truth” (CI 167). For his part, “Socrates 

stood as the ironic spectator who enjoyed their amazement” (CI 190). “No, by Zeus,” cries 

Polemarchus at his inability to defend his definition of justice as reciprocity and just due, 

“But I no longer know what I did mean” (The Republic 333e-334b).  
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The Illusory Nature of Knowledge Claims  

Throughout the Euthyphro, Socrates presses his right-minded friend to give an 

account of piety which will be universally true, a feat which from his elevated and alienated 

vantage he knows will end in circularity and humiliation for Euthyphro. The latter’s resulting 

aporia, really the result of the ironic trap laid by Socrates at the outset, is instructive 

because it so clearly demonstrates Socrates’ position that much of what passes for 

knowledge is actually illusory, that doubt arrives endowed with its own natural potency, 

that virtue has more to do with noesis and longing than it does producing definitions, and 

that precisely where we feel most certain so we must guard against hubris and remember 

a call to humility. Hannay notes this well in his introduction to Fear and Trembling, and 

with some degree of scorn for the modern age it might be added, where he suggests that 

the Greeks upheld doubt as a good, which is to say a feature characteristic of virtuous 

minds: “Doubt was what they sought to preserve, not a state of immaturity they felt bound 

to overcome….The only way to raise the value of what we consider to be human ideals is 

to be less complacent, more critical, about having already attained them” (FT 12). For 

Euthyphro, that his definitions refuse to stand still and his arguments come full circle 

without finding closure is precisely the point, as Martinez explains: 

Socrates observes that practically all the men he knows adhere to 
their convictions with an uncritical tenacity. While there is nothing 
wrong with having convictions, people would be more in tune with 
human nature if they reflected on the customs and practices of 
their communities. …the Socratic method of cross-examination 
(the elenchus) guards against culpable ignorance and vice. 
Further, it is for this reason that the examined life is the best 
human life: such reasoned existence virtually guarantees the 
recognition of the partiality of every human standpoint, as well as 
the corrigibility of every ethical conviction. (83) 

For Socrates, there is no finality, no closure and no easy way out; he disrupts complacency 

at every turn, creating dissonance where previously there was certainty and the pretence 

of righteousness: Continues Martinez, “Euthyphro is so sure of his knowledge of what 

piety is that he does not hesitate to prosecute his own father for alleged murder. After his 

‘conversation’ with the gadfly, however, a new and addled Euthyphro emerges. He is now 

awakened to the fact that the matter is not so simple after all” (Martinez 85).  



 

113 

The “radical epistemic doubt” (Egan, Educated Mind 141) of Socrates extends 

everywhere, outward and inward up and down, leaving nothing, even himself, untouched. 

As he ponders in the Cratylus:  

I have long been wondering at my own wisdom, I cannot trust 
myself. And I think that I ought to stop and ask myself, what am I 
saying? For there is nothing worse than self-deception – when the 
deceiver is always at home and always with you it is quite terrible, 
and therefore I ought often retrace my steps and endeavor to ‘look 
fore and aft’ in the words of the aforesaid Homer. (Kierkegaard, 
notes to CA 254)  

To live out such a position requires both introspective fearlessness and moral courage, 

particularly in recognition of our inalienable human freedom; any position we end up 

choosing will likely as not be incomplete and at best represent a tenuous grasp in need of 

updating and correcting, and yet we will need to stand up in responsibility for the decisions 

and choices we make, inadequate as they are, including taking ownership for the need to 

constantly correct ourselves. Socratic irony, as a way of being, validates our freedom 

insofar as it invalidates the culturally- and historically-derived presumptions regarding the 

nature of existence. “It is for this reason,” Martinez explains, “that although he relies so 

much on the god [i.e. his daimon], or his self-knowledge, Socrates recognizes that to live 

is to ‘wander about in unending perplexity’” (49). In guarding against hubris, especially his 

own, Socrates does not attempt certainty, only consistency. He breaks no law, only unveils 

the mendacity and ignorance surrounding him on all sides. “Socrates knows the finite 

extent of his knowledge, and that is why he does not follow his own inclinations, but heeds 

the behest of his daimon. He does not defend himself against his accusers. He is forbidden 

by his daimon to do so. What he does instead is to disclose to his fellow Athenians the 

consistency of his life” (Martinez 83).  

In holding everyone, particularly himself, to such strict account, we can now 

appreciate Socratic ignorance as the performance of a moral limit, an engaged ethical 

praxis, regarding the kinds of truth we might fairly claim to know. Socrates’ profession of 

ignorance – why should this be any different? – is typically ironic. Colebrook notes how 

the famous claim that Socrates has no knowledge is most assuredly false, and yet, “from 

the perspective of moral knowledge and its unique form, Socrates is truly wise, and this 

wisdom lies in not knowing….from the perspective of moral autonomy, the Socratic 
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position is not only of knowledge. It is the very character of moral wisdom to be other than 

knowledge” (89). Kierkegaard finds similar evidence in Plato’s depiction of his teacher:  

Where the empirical ends, Socrates begins....For this reason, he 
disdains the useful, is indifferent to the established, is an out-and-
out enemy of the mediocrity that in empiricism is the highest, an 
object of pious worship, but for speculation a troll 
changeling….along with Plato, one can certainly let Socrates 
touch on the idea, except that the idea does not open up to him 
but is rather a boundary.  (CI 126-127) 

There is, it seems, a qualitative distinction being made here between empirical and ethical 

truth claims. However, in claiming ‘to know nothing and be ignorant of everything’, 

Socrates is again enacting the duality of ironic speech: Socrates clearly knows a great 

deal yet he claims awareness of nothing past a mere intuition of what really matters to the 

soul. Moral truth, we realize, cannot be reduced to a series of propositions and definitions, 

but rather must be engaged and enacted through the self. As explained by Colebrook: 

Moral truth is unique precisely because its way of being known is 
crucial to what is known. There is a specific form or mode of moral 
truth quite distinct from content. Moral truth cannot be given as a 
statement, definition or conveyed meaning; it must be discovered 
for itself. And the necessity of this discovery can be realized only 
through self-transformation. It is the performance of Socratic irony 
that enables the interlocutor to perceive his own limits, his own 
self-deceit. (87) 

It is thus through his ironic performance that Socrates instructs us regarding a particularly 

worthy form of life, one characterized by a commitment to truth, a disavowal of certainty, 

and an open-handed, wondrous searching. His irony offers to discipline our shared, 

mendacious penchant for taking our rather superficial ability to know, even ourselves, too 

seriously. Offers Kierkegaard, “Socrates explains how he circumnavigated the whole 

empire of intelligence and found the whole domain to be bounded by an Oceanus of 

illusory knowledge” (CI 38). And yet, while it is ‘true’ that Socrates teaches us no-thing, 

such a realization should not leave us disheartened; Socrates is also a vorbild, a paragon 

of virtue, without equal. Concludes Colebrook, “Socrates is a teacher; not one who 

conveys knowledge but one whose very form of life teaches us our own meaning” (89).  

In its evocation of wonder and longing towards ideality, the ignorance of Socrates 

is so immensely productive, fertile, and pregnant with possibility, a far cry from the relative 
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poverty of hubris and certainty. According to Kierkegaard, his stance reflects a truly 

philosophical position, stimulating and disciplining intelligence forward by keeping 

thought’s object in suspension, ever on the path towards possibility:  

…ignorance is a true philosophical position and at the same time 
is also completely negative. In other words, Socrates’ ignorance 
was by no means empirical ignorance; on the contrary, he was a 
very well informed person, was well read in the poets and 
philosophers, had much experience in life, and consequently was 
not ignorant in the empirical sense. In the philosophic sense, 
however, he was ignorant. He was ignorant of the ground of all 
being, the eternal, the divine – that is, he knew that it was, but he 
did not know what it was. He was conscious of it, and yet he was 
not conscious of it, inasmuch as the only thing he could say about 
it was that he did not know anything about it. But this says in other 
words the same thing that we previously designated as follows: 
Socrates held the idea as a boundary. (CI 169, emphasis added) 

There remains, recalling the existential bind laid out in chapter one, a boundary of the 

knowable where we can witness a constant collision between the capacities of intelligence 

and what must nevertheless remain empty or unknown, a frontier realm that draws forth 

such fervent agitation, wonder and imagination. This passion is what is performed in the 

Socratic dialogues, according to Colebrook: “Irony and the truth of irony depend upon a 

performance and dramatic interplay of voices, positions, and perspectives. But all this 

drama and interplay has a governing telos: truth” (90). Dialogue is precisely the enactment 

of this ironic searching, for Socrates of a self in loyal antagonism with his surrounding 

culture. “Socrates’ ignorance is so pregnant,” adds Kierkegaard, “that all one has to do is 

be quiet and listen while it speaks” (CI 170). It carries a force and a weightiness, Colebrook 

adds, that cannot be adequately stated, only performed:  

Irony is neither a position, nor a statement, nor the description of 
a state of affairs. It is not given as a form or figure of speech in the 
way of tropes or other intralinguistic phenomena. As such, irony 
cannot be a form of philosophy strictly speaking but must be 
dramatized through voice. If philosophy is a commitment to true 
speech above and beyond the rigidity of rhetoric, irony begins with 
the impossibility of just such an elevation. (129) 

Wisdom, what we acknowledged some pages ago as Climacus’ “paradoxical passion of 

understanding”, cannot simply be poured into intelligence, as if filling up small cups from 

a larger decanter labelled ‘Truth’. Rather, wisdom emerges to consciousness through our 

capacity for imagination and wonder regarding possibilities greater than our physical and 
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temporal selves, the very ‘turning’ of the mind away from the world of change described 

in Book Seven of The Republic (519c). And this is why Socratic wisdom, premised in the 

pregnancy of ignorance, is so offended by hubris; hubris, we realize, exists as a 

significantly other form of ignorance, even suffering, one which stops up our ears, hardens 

our hearts, imperils imagination, and makes us coldly protective of our finite attachments. 

To witness hubris is to reveal the contrived worthlessness of our merely human wisdom.  

Socrates’ ignorance is thus, paradoxically, both a detachment from and form of 

moral commitment, specifically the enactment of an ethical restraint or ‘control’ regarding 

the limitations of human knowledge and subjectivity that is nonetheless passionately in 

love with Truth, in its most essential sense. Is it not, Howland sagely asks, simply a 

prejudice and presupposition, even an unwarranted philosophical pride, “that the truth 

must in principle be fully comprehensible to reason?” (96), a question Kierkegaard himself 

sets into motion at the outset of his Philosophical Fragments when Johannes Climacus 

inquires, “Can the truth be learned?” (9). As an ethical limit of restraint, irony instructs us 

against the potential for folly in claiming dominion, propriety or rights over others, a 

something acutely learned by Euthyphro in relation to his own father but, perhaps, even 

more relevant to the cynical self-interest, ideological thinking and reactionary violence 

characteristic of the modern world. Irony, so it would appear, is a controlling element 

characteristic of an ethically developed, fully human life: 

No genuinely human life is possible without irony. As soon as irony 
is controlled, it makes a movement opposite to that in which 
uncontrolled irony declares its life. Irony limits, finitizes, and 
circumscribes and thereby yields truth, actuality, content; it 
disciplines and punishes and thereby yields balance and 
consistency. Irony is a disciplinarian feared only by those who do 
not know it but loved by those who do. 

 *      *      * 
Even though one must warn against irony as against a seducer, 
so must one also commend it is a guide…. But woe to him who 
cannot bear to have irony seek to balance the accounts. Irony as 
the negative is the way, it is not the truth, but the way. 

      *     *      * 
Here again irony is an excellent surgeon, because, as stated, 
when irony has been put under control, its function is extremely 
important in enabling personal life to gain health and truth. (CI 
326-328) 
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Once again, as elsewhere, irony is both stimulus and discipline, offering us a subjective 

freedom via its negative relation to the Idea, but one that also serves an existential praxis 

which, following Socrates, enables us to live into historical contexts with commitment and 

responsibility. Suggests Martinez, “If, in the world of Kierkegaard, a single term could be 

used to best depict the rich concept of irony with which his name is associated, it would 

have to be ‘detachment’: a deliberate holding back of oneself from the cosmic march of 

things, a decisive attitude towards whatever impinges on one’s existence” (16). To the 

extent that every view is partial and every conviction corrigible as we suggested above, 

this would suggest that “Irony itself has to be viewed ironically,” (Martinez 17) and thus be 

practiced with at least a suggestion of diffidence. While irony shields us from being 

overwhelmed and thereby unnecessarily burdened by actuality, so too does the irony of 

irony undermine any unwarranted self-assurance arising from irony’s first movement. This 

is the reflexive turn contained within irony’s double movement, that consistency of 

character which allows us to recognize Socrates not only as a great ethicist, but also a 

profound existent. Socrates offers no program, political or otherwise, only the ethic of 

ignorance and care for the soul, as if he held it out in front of his body, cupping it in his 

open hands as an offering for all to witness and share. He offers nothing, …and everything.  

 

Irony as Freedom from the Non-Ironic  

It should be clear by this point that Socrates is indeed a man apart, a being 

thoroughly misrelated to his context who through his negation of actuality reveals a 

profound subjective existential freedom within the ironic. Kierkegaard explains how from 

his superior ‘hovering’ position, Socrates finds that his context holds no validity, and so 

does not feel compelled to fit himself into his environment: “The ironist stands proudly 

inclosed within himself…and finds no fellowship for himself. In so doing, he continually 

collides with the actuality to which he belongs. Therefore it becomes important for him to 

suspend what is constitutive in actuality, that which orders and supports it: that is, morality 

[Moral] and ethics [Sædelighed]” (CI 283). In following his daimon, debunking prejudice 

and superstition, and instead revealing their presuppositions, Socrates stands in 

disruptive contrast to the matrix of values and beliefs which typically function to bond his 

social milieu. And yet, however he might be perceived by those who misinterpret him, it is 
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not the case that he wants to lord over his context or claim some right of license unshared 

by others. To Kierkegaard, his distinctiveness is something else altogether:  

It cannot really be said that the ironist places himself outside and 
above morality and ethics, but he lives far too abstractly, far too 
metaphysically and esthetically to reach the concretion of the 
moral and the ethical. For him, life is a drama, and what absorbs 
him is the ingenious complication of this drama. He himself is a 
spectator, even when he himself is the one acting….he is a severe 
critic who knows very well when this virtue becomes insipid and 
inauthentic. (CI 283-284) 

Socrates’s irony thus forms an ‘inclosing reserve’ by which he rejects the finite temporality 

of existence and locally constructed moralities in order to approach the frontier region of 

the divine, that paradoxical search without resolution so thoroughly laid out in the 

Philosophical Fragments. While he gains in its place the negative freedom of subjective 

consciousness, an interior richness not shared or fully sharable with others, so he pays 

with the loss of his own public unintelligibility: Writes Kierkegaard, “the more definitely 

conscience is developed in a person the more expanded he is, even though in other 

respects he closes himself off from the whole world” (CA 134). The irony of Socrates 

erodes the legitimacy of the Homeric social order, revealing its arbitrariness, and so 

Socrates isolates himself within the interiority of his subjective freedom, becoming 

something ‘other’, ‘alien’ and apart. In doing so, however, he also realizes his moral 

autonomy, Socrates himself as the proper subject of his own inward freedom. 

Now if one wished one could conceive of Socrates as a mere provocateur, 

dissembling sophist or, worse, merchant of despair, making use of Taylor’s argument in 

the previous chapter of this thesis that without the concretization of socially held norms 

the individual must necessarily be somehow fractured or unintelligible to even himself. 

This, however, would be a misguided interpretation of Socrates’ design, for despite his 

erosion of confidence in socially held beliefs, the consciousness of Socrates remains 

abundant. Socratic irony is not simple doubt, as Kierkegaard reminds us, but is rather the 

anti-foundation upon which the subject realizes his own freedom: “Doubt is a conceptual 

qualification, and irony is subjectivity’s being-for-itself” (CI 257). For the purposes of 

simplification and illustrative clarity of what seems here a rather esoteric point, consider 

the supportive view offered by Martinez: “Freedom is presupposed in the realization of any 

given objective but the proper object of freedom is itself, i.e. the subject in his inwardness 
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(98)….an absence of finality defines the very notion of freedom” (89). As is demonstrated 

by Socrates’ exploration of justice in The Republic, therefore, we can see why the dialogue 

ends with a negative conclusion. Socrates’ mission was to shake up what was firm and to 

promote receptivity rather than easy certainty, thereby revealing to us our moral freedom 

in the universal subjective. He went about, “prompting everyone to think about their 

duties,” describes Kierkegaard, “and directed their thinking away from the specific incident 

to the universal, the in-and-for-itself truth and beauty” (CI 227). Socrates’s irony is a 

“curative treatment” (Treddenick 17) for those, like Euthyphro, who are too confident and 

self-assured in shared quotidian moralities, an emancipatory response which then as now 

pushes back against fundamentalism and the suffering that fundamentalism tends to 

create: As ever, “What the world, confused simply by too much knowledge, needs is a 

Socrates,” writes Anti-Climacus. “Invariably, what error needs most is always the last thing 

it thinks of – quite naturally, for otherwise it would not, after all, be error” (SD 92).  

If the fruit of irony is the achievement of subjective freedom, if the revelation of 

knowledge as mere social construction and utilitarian agreement leads to emancipation, 

wonder and possibility, then there is little need to imagine Socrates’ doubt as particularly 

despairing. “Only in contrast is there freedom,” writes the aesthete Johannes in Either/Or, 

Part One (425), an assertion which appears to be supported by the entirely negative, ironic 

movement of Plato’s Apology: Suggests Kierkegaard, “Irony [the irony of The Apology] 

requires strong contrast and would utterly vanish in such boring company as 

argumentation” (CI 90). While recognizing the aesthete, here that rapscallion Johannes, 

as but one deliciously entertaining type, even the more prototypical ironist – ؟ the generic 

ironist ؟ – need neither feel burdened. Rather might he more accurately be viewed as “the 

pupil of possibility,” an interpretation of the being-for-itself who, like Socrates, possess an 

unflinching courage to engage in existential praxis. Explained by Vigilius Haufniensis: “The 

most commonplace life no doubt has experiences enough, but the question is that of the 

possibility in the individuality who is honest with himself” (CA 158-9). Now one could rightly 

point out that such a quote here seems a little out of place, (remember, Dear Reader, that 

one must keep one’s head up and recognize which of Kierkegaard’s pseudonyms are 

speaking), insofar that Haufniensis’ larger project is to describe the anxiety of accrued 

hereditary sin, a far cry from the comparatively cynical gamesmanship of the aesthete 

Johannes. Writes Haufniensis, “Whoever is educated by anxiety is educated by possibility, 
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and only he who is educated by possibility is educated according to his infinitude. 

Therefore possibility is the weightiest of all categories….in possibility all things are equally 

possible, and whoever has truly been brought up by possibility has grasped the terrible as 

well as the joyful” (CA 156). However, one might rightly retort (against oneself!) that his 

reasoning reflects precisely the decadence of thought and metaphysical circularity that 

Socrates would reject, that the later Kierkegaard, like the later Plato of The Laws, has in 

fact leapt beyond the frontier of the knowable, thus transgressing Socratic ironic reserve. 

Taken in its entirety, the contemplation of The Apology attests to an emancipated love and 

wonder, an uncertainty without fear even unto the moment of death, that which as 

Kierkegaard suggests, ‘allows Socrates to fulfill himself in his final moment’ (FT 141): “For 

let me tell you, gentlemen, that to be afraid of death is only another form of thinking that 

one is wise when one is not; it is to think that one knows what one does not know….and 

this ignorance, which thinks that it knows what it does not, must surely be ignorance most 

culpable” (Socrates, The Apology 29a-c). Again, despair does not appear especially 

convincing, once shielded with such illumination, for wallowing either in misery or the 

dread of anxiety seems to ignore the buoyancy of Socrates’ ironic perspective. Without 

too much animosity towards Vigilius Haufniensis, one hopes, it thus seems fair to conclude 

that Kierkegaard had to first learn the lesson in order to forget it: “No, but when a man 

stands and says the right thing, and consequently has understood it, and then when he 

acts he does the wrong thing, and thus shows that he has not understood it – yes, this is 

exceedingly comic” (SD 91). 

We see from this rather complex but worthwhile example, then, that an excessive 

literality and the earnestness of the self-assured are what irony most strongly rejects, 

defending its own superior subjectivity from the enclosure of certainty and censure, in 

effect by placing a giant philosophical ‘kick me’ sign on the backs of decided, 

conventionally upright, and eminently convinced citizens such as Thrasymachus and 

Eurthyphro. The Socrates of the Apology and the Phaedo, without outward expression of 

disloyalty or defiance, is far from being cowed. “Recognizing the insecurity of our 

knowledge and our feebleness and vacillation as knowers is not, for Socrates, disabling 

or constraining,” Egan remarks. “Kierkegaard uses numerous terms to indicate how 

Socrates ‘hovers’ above the bondage of the nonironic; he is free, light, buoyant, for all 

time” (Educated Mind 143). Described by Kierkegaard, Socrates’ existence arrives as a 
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self-sufficient joy, not conditional on the firm purchase of reality, morality and truth: “The 

ironist, proud and self-contained, goes about – enjoying. …the self-containedness that 

therefore needs no circle of associates but is a monologue made visible” (CI 148). To the 

excessively literal-minded, the question of meaning is one of sincerity insofar as ironic 

speech represents a red light and breakdown in communication. However, as Colebrook 

suggests, the ironist adopts an entirely other position towards language and referentiality: 

The existential understanding of irony as a theory of meaning or 
position adopted toward meaning depends upon some idea of 
point of view. The ironist views language or meaning in a certain 
way. The ironist is capable of adopting a distanced attitude toward 
language, such that whatever language is it is not seen as 
transparent or in complete correspondence with the world. The 
ironist perceives the difference between what we say and what 
there is not because she has some privileged view of the world 
but because she realises the necessary gap between language 
and the world. (16) 

Quotidian language, it seems, doesn’t allow us to self-reflect in the way that irony does: 

Ordinary language may never reflect on its status as language, 
but an ironic reflection on what we say is aware that if there is a 
world, it cannot be reduced to our language game, rhetoric, or 
context. In the case of Socrates this difference between rhetoric 
and world is given in the transcendence of the Idea: whatever 
justice or the good is, it must be more than a token of language. 
Irony is a point of view adopted toward meaning; it is a specific 
way of living one’s language. It is, if you like, a form of life. 
(Colebrook 16-17) 

We can therefore appreciate why to the ironist, an excess of literality and earnestness 

comes to resemble a prison, an occasionally comical one, sure, as with a forklift driver 

working in a factory producing plastic flatware, but nevertheless one towards which we 

can feel a certain pathos for the incarcerated. Lack of irony makes for a comic and at least 

potentially dangerous fool, as Constantin Constantius phrases it in Repetition, ‘a soul who 

lacks the elasticity of irony’ (145). It is the conventional, literal man who plays the foil to 

Socrates’ abundant consciousness, the earnest believer who must be taught his hypocrisy 

and the mendaciousness of existence, all of the “opinions, conceptions, time-honoured 

traditions, etc. that up until now had been adequate for the person concerned” (CI 175). 

The ironist, we see, insists on a broader, less easily purchased truth. 
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There is a remaining prohibition here, about which we should be reminded. To lean 

too heavily upon the foolishly comedic when discussing the non-ironic, literal type of 

person is to risk underemphasizing the very real potential for tremendous suffering that a 

lack of ironic sensibility can cause, particularly in light of the existential bind laid out in the 

first chapter of this thesis. Caught between the fundamental necessity of choice as the 

condition of human freedom and the lack of a final justifying ground for the basis of action, 

the non-ironist must surrender one of the two terms of the equation, either throwing 

themselves into the bad faith of certainty and closure or falling prey to alienation, anomie 

or outright nihilism. The non-ironist simply cannot think otherwise. Programmatic belief, 

moral rectitude and intellectual conviction, it seems, arrive much more easily to most of 

us, and are surely easier to deal with on a psychological level than the insecurity of non-

knowledge. More than likely, lacking irony, non-ironists will even misrecognize the 

predicament they are in; fuelled by the lure of certainty, perhaps the fear of uncertainty, 

they will remain either ignorant of their own ignorance or unwilling to confront it...to your, 

and my, and their own peril. Fundamentalism, we should probably remind ourselves, 

comes in many forms and to remark with Kierkegaard that “irony is jealous of earnestness” 

(CA 150) perhaps misses something essential about the moral instructiveness of 

Socrates’ mission. Irony goes deeper, advises Colebrook, problematizing both context and 

convention:  

…to demonstrate the inescapable limits of our background 
assumptions. This is why irony so often concerns statement of fact 
and moral truth. Both these types of utterance depend upon being 
more than convention. Irony demonstrates the inevitable 
conventionality of our language of facts and morals; at the same 
time, irony also demonstrates the unavoidable predicament of 
having to make truth claims. This is why irony can often direct itself 
to those utterances that present themselves as thoroughly aware 
or at home with their contextual contingency. It is the speaker who 
is thoroughly at home with conventions and platitudes who is the 
easiest target of irony. (40) 

In the fists of fundamentalists, be they political, religious, economic or otherwise, a lack of 

irony is supremely dangerous. Thus while it is in one sense humorously (and perceptively) 

true that, as Kierkegaard suggests, “when someone asks a stupid question, care should 

be taken not to answer him, lest he who answers becomes just as stupid as the questioner” 

(CA 50), we should also be careful to restate the profound ethical position latent in the 
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Socratic mission, the very basic moral premise that our viewpoint is limited and that truth 

might just be, and probably is, something altogether other from what we think:  

…to the one who remains ignorant of this contrast, the true 
meaning is inevitably concealed, and he perceives in them merely 
the symbol, takes the shape in which it consciously mantels itself 
to be its true essence, and trustfully and artlessly surrenders 
himself to it, never suspecting that he is offered only an illusion 
instead of the truth. (CI 136) 

Thinking back upon Arendt and Camus, we remember that ethics become legislated in the 

manner of revolt, and we can see, now quite clearly, how Socrates is seeking to liberate 

not only his own perception but the narrow, unreflective and dangerous perceptions of his 

contemporaries. His example is both loyal and unsubmissive, precisely in the manner of 

Camus’ notion of rebellion. From the vantage of his hovering subjective freedom, 

Socrates’ life is as a guardian against triviality, arrogance and unnecessary human 

suffering. Thus, while it is the ironist who looks the least sincere, in fact it is he who is the 

most sincere of all, about everything except his own sincerity. 

 

Irony as a Total Mode of Being 

Socratic irony, it should be clear, is a total mode of being-in-the-world which while 

never unmasking its refusal of depth, nonetheless reveals a tremendous attunement 

towards what is infinite alongside a sympathy for those who would share themselves in 

what is good. Socrates lived out his position fully, concealing a fathomless depth behind 

what, on the surface, was wholly negative. “Socrates expresses his love in the form of 

ignorance, but his appearance is not the whole truth,” explains Howland. “Socrates is and 

is not just what he seems to be…he is a teacher of rare integrity and loyalty, and his 

passion for the truth is unparalleled” (Howland 95). Socrates left us nothing but the 

substance of his existence, “the floating of irony blissfully resting in itself” (CI 25), an 

‘everywhere and nowhere’ that had to be continuously projected into the world for the 

simple reason that ideality could never achieve completion within the physical and 

temporal space, but which he, in his subjective interiority, experienced as such portable 

and comfortable freedom. “A thinker in the beautiful Greek sense, who spoke only of what 

he knew,” (CA 20) Socrates nevertheless establishes himself as the founder of moral 
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consciousness. His teaching was negative, explains Kierkegaard, “designed to shake up 

and not to firm up...Socrates expresses essence as the universal I, as the good, the 

consciousness resting in itself, the good as such, free from existent reality” (CI 226). 

Consciousness thus becomes ‘pure freedom over determinate content’, established in the 

subjective experience of individuals; “He entered into the interests of the young and old, 

shoemakers, blacksmiths, Sophists, politicians, citizens of every kind, whether they were 

domestic interests (bringing up children) or intellectual interests, and directed their thinking 

away from the specific incident to the universal, the in-and-for-itself truth and beauty” (CI 

227). Rather than relying upon the formal Homeric virtues [the substantial ethic], Socrates 

situated the deciding spirit within the subjective consciousness of man; “he brought the 

individual to this by universalizing subjectivity, and to that extent he is the founder of 

morality. He maintained, not sophistically but speculatively, the importance of 

consciousness” (CI 228). “This is the beginning of a self-knowing and so of genuine 

freedom” (CI 162). 

Nowhere is the essential irony and freedom of Socrates more truly expressed than 

on the eve of his death. Surrounded by friends and supporters, Socrates cheerfully 

continues to maintain that any wisdom he has managed to possess is of frail and rather 

puny character: 

I have gained this reputation, gentlemen, from nothing more or 
less than a kind of wisdom. What kind of wisdom do I mean? 
Human wisdom, I suppose. It seems that I really am wise in this 
limited sense. Presumably the geniuses whom I mentioned just 
now are wise in a wisdom that is more than human; I do not know 
how else to account for it. I certainly have no knowledge of such 
wisdom, and anyone who says that I have is a liar and willful 
slanderer. (Apology 20d) 

Socrates’ apparent humility here is not a false pretence, the kind of ‘I refuse to belong to 

any club that would have me as a member’ Friar’s Club irony for which Groucho Marx 

gained so much notoriety. Rather, Socrates is again professing a pious devotion to the 

truth in which, ultimately, he knows he cannot substantially participate.  

The effect of these investigations of mine, gentlemen, has been to 
arouse against me a great deal of hostility, and hostility of a 
particularly bitter and persistent kind, which has resulted in various 
malicious suggestions, including the description of me as a 
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professor of wisdom…real wisdom is the property of God, and this 
oracle is his way of telling us that human wisdom has little or no 
value. …as if he would say to us ‘The wisest of you men is he who 
has realized, like Socrates, that in respect of wisdom he is really 
worthless’. (Apology 23b) 

The wisdom of Socrates is ‘human, only human’, bounded by a frontier oceanus of 

ignorance wherein he can paradoxically find the only wisdom available to him, that he is 

in, in fact, ignorant. And yet, in this negation we see the abundant earnestness of his 

integrity, a Socrates who clings to the truth even above his own finite existence, a Socrates 

who persistently equates truth with the good: “You are mistaken, my friend, if you think 

that a man who is worth anything ought to spend his time weighing up the prospects of life 

and death. He has only one thing to consider in performing any action; that is whether he 

is acting rightly or wrongly, like a good man or a bad one” (Apology 28b).  

For Socrates, care of the soul is what most matters, an integral ironic openness 

‘purified by philosophy’; this truth resides in the authenticity, the very tone, of a wisdom 

recognizing the necessary incoherence of life. Here, Simmias speaks in recognition of the 

existential bind:  

I think, just as you do, Socrates, that although it is very difficult if 
not impossible in this life to achieve certainty about these 
questions, at the same time it is utterly feeble not to use every 
effort in testing the available theories…to select the best and most 
dependable theory which human intelligence can supply, and use 
it as a raft to ride the seas of life. (Phaedo 85c-d) 

Simmias’ speech attests to the undecidability of existence, the ontological quandary within 

which we, as existents, must nevertheless live. Even unto the moment of final breath, 

Socrates maintains his ironic reserve, an open and profoundly ethical stance wherein 

death is but a riddle, a negation opening up a further positive:  

The reasons which we have already described provide ground 
enough, as you can see, Simmias, for leaving nothing undone to 
attain during life some measure of goodness and wisdom; for the 
prize is glorious and the hope great. Of course, no reasonable 
man ought to insist that the facts are exactly as I have described 
them. But that either this or something very like it is a true account 
of our souls and their future habitations – since we have clear 
evidence that the soul is immortal – this, I think, is both a 
reasonable contention and a belief worth risking; for the risk is a 
noble one. (Phaedo 114c-d, emphasis added) 
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“A belief worth risking” is, for me, the most beautiful suggestion in all of philosophy, entirely 

pregnant in wonder and yearning for truth, yet forever indecipherable, undecided and 

beyond final comprehension. Socrates teaches this most human of conditions, without 

fear or malice or obsession. He willingly dies with his authentic, negative freedom both 

intact and unmolested, never surrendering the essential irony he expresses through his 

passionate and awestruck contemplation of what is īnfīnītus. 

 

The Crowd is Untruth 

Socrates thus instructs us in the existential ironic, first through his lived example 

and later through the calm acceptance of his impending, scheduled death; by refusing to 

take refuge in commonly accepted, intellectually lax ethical categories, he teaches this 

most simple and necessary of realizations – that in the mob, the herd, the plebeian mass 

of men – the crowd is untruth. Although focused on the individual, Socrates’ elenctic 

mission is offered as a moral corrective to society, one that upholds an absolute fealty to 

Athens and to reason itself, even above his own breathing. In asserting “the negative 

infinity in which each particular virtue is free” (CI 208), we can witness how Socrates 

sounds the alarm of an intellectual and moral crisis: he stands against both the vileness 

of blithely adopting intellectual dependency and the honouring of lesser, material benefits 

ahead of the Good:  

No greater good has befallen you in the city than my service to my 
God; for I spend all my time going about trying to persuade you, 
young and old, to make your first and chief concern not for your 
bodies nor for your possessions, but for the highest welfare of your 
souls….Does it seem natural that I should have neglected my own 
affairs and endured the humiliation of allowing my family to be 
neglected for all these years, while I busied myself all the time on 
your behalf, going like a father or an elder brother to see each one 
of your privately, and urging you to set your thoughts on 
goodness? …The witness that I can offer to prove the truth of my 
statement is, I think, a convincing one – my poverty. (Apology 30a-
31c)  

Socrates’ entire existence is a protest against order, a societal evisceration which 

undermines the pre-reflective, first-order value assumptions of the mushy middle, all of 
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the ‘behaviour’ that allows much of daily life to function without question or transgression. 

Suggests Kierkegaard:  

Socrates did not stop with a philosophical consideration of 
mankind; he addressed himself to each one individually, wrested 
everything from him, and sent him away empty-handed. It was as 
if the angry gods had turned away from human beings, had taken 
everything with them, and now were going to leave human beings 
to themselves. (CI 173) 

Seemingly, if we maintain the polis through bread and games, we do so no less than by 

mass belief. Most of us, it would appear, need an organizing emotional investment, a place 

of solace and respite that for all its benefit nonetheless carries the concomitant danger of 

existentially languishing in habit and indolence, a stultifying form of self-willed unfreedom, 

particularly insofar as the individual is both a self and a member of the larger collective. 

“A crowd in its very concept is the untruth,” writes Kierkegaard, “by reason of the fact that 

it renders the individual completely impenitent and irresponsible, or at least weakens his 

sense of responsibility by reducing it to a fraction” (Martinez 95). The power of irony, as 

Colebrook indicates, resides in its responding ability to destabilize and incriminate shared 

contexts, suspending their ordering morality by casting the cultural formations of quotidian 

speech into relief and thereby thrusting the individual back upon himself to encounter his 

own existential burden: “What irony does, in showing our moral rhetoric as rhetoric, is to 

raise the question of the validity or meaning of what we say.…Irony discloses the 

conventional and platitudinous character of everyday facts and common sense, which, 

once recognized as conventional, seem to lose their status as facts” (29-30).  

How can we but otherwise, then, join with Kierkegaard and suggest that mass 

moralities are little better than a dog and pony show, even a form of low grade mental 

disturbance? “Wisdom was whatever the majority assumed it to be,” writes A. “I, too, am 

bound in the same way by a chain formed of gloomy fancies, of alarming dreams, of 

troubled thoughts, of fearful presentiments, of inexplicable anxieties” (E/O1 34).  Perhaps 

this overstates the situation somewhat, A. being A., but it does speak to a pervasive 

disdain for public moralities found throughout Kierkegaard’s entire movement. In 

numerous places, Kierkegaard’s aesthete speaks against easily purchased 

demonstrations of piety, the crowd’s weakness of character, and the general flabbiness of 

ethical categories. Consider the following as but small sample: “People’s thoughts are as 
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thin and fragile as lace, and they themselves as pitiable as lace-making girls. The thoughts 

of their hearts are too wretched to be sinful” (E/O1 27); “Most people rush after pleasure 

so fast they rush right past it” (E/O1 29); “self-contradiction is deeply rooted in human 

nature” (E/O1 58); “…the suspicions of curious populace, who ordinarily are just as stupid 

as they are curious" (E/O1 201); “Those who bore others are the plebians, the crowd, the 

endless train of humanity in general; those who bore themselves are the chosen ones, the 

nobility” (E/O1 288); “…by means of principles or what foolish people call character” (E/O1 

327); “The ethical is just as boring in scholarship as in life…when ethics arrives on the 

scene, everything becomes harsh, angular, infinitely langweiligt [boring]” (E/O1 367); and 

“Every class in life ordinarily has certain conventional ways and especially certain 

conventional lies” (E/O1 433). Kierkegaard’s aesthete, we may conclude with at least a 

degree of reasonability, regards the multitude with an evident contempt. 

But so too does Kierkegaard himself, at least insofar as we may judge by the 

remainder of his oeuvre, for by his reckoning the individual appears only too willing to 

surrender choice, responsibility and anxiety to the raw inertia, the greater tidal pull of 

formal opinion. Safely ensconced within the legion of many, individual consciousness 

“…has imprisoned itself in the thralldom of spiritlessness….the philistine-bourgeois 

mentality spiritlessly triumphs” (SD 42). “People,” it turns out, “for one thing are stupid and 

for another have little imagination” (R 162); “They usually have a very meagre conception 

of themselves…vain and conceited as they are….all too regrettably the sad and ludicrous 

truth about the majority of people is that in their own house they prefer to live in the 

basement” (SD 43). Following Socrates’ example, Kierkegaard too sounds the alarm of 

an intellectual and moral crisis seeping through the crowd, the “utterly superficial 

nonpersons and group-people” (SD 64) who diminish themselves in the languid, toneless 

doxa of received and re-enacted public demonstrations. “Such things worry people little in 

this age that thinks it has reached the heights, though no age has fallen so much victim to 

the comic than ours” (FT 126). This comparably infirm humanity lives “a merely vegetative 

life…like a consumptive” (FT 45): “living in society with others one so easily forgets, so 

easily avoids, is in so many ways held above all this” (FT 126). Habit so quickly takes over 

in patterned regularities, crushing existential vitality. Even Judge Wilhelm, Kierkegaard’s 

great ethicist agrees, “Habit always designates something unfree. But just as one cannot 

do the good except in freedom, so also one cannot remain in it except in freedom, and 
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therefore we can never speak of habit in relation to the good” (E/O2 127). Wisdom does 

not arise naturally, spontaneously released with the passage of time, not so much 

anyways as with pragmatic, pedestrian ends: “from a spiritual point of view, a man does 

not arrive at anything as a matter of course over the years….over the years, an individual 

may abandon the little bit of passion, feeling, imagination, the little bit of inwardness he 

had and embrace as a matter of course an understanding of life in terms of trivialities (for 

such things come as a matter of course)” (SD 58-59). In “the security and happiness” of 

the crowd, far removed from “the secret conversations which doubt has with itself”, these 

mass men live in a state of “unreflective bliss” (FT 133). Armed only with its “ethical 

stupidity” (SD 56), the mob stakes its claim through pusillanimous and easily-purchased 

categories of good and evil, ever tremulous of genuine encounter with ethical 

responsibility. Claims Kierkegaard, “There dwells infinitely more good in a demonic than 

in a superficial person,” (FT 122) for at least he will encounter himself and the deep 

contradictions of his existence. “It is a crime in our day to have spirit,” (SD 64) concludes 

Kierkegaard: “wherever the crowd is, there is untruth” (UD 368).  

And so we can understand why Socrates, the alien and man apart, so comfortable 

in his solitude with the portability of his ironic stance, is rendered criminal in the eyes of 

his accusers. The state, for Hegel an ethical whole, is revealed through Kierkegaard as 

but ‘an expedient’ and a ‘calculus of egotisms’, one in support of which Socrates expresses 

his fealty and against which he must nevertheless rail. Explains Kierkegaard, “The state 

is of the evil rather than of the good, a necessary evil, in a certain sense a useful, expedient 

evil, rather than a good….The state is human egotism in great dimensions, very 

expediently and cunningly composed so that the egotisms of individuals intersect each 

other correctively” (CI xv). Such social contracts founder and come undone upon contact 

with irony. Socratic irony, the Dane argues, “is absolutely polemical toward early Greek 

culture,” to the earnestness of its Homeric substantial ethic and its shared pantheon of 

gods (CI 137). As the rock of ignorance sinking every positive assurance, Socrates’ 

daimon leads him into necessary agon with the state: “It was an entirely polemic relation 

to the Greek state religion to substitute something completely abstract for the concrete 

individuality of the gods” (CI 160). Socrates the ironist is both a political and a theological 

skeptic, an agonist, and ultimately a sacrifice, disrupting and eventually displacing his own 

culture for the yet merely presumed – his presumption this time – benefit of all: “Herein 
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lies the profoundly tragic aspect of world history….we meet the prophetic individual who 

spies the new in the distance, in dim and undefined contours. The prophetic individual 

does not possess the future – he has only a presentiment of it. He cannot claim it, but he 

is also lost to the actuality to which he belongs” (CI 260). Loyal yet unsubmissive, Socrates 

may have been intellectually and ethically revolutionary but his rebellion was not anti-

statist: “His irony saved him from that, for just as it deprived him of due civic sympathy for 

the state, due civic pathos, it also freed him from the morbidity and the imbalance required 

of being a partisan” (CI 182). His rebellion, as outlined in chapter one, recognizes a certain 

necessary fealty to the community, even at the point of rejecting communal truths. 

Indeed, as Plato later found when he languished in Syracuse under the tyrant 

Dionysius, Socrates needs Athens equally as much as Athens needs him. His ironic 

stance, ever aimed at improving the moral quality of his compatriots, reflects the ambiguity 

of the individual in society. Martinez indicates how:  

On the one hand, Socrates is a fervent advocate of upholding the 
city-state qua historical entity sustained by laws. On the other, 
Socrates is firmly convinced that subjectivity, or moral freedom, 
cannot be subordinated to the state. At best, subjectivity is 
required as a countermeasure to hold in check the state in its 
capacity as the organ which fosters and perpetuates received 
opinions, established views, and entrenched habits. (45) 

Standing in agon with his cultural milieu, Socrates nevertheless needs the state; his 

elenctic mission, to provoke reflection and make certainty dissonant, would be both 

unintelligible outside the particular protections granted him in that most singular of 

Athenian environments and meaningless without his underlying purpose of improving the 

moral character of his peers. In the dialectic of self and society, where that ‘self’ has the 

co-constitutive status of both an individual and a member, the reflection that Socrates 

provokes represents an act of ‘becoming conscious’; Socrates, ethicist and educator, 

“emancipates immediate consciousness from its precritical endorsement of, from the 

unthinking trust it confides in, the values and norms commensurate with the sociohistorical 

world of which is assumes itself a part” (Martinez 43). His crime therefore, as Kierkegaard 

rightly points out, is “indifferentism” rather than heresy, for he simply refuses the 

sovereignty of the state over the moral subjectivity of individuals, a moral defiance that 

brings about his own demise: “Socrates was deservedly condemned to death, that his 
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crime was refusing to recognize the sovereignty of the nation and asserting instead his 

subjective conviction over against the objective judgment of the state. His refusal in this 

respect may very well be regarded as moral greatness, but he nevertheless brought his 

death upon himself” (CI 193). The life and death of Socrates, he whose existence was 

“utterly incomprehensible to the state” (CI 195), reflects the continuous and uneasy 

ambiguity between both the individual and the state, and a healthy state in relation to itself. 

Self-sustained in his hovering ironic position, placing reason over prejudice and authority 

over tradition, Socrates’ death reveals how the act and content of judgment often tells far 

more about those making them – the necessary untruth of the crowd – than they do about 

the object of their vengeance. Having divorced himself of mob values and merely formal 

virtues, the irony of Socrates is revealed as essentially anti-totalitarian.  

Whether Socrates’ irony is better described as parasitic upon or skeptically 

participating in Athenian society, this basic truth emerges: irony is not, and cannot 

become, a shared public program. “The ironic philosopher should form propositions that 

problematize references,” shares Colebrook. “Our everyday practice may require rules, 

but we also need a practice of debunking the supposed law like nature of these rules. A 

language game cannot be healthy if we are all ironic but it cannot be healthy if none of us 

are” (Colebrook 10). In fact, we can discern that figures such as Socrates, Kierkegaard, 

and Nietzsche, in addition to our more modern day Diogenes-es such as George Carlin, 

Richard Pryor and Lenny Bruce actually fare better, which is to say find an environment 

more fertile to their purposes, in social contexts characterized by shared moral compliance 

and intellectual rigidity. In this light, we can almost see Socrates bent double with laugher, 

trying desperately to decipher the ‘Seven Dirty Words’ of Athens or why the lyrical racism 

from Richard Pryor was lyrical only from him, and only racist from just about everybody 

else; Socrates sitting there in the afterlife, feeling slightly jealous that Lenny Bruce and not 

he received an official posthumous pardon from the state. It is “the rigidity and banality of 

everyday belief,” claims Colebrook, which makes Socratic irony work; “irony renders 

contexts insecure by drawing attention to the disturbing banality of linguistic stability” 

(Colebrook 10, 43). What irony reveals most strongly, then, is that ‘who we are’ emerges 

in the language we use to frame normalized understandings of phenomenon, the very 

questions we are able to ask, and the problems we are able to see as problems, all of 

which, in keeping with our human, all too human predicament, arrive to social 
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consciousness pre-saturated with the authority of automatic, axiomatic, commonplace 

values.   

Moreover, we realise that in keeping with Socrates’ hovering distance from the 

crowd, “an ironist is always singular” (CI 147). As Kierkegaard quips, “There is just as little 

social unity in a coterie of ironists as there is real honesty in a band of thieves” (CI 249). 

The ironist’s key attribute remains his profound subjective freedom, an interiority not 

bound by the inherited authority of custom and tradition, which nevertheless both 

participates in and stands aloof from the mass of belief called society. In contradistinction, 

we realise that socialized ‘mass men’ who reside within ordinary speech have little need 

for irony: “Irony and resignation,” shares Kierkegaard, “are two opposite poles, the two 

opposite directions of motion” (CI 428). Rather, only the rarest few possess the inner 

infinity that is an “absolute condition” for living poetically, they who dwell in possibility and 

multiplicity, they who are able to author their own scripts: “the divine good fortune to be 

able to let what is poetically experienced take shape and form itself poetically, remains, of 

course, the enviable fate of the chosen few” (CI 326). The ironist, from the pathos of 

distance, wants to be misunderstood. Irony speaks so as to isolate itself, to maintain its 

elusive and alluring quality, an enticement towards infinity even at the perpetual risk of the 

mob’s fearful miscomprehension. It is again Kierkegaard who notes that it is the “genius 

who goes a little way beyond this, and he is called crazy – by the sensible people” (SD 

87). But insofar as subjectivity is the issue, it is the inner infinity and withholding reserve 

that makes Socrates such a profound example: “For all the strictness of the ethical 

requirement of disclosure [to public norms and values], it cannot be denied that secrecy 

and silence, as determinants of inner feeling, really make for greatness in a man” (FT 

114). 

It is fitting, then, that we should conclude this section with Socrates, who reflects 

in The Apology on the important distinction between the merely abnormal and the more 

profoundly criminal. “Here perhaps one of you might interrupt me and say ‘But what is it 

that you do, Socrates? How is it that you have been misrepresented like this? Surely all 

this talk and gossip about you would never have arisen if you had confined yourself to 

ordinary activities, but only if your behaviour was abnormal?’” (20c-d). His answer comes 

in several places spread across time, in The Euthyphro where he explains that “being 
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laughed at is presumably nothing to worry about” (3d); in The Crito where he asks “why 

should we pay so much attention to what ‘most people’ think? …I only wish that ordinary 

people had an unlimited capacity for doing harm; then they might have an unlimited power 

for doing good, which would be a splendid thing, if it were so” (44c-e); later in the same 

where he insists “that the really important thing is not to live, but to live well….they 

represent the reflections of the ordinary public, who put people to death, and would bring 

them back to life if they could, with equal indifference to reason” (48b-d); and finally once 

more near his very end, in his prohibition to leave nothing undone to attain at least some 

measure of goodness and wisdom, “for the prize is glorious and the hope great” (Phaedo 

114c). For Socrates and Kierkegaard both, the crowd is untruth, and irony is that which 

undermines the shallowness and mendacity of public truths even as it seduces us towards 

an upbuilding longing for reason, virtue and moral good. So much of what passes for 

knowledge has proven to be illusory and within the ironic modality of self, there resides a 

freedom of inward infinity unattainable to those languishing in the comparative prison of 

the non-ironic. Just as the crowd, the mob, the herd, or the plebians – whichever label one 

affixes – is the site of untruth, so does the truth manifest in the subjective singular 

existence of the solitary individual, to Kierkegaard especially, he who must reconcile 

himself with paradox, with possibility and the insecurity of our shared ontological position, 

and with the abandonment, anxiety, and responsibility of choice. 

 

Who is the Philosopher? 

Beyond the content of a philosopher’s particular beliefs and theorems, what 

emerges as most consequent is the integral commitment, the passion, that the philosopher 

brings to his profession; this means to ask who, and how, the philosopher is in the 

enactment of his being-in-the-world. So much of who, and what and how, Socrates is for 

us – all the disruption of public mores, the abandonment of individuals to their own longing, 

the overturning of Homeric virtue in favour of the formation of subjective consciousness – 

arrives to us through his negation of certainty and depth, Socrates as the gadfly who 

provokes, stimulates and disciplines us towards pious wonder and moral imagination. For 

Kierkegaard, that Socrates was able to press us towards that essential something which 

animated the universe was not, however, the be- and end-all of his mission. Rather, 
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Kierkegaard witnesses in the person of Socrates a model of existential validity who 

necessarily draws us into questions of what it means to be an existent in the world (to ‘be-

in-the-world’), to wrestle with oneself in an engaged praxis as a moral agent who must 

nevertheless make choices and commitments despite our shared insecure relationship 

with language, truth, and wisdom. We should not be deceived, therefore, as so many of 

Socrates’ detractors seem to have been, that Socrates possessed, or claimed to possess, 

some greater final purchase regarding what was beauteous and good. Irony, it seems, 

arrives with its own attendant burdens:  

As a rule, irony is understood ideally, is assigned its place as a 
vanishing element in the system, and is therefore treated very 
briefly. For this reason it is not easy to comprehend how a whole 
life can be taken up with it, since, after all, the content of this life 
must be regarded as nothing. But we forget that a position is never 
as ideal in life as it is in the system; we forget that irony, just as 
any other position in life, has its spiritual trials, its battles, its 
retreats, its victories. (CI 166) 

Irony may have been best realised, even embodied in the person of Socrates, or at least 

the Socrates depicted and constructed by Plato, but as Kierkegaard rightly warns, such a 

polemic consciousness carries with it the responsibility of its own singularity, thrown as it 

is amidst the plurality of the larger group. “Irony is the unity of ethical passion,” writes 

Kierkegaard, “which in inwardness infinitely accentuates the private self, and of 

development, which in outwardness (in association with people) infinitely abstracts from 

the private self. The effect of the second is that no one notices the first; therein lies the art, 

and the true infinitizing of the first is conditioned thereby” (CI 451). The Socrates of Plato’s 

many dialogues, so light and buoyant in his irony, exists as an ideal, a system. More likely, 

however, Socrates circled between his interiority and exteriority, conditioning his ethical 

gaze with some measure of self-struggle and contest against the outward intellectual and 

moral environ of his contemporaries. That we don’t see it, or rather are not given a view 

to seeing it, is a function of that outwardness that infinitely negates into abstraction even 

as we are driven infinitely ethically inwards – and, it should be added, because Plato wants 

it that way. “Doubt,” submits Kierkegaard, “is also a vanishing element in the system, but 

in actuality, where doubt is carried out in continual conflict with everything that rises up 

and wants to hold out against it…doubt has much content in another sense” (CI 166). 

Even with Socrates, therefore, Kierkegaard reminds us that irony is a lived position, a 
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condition of existents-in-the-world. Socrates exists through Plato as an ideal fit for 

scholarly study, but even with Socrates the man, “it is not so much a matter of speculation 

as of an individual life” (CI 167). 

For Kierkegaard, as with Socrates, truth must be enacted through the self, a 

consequence which follows from the recognition of one’s own subjective freedom and the 

passion of thinking. What most matters, therefore, is the subjective self in its own 

becoming, and it is here that Kierkegaard takes up Socrates’ project, extending it towards 

a ‘positive philosophy’ of existential validity, and beyond a ‘negative philosophy’ 

characterized by a search for essences (CI xx). We have seen earlier how by overturning 

the old Homeric virtues, Socrates initiates the moral agent, his refusal of depth and finality 

in favour of imagination and wonder serving to interrupt commonplace narratives and 

provoke passionate agitation in individuals regarding the nature of a life well lived. 

“Socrates was a reflective individuality,” offers Kierkegaard, and it is through his boundless 

interiority and willingness to engage in spiritual trial that “he became what he was” (CI 

212). As “an intensified subjective consciousness” (CI 242), and continuously disciplined 

by the negating corrective of his irony, Socrates undertook a fully lived ethos of fearless 

self-reflection and moral consistency; “what his irony was demanding was the actuality of 

subjectivity” (CI 271). Kierkegaard’s entire oeuvre is built upon extending this task, of the 

individual coming to himself in the fullness of his existential, read as spiritual, interiority. 

Such a being – or rather, a becoming – would live out the Socratic unity of philosophic 

existence, that “to understand, to truly understand, is to be” (Howland 16). The truth of a 

philosophy, we here find with colourations of Aristotle, cannot be esteemed independently 

of the philosopher who espouses it, that “a philosophy is true only if one is true to it”, that 

“to be a true philosopher is not merely to espouse philosophical doctrines, but to live a 

philosophical life”, and that in word and deed ‘we must be worthy of the speech we utter’ 

(Howland 15-16). The perpetual danger, Judge Wilhelm warns in Either/Or, Part II, is to 

allow oneself to grow fragmented, becoming “a defective specimen of a human being 

instead of an extraordinary human being” (327). Even A. paradoxically agrees: “The 

unhappy one is the person who is one way or another has his ideal, the substance of his 

life, the plenitude of his consciousness, his essential nature, outside himself. The unhappy 

one is the person who is always absent from himself, never present to himself” (E/O1 222).  

The happiest, we may therefore surmise, is the philosopher who lives with fidelity to his 
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understanding of the nature of things, what Johannes Climacus in the Philosophical 

Fragments names ‘authority’, “philosophical talent wedded to existential commitment” 

(Howland 57). Kierkegaard refers to this as Enighed, a state of self-collectedness 

regarding action and conscience without need of regret, which translates as “at oneness 

with oneself,” (Martinez 38) the very mode of being-in-the-world that allowed Socrates to 

die so well, precisely because he lived so well. We can almost hear the centered voice of 

Socrates speaking to the jury at the conclusion of The Apology with a renewed reverence: 

“nothing can harm a good man either in life or after death” (41d). 

 

Freedom, Anxiety and Self 

All easier said than done. Judge Wilhelm remarks in Either/Or, Part II that it is 

characteristic of deeper natures to struggle with their interiority, quite unlike how “the more 

superficial natures have no trouble feeling at home with themselves” (E/O2 317). For 

Kierkegaard, the self is freedom, and so the issue of ‘knowing what I must do’, which is to 

say ‘choosing the self that I must become’, is a project fraught with the anxiety and 

responsibility of a continuous becoming. “Every moment that a self exists, it is in a process 

of becoming,” writes Kierkegaard, “for the self in [its] potentiality does not actually exist, 

[but] is simply that which ought to come into existence” (SD 30). This notion of a perpetual 

becoming, a negation continuously moving beyond actuality, speaks to the radical 

freedom that is ‘the paradox of self’, an expansive interiority where self-consciousness 

and will come together to volatilize the self in its own possibility. Such gifts – and burdens 

– are most available to deeper natures: “Generally speaking, consciousness – that is, self-

consciousness – is decisive with regard to the self. The more consciousness, the more 

self; the more consciousness, the more will; the more will, the more self. A person who 

has no will at all is not a self; but the more will he has, the more self-consciousness he 

has also” (SD 29). For Kierkegaard, the ‘infinite absolute negativity’ of irony seems to imply 

that every actuality already contains within itself its negation through possibility, a point 

Martinez echoes in writing “actuality is inseparable from possibility and is in fact animated 

by it” (14). “Inwardness,” continues Martinez, “culminates in the concept of irony, where 

irony is understood as ‘infinite absolute negativity’, or the disaffirmation of actuality. This 
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cancelling of actuality, termed ‘freedom’ in both The Concept of Irony and The Concept of 

Dread, is specifically personified in Socrates” (39).  

Putting these ideas together, we can see how the enlightened self-collectedness 

of Enighed is so difficult to achieve, not only because the self exists as a continuous 

possibility, and so precludes final definition or distinction, but also because, paradoxically, 

that same self must also be concretized in its actuality:  

It really is the misfortune of the most recent knowledge that 
everything has become so terribly magnificent. Abstract 
subjectivity is just as uncertain and lacks inwardness to the same 
degree as abstract objectivity. When it is spoken about in 
abstracto, this cannot be seen, and so it is correct to say that 
abstract subjectivity lacks content. When it is spoken about in 
concreto, the content clearly appears, because the individuality 
who wants to make himself into an abstraction precisely lacks 
inwardness, as does the individuality who makes himself into a 
mere master of ceremonies. (CA 141) 

Choice, with all its attendant possibilities and burdens, remains the matter. Irrespective of 

our many theorems and abstractions, we still nevertheless live, breath, and sometimes 

bleed in the real world. When spoken of in abstraction, the self loses the concrete content 

of particular choices and without content, the self runs the risk of being discussed as mere 

caricature. The possibility of achieving – and then maintaining – a state of Enighed seems 

to require an observance if this basic fact, as well, that irony remains a lived position. And 

so, despite Plato’s portrayal of Socrates as an idealized hovering, we do well to remember 

that any philosophy of self (just as with any other philosophy for that matter) needs to aid 

us in judging the right from what is wrong and the beautiful from what is ugly “in the rare 

moments when the chips are down” (Hannah Arendt, Thinking and Moral Considerations 

446). There can be no claim of recourse to a pre-established program, fated order, or 

positive prescription that at once and finally can decide for us. Choice, the direction and 

intensity of our becoming, remains squarely within the sentient, reflexively conscious self. 

Offers Johannes de Silentio, “It is only lower natures who have the law for their actions in 

someone else, the premises for their actions outside themselves” (FT 73).  

Now it is important to note how we might, at this point, follow Kierkegaard into the 

Absurd in search of that curiosity called faith, exploring as we go his notion of the three 

part self, the conscious synthesis of the finite and infinite, that is of necessity and 
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possibility, in relation to the absolute. More to the point of this thesis, however, is an 

attempt to understand the enormity of the struggle and reward that a rich interiority might 

entail, given our existential abandonment within the Absurd. At numerous points above 

we have referred to how ‘the actuality of irony is only possibility’ (CI 279), a condition 

which, at least potentially, can lead as much towards a healthy, robust sense of becoming 

as it can to despair and alienation. “Irony is indeed free, free from the sorrows of actuality, 

but also free from its joys, free from its blessing, for inasmuch as it has nothing higher than 

itself, it can receive no blessing, since it is always the lesser that is blessed by the greater” 

(CI 279-280). Irony may be a free-floating ‘hovering’, but it is also abandoned unto itself 

with its own devices. In the lexicon of Kierkegaard, this twofold potentiality is expressed 

as “anxiety”, the dizziness of freedom: 

Anxiety may be compared with dizziness. He whose eye happens 
to look down in the yawning abyss becomes dizzy. But what is the 
reason for this? It is just as much in his own eye as in the abyss, 
for suppose he had not looked down. Hence anxiety is the 
dizziness of freedom, which emerges when the spirit wants to 
posit the synthesis and freedom looks down into its own 
possibility, laying hold of finiteness to support itself. (CA 61) 

Anxiety, it appears, originates in abstraction within a self, as spirit, that cannot grasp hold 

of itself in any final, intelligible sense: “The actuality of the spirit constantly shows itself as 

a form that tempts its possibility but disappears as soon as it seeks to grasp for it, and it 

is a nothing that can only bring anxiety” (CA 42). Unlike fear, which has a definite cause – 

impending salary cuts, an angry ex-girlfriend, that giant tiger creeping up behind you – 

anxiety is unique insofar as it remains undefined, a looming distress without clear focus. 

“The concept of anxiety is almost never treated in psychology. Therefore, I must point out 

that it is altogether different from fear and similar concepts that refer to something definite, 

whereas anxiety is freedom’s actuality as the possibility of possibility” (CA 42). Anxiety, 

that following dread attendant upon freedom, haunts choice. We cannot, it seems, escape 

the responsibility and burden of freedom, which as the self’s own possibility spreads 

endlessly before us, as wide and incomprehensible as a vast prairie, arctic tundra, or 

uncharted sea. Behind and in front, as Kierkegaard concludes, when it comes to the 

magnitudes of self, we find only our own desolations: “To contend with the whole world is 

a comfort, but to contend with oneself dreadful” (FT 138).   
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This is morose stuff indeed, just as Kierkegaard seems to prefer the situation, as 

if he can only be happy when it rains…pass the eye-liner. The shadowy burdens of choice 

bend our backs under their ethereal weight, particularly so for Kierkegaard who in true 

dysthymic fashion inveigles himself (the necessity and possibility of his ‘self’) with the 

anxiety of sin into relation with the eternal. “Every actual moment of despair is traceable 

to possibility; every moment he is in despair he is bringing it upon himself,” writes Anti-

Climacus. “He cannot throw it away once and for all, nothing is more impossible….A 

person cannot rid himself of the relation to himself any more than he can rid himself of his 

self, which, after all, is one and the same thing” (SD 17). In relation to God – Kierkegaard’s 

version thereof – we are always in a position of sin. This is joyous and healthy enough by 

itself, but nor does Kierkegaard permit us any means of escape or exit: “The torment of 

despair is precisely this inability to die….It is in this last sense that despair is the sickness 

unto death, this tormenting contradiction, this sickness of the self, perpetually to be dying, 

to die and yet not die, to die death….despair is veritably a self-consuming, but an impotent 

self-consuming that cannot do what it wants to do” (SD 18). Given these metaphysical and 

ontological burdens, we can hardly be surprised to find Kierkegaard claiming that most 

people cannot handle what is most ‘earnest’ and ‘dreadful’ (E/O2 160), which is to say the 

very necessity and burden of choice and the anxiety at the possibility of possibility. The 

great mass of men are, in their final measure, as Judge Wilhelm describes them, “people 

who are too dissolute to comprehend the implications of such a dilemma, whose 

personalities lack the energy to be able to say with pathos: Either/Or” (E/O2 157).   

No wonder then that strong inwardness makes one “a stranger in the world,” (PF 

119) our only comfort in a night gone black. Anxiety, guilt, and despair have each become 

a matter of reflective consciousness within profoundly subjective, psychologized 

individuals, a dynamic of character largely unknown to more Greek-minded sympathies. 

At length in Either/Or, Part I, Kierkegaard demonstrates how responsibility and ethical guilt 

correspond to a distinctly modern age of the individual, whereas for the Greeks the tragic 

hero was much more fated to carry his objective burden, subject to his station and the 

capricious whims of inconsistent and not un-occasionally wrathful gods.  

A feature in which our age certainly excels that age in Greece is 
that our age is more depressed and therefore deeper in despair. 
Our age is sufficiently depressed to know that there is something 
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called responsibility and that this means something. Therefore, 
although everyone wants to rule, no one wants to have 
responsibility. (E/O1 142)  

Here, we can draw strong contrasts between an objective sorrow-filled fate and a more 

interior, subjective sense of ethical guilt: 

In ancient tragedy, the action itself has an epic element; it is just 
as much event as action. This, of course, is because the ancient 
world did not have subjectivity reflected in. Even if the individual 
moved freely, he nevertheless rested in substantial determinants, 
in the state, the family, in fate. This substantial determinant is the 
essential fateful factor in Greek tragedy and is its essential 
characteristic. The hero’s downfall, therefore, is not a result solely 
of his action but is also a suffering, whereas in modern tragedy 
the hero’s downfall is not really suffering but is a deed. Thus, in 
the modern period situation and character are in fact predominant. 
(E/O1 143) 

Whereas the Homeric champion was fated to suffer tragedy in all its objective immediacy, 

for the modern subject it is the burdensome interiority of choice as a consequence of action 

that gains in importance. Because, “the wrath of the gods has no ethical character, only 

esthetic ambiguity,” writes A., “the Greek hero rests in his fate; his fate is unalterable; of 

that there can be no further discussion. This element is really the component of sorrow in 

the pain. The first doubt with which pain really begins is this: Why is this happening to me; 

can it not be otherwise?” (E/O1 151). For the modern hero, however, “What concerns us 

is a certain specific element of his life as his own deed….modern tragedy has no epic 

foreground, no epic remainder. The hero stands and falls entirely on his own deeds” (E/O1 

143-144). The roots of modern sorrow, experienced as guilt, reside in the subjective 

interiority of the individual who must burrow into himself for explanation, quite unlike the 

comparatively guiltless fated suffering of the Greek hero who neither requires nor is likely 

to find such explanation. If our age is, therefore, one of depression and despair, its 

explanation probably resides in our lack, even prohibition, of esthetic ambiguity. Rather 

than leave it to the gods, we would rather pour misery down upon ourselves. As A. 

concludes, “The wrath of the gods is terrible, but still the pain is not as great as in modern 

tragedy, where the hero suffers his total guilt, is transparent to himself in his suffering of 

his guilt” (E/O1 148).  
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Truly, in the modern age the challenge of existence resides within ourselves and 

not our stars. There exists in modern consciousness a hidden lifeworld of interpretive 

reflection, even (for some) a supposition of guilt, called ‘conscience’, that which in deeper 

natures floods inward “like blood rushing from the outer surface” (E/O1 170). Each 

individual is “thrown solely upon himself” (E/O1 144) and must carry the subjective burden 

of his own responsibility, a condition which makes the ethical “rigorous and hard” 

compared to what, in earlier times, was “infinitely gentle,” (E/O1 144) the objectively tragic. 

Despite this, removing the mantle shrouding inwardness is precisely the project 

Kierkegaard would have us take up, existentially transforming it to a responsibility over 

freedom called “earnestness”, a topic explored extensively in The Concept of Anxiety: 

I am not aware that there exists a single definition of 
earnestness…in relation to existential concepts it always indicates 
greater discretion to abstain from definitions, because a person 
can hardly be inclined to apprehend essentially in the form of 
definition what must be understood differently, what he himself 
has understood differently, what he has loved in an entirely 
different way, and which in the form of definition easily becomes 
something else, something foreign to him. (147) 

Earnestness, in keeping with Kierkegaard’s fashion, arrives very much as a negative 

concept: Instead of a strictly philosophic conceptualization, Kierkegaard encourages us to 

consider a ‘disposition towards earnestness’, which is to say a “unity of feeling and self-

consciousness” whereby “feeling unfolds itself to self-consciousness and vice versa” and 

“the content of the self-consciousness is felt by the subject as his own” (CA 148). 

Inwardness, for Kierkegaard, is not abstract contemplation but rather an apprehension of 

oneself that despite its subjective interiority “can be attained only by and in action” (CA 

138). Here, action means precisely the subjective interiority of the individual: “This self-

consciousness is action, and this action is in turn inwardness” (CA 143). Kierkegaard 

continues, “The more definitively conscience is developed in a person, the more expanded 

he is,” (CA 134) but as ever, “the question is that of the possibility in the individuality who 

is honest with himself” (CA 158). The self, therefore, is profoundly a concrete freedom 

that, following Socrates, fully comes to itself only when it rejoices in the truth: “Viewed 

intellectually, the content of freedom is truth, and truth makes man free. For this reason, 

truth is the work of freedom, and in such a way that freedom constantly brings forth truth” 

(CA 138). Kierkegaard’s ‘disposition towards earnestness’, the acceptance of 
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responsibility over freedom that is concretized in the subjective interiority of the individual, 

thus requires an unflinching acceptance of the continuity of good; “Untruth is precisely 

unfreedom, which is anxious about disclosure” (CA 128). Earnestness too, therefore, is a 

choice between freedom and unfreedom; between what is good and what is not good; and 

between the disclosure of self to itself and a lurking, withered and impotent self in hiding 

of its true possibility. Earnestness ultimately begets a unity of self. 

Such a critique forms the basis for the correspondence from Judge Wilhelm to A. 

in Either/Or, Part II. For Judge Wilhelm, the aesthete A. misuses his irony, for insofar as 

he refuses to allow relationships and situations either the depth or continuity of his 

commitment, he evades the rich interiority of self that comes with an acceptance of 

existential, read as ethical, responsibility:   

To choose oneself abstractly is not to choose oneself ethically. 
Not until a person in his choice has taken himself upon himself, 
has put on himself, has totally interpenetrated himself so that 
every movement he makes is accompanied by a consciousness 
of responsibility for himself – not until then has a person chosen 
himself ethically, not until then has he repented himself, not until 
then is he concrete, not until then is he in his total isolation in 
absolute continuity with the actuality to which he belongs. (248)  

Lacking the richness of time and substance, the aesthete exists rather shallowly. A 

prisoner of mere egotism, he lives an existence characterized by repetition and boredom 

in the search of ongoing stimulation. To Judge Wilhelm’s view, the merely aesthetic life, 

despite its short-term attractions and diversions, is dreadful and repulsive, for it is ugliness 

to hold oneself back and avoid commitment: “…it was an insult and consequently ugly to 

want to love with one part of the soul and not with the whole soul, to make his love into an 

element and yet take another’s whole love….ugly if he had a hundred arms so that he 

could embrace many at a time; he has only one breast” (E/O2 301). To live thus, warns 

the Judge, is a self-indulgent “distrust of life…that there is nothing upon which one dares 

to build” (E/O2 301). Once again, the Judge advises us towards commitment and 

existential responsibility. Fulfilling external duties is not in itself ethical – though a good 

sort of thing to do! Rather, he argues that duty is something we should take up by our own 

volition as an expression of our innermost, concrete selves: “The truly ethical person has 

an inner serenity and sense of security, for he does not have duty outside himself but 

within himself….It makes the individual infinitely secure within himself…. [and] expresses 
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the universal in his life” (E/O2 254-256). Chosen with energy and passion, the person who 

has taken up responsibility for his existence is never lost or alone. “The person who lives 

ethically always has a way out when everything goes against him…there is always a point 

to which he holds fast, and that point is – himself” (E/O2 253). 

Following Socrates, we can witness how Kierkegaard’s philosophy of existence 

describes the pursuit of a well-ordered selfhood, a freedom which despite its patently 

modern sense of abandonment and anxiety, nevertheless is centered upon concrete 

actions and an acceptance of existential responsibility. The roots of Kierkegaard’s 

philosophy were surely subjective, those of wonder and reverence filled with the 

pregnancy of thought. Howland indicates how Kierkegaard maintained a “Socratic sense 

that philosophizing is an active process of deeply personal significance,” (22) tied to 

questions about existence and what constitutes the ‘good life’. Such a philosophy of 

existence is qualitatively distinct from metaphysical or mathematical arguments, for ethical 

truths, to the extent they can be proven to exist, are warranted upon the lived authority, 

self-collectedness and demonstrable commitments of the speaker. This is itself an idea 

premised in the writings of Aristotle, as Howland notes:  

The adequacy of a religious or ethical thesis derives not simply 
from what it says, but also from who says it. Religious and ethical 
theses must also be considered subjectively, or from the point of 
view of ergon as well as logos: such theses become genuinely 
religious or ethical depending on whether the actions of the 
speaker are in harmony with his words or at odds with them. 
(Howland 24) 

Kierkegaard’s exploration of earnestness, as we have already seen, demonstrates this 

idea well, that the passion of existential concepts should be ‘loved in an entirely different 

way’, that a subjective philosophy pregnant with thought and possibility should be held as 

no poorer than one premised in more definitional, ‘objective’ concepts: “To my mind, what 

I say here proves much better than any conceptual development that I do know in earnest 

what the discussion is about” (CA 147). Socrates was for Kierkegaard the model of 

philosophical life incomparabilis, instructing us in a coherent and well-ordered self, 

experienced as a unified whole. “True philosophy is a harmony of speech and deed that 

is rooted in passion,” confirms Howland. “To be a philosopher is to live a philosophical life, 

which entails that, whatever else a philosophy is, it must be livable” (Howland 26). To 
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argue otherwise, suggests Kierkegaard, is to ascribe to an “erroneous view of knowledge 

and its results” and a “forgetting that the genuine philosopher is to the highest degree sub-

objective” (E/O2 367). (Suck that lemon, Kant!) The end goal for Kierkegaard is thus a 

‘self’ in what Howland describes as “the full, Socratic sense – an active, reflective center 

of intellectual and moral responsibility” (135). This is not to suggest that such a selfhood 

is somehow easy to achieve, for the human condition is not transparent even to those 

enduring it and moral improvement, likely as not, will entail suffering all the anxiety and 

dread attendant on existential responsibility. Moreover, the state as a large scale 

calculation of egoisms is at best a ‘dubious moral instructor’, much less adept at teaching 

virtue than it is at inculcating basic compliance (CI 454-455). The collectedness of a well-

ordered self, therefore, resides in understanding something important about subjective 

experience. Again and again we witness that moral truth is distinctive precisely because 

its way of being known is crucial to its content. Moral truth, in other words, is not 

propositional but existential, not so much something learned, but achieved. 

 

Pseudonyms and Choice 

Irony, as we have attempted to lay out in some considerable detail in this chapter, 

is particularly adept at disturbing complacency in individuals, ultimately provoking an erotic 

longing which leads individuals to questions of truth and beauty, and eventually, towards 

their own moral introspection and refinement. Kierkegaard in particular sought to work in 

this regard, masking himself behind pseudonymous voices so as to generate dissonance 

in his readership and provoke them towards consideration of their own commonplace, and 

for his taste, too easily purchased beliefs. The notion of pseudonym as a mask is an 

important one in our study of irony, precisely because in masking himself, the ironist 

creates the distance between himself and his students necessary for the latter to assume 

their own burdens of knowing, even as it sets them into relation with both the Idea and 

each other: 

But precisely because it is the nature of irony never to unmask 
itself and also because a protean change of masks is just as 
essential, the infatuated youth must inevitably experience so 
much torment. But just as there is something deterring about 
irony, it likewise has something extraordinarily seductive and 
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fascinating. Its masquerading and mysteriousness, the 
telegraphic communication it prompts because an ironist always 
has to be understood at a distance, the infinite sympathy it 
presupposes, the fleeting but indescribably instant of 
understanding that is immediately superseded by the anxiety of 
misunderstanding – all of this holds one prisoner in inextricable 
bonds. (CI 48-49) 

The use of pseudonyms, particularly when we hold Kierkegaard’s texts up against each 

other, allows for a form of writing that maintains a rhetorical rather than morally prescriptive 

posture. Martinez, for example, notes how it is wrong to suggest that Kierkegaard is 

attempting to write a deontology; instead, while each pseudonym – Judge Wilhelm, A., 

Climacus, and Anti-Climacus, Virgilius Haufniensis, etc. – is internally consistent in his 

position, the intertextuality of the voices serve to evocate possibility rather than declare 

final meaning. “Pseudonymous literature,” suggests Martinez, “is a creative attempt to 

reflect the multiple ways in which meaning emerges when readers encounter these text 

themselves. More, the polynymity intimates the hermeneutical space where ‘worlds’ can 

occur’” (14). The irony of pseudonymity occurs precisely because of its ability to throw the 

reader back upon himself, to state rhetorical positions that need not be owned by the 

author but which nevertheless challenge, perhaps even torment, the reader in his own 

subjective awareness. 

According to Howland, Kierkegaard wished to firmly separate himself from the 

rhetorical positions of his texts, insisting that it was not he who was speaking in his 

pseudonymous works but rather each individual ‘author’; “There is not a single word by 

me,” Kierkegaard claims. “If it should occur to anyone to want to quote a particular passage 

from the books…he will do me the kindness of citing the respective pseudonymous 

author’s name, not mine” (Howland 9). In this sense, each pseudonym acts as a 

withholding, a reserve of identity created by Kierkegaard to espouse a distinct body of 

ideas, what he called “an imaginary psychological construction” designed to “let the 

concept come into being in the individuality and situation” of each distinct voice (R xxx). 

What Kierkegaard is enacting, therefore, is a manner of indirect communication; 

sequestering himself as Kierkegaard from the conversation, he instead allows the reader 

to be alone with the each author, writing subjectively personal ideas in a transmuted, non-

situational, universally human form (R x). Remembering the unity between the manner 

and content of moral ideas, which is to say the existentiality of moral truth, such a tactic 
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appears particularly appropriate as a literary strategy: Each pseudonym is able to 

coherently take up and embody its moral position as an entirety. In his notes regarding 

Schleirermacher’s review of Lucinde, we discover Kierkegaard’s attraction towards this 

benefit of the pseudonymous style: 

It is probably a model review and also an example of how such a 
thing can be most productive, in that he constructs a host of 
personalities out of the book itself and through them illuminates 
the work and also illuminates their individuality, so that instead of 
being faced by the reviewer with various points of view, we get 
instead many personalities who represent these various points of 
view. But they are complete beings, so that it is possible to get a 
glance into the individuality of the single individual and through 
numerous yet merely relatively true judgements to draw up our 
own final judgement. Thus it is a true masterpiece. (CI 425) 

Such a literary strategy of embodying coherent, unified systems of belief in the personae 

of individual characters for the purpose of intellectual, even polemical, exchange clearly 

appealed to Kierkegaard, and can be found throughout classically ‘existential’ literature. It 

exists not only in Kierkegaard’s pseudonymous works, but also in Dostoyevsky’s The 

Brothers Karamazov, Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra, Kundera’s The Joke, and 

Sartre’s Nausea, just to name a few. What is significant about each of these (and other) 

examples, however, is their ability to force the reader back upon themselves: there is no 

final voice of authority upon which one can rely because each pseudonym, as a distinct 

withholding reserve, serves to negate the possibility of final resolution. 

We do well to remember, then, that irony cannot be considered yet one more 

position in reference to existence, as might, say, satire or nihilism. The sophisticated 

ironist, as Socrates demonstrates, is ironic through and through, hovering above actuality 

and commonly asserted, quotidian truths. Placed side by side, the community of voices 

constituting Kierkegaard’s works produce the same effect, each offering a manner of being 

that by conversing with each other cause the reader to experience the healthy 

disequilibrium which so often precedes choice. Climacus of the Philosophical Fragments, 

for example, can be viewed as a younger Socrates. Suggests Howland: 

He is a philosopher who is unusually self-conscious about the 
possible limits of philosophy and open to the competing claims of 
religious faith….Climacus’ disposition insures that the ideas of 
others do not imprint themselves upon his soul in the form of an 
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accepted teaching, but rather serve merely as occasions for his 
own active reflection. (12, 19)  

Alternately, Johannes de Silentio of Fear and Trembling is the ‘faithful servant’ who 

admires but cannot share the profound faith of Abraham. In writing “my courage is not that 

of faith and not to be compared with it….I do not have faith; this courage I lack,” (FT 63) 

Johannes provokes his readers not only to marvel at Abraham’s “leap” into the Absurd, 

but moreover to decide in themselves whether Abraham’s willingness to kill Isaac was an 

act of divine resignation or simple moral atrocity. Of course, A. and Judge Wilhelm or 

Either/Or directly speak to each other, their ideas forming a correspondence of debate 

between the ‘aesthetic’ and ‘universal ethical’ modes of being. A., as seducer and 

pleasure-seeker, enjoys indulging in outlandish provocation, writing such passages as, 

“On the whole, the religious is a dangerous power with which to become involved,” (E/O1 

198) “all the poor do is breed,” (E/O1  289) and “nil admirari [marvel at nothing] is the 

proper wisdom of life….one indulges with a certain mistrust” (E/O1 293). Judge Wilhelm 

contrasts sharply, encouraging his younger friend towards the continuity of a full selfhood 

found through commitment to marriage and the ethical realm; He explains, “A human 

being’s eternal dignity lies precisely in this, that he can gain a history” (E/O2 250). No 

particular view can, or likely should, be accepted in its entirety. Even Virgilius Haufniensis, 

author of The Concept of Anxiety, acknowledges hereditary sin (one of Kierkegaard’s 

more troubling and ludicrous concepts) as a “presupposition” (19) which allows us to begin 

in actuality in order to raise up to, an albeit Christian, ideality. These are only brief 

depictions to be sure, but through them we are able to witness how each contributes to 

the ironic intertextuality of Kierkegaard’s larger project. We might debate, for example, 

how A. appears something of a straw man when he describes his own life as an aesthete 

as “an eternal night…utterly meaningless,” (E/O1 35-36) how the two movements of 

Either/Or could represent the same author at different points in life, or how Judge Wilhelm 

appears to support a particularly rule-bound, rather than personal, code of ethics (Martinez 

90). These would not be futile pursuits because for Kierkegaard, what was most at issue 

was provoking the ‘deciding spirit’ of existential choice. Ultimately, the voices speak to and 

through each other; as Hong and Hong suggest, “one author becomes enclosed within 

the other like the boxes in a Chinese puzzle” (E/O1 9). 
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None of this is to suggest that the writings of Kierkegaard fail to direct us towards 

some greater teleological project, specifically an inward deepening that precedes religious 

faith. In this regard, as Martinez suggests, “The individual pseudonymous pieces must be 

viewed as essential elements in the total impact of Kierkegaard’s authorship” (79). Still, in 

keeping with our purpose here, we are able to witness how the various pseudonymous 

voices set us both into relation and disruption, provoking us towards the challenge of 

accepting our own ‘deciding spirit’: “The point of deciding within oneself began to unfold 

with Socrates….With Socrates the deciding spirit is situated in the subjective 

consciousness of man” (CI 224). Placing the texts together in ironic totality disrupts us into 

a realization of our fundamental misrelation to actuality, which is to otherwise say that the 

self, as perpetual becoming, is constantly transcending its necessity into possibility and 

so must concretely choose itself. “To ask questions denotes in part the individual’s relation 

to the subject, in part the individual’s relation to another individual,” notes Kierkegaard. 

“Inasmuch as I ask a question, I know nothing and am related altogether receptively to my 

subject….every answer contains a possibility of a new question” (CI 34-36). It should not 

be hard to recognize that these features find expression in ironic dialogue, especially as 

practiced by Socrates. Dialogue is what Kierkegaard refers to as ‘a reciprocal relation’, 

akin to dialectic, only ‘without the element of unity’ (CI 34-36) characteristic of a more 

Hegelian-minded evolution of the idea. As a withholding reserve, each voice acts as an 

addition, response and push-back to the others, with no single view being considered as 

finally authoritative. It remains with the individual, in his subjective awareness, to choose 

the good and in doing so, himself. 

Consider, as a parallel example, the three treatments of Socrates offered in The 

Concept of Irony. Xenophon deflates Socrates as a mediocre huckster and therefore 

renders him non-dangerous; Plato raises Socrates to the supranatural and thereby 

establishes his life and death as a tragic ideal; and Aristophanes eviscerates Socrates, 

presenting him as an inconstant, idle and ultimately hollow vagabond akin to The Clouds.  

As Kierkegaard confirms, it is important to treat these with “contemplation” rather than as 

a subject for more immediate observation (CI 156). Just as with the ‘dialogue’ between A. 

and Judge Wilhelm, the three views of Socrates do not represent three options from which 

we must choose the “correct” one in its entirety. There is a perpetual danger of 

misrecognition when we rely too heavily on binaries to shape understanding. Rather, to 
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access the idea of Socrates, we need something of a more open-hearted contemplation. 

The three views described by Kierkegaard produce three very different Socrates(es); this 

is a constitutive, perhaps Nietzschean move on the part of Kierkegaard, for he allows us 

space to think of Socrates both as each and as none of these, even if, as the remainder 

of the book suggests, he begins with a preferred view in mind. In the end, Kierkegaard 

resists decidability about the idea of Socrates, for in fact it is in the nature of irony to 

paradoxically be many things and no-thing all at once. “The manifold variety of actuality is 

the very element of the ironist,” concludes Kierkegaard. “His passage across actuality is 

floating and ethereal; he is continually just touching the ground” (CI 128). As with his 

treatment of Socrates, so it goes with his pseudonymous works, insofar that it is we, as 

the deciding spirit, who must choose: “It nevertheless turns out that the individual, in 

relation to the good, is arbitrarily self-determining, and that the good as such has no 

absolute binding power” (CI 224). We return, again and again, to the predicament of 

human understanding, the health and sickness of things both claimed and unclaimable, 

as Colebrook concludes: “In Kierkegaard irony is not in the service of truth; it does not 

hierarchically delimit a voice to posit truth elsewhere. Truth ‘is’ the ironic delimitation of 

voice and nothing else” (171).  

The educational implications stemming from this are easy enough to roughly 

sketch in here, with an understanding that a more thorough description will follow in the 

third chapter of this thesis. The first is to notice how the pseudonyms work together to 

create something of a poeticized, ironic ideational space. Martinez notes how “the 

pseudonyms are portrayed as individuals engaged in the process of self-formation, that 

is, they are depicted as continually reconstituting themselves through the medium of irony. 

In this respect, the author writes ironically about characters who likewise ironize, as it 

were, their own fictive share of life” (18). Cast amidst a dialogue of competing yet internally 

consistent positions, the student will be exposed to a diversity of viewpoints and ideals, 

which can, it should be added, be tactically deployed for the purposes of stimulating 

particular kinds of thought. Such a strategy generates noticeably poetic effects, poet here 

being used as one who creates and composes hypotheses in the guise of idealized 

actualities. In the historical introduction to Repetition, we find how: 

The poet in this view is an imaginative constructor 
[Experimentator] who presents the possible in experiential (the 
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two words have a common root) verisimilitude…. Kierkegaard is 
therefore the poetic Experimentator who makes or fashions the 
various pseudonymous, poetic, imaginative constructors, who in 
turn imaginatively shape characters, scenes, situations, and 
relations expressive in various ways of the hypothesis(es) 
informing the work. (xxv)  

The second stems largely from this poeticized space of ideas, namely that students will 

be set into patterns of relation and dissonance vis-à-vis the conversing voices and their 

professed positions. Positioning learners’ thinking in relation to competing ideals and 

(more broadly) modes of being appear especially suited to dialectics, and dialogue as one 

manner of dialectics in particular; by the thoughtful juxtaposition of divergent, even 

spurious or offensive positions, learners will witness the constructed nature of quotidian 

beliefs in such a way, Kierkegaard suggests, as to provoke the “poetic awakening” (SD 

xvii) of the subjective ‘self’. Further, we can also see how an understanding of Socrates 

as an inducer and évocateur, rather than pedant and thesis-monger, becomes important. 

As a withholding reserve, perpetually hovering over actuality, Socrates generously, 

compassionately and wisely works in the service of his students’ moral and intellectual 

independence:  

Not coincidentally, both Plato and Socrates tend to keep others 
guessing when it comes to their own opinions. Kierkegaard 
accomplishes the same thing by writing pseudonymously, and he 
has good pedagogical reason for doing so: the mere fact that he 
himself holds a certain opinion should be of no interest to his 
readers, whose primary task is to think for themselves. (Martinez 
8-9) 

While not an entirely reflective surface, the ironist remains behind his mask, provoking in 

the student/reader an inward deepening characterized by stimulated imaginative 

possibility, an awareness of the subjective nature of his own knowing, and an acceptance 

of responsibility over choice. Through his antagonism of the learner within a secure 

intellectual space, the ironist-educator demonstrates, indeed models, both the non-finality 

of learning and a corresponding rejection of intellectual dependence. In the mouths of 

(astonishingly eloquent) students, the achievement of this ideal would sound roughly like 

this: “There is something indescribably salutary and alleviating in talking with you, for it 

seems as if one were talking with oneself or with an idea” (R 188).  
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The Existential Moment 

Taken in its totality, there can be little doubt that Kierkegaard had a 

“comprehensive plan” binding the entirety of his authorship, the unifying idea with which 

he drew his readers into conversation. His desire was to deliver each individual to 

themselves in the concrete totality, the very responsibility, of their subjective existence, to 

have each person, in a sense, fully realise themselves as an integrated whole. This meant 

taking up their freedom entirely, an experience he called the “moment of choice”: 

When around one everything has become silent, solemn as a 
clear, starlit night, when the soul comes to be alone in the whole 
world, then before one there appears, not an extraordinary human 
being, but the eternal power itself, then the heavens seem to 
open, and the I chooses itself or, more correctly, receives itself…. 
He does not become someone other than he was before, but he 
becomes himself. The consciousness integrates and, and he is 
himself…..for the greatness is not to be this or that but to be 
oneself, and every human being can be this if he so wills it. (E/O2 
177)  

For Kierkegaard, authentic freedom involves just such a radical sort of movement within 

the self, an existential point of acceptance which unifies the past and present with the 

eternal. In such an instant, the individual “concentrates everything into one act of 

consciousness” (FT 72) and so takes up responsibility for himself in his singular, solitary 

capacity for choice. 

The individual, then, becomes conscious as this specific individual 
with these capacities, these inclinations, these drives, as this 
specific product of a specific environment. But as he becomes 
aware of all this, he takes upon himself responsibility for it all….In 
the moment of choice, he is in complete isolation, for he withdraws 
from his social milieu, and yet at the same moment he is in 
absolute continuity, for he chooses himself as a product. (E/O2 
251) 

There is a clearly transitional element to such a motion, for at the instant the individual 

picks up the continuity of his existence, he transcends mere actuality, the necessity of his 

existence, in favour of his possibility and freedom. So does he re-begin in the truth and 

authenticity of his subjective self: 

At the moment of choice, he is at the point of consummation, for 
his personality is consummating itself, and yet at the same 
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moment he is at the very beginning, because he is choosing 
himself according to his freedom. As a product he is squeezed into 
the forms of actuality; in the choice he makes himself elastic, 
transforms everything exterior into interiority. (E/O2 251) 

Kierkegaard advises that this moment of existential validity cannot be manipulated or 

forged if it is to have the deep interiority he envisions. The aesthete, in trying to set up and 

manipulate situations of peak emotional tension and discharge, misses the point entirely, 

for his actions result not in the inward deepening of subjective authenticity but merely 

fleeting, and thus non-eternal, transient pleasures of repetition. As the meeting point of 

the temporal and eternal, Kierkegaard’s existential moment intimates a deeper ‘spiritual’ 

maturity regarding what is upheld as eternally good, itself an expression of pathos 

regarding the self’s own existence. Rejecting both the fundamental untruth of the crowd 

and the self-ingratiation of what is only temporary, the self will instead accept with fear 

and trembling, but also a passionate fervor, the strenuous exercise of his freedom. 

What Kierkegaard’s existential moment points towards is the deepening 

consciousness of an integrated selfhood. Choosing to take possession of oneself in all of 

one’s own history and futurity, accepting responsibility for both the necessity and 

possibility of one’s own existence, the self gathers itself to itself and so becomes unified 

in the project that is the self’s own freedom. Offers Kierkegaard, “He remains himself, 

exactly the same that he was before, down to the most insignificant feature, and yet he 

becomes another, for the choice penetrates everything and changes it” (E/O2 223). To 

Kierkegaard’s understanding, this shift, this transformation of awareness regarding the 

self, is a definitive instant in time, a moment of concentrated presence bounded fore and 

aft during which the I absolutely chooses itself: “Not until I absolutely choose myself do I 

absolutely infinitize myself, because I myself am the absolute, because only I myself can 

choose absolutely; and this absolute choice of myself is my freedom” (E/O2 223-224). In 

choosing oneself entirely, one accepts responsibility for the self entirely, a self that is 

continuous and unfragmented, facing forwards into futurity. As Kierkegaard explains: 

There is an earnestness about this that shakes the entire soul; to 
become conscious in one’s eternal validity is a moment that is 
more significant than everything else in the world….It is an earnest 
and significant moment when a person links himself to an eternal 
power for an eternity, when he accepts himself as the one whose 
remembrance time will never erase, when in an eternal and 
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unerring sense he becomes conscious of himself as the person 
he is. (E/O2 206)  

From the moment this consciousness occurs, Kierkegaard describes, the self sees his 

project before him; his commitment is to continuously collect himself, to perpetually 

actualize the image of himself that arises from within himself, from his own ethical ideal: 

To be sure, the ethical individual dares to employ the expression 
that he is his own editor, but he is also fully aware that he is 
responsible, responsible for himself personally, inasmuch as what 
he chooses will have a decisive influence on himself, responsible 
to the order of things in which he lives, responsible to God….The 
task the ethical individual sets for himself is to transform himself 
into the universal individual. (E/O2 260-261)   

The negation of Kierkegaard’s irony persists even here, not only in the moment of 

existential realisation, but in the ongoingness of the actualization of the self’s freedom. 

The self, as union of necessity and possibility, continues to posit itself as an ideal outside 

itself which nevertheless originates from within the self’s own actuality of choice, a 

“duplexity” that Kierkegaard describes as “having himself outside himself within himself” 

(E/O2 259). Explains Colebrook, “His irony is ruthless….Kierkegaard insists on the need 

to form a worldly and existing personality alongside the negation of that personality” (175). 

The integrated self of deeper natures, we thus discover, has a literary, poeticizing quality 

through the aspect and content of its choice. “This is nothing other than freedom,” explains 

Kierkegaard. “This self has not existed before, because it came into existence through the 

choice, and yet it has existed, for it was indeed ‘himself’….I do not create myself – I choose 

myself” (EO2 215). 

The obvious criticism of how I have chosen to depict Kierkegaard’s existential 

moment – that is, apart from having fallen into the particularly Kierkegaard-ian brand of 

syntactic silliness that allows me to write ‘having himself outside himself within himself’ 

with a straight face – is my omission of the profoundly religious element that Kierkegaard 

deems necessary to the transformation. Here, we should recall Kierkegaard’s three part 

notion of self as the synthesis of necessity and possibility, in relation to the absolute. One 

need not overthink what Kierkegaard means by this latter phrase.  Simply flipping through 

The Sickness Unto Death, one quickly finds such passages as “To lack infinitude is 

despairing reductionism,” (33) or “he who does not have a God does not have a self, 
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either” (40).  For Kierkegaard, therefore, the project that is the ‘self’ and the moment of 

existential realization whereby the individual chooses himself in his ‘eternal validity’ are 

both bound up in a particularly theological notion of humankind’s relation to the divine. 

Suggests Anti-Climacus: 

A human being is spirit. But what is spirit? Spirit is the self. But 
what is the self? The self is a relation that relates itself to itself or 
is the relation’s relating itself to itself in the relation; the self is not 
the relation but is the relations’ relating itself to itself. A human 
being is a synthesis of the infinite and the finite, of the temporal 
and the eternal, of freedom and necessity, in short a synthesis. A 
synthesis is a relation between two. Considered in this way, a 
human being is still not a self….in relating itself to itself and in 
willing to be itself, the self rests transparently in the power that 
established it. (SD 8) 

In translation (we may need it), a clear relation to oneself can only occur in the full view 

and qualifying presence of God. Lacking God amounts to lacking a self. So it is that even 

in the guise of Judge Wilhelm, a voice less directly theological than Anti-Climacus, we find 

Kierkegaard expressing much the same idea. In choosing oneself, one must necessarily 

do so in repentance of himself in relation to God:  “He repents himself back into himself, 

back into the family, back into the race, until he finds himself in God. Only on this condition 

can he choose himself….for only when I choose myself as guilty do I absolutely choose 

myself” (E/O2 216-217). Sin is thus the consequence of freedom and anxiety towards the 

future, first established in the hereditary sin begat with the fall of Adam, is the lot of every 

person who enters into relation with the divine. As concluded in the “Ultimatum”, the first 

Upbuilding Discourse, “in relation to God we are always in the wrong” (E/O2 350). Such 

is the expectancy of faith. 

For the purposes of this project, then, we will need to find a way to make use of 

Kierkegaard’s terms – a self in relation to itself, negating itself forwards into ironic 

possibility, and assuming the existential burdens of responsibility for the content of its self-

selection – without accepting as dogmatically necessary all his metaphysical-teleological 

commitments. Truly, there does seem something particularly unhealthy, dysthymic and 

even life-denying in Kierkegaard’s posture, both in the literal and figurative senses of the 

word. We can almost anticipate Nietzsche screaming “Slavery!” at the sight of 

Kierkegaard’s bent back, were he to witness his near-contemporary staggering through 
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the streets of Copenhagen under the burden of so oppressive a weight. “Every human life 

is religiously designed,” mutters Kierkegaard. “Guilt is a power that spreads itself 

everywhere, and although it broods over existence, no one can understand it in a deeper 

sense” (CA 104-105). And with this, at least, we agree. What remains harder to imagine 

from within our position of the Absurd, however, is how such theology can be ‘upbuilding’ 

in the sense that Kierkegaard intends; it all seems more than a little improbable, unless 

we first accept a whole string of metaphysical binaries regarding good and evil, sin and 

innocence, and temporal and eternal, just to name a few. To be fair, another good sort of 

thing to do, Kierkegaard recognizes that this is the case. It is Kierkegaard, after all, who in 

the voice of Johannes de Silentio describes the extreme irrationality of Abraham’s 

teleological suspension of what is ethical, noting that he is either fundamentally guilty of 

prolicide or the supreme Biblical expression of faith: “For faith is just this paradox, that the 

single individual is higher than the universal [the universal ethical]….He acts on the 

strength of the absurd; for it is precisely the absurd that as the single individual he is higher 

than the universal. The paradox cannot be mediated” (FT 84-85). From the point of view 

of the Absurd laid out in the first chapter of this thesis, such can only be an expression of 

outright zealotry, a fundamental transgression of the boundary of the knowable which 

Kierkegaard himself acknowledged and praised in his description of Socrates as ‘that 

simple and profound man’. Surely, there is at least some measure of comfort contained in 

Kierkegaard’s first upbuilding discourse; “In relation to God we are always in the wrong – 

this thought puts an end to doubt and calms the cares; it animates and inspires to action” 

(E/O2 353). As an explanation for the dread and suffering of humankind, along with the 

comforting assurance that such decidability provides, things could have been a lot worse. 

Still, we are left to contemplate whether Socrates’ profound wonder at the edge of what 

appears infinite, his virtue-as-its-own-reward and evil-as-its-own-punishment form of ethic, 

doesn’t result in a more speculative, even healthy, model of existence. As demonstrated 

by Socrates and his daimon, faith may have pre-existed philosophy and philosophy may 

very well prepare us for the ‘leap’ into the supra- or extra-rational, but that doesn’t imply 

that we should justify, even to just ourselves, running towards the edge of the cliff. Rather, 

in keeping with the Absurd, we might wonder whether Kierkegaard’s collection plate isn’t 

filled with at least a few wooden nickels. Clearly, we cannot arrive at God by way of 

concepts, for divinity can only be claimed to exist through some faculty other than reason; 
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the Forms exist only in relation to other forms and our own temporally bonded longing, an 

arbitrariness of self that produces God…in the leap. 

 

Concluding Thoughts – Sin as a ‘Positive’ Thesis, a Transgression of Irony 
at the Absurd 

The persistent truth of irony is that it doesn’t leave us much room for lasting 

assurance. Confronted with its continuous movement towards negation, what we have 

called the infinite absolute negativity of irony, one suspects that we probably ought to know 

by now that indeed, we know nothing. Such is the wisdom of a lucid appraisal of our 

perilous, shared condition. All that said, Kierkegaard does us significant favour by pointing 

towards the possibility of choice, specifically the choice of self, as a consequence of that 

hollowing-out vilification of the positive. Directed towards the self, and in particular the 

question of ‘that which I must do and become’, irony leaves a fairly wide berth for decision 

and choice. Following Socrates, Kierkegaard’s many pseudonyms demonstrate that one 

cannot simply tell, or worse, foist upon another, the Socratic realization of an ethic: Care 

of the soul remains the proper focus of our existential imagination, so that we may come 

in contact with the possibility of wonder and, ultimately, the development of our own moral 

autonomy. The ‘soul’, as ironic, resides someplace between idea and existence, the 

interchange between actuality and possibility which propels the self forward into the future, 

a drive towards authentic interiority refracted against the outer, cultural landscape. 

Colebrook explains how “Kierkegaard regarded the soul ‘itself’ as ironic. The soul just ‘is’ 

this gap, distance, or difference between the idea and the existence. Irony is neither a 

higher position nor an intimation of a soul beyond all position, it is negativity – not an 

elevated position but a movement of continual elevation” (158). Here we may recognize 

that the ‘soul’, as with our attempts to understand Socrates himself, can only be 

apprehended “under the angle of refraction” (CI 12). We see, then, that “irony is the very 

production of interiority. From a displayed disharmony we can posit the soul. Ironic 

distance is the only way in which authentic subjectivity might recognize itself ‘as a 

refraction’ from the outer world” (Colebrook 158). Kierkegaard’s use of pseudonymous 

voices helps us along this path to interiority and self-selection, if only for the reason that 

coherent existential viewpoints are less adequate when merely stated, compared to when 
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they are embodied through total, poeticized modes of being. Explains Colebrook, “It is the 

existentialism of Kierkegaard – the idea that the viewpoint of theory that overlooks the 

world is produced through a way and style of life – that leads beyond philosophy to 

literature” (175). More important than what each human means or says, therefore, is the 

concrete choice of oneself by oneself, the poeticizing selection of oneself as a style, as a 

total mode of being. Irony, we find time and again, cannot proscribe a positive program. 

At best, it can orient us towards a certain disposition or direction, for no style, especially 

that of the ironist, can speak of itself as authoritative or grounding. 

Much might we marvel, then, at Kierkegaard’s shift over time, particularly in the 

manner with which he appropriates Socrates to his own purposes.  In The Concept of 

Irony Kierkegaard notes how the Socrates of Plato’s later dialogues – the Socrates of The 

Critias, for example – becomes much more constructive and so, “a shadow of the one who 

appears in the first dialogues,” (124) and we might notice a similar change in Kierkegaard’s 

own authorship as well. Surely, there exist theistic causes provoking Socrates to 

philosophy. His daimon, for example, is something inward and yet distinct from his own 

will, opinion and conviction which nevertheless impels Socrates forward (CI 164). In line 

with such beliefs as metempsychosis and learning as recollection, notes Colebrook, we 

find a Socrates quite at home with the notion of a human ‘soul’: “The soul, according to 

Socrates, is not some object within the world that we might know. On the contrary, the 

soul is indicated by the fact that there are certain concepts whose meaning we do not fully 

know but that seem to offer themselves as necessary ideas” (106), once again 

exemplifying the indirection of Socratic irony, that refraction by which we come to 

understand negative concepts. And likewise with ‘sin’. Equating the good with the true and 

the true with the good, the Socratic conception of sin could only be that of ignorance, for 

it would be impossible to Socratic contemplation that a man could truly understand what 

was good and yet do the opposite. It is here, precisely, where Kierkegaard splits with, and 

claims to transcend Greek, now called ‘pagan’ in the place of Hellene, systems of morality. 

Whereas Greek moralities were bound in the virtues and the equation of the truth with the 

good, Kierkegaard imports the aspect of will, a positive and constructive thesis, claiming 

that “the opposite of sin is not virtue but faith” (SD 82). Christianity, it turns out, has to be 

believed rather than merely comprehended, and so it is with sin; “Interpreted Christianly, 

sin has its roots in willing, not in knowing” (SD 95). This might seem like something of an 
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esoteric point to harp on, but his rejection of the Greek sensibility demonstrates how 

Kierkegaard turns away from the negating movement of irony in favour of establishing a 

positive and knowingly indefensible – ‘he who defends his faith has never believed it’ (SD 

87) – Christian thesis. “What constituent, then, does Socrates lack for the defining of sin?” 

asks Kierkegaard. “It is the will, defiance. The intellectuality of the Greeks was too happy, 

too naïve, to esthetic, too ironic, too witty – too sinful – to grasp that anyone could 

knowingly not do the good, or knowingly, knowing what is right, do wrong” (SD 90). 

Kierkegaard may or may not be wrong-minded about the essential wretchedness of 

human beings, but the point is to note how he must import the thoroughly modern notion 

of will, along with a host of theologically based binaries, to make his positive thesis stick: 

“The Socratic definition [of sin] is so genuinely Greek,” write Kierkegaard, “its emptiness 

becomes apparent” (SD 88). “Looked at from the Christian point of view, sin is indeed 

ignorance: it is ignorance of what sin is….when sin is defined negatively, all Christianity is 

flabby and spineless” (SD 96). Kierkegaard’s positive concept of ‘sin’ must surely 

transgress not only the bounds of the Absurd, but also appears to contravene the kind of 

prohibitive ironic limitation upon which Socrates fashioned his method. What appears 

more likely is this: that once premised in a slew of metaphysical binaries, Christianity 

invents sin. Offers Kierkegaard, “If sin is ignorance, then sin really does not exist, for sin 

is indeed consciousness. If sin is being ignorant of what is right and therefore doing wrong, 

then sin does not exist….Consequently, if the Socratic definition is sound, then there is no 

sin at all” (SD 89, emphasis added). From the mouths of babes… 

Why any of this matters to the project of self, one supposes, is that it appears to 

dramatically influence the kind of self-formation, even creation, that might be otherwise be 

available to us, which is to say the type of encounter we might have with ourselves, if only 

armed with different concepts, metaphors and the like. In rejecting what he labels the 

Greek “intellectual categorical imperative” (SD 90) that claims correct understanding will 

necessarily lead to good actions – essentially, that we can only choose the good – and 

instead insisting that ‘in relation to God we are always in sin’, Kierkegaard represents a 

powerful naysaying to human creation and imagination, stripping us of the cheerfulness 

that underwrote so much of the searching quality characterizing Greek wonder. As 

evidence, we can consider the very sour eye he turns towards both Prometheus and 
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Sisyphus, prototypical figures who defiantly, in despair, want to be master over themselves 

and so, create themselves:  

The self in despair is always building only castles in the air, is only 
shadowboxing. All these imaginatively constructed virtues make it 
look splendid; like oriental poetry, they fascinate for a moment; 
such self-command, such imperturbability, such ataraxia, etc. 
practically border on the fabulous. Yes, they really do, and the 
basis of the whole thing is nothing….In a Promethean way, the 
infinite, negative self feels itself nailed to this servitude. (SD 69-
70) 

From Kierkegaard’s point of view, such a conclusion appears sound; submission to God 

is the ground upon which the self is returned to itself in the solidity of faith. But so too are 

other interpretations available to us. So much of how we conceive truth to be, it seems, is 

made available through our presumptions of the divine, the “is” of what we conceive truth 

to be. It was the negating movement of Socratic irony that lead us to the very edge of the 

knowable, the deduction of the Forms, and our own erotic longing. It was Kierkegaard who 

saw this as a fork in the road, picked it up as a preparation for faith, and then leapt on the 

strength of the Absurd, with the result that he undertook a philosophy of resignation and 

the despair of sin.  In respecting the limitations imposed by his irony, in following ‘the belief 

worth risking’, Socrates was able to live and die in contemplation of the virtuous life, secure 

enough in his contemplation that a good man cannot be harmed either in life or death.  For 

Kierkegaard, his transgression of such ironic limits resulted in a rather different kind of 

burden. At the moment of death, we can easily imagine Socrates content, encouraged 

and uplifted in the face of the unknown journey, a far distance from the fearful trembling 

and burdened despair of Kierkegaard. 

The negating movement of irony, we might conclude, wasn’t very kind to 

Kierkegaard in the end, mostly because he forgot, or grew away from, the realization that 

irony allows for nothing certain to persist. One of Kierkegaard’s more (unintentionally) 

ironic passages states that, “Reflection never snares so unfailingly as when it fashions its 

snare out of nothing” (SD 25). Standing in the Absurd, we might well rejoin, “Et tu, Soren?” 

Time and again, our passions carry the propensity to make us ridiculous, consuming our 

imaginations with stark ideological divisions and making us susceptible to the 

unwarranted, unnecessary suffering brought on by our own certainties. In writing, 

“Christianly understood, there is infinitely much more hope in death that there is in life,” 
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(SD 7-8) we see precisely the impoverishment, the denial and despair of this life, which 

Nietzsche so profoundly and ruthlessly attacked. Sin, a metaphor for the guilt of existence, 

is a master-slave dialectic I carry out with myself. To write this is not nice, certainly not 

polite, and perhaps to some not even terribly convincing. But then again, nor does it have 

to be. It is nothing but the weight afforded to tradition that says I must argue Kierkegaard’s 

Christianity, or any other widely accepted fundamentalism, by using its own terminology. 

Irony, it appears, carries with it a second capacity embedded within the first, this time a 

generative and legislating ability to imagine the world otherwise, to reject the 

universalization of binary language games in favour of play, disruption, contingency and 

multiplicity. In the project of self, likewise, the evisceration and hollowing out of irony will 

be followed by a second motion, this time of a liberated and innocent possibility, an infinite 

absolute possibility by which in choosing the self, the self becomes more fluid, multi-

faceted and malleable, a self which just might approach re-creation of itself in its own 

image. 

 

2.3 Friedrich Nietzsche … Of Sledgehammers and Disturbing 
Thoughts 

 

Introduction – Towards a Creating Irony 

By now in the thesis, one hopes that we have developed a fairly rigorous 

understanding of how irony might serve us in the deconstruction, even evisceration, of 

commonly held assurances and largely unwarranted claims to the certainty of Truth. One 

might consequently imagine, at this point, Nietzsche sweeping into the room, filled with 

the intention of pushing the envelope even further. Tossing his topcoat at the nearest 

woman to hand (parlour maids having fallen out of fashion), he makes a place for himself 

by disdainfully wiping the newspapers off the coffee table with the back of his arm before 

resting his muddied boots on top of the Doré Bible and Grandma’s hand knit doilies. “Yes. 

Yes. Negation. Illusion. Prometheus. Sisyphus. God. All very good,” he might exclaim. 

“But you see, you’ve forgotten the active sin!” Commonly renown as the ‘philosopher with 
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a sledgehammer’, Nietzsche appears to revel in disturbing us with such metaphors, 

inversions, ironies, and literary allusions just when we feel we are getting closer to 

grasping clarity and maybe, beginning to feel a little too good about ourselves. The notion 

of “active sin” (BT §9) is but one example of course, as joyously playful as it is violently 

polemic because sin, as customarily understood, is a concept that Nietzsche would reject 

as representative of a resent-filled slave ethic, simply more metaphysical nonsense of the 

herd man. Nietzsche’s body of ideas, as we shall see, run both parallel and in direct 

contravention to the themes explored by Kierkegaard, in terms of a seeming love-hate 

relationship with Socrates, in terms of the negating movements perpetrated by irony, and 

in terms of what comes after these negations, once we discover the edge of the 

epistemological and ontological cliff. In this exploration of irony as an appropriate response 

to the existential bind, Nietzsche presents significant challenges, and not only because he 

appears so thoroughly misaligned with Kierkegaard; his sense of irony, as we shall 

explore, is subtly multifaceted, psychologically antagonistic, and widely subversive to the 

traditional goals of western philosophy at least since Socrates. Moreover, his delight in 

provocation, inconsistency and outright contradiction permits an immense range of 

interpretation which resists, for we who are still dealing with the consequences of his 

thought, any hope for secure conclusion. As a response to the existential bind – in pursuit 

of the existential ironic – we soon discover that Nietzsche’s work directs us towards 

outcomes that Kierkegaard didn’t, or couldn’t, envision: confronting the fictive, culturally 

constructed nature of reality we begin to encounter the self in the mode of creation, a 

willing of self both forwards and backwards, not as with Kierkegaard into sin but rather 

towards a profound healthiness and ‘yea-saying’ to life in its totality. (Cue: “Ode to Joy”.) 

At the center of Nietzsche’s corpus are the presumptive ‘death of God’ and all the 

consequences that such a passing might entail. Enabled as we are with libraries of 

existential and post-modern critique, along with the experience of a century filled with 

ideological conflict, we have achieved at least some purchase about what to do with our 

‘abandonment’ into the world. Yet, for Nietzsche (like Kierkegaard, Dostoyevsky, 

Turgenev, etc.), the overturning of metaphysical presumptions, that “the belief in the 

Christian God has become unworthy of belief” (GS 5:§343), is of central concern to 

questions regarding truth, value and morality. Never shy of a good muckraking, here 

seeking to undermine the Socratic Truthiness of ‘Good’, Nietzsche writes, “We asked 
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about the value of this will….why not rather untruth….the problem of the value of truth 

came before us” (BGE §1); “when belief in the God of the ascetic ideal is denied, a new 

problem exists.…the value of truth must for once, by way of experiment, be called into 

question” (GM 3:§24). Nietzsche’s ideas, aside from displaying a pathological reliance on 

italicized text (!), represent a sustained polemic regarding the linking of values and truth, 

and an exposition of the fundamental dishonesty of our moral and philosophical 

prejudices. His foremost claim, repeated over and over again, is that humankind has 

imposed its own metaphysical structures and invented its own categories of valuation. 

Rather than philosophical, natural, or cosmological actuality, he instead witnesses how an 

ordering cultural mythos is better explained by distinctly sociological and psychological 

needs. Moreover, in accusing us of shielding ourselves within philosophic presumptions 

such as the thing-in-itself, causality, and teleological ends, Nietzsche reproves us of 

having paid inadequate attention to the historical development of human understanding. 

Near the beginning of Human, All Too Human, for example, we find this; “A lack of 

historical sense is the congenital defect of all philosophers….everything has evolved; 

there are no eternal facts, nor are there any absolute truths. Thus historical philosophizing 

is necessary henceforth, and the virtue of modesty as well” (HTH §2). These are all 

incendiary claims. To call them devastating would be a little like Noah calling The Flood 

‘damp’. And yet, once we stop giggling at the last part of the passage, we might recognize 

that the larger whole contains many of the core themes in his later philosophy; becoming 

over being, the groundlessness of our moral beliefs, the need for historicizing critique, and 

our collective mendaciousness towards misinterpreting, and thereby misrepresenting, 

ourselves. 

What I wish to accomplish in this second section of chapter two is an exploration 

of irony through the Nietzschean lens, which is to say with a marked emphasis on the 

aspect of creation, that which follows the negations of irony’s first movement. This is not 

 
 A complete aside: One might wonder why Nietzsche so overused italicized text.  While typically 

it is considered better writing to trust the reader’s ability to place his own emphasis, I wonder if 
FN’s excessive use of the font isn’t to do with his attempt to tease out the irony, by performing 
subtle (or not) shifts in emphasis, etc. Consider, for example, Socrates’ manner of manhandling 
Thrasymachus in The Republic. Whereas Socrates was able to generate irony within the 
dialogues of his dramatis personae, Nietzsche needs to find another manner of performing the 
same effect – or, he might just have been pathological! 
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to discount, beyond temporarily, the important contributions that Kierkegaard has made to 

this conversation with respect to choice and the burden of responsibility, for as noted in 

the introduction of this chapter, this exploration of irony is an attempt to layer on multiple 

descriptions of what and how irony might be, ultimately in search of an effective and 

defensible pedagogy. What we now will find, one hopes, is that having so thoroughly 

established the negations of irony in the first section, this conversation can continue to 

build upon that platform and so – happily – proceed at a faster cadence. An expansive 

possibility for ironic creation is the gift provided to us in the thought of Nietzsche; in his 

depiction of cultural goods, particularly around questions of truth and value, we find 

available a fairly wide-ranging set of psychological, philosophic and cultural tools which 

might serve to support a growing capacity for the willing of an emergent, surpassing sense 

of self. Under his guidance, we come to understand the culturally constructed, deeply 

historicized, and confoundingly hollow nature of cultural formations, all of those customs, 

beliefs, and other codified truths that become reified in society and so serve to both enable 

and restrict the horizons of individual possibility. Obviously, such a stance is at least 

conversant with the Absurd as we discussed it in our first chapter. In the notion of will, 

particularly will-to-truth, we can witness Nietzsche unpick our collective mendacity and 

reveal the profound cleft between the things we so desperately desire to be true and the 

profound silence, the mute ruthlessness of nature, if you will, surrounding us on all sides. 

This is Nietzsche’s abyss, not so much because it was his to start with as because it 

became associated with the ironic lucidity and raw honesty of his critique (Lou Gehrig, 

after all, was a pretty good first basemen before that thing happened to him). What matters 

most, Nietzsche instructs, is not the recognition of nihilism – Kierkegaard himself brought 

us to the edge of the Absurd – but rather what we do next. Our task is to play out the 

existential bind in reference to the surrounding culture, to use cultural critique as a tool 

and a weapon, the very sledgehammer (ice pick and assorted lesser chisels) that will 

reveal even the self as a construction, fully amenable to self-reinvention and a creative 

surpassing. Our task, once again, is to continuously come to ourselves in the destruction 

and creation of values, to become who we are in the indivisibility of our freedom. 
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Nietzsche’s Conception of Irony 

In his chapter on Nietzsche’s ironic sensibility, Behler indicates how Nietzsche 

typically rejected explicitly using the term irony in favour of a more classical, dramatized 

notion of disguise and dislocation. “Nietzsche usually avoided the term ‘irony’, which for 

his taste had too much romanticism in it, and preferred the classical notion of 

dissimulation, which he translated as ‘mask’” (17). Nietzsche argued that, as in nature, a 

proclivity towards dissimulation was a characteristic of ascending order, “[that] slyness 

belongs to the essence in the elevation of human beings” (17). In contrast, Nietzsche felt 

that persistent recourse to irony, particularly as practiced by moderns, spoke to a 

pessimism of spirit that spoils the character: “The habit of irony, like that of sarcasm, ruins 

the character,” he writes. “Eventually it lends the quality of a gloating superiority; finally 

one is like a snapping dog, who, besides biting, has also learned to laugh” (HTH §372). 

Explains Behler, “irony appeared to Nietzsche as one of the many forms of life that 

represented decadence,” (18) a view which would situate irony akin to a pessimistic, 

shoulder-shrugging abdication of responsibility for legislating the will through affirmation 

and negation, and what Nietzsche referred to in scholarly circles as “that Jesuitism of 

mediocrity which instinctively works at the annihilation of the uncommon man and tries to 

break every bent bow, or preferably, to unbend it” (BGE §206). Still, hope is not lost. There 

can be little doubt that Nietzsche was bombastically ironic, and profoundly so, such that 

one must hold even his criticism of irony ironically. As we might by now come to expect, 

we must approach his irony indirectly, and it is in this light that Behler suggests we can 

achieve some sense of Nietzsche’s irony by considering his treatment of Socrates, his 

theory of language, and his ideas about the ‘mask’ as a poeticized art of living. 

 

Nietzsche and Socrates 

While deeply critical of the Kantian-Hegelian tradition (“he who has once 

contracted Hegelism is never quite cured” (UM 1:§6)), Christianity (“the tendency of a 

hostility to life” (A §7)), and Utilitarianism (“a modest [aha!] and mediocre species of man” 

(BGE §268)), perhaps Nietzsche’s ironic position vis-à-vis western philosophy is better 

understood by describing his apparent love-hate relation with Socrates.  In places, 
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Nietzsche is downright scathing in his attacks upon Socrates: “Socrates … belonged to 

the lowest of the people; Socrates was of the mob….Everything is exaggerated in him, 

everything is buffo and caricature” (TI “The Problem of Socrates” §3-4). He even goes so 

far as to question the lineage of the old master in the worst possible terms: “But ugliness, 

while it is an objection in itself, is almost a refutation when found among Greeks. Was 

Socrates Greek at all? Ugliness is often enough the expression of a thwarted development 

checked by cross breeding” (TI “The Problem of Socrates” §3). These smears (however 

much we might secretly indulge in the schadenfreude) are less critical than Nietzsche’s 

more substantive critiques such as that directed against the linking of reason, virtue, and 

happiness: “I try to understand out of what idiosyncrasy the Socratic equation of reason = 

virtue = happiness originates: that most bizarre of equations, which in particular, has all 

the instincts of the older Hellenes [the rule of nobility] opposed to it” (TI “The Problem of 

Socrates” §4). Indeed, Nietzsche typically turns a very sour eye towards the entire Socratic 

project, particularly insofar as it led to the death of classicism. It is Socrates who is 

depicted “as the killer of tragic wisdom,” notes Almeida, the slayer of noble purity which 

Nietzsche claims existed in older Hellenes; “he introduces dialectic, which in turn 

establishes science and engenders the theoretical man and his optimism about logic” 

(164). Behler describes how: 

Nietzsche’s writings on classical antiquity can also be read as a 
search into the origins of modernity, which in his text clearly gives 
the impression of a fall from the standards of true classicism, a 
disintegration of classical purity, and the beginning of the 
monstrous forms of decadence in the modern age. In his direct 
manner of writing, Nietzsche condensed the origin of modernity 
into one single figure, that of Socrates, who in exemplary fashion 
showed what the fall from true classicism entails. (20) 

In the place of the “Titanically striving individual” (BT §9) characterized by impiety, poetic 

creation and austerity over the self – a Dionysiac wisdom in the model of Aeschylus’ 

Prometheus – Socrates represents a new type of figure, filled with the Apolline will towards 

order as an explanation of meaning and purpose. In the person of Socrates, we find the 

prototype of a new theoretical man, the progenitor and mystagogue of a new faith in 

philosophy, which Nietzsche calls ‘science’, and an optimistic view of progress that 

through its ‘extravagant surges and yearning’ and ‘universal culture of knowledge … 

imagines itself boundless’ (BT §18). What really seems to be the fly in Nietzsche’s 
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buttermilk, however, is the totalizing impact of the new regime, a tyranny of reason that 

allows no alternatives:  

When it is necessary to make a tyrant out of reason, as Socrates 
did, there must be considerable danger of something else playing 
the tyrant. Rationality was then hit upon in those days as a 
Saviour; it was not a matter of free choice for either Socrates or 
his “valetudinarians” [patients] to be rational, – it was de rigueur, 
it was their last expedient. The fanaticism with which the whole of 
Greek thought throws itself upon rationality betrays a desperate 
situation; they were in danger, they had but only one choice: they 
had either to go to ruin, or – be absurdly rational. The moralism of 
Greek philosophers from Plato downwards, is pathologically 
conditioned; their estimation of dialectics likewise. Reason = virtue 
= happiness means merely that we have to imitate Socrates, and 
put a permanent day-light in opposition to the obscure desires – 
the daylight of reason. (TI “The Problem of Socrates” §10) 

It is precisely this delimitation of virtue as something ‘reasoned’ and ‘true’ that Nietzsche 

so laments. “For now the virtuous hero must be dialectical,” protests Nietzsche, “there 

must be a necessary, visible bond between virtue and knowledge, faith and morality; the 

transcendental justice of Aeschylus is reduced to the flat and impudent principle of ‘poetic 

justice’, with its usual deus ex machina” (BT §14). 

Now obviously, we might well wonder just what is so terrible about optimism. 

Surely, maintaining a certain degree of faith in such paltry tools as reason, morality and 

knowledge has done something beneficial for the development of human societies, stirring 

for example the kind of technological innovation that allows me to sit here in this home I 

didn’t build, while eating food I didn’t grow and listening to Wagner’s Ride of the Valkyries 

in perfect sonic clarity with nary a cello or tympani in sight. Since the onset of the modern 

age, infant mortality is down, literacy has skyrocketed, and social mobility is possible to a 

degree never before imagined. This may not, however, be Nietzsche’s main point. Rather, 

it is due to the Western tradition’s upholding of the good and the true as somehow 

transcendent that we have developed an alienated sense of human agency and a rejection 

of earthly, even bodily, values. By historicizing this development, Wilkerson claims, we 

see Nietzsche’s retroactive interpretation of Western intellectual history: 

According to Nietzsche’s narrative, the post-Hellenic requirement 
to feign objectivity at all costs began with Socrates. Plato, then, 
turned it into a metaphysical conception, before the Christians 
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amplified it with religious intensity. Finally, this imperative was 
given the stamp of scientific verifiability during and after the 
Enlightenment, with Kant and the positivists of the nineteenth 
century. (149) 

For Nietzsche, the danger of forgetting such an historicized understanding is that we also 

misrecognize “that it is we who make the distinctions that make our lives meaningful”, 

indeed that it is we run the risk of growing alienated from our native power to create and 

transform values, “from our very need to act, and the meaning and purpose of acting as 

such” (Wilkerson 149). The difference between Nietzsche and Plato, between an 

emphasis on what is this-worldly and bodily-invested as compared to what is presumed 

transcendent and objectively existing, it seems, may boil down to divergent underlying 

metaphors regarding what constitutes an exemplary life. As Ansell-Pearson claims, 

“whereas for Plato the man of genius is represented by the man of knowledge (Socrates 

or the philosopher-king), for Nietzsche he is represented by the artist” (76). The artist, 

reveling in the Titanic creation and destruction of ‘active sin’, all of the Sturm und Drang 

of an exalted and virtuous individual will, places little credence in the glorious and absurd 

Apolline drive towards order and optimism. For Nietzsche, it is the combative, contingent 

tragedy of classic Hellenes rather than the relative decadence of modernism that is worth 

upholding. Writes Wilkerson, “Plato destroyed the Greek paradigm….[Socrates] is merely 

the prototype for that ‘saintly’ form of the genius more properly situated in the Middle Ages 

and beyond” (43). 

Realizing the profound divergence between the projects established by Plato and 

Nietzsche, it becomes difficult to see the bridge whereby Nietzsche can find some residual 

reverence for good old Socrates. Zuckert notes how “Post-Kantian students of philosophy 

now know that Socrates and the philosophic way of life he represents constitute an illusion; 

the search for knowledge culminates only in the knowledge that we cannot know” (13). 

Socratic Idealism, such a view concludes, lacks credibility. Nietzsche too picks up on this 

thought, remarking how: 

…the periphery of the circle of science [philosophy] has an infinite 
number of points, and while it is as yet impossible to tell how the 
circle could ever be fully measured, the noble, gifted man, even 
before the mid-course of his life, inevitably reaches that peripheral 
boundary, where he finds himself staring into the ineffable. If he 
sees here, to his dismay, how logic twists around itself and finally 
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bites itself in the tail, there dawns a new form of knowledge, tragic 
knowledge, which needs art as both protection and remedy, if we 
are to bear it. (BT §15) 

It is at this boundary where logic coils around itself that Nietzsche differentiates himself 

from both Kierkegaard, who would have us leap into the absurd on the strength of the 

faith, and Socrates, who would have us climb the ladder of desire towards the ethereal 

Forms. And yet, perhaps Socrates’ position is not so straight forward. Nietzsche 

contemplates Socrates himself having misgivings about the possibility of connecting virtue 

and knowledge in the pursuit of pure wisdom, premised in the recurrent dream to ‘make 

music’ which Socrates reports in The Phaedo. “This voice of the Socratic dream vision is 

the only indication that he ever gave any consideration to the limitations of logic,” writes 

Nietzsche. “He was obliged to ask: ‘Is that which is unintelligible to me necessarily 

unintelligent? Might there be a realm of wisdom from which the logician is excluded? Might 

art even be a necessary correlative and supplement to science?” (BT §15). Nowadays, 

such a recognition seems easy enough to legitimize, at least outside of stodgy faculties of 

philosophy, for it is abundantly clear that ‘science’, for all the good it provides us can 

neither tell us what to value, nor indeed, capture with pathos what is most ineffable and 

important about human experience. For that, we require what is most ironic, which is to 

say music, and art, and poetry, and an abundance of metaphor, the very forms of human 

sensibility which Plato simultaneously rejected and practiced so skillfully in his own writing. 

As Zuckert remarks, “The disjunction between poetry and philosophy so strongly urged in 

the Republic was, Nietzsche concluded, ultimately false….As an illusion or myth, the 

rationalism Socrates represents constituted an artistic creation” (13-14).  

Such a realisation allows us to think of Socrates himself ironically, which is to say 

as some manner of artistic creation, a mask and mouthpiece for Plato as he attempted to 

replace the Homeric with a new moral order. Bernstein suggests that while Nietzsche 

sustains a “relentless criticism of Socrates”, it is in Socrates’ repeated appeals to myths, 

similes, allegories and metaphors such as The Myth of the Cave or The Spindle of 

Necessity that Nietzsche ultimately finds his manner of philosophy. He explains:  

This is the Platonic Socrates who is at war with Homer, the 
tragedians, and the poets. But there is another, subversive 
reading of the Platonic dialogues….in his agon with the Platonic 
Socrates, [Nietzsche] seeks to effect a dramatic reversal – to 
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show that mythos triumphs over logos. We remember the power, 
fertility, and suggestiveness of Socrates’ stories and myths long 
after we have forgotten his limp, unpersuasive arguments.  It is 
the ironic, playful, subversive Socrates that Nietzsche admires. 
And in this spirit, Nietzsche’s own distinctive creative use of 
mythos is used to “justify” his critique of morality. (118) 

Nietzsche attests that it is through control of mythos, the dominant narratives and 

metaphors sustaining a society, that one most effectively gains ascendancy as legislator 

of values; and so, it is through his ‘subversive reading’ of the dialogues that Nietzsche 

ironically overturns the Platonic equation between truth and virtue, and exposes the radical 

nature of Plato’s programme. Accordingly, Bernstein describes Nietzsche as a “dialectical 

ironist” who rejects the metaphysician’s “fundamental faith” (BGE §2) in opposite values 

such as good and evil in order to use their critique as a means of demonstrating how the 

creation of alternate, perhaps ‘higher’, ironic modalities might arise (BGE §2). As Zuckert 

explains, “[Platonic] Philosophy can only, indeed must be understood as a particular way 

or form of life. It is the form of life that encompasses the whole….Plato simply made the 

conjunction of intelligibility and morality more explicit” (16-17). Socrates, in this light, best 

represents philosophy as a total way of life and so rightly stands as the paragon 

connecting virtue and reason; and yet, it is also critical that we understand how Plato is 

creating, is poeticizing, Socrates in a certain way, endeavouring to legislate a particular 

set of values, a system of truth as an expression of power, in the ‘mask’ of his teacher. To 

be more succinct, in separating Socrates from Plato, we arrive at this question: What is 

the value of this ‘truth’ called Socrates?  

Much rides on this question, not the least of which is our own bundle of 

attachments not only to Socrates, but to more trifling sociological conveniences like truth, 

virtue and honour. “Nietzsche doubted that Plato believed his own doctrines,” Zuckert 

explains. “Plato taught what was necessary to maintain philosophy as a way of 

life….Perceiving the necessary tension between philosophy and established society (or 

the polity), Plato recognized the need for the philosopher to disguise the radical nature of 

his activity” (21). Nietzsche asks, “Is Plato’s integrity beyond question? [A fine question!] 

– But we know at least that he wanted to have taught as absolute truth what he himself 

did not regard as even conditionally true: Namely, the separate existence and separate 

immortality of ‘souls’” (WP §21). To the Nietzschean view, Socrates cannot be only what 

Plato intended, for according to his more subversive ironic reading, “Socrates” is 
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reconstituted as a different poetic creation. Does Nietzsche beat up on Socrates unfairly? 

Perhaps, even probably, but in doing so Nietzsche’s enterprise isn’t so terribly distinct 

from the propagandizing agenda of ‘reason = virtue = happiness’ as laid out by Plato. 

Whereas Plato wants to create in Socrates a vehicle for the creation of ‘majestic moral 

structures’, Nietzsche appears more interested in revealing the wizard behind the curtain, 

believing Plato to be someone more political, more interested in power, more 

Machiavellian in nature. It is this ironically playful and passionate Socrates of allegory, 

metaphor and myth who captures his attention; and as ironist, Nietzsche is poetically 

creating the Socrates he wants and needs in order to advance his own thesis. In sum, 

Nietzsche’s feelings towards the teacher of Plato are at best ambivalent, but they are also 

useful and at times, despite himself, reverential. Maintaining a sense of irony, we realise 

that each view is itself a construction and that we shouldn’t become too wed to any 

particular view. “A married philosopher belongs in comedy,” writes Nietzsche, “such is my 

proposition: and that exception Socrates – the mischievous Socrates, it seems, got 

married ironice, expressly in order to prove this very proposition” (GM 2:§7). Nietzsche 

appears, at least for the moment, to be obliging.  

 

Nietzsche and Language 

As in the case of his treatment of Socrates, Nietzsche’s theory of language is also 

profoundly skeptical about our ability to achieve an objective relationship with the world 

that appears to exist around us. Behler explains how, “[His] theory undermines the 

assumption of objective relationships expressed in our words and thereby renders irony 

as a necessary component of our language” (24). According to Behler, Nietzsche’s most 

important text on the subject is “On Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense”, what he calls 

“…a skeptical little monster, since it denies fundamentally and categorically our ability to 

make any truth-related statement about the world surrounding us” (Behler 24). To 

Nietzsche’s view, all knowledge – indeed all truth - is anthropomorphic, and only 

anthropomorphic, containing not a single point which is “true in itself” or universally valid 

distinct from the constructing, metaphorizing gaze of man. Language is, Nietzsche holds, 

unabashedly arbitrary, an arrogance and ultimately illusory expression; “the conventions 

of language are hardly products of knowledge, a congruent designation of things, [or] an 
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adequate expression of reality, but rather ‘illusions’ and ‘empty husks’” (Behler 24). 

Language and what passes for truth are fundamentally arbitrary social conventions, 

having their origins in metaphor and subjective experience: “What arbitrary 

differentiations! What one-sided preferences, first for this, then for that property of a thing! 

The various languages placed side by side show that with words it is never a question of 

truth, never a question of adequate expression; otherwise, there would not be so many 

languages” (OTL para.5). Nor, we should probably add, is language an adequate 

representation or ‘mirror’ of the world so much as a tool or method by which we express 

what we believe the world to be, without offering us any guarantee of external truth. The 

thing-in-itself, Nietzsche contends, is something “quite incomprehensible” and “not the 

least worth striving for”; all that language allows us to do is relate such ‘things’ to men, 

expressing them through layers of metaphor. 

In the same way that the sound appears as a sand figure, so the 
mysterious X of the thing in itself first appears as a nerve stimulus, 
then as an image, and finally as a sound. Thus the genesis of 
language does not proceed logically in any case, and all the 
material within and with which the man of truth, the scientist, and 
the philosopher later work and build, if not derived from never-
never land, is a least not derived from the essence of things. (OTL 
para. 5) 

To the extent we can consider Nietzsche correct, this suggests fairly significant suspicions 

regarding our ability to speak certainly, perhaps even reasonably, about the phenomenon 

that appear to surround us. Language, Burnham notes, is for Nietzsche not a secondary 

problem with respect to knowledge or truth, but rather fundamental (224). Rather, his view 

is that language is highly metaphorical and not half as logical or representative as we 

would prefer. Lacking the existence of a genuinely objective, reasoned and philosophically 

disinterested gaze, we must therefore hold such pretences as knowledge and truth with a 

fair degree of skepticism. 

Our linguistic delusions of adequacy become even more apparent when dealing 

with the transformation from metaphor to concept, the formation of which require a 

blending together of illusion, forgetfulness and dissimulation. Nietzsche explains: 

Every word instantly becomes a concept precisely insofar as it is 
not supposed to serve as a reminder of the unique and entirely 
individual original experience to which it owes its origin; but rather, 
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a word becomes a concept insofar as it simultaneously has to fit 
countless more or less similar cases – which means, purely and 
simply, cases which are never equal and thus altogether unequal. 
Every concept arises from the equation of unequal things. (OTL 
para. 6) 

Concepts, we realise, are synthetic by their nature and, as Burnham suggests, “can only 

grasp that which has been repeated, or as Nietzsche says, that which has become true” 

(224). Through their repeated use, the metaphoric, metonymic and anthropomorphic 

origins of truth grow hidden from view – that is, ‘true’ through the cultural constructivist 

definition – eventually becoming taken for granted such that we merely assume they 

describe our surroundings the way they really are. “The concept comes too late to grasp 

the newness of the new,” adds Burnham. “Accordingly, although Nietzsche is explicitly 

lamenting on the capacity of language, what is also at stake is the capacity of thought in 

so far as it is conceptual in nature” (Burnham 224). Thinking, so it seems, is an 

indefensible prejudice: 

We obtain the concept, as we do the form [as we do the Forms?], 
by overlooking what is individual and actual; whereas nature is 
acquainted with no forms and no concepts, and likewise with no 
species, but only with an X which remains inaccessible and 
undefinable for us. For even our contrast between individual and 
species is something anthropomorphic and does not originate in 
the essence of things; although we should not presume to claim 
that this contrast does not correspond to the essence of things: 
that would of course be a dogmatic assertion and, as such, would 
be just as indemonstrable as its opposite. (OTL para. 6) 

Supposing Nietzsche is being truthful in his remark about ‘dogmatic assertions’ (and why 

shouldn’t we?), we can witness alongside Behler how “this theory of language constitutes 

a precondition for irony, a condition of possibility, even the necessity, for irony” (27). 

Nietzsche does not deny that “the actual world” (TI “‘Reason’ in Philosophy” §6) exists, for 

it would be a wholly and perhaps strange dogmatic assertion were he to go barking up 

that particular (and apparent) tree, but only that the convention we refer to as language, 

that which informs “the ‘true world’” (TI “‘Reason’ in Philosophy” §5-6), cannot correspond 

to the actuality of things. We cannot, therefore, speak with finality, only with a semblance, 

even a façade, of comprehensibility made available through the creating, metaphorical 

deployment of words. This we might call the linguistic aspect of the existential bind, and 

more evidence of the boundary forever separating humankind from knowledge, pure and 
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simple. Still, Behler quite rightly notes how this realization didn’t stop Nietzsche from 

continuing to write one book after another, books filled with the communication of 

‘objective’ statements. Surely, this is a paradox: “On the basis of his theory of language, 

he is not even entitled to write a text like ‘On Truth and Lies’” (27).    

Language, Nietzsche argues, is filled with crude fetishisms that predispose us to 

a certain metaphysics of permanence, which then requires an entire philosophic edifice 

built around subject-object relations, the thing-in-itself, and the like. Writes Nietzsche, 

“…our rational prejudice compels us to posit unity, identity, permanence, substance, 

cause, materiality, what is; ….we come into the midst of a gross fetich system when we 

call up into consciousness the fundamental presuppositions of linguistic metaphysics (i.e. 

the presuppositions of ‘reason’)” (TI “‘Reason’ in Philosophy” §5). It is here where 

Nietzsche heaves his hammer, taking aim at much of western philosophy:  

…one should use “cause” and “effect” only as pure concepts, that 
is to say, as conventional fictions for the purpose of designation 
and communication – not for explanation….It is we alone who 
have devised cause, sequence, for-each-other, relativity, 
constraint, number, law, freedom, motive, and purpose; and when 
we project and mix this symbol world into things as if it existed “in 
itself”, we act once more as we have always acted – 
mythologically. (BGE §21) 

Western epistemology, he argues, arrives loaded with background conjectures which must 

first be accepted in order for the boat to float, amounting to little more than magical belief 

based in a presumptions of faith: 

…synthetic judgments a priori should not “be possible” at all; we 
have no right to them; in our mouths they are nothing but false 
judgments. Only, of course, the belief in their truth is necessary, 
as a foreground belief and visual evidence belonging to the 
perspective optics of life. (BGE §11) 

Nietzsche clearly sees that the fictive has become necessary for the promotion and 

preservation of life: 

And we are fundamentally inclined to claim that the falsest 
judgments (which include the synthetic judgments a priori) are the 
most indispensable for us; that without accepting the fictions of 
logic, without measuring reality against the purely invented world 
of the unconditional and self-identical, without a constant 
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falsification of the world by means of numbers, man could not live 
– that renouncing false judgements would mean renouncing life 
and a denial of life. (BGE §4) 

Again, we discover that untruth is the condition of life. “Not the true and false linked 

paradoxically,” adds Almeida, “but the untrue, the false, and fiction presented as 

indispensable and in an exclusive way” (175). Reason has become de jure, a standard of 

interpreting the world that, once entered into, permits of no release or competing 

hypotheses, and probably what Nietzsche meant when in his unpublished fragments he 

wrote, “Reasonable thinking is an interpretation according to a scheme we cannot throw 

off” (Behler 29). Such is a problem of language’s coercion over thought, that problem of 

the ‘is’ which extends its valuating grasp with a certainty bordering on the metaphysical, 

until finally, good and evil themselves become essential characteristics of the objects and 

actions which surround us. “‘Reason’ in language: oh what a deceitful old female! I fear 

we do not get rid of God, because we still believe in grammar…” (TI “‘Reason’ in 

Philosophy” §5). 

In what sense may we then speak at all, once the grip of reason and ‘the 

unconscious domination of grammar’ (BGE §20) have been destabilized? For Nietzsche, 

the answer, at least in so far as an answer exists, involves returning to the metaphor as 

something fluid and poetic, with man posited not so much as an agent of reason as an 

artistically creating, poeticizing subject. Offers Behler, “Nietzsche’s critique of language is 

a critique of the language of philosophy and the claim to truth traditionally connected with 

that language” (26). Nietzsche, it seems, is playing a different sort of game altogether, as 

Wilkerson explains:  

The capacity and work of the concept and its formal structure 
resembles that of the metaphor in language. In one sense the 
value for each of what is brought forth is not measured by 
proximity to the absolutely true. Nor are they measured 
exclusively by a calculable proximity to the given. Like the 
metaphor, according to Nietzsche, truth claims vary what they 
indicate. (106-107, emphasis added)  

As ‘knowers’, a label which for Nietzsche hardly any more seems to apply, we are instead 

cast as ‘artistically creating subjects’ whose gaze carries constitutive effects upon the 

‘truth’ to which we attest. Truth is everywhere tenuous, illusory and as such, thoroughly 

problematic, at least by the standards of the old regime of ‘science’. So it is we find 
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Nietzsche asking, “What is truth?”, and offering a radical, but by now familiarized, 

interpretation: 

What then is truth? A movable host of metaphors, metonymies, 
and anthropomorphisms: in short, a sum of human relations which 
have been poetically and rhetorically intensified, transferred, and 
embellished, and which, after long usage, seem to a people to be 
fixed, canonical, and binding. Truths are illusions which we have 
forgotten are illusions – they are metaphors that have become 
worn out and have been drained of sensuous force, coins which 
have lost their embossing and are now considered as metal and 
no longer as coins. (OTL para. 7) 

To Nietzsche’s view, the currency of ‘knowledge’ has lost what made it most striking, which 

is to say its portability, transmutability and mobility; having become something base and 

elemental, it requires a renewed valuation. According to Nietzsche’s conceptualization, 

Wilkerson explains, “Knowledge about the world, one’s self, and existence, qua existence, 

becomes possible … only after ‘poetic’ and ‘rhetorical’ acts of formal variation ‘intensify, 

transfer, and embellish’ a ‘moveable host of metaphors’ within structures that give 

meaning to human relations” (107). Metaphor, understood as ubiquitous and infinitely 

varied, gives rise to what is generative and poetic in existence, the radical epistemic 

possibility of ironic understanding. The ‘truth’ of existence thus extends beyond mere 

abstract proposition, a form of thinking as sordidly limited as it is humanly simplified. 

Rather, Nietzsche presses us toward the illusory as a good, that as creating and willing 

beings there is no genuine need for enticements as paltry as ‘knowledge’. 

Nietzsche’s theory of language establishes the precondition for his ironic 

sensibility, and probably, it seems fair to say, requires it. In rejecting the presumptions of 

a disinterested and objectivistic philosophy, in arguing that all truth claims are instead 

invested with will, Nietzsche’s use of language must assume some other character, a 

mode of assertion and regress intended to provoke and dislocate the reader from the 

comfort of his situated, read as habitualized, expectations of epistemological truths. This 

is philosophy by indirection, as Burnham explains: 

Such irony has much in common with conventional irony, but 
takes on a more radical structure: this form of irony asserts one 
proposition but intends not to assert at all, that is, to withdraw the 
proposition as a straightforward truth claim. This assertion and 
withdrawal is not simply a cancellation (as if the philosopher had 
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never said anything at all); rather, it has an effect. The act of 
assertion is a provocation and intervention, and also an 
expression of the realignment of the philosopher to will to power. 
(60)  

Clearly, such an approach runs contrary to the direct propositional tone of philosophy – 

surely, we must believe in something, even the unnecessariness of belief – but this is 

precisely Nietzsche’s point, as Behler explains:  

What Nietzsche presents in his writings are events which 
announce their arrival or which still throw a shadow, although they 
have not passed; processes which continue and will perhaps 
always endure; thoughts which evaporate at the moment one 
articulates them; acts of self-recognition which do not succeed 
because we are too far from ourselves. These are by no means 
ascertainable facts but conjectures for which the language of 
science and traditional philosophy is totally unsuited. For these 
phenomena can only be communicated in a language that 
suggests through images and attempts to persuade through its 
tone. (30) 

As event and evaporating thought, the irony of Nietzsche intends to rouse a lingering 

apprehension, a disquieting anxiety that presses the reader into his own responsibility as 

a knowing, willing subject. “It may appear as an extraneous technique when a speaker 

does not simply say right out what is true for him but reaches the other by arousing his 

attention in an ambiguous manner that forces him to arrive at it for himself,” Jaspers 

explains. “[However,] when an explicit statement, represented as absolutely valid just as 

it stands, proves to be false, the question remains whether it says something indirectly, so 

that truth still encounters truth through the medium of communication” (405). This is the 

ambiguous metaphoricity of truth, an undecidedness that Nietzsche pushed to its limits 

and a demand he places on us that we continue to question, listen to alternative 

contentions, and maintain the tension of possibilities. Writes Jaspers, “What Nietzsche 

means can never be assimilated by a will to possess the truth in fixed and final form but 

only by a will to truth which rises from the depths and strives toward the depths, which is 

prepared to encounter all that is questionable, is not closed to anything, and is able to 

wait” (9). Nietzsche’s irony is a language of hyperbolic bombast, condemnation, and 

offense, but it is most of all a language of suggestion, a radical ironic perspectivism that 

dislocates without any promised solace of final reintegration. It is an irony tied to poetic 
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creation as the art of living, often concealed, as with Socrates, behind the ‘mask’ through 

which he speaks, and to which we now turn. 

 

Irony and the ‘Mask’ 

As one would by now expect of ironic texts, Nietzsche’s writings rely upon an 

expressive and communicative value that supersedes their denotative, propositional 

contents. Nietzsche achieves this, to a large extent, by abandoning the abstract 

detachment characteristic of what might be called more straight forward, traditional 

philosophy. Evidenced by his combative contradictory style, informed by his role as 

philologist and polemicist, and fueled by a theory of language that insists on highly 

idiosyncratic impressions and metaphoric interpretations rather than objectivistic 

representation, we are able to witness how, in Nietzsche’s world at least, all writing, and 

perhaps all language, is abundantly ‘first person’ in nature. Behler describes how: 

This is what he has done in his writings. In the most extreme 
manner, as no other author has ever dared it, he has involved in 
his text his own person, his sickness and states of euphoria, the 
places where he produced his writings, his own New Year’s 
resolutions, even his culinary predilections. Every aphorism 
reflects his own experience. To interpret Nietzsche indeed means, 
as Derrida has formulated it, to interpret his signatures. (29) 

Each of Nietzsche’s aphorisms is written as a first-person interpretation of a unique 

existence; but as iterable ‘signatures’, which is to say as singular perspectival events, they 

also carry the twin functions of repeatability and counterfeit, and so remain open to the 

paradoxical possibility and impossibility of identifiable intention and specific meaning. 

Moreover, as Danto notes, Nietzsche himself warned against relying upon citations from 

other writers, presumably including his own; In The Wanderer and His Shadow we find 

“an outstanding quotation can cancel out whole pages, and even the entire book; for it 

seems to call out in warning to the reader, ‘Watch out! I am the precious stone, and 

everything about me is lead – dull and worthless lead.’” (§111; Danto 4). These are 

discombobulating problems. Just how and when and to what extent are we to trust in what 

Nietzsche is communicating through his works, especially when that sledgehammer he 

wields is so damn appealing? As readers, we are once again seduced into relation with 
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the topics, moods and themes explored by the ironist and yet, once again, the ironist 

himself remains elusive, possessing a withheld, masked quality that resists clear 

identification as something essential.  

What, then, is this thing we call Nietzsche? Or, more profoundly, what is the value 

of this truth we call Nietzsche? A present danger for us, it would appear, resides in 

attempting to oversimplify the man as signifier of a particular body of intended ideas by 

means of historicized, psychobiological interpretation. Derrida cites Heidegger to point our 

attention elsewhere: 

Who Nietzsche is and above all who he will be we shall know as 
soon as we are able to think the thought that he gave shape to in 
the phrase “the will to power.” We shall never experience who 
Nietzsche is through a historical report about his life history, nor 
through a presentation of the contents of his writings. Neither do 
we, nor should we, know who Nietzsche is, if we have in mind only 
the personality, the historical figure, and the psychological object 
and its products. (64) 

Following Heidegger’s advice, Nietzsche represents something more of a force, an 

impulse and motion in thought, than he does a static, construable body of ideas. However, 

that we should face such problems of interpretation seems only fitting, for in sections 114 

and 119 of Daybreak, respectively titled “The so-called ‘ego’” and “Experience and 

invention”, we see how Nietzsche feels quite at home in the undecidability of even his own 

existence: “Language and the prejudices upon which language is based are a manifold 

hindrance to us when we want to explain inner processes and drives: ….We are none of 

us that which we appear to be in accordance with the states for which alone we have 

consciousness and words” (DB §114). In itself, this is no small issue for someone whose 

writing is so abundantly first-person in nature since it indicates that Nietzsche, as 

poeticizing author-at-play, probably shouldn’t trust even himself. That we can 

circumnavigate but never finally know the self thus appears as true for Nietzsche as it did 

to Socrates, but with an important distinction: “However far a man may go in self-

knowledge, nothing however can be more incomplete than his image of the totality of 

drives which constitute his being” (DB §119). Zarathustra, we find time and again, speaks 

‘to his heart’ (i.e. Z I.P.2), ‘from the ground up’ (Z II.viii.10); we see here, therefore, how 

Nietzsche invites an instinctiveness quite opposed to the mind-body dualism so central to 

Socrates, Descartes and the bulk of western thinkers since. It is this bundle of drives, the 
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will to truth most clearly understood by Nietzsche’s Free Spirit, which directs us towards 

the necessity of irony, concealed from public view as if behind a mask. 

Behler notes that irony closely relates to a style or art of living, an “ars vitae” or 

“savoir vivre” premised, as with Socrates, in classical notions of dissimulation and eironeia 

(30). “Whatever is profound loves masks;” writes Nietzsche, “what is most profound even 

hates image and parable. Might not nothing less than the opposite be the proper disguise 

for the shame of a god?” (BGE §40). Nietzsche contrasts such a profound spirit to a banker 

or philosopher, they who must purposively and openly hold to what is “dry, clear, and 

without illusion…that is to say, for seeing clearly into what is” (BGE §39). Rather, the 

profound one – Socrates in all but name – masks his purposes, protecting not only himself 

but the innocence of those around him who are not as yet sufficiently attuned to 

understand his message, they who have not yet developed ‘the ears to hear’, who are not 

yet able to think what is most terrible:  

There is not only guile behind a mask – there is so much 
graciousness in cunning. I could imagine that a human being who 
had to guard something precious and vulnerable might roll through 
life, rude and round as an old green wine cask with heavy hoops: 
the refinement of his shame would want it that way. A man whose 
sense of shame has some profundity encounters his destinies and 
delicate decisions, too, on paths which few ever reach and of 
whose mere existence his closest intimates must not know: his 
mortal danger is concealed from their eyes, and so is his regained 
sureness of life. (BGE §40) 

As with Socrates and Kierkegaard, the mask is not merely deception. In the ironic mode, 

the indirectness of the mask intends to communicate something vital about the 

incomprehensibility of existence, that which otherwise resists direct articulation. Jaspers 

explains:  

If what is true is not directly given, then the mask is part and parcel 
of existence – not the mask that is intended merely to deceive, but 
rather the protective mask that can be penetrated only by those 
whose vision is sufficiently authentic to hit upon the truth. 
Indirectness is no longer a technique of communication, it is the 
truth of being, manifest in existence and conveyed in speech. The 
mask involves both the common lie and the authentic truth; as a 
mask a work offers changeability through ambiguity and 
foreground. (406) 
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The mask is an assurance of privacy, a bulwark of solitude for the free and independent 

spirit who does not want to be understood and needs no followers: Described by 

Nietzsche, “Such a concealed man … wants and sees to it that a mask of him roams in 

his place through the hearts and heads of his friends” (BGE §40). The profound spirit 

sagely choses to speak through indirection. His mask is his camouflage and protection 

against all those who do not, cannot and perhaps refuse to understand his posture, all the 

metaphysicians, dogmatists and other assorted systematizers who would, upon their own 

insistence, stake a claim to some finality of interpretation over him. Thus, Nietzsche 

concludes, “Every profound spirit needs a mask; even more, around every profound spirit 

a mask is growing continually, owing to the constantly false, namely shallow, interpretation 

of every word, every step, every sign of life he gives” (BGE §40). He revels, in short, in 

the ambiguity of his presence. 

We hardly need re-introduce all of the many implications that irony churns up in its 

wake at this point; as we have already explored in the section dealing with Kierkegaard, 

irony remains a mode of knowing that annihilates itself, knowledge claims remain 

stubbornly illusory, and irony is still a mode of being that offers freedom from the untruth 

of the crowd. Initially, Nietzsche rattles off a string of ‘masks’, each of which seek to 

misrepresent itself with “all kinds of disguises necessary to protect itself against contact 

with obtrusive and pitying hands”: The Epicurean who “takes suffering casually and resists 

everything sad and profound”; cheerful people who “want to be misunderstood”; scientific 

men “who employ science because it creates a cheerful appearance”; and the self-

professed free, insolent spirits such as Hamlet, “who would like to conceal and deny that 

they are broken, proud, incurable hearts” (BGE §270). These examples notwithstanding, 

the masks through which Nietzsche composes invoke dynamics that are, to some extent, 

particular to his own project of inversion, re-valuation and new creation. Explains 

Burnham, “A mask is an engagement with a fundamentally flawed mode of thinking or 

living, in the mode of irony – equivalent, then, to praise where one does not agree – so as 

to employ it for a different purpose, or to change it from the inside, all of which are 

necessary because as yet it has no outside” (212). Hamlet, we see, is an easily accessible 

example of such a dynamic insofar as he does not just conceal himself, but also seeks to 

discover and eventually intervene through the surreptitiousness of his mask, an irony also 

evident, more profoundly, in Nietzsche’s (mis)use of Wagner first in order to praise and 
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then disavow German nationalism in “Peoples and Fatherlands.” Explains Oppel, 

“Nietzsche’s irony casts suspicions on ideals, providing distance so that readers can see 

them as constructs, while his use of metaphor establishes new ways of perceiving old 

things or imagining totally new ones” (115). The mask, Nietzsche appears to direct us, 

may be recognized as just what it is, a mask, but should nevertheless be respected on the 

same grounds; “…it follows that it is characteristic of more refined humanity to respect ‘the 

mask’ and not to indulge in psychology and curiosity in the wrong place” (BGE §270). 

Ultimately, we might find it most profitable to consider 'the mask' metaphorically as 

a tool of ironic investigation, a form of withholding and, when necessary, psychological 

antagonism that over time enables philosophical investigation and a broad cultural 

critique. Such an interpretation seems to fit effectively with the notion of the ironic 

utterance described in the previous section as an assertion and dislocation, a mode of 

speech that is simultaneously inserted and withdrawn but which leaves a lingering 

apprehension regarding the presence of something which aught, quite rightly, disquiet us. 

“Nietzsche’s choice of examples of noble masks is telling,” suggests Burnham, “all of them 

are more than masks in the limited sense of protection, but also tools of investigation, 

ways of identifying issues, of working through or solving sub-problems, discourses that 

must be understood in order to be inhabited ironically” (207). Perhaps, then, we are a bit 

closer to reconciling ourselves to the question concerning the value of Nietzsche’s ironic 

interpretability, both in terms of pedagogy and with regards to the notion of irony as 

creation. As with Socrates and Kierkegaard, ‘the mask’ entices us into relationship with 

the metaphoricity of truth, torments us with possibility, and provokes us towards what is 

the most radical and dangerous of outcomes: actual free-ranging and independent 

thought. Burnham indicates as much: 

By “mask” is meant a form of ironic detachment that is, at the same 
time, a form of engagement with others.  …it refers to the 
employment of particular types of discourse (for example, the 
discourse that belongs to the physical sciences, to traditional 
metaphysics, to philology, nationalism, or scholarly enquiry), 
although with the intent to change that discourse from within, to 
release it in some manner and thus to put it to work in the service 
of something quite different. (225) 

Surely, these ends require a kind of thinking that must be developed over time. Conway 

comments how, “Overtime…Nietzsche’s readers will become stronger and progressively 
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more aware of themselves, owing in large part to their ongoing contest with him” (Metzger, 

Nietzsche 81). Spake Zarathustra, “Companions the creator once sought, and children of 

his own hope; and behold, it turned out that he could not find them, except he first create 

them himself,” (Z III.iii.1) a passage clearly suggesting that those capable of reading 

Nietzsche – and therefore of participating in irony in the mode of creation – “will not simply 

show up, but must be developed” (Burnham 227). It is thus through the form of rhetorical 

provocation emphasized in the Genealogy of Morals, Conway suggests, that Nietzsche 

establishes ‘an arena of contest’ wherein his best readers will sharpen and refine the right 

kind of senses, enabling them to hear and see what had previously been inaccessible to 

imagination: “He has aimed throughout the Genealogy of Morals to sharpen and refine his 

readers’ senses, and on several occasions he has endeavored to test their auditory range 

by placing them in proximity to strange sounds and noises” (87). Only then, when as 

Heidegger indicated, ‘we are able to think the thought that Nietzsche gave shape to with 

the phrase “will-to-power”’, will we gather some firmer conception of who Nietzsche ‘will 

be’ for us.  “He who hath ears, let him hear” (Z III.ii.1). In the meantime, what Nietzsche’s 

ironic mask allows is the formulation of a space of dislocation and contest, an arena for 

the testing of values, a space wherein language strives to be something fluid, playful, 

inventive, and undecided. Wanting more, something firmer, something decided and 

pedantic, seems somehow inappropriate. “For this is the irony of all real education: that 

instruction begins and ends in the individual soul, since, properly defined, there are no 

teachers” (Lemco 129). In this arena, where finality must be finally disavowed, there can 

be no pedantry regarding what is ultimately true and good, only The Wanderer and His 

Shadow, the thinker alone with himself, the student in the solitude of her own freedom.  

“… – not good, not bad, but my taste, about which I am no longer secretive or ashamed. 

‘This – is just my way: – where is yours?’ Thus I answered those who asked of me ‘the 

way’. For the way – does not exist! Thus spoke Zarathustra” (III.xi.2). 

 

Nietzsche and the Existential Bind, or “How I Learned to Stop Worrying and  
Love the Abyss” 

It is worth pausing at this point to reflect upon how Nietzsche and his ironic 

(dis)orientation finds connection with the notion of absurdity, that which we unpicked so 
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thoroughly in chapter one of this thesis. Camus, we might remember, discussed absurdity 

as man ‘standing face to face with the irrational’, an experience of disorientation where his 

‘longing for happiness and reason’ and ‘nostalgia for unity’ confronts ‘the unreasonable 

silence of the world’. Absurdity, born in the individual in the contradiction of these two 

forces, finds a close parallel in what Reginster terms “nihilistic disorientation” (26), a 

consequence not just of skepticism but rather more profoundly anti-realism and its 

disavowal of normative objectivism. “Obviously, nihilistic disorientation cannot be 

motivated by a belief in the existence of objective values,” writes Reginster. “Nietzsche 

surmises it is induced by a distinctly human desire, indeed a need, for meaning, for the 

existence of values that can motivate the human will” (27). In The Gay Science, for 

instance, we find the following: 

Man has gradually become a visionary animal, who has to fulfil 
one more condition of existence than the other animals: man must 
from time to time believe that he knows why he exists; his species 
cannot flourish without periodically confiding in life! Without the 
belief in reason in life! And always from time to time will the human 
race decree anew that “there is something which really may not 
be laughed at. (GS 1:§1) 

Without such faith – a truth that distributes its power over what is sayable, producing in its 

wake the full gamut from zealots and martyrs to witches and heretics – the notion of human 

agency, indeed human society, becomes unintelligible. Nihilistic disorientation, we 

discover, strongly resembles the absurdity of a lucid awareness to man’s condition; if 

Nietzsche is to be believed, with strong contradistinction to Kierkegaard’s leap into the 

void, that which we most want and seemingly need, is precisely that which we are also 

abundantly disallowed. This is the existential bind, as Reginster concludes: “Nihilistic 

disorientation is a consequence of the frustration of that need: human beings need for 

their existence to have purpose or meaning, but it proves to be a pointless succession of 

events” (27).  

Nihilistic disorientation extracts a heavy price. Jaspers comments how 

“Nietzsche’s stern earnestness paralyzes every sort of moral pathos….When one gives 

up the moral universal that makes its demands with logically inflexible unconditionality, no 

return is possible. One is threatened by the possibility of sinking into a limitless void” (155). 

Abandoning the universal upon which we might otherwise rely, we risk being thrown back 
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upon ourselves and into raw contingency, the very groundlessness of being, life as one 

damn thing after another. Nihilism, as such, is therefore a perceived condition regarding 

the impossibility of explanation and assurance, as Nietzsche explains:  

A nihilist is a man who judges of the world as it is that it ought not 
to be, and of the world as it ought to be that it does not exist. 
According to this view, our existence (action, suffering, willing, 
feeling) has no meaning: the pathos of 'in vain' is the nihilists' 
pathos — at the same time, as pathos, an inconsistency on the 
part of the nihilists. (WP §585a) 

Still, Nietzsche was never one to sit around despairing, participating in the ‘slander of life’ 

and a ‘mistrust of becoming’. “What kind of man reflects this way?” he asks. “An 

unproductive, suffering kind, a kind weary of life. If we imagine the opposite kind of man, 

he would not need to believe in what has being; more, he would despise it as dead, 

tedious, indifferent –” (WP §585a). The issue, it seems, is not merely the death of 

immutable values, but what to do with such realization, that is whether we allow ourselves 

to fall into either despair and ineffectual alienation, or rather manage to find some other 

means and motivation, this time arising within the self, to live well. “When you look long 

into an abyss,” warns Nietzsche, “the abyss also looks into you” (BGE §146). So it was 

that Nietzsche described nihilism as an intermediary period, “before there is yet present 

the strength to reverse values and to deify becoming and the apparent world as the only 

world, and to call them good” (WP §585a). We must try not to worry, and so continue to 

live with the conviction of our indivisible freedom, this despite the void. As Jaspers 

acknowledges, the ironic indirections of Nietzsche’s thought provide a toolkit for doing 

precisely this, which is to say a means to grasp what lies just beyond form, commandment, 

and the expressible, of what paradoxically cannot and yet must be grasped at the 

boundary of the self’s becoming: “His kind of thinking cannot rest content with, or even 

find edification in, any proposition, demand, law, or specific content. It proceeds indirectly 

by demanding that one take seriously those profound inner depths that would simply be 

obstructed by appeal to any derived law or any fixed standard” (155). This is the inner 

depth of Zarathustra, the dancer and destroyer of values, “the redeemer of great love and 

contempt, the creative spirit whose compelling strength allows him no rest in any remote 

retreat and beyond” (GM 2:§24). 
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What are we to do, then, with the nihilistic disorientation that follows the disavowal 

and ultimate destruction of objective values? According to Reginster, Nietzsche advocates 

a manner of normative fictionalism, a perspectival adoption of normative values that we 

simultaneously know, and yet consciously forget, to be unsupportable in any final sense. 

Such a view, Reginster suggests, follows from “an error-theory about value. Value 

judgements are ‘false projections’ (WP §12), insofar as they present as objective fact what 

is merely subjective invention” (Reginster 86). In The Gay Science, we find Nietzsche 

going so far as congratulating such duplexity:  

It is we, who think and feel, that actually and unceasingly make 
something which did not before exist….Whatever has value in the 
present world, has not it in itself, by its nature, - nature is always 
worthless: but a value was once given to it, bestowed upon it and 
it was we who gave and bestowed! We only have created the 
world which is of any account to man! – But it is precisely this 
knowledge that we lack, and when we get hold of it for a moment 
we have forgotten it the next: we misunderstand our highest 
power, we contemplative men. (GS §101) 

Thus does Nietzsche ridicule normative objectivism – and the whole construction of the 

world as idea alongside – with a round-bellied “…Homeric laugh, in that it seemed to be 

so much, indeed everything, and is actually empty, that is, empty of meaning” (HTH §16). 

“We have thought the matter over,” he declares, “and finally decided that there is nothing 

good, nothing beautiful, nothing sublime, nothing evil in itself, but that there are states of 

soul in which we impose such words upon things external to and within us” (Daybreak 

§210). As we have suggested throughout this thesis, we are surrounded on all sides by a 

colossal error and predicament of judgement, by valuations which we first invented and 

then reified as a condition of living. Still, it does not follow for Nietzsche that such lies 

should be abandoned. As he writes in an aphorism called ‘The necessity of false values’, 

“One can refute a judgement by proving its conditionality: the need to retain it is not thereby 

removed” (WP §262). Conditionality does not impact the utility of such valuations. Rather, 

Nietzsche states that valuations themselves are to be upheld so long as they promote a 

certain type of life: “The falseness of a judgement is for us not necessarily an objection to 

a judgement; in this respect our new language may sound strangest. The question is to 

what extent it is life-promoting, life-preserving, species-preserving, perhaps even species-

cultivating” (BGE §4). Once again (and again and again) do we run smack into the ironic 

paradox of the existential bind, here explained with exceptional clarity by Reginster: “It 
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would appear that the value of values lies in their effectiveness as conditions of life, but 

that this effectiveness depends on ignorance of that very fact!” (88). An omnipresent 

realization that moral judgements are un-True would, it seems, undermine their ability to 

effectively perform as a preserving bulwark and justification of societal norms, and so they 

must to a functioning degree be believed. “That a great deal of belief must be present; that 

judgments may be ventured; that doubt concerning all essential values is lacking – that is 

the precondition of every living thing and its life,” writes Nietzsche. “Therefore, what is 

needed is that something must be held to be true – not that something is true,” (WP §507) 

and to the extent that Nietzsche is correct in his analysis – to the point his ideas are 

necessarily true - a normative fictionalism appears a requirement of the human condition: 

Mendacious we are, through and through, by necessity. 

Thus does the fictionalist entertain a peculiarly ambiguous relationship to his 

values. Shares Reginster, “He must take them seriously, all the while remembering that 

they are a contrivance of his own imagination” (93). Normative fictions, upheld as moral 

truths, are maintained as if in ironic suspension, the fluidity and withholding reserve of an 

artistic, poeticized self, and reflective of a needfulness that Nietzsche considers in terms 

of survival and ruin:  

If we had not approved of the Arts and invented this sort of cult of 
the untrue, the insight into the general untruth and falsity of things 
now given us by science – an insight into delusion and error as 
conditions of intelligent and sentient existence – would be quite 
unendurable. Honesty would have disgust and suicide in its 
train….As an aesthetic phenomenon existence is still endurable 
to us. (GS §107) 

As with Camus’ description of the Absurd, the lurking danger attending an excess of lucid 

consciousness is its unbearable burden, harrying us towards despair and suicide. We 

must, if not shove our head back into the sand, itself a feat Nietzsche has already 

suggested we cannot do, instead embrace paradox and ambiguity over both the truth of 

things and, indeed, ourselves. Continues Nietzsche: 

We must rest from ourselves occasionally by contemplating and 
looking down upon ourselves, and by laughing or weeping over 
ourselves from an artistic remoteness: we must discover the hero, 
and likewise the fool, that is hidden in our passion for knowledge; 
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we must now and then be joyful in our folly, that we may continue 
to be joyful in our wisdom!” (GS §107)  

Such a distancing of joyful self-deception, here in the guise of the self-willing artist, is to 

be distinguished from dishonesty in some more outright, absolute sense. It is through art, 

suggests Nietzsche, “in which the lie is sanctified and the will to deceive has good 

conscience on its side,” (GM 3:§25) a phenomenon not too far removed from Sartre’s 

notion of bad faith, at least insofar that the presence of the untruth is both paradoxically 

known and unknown to the active consciousness of the knower (Sartre, Essays 148). 

Explains Reginster, “This form of self-deception does not require that the agent completely 

forget that values are his own inventions, and allows him to keep this fact in his mind, but 

only at the periphery of his consciousness, and not at its center” (92). In such a way, the 

individual is able to sustain the self-deception without being “captivated by illusions he 

knows to be illusions” (Reginster 92).  Self-deception, we realise, is good, even healthy. It 

exists as a solace and remedy against that univocal fanaticism towards truthfulness – “this 

bad taste, this will to truth, to ‘truth at all costs,’ this youthful madness in the love of truth” 

(GS P§4) – from which nihilism first appeared to consciousness. “Nihilistic disenchantment 

sets in when the will to truth goes unchecked and is applied to all beliefs without 

discrimination,” continues Reginster. “To avert nihilism, we must become more careful and 

discriminating in our truthfulness….We must remember, in other words, that what our 

fictions mask ‘is kept concealed for good reasons’” (92-93). Having first pressed us 

towards clarity and truth regarding our own constructions as agents of knowledge, 

Nietzsche then turns ironically about to have us suspend our disbelief at the surface, to 

learn to forget and not know, as artists: “Oh, those Greeks! They knew how to live: for that 

purpose it is necessary to keep bravely to the surface, the fold and the skin; to worship 

appearance, to believe in forms, tones, and words in the whole Olympus of appearance! 

Those Greeks were superficial – from profundity!” (GS P§4). 

By upholding such an ambivalence, we are able to recognize alongside Reginster 

that “the Nietzschean fictionalist does not need real beliefs to provide meaning to his life” 

(94). Fictionalism, we realise, was never intended to stake claim upon either truth or 

knowledge. To refer to fictionalism as either a fetishizing of wishfulness or a cult of the 

untrue, as a humanist-minded critique might do for instance, is really to miss the point, for 

to even make such an argument presumes, even pre-requires, that a truth exists, that for 
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example knowledge might, as with Socrates, equal truth. “We have invested things with 

ends and values: therefore we have in us an enormous fund of latent force,” writes 

Nietzsche (WP §260). Something more profoundly fluid, contingent, contradictory and 

perhaps even ludic, is in the works: 

And just because we are heavy and serious men in our ultimate 
depth, and are rather weights than men…, we need all arrogant, 
soaring, dancing, mocking, childish and blessed Art, in order not 
to lose the free dominion over things which our ideal demands of 
us.…We ought also to be able and to stand above morality, and 
not only stand with the painful stiffness of one who every moment 
fears to slip and fall, but we should also be able to soar and play 
above it! (GS §107) 

It is the tragicomic of our Human, All Too Human existential bind that we must 

simultaneously take up the depths of seriousness yet manage to hover above a doctrinaire 

commitment to a bottomless untruth. Nietzschean fictionalism thus not only suggests an 

emancipation from the epistemic dogmatism of modernism, but also provides us, we who 

live somewhen past postmodernism, a means of navigating the twin perils of 

comparatively shallow, yet nonetheless prevalent, notions of irony: on one side the 

counter-narratives of postmodernist inversions which grow reified and then wielded as yet 

another mode of equally unjustified ‘authoritative’ speech, and on the other the wholesale 

eradication of depth and meaning that postmodernism seems to undertake as its 

necessary consequence.* By contrast, Nietzschean fictionalism seems to bring us closer 

to absurdity and the notion of an existential bind we worked so hard to establish in chapter 

one of this thesis. We must remain honest with ourselves, “to ensure that we do not 

eventually take our fictions to be realities,” and yet “…preserve precisely some of the 

seriousness the postmodern ironist seems intent on dissolving” (Reginster 95). For 

Nietzsche, values are a game, but a tremendously serious one in which there are rules, 

goals and “appropriate emotional and motivational states” (Reginster 96). This is, 

 
* One could proceed quite some distance down this road of critique. In his article “The Death of 

Postmodernism and Beyond”, Alan Kirby argues that “Postmodernism, like modernism and 
romanticism before it, fetishised the author, even when the author chose to indict or pretended 
to abolish him or herself. But the culture we have now fetishises the recipient of the text to the 
degree that they become a partial or whole author of it. Optimists may see this as the 
democratisation of culture; pessimists will point to the excruciating banality and vacuity of the 
cultural products thereby generated (at least so far).” 
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Nietzsche reminds us, “A man’s maturity – [which] consists in having found again the 

seriousness one had as a child, at play” (BGE §94). 

Ultimately we need not worry about nihilistic disorientation and its consequences, 

at least not excessively so; the possibility of re-orientation is available to us should we 

cultivate the lightness of being to walk that high ridge surrounding the abyss. The cultural 

metaphors and values that surround us – those ‘horizons of value’ we explored in the first 

chapter – make available a limited range of explanations and facilitate a select set of 

palatable interpretations, a point upon which Nietzsche seemingly agrees with humanist 

thinkers such as communitarian Charles Taylor (1989, 1992) and Aristotelian Alasdair 

MacIntyre (1989, 2007). Nietzsche sees nothing essential in this or that particular value, 

however, only that participating in normative discourse “is a condition of preservation and 

growth” (Reginster 96). Spake Zarathustra, “Verily, human beings have given themselves 

all their good and evil. Verily, they did not take it, they did not find it, nor did it come down 

to them as a voice from Heaven. The human being first put values into things, in order to 

preserve itself – it created meaning for things, a human meaning!” (Z I.xv.1). The existence 

of values, a normative range of is and ought that exists with some measure of coherence, 

thus appears a vital human need; and nihilism surges forth to consciousness when this 

normative range grows frustrated on the rock of justification. What the Nietzschean 

fictionalist leaves unresolved, therefore, is precisely this question of justification, even that 

justification should be attempted. Just because the presence of normative values answers 

a vital human need and nihilism follows the absurd frustration of this desire, it does not 

follow that these values are, or need to be, justified: 

The philosophical nihilist is convinced that all that happens is 
meaningless and in vain; and that there ought not to be anything 
meaningless and in vain. But whence this: there ought not to be? 
From where does one get this “meaning,” this standard? …It 
amounts to the absurd valuation: to have any right to be, the 
character of existence would have to give the philosopher 
pleasure. (WP §36) 

Following Nietzsche, we feel compelled to ask why there must be any meaning or 

justification whatsoever, whether the entire question of meaning and justification is not 

simply an unspoken prejudice of philosophy. Reginster advises that whether the question 
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itself is to be asked, whether the normative game is itself to be played is itself ambiguous 

because in order to enter into the question, we must first assume a metaphysical position:  

…for if all norms are fictions, then the (normative) question of 
whether we ought to allow ourselves to become captivated by 
them can be intelligible only within the context framed precisely by 
such norms….We may, within the game, ask piecemeal, 
questions about the value of this or that aspect of the game, but 
we cannot coherently ask the wholesale question of whether we 
should play the game altogether. For we already answer the 
question by the sole fact of raising it. (97) 

It would appear doubtful that assuming such a metaphysical position could ever be entirely 

avoided; each of us is always and already in the world. The best we can hope for, it seems, 

is to develop the spiritual power enabling us to shoulder the burden of our truthfulness. 

Advises Jaspers, “even the most courageous among us seldom has the courage to accept 

what he really knows….There is something of which I did not tell myself anything….We 

find that our sole means of enduring the truth is the creation of a being that can endure it” 

(223). And so, in the place of justification, divinity, teleology and the remaining menagerie 

of domesticated explanation, Nietzsche reorients the conversation around the willing of 

normative values, this and that, as an act of estimation in the service of life. The normative 

question itself is recast, becoming an issue of esteeming this or that norm as a value worth 

upholding, or not. “To esteem is to create,” declares Zarathustra, “hear this, you creators!” 

Justification be damned. 

 

Towards the Question of Transvaluation and the Re-Constitution of Self  

And lo! So it was. Through our contact with Nietzsche we are initiated into a new 

‘philosophy of the future’ and a mode of philosopher as ‘dancer’ and ‘free spirit’ who must 

either feel at home amidst multiplicity, contingency and undecidedness, or perish. “The 

philosophers of the future and the free spirits are paradoxical to the extent that they are 

able to detect, invent and create several meanings, several interpretations, and thus, 

several realities, that incorporate one in the other, that are tied together and incessantly 

overcome themselves” (Almeida 180). Zarathustra, the dancer and artist, allows us no 

exception, no ‘out’ by which we can return to the comforting security, the angst assuaging 
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answerability of what can be decided and finally true: only the self as a continuous willing, 

creating becoming remains. Offers Nietzsche, “Objections, digressions, gay mistrust, the 

delight in mockery are signs of health: everything unconditional belongs in pathology” 

(BGE §154). Still, since we’re here, we might as well inquire as to what this really entails. 

There is, it seems, a danger attendant in running too far, too early with the shrill, 

passionate intensity of such a logic, of upholding Nietzsche’s ‘will-to-truth’ as a particularly 

mindless sort of hypergood, as if we could say, ‘Yes, yes, yes. We understand better than 

everyone before us. We reject all of what once was and choose this new something 

instead.’ Newmark, we find, addresses this very issue: 

Among all the philosophical inquiries of the West, Nietzsche’s 
examination of the fundamental principles and values of Western 
metaphysics is perhaps alone in the magnitude of its capacity to 
generate misrepresentations, scoffing, debunking, and out-of-
hand condemnations that bypass the effort of serious analysis, or 
even direct acquaintance with the text. The Nietzschean themes 
of the healthy, the strong, the Übermensch, the will to power, 
nihilism, and the eternal return of the same, rather than becoming 
a true source of critical reflection and education, are still treated 
most often as straightforward values to be adopted or discarded 
without further ado. (151) 

As Newmark rightly asserts, “the question of values is first and foremost precisely that, a 

genuine question. Any given system of values – its origins and effects, in particular – has 

to be critically examined and interrogated before it can reasonably be accepted, 

maintained, or altered” (150). The reason for this is – how easily we forget – simple enough 

to discern: quite unlike more concrete phenomenon such as laptops, libraries cards, and 

despondent PhD students with a growing alcohol problem, values exist as constructed, 

socially enacted goods that remain open to discussion, disagreement, contest and 

continuous reformulation. Unlike flowers, rocks or birds, Newmark reminds us, values “are 

never simply given” (150). Their ongoing debate and critique arise as a philosophical and 

moral necessity. 

In uncovering the normative prejudices through which we become intelligible, in 

excavating this interpretation that I call a ‘self’, we must always be ready to press deeper. 

Nietzsche indicates this much in the preface to his Genealogy of Morals: “The value of 

these ‘values’ was accepted as given, as fact, as beyond all question…. Let us articulate 

this new demand: we stand in need of a critique of moral values, the value of these values 
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itself should first of all be called into question” (P§6). We will do well for ourselves, 

Newmark suggests, by carefully attending to what Nietzsche seems to be recommending: 

What Nietzsche calls for, then, is not the simple annihilation of 
values – which would ultimately be just as arbitrary and senseless 
as their blind acceptance and propagation – but rather their 
transvaluation or revaluation. This, according to Nietzsche, is the 
necessary task of putting into question, of weighing and assaying, 
the composition and status of values as values, since otherwise 
there can be no valid check against their potential to dissipate into 
empty slogans or even coercive programs. (151) 

At least one persistent danger of engaging with Nietzsche’s ideas, we discover, appears 

to follow from the very seductiveness of their emotional and physiological appeal, that 

surging ‘will-to-power’ which one experiences in the process of overturning the cultural 

applecart. Just as it is inadequate, either morally or philosophically, to excuse ourselves 

the obligation to seriously consider Nietzsche’s ideas by dismissing it with an anti-value of 

nihilism or irrationalism, so can we also not afford to blithely take up his metaphors and 

inversions with a sense of complacency or entitlement. A growing sense of will-to-power 

there may well be, a surge of vitality that dawns with the acceptance of oneself as a 

creating and legislating being, but such recognition of one’s own strength is not simply 

purchased. To engage with the problem Nietzsche sets before us with the ‘depth’ and 

‘weighted’ seriousness of which he speaks runs contrary to any casual adoption of 

positions for or against; with Nietzsche, there is always present a corresponding 

willingness to undertake the inward burden of struggle and the potential for existential 

suffering. In our pervasive mendacity, the adoption of quotidian values may appear easy 

and perhaps even invisible to consciousness, but their revaluation, as Nietzsche appears 

to intend, is not so unproblematic. True revaluation of values, as we shall explore below, 

is paid for in solitude and struggle, and sometimes in blood. The transvaluation of values, 

if it to be worth anything, cannot be something casually claimed, but rather earned. 

But so too does it imply irony, particularly where the deep questioning of 

transvaluation begins to impact the interpretations and re-constitution of the self. Here, we 

might return to the relationship between Nietzsche and Socrates, in particular Nietzsche’s 

treatment of the old Socratic equation of goodness and truth, in order to uncover the 

fissures from where a Nietzschean model of self-overcoming might emerge.  Seemingly, 

what Nietzsche views as the commonly accepted foundations of virtue – reason, religion 
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and utility – need not be the only models available to us; moreover, we find, Socrates’ 

prohibition from the oracle at Delphi to “know thyself” is revealed to be a patent 

impossibility:  

We remain unknown to ourselves, we seekers after knowledge, 
even to ourselves; and with good reason. We have never sought 
after ourselves. ...we are bound to mistake ourselves. Our eternal 
sentence reads: ‘Everyone is furthest from himself’ – of ourselves, 
we have no knowledge. (GM 1:§1) 

In suggesting that we have never sought an honest appraisal of ourselves, which is to say 

the sociological-philosophic-metaphysical foundations of our most central and necessary 

beliefs, Nietzsche is opening an ironic space for a deconstructive and subsequent 

constructive transvaluation, and the ultimate re-constitution of the self. This idea is 

important not only to the socio-cultural context in which Nietzsche wrote but also to 

contemporary settings; his rejection of the merely palatable on the grounds that they 

remain both unquestioned and consequently misrecognized applies not only to the more 

unified social codifications of his age but also, presciently, to our contemporary world of 

relativistic assertions where ‘self-knowledge’ is so easy to claim and is presumed to need 

no defending.   

We remain, then as now, thoroughly deluded in our self-justifications, the 

comforting truths we tell ourselves both individually and collectively in avoidance of direct 

confrontation with the responsibility of existence and the dizzying peril surrounding the 

abyss. With a declaration that “objectivity and justice have nothing to do with each other” 

(UM 2:§5), Nietzsche sets out to reveal what he perceives to be the lie – the angst-

assuaging, abyss-diverting, and fundamentally necessary untruth – underpinning our 

collective existence. This is the Holy Lie or Foundation Myth centering The Republic, what 

Plato himself described as “some magnificent myth that would in itself carry conviction to 

our whole community” (II.414.b-c). In undertaking the transvaluation of values, it is this 

certainty of conviction, the sheer anthropological weight of cultural inheritance, with which 

the free spirit must eventually contend:  

The pia fraus offends the taste (the “piety”) of the free spirit, who 
has “the piety of the search for knowledge,” even more than the 
impia fraus.  Hence his profound lack of understanding for the 
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church, a characteristic of the type “free spirit” – his unfreedom. 
(BGE §105) 

For Nietzsche’s “free spirits”, there can be no countenance with deceiving men for the 

sake of their own salvation. The attempt itself is an offence against what he sees as noble 

and ascending in humankind. Instead, the pia fraus indicates the presence of a paltry, 

life-denying, ascetic existence that must as a condition of its continuation have recourse 

to some-thing, rather than no-thing:  

…their rest in nothingness (‘God’), their form of madness. But that 
the ascetic ideal has meant so many things to man expresses 
above all the fundamental truth about human will, its horror vacui: 
it must have a goal – and it would even will nothingness rather 
than not will at all. (GM 3:§1)  

 *  *  * 
…the ascetic ideal offered mankind a meaning!....All this 
represents – may we be bold enough to grasp this – a will to 
nothingness, an aversion to life, a rebellion against the most 
fundamental pre-conditions of life, but which is and remains none 
the less a will!... man would rather will nothingness than not will at 
all… (GM 3:§28) 

This is the nature of Nietzsche’s burden, which is to more properly suggest the burden he 

presents to us as our existential task, that “a question seems to weigh down our tongues, 

and yet not want to be uttered: whether one is capable of consciously remaining in untruth, 

or, if one had to do so, whether death would not be preferable” (HTH §34). As we have 

already seen, nausea and anxiety at such a terrible realisation might seem an appropriate 

response, the burden of dread pressing us towards despair and suicide. But might not this 

also mean, with just as much strength of potentiality, something more wonder-filled and 

life affirming, as if we could ball up possibilities in fistfuls, willing the intensity of this 

realization in a different direction? What will be the value of this truth with which Nietzsche 

confronts us remains an open question. 

An ironic observation we might be reminded to make at this point is that it doesn’t 

particularly matter whether each of Nietzsche’s observations are specifically true, which is 

to say by way of example whether or not the will-to-truth actually presupposes the 

metaphysicians’ reliance on opposite values, etc. Can we really claim, as we witnessed 

Nietzsche do, that ‘objectivity and justice have nothing to do with each other’? If that were 

true, in the strict sense, it would have some pretty distorting effects upon our social 
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institutions; law, science and education, just to name a few. Nietzsche, it would seem, is 

pursuing through such assertions an act of provocation in his readership; in undertaking 

to create psychological disruption in the service of thought, he presses us towards that 

genuine questioning which Newmark suggested above is required for a genuine 

transvaluation of values. What, indeed, is the value of making such assertions? If we think 

this dynamic through, Nietzsche’s division between the noble and herd, between Hellenic 

sensibility and Greek rationalism, is but one set of divisions amongst a range of 

alternatives available to us; it is, succinctly, but one imposition of order, his, upon 

contingency. Nietzsche, moreover, doesn’t even care that we follow his every dictum: As 

his Zarathustra remarks, “One repays a teacher poorly if one always remains a 

student….what do any believers matter! ....I bid you lose me and find yourselves” (Z 

I.xxii.3). The significance of these antagonisms, it would appear, lays in Nietzsche’s ability 

to disturb complacency and arrest us into awareness of our subjective mendacity. By 

problematizing the matrix of values and meanings that constitute our moral horizons, he 

presses us to make realizations about each of our truths that are as terrifying as they are 

ripe with a creative possibility “pregnant with the future” (GM 2:§16). His gift is at once so 

terrible and still, somehow, wonderful. 

It is perhaps interesting that Nietzsche’s revolt – being the first to name the ‘abyss’ 

and without recourse to the intellectual tools of absurdity, thrownness, and the like – is 

reminiscent of Hegel’s dialectic of master and slave, along with the self’s desire for 

recognition. Indeed, writes Nietzsche, “Independence of the soul! – that is the question at 

issue!” (GS 2:§98). Zarathustra, like the Titans Sisyphus and Prometheus before him, 

appears locked in a battle of recognition, with at least one important difference. Whereas 

Aeschylus sees Prometheus as in intimate relationship with Zeus, where “None of the 

Gods can show Him the way / out of these troubles / except me….Zeus will learn / what 

difference there is between / being a power and being a slave” (lines 1403 - 1425), 

Nietzsche seeks to fully erase one side of the equation: “God is dead. And God remains 

dead. And we have killed him” (GS 3:§125). While Zeus is able to control the body of 

Sisyphus but not the consciousness of his scornful defiance, and Prometheus’ suffering 

reflexively brings “disgrace on the name of Zeus” (line 363), Zarathustra welcomes the 

sun by saying, “Greetings, Great Star! What would your happiness be, were it not for those 

whom you illumine!” (Z I.i.1). We are all, these examples serve to suggest, in reciprocal 
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agon with the horizons, structural frames, stultifications, Gods, and Noble Lies of our 

times, all of those man-forged manacles that captivate the imagination and restrict 

becoming. Could it therefore be true that Prometheus’ chains, Sisyphus’ mountain, 

Olympus’ eagle, Eve’s serpent in the garden, the Tower of Babel, Zeus and Christ are all 

projections of bad faith, even as they provide an intelligible value structure enabling life? 

The question, once again, centers itself upon the value of these Truths, and perhaps, the 

extent we might be willing to play upon the ridge of this illumined, cavernous reality. 

 

The Free Spirit and the Herd - In Rejection of the Mob 

Say what you will, Nietzsche clearly understood his own preferences. In his 

contradistinction of slave and noble ethics (ironically using the metaphysician’s weapon of 

binaries), he provides ample indication regarding his own valuations, this time through his 

separation of those rare and solitary individuals who possess a self-legislating nobility of 

will from the greater bulk of humanity, the residual masses, the mob, the herd.  Nietzsche 

describes the latter: 

The herd man in Europe today gives himself the appearance of 
being the only permissible kind of man, and glorifies his attributes, 
which make him tame, easy to get along with, and useful to the 
herd, as if they were the truly human virtues: namely, public spirit, 
benevolence, consideration, industriousness, modesty [again!], 
moderation, indulgence, and pity. (BGE §199) 

At the center of this European identity, Nietzsche suggests, is the man of ‘décadence and 

ressentiment’, specifically the docile and acquiescent identity of what is Christian: “The 

bound spirit assumes a position, not for reasons, but out of habit; he is a Christian, for 

example, not because he had insight into the various religions and chose among 

them;….the habit of intellectual principles without reasons is called faith” (HTH §226). (In 

keeping with Nietzsche’s analysis, we can easily enough wonder whether the ‘choice’ of 

becoming Christian in Germany at the time even involved intellectual principles at all.)  It 

is hard to imagine Sartre or Camus disagreeing with the content, if not the tone, of such a 

position; but Nietzsche, characteristically, goes further, likening Christianity, Socialism and 

other grand notions of the herd mentality as a purely reactive inversion of old Hellenes, of 

what is hardened, noble and masterly:  
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The slave revolt in morals begins when ressentiment itself 
becomes creative and ordains values: the ressentiment of 
creatures for whom the real action, that of the deed, is denied and 
who find compensation in an imaginary revenge. (GM 1:§10) 

*   *   * 
Blindness in the face of Christianity is the crime par excellence – 
the crime against life….Hitherto the Christian was the ‘moral 
being’, an unparalleled curiosity – and as a ‘moral being’ more 
absurd, hypocritical, vain, thoughtless, detrimental to himself than 
the greatest despiser of humanity could ever dream of being. 
Christian morality – the most malignant form of the will to 
falsehood. (EH IV.7-8) 

These are intensely vitriolic declarations, but they do allow Nietzsche a place from which 

to describe his preferred noble and self-legislating ideal, initially in the guise of the ‘free 

spirit’:  

The free spirit is a relative concept. A man is called a free spirit if 
he thinks otherwise that would be expected….it is not part of the 
nature of the free spirit that his views are more correct, but rather 
that he has released himself from tradition, be it successfully or 
unsuccessfully. Usually, however, he has truth, or at least the 
spirit of the search for truth, on his side: he demands reasons, 
while others demand faith. (HTH §225) 

In demanding his reasons, the free spirit soon discovers the enmity of the herd – “There 

are many kinds of hemlock” (HTH §209) – but he also realizes the “noble morality [which] 

grows from a triumphant affirmation of itself” (GM 1:§10). The noble ethic upheld by 

Nietzsche, admittedly one open to accusations of elitism, is thus premised upon the drive 

to enact will-to-power. It intends to transcend the metaphysical distinctions of slave 

morality, which for Nietzsche is profoundly a ressentiment of nobility’s power, and instead 

invoke an ability to bestow its will according to a different metric altogether: no longer is 

the valuation between ‘good or ‘evil’, but rather between that which is ‘good’ and that which 

is ‘bad’. ‘Evil’, we see, is abandoned to the dustbin of metaphysics, a humanly constructed, 

categorical term of reference fit for the weak and resent-filled, those who are either 

unwilling or unable to take up their own radical freedom. “The noble type of man 

experiences itself as determining values,” adds Nietzsche. “It does not need approval; it 

judges ‘what is harmful to me is harmful in itself’; it knows itself to be that which first 

accords honour to things; it is value-creating” (BGE §260, original emphasis). And, we 

might add, it is entirely at odds with everything we teach children in kindergarten. 
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It is at this point, one might infer, that most readers get a little squeamish, for 

Nietzsche uses the trope of a noble ethic to launch attacks on everything from socialism, 

nationalism and democracy, to Rousseau and the Romantics, to women, mass education, 

white bread, newspapers, Charles Darwin, and breezy romantic comedy. Very little 

escapes the severity of his gaze; very little is to be spared from the negations of 

Nietzsche’s sledgehammer. I wonder, then, if we wouldn’t do well to step back from all the 

condescending and supercilious remarks we so urgently wish to reject from our position 

in the enlightened post-modern present and remember his larger project, the dialectical 

ironist’s project of exposing the value of having values. If we do this, if we resist the 

metaphysician’s urge to categorize, judge, and decide the world, and if we remember that 

‘the free spirit is a relative concept’, we are much better positioned to understand what 

Nietzsche is offering us with phrases such as ‘overcoming oneself’ and ‘become what you 

are’. Doing so will cause us to return to the creative impulse of irony’s second movement, 

a motion taking us neither towards blind assurance nor even blinder relativism, but into 

the continuous potentiality of becoming derived from the individual in productive agon with 

the surrounding cultural framework of meaning, interpretation and intention.  

 

To Live Resolutely – Nietzsche’s Dionysian Impulse and Eternal Return 

Let us, then, return to the noble ethic of naming and valuing the world, that which 

is most profoundly embodied in the person of Zarathustra. Initially, we are given 

permission for such a move, away from essences and every static metaphysical injunction, 

by Nietzsche’s Dionysian impulse in The Birth of Tragedy: 

Let us imagine a rising generation with such an undaunted gaze, 
with such a heroic proclivity for the tremendous. Let us imaging 
the bold stride of those dragon-slayers, the profound audacity with 
which they turn their backs all the weaklings’ doctrines that lie 
within that optimism, in order to ‘live resolutely’ in all that they 
do….perhaps as laughers you will confine all metaphysical 
consolations to the devil. (§18) 

One can hear in this early passage future existential strains of authenticity and choice in 

the absence of justification, but what we might perceive for now is Nietzsche’s inversion 

of Apollonian culture, “which must emerge triumphant over the terrible abyss in its 
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contemplation of the world and its most intense capacity for suffering, by resorting to the 

most powerful and pleasurable illusions” (BT §3). Zarathustra represents just such an 

overturning of the Apollonian will to order and surety. Rather, in the injunction to ‘live 

resolutely’, he invokes the ‘healthier, nobler morality’ that, as we previously noted above, 

would consign ‘everything unconditional to pathology’. Zarathustra understands the nature 

of the abyss, of an existence characterized by becoming and the lack of transcendence, 

but finds for himself in this condition only an untrammelled joy towards life and return to 

innocence: 

Zarathustra is a dancer – how one who has the harshest, most 
terrible insight into reality, who has thought ‘the most abysmal 
thought’, nevertheless finds in it no objection to existence, or even 
to the eternal recurrence of existence – but rather yet another 
reason to be himself the eternal ‘yes’ to all things, ‘the enormous 
and unbounded Yea- and Amen-saying’. (EH III.Z.6) 

Zarathustra, as teacher of the new man – the Übermensch who transcends the self-

deception, hypocrisy, ressentiment, and prevarication that is Human, All Too Human – is 

thus presented by Nietzsche with a litany of life-affirming, creative, Dionysian descriptions:  

…stronger, craftier, tougher, bolder, merrier than all healths have 
been so far….conqueror and discoverer of the ideal, … an artist, 
a saint, a legislator, a sage, a scholar, a pious man, an old-style 
religious hermit … we Argonauts of the ideal, more courageous, 
… dangerously healthy, … beautiful, alien, questionable, terrible, 
and divine that our curiosity as well as our thirst for possession 
are beside themselves – ah, henceforth we are insatiable! (EH 
III.Z.2) 

Zarathustra – defiant, lucid, innocent – walks the high ridge surrounding the abyss willing 

into the future: “Away from God and Gods this will has lured me: what would there be to 

create if Gods – existed?” (EH III.Z.8). 

The litmus test for such a healthy relation to one’s own existence is, of course, the 

Eternal Recurrence of the Same, a definitively practical challenge to live resolutely 

following the abandonment of all metaphysical consolations and the demand Nietzsche 

places upon us that we must shoulder responsibility for each and every moment of our 

existence, as if each and every single instance of that existence were to be lived in 

precisely the same pattern and intensity, over and over in perpetuum. Nietzsche, as we 
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might have come by now to expect, wants the question of Eternal Recurrence to silently 

worm its way into the most private, inner solitude of man’s consciousness, a disturbing 

thought asked as if by some ‘demon’ who creeps into man’s ‘loneliest loneliness some 

day or night’. Warns the demon, “If that thought acquired power over thee as thou art, it 

would transform thee, and perhaps crush thee; the question with regard to all and 

everything: ‘Dost thou want this once more, and also for innumerable times?’ would lie as 

the heaviest burden upon thy activity!” (GS 4:§341). Eternal Recurrence, Newmark notes, 

“can be brought to bear on every single thing – every thought about truth and every 

historical action – by putting it in the form of a question that also contains the potential to 

transform whatever it touches” (169). Who amongst us, after all, can in good faith suggest 

he would choose every moment for himself exactly as it has been over and over and over 

again? Who, in the throng of imbeciles and thrashing of mendacity we call humankind, 

could not be transformed in living out Eternal Recurrence as his creed? Perhaps then, at 

the risk of a slight overstatement, the Eternal Recurrence of the Same, while being his 

heaviest challenge to us, is also Nietzsche’s greatest gift. In it, we may have found 

something very important about self-overcoming, along with an answer to the value of the 

truth, which is to say the value of having values. In the Eternal Recurrence of the Same, 

we find a basis for constructing a post-nihilistic ethos, a foundation for selfhood that while 

not justified, that could never be justified in the absolute sense, unifies the self within its 

own legislative spirit, a willing of interpretation that confronts “the simultaneous challenge 

of overcoming an infinite past and opening up an infinite future” (Newmark 169). To take 

up the Heaviest Burden, Nietzsche’s most abysmal thought, means accepting 

responsibility for oneself forwards and back, through and through, on the most personal 

and intimate of levels – going without, the cleft palate, finding Beethoven, finishing a 

marathon, the “first time”, the near miscarriage, Dostoyevsky, skydiving, Alignment, 

speaking the truth, silence on the lake, the spectre of genetics, witnessing Megan’s birth, 

bone-deep anger, asking my best friend, finally, to leave, watching everyday as children 

struggle and succeed and don’t succeed, my own fragile grip on integrity – in a manner 

wanting “to have what was and is repeated into all eternity, shouting insatiably ‘da capo - 

from the beginning!’” (BGE §56). 
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This much, finally, should be clear: Nietzsche is not a nihilist. Nihilism is not his 

final position. Nietzsche cannot even be called a nihilist unless one resorts to a faith as an 

objective Idea and then describes him as its antithesis. He is aware of this: 

How high I have leapt above this blockhead-chatter of optimism 
vs. pessimism! ....the most joyful, the most effusively high spirited 
‘yes’ to life, is not only the highest insight, it is also the most 
profound….indeed, the aspects of existence that are rejected by 
Christians and other nihilists occupy an infinitely higher place in 
the hierarchy of values than what the décadence instinct has seen 
fit to sanction, to call ‘good’....Anyone who not only understands 
the word ‘Dionysian’ but understands himself in the word 
‘Dionysian’ has no need for a refutation of Plato or Christianity or 
Schopenhauer – he can smell the decay. (EH III.BT.2) 

Nor, while we are here, do I find Nietzsche particularly alienating, unless such a term is 

meant to indicate a lucid apprehension of our self-willing position within an indifferent 

universe. In the language I attempted to construct in the section of chapter one regarding 

self, Nietzschean overcoming appears intimately bound up in how we conceive, manage 

and manipulate the master metaphors, which is to suggest the grand Truths, surrounding 

us. These master metaphors, as I earlier suggested, could be described as providing a 

matrix of available meanings and valuations, important salients of interpretation and 

perception, and the legislation and legitimization of certain acceptable, even sensible, 

modes of thinking and behaving. Given Nietzsche’s suggestion that truth is only ‘a mobile 

army of metaphors, metonyms and anthropomorphisms’ and my earlier claim that the 

effect of socio-cultural structure is its metaphorical impact upon consciousness, we can 

appreciate not only Nietzsche’s criticism of philosophers as ‘unhistorical’ but also unlock 

his secrets to self-overcoming; they too often seek permanence while the free spirit seeks 

poetic invention, perpetual re-description and a continuous overarching of the self. 

Bernstein (2002) is therefore quite correct in suggesting that, as the dialectical ironist par 

excellence, Nietzsche’s depiction of the rise of the slave ethic in The Genealogy of Morals 

need not be especially accurate, nor does he have to particularly worry that he cannot 

justify every claim (such as the most un-provable negative, that God is dead). Rather, 

Nietzsche takes his own advice and ‘employs history only in the service of the life he has 

learned to live’ (UT 2:§10), in this way engaging in an ‘exalted spirit-dialogue’ that ‘thanks 

to history…permits such a collaboration’ (UT 2:§9). He thereby, as Kaufmann suggests, 

“challenges the reader not so much to agree or disagree as to grow” (see Aloni 305). Self-
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overcoming, fuelled by a Nietzschean-minded ironic gaze, is apparently attained in the 

doing of it: It is an undertaking of the self, achieved by pulling at the threads of meaning 

and value in the sociological blanket that consoles us, by rearranging the metaphorical 

furniture of the sacred where we live, and sometimes even, by going to the shed and 

pulling out the sledgehammer. “I love him who wants to create beyond himself and thereby 

perishes. – Thus spoke Zarathustra” (Z I.xvii.1). 

 

Who is the Philosopher? 

Of course, our reaction to all this will depend upon the a priori metaphysical 

commitments we entertain. Sadly, it would appear that much of Nietzschean scholarship 

(when it is not providing straight summary devoid of context) simply cannot get past the 

metaphysical pretensions that Nietzsche so virulently and subtly attacked, to the extent 

even that the authors begin to appear like monkeys who really would love to eat the 

bananas but are not able to because they’re too afraid to let go of the tree. One such 

illustration is the work of Fennell, who does a fine job of quoting Nietzsche but then ‘reads’ 

him in a most singular, univocal, and un-Nietzschean fashion, owing to his obvious 

reliance on traditional western philosophic constructs. Fennell’s article is an attempted 

sustained attack on Bingham’s (2001) notion of  a ‘pedagogy of self-reformulation’ and the 

categories by which he attacks self-reformulation are, predictably enough, truth and 

nihilism, an essential human nature, the importance of tradition and excellence, and the 

‘stability and continuity’ of the self. In a section entitled “The Early Nietzsche”, we find the 

following: “Nietzsche is consumed by the problem of nihilism” (Fennel 87, emphasis 

added); or if one prefers, “Nietzsche is consumed by the problem of nihilism” (Fennell 87 

emphasis still added). Fennell’s difficulties with the English language aside, whether 

Nietzsche is consumed with the problem of nihilism or not (and I suspect it was but a 

piece, however important, of a larger diagnosis) hardly seems the point. More to the point, 

one to which Fennell pays inadequate attention, is the danger of trying to impose a finality 

of interpretation upon what might otherwise allow for multiplicity and ludic slippages of 

difference. Fennell’s stance, firmly positioned within the western philosophic line, seems 

to illustrate the manner with which Nietzsche’s combination of diverse subject matter and 

hyperbolic style conspire to seduce us into finding ourselves contained in his ideas. As we 
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suggested earlier, arguing that Nietzsche “means” this or “means” that is ultimately 

something of a shell game; He appears to possess that singular ironic quality, much like 

that other dialectical ironist Socrates, of an ability to invite us into and then entangle us 

within our own presuppositions. And Nietzsche, naturally, warned us of this: “Any 

philosophy begins to believe in itself. It always creates the world in its own image; it cannot 

do otherwise. Philosophy is this tyrannical drive itself, the most spiritual will to power, to 

the ‘creation of the world’, to the causa prima” (BGE §9). In interpreting Nietzsche, then, 

we must remember that we are doing precisely that, interpreting. Failure to do so creates 

seductive yet misleading presumptions in readers, such as with Jenkins, who appears to 

latch on to comparatively minor phrases about lineage and aristocracy, and thereby 

confuses positional for dispositional strength (Cooper 124). Asking ‘who is the 

philosopher?’ seems, in this light, to take on a particular importance quite distinct from the 

call to authenticity of both Kierkegaard and Nietzsche’s own challenge of Eternal 

Recurrence. It would appear that we ought neither to lose sight of our philosophic 

predisposition, nor that changing the categories of perception and interpretation is at the 

heart of Nietzsche’s endeavour: “What is the ape for the human being? A laughing-stock 

or a painful cause for shame. And the human shall be just that for the Overhuman: a 

laughing-stock or a painful cause of shame” (Z I.xvii.1). “He that hath ears, let him hear” 

(Z III.ii.1). 

In his “Response to John Fennell”, Bingham (2005) emphasized opposing 

metaphysical commitments; that is, he stressed perspectivism rather than objectivism.   

Harkening back to Nietzsche’s oft-repeated claim that “perspectival seeing is the only kind 

of seeing there is, perspectival ‘knowing’ the only kind of ‘knowing’” (GM 3:§12), Bingham 

claims that a thing “comes into being only by virtue of interpretation and affect. Thus, the 

more interpretations, the more affect, that one person experiences, the more complete 

one’s conception of a ‘thing’ becomes” (Response 14). Fair enough, Bingham arrives to 

Nietzsche with a different metaphysical sensibility which enables him to think beyond the 

‘thing-in-itself’ to its possible constructed nature, a view, we might suggest, perhaps more 

in keeping with the ironic posture of Nietzsche himself. To what extent we can and should 

apply such perspectivism to the self is the crux of Fennell’s complaint against Bingham, a 

question carrying important ancillary questions regarding the role of suffering in self-

overcoming and perhaps, education in a more general sense. In his original (2001) article, 
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Bingham suggests that “Educational institutions can challenge normed notions of self-

hood if alternative versions of self-hood are centered in education. This requires that 

educating for radical self-hood be taken up as an integral part, as a driving theme, of 

pedagogy” (342). To accomplish this, Bingham proceeds to suggest highly useful and 

thoroughly Nietzschean-minded suggestions such as educating for ‘double-

consciousness’, referring truth claims back to their psychological roots, and challenging 

the reproduction of self-hood. Henceforth, while we might find resonance with Bingham’s 

claim that “education seldom goes deep enough into its subjects to get to that most 

important subject, the self, upon which all other subjects are actually dependent” (351), 

we cannot avoid the fact that when our pedagogy begins to pull at the threads of the socio-

cultural matrix, we are never (to the follow the metaphor) actually pulling at them just one 

at a time. Rather, we are, at least potentially, disrupting the entire perceptual field of 

intelligibility that constitutes a student’s being-in-the-world, a move that may provoke 

varying degrees of psychological discomfort and suffering. 

Nietzsche discusses the problem of suffering at length, as one might expect, since 

it relates so fully to his greater questions of the value of truth and the value of having 

values. Suffering, it seems, is intimately bound to his understanding of self-overcoming: 

The discipline of suffering, of great suffering – do you know that 
only this discipline has created all enhancements of man so far? 
That tension of the soul in unhappiness which cultivates its 
strength, its shudders face to face with great ruin, its inventiveness 
and courage in enduring, persevering, interpreting and exploiting 
suffering, and whatever has been granted to it of profundity, 
secret, mask, spirit, cunning, greatness – was it not granted to it 
through suffering, through the discipline of great suffering? (BGE 
§225) 

Suffering promotes an Epicurean sensibility insofar that the lucid existent finds a greater 

spiritual clarity in his uncompromising experience of this world: “The spiritual haughtiness 

and nausea of every man who has suffered profoundly ….by virtue of his suffering , he 

knows more than the cleverest and wisest could possibly know….Profound suffering 
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makes noble: it separates” (BGE §270). This spiritual element, it almost needs not be 

said, is not the logic of the ascetic ideal attacked by Nietzsche in The Genealogy of Morals, 

that which wallows in its own suffering with the promise of future transcendent rewards, 

and what Nietzsche derided as “a will to nothingness, an aversion to life” (3:§28). Rather, 

this is the suffering of the individual who in the drive for intellectual, and ultimately 

existential, integrity seeks to reveal, disrupt, problematize, reinterpret and change the 

constituent components of the self – the formative influences, the horizons of value, the 

sustaining mythologies, etc. – which heretofore have passed as unquestioned, hidden 

from view, or even unassailable. For Nietzsche, the will to engage in such suffering is 

prerequisite to future creation and the transformation of self:  

Creating – that is the great redemption from suffering, and life’s 
becoming lighter. But that the creator may be, that itself requires 
suffering and much transformation. Yes, much bitter dying must 
there be in your lives, you creators! Thus are you advocates and 
justifiers of all impermanence. (Z II.ii.1) 

To the extent that this is true, the notion that we can or even should begin a ‘pedagogy of 

self-reformulation’ must be undertaken with great care, for if we are going to uphold 

Nietzsche as our model and manipulate the ‘mobile army of metaphors’, it would be an 

act of blue-eyed deceit to think that we can easily evade the possibility of enacting 

significant psychological disturbance which learners are neither suspecting, nor wanting 

of, nor equipped to handle. Bingham’s ‘self-reformulation’ may promote open, even 

multiple forms of the self, but when we start moving around core beliefs and mucking with 

integral value systems, engaging in a full-scale project of self-overcoming, we enter into 

real blood-and-guts levels of importance where the costs of failure, or even ham-

fistedness, will be born largely by those other than ourselves. In such situations, should 

we find ourselves there, we might do well to remember Rorty’s sagacious caution: 

“Redescription often humiliates” (Contingency 90). 

 
 Nietzsche’s depiction of an Epicurean sensibility and self-legislating nobility are highly 

reminiscent of the concept of virtù arising from the Italian Renaissance, and in particular 
Machiavelli’s The Prince.  Machiavelli’s depiction of amoral boldness runs parallel to comments 
by Nietzsche such as “intellectual purity at any price” (GS §357), his description of “the dry, 
refined air of Florence” (BGE §28), and (most profoundly) “the unconditioned will to impose 
nothing on themselves, and in their determination to see the rational in reality, – not in ‘reason’, 
and still less in ‘morality’” (TI, My Indebtedness to the Ancients §2). 
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We cannot, therefore, make so straight an extrapolation from Nietzsche to the 

classroom, something Zarathustra appeared to know well when he said, “they do not 

understand me, I am not the mouth for these ears” (Z I.P.5). Fortunately enough, 

Nietzsche provides us two prostheses for understanding in the persons of Zarathustra and 

his early philosophical influence, Schopenhauer. In the Untimely Meditations, 

Schopenhauer is presented as the template for the free spirit, the primacy of will, and the 

sharp distinction to be made between mere scholarly work and the enactment of a genuine 

philosophical position. And while Nietzsche ultimately came to reject Schopenhauer’s 

denial of the will as a ‘décadence’ (a ‘repaying of his teacher kindly’?), he is unequivocal 

in his praise of the Schopenhauerean image of man: “The Schopenhauerean man 

voluntarily takes upon himself the suffering involved in being truthful, and this suffering 

serves to destroy his own wilfulness and to prepare that complete overturning and 

conversion of his being, which is the real meaning of life to lead up to” (UM 3:§4). The 

power of Nietzsche’s mentor, as the standard for ‘the image of man’ and thereby a proper 

education, thus resides in the manner by which Schopenhauer models rather than 

expounds his philosophy. In an aphorism entitled “Greatness means: to give a direction”, 

Nietzsche elaborates; “No river is great and bounteous through itself alone, but rather 

because it takes up so many tributaries and carries them onwards: that makes it great. It 

is the same with great minds. All that matters is that one man give the direction, which the 

tributaries must then follow” (HTH §521). The Nietzschean archetype of a teacher, as 

evidenced by Schopenhauer and Zarathustra, emerges in the public performance of his 

own self-overcoming, as an individual who fearlessly gathers himself to himself and 

reveals his own processes, who through the integrity, and perhaps nobility, of his own 

example set the model and direction for the oncoming of self in those who follow in his 

wake. 

 

An Induction to Self 

In keeping with Nietzsche’s anti-essentialist stance, the teacher sets his model not 

through the dictation of finality (or worse, vapid socialization) but the drawing out of 

significance, even an inspiration to greater heights. In the introduction to Ecce Homo, 

Duncan Large explains: “Nietzsche’s particularizing education theory (which is antithetical 
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to any kind of universal)…will demonstrate what it means to become a self, at all. For a 

self (on this understanding) is not something you just are – you have to achieve it, and 

keep achieving it over and over again” (xvii). The needfulness of a self-surpassing project, 

however, is only one aspect of Nietzsche’s educational paradigm. Of equal importance is 

the pathos of distance that the teacher maintains with his students, a manner of 

relationality that paradoxically places the teacher ahead of his students as the archetype 

to be emulated yet refuses to be essentialized as the standard to be replicated. As Large 

suggests: 

As far as Nietzsche is concerned it is pointless trying to educate 
by presenting a blueprint for someone else to follow, since human 
individuality – defined as the particular configuration of each 
person’s drives – dictates that what is optimal for me cannot be 
optimal for you, in fact is more or less guaranteed not even to be 
good for you. (xv) 

Nietzsche says as much in Ecce Homo, as we may recall, when he quotes his own 

Zarathustra as saying, “What do any believers matter!….I beg you lose me and find 

yourselves….One repays a teacher poorly if one always remains only a student” 

(foreword, §4). For Nietzsche, then, the teacher is not messiah-in-manifestation, not the 

pedant and harbinger of the real to be eternally recreated in the person of the student, and 

(although a paragon of cultural expertise) not a stultifying explicator in the chain of 

‘superior inferiors’ (Ranciere). The relationship between student and teacher, rather, is 

premised upon the project of mature freedom in the form of self-overcoming – a deeply 

personal creation of value, a ‘yea-saying’ towards life, and an ability to demonstrate a 

future pregnant with possibility – those very characteristics that Zarathustra carries in 

abundance; more specifically, those determinations of will that the teacher exhibits to his 

students by his own legislation into the world. Zarathustra refuses to establish new idols, 

even and especially of his own person, preferring to be a herald rather than some form of 

surrogate divinity. “Nietzsche’s standard view of the educator,” Large suggests, “is that he 

should be a model (‘Vorbild’) who stands out ahead of his pupils,” drawing them onward 

and upward, such that education “… involves inducing, educing the pupil into a self-

overcoming, standing above so that those below can learn how to reach one’s heights, 

[even] learn that there are such heights to reach” (xvi, latter emphasis added). The 

educator, in language closer to Kierkegaard, projects the ‘unique and universal’; the 

student is not to follow the actual path of the teacher (they are not merely replicating the 
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teacher after all) but they must nevertheless pursue the project of becoming themselves, 

a project within which the teacher is likely farther ahead. Thus, the pathos of distance – a 

tricky term to use in relationships of supposed mutuality between students and teachers 

– is what allows the educator to reveal humankind’s fundamental freedom; that the future 

is replete with possibility, that self-willing is possible, that man might well live in pursuit, at 

least, of a well-rounded authenticity. 

It is not for nothing that Nietzsche remains a polarizing figure, especially in terms 

of education, and he will likely remain so for some time. Admittedly, he is over the top. 

Offensive and funny, he is patently bombastic and unfair one moment, and thoughtfully 

provocative, even genuinely moving the next. He truly is as Rosenow describes him – 

“educational dynamite” (307). With reference to the question of self and the project of 

becoming, I suspect his value has much to do both with how the philosophical constructs 

he gives us – nihilism, trans-valuation, the abyss, slave morality, and will-to-power just to 

name a few – open a space that allows an investigation of the structural frames in, with 

and through which we understand ourselves, as well as a parallel opportunity to reflect on 

their meta-value. Recalling what Taylor refers to as a deleterious ‘hypergood’ of a 

supposedly higher moral consciousness, the sense of empowerment that Nietzsche 

affords clearly appears to be a double-edge sword: It provides us with a sense of the 

processes and general schemes that may be operant both throughout society and within 

ourselves, but it also poses the temptations of a lurid certainty and an unjustified, sneering 

authority over truth. An example of these dynamics has occurred in this paper. In 

suggesting a parallel between false and unjust gods and the master metaphors of 

education (should they be accurate), this paper has willingly, and not without undue 

discomfort, indulged in both the benefits and dangers of the philosophic mode.  

Understanding this, I think we do well to re-emphasize Bernstein’s point that Nietzsche is, 

as he puts it, a dialectical ironist, and that it matters less about the full cogency of his 

arguments in terms of its pure logos so much as his ability to distrust and then disturb our 

collective certainties. Nietzsche, I suspect, knew this when he wrote, “That something is 

irrational is no argument against its existence, but rather a condition for it” (HTH §515). 

This sort of remark is probably poor consolation to those such as Alasdair MacIntyre who 

worry about the shallow and fragmented nature of post-modern moral codes and would 

rather a return to more Aristotelian-Appoline underpinnings. As such, I would suggest that 
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it is a profound mistake, regardless of his effects, to read Nietzsche with too literal a view; 

which is to say, rather, too literal a heart. We might instead engage him ironically, if we 

can, or else put him away on the shelf, for he is dangerously Socratic in his ability to make 

us contradict ourselves and to seduce us, even impel us, beyond our current 

understandings. The Übermensch is a philosophic construct more characteristic, 

strangely, of a Platonic longing than it is a literal reality. Moreover, it is but one interpretive 

framework amongst many from which we may choose. 

 

Concluding Thoughts – Ironic Creation and the Overarching Self 

In the end, Nietzsche’s trans-valuation of values is a personal summons, not a 

political program. Through a more ironically subtle than appreciated blend of bombast, 

hyperbole, humour and polemic, Nietzsche is a diagnostician who forces us into 

confrontation with the self-deceptions, rationalizations of corporeal instincts, and petty bad 

faiths upon which we construct our individual and collective identities. Like Machiavelli, 

one of his undoubted intellectual mentors, Nietzsche too often gets derided for his 

diagnosis of man and society. Simply put, it would seem we invest too much energy on all 

of his negations and fail to pay adequate attention to the creative fecundity and potential 

for aesthetic beauty that he sees in humankind. For Nietzsche, any transcendence man 

may attain will not be through God, the One, the Plenum, or a final Hegelian Aufhebung, 

what Nietzsche called “some spider of finality and morality which is supposed to exist 

behind the great net and web of causality” (GM 3:§9), but rather as an expression of will 

amidst a contingent rather than necessary future. It is, if you will, a recipe for living well, 

one not available to every person. Nietzsche posits that man is a constant becoming, a 

striving and overcoming, and a great key to this conception can be found in the escalating 

and interlocking manner of his aphorisms. In content and style, they neither lay out a 

political program nor attempt to discern one. Shaw suggests that while Nietzsche is not 

unpolitical, he did see the state as predatory – “State is the name for the coldest of all cold 

monsters” (Z I.xi.1) – so to attempt a political doctrine would be, in keeping with the classic 

Nietzschean interpretation of things, to positively invite contradiction, a misrecognition of 

the self, and a seductive will-to-truth. Nietzsche warns us of this over and over again, in 

statements such as, “Convictions are more dangerous enemies of truth than lies” (HTH 
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§483), “Every past is worthy of being condemned” (UM 2:§3), and “Beware that some 

narrow belief, a harsh, severe illusion, does not catch you in the end!” (Z IV.ix.1). Like 

Kierkegaard and Socrates before him, he clearly distinguishes between what we may and 

may not rightly claim to know. What is most distressing, then, is that men who were not 

equal to Nietzsche’s challenge tried to fill the void left by the demise of God in such a 

predatory and univocal manner, specifically through, as Camus stated the situation in The 

Rebel, the Cult of the State (Fascism) and the Cult of the Future Man (Communism). Such 

was an occurrence which Nietzsche himself prophesized when he wrote, “The very next 

century will bring the fight for the dominion of the earth – the compulsion to large-scale 

politics” (BGE §208), a remark, it should be added, which appears remarkably at odds 

with the ironic skepticism, even congenital distrust, that Nietzsche so obviously seems to 

hold towards any movement of mass politics or belief. 

For the purposes of this thesis here, therefore, what we wish to save from 

Nietzsche is the creating, legislating force of his irony. Confronting the fictive, culturally 

constructed nature of what passes for truth, we begin to encounter the possibilities for 

robust selfhood in the mode of ironic creation, alongside a profound healthiness and ‘yea-

saying’ towards life. Nietzsche’s gift to us is also our burden. Staring deep into the abyss, 

we realise the mute contingencies of existence; armed with the cultural tools he affords 

us, his sustained polemic regarding the linking of values and truth as well as his exposition 

of the fundamental dishonesty of our moral and philosophical prejudices, we begin to 

understand more acutely the radical freedom that each of us might take up for ourselves 

with all of its attendant possibilities and burdens. For Nietzsche, the creation of a 

continuously overarching self is the issue, cultivating the ability and fortitude to embrace 

the will and so set out to rename the world. There is little doubt that Nietzsche’s irony, like 

that of Kierkegaard and Socrates before him, understood something tremendously 

important regarding the limitations of what we can claim to know. But for Nietzsche, it was 

through the image of the artist, rather than the man of knowledge or wisdom, that he was 

able to undertake himself as a poeticized art of living. Arguing both that language was 

dogmatic and coercive over thought and that commonly accepted philosophic constructs 

were illusory interpretive schema, Nietzsche instead sought to uphold mythos and 

metaphor as the tools, sine qua non, enabling man to poeticize his existence and so live 

freely ‘beyond’ the codified goods and evils of earnest society.  



 

211 

Truth, even the truth of self, is everywhere metaphorical and tenuous, and ironic 

re-description reveals the radical epistemic possibility made available once we unseat the 

presumption of truth-as-representation and its mischievous stepchild, the unconscious 

domination of grammar over thought. In withdrawing the truth claim as a straight forward 

proposition and instead metaphorically deploying words in the service of ironic negation 

and creation, Nietzsche reveals a disruptive, dislocating ambiguity towards truth that not 

only illuminates the existential bind but fosters within it a space where we might both 

reinterpret and overcome. To the extent we are able to accept that the metaphoricity of 

truth claims vary what they indicate – to the extent we monkeys can really let go of the 

tree and so enjoy the fruits of our risk taking – we will find a radical ironic perspectivism 

that enables us to understand the fluid, artistic, and imaginative interpretation of self that 

Nietzsche captures in the term ‘the free spirit’, an aesthetic mode of living which is multiple, 

dynamic, contingent and, one hopes, resolutely undecided. We will have achieved, in 

other words, the ears to finally hear and eyes to finally see that which Nietzsche intended 

through the mask of the ‘dancer’, Zarathustra. Through encounter with his creating irony, 

so too will we discover goods for the self; confronting the provocations, antagonisms and 

dislocations of his texts, Nietzsche’s readers will become stronger and more progressively 

aware of themselves, owing in large part to their ongoing contest with his leading example. 

This will, as we witnessed Jaspers remark, likely entail some manner of nihilistic vertigo, 

a necessary sort of suffering as we continue to long for that sense of surety which first 

must be lost in the process of learning to trust ourselves and gather our own voice. Such 

destruction and redemption, premised in and fuelled by an ambiguous posture towards 

our collective moral attachments, are the twin movements of Nietzsche’s trans-valuation 

of values, a deconstruction and reconstituting of self, and an affirmation of this life that can 

only be achieved in the living of it. Truly, this is Zarathustra’s ‘art of living’: to take up the 

Dionysian impulse, to transgress pessimism and what wills itself to be small and full of 

fear, to lucidly accept ‘the heaviest burden’ with a ‘yea-saying’ responsibility for each 

moment of one’s own freedom, and to become that free spirit who climbs to the highest of 

branches and exhorts the tree itself to grow even taller. “For believe me,” exclaims 

Nietzsche, “the secret for harvesting from existence the greatest fruitfulness and the 

greatest enjoyment is – to live dangerously” (GS 4:§283). 
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2.4 Kieran Egan – Of Irony and Imagination 

 

Introduction – On Imagination and Existence 

Looking back over previous sections of this thesis, it seems an accurate sort of 

admission that the existential questions explored herein represent something of a curious, 

even esoteric, discourse. Nothingness, abandonment, absurdity, the ‘for-itself’, despair, 

becoming and the eternal recurrence of the same, to name but a few, are each informative 

and edifying constructs in contemplating the formulations and eventual possible 

reconstitution of the self, but surely, too, such ideas represent a rather strange corpus of 

language fully available only to the well initiated. (Such is my own experience of a slowly 

emergent understanding, urging me at some later point to write My 16 Laps around the 

Daesin.) In attempting to formulate a response to the condition of absurdity, our fragile 

and uncertain posture in an undecidable universe, we have so far explored the negating 

and creating movements of irony. Still, it seems fair to wonder whether there might not be 

another ingredient missing from the concoction, that of irony as imagination, which is to 

say as a stimulus towards human possibility. The linking of irony and imagination appears 

especially profitable insofar as it brings the entire cultural matrix – all of the values and 

prohibitions, palatable truths, metaphors and master narratives, and interpretations and 

preloaded meanings made available by the horizons of an historically effected 

consciousness – to bear upon the constitution and overarching of what is ‘self’. As such, 

it represents, at least potentially so, a dangerous kind of philosophizing, in the manner of 

trespass so passionately urged by Nietzsche. Dangerous ideas, we find time and again, 

only appear so because we are so evidently unwilling and ill-equipped to deal with them. 

Still, these ideas, which is to say these possibilities, follow and stalk us, lurking just below 

the surface of both culture and consciousness, and however rude and impertinent we think 

the people who dare openly discuss them, they shape the boundary of what appears 

possible and worthwhile for human beings to pursue. So it is with irony in society; most of 

us don’t, or won’t, deal in it in any direct sense, and too many that do seem more often 

than not a despairing, bleak sort of bunch. Promoting irony as imaginative possibility may, 

therefore, represent something on the leading edge of human development, that high ridge 

where only angels and madmen dare to tread. The search in its own right, a perpetuating 
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quest for all that might be ‘self’, perhaps then appears more than a little salaciously 

Quixotic and – God willing – just a touch heretical. 

But so too should we probably be reminded that this is also a thesis about 

education, with an especial emphasis that as educators, most all of the individuals with 

whom we interact will exist in the course of their own development somewhere prior to the 

robust, productive and nuanced sense of irony which this thesis ultimately wishes to 

advocate. Succinctly, we need a tool for meeting students where they are, for allowing 

students the means to come to themselves and their surroundings with a fertile sense of 

wonder and a burgeoning sense of imaginative possibility. Enter the writings of Kieran 

Egan and the body of ideas under the heading of ‘Imaginative Education’. At its core, 

Imaginative Education (to be referred to as IE) seeks to explore the development of 

increasingly complex linguistic tools in relation to imaginative possibility and various 

modalities of human understanding. The five distinct yet sequentially compounding kinds 

of understanding that IE describes as resulting from the acquisition and mastery of 

language – somatic, mythic, romantic, philosophic and ironic – represent that accrual of 

cognitive tools within the learner made available by interaction with the surrounding 

culture. As we shall explore, by focussing on understanding, rather than more strictly 

traditional philosophic goals such as ‘truth’ or ‘knowledge’, IE has been able to emphasise 

the manner with which the affective and intellectual domains are implicated within each 

other during the processes of learning, such that wonder and possibility, the very fuel of 

imaginative engagement, might gain ascendancy in the minds and lives of learners. 

Ultimately, it is within this protean sense of intellectual and emotional generativity, what 

Egan refers to as ‘imagination’, and in particular the imaginative dexterity of what he terms 

the ‘sophisticated ironist’, where we find the most realised, complete expression of irony 

as imaginative possibility. For it is in the ability to traverse between earlier forms of 

understanding, to craft and then deploy diverse metaphors and interpretations in novel 

contexts, that the creative, generative possibilities of irony might find their fullest 

achievement. Having first understood the infinite negations of Kierkegaard toward the Idea 

and the creative ardour of Nietzsche’s legislating will, we discover how the imaginative 

productivities of irony allow for a life that might be experienced as multiple, nuanced, open 

and free. Through the originations of imagination, towards the achievement of a robust 

sophisticated irony, might we then find a truly virtuous and indeed educated sort of 
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happiness, the ongoing ability for learners to conceive of themselves as a continuous 

becoming, as an open-ended, wonder-inspired and genuinely unfinished possibility. 

The scope of this final section will therefore be as follows. First, we will offer up a 

brief overview and explanation of the core features of Imaginative Education, including a 

discussion regarding how the surrounding cultural framework comes to be interiorized 

within the individual learner, alongside a description of the distinct kinds of understanding 

that the theoretical model of IE suggests should arise via the acquisition of increasingly 

complex linguistic competence. We will then turn to Egan’s historical survey of irony, 

summarizing the various works of the ancient Greeks, Enlightenment philosophers and 

Romantic poets, Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, and finally Lyotard, postmodernism and 

Richard Rorty. Such a theoretical grounding having been established, next comes an 

exploration of Egan’s distinction between what he terms ‘alienated’ and ‘sophisticated’ 

forms of irony, between a consciousness that is abundant and flexible compared to one 

that finds only pessimistic cynicism amidst the fragmentation of knowledge and 

understanding. Delving deeper into the fluent and liberated sense of irony, we will find that 

skepticism and buoyancy need not be held in opposition, that instead both are 

characteristic of a roundly developed, reflexive engagement in the world, and that a fully 

cultivated sense of irony allows individuals to participate in reality with an awareness of 

each earlier modality of understanding. Ultimately, as we shall come to appreciate, irony 

is attended by both alienation and liberation in its retinue, and so casts us once again back 

upon ourselves, into the burden of choice and responsibility over our existence. It is 

precisely the multiplicity and ‘richness’ of human experience envisioned by the 

sophisticated ironist that allows us to feel and endure the weight of our existential freedom, 

to be open to contradiction, paradox and imaginative possibility. To conclude, then, in the 

hands of a skilled practitioner Egan’s model allows us to envision an intellectual and 

ethical ‘space’ whereby subject-specific content, the intellectual and imaginative 

capabilities of students, and existential themes might be combined in emotionally 

engaging, cognitively rigorous, and psychologically provocative ways. Within this space – 

this very arena for the practice of freedom – may we truly claim to teach, not just about 

math and art, or history and science, but rather about liberation and impotence, paradox 

and possibility, action and suffering. Within this space, we may induce the self forwards in 

relation to the manifold horizons of culture, a self both bounded and becoming, filled with 
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imaginative possibilities for transformative and virtuous commitment, a self of ethics, 

action and just possibly, hopefully, revolt. 

 

On the Nature of Imagination and its Relation to the Intellect* 

In writing any work on imagination, one is necessarily confronted with a problem 

of definition; while intuitively understood, the protean nature of what we collectively infer 

by the term ‘imagination’ appears, at least from an analytical view, to present specific 

conceptual frustrations. Furlong, for example, remarks how “A philosopher surveying the 

territory defined by the term ‘imagination’ finds it a dense and tangled piece of country” 

(15). Indeed, as Egan agrees, “Once we try to excavate it, categorize it, and label the 

parts, …we seem to create disagreement or, at least, dissatisfaction with the 

characterizations” (Imagination 3). In suggesting that attending to the imagination is 

integral to the provision of effective educational programs, as this section nevertheless 

endeavors to do, it would certainly behoove us to appreciate the term with something at 

least approaching precision. It is in this spirit that Egan suggests, “Imagination lies at a 

kind of crux where perception, memory, idea generation, emotion, metaphor, and no doubt 

other labeled features of our lives intersect and interact” (Imagination 3). We can see in 

this statement that the imagination does not refer simply to images and pictorial 

representations in the mind, as might be suggested by a limited quotidian understanding 

of imagination confined to the realm of the arts, but rather a more expansive complex of 

humanized meaning and invention: “By recognizing that our everyday use of ‘imagination’ 

refers, perhaps most often, to the non-pictorial and non-imageable, we realize that the 

imagination is not simply a capacity to form images, but is a capacity to think in a particular 

way. It is a way that crucially involves our capacity to think of the possible rather than just 

the actual” (Imagination 4). It is here that the notion of ‘grist’ may prove helpful. IE purports 

that imagination, as something productive, needs something to be imaginative both with 

and about; this implies a strong relationship between imagination and intelligence, where 

 
* Large portions of this section and the next have previously been published, and have been 

adapted for use here. See: Waddington and Johnson’s “Imaginative Education and the National 
Framework for Values Education in Australian Schools: Practical Implementations for 
Promoting Ethical Understanding”.  
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the latter acts, so to speak, as ‘grist for the mill’. There are, of course, other treatments of 

intelligence such as the popularized theories of Howard Gardner (1993, 1993, & 2000) 

which, to some, may provoke musings about ‘mathematical imagination’ or ‘spatial 

imagination’, but such domain specific conceptualizations are not our particular focus of 

study here, so much as the realisation that Imaginative Education conceives of 

imagination as that productive intersection residing someplace between knowledge, 

intelligence, perception, and emotion. 

Much of this sense of the imagination as a productive capacity finds resonance in 

the writings of key Enlightenment thinkers – specifically Burke, Hume and Kant – with 

significant implications for the understanding of imagination, particularly as it relates to the 

affect and rationality. Egan notes that in 1757, Burke claimed: 

The mind of man possesses a sort of creative power of its own; 
either in representing at pleasure the images of things in the order 
and manner in which they are received by the senses, or in 
combing those images in a new manner….But it must be 
observed, that this power of the imagination is incapable of 
producing anything absolutely new; it can only vary the disposition 
of those ideas which it has received from the senses. (Imagination 
20) 

Here we see a couple strands of thought; Burke is suggesting a role for the imagination in 

the structuring of understanding – what Kant in his first Critique of Pure Reason alluded 

to in saying “…the imagination, a blind but indispensable function of the soul, without 

which we should have no knowledge whatsoever” (211) – as well as the inseparable 

relation between imagination, concepts and reason. Egan appears to follow this line, 

suggesting that “the imagination is pushed, as it were, to perform the even more 

fundamental task of providing the prior structuring of our perceptions. That is, what we can 

perceive, and know, is … structured by the imagination” (Imagination 21).  Moreover, 

these productive capacities of meaning-making are intricately bound to the emotional 

sensibilities. Hume, for example, suggested that “It is remarkable that the imagination and 

affections have a close union together, and that nothing which affects the former can be 

entirely indifferent to the latter” (427), while Kant observes that “the imagination can 

generate in us ideas that cannot be expressed or represented in any other form; ideas of 

infinite space, endless numbers, eternal duration [which] fill us with complex emotions 

involving wonder and the sense of the sublime” (Egan, Imagination 21). To Egan’s view, 
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then, “the function of the imagination is such that it never merely copies the world or 

translates perceptions; it is a constantly active and creative faculty that shapes the world 

we perceive and that uses our hopes, fears and other emotions in that shaping” 

(Imagination 24). This position, to the sensitive reviewer, appears to suggest a tension 

between a priori ‘categories of the understanding’, in the Kantian structural sense, and a 

more intuitively productive and affectively driven process of active meaning-making; but 

despite this difference, we can see that under Egan’s usage, the imagination is to be 

clearly distinguished from pure ir-reality or pure fantasy. Imagination, as used here by 

Egan and Burke, is a productive capacity of understanding bound to rational possibilities. 

Whereas fantasy, for example, would therefore endow a human with the ability to defy 

gravity and ‘leap tall buildings in a single bound’, the imagination is that productive 

capacity that allows us to envision a mechanism enabling human flight, a distinction which 

here allows us to recognize, as Egan does, that “reason and imagination are not mutually 

exclusive faculties, or even in any way incompatible” (Imagination 25). Indeed, as more 

eloquently conceived by Wordsworth, “Imagination is reason in her most exalted mood” 

(The Prelude, Book XIV, 1.192, as cited in Egan Imagination 25). 

Returning towards a specific discussion of Imaginative Education, we must also 

concern our attention to the manner with which Vygotsky dealt with the imagination. His 

theories of imagination, rationality and development are neatly summarized by Vygotskian 

scholar Natalia Gajdamaschko who suggests that: 

To understand Lev Vygotsky’s views on the development of the 
imagination, it is necessary to recognize that he did not accept a 
narrow view of imagination as some sort of innate and relatively 
stable capacity of a child or adult – a capacity that does not 
change over time and is not necessarily connected to the 
intellectual development and/or cultural development of the 
individual.  This [latter, and erroneous] interpretation of 
imagination is common among North American educators, many 
of whom consider imagination to be an unconscious, or semi-
conscious, autistic, spontaneous capacity….This concept of 
imagination separates the role of imagination development … 
from their cultural development or their intellectual abilities, and it 
denies the link between the development of imagination and the 
processes of learning-teaching. (34) 

This passage clearly proposes that the aforementioned disconnection between rationality 

and imagination is in error. Imagination, according to Vygotsky, is a very appropriate target 
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of educational intervention, subject as it is to its relation with formative experience and the 

development of intellect; moreover, the imagination cannot be said to be somehow innate 

or self-initiating but rather a mode of understanding intricately bound to others such as 

intellect and reason that are also co-developing.   

In working towards a definition of imagination, then, we must understand that 

imagination is to be understood in the context of intelligence, experience, and the 

presence of concepts: quite simply, it cannot exist in an experiential or conceptual 

vacuum. As Barrow establishes, “We have to get people to be imaginative about 

something, since the notion of having imagination that takes no specific form is incoherent. 

We therefore have to develop it by means of developing understanding of particular 

matters” (Jagla 146-147). Thus, while teaching towards engagement of the affect, we must 

not shirk away from the notion of imagination existing within rigorous disciplines of 

knowledge, as Egan warns: “Ignorance, in short, starves the imagination. And we are 

ignorant of all that knowledge which we might know how to access, but haven’t, or which 

we have learned how to learn, but haven’t. Only knowledge in our memories is accessible 

to the action of the imagination” (Imagination 52). We are, perhaps, better reminded that 

the imagination and intellect, rather than being in a zero-sum contest, serve and 

complement each the other; that “Imagination must dwell within rationality if rationality is 

to serve human life and enrich our experience …. [even while] rationality without 

imagination is blind, rudderless, and as likely to destroy what is of human value as help it 

…. conceptions of rationality deficient in imagination are at best arid and at worst 

damaging” (Imagination 166-167). Imagination thus appears a legitimate and indeed 

highly relevant focus of educative activity simply by recognition of the fact that intelligence 

and imagination are each implicated in the other. We need, to a considerable extent, to 

attend directly to the development of the imagination concurrently – and inseparably – with 

that of the intellect. 

The brief discussion offered above illustrates some of the major principles 

undergirding the concept of imagination that informs the body of theories and practice 

referred to collectively as Imaginative Education. Despite the imagination’s ethereal 

nature, such an attempt at definition is clearly important, and it is to this end that Egan has 

conceptualized it as such: 
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Imagination is the capacity to think of things as possibly being so; 
it is an intentional act of mind; it is the source of invention, novelty, 
and generativity; it is not distinct from rationality but is rather a 
capacity that greatly enriches rational thinking. (Imagination 43) 

*   *   * 
Identifying imagination in the capacity to think of something as 
possibly being so, certainly does not suggest any conflict with 
rationality.  Rather, the ability to hold alternative conceptions in 
the mind and assess their adequacy or appropriateness would 
seem a necessary component of any sophisticated rational 
activity. (Imagination 42) 

The core feature, as understood by Egan, seems to be this generative and productive 

capacity, a flexibility of consciousness that seems “to enable the imaginative person to 

conceive of a wider than normal range of states or actions that do not exist or that do not 

follow by literal extrapolation from current states or actions or from conventional 

representations of states or actions” (Imagination 37). Imagination is thus the “‘reaching 

out’ feature of students’ minds that picks up new ideas, tries them out, weighs their 

qualities and possibilities, and finds a place for them amidst the things they have already 

learned” (Tyers 5). As co-constructive with rationality, emphasizing the imagination 

certainly alludes to a divergent path for educational theory and practice; That is, Egan 

suggests, “when we examine imagination we are also dealing with some of the central 

features of students’ emotional engagements with knowledge” (Imaginative Approach 

213-214). Curriculum and instruction under the IE conception seeks precisely this 

productive intermingling between the intellectual and affective domains, in service of both 

the actual and the more expansively possible. The resulting methodology, as we shall 

soon explore in extension of Egan’s original ideas, carries with it a profound inductive 

potential well suited to the human predicament; as learners come to develop increasingly 

complex kinds of understanding of their existence, so too is there a progression towards 

an awareness of freedom and choice, towards a virtuous and ethical engagement in the 

world, indeed towards self. 

 

On the Interiorization of Cultural Tools and the Kinds of Understanding 

The collective body of theories and practices known as Imaginative Education is 

premised upon the accrual and internalization of cultural tools by learners such that they 
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become individually held cognitive tools. This process was referred to by Russian 

psychologist Lev Vygotsky as ‘Interiorization’ (see Gajdamaschko). Egan elaborates on a 

broad array of Vygotskian cultural artifacts – language, numbering and counting systems, 

mnemonic techniques, algebraic symbols, works of art, writing, sign systems, maps, etc. 

– that individuals ‘interiorize’ in the process of development: 

When we imagine these things as an accumulated storehouse of 
human accomplishments, inventions, or discoveries, we refer to it 
as our culture.  Each of the elements of our culture can be 
internalized, in varying ways and to varying degrees, by 
individuals.  From the storehouse of cultural tools we can select 
and construct our individual kits of cognitive tools.  This 
imaginative approach to education aims to maximize for students 
the array of important cultural tools that they each convert into 
their own cognitive tools. (Imaginative Approach 8) 

The interiorization of cultural forms thus allows them to serve as psychological tools, such 

that over time the early imaginative play of children gradually becomes the directed, 

purposeful imagination of the adult.  Significantly, Vygotsky warns that not everything can 

become a tool: if something does not possess the capacity to influence behavior, it could 

not be a tool, a clear reminder that once internalized the now ‘cognitive’ tool will not only 

affect the manner of intellectual and imaginative processes, but also the behavioral 

outputs such cognition provokes. As such, “Through the processes of interiorization and 

appropriation of cultural tools that mediate social (interpersonal) activity, a child is 

constructing psychological tools of her own inner activity….the entire nature of imagination 

is changed” (Gajdamaschko 39). Cultural tools become cognitive tools held by individuals 

and by doing this, the imagination becomes volitional, controlled and productive, intricately 

tied to psychological functions, not the least of which is intelligence.  

Imaginative Education, formally conceived, reflects a fundamental shift from more 

traditional notions of education that are premised on the accrual of knowledge and skills, 

the unfolding of natural development, or the socialization of students into political and 

economic roles.  Instead, it describes education in terms of a sequence of kinds of 

understanding through which students internalize cultural-cognitive tools of successively 

increasing complexity. Egan explains: 

Our understanding of the world and of ourselves has been 
transformed again and again by our incorporation of various 
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symbolic tools such as language, literacy and theoretic 
abstractions.  I think we can reconceive education as the process 
whereby we acquire as fully as possible the major symbolic tools 
invented or discovered in human cultures.  Each major set of tools 
generates for us somewhat distinctive kinds of understanding. 
(Three Old Ideas 263) 

Rather than presenting structured taxonomies of information or emphasizing a 

progression through naturally occurring stages of development, Egan presents us with a 

philosophic model whereby students recapitulate, not so much the specific inventions and 

knowledge gains made individuals, but rather the successive accretion of particular 

intellectual tools as they developed throughout the course of human history.  In doing so, 

Egan postulates, distinct forms of understanding result from the development of particular 

intellectual tools as acquired through the interiorization of culture. While broadly varied in 

nature, the tools Egan expressly focuses upon are those evident in language, namely “the 

successive development of oral language, literacy, theoretic abstractions, and extreme 

linguistic reflexiveness that yields irony” (Imagination 4). 

The five ‘kinds of understanding’ are presented in the table below, to be read from 

left to right. Under each heading is the form of language-use best descriptive of its kind of 

understanding and the dominant cultural-cognitive tools associated with that form. In his 

Brief Guide to Imaginative Education, Tyers is careful to point out that teachers and 

students “must work to preserve the kinds of understanding already learned while 

developing each new kind of understanding….The purpose of IE is to enable each student 

to fully develop and preserve the five kinds of understanding while they are learning 

math, science, social studies and all other subjects” (4, original emphasis). The kinds of 

understanding occur in the specific order noted “because each kind of understanding 

represents an increasingly complex way that we learn to use language….Each makes a 

distinctive contribution to understanding, and they work best if they can be combined” (4). 

Ideally, then, students will not be working within any single kind of understanding; they will 

instead carry forward earlier kinds of understanding while also engaging embryonically 

with future forms. 

 



 

222 

Somatic 
Understanding 
Pre-linguistic / 
Proto-linguistic 

Mythic 
Understanding 
Oral language 

Romantic 
Understanding 
Written language 

Philosophic 
Understanding 
Theoretic use of 
language 

Ironic 
Understanding 
Reflexive use of 
language 

Body senses Story Sense of reality 
Drive for 
generality Limits of theory 

Emotional 
responses & 
attachments 

Metaphor 
Extremes & limits 
of reality Processes 

Reflexivity & 
identity 

Rhythm & 
musicality 

Abstract binary 
opposites 

Associations with 
heroes Lure of certainty Coalescence 

Gesture & 
communication 

Rhyme, meter & 
pattern 

Wonder 
General schemes 
& anomalies 

Particularity 

Intentionality Forming images 
Collections & 
hobbies 

Search for 
authority & truth 

 

Humour 

Sense of mystery Revolt & idealism 

 Games, jokes, 
drama, & play Context change 

Adapted from Owen Tyers’ A Brief Guide to Imaginative Education (2007)* 

Somatic Understanding 

During the proto-linguistic (alternately, pre-linguistic) phase of life, the child will 

begin developing somatic, or bodily, awareness as she learns to manipulate and 

communicate in her physical environment. Somatic awareness is premised in conscious, 

self-initiated, representational, but non-linguistic acts of mimeses (intentional acts based 

upon imitation). For Egan:  

The Somatic is a somewhat distinctive kind of understanding that 
sequentially precedes the Mythic, coalescing and accommodating 
with each subsequent kind of understanding as they develop on 
the Somatic foundation.  Somatic understanding, then, is not 
something that exists only prior to language development but 
rather, like each of these kinds of understanding, ideally remains 
with us throughout our lives, continuing to develop within, though 
somewhat modified by, other kinds of understanding. (Educated 
Mind 163) 

 
* Owen Tyer’s A Brief Guide to Imaginative Education is available online through the Imaginative 

Education Research Group’s website: http://www.ierg.net/about/briefguide.html#overview 
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Somatic understanding, therefore, is the basis upon which subsequent learning proceeds. 

It begins pre-linguistically, but such kinesthetic intentionality continues developing as we 

traverse later forms of understanding. 

Mythic Understanding 

With the onset of oral language, the child is no longer subject to the limitations of 

direct physical experience. Referring to myth as “the prototypal, fundamental and 

integrative” (Educated Mind 35) cognitive tool, the development of cognitive tools 

associated with oral language allows the child to represent, imagine and engage in a broad 

range of non-immediate phenomenon. Mythic understanding reflects the most potent 

features of language use in oral cultures: These cultures, Egan suggests, “use story forms 

and vivid images, rhyme and rhythm are common, binary oppositions play a large role, 

[and] they move on metaphoric connections” (Teaching Literacy 100). As such, we see 

the emphasis on story, humor, mystery, drama and creative play as the child begins to 

expand her vocabulary, sense of fantasy, and use of abstract binaries and early 

metaphorical speech. 

Romantic Understanding 

As the child gains facility with abstract sign systems, she begins to gain a sense 

of her identity as distinct from her surroundings, real or imagined, alongside an awareness 

of the world as increasingly complex. This finds its cultural parallel in the technological 

advance of alphabetic literacy, as developed in ancient Greece during the so-called 

“Greek miracle”, which radically served to reorganize human cognition. Egan claims that: 

Among much else, it opened up what we call the historical period.  
Fluent literacy is not simply a matter of thinking and then writing 
the product of one’s thoughts; the writing, rather, becomes part of 
the process of thinking.  Extended discursive writing is not an 
external copy of a kind of thinking that goes on in the head; it 
represents a distinctive kind of literate thinking. (Educated Mind 
76) 

*   *   * 
It is possible to see a clear recapitulation of the process as 
children develop literacy today. As Bruner puts it, “literacy comes 
into its full powers as a goad to the redefinition of reality.”...reality 
is no longer something that is simply given. (Educated Mind 79) 
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At this point in the cultural recapitulation, Tyers writes, the child comes to a burgeoning 

sensibility of her world as she investigates the “extremes of reality, associates with heroes, 

and seeks to make sense of the world in human terms” (4). At this moment in her 

development, she is interested in extreme facts such as the longest whale, the tallest 

building, and the most goals scored in a season. Through her sense of wonder, her 

engagement with revolt and idealism, and her fascination with collections and hobbies, 

she begins to build the necessary bridge between the oral traditions of myth and 

storytelling, and the theoretical, rationalized abstractions available to her through 

Philosophical understanding: 

Sophisticated rationality did not emerge full grown, like Athena 
from the head of Zeus.  It developed bit by bit, carrying its mythic 
origins well into the modern period.  Romantic understanding 
represents crucial elements of rationality developing along with 
persisting features of myth – in both cultural history and in 
education today. (Egan, Educated Mind 80) 

It is precisely this ‘mixture of the mythic with the rational’ that constitutes the central 

defining feature of Romantic understanding (Educated Mind 81). “Students’ forms of 

thinking,” Egan concludes, “gradually accommodate to the shapes of autonomous reality, 

but they first make sense of reality in ‘romantic’ terms” (Educated Mind 102). 

Philosophic Understanding 

At about the age of fifteen, a more structured and rationalized form of thought 

begins to emerge from the largely discrete details experienced within Romantic 

understanding. As Egan describes, “The central feature of Philosophic understanding is 

systematic theoretic thinking and an insistent belief that Truth can only be expressed in its 

terms” (Educated Mind 104-105). It is such that we see emergent cultural-cognitive tools 

regarding the drive for generality, search for authority and truth, an awareness of abstract 

processes, and the recognition of general schemes and their anomalies. We should recall 

that, in keeping with Vygotsky’s views on development, this new form of cognitive 

structuring and awareness is not something that happens routinely as a result of 

maturation, but rather represents the collection of an expanded set of culturally mediated 

cognitive tools that allow the imagination to reach out conceptually and structure 

experience. During this phase of increasing conceptual clarity, students come to “the 



 

225 

realization that they themselves are parts of the complex processes and systems that 

make up the world” (Educated Mind 121), such that they come to see themselves, not as 

much in terms of Romantic qualities but rather as embedded in an ongoing process of 

human development, a schematic shift that comes – in keeping with the broader theory – 

with both sizable gains and associated losses. Here, the burgeoning sense of general 

schemes tends to reduce interest in extremes, collections and the dramatic such that 

Romantic and Mythic knowledge often comes to be “dismissed as irrelevant, pointless, 

[and] a trivial pursuit” (Educated Mind 125). Thus while “building reliable general schemes 

is necessary for the individual student to become a realistic and sensible [autonomous] 

agent in the world” (Educated Mind 226-127), the child does appear to lose something of 

her more directly connected Mythic and Romantic understanding of her experience. 

Ironic Understanding 

The core of Ironic understanding begins when the child, now a young adult, begins 

to recognize that there are very real limitations native to systematic thinking. At this 

juncture, Egan’s theory suggests that she makes two significant realizations:   

She starts to appreciate that theories, and even the language she 
relies on, are too limited and crude to capture everything that she 
means and that is important about the world.  She also recognizes 
that the way she makes sense of the world depends on her unique 
historical and cultural perspective. (Tyers 5) 

Obviously, this kind of understanding brings us into a discussion of the so-called ‘modern’ 

and ‘postmodern’, with what Egan refers to as its attendant “problems concerning 

language and its referentiality,” and the development, in individuals and across societies, 

of a prescient Ironic understanding “that results from the breakdown or decay of general 

schemes [and] leads to the accumulating reflexiveness of language and consciousness” 

(Educated Mind 138). Witnessing that in the twentieth century, Western intellectual history 

has grappled with the seeming recognition that language, despite being our most intricate 

cultural tool, may ultimately prove incapable of grasping realty and truth, Egan identifies a 

problem for (post)modern humankind as it struggles to deal with the Rortian suggestion 

that “we are to accept the ‘contingency of … our most central beliefs and desires,’ and 

abandon ‘the idea that those central beliefs and desires refer back to something beyond 

time and chance’” (Educated Mind 138). The essence of Ironic Understanding is therefore 
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found in the potential for provisionality and malleability in human thinking and the 

utterances of language that play in the slippage between statement and meaning. 

Confronted as we are with a context characterized by the destabilization of meaning and 

a multiplicity of (often conflicting) identities, the educated person comes into encounter 

with the most contemporary of ‘ironic’ cultural tools; the limits of theory, the reflexivity of 

language, the role of identity in the interpretation of meaning, coalescence, particularity, 

and a productive sense of epistemic doubt. For Egan, the internalization of these tools by 

the educated person preferably leads, not to some form of post-modern nihilism of truth, 

meaning or depth, but rather to “the fluent ironist” who can slip like a chimera “from 

perspective to perspective” in the search for substantive truth and understanding 

(Educated Mind 145). It leads to Socrates. 

 

Irony through Egan’s Historical Lens 

To endorse an ironic form of understanding as an appropriate end for education, 

indeed to suggest that irony somehow represents the most accomplished form of 

humankind’s literary and moral development, is to stand quite nakedly, opening oneself to 

ridicule and abuse, …and not merely because naming even a single nonhuman literary 

achievement throws me back against my seemingly necessary prejudice. Fortuitously 

enough, at least for me, Egan provides a detailed historical account of irony’s evolution in 

Western thought, all the way from Socrates towards Richard Rorty and his own highly 

useful interpretations. In positioning Ironic understanding at the border region where the 

modernist pursuit of certainty and general philosophic schemes breaks down into 

postmodern fragmentation and particularity, Egan explores many of the same 

problematics regarding language and truth as did Socrates and Nietzsche before him, 

difficulties we investigated earlier in our own notion of the existential bind. Tracing the 

historical development of irony, we can move, hesitatingly, towards something of a thick 

description of the term. That the ironic utterance is both meant and not, that it is moreover 

thought both valid and not, should by now appear evident. The often humorous tone, 

pressed home with the slyest of winks, opens up a cleft through which passes a sliver of 

light, a secret kind of closeted communication available only to the initiated and well 

attuned. Notes Egan, “irony involves more than a perverse disguise of what might be better 
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stated literally” (Educated Mind 137). Irony intonates nuanced strata of understanding, 

both ludic and grave, revealing depth of character and a concern for questions regarding 

what is right and just to human concern. For his part, Cicero goes further, revealing in the 

ironic utterance a cultured and deeply humane mode of being, a refinement of intelligence 

and style carrying both wit and what is most earnest: “Urbane is the dissimulation when 

what you say is quite other than what you understand…In this irony and dissimulation 

Socrates, in my opinion, far excelled all others in charm and humanity. Most elegant is this 

form and seasoned in seriousness” (Vlastos 24).  

But still may we wonder at the loss and burden such an erosion of philosophic 

confidence entails at the bloodied and scaled hands of irony. Egan himself ponders this, 

suggesting that “the decay of belief in that promised truth, and the decay of belief that 

theoretic systems, expressed in however refined a language, could represent reality 

accurately has created problems about how language is supposed to represent reality at 

all” (Educated Mind 138). Irony, as we have already seen, raises disturbing questions of 

meaning and purpose about what we should do and how we should live; having so 

thorough disrupted the security of truth, we are left with the lingering apprehension that 

the entire passion of the western mind might just prove little more than a misguided, even 

silly, enterprise. That same language upon which the edifice was built and upon which it 

ultimately collapses confounds us. We have, just maybe, traded heaven for earth, to the 

delight of the gatekeeper at the passageway to Hell: “Faith, here’s an equivocator that 

could swear in both the scales against either scale, who committed treason enough for 

God’s sake, yet could not equivocate to heaven” (Macbeth, 3.2.9-11). Should we conclude 

alongside Sartre, then, that man is but a useless passion? Is the problem of nihilism, 

identified so intensely by Nietzsche, humankind’s final snare? Is Rorty’s flabby and 

indulgent liberalism the best for which we can hope given the circumstances? Irony 

seems, in this light, the result of something quite sinister at play deep in the origins of 

language, some mischievous “Deus ex misantropia” designed to confound us right as we 

would reach the Heavenly City. In tracing the history of irony, we find its gifts beget its 

burdens and it seems a fair sort of question to ask whether the gains have been worth the 

costs. Here as elsewhere, so the saying goes, we may do well to wonder whether history 

isn’t rather the sum total of things that should have been avoided. 
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Egan follows Conway and Seery in describing irony as “the master trope of our 

age” (Educated Mind 3), indicating a form of consciousness which straddles both 

modernism and postmodernism, and in doing so he presses us past the comparatively 

simple definition of irony by Samuel Johnson (1755) as “a mode of speech in which the 

meaning is contrary to the words” (Educated Mind 139). What is readily apparent in Egan’s 

depiction is that, beyond the merely occasional traipse into the slippages and multiple 

intentions of singular speech acts, irony is better understood as an habitual and 

thoroughgoing ‘lived’ position. As we have already seen from our lengthy reading of 

Kierkegaard, such a stance in relation to truth is exemplified in the figure of Socrates, in 

particular with his extended contest with Thrasymachus in The Republic. Playing upon the 

eiron and alazon of Greek antiquity, we see how Socrates goads and prods his opponents, 

seducing them deeper into their own hubris before hollowing out their arrogance and 

abandoning them to little more than their own inner longing for something true, beautiful, 

good and just. “[Socrates] deconstructs others’ claims to knowledge but offers nothing 

positive of his own in their place,” writes Egan. “He solves no problems, shows that all the 

proffered solutions are inadequate, and cheerfully leaves us to sort things out as best as 

we can” (Educated Mind 140-141). The position of Socrates, Egan suggests, is his radical 

epistemic doubt, and we can witness how in the well-worn statement ‘I am ignorant of 

everything and know nothing’ that Socrates understands something very simple and 

profound about the universe: existence is ridiculous and cannot be made to conform to 

anything as sordidly human as language. Stirred by his oracle, Socrates’ irony is robust 

and pregnant with wonder and possibility. Indeed, Egan notes, “he was unique in realizing 

how little he knew…making clear that those who claimed most knowledge and wisdom 

were in fact ignorant and foolish” (Educated Mind 142). Why, truly, any of this should be 

considered a positive development is anybody’s guess. Still, we are left a hint, as Egan 

suggests, in the buoyant cheerfulness of Socrates, even while facing death. It is true, no 

doubt, that Socratic irony “threatens the very basis of our [epistemological, social, ethical, 

political] security” and thereby renders us a danger even to ourselves, but so too are such 

insights “a condition of genuine freedom” (Educated Mind 143). “The ironist can ‘cut loose’ 

from the constraints of false knowledge that hold bound in their time and place those who 

fancy they have secure knowledge….Removing the burden of simplistic beliefs allows the 

ironic soul to rise ‘upward’ out of local constraints and achieve autonomy” (Educated Mind 

143). Words, Egan reminds us, cannot say what we mean: “The ironic reader will 
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recognize the inadequacy of literal words and look rather for the meaning they point 

towards” (Educated Mind 144). The twin results, the burden of a pervasive skepticism 

alongside a freedom from the illusory securities of the merely conventional mind, both 

must be endured. Every courage has its solitudes. 

The pervasive peril of irony, it appears, is the troubling insecurity that follows the 

erosion of coherence. Whether the threat of incoherence results in a liberation or 

something decidedly worse appears itself an Either/Or of choice. Situated between the 

modern and postmodern as she is, the fluent ironist is able to shift her gaze between 

multiple positions, metaphors and thereby interpretations, but in doing so opens up “the 

threat of incoherence that insinuates itself in seeing events or objects from different 

perspectives” (Educated Mind 145). Irony affords no quarter to the canonical descriptions 

that may have traditionally held our allegiance and so, bound society together under the 

shelter of grand, noble narratives; like Samson, irony lays wreck the sustaining pillars of 

consistency, reason, unity and truth. “[The] ironists’ fluency in shifting among different 

perspectives,” continues Egan, “opens up doubts about the security of what is seen from 

any one of them” (Educated Mind 145). As explained by MacIntyre canonical narratives 

have traditionally determined which perspectives are to be privileged above others, 

alternatives that are, in turn, supressed under the former’s weight. “For a language may 

be so used,” suggests MacIntyre, “that to share in its use is to presuppose one cosmology 

rather than another, one relationship of local law and custom to cosmic order rather than 

another, one justification of particular relationships of individual to community and of both 

to land and to landscape rather than another” (Relativism 185). Such presupposition is 

precisely what ironic understanding renders insecure. Confronted with the disavowal of 

any final authoritative position, Egan suggests we are left with two general categories of 

response: “an intensive search for the right perspective, the true narrative, on the one 

hand, and irony on the other” (Educated Mind 145). Into our most contemporary context, 

we bid you ‘welcome to the culture wars’. 

Egan contends that it was within the general movement of Enlightenment, 

commonly conceived as beginning with Descartes, that we moderns re-began, and 

ultimately failed, in search of some final surety to our ontological and epistemological 

conundrums. “The Enlightenment scientific project,” he suggests, “seemed to discover a 
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way of penetrating the cacophony of narratives to secure truths about the nature of things” 

(Educated Mind 146). Still, all has not seemed well, at least not as cheerily optimistic as 

nearly four centuries of scientists, physicalists, dualists, and assorted German rationalists 

might have us believe: Adds Egan, “while this attempt to build increasingly secure 

epistemological foundations is one prolonged note in the Western tradition, it is 

accompanied by an even more sustained note made up of constant ironic voices saying 

in various ways that the search for secure truth is illusory” (Educated Mind 146, emphasis 

added). Egan identifies several instances of such ironic reserve, a sustained 

metanarrative paradox of decreasing intellectual security which accompanied the steady 

increase in the number of seemingly objective truths: here we find Goethe’s assertion that 

scientific theory is merely ‘the surface rationalization of a metaphysical substratum of 

beliefs’, the Romantics’ elevation of artistic genius and imagination to the level of 

transcendence, and Burckhardt’s well-advised claim that the study of history ‘lays no claim 

to system’ but are rather ‘mere reflections of ourselves’ (Educated Mind 146). As it 

progressed, the Western tradition of thought entrenched itself on an increasingly assertive 

belief in science, rationalism and progress but seemingly could not shake the growing 

sense that, no matter how much we had learned, our coherency only became more 

fractured and insecure. Curiously, science and irony even became allies, helping each 

other corrode the metaphysical part of ourselves that once served to provide intelligible 

order to life. “No gods are needed to explain how the world works,” writes Egan, “no 

mysterious forces or spirits exist, no transcendent state of affairs is running things, no 

Ideas or Forms lie behind the everyday particularity of the world” (Educated Mind 149). 

This world is without God; and so, it appears to be something perhaps more actual … and 

yet maybe less alive. But nor, too, did science end there, Egan contends, eventually 

through the products of great minds like Rutherford, Bohr, Einstein, and Curie surpassing 

its own rationality of the senses:  

For some, science was not dissolving the known world but, rather, 
constructing a new and more reliable account of reality. But the 
ironists doubted this no less than they had doubted the old 
“reliable accounts.” And worse, as the structures of the new 
rational, scientific world, and its technologies, began to take 
shape, many felt confirmed in their conviction that rationality was 
delivering a nightmare. (Educated Mind 149)  
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Surely, we had been warned: Icarus had flown too close to the sun, Pandora had opened 

her box, Prometheus had stolen fire, Adam had accepted the burden of knowledge, Faust 

had made his ill-tempered bargain, and Frankenstein had unleashed the monster that only 

once resided within himself. Surely, Aristotle had divided techne and phronesis, warning 

us that science cannot tell us how to live. 

 

Irony and Its Alienations  

The herald of this new tragedy, Egan continues his historical critique, was none 

other than good old Friedrich Nietzsche, the forerunner of so many strains of late-modern 

and post-modern thought. “What I relate is the history of the next two centuries,” writes 

Nietzsche. “I describe what is coming, what can no longer come differently: the advent of 

nihilism. This history can be related even now; for necessity itself is at work here” (WP 

§2). The philosophic interpretation of existence had given us so much, and continues to 

do so, but rationality writ large has also enabled a Weberian-Orwellian snare that began 

in the factory system and Bentham’s prison, and only enlarged its reach through Stalinist-

minded totalitarianism, the seemingly endless application of closed-circuit television, and 

the omnipresence of the American NSA. Egan reflects on such realities:  

The assertive confidence that accompanied “philosophic” rationality 
seemed to some ironic minds to be leading directly to new and more 
repressive societies, marked by the new, rational, totalitarian factories, 
prisons, and some would add, schools….What was increasingly 
disturbing to some of the more agile minds was not that abuses of the 
rationally organized social systems were possible, but more profoundly, 
that something inherent in them was at odds with human interests and 
aspirations. (Educated Mind 149-150) 

Nietzsche, as radical ironist, saw that there was something terribly arbitrary at play in our 

conceptions of paltry matters like truth, justice and morality, and so sought to overturn the 

edifice of Western thought en masse, claiming that philosophers are prejudiced towards 

absolute knowledge, knowledge for the sake of knowledge, and an association between 

virtue and happiness (WP §406). To Nietzsche’s view, concepts are inherited, not 

absolute; and the proper role of philosophers is not merely to accept them as gifts, 

subsequently purifying and polishing them to a golden sheen, but rather first creating them 
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and then making them convincing (WP §409). Egan reflects on Nietzsche’s 

sledgehammer: “He attacked it all with dismaying plausibility, seizing, once again, the 

columns bearing the edifice of knowledge, collapsing everything into nothingness and 

ignorance…mere mythologies made up to comfort the week and simple-minded” 

(Educated Mind 150). “Nothing is rarer among philosophers than intellectual integrity,” 

(WP §445) claims Nietzsche. “The philosopher is in a struggle with other philosophers – 

he tries to compel them to appear as anarchists, unbelievers, opponents of authority. In 

summa: in so far as he struggles, he struggles just as a priest does, just as priesthood 

does” (WP §447). Lurking just below the surface of understanding, as we explored earlier, 

is the unconscious dominion of language over thought, the idea that ‘God is in the 

grammar’ which privileges unstated assumptions of permanence, transcendence and 

causality. “Nietzsche unpicks causality, the cement of the rationalists’ universe, as simply 

a product of grammar, not a constituent of the real world,” writes Egan. “Causality is merely 

a part of one of our perspectives, of one of the stories we impose on reality. It is the simple-

minded acceptance of how the world seems when seen through language that Nietzsche 

rails against” (Educated Mind 151). We can therefore see how philosophy, never too far 

removed from the political and moral totalities that extend from it, appears prone to this 

finalizing, compulsive drive towards what is intellectually sterile, a lure of certainty that 

makes for moral fanaticism and the destruction of innocence. It is not philosophy, but 

rather poetry, the realization of the profound metaphoricity of existence, that will save us. 

“Nietzsche resolves the ancient quarrel between philosophy and poetry by pointing out 

that philosophy is no less fictive than is poetry,” concludes Egan. “We are to discard the 

old distinctions between fiction and truth, and recognize rather that there are two kinds of 

fiction: one that masquerades as truth and one that recognizes itself as fiction” (Educated 

Mind 150). Dancer and destroyer, Nietzsche compels us to recognize that all these truths 

were and will remain only ours, which is to suggest fragile, contingent and open to 

permanent revision in the service of life. 

In heralding the death of God, Nietzsche seeks to dismantle the entire ‘intellectual 

cosmos’ that His existence had sustained. Earlier, we explored in depth what this meant 

for the individual, that when confronted with the abyss, he must take up his radical 

autonomy and legislate his own will upon life. Tracing the historical development of irony 

leads us to additional ideas about the nature and condition of human understanding. Egan 



 

233 

rightly points out that Nietzsche stands as the bridge between the modern and 

postmodern; in breaking down master narratives and heretofore ‘true’ interpretations, we 

arrive at a thoroughly postmodern sensibility whereby every event, every meaning, falls 

under the purview of contextualized cultural construction. “No cultural metanarrative 

governs its interpretation; rather, it is left open to the multiple perspectives of its 

witnesses....the event has no true meaning apart from the meanings constructed by the 

witnesses” (Educated Mind 152). Such a fragmentation of perspective and meaning is 

central to postmodernism, as Usher and Edwards explain: “In contrast to the modernist 

conception of absolute truth founded on rationality, postmodernism proposes a plural 

understanding of truth; that all knowledge is contextual, historical and discursive” (24). 

This realisation, what Lyotard calls the postmodern “incredulity toward metanarratives” 

(xxiv), carries with it several important consequences regarding power and legitimacy in 

the overturning of what has traditionally upheld truth in the philosophic sense, 

logocentrism and a ‘correspondence’ view of reality. What postmodernism does, Usher 

and Edwards explain, is undermine the assumption of an Archimedean point from which 

‘knowledge’ is understood as a matter of standing outside or apart from both that which is 

known and from the activity of knowing (34). Language, knowing and truth simply lack a 

credible presumption of objectivity. The postmodern ironist thus understands to a terrific 

extent that language must be used – more accurately, deployed – with a high degree of 

reflexive self-awareness. She must in other words take up Nietzsche’s recognition that 

truth (like language itself) amounts to a mobile army of metaphors, that language is 

contextually driven and therefore highly contingent, and that Wittegensteinian ‘language 

games’ need unavoidably be played, all in a general “agonistics of language” (Lyotard 10). 

Truth, under the postmodern gaze, is constructed in the process of social exchange, 

eventually attaining a critical mass of coherence, usefulness and above all agreement 

within populations. Having shed their objectivist presumptions, power, truth and 

knowledge now rather appear inseparable from, or at least deeply embedded within, each 

other in a way they previously were not considered to be. As explained by Usher and 

Edwards, “Power and knowledge are correlative, they are always found together in 

‘regimes of truth’” (87). “Truth is a thing of this world: it is produced only by virtue of multiple 

forms of constraint,” agrees Foucault. “It induces regular effects of power. Each society 

has its regime of truth, its ‘general politics’ of truth….it is produced and transmitted under 

the control, dominant if not exclusive, of a few great political and economic apparatuses” 
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(131-132). Language, not unlike the notion of selfhood we have explored at numerous 

points in this thesis, only exists “in a fabric of relations”, bound within language games that 

are in turn “the minimum relation required for society to exist” (Lyotard 15). 

It is through the work of Richard Rorty that Egan explores the sophisticated 

postmodern individual, the so-called ‘liberal ironist’ who feels at home in the provisionality 

of language and breakdown of certainty, nevertheless constructing meaning and finding 

solidarity with others. Egan begins: 

Terms that have been important in the Western intellectual 
enterprise, such as “truth,” “objectivity,” “knowledge,” and “reality,” 
[sic] take on new and somewhat different meanings for the liberal 
ironist. …The liberal ironist conceives of objectivity rather as a 
term useful to refer to those things about which it is relatively easy 
to achieve the widest intersubjective agreement. …Truth is 
reconceived as a commendatory reference to beliefs that are 
widely and easily shared, not as corresponding with reality. 
(Educated Mind 153) 

The liberal ironist will recognize that neither self nor reality has a fixed nature, that the 

world does not provide us any stable criterion for choice, and that language is not a fixed 

medium enabling us to speak with finality, and so will therefore ‘appropriate contingency’ 

to her own purposes. Claims Rorty, “For us ironists, nothing can serve as a criticism of a 

final vocabulary save another such vocabulary; there is no answer to a redescription save 

a re-re-redescscription [sic].…Nothing can serve as a criticism of a person save another 

person, or of a culture save an alternative culture – for persons and cultures are, for us, 

incarnated vocabularies” (Contingency 80). Theories of reality, Egan adds, are unreliable 

precisely because we are incarnated into, or embedded within, particular vocabularies, so 

much so that the ironist must remain open-minded, embracing both doubt and the 

possibility of fluid, even multiple, interpretations. Rortian scholar, Gideon Calder, agrees: 

“Realms of possibility are structured by nothing more than vocabularies currently in use, 

and their capacity to disclose a new set of possible worlds for us to explore” (67). We can 

see in Rorty’s liberal ironist a couple of ends here, specifically an acceptance of 

pragmatism alongside a basic desire to live together with some measure of decency. 

These, we may presume, simply allow us a way to get on with the business of living in 

relatively just and secure communities. Again, philosophic purity isn’t the main goal, as 

Rorty explains:  
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If the pragmatist can escape from such daydreams [dualism, 
objectivity, teleology, etc.], he or she will eventually come to think 
of himself or herself as, like everything else, capable of as many 
descriptions as there are purposes to be served. This is the stage 
in which all descriptions (including one’s own description as a 
pragmatist) are evaluated according to their efficacy as 
instruments for purposes, rather than by their fidelity to the object 
described. (Philosophy 134) 

Surely the philosophic purist will be unimpressed – this sense of irony seems wholly 

parasitic upon the philosophic enterprise it wishes to debunk - but for Rorty, the point isn’t 

the gradual ascension of rational truth but rather the simple desire to live as well as is 

possible, given the constraints of contingency. Egan elaborates on this idea: “One can 

construct meanings, and so ‘solidarity’, with others for the purposes of living well and not 

causing pain. This is hardly a pointless use of intelligence, and it becomes less shocking 

as an aim for intellectual activity if only we recognize that this is the best we can hope for” 

(Educated Mind 154). Seeking to expand the circle of solidarity, that social hope which 

ventures to widen the umbrella of ‘us’ (Rorty, Contingency 196), is the liberal ironist’s goal. 

In undermining the sense of assurance which the philosophic mode of understanding lures 

us towards, irony cautions us against the hardening of our fundamentalisms and the 

paralysis of our tolerant and better selves. Through ironic redescription, even ludic play 

and active transgression of broad cultural narratives, we find that the universe proffers up 

no ‘final vocabulary’ of ultimate intelligibility, that instead our vocabularies for making 

sense of the world are permanently open to being destabilized and eventually rewritten on 

both a personal and sociological level. The degree to which Rorty’s postmodern, liberal 

ironist is open to charges of being too quietist, which is suggest too literary, privileged or 

lacking of existential commitment, can be explored later in chapter four of this thesis. For 

the time being, in the purposes of this historical overview, we see how irony might provide 

a very useful, pragmatic strategy for dealing with the post-modern insecurity of knowledge: 

We are able to recognize, and even sometimes provoke, our own fragility and yet remain 

buoyant at the possibility of continuing to live together in solidarity and hope. 
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Alienation and Liberation – Towards A More Inclusive Irony 

The challenges presented to us by the onset of nihilism compel us, again and 

again, into choice. Confronted with the postmodern condition of knowledge, it seems that 

we must somehow decide for ourselves to what extent we find such descriptions 

unwarrantedly dismissive, too cheaply purchased, and just plain old philosophically lazy, 

as well as to what extent we can find some manner of happiness and self-creation, even 

while embracing the apparent limitations and groundlessness of our myth-riddled age. 

Following on the heels of a well-developed philosophic sense of understanding, irony 

appears to give us some leverage over what comes next, once trust in our philosophic 

schema grows sufficiently corroded. As Egan states the situation, “The central constituent 

of irony is a high degree of reflexiveness on our own thinking and a refined sensitivity to 

the limited and crude nature of the conceptual resources we can deploy in trying to make 

sense of the world” (Educated Mind 155). At times, such a pervasive doubt might leave 

us feeling utterly pessimistic, quite like a man who finds himself compelled to look both 

ways before crossing a one way street (never an entirely bad idea!). Still, doubt needs not 

only lead to that. “Irony involves sufficient mental flexibility to recognize how inadequately 

flexible are our minds, and the languages we use, to the world we try to represent in them. 

Ironic really” (Educated Mind 155). Perhaps, with a little imagination, there is still some 

room for optimism. 

Egan reminds us that the capacities of Philosophic understanding enable us to 

organize the immense complexity of existence into coherent general schemes. These 

capacities arrive with the onset of a structured, theoretic use of language and are a 

hallmark of an educated, ‘intelligent’ human consciousness. What his depiction of Ironic 

understanding seeks to accomplish, we see, is something which straddles both an 

acceptance and rejection of such philosophic capacities, that relatively uncomplicated 

presumption of the philosopher which insists “that general schemes can mirror reality and 

deliver a true account of the nature of things” (Educated Mind 155-156). Egan elaborates 

on this idea: “What Ironic understanding will absorb of Philosophic understanding are 

those abstract theoretic capacities that can bring intellectual order to complex phenomena. 

What Ironic understanding will not absorb is the belief that general schemes can 

uncomplicatedly mirror the truth about reality” (Educated Mind 156). Egan’s conception of 

Ironic understanding allows us to see that both the possibility and the breakdown of 
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philosophic structures can be upheld simultaneously in a way that doesn’t commit us to a 

postmodern counter-metanarrative, and thus run afoul of the logic police. Egan continues: 

What I want to retain in Ironic understanding is the corrosion not 
only of the belief that general schemes reflect the truth about 
reality but also of the belief that they cannot. That is Ironic 
understanding avoids commitment to the credulity common to 
Philosophic understanding but also avoids commitment to the 
incredulity common in postmodernism. …Ironic understanding 
embraces the irony of postmodernism but not its dismissive 
certainties. 

  *    *   * 
Ironic understanders remain open to the possibility that the 
Enlightenment project might not be exhausted, that rationality 
might not be the deliverer only of nightmares, that knowledge, 
truth, and objectivity might not be confined only to contingent 
agreements. (Educated Mind 156, emphasis added) 

So it turns out there might be something useful there after all. If the central constituent of 

Ironic understanding is a high degree of reflexive awareness and a sensitivity to the 

inadequate nature of any one of our intellectual resources, then Egan’s ironist will move 

through the world with a certain conceptual (ideological, metaphorical, …) promiscuity, 

tactically deploying various philosophic (along with romantic, mythic, and somatic) 

capacities, despite their individual insufficiencies, in order to capture as adequately as 

possible a coherent view of reality. These contradictory perspectives, skeptical on the one 

hand and striving for cogency on the other, do not align perfectly, but Egan adds that they 

are far from incompatible. “The trick,” he suggests, “is to keep one’s irony pervasively 

skeptical without letting it undercut and disable the exercise of Philosophic capacities. 

Irony without Philosophic capacities is impotent” (Educated Mind 157). One might even 

add to this, at least according to Egan’s scheme, impossible.  

Much hangs on the relationship between irony and earlier forms of understanding. 

For the ironist who is truly skeptical of everything and believes in nothing, life will surely 

appear dry and alienating, a phenomenon richly depicted in the experience of 

Kierkegaard’s aesthete. In the Either/Or of choice, the ironist will want to remember that it 

is more a case of ‘Both/And’, of skepticism and understanding, or if one prefers, actuality 

and possibility. Without such realization, if existence appears only bleak and meaningless, 

every optimist will appear only a fool, an unsuspecting future pessimist who simply lacks 

sufficient life experience to know better. It is here that we are able to appreciate how irony 
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serves as “the modulating tool of our mature intellectual life” (Egan, Future of Education 

83), imaginatively connecting earlier forms of understanding together in productive and 

aesthetically pleasing ways. We have already suggested how the lure of certainty and 

(over)reliance on general schemes can result in unwarranted intellectual rigidity, and how 

Ironic understanding easily grows pessimistic when it lacks access to a strong philosophic 

sensibility. Egan explains:  

Ironic understanding involves removing the commitment to the 
simple truth of general schemes, and so Philosophic capacities 
can be deployed by Ironic understanders with greater flexibility. A 
number of general schemes might be constructed from a 
particular body of knowledge, for example, without the Ironic 
understanders making a commitment to the truth of any of them, 
but rather selecting among them on aesthetic, utilitarian, or other 
grounds. The general schemes become alternative perspectives, 
some perhaps better or more useful for particular purposes than 
others, and no longer the sole residences of truth. (Egan, 
Educated Mind 157) 

We see, then, how Philosophic and Ironic understanding work together, that perhaps even 

under Egan’s scheme, Ironic understanding isn’t an entirely new kind of understanding so 

much as an increasing fluidity and reflexivity of intellectual and linguistic practice. But so 

too does Ironic understanding embrace the fluidity of earlier forms of understanding as 

well. We must remember, in keeping with Egan’s general theory of linguistic recapitulation 

of cognitive tools, that Romantic understanding arrives to the Ironic through Philosophic 

understanding, and that the Mythic, in turn, arrives via the Romantic and Philosophic as 

well. A purely philosophic engagement in the world, without a sense of irony or romance, 

would likely lead to a ‘doctrinaire, calculative, heartless and arid’ mode of being and a 

‘desiccation, enervation, and impoverishment of life’ (Educated Mind 158). Through its 

association with extremes, heroic qualities and idealism, Romantic understanding gives 

the Philosophic energy and life, while the drive for generality, processes and authoritative 

schemes of Philosophic understanding gives the Romantic a greater direction and sense 

of purpose. Ironic understanding will freely deploy the romantic formation of heroic 

associations and engage in wonder, even while denying these as transcendent qualities; 

a Romantic sense of the ideal will persist rather than only being corroded, ensuring that 

irony keeps the drama and wonder of humanized meanings, instead of being experienced 

as something dryly solipsistic and alienating. Likewise it goes with the Mythic structuring 

of existence into binary opposites and story forms. Irony can muck about with Mythic 
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understandings’ basic categories and constructions in ways that tease out the contingency 

of imposed meanings yet do not fall into the postmodern trap of deconstruction and 

alienation from depth. We might, following Nietzsche and Rorty, consciously construct new 

stories and explanations, or select from the old for that matter, so long as they appear 

productive and pleasing in the service of life. By playing imaginatively with binaries, 

metaphors and structuring concepts, we are able to witness how Mythic understanding 

remains, like the Romantic and Philosophic modes, instructive to a robust and reflexive 

sense of Ironic understanding. “Something”, it seems, need not be any one thing, nor 

“everything”, nor “anything”, but might in fact be many things at once under the direction 

of our ironic eye. 

Broadly stated, Ironic understanding helps us appreciate that there is no need to 

cling to any single absolute set of interpretations. The way Egan explains it, “Irony strips 

away beliefs that the earlier forms disclose the truth about reality, and it enables their 

deployment with greater flexibility than was possible within the constraints of earlier kinds 

of understanding” (Educated Mind 161). Initially, this might be experienced in the individual 

as disabling insofar as it undermines the philosophic ‘truth’ which heretofore provided a 

guide to action. “A mature irony, however, permits one to concentrate on detail and choose 

any one of a variety of philosophic perspectives according to criteria of appropriateness. 

That is, instead of being determined by a particular perspective the ironic intelligence is 

‘more free’ in making social decisions” (Egan, Myth, Romance, Philosophizing 190). This 

‘more free’ is the aspect of ironic understanding that I wish most explicitly to seize upon, 

as does Egan in his distinction between alienating and sophisticated forms of irony. In 

tracing the pathways of historiography, Egan (Progress), like Burckhardt and Nietzsche 

before him, identifies how historical knowledge provides merely a mirror to the present. 

The realization that traditional grand narratives of historical interpretation would not hold 

resulted in a loss of stability over meaning and significance, along with an inability to speak 

of history with genuine authority. The breakdown of general schemes therefore created a 

tension between significance, which requires large overarching narratives for its 

justification, and security over truth, which following the breakdown of metanarratives 

could only be found in increasingly shallow, i.e. alienated, particularity. By way of contrast, 

Egan describes sophisticated historical irony as an ambiguous acceptance that although 

structure is imposed by point-of-view, these ‘enabling fictions’ can nevertheless be 
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selected on grounds of appropriateness, utility, beauty and the like. In the desire to speak 

reasonably (but not finally) about history, the sophisticated ironist will rely on critical 

methods and constructions, attempting as best as possible to rely on accurately founded 

historical particulars in internally consistent and presumptively ‘valid’ structures for the 

purposes of creating ‘best’ interpretations: 

In other words, there is an enlarged degree of freedom open to 
sophisticated ironic historians. They can return securely to general 
themes, without the burden of the presupposition that they are 
delineating necessary patterns in human affairs that have the 
same epistemological status as truth as the elements from which 
they are composed. They can more or less arbitrarily select 
organizing principles, on grounds of convenience, without the 
suggestion that these principles reflect some general law. 
(Progress 218) 

Obviously, sophisticated irony doesn’t attempt any finality of perspective so much as 

provide us with various, sometimes progressing, interpretations of the world that seems 

to exist around us. As Egan cautions with definitively Nietzschean overtones, it remains 

common of unsophisticated methodologies to assume “it has explained what it has only 

more or less arbitrarily labelled” (Progress 224). Deploying the fictionalizing capacities of 

sophisticated irony, we find no absolute authority, and really no expectant hope of such 

therein, only an increase of freedom through its tentative, conditional interpretations. Each 

viewpoint, each selection and interpretation of data will both enable and disable future 

observations and strains of thought. Egan seems to agree when he concludes, “Standing 

on the shoulders of giants does not improve the eyesight, it simply makes available a 

position from which it is possible to see more” (Progress 222). 

These two forms of irony do not just occur in the course of historical thinking, but 

exist in a more general intellectual and emotional, which is to say, ‘imaginative’ sense. As 

Egan explains, “The success of Ironic understanding is evident in the reflexiveness that 

not only yields doubt and ‘infinite absolute negativity’ but also brings along with it Mythic, 

Romantic, and Philosophic thinking, thereby enriching one’s ordinary everyday 

perceptions and transforming pervasive doubt and negativity into possibility” (Educated 

Mind 161). Such a characterization depicts irony as imaginatively productive precisely 

insofar as the earlier Somatic, Mythic, Romantic and Philosophic kinds of understanding 

might be brought to bear in new and innovative permutations. “Ironic understanding, as a 
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stance in the world, offers aesthetic as well as practical advantages over previous kinds, 

or rather it can offer such advantages. Again, there are no guarantees; education is not 

an unlosable game” (Egan, Irony in the Soul 434). What remains important to remember, 

one supposes, is that irony arrives with the potential for both alienation and reward; that 

while the alienated ironist sees only the invalidity of perspectives and doubts everything 

save its own sense of futility, the sophisticated ironist, in her reflexiveness, accepts the at 

least partial validity of several schemes and explanations, as so remains open to 

possibility and its attendant sense of optimism: 

This openness to possibility is not credulity or simplemindedness 
but, rather, the result of a flexible, buoyant recognition of a 
multivocal world, within and without. Put incautiously, as above, 
sophisticated Ironic understanding might seem cheerfully open to 
self-contradiction: committed to foundationalism on the one hand 
and anti-foundationalism on the other; to traditional epistemology 
and the Enlightenment project as well as to Nietzschean insights 
and to the postmodern project. (Egan, Educated Mind 162) 

Irony as imagination does not dwell on the loss of philosophic surety and certainly not on 

some ill-conceived notion of futility about our ability to know, choose and act in the world. 

The fluid consciousness that comes with Ironic understanding allows the individual to glide 

across the various earlier modalities by which we might consider existence, bringing to the 

fore what seems the best and most productive for our contextual uses: Writes Egan, “The 

sophisticated ironist enjoys an abundant consciousness of varied ways of understanding, 

and can appreciate a varied spectrum of perspectives while concluding that some are 

better or more valid or more helpful or more beautiful than others in particular 

circumstances and for particular purposes” (Educated Mind 162). Irony, in this imaginative 

sense, is freeing, allowing a greater interpretative reach over experience rather than as 

something abortive and filled with despair. Egan agrees, “The product of alienating irony 

is impotence; sophisticated irony is liberating and empowering” (Educated Mind 162). 

This, we might conclude, is irony in the service of intellectual, affective and, it seems 

possible to add, moral freedom. Life, with a dash of irony and imagination, need not be a 

shallow or paltry thing. Life is abundantly, astonishingly, tormentingly beautiful. 
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Concluding Thoughts – Two Lingering Issues 

As the final section of this chapter winds down, it seems that there are a couple of 

issues that need addressing, briefly for now and more substantively later on. The first of 

these is to ask what it all might be for. That is, assuming people do achieve something 

resembling Egan’s sense of sophisticated irony, a feat he willingly admits not too many 

do, we should probably consider what outcomes it serves in terms of our moral 

development, our ability to choose ourselves through our commitments, and the possibility 

of living within just public institutions. To suggest that Egan avoids directly discussing 

moral imagination, or more specifically moral development, appears an accurate sort of 

claim. However, like Plato himself (you’re welcome, Professor Egan), we can discern in 

his descriptions of the various kinds of understanding a space for reflexive interpretation 

which undercuts the perpetual dangers of certainty and univocalism, that frontier where 

virtue becomes formal and so easily slides into vice, as well as an upholding of wonder 

and possibility.* Egan claims in his own defence that “I cannot easily distinguish the kinds 

of understanding I have been dealing with from morality; that is, morality and education 

seem not to be discrete categories….This book [The Educated Mind] is about moral 

education as much as intellectual education” (Educated Mind 186). The pursuit of truth, 

like the pursuit of justice in The Republic, has something tremendously virtuous about it, 

even though strictly speaking they are distinct categories: That the ‘truth’ of irony is 

experienced as something more fragile and provisional, and so even more difficult to 

claim, hardly erodes this connection. One suspects that Plato knew this all along, to the 

extent that we might read him with a great deal more irony than has typically been 

attempted. To take Plato’s allegory, for example, for something more than an instructive 

metaphor about a way of being, to apply to it a standard of Pythagorean exactness and 

balance, is to become the disciple of a prophet (perhaps) or a madman. Plato’s scheme 

is a compelling metaphysic, but in petty hands a chimera to virtue like so many others; 

 
* Admittedly, such a comparison soon turns tricky. We can conclude with a fair degree of 

confidence that Plato’s project appears more explicitly aimed at developing virtues, an 
understanding of the staid certainty of the Forms and our participation in the Good Life. Still, 
following the interpretation of Socrates provided in this thesis regarding the pregnancy of his 
wonder and the ‘belief worth risking’, we can see how Socrates’ mission acts as a summons to 
each individual that he ponder what is great and terrible, a struggle within each individual to 
achieve a well-ordered self. That the Good should exist as a ‘proper’ object of longing for the 
soul hardly seems to necessitate a canonical orthodoxy of practice, in other words the 
formalism of old Hellas which Socrates sought to destabilise. 
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taken literally, the cult of reason The Republic would create – reading the text back against 

itself – is perhaps the greatest cave of them all, a self-promoting act of rationalization 

premised upon a justification of Plato’s – or Socrates’ – or your – or my – rightful place at 

the pinnacle of the social and political hierarchy – the teacher and Rasputin of Philosopher 

Kings! Morality, and more specifically ironic imagination in the service of moral ends, 

seems to require the breakdown of terrific truths even as it builds them up, alongside a 

willingness to maintain a posture that is open, porous, and perpetually unfinished. That 

there remains a space for both doubt and wonder regarding what might yet prove multiple, 

undecidable and novel seems important to the process. Ironic imagination, we conclude, 

is a safeguard to what remains unique and universal in human experience.  

But still, what remains worrying is that in upholding understanding as something 

contextual and contingent, in achieving an ironic sensibility characterized by reflexivity and 

restraint, irony may result in little more than political quietism, an indifferentism to 

questions of ethical action and human suffering ‘when the chips are down’. Perhaps irony 

plays too closely to one half of the bind, negating firmness of belief and resoluteness of 

character to an extent where existential commitment in the service of what even appears 

only provisionally sacred becomes, if not merely difficult, then impossible. In his pursuit of 

an ever inclusive sense of ‘us’, Rorty can be critiqued on these grounds when he writes 

the following in the final paragraphs of Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity:  

Just as there is nothing which validates a person’s or a culture’s 
final vocabulary, there is nothing implicit in that vocabulary which 
dictates how to reweave it when it is put under strain. All we can 
do is work with the final vocabulary we have, while keeping our 
ears open for hints about how it might be expanded or revised. 
(197) 

Such pragmatism is all very good, at least so far as it goes. One surely would not suspect 

Rorty as a supporter of human misery, especially the kind that might interfere with the 

individual’s enjoyment of really good books. As Elshtain describes it, the criticism of 

Rorty’s position is just that it’s all terribly “Whiggish” and suffering from “the unbearable 

lightness of liberalism” (Conway and Seery 200-201). In the world of concrete suffering 

and resistance towards which Camus continuously directed our imagination, we do well 

to remain aware of how irony and tragedy are better understood together, so that we are 

able “to confront the thicker reality of lived life, the densities and intractabilities of a world 
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I did not create and do not control” (Conway and Seery 204). Rorty’s infinite redescription 

is thus useful, but too far removed. In its detachment, we might conclude, it is a virtue too 

easily purchased, as Elshtain suggests:  

I think it is fair to ask of him whether Camus’ story puts pressure 
on his [Rorty’s] rather carefree advocacy of infinite possibilities of 
redescription….Camus is an ironist and many call him liberal, but 
he locates us in the heart of darkness, a place we must visit from 
time to time, not as one textual experience among many possible 
textual experiences but as a historic reality and ever-present 
possibility that cannot be contained by being transported behind a 
private cordon sanitaire. (Conway and Seery 207) 

The danger of irony, especially since Nietzsche, is that we might be fooled into thinking 

otherwise. “Truth and lies are contextual,” admonishes Elshtain, “but they are not merely 

contextual. There are false and true vocabularies and one can distinguish between and 

judge them, and dissent or assent to them” (Conway and Seery 215). Like Socrates, we 

need to return to that ‘belief worth risking’, even that ‘belief which demands risking’, a 

foundation upon which we may construct a body politic, along with an ‘I’ that connects with 

it, and so ‘bear witness’ upon the world. This is the contest between irony and politics: the 

former defying all formula, deflating all good intentions, standing aloof of all noble 

purposes, and dashing hopes for redemption; and the latter still believing in causes, 

standing earnest and resolute, and upholding commitment to humanity, justice and the 

truth (Conway and Seery 25). Premised in the shifting of metaphors, irony can be such an 

aid to the imagination, motivating intelligence and emotions towards such moral ends. Still, 

there are no guarantees and irony, as quietism, appears a poor manner of bargain. We 

should probably remain wary of losing sight of ourselves in a headlong rush towards what 

can be only skeptical of truth, eviscerated of gravity, and ultimately alienated from human 

goods. Egan warns that, “Too many ironists achieve a Rorty-style irony by giving their 

hearts away – a sordid boon, as has been observed before” (Irony in the Soul 434). At 

last, when irony becomes only passive compromise, truly will we have traded gold for 

brass. 

The second lingering issue extends tangentially from the first and involves the 

teacher’s posture in relation to students. Egan points out that teacher who wishes to best 

maximize on his model of intellectual development will, himself, possess a developed 

sense of sophisticated Ironic understanding. This claim translates ‘teaching’ into a highly 
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complex and nuanced role; the teacher must, in the public performance of himself, seek 

to create and then stand within ironic space, always attending to the various modes of 

speech used by students. He will, in short, need to be adept at speaking in two, or three, 

or four different ‘languages’ at one time, as Egan posits: 

The central sensitivity and skill of teaching consists in presenting 
knowledge to students in a manner that is most accessible and 
most stimulating to their developing understanding. …the Ironic 
teacher courteously accommodates students’ kinds of 
understanding. Ironic teaching will casually use all of the kinds of 
understanding, moving from one to another as seems best to 
enrich and deepen understanding. (Educated Mind 275) 

Such a nuanced awareness, Egan suggests, is particularly significant when teaching 

learners at the Philosophic level, such as those in senior high school or college level 

history programs, for the reason that these students are increasingly susceptible to 

ideological influence and control. A teacher who is insufficiently ironic in his own thinking 

may be perpetrating more harm than good:  

“Philosophic” teachers, committed to their own general schemes, 
tend to see their teaching task as bringing students to recognize 
the truth of those schemes. Too often they count success as the 
creation of disciples, and students with whom they are not in this 
way ‘successful’ are dismissed as hopeless or as ideological 
enemies. (Educated Mind 271) 

Surely, most of us would recognize in this description a blurring of the lines between 

education and the indoctrination of learners, now acolytes, into a stultifying ideological 

control. Remaining reflexively open to contradiction, multiplicity and possibility, the 

sophisticated ironist will select from various understandings available to hand and uphold 

the idea that “general schemes have potential utility rather than objective truth” (Educated 

Mind 270). This is not to suggest that the Ironic teacher will avoid using any number of 

tactical variants of speech to press students towards deeper ethical understandings. 

These may include self-deprecation, mock arguments, specious and overblown claims, 

the intimacy of humour, and outright psychological antagonisms – the entire playbook as 

written by Socrates, one might say – but with this important caveat: that all these are 

intended to serve the learners’ ends of engaging with and coming to know the object of 

consideration in some thicker and more complete way, of reflecting on the social and 

political consequences of their values and beliefs, and ultimately of coming to see 
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themselves as moral agents capable of choice and the legislation of value in the world. To 

the extent that he is successful, we see the teacher publicly enacting that liberating 

‘abundance of consciousness’ characteristic of sophisticated Ironic understanding, 

thereby drawing learners into a more complete adoption of themselves. We should make 

no mistake on this point: As Egan suggested above, this education of the imagination is 

also a moral education, one which recognizes the fragility of our human, all too human, 

grasp on reality and one which acknowledges that if you want to achieve justice, you have 

to immerse yourself in it without the benefit of fundamentalism and the false security of 

easy belief. It seems, pressing the motif perhaps a bit too far, a scaffold for building a 

politics based on irony. As with Plato’s seductions towards Justice in The Republic, I see 

in Egan something immensely humane and fulfilling, at least potentially so: “Justice, 

therefore, we may say, is a principle of this kind; its real concern is not with external 

actions, but with a man’s inward self, his true concern and interest. [He] will in the truest 

sense set his house to rights, attain self-mastery and order, and live on good terms with 

himself…becoming fully one instead of many” (443d). This is an educated happiness in 

the service of human flourishing.   

2.5 Concluding Remarks 

This rather long and complicated chapter has attempted to capture three useful 

elements of irony in response to the condition of Absurdity described in the first section of 

this thesis, specifically irony as negation, creation and imagination. Remembering the 

reflexive stance of irony, we should probably not fool ourselves into thinking these three 

are exhaustive, or really anything more than what has appeared to this author as 

informative in the course of his own professional practice. Irony, we have encountered 

again and again, is a deceptive and mischievous little sprite, and its presence in a text or 

speech act has often long passed before its presence can be fully understood. Like others 

before him, Seery has commented that, “Reading irony is tricky, and a newcomer to this 

trope should be apprised from the outset that she or he should never hope for a complete 

identification of the beast, at least not within the span of a normal lifetime” (8). Writing 

about irony, writing ironically, proves doubly and triply hard, so much so that having arrived 

at the conclusion of this piece I must confess to feeling tremendously ill at ease regarding 
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whether the examples I chose, and the wording I struggled with for far too long a time, 

have or even could adequately express what I sought to intimate. The quality of indirection, 

a purposeful ‘sleight of mind’, permeates the whole, to what end I cannot alone remain the 

final arbiter. Perhaps Seery articulates this problem better: 

Characteristically, those who have claimed to have spotted irony 
in texts follow a procedure whereby a critical mass of interpretive 
hunches about a work accumulate to the point that one gathers 
enough confidence to go public with them, and then blurts out the 
word ‘irony’ in much the same register as one would shout ‘bingo’ 
at a charity bake sale. (8) 

To this, there is very little I can authoritatively add, other than to say, ‘Thanks for coming 

and I hope you enjoyed the cake.’ 

When dealing in irony, the quality of purposeful indirection overwhelms equally 

important constituents as earnestness and reverence such that the text, or speech act qua 

text, can only ever be a pretext for some deeper intention that remains hidden and 

perpetually elusive if it is to produce its desired intellectual, aesthetic and ethical effects. 

That some authors take to irony in such easy, flowing prose surely turns them into objects 

of wonder, jealously and contempt. “The ironical author is one who attempts to strike a 

delicate balance between authorial implication and authorial inscrutability,” shares Seery, 

“and if we readers don’t have a theory in hand of the author, to whom we can extend a 

benefit of doubt, then we can hardly begin to develop a sense of authorial inscrutability” 

(8). Lacking the obvious wordsmithing talent of a Swift, Twain, Goethe, Wilde or Egan 

(again, you’re welcome Professor), perhaps I should need to unveil my purposes more 

directly, something that Socrates would probably warn me (albeit indirectly) I should not 

do. How, I ask again, does one write a profession on irony? – what was I thinking! 

 Irony, it seems, is at least one profitable response the rather inconvenient 

recognition that life is Absurd and cannot be made to easily fit with our desire for 

intelligibility and order, or all the generalized patterns and schemes we might wish to lay 

upon it. Egan suggests that, “The recognition of epistemic fragility has been one of the 

constants of Western intellectual life. Irony has been both a traditional product of this 

recognition in the West and a changing strategy for dealing with it” (Educated Mind 155). 

Looking at the evidence in the development of ironic thought, this seems a credible 
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enough statement. What I wish to press forward in the remaining portions of this thesis, 

therefore, are particular pedagogical and existential questions stemming from our 

recognition of the bind. Broadly stated, how is it that we are to find commitment, act and 

legislate value into the world while existing in such a tenuous ontological position, and 

how as a teacher of young futures might I assist students to weigh such questions so that 

they are able to become culturally literate and better walk the path of choosing 

themselves? To these ends I have explored irony in three distinct ways: as negation, which 

is to suggest a hollowing out of the sacred, palatable and sure in a manner that doesn’t 

disavow belief so much as make it simultaneously more difficult and open to a sense of 

wonder and longing; as creation, arming students with philosophic and rhetorical tools 

enabling them to understand the origins of their beliefs and values, as well as the 

possibility of writing new metaphors and so legislating the world; and as imagination, both 

as a teaching practice of engaging the intellectual and affective domains, as well as a tool 

kit of wonder, possibility and new creation. Whether these are the ‘correct’ three 

treatments I cannot say with any security, should ‘correct’ even be an appropriate standard 

for a topic as greasy as irony. Still, I can claim with the earnestness of good faith that these 

treatments have proven themselves useful and that they are at the least consistent with 

the remaining assumptions of this thesis. That the three are to some extent moving in 

opposite directions, and as such incommensurate with each other, only lends credibility. 

If this thesis cannot profess so much as peddle final philosophic clarity, certainly this 

profession is nevertheless one of ideas. Life may indeed be Absurd, but our response to 

the human condition and the suffering that is created when we get it all terribly wrong need 

not be. Irony will not give us answers, certainly not the kind we can load in a gun or eat 

for lunch, but it will, with patience, thoughtfulness and a degree of openness to its gifts, 

help us achieve a certain freedom characterized by existential imagination and a 

consideration of moral ends. Really, we don’t need absolutes, surety, order or finality half 

as bad as we have been lead to believe. Life just may, in fact, be a little better if we just 

let it all breathe… 

 

The god of wisdom is blind, and if one is clever, he can surely be fooled. The art is 

to be as receptive as possible to understanding, to know what impression one is 

making and what impression one has of each idea. In that way, one can be in love 
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with many ideas at the same time, because one is in love in a different way with 

each one. To love one idea is too little; to love all is superficiality; to know oneself 

and to love as many as possible, to let one's soul conceal all the powers of wisdom 

inside itself so that each receives its specific nourishment while the consciousness 

nevertheless embraces the whole - that is enjoyment, that is living. 
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Chapter Three – In Search of Something Useful  

But always you’ll be crushed by the load 

   of each, every moment…. 

This is what you get for loving humankind.  

Aeschylus, Prometheus Bound, lines 48-53 

3.1 Introduction 

Much as with fairness, equality, right and good, I have become increasing 

impressed how the term poverty belongs to a peculiarly ‘loud’ category of speech. Whether 

it be employed in the guise of the outraged homeless advocate on the nightly newscast, 

the doughy-eyed white lady encouraging me to save invariably darker skinned children 

through my charitable giving, or the inflexible and seemingly uncompassionate self-made 

man who justifies his lifestyle using axiomatic truisms about ‘common sense’ and ‘earning 

it himself’, the mutual thread appears to be a rather univocal, even juvenile, insistence on 

appreciating poverty in relation to market, which is to say, monetary values. Were we to 

trace the origin of the word back towards its roots in Old French and Latin, we would soon 

recognize that poverty carries quieter and perhaps more profound connotations, there 

connected to human misery and wretchedness. This is the poverty of human beings 

characterized by reliance upon empty ritual and hypocrisy, alongside the banality of moral 

vacuums, human misery resulting in such outcomes as ignorance, anomie, helplessness, 

and the despair of power which seems too far removed from the possibility of influence 

and so frustrates human subjectivity. ‘But enough about mass education!’ you might be 

tempted to exclaim. ‘All professions are, after all, conspiracies against the laity’. Directed 

towards existential ends, this thesis has sought to foreground the necessity of a 

problematic and subjective choice, that which is our very freedom, in contradistinction to 

the comforts of every assurance and the potential for quiet despotism lurking in every 

system. In short, it suggests that wee trivialities such as ethical thinking, moral agency 

and existential imagination all might just matter to a truly engaged, human life. Nowhere, 

I would immodestly contend, is such an awareness more important than in the process of 

educating, both for teachers and learners. Modelled for us through various examples – 
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Kierkegaard’s passionate subjective engagement, Prometheus’ defiance of Zeus’ will, or 

Nietzsche’s overturning of what is only human, all too human – we soon grow aware that 

values need not be merely ‘received’ from systems or any other horizon of significance, 

even though they are likely to be so guided: instead, values might be appropriated in the 

projects that students and educators freely make of themselves through the responsibility 

of their own involvements. To simply acquiesce, to give oneself over to mere social fictions 

and functionalities is a poverty of the worst kind, a misery and paucity of the spirit as 

sinister as it is stunted and delayed. Illuminating this idea somewhat more poetically, 

Maxine Greene cites how, “You can’t run away from a broadened awareness…If you try, 

it follows you in your conscience, or you become a self-deceiving person who has numbed 

some of his humanness. I think you have to live to the fullest extent to which you have 

gained an awareness or you are less than the human being you are capable of being” 

(Teacher as Stranger 192). This seems an effective and fruitful admonition, for it speaks 

directly to what might be most miserable and wretched of all in the human condition. 

Underneath the din, poverty can – and does – have an objective meaning; it just isn’t 

always what we think. 

Before proceeding to unpack the structure of this third and final chapter, it seems 

that I owe something of an explanation, even if this means breaking convention with a 

traditional scholarly tone and stepping away from ironic detachment towards the 

uneasiness of my own subjective, earnest intent. The truth, dear reader, is that a current 

of disquiet, both productive and not, has followed me throughout the creation of this thesis, 

even now when I approach what is most integral, indeed that profession of the truth for 

which I must live. The uneasiness, given a voice, sounds a little bit like this: “Who, possibly, 

am I that I should write a scholarly profession, let alone one which suggests to others who 

seem stronger, wiser, more certain, and above all happier that they might read this 

inadequate body of ideas and upon its recommendations actually consider adapting their 

practice towards indeterminate ends?” Here it is that even my own poverty of spirit hollows 

me out with its usurping and jealous green eyes. It is a malevolent and belittling voice 

which undermines aspiration and serves little more than to confirm limitations and stunt 

possibility. Poverty, economic and otherwise, seems especially effective at teaching 

everyone it touches how not to want. But still, there remains the possibility of the will, and 

it is here, right here, where the reality of my own project intersects so forcefully with the 
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lives of many of my students amidst the unbounded transformative potentialities of 

teaching, that very place where I seek to enact the suffering, and joys, of being truthful. 

This willing voice has a slightly angrier, unapologetic and pugilistic tone, somewhat more 

like this: “Too many students suffer rather than embrace school, and no wonder. 

Numbered, measured and sorted,* problematized but rarely ever cured, too many students 

are confirmed in little more than their own inadequacies.” If this voice seems assertive, 

even antagonistic from time to time, it is only my pushback against the weight of the 

burden, a demonstration of will which refuses to eat the lie and instead proclaim itself in 

terms of forbearance, courage, trust, possibility and becoming. What I have to offer in the 

following pages is just that, an offering, and when I lapse into particular contexts and 

examples, I do so just to illustrate the thinking heart of an integral, lived, morally defensible 

and hopefully existentially valid practice of commitment and responsibility. Unlike Plato, I 

lack the luxury of writing a poetic ideal so much as the victories and anguish of my own 

subjective inwardness. I can offer no clean Kierkegaardian progression, no Nietzschean 

Ubermensch awaits to catch us all on the other side, and there exists no philosophically 

satisfying scheme tying every instance together. What I have attempted, what I continue 

to attempt, is nuanced, non-transferable in any direct sense, and quite often unsuccessful. 

If at times, then, its description seems all a little clean and easy, I should confess now that 

put into practice it really isn’t, that rather I don’t want to share some stories which aren’t 

properly speaking mine to tell, and that, at least occasionally, I find it hard to face up to 

the heartbreak of what it all might yet mean. Nevertheless, thinking back on Sisyphus, I 

am buoyed and defiant, despite the persistence of my unease. Emotion takes a bad rap 

anyways, especially in philosophical circles. My rage against human poverty instructs me 

so. Happily, I am weighted down with the love of it all. 

And so, enough earnestness. This final chapter, typically written in a somewhat 

more conversational tone, seeks to explore what the ideas advanced in this thesis might 

look like once put into practice, largely within, but not limited, to the context of secondary-

level historical study. Chapter one, we might recall, investigated Camus’ notion of 

absurdity as a productive interpretation for understanding the human condition and our 

existential place within it. Absurdity arises in the confrontation between humankind’s 

 
* Not to mention ‘bored’, which seems a significant background condition for impoverishment. 
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desire for finality in an ordered and intelligible universe and the seeming indifference of 

that universe to our most native will. This basic construct was then held up alongside an 

account of selfhood as an ongoing interpretation, indeed agonistic struggle, with the matrix 

of available values and beliefs bundled together under the heading ‘culture’. This move, 

to the extent it was successful, hopefully set a certain tension into play, an impossibility of 

security described as an existential bind. This bind has been explored in numerous ways 

at various points in the thesis: of a Truth we most seemingly need and yet must not 

completely believe, of a freedom which is indivisible and yet profoundly pre-structured, 

and of that divide separating what can be known from what can only be held in wonder 

and reverence. This is surely a difficult place from which to teach, let alone profess. 

However, given its nature as a place ‘in between’, it also seems a fertile ground in which 

to excavate the cultural structuration of consciousness, understand our thrownness and 

abandonment in the world, and ultimately wrestle with the anxiety of freedom, carrying all 

of its possibility for choice and responsibility therein. Irony helps us along here, and so it 

was that in chapter two we explored three treatments, or ‘movements’, of irony as 

negation, creation and imagination. Each of these three added another layer to the 

existential possibility made manifest by irony: through negation we are able to see past 

the concrete instance of existence and encounter the self’s own longing for what appears 

more permanent and sure, through creation we realised the significance of the will as well 

as the power to see that what the self ‘is’ is actually far more malleable to intention than 

we might first consider, and through imagination we are finally able to see that the self 

needs not be only one thing, this or that, but can be contemplated and understood in 

multiple simultaneous modalities, with the outcome that consciousness can be quite 

liberated through a flourishing sense of sophisticated irony. 

A flourishing, sophisticated and liberated sense of self, to be wholly immodest one 

more time, is a proper and becoming end for educators and learners to pursue. In any 

event, it appears an improvement over the comparatively shallow, functionalist and 

ultimately impoverished conceptions of purpose upon which we typically rely to justify 

‘school’. Irony, to the extent it can be successfully enacted in the processes of education, 

seems well suited to the provocation of existential choice and responsibility. This third 

chapter will therefore attempt to sketch in how such ends might be accomplished, or 

perhaps more accurately stated, set into motion in the conscious lives of learners. Initially, 
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this will done through an exposition of the classroom as metaphorical, which is to say 

ideational, space. We will here explore three dynamics of the model as differentiation, 

relation and disruption, and then connect them more explicitly to irony as a teaching 

posture. It is at this point that we will be in a position to more thoroughly detail the kinds 

of outcomes we might associate with a growing ironic awareness: the disruption of hidden 

and unspoken cultural-ideological assumptions, an appreciation of historical dimension of 

thought, a willingness to participate in productive re-descriptions and psychological 

antagonisms, a tolerance and enjoyment of the slipperiness of language, the disavowal of 

closure and certainty in favour of doubt and wonder, and the creation of intellectual and 

ethical intimacy. Succinctly, this will be a classroom where learners are encouraged to 

reflect upon, choose and practice their freedom, a space of poetic existential possibility 

and radicalized imagination. It will also be a place where teachers both provoke and 

support students as they come to better understand their freedom. Using such a term as 

radical, especially in the present age of sectarian violence and heightened identity politics, 

no doubt will give some readers pause; to be clear then, what I intend by ‘radical’ is 

something more in keeping with its etymological foundation as ‘root’ or ‘essential origin’, 

that irony in the service of freedom will, much like the philosophy of Nietzsche, want to 

unearth, play with, and ultimately select from the diverse range of metaphors and 

interpretations available to consciousness. The goal, of course, is the existential vitality of 

an overarching selfhood, whether understood in terms of Kierkegaard’s inward deepening, 

Nietzsche’s free spirit, or Egan’s liberated sense of consciousness. Ultimately, what 

remains then is the moral question, both specifically for the teacher and in a more general 

sense. For the teacher, this entails a consideration of the most appropriate stance in 

relation to students, ethical issues regarding ‘whether’ and ‘how’ and ‘to what extent’ the 

teacher should lead learners into questions of existential abandonment and responsibility, 

and to what degree the antagonisms and psychological dissonance of re-description may 

be justified in the provocation of students’ overcoming of themselves. In the larger, more 

general sense, it entails a return to irony as both a stimulus and discipline, of searching 

for the boundary between ironic reserve and existential commitment, of maintaining the 

high ridge between a totalizing negation into nothing and an equally lurid spider web of 

unwarranted, final justifications. This is all a difficult and at times perilous path, but irony 

makes us nothing if not intrepid. Armed with just enough pluck and tenacity, we will no 

doubt possess all the answers soon enough. 
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3.2 The Pedagogical Space: Differentiation, Relation and 
Disruption  

In order to gain an access point for understanding the notion of pedagogical space, 

we might begin by considering it as a response to the tired and well-worn debate between 

the advocates of subject-centered approaches, that which Egan (The Educated Mind) 

refers to as culminating in Plato’ epistemological mind, and more progressivist notions of 

student-centeredness following along since Rousseau’s seminal work, Emile. This contest 

between the curator-stewards of culture (Bloom and Oakeshott) on the one hand and the 

protectors of natural innocence and wonder (Dewey and Piaget) on the other reflects an 

obvious and important tension regarding which educational ends are most worth 

defending and, so, worth pursuing. Following along from Egan, the inconvenient 

realisation we might make at this point is that getting too involved in such a dispute, in 

becoming excessively partisan one way or the other, amounts to something of an 

irreconcilable and fruitless distraction. Surely, it seems fair to conclude that students ought 

to know as large a portion of their cultural and cognitive inheritance in order to participate 

in a wealthy and rewarding life; surely, too, does it seem right that students ought to be 

given opportunities for practicing choice and assuming the responsibility of self-direction 

in their own learning, room to follow their interests and aptitudes towards increasingly 

specialized fields of understanding and experience. It seems advantageous, therefore, to 

consider how we might seek to marry these seemingly distinct conversations regarding 

educational ends through the creation of intellectual-imaginative spaces and so develop 

both self-direction and the mastery of content and skills. Whereas subject-centered 

curriculum may too often result in a dissection and objectification of knowledge 

unconnected to students’ lived understandings (including existential ends of self-selection 

and choice) and progressivist notions of student-centeredness are often bound to vague 

social goals and at best a loosely defined ethic of care than any clear description of an 

educated mind, the notion of pedagogical space attempts to join the two together at the 

level of practical interface, that which will be described below as idea-centeredness. 
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To understand what is here intended by a pedagogical space will require 

something of an imaginative act. The essence of such a space is revealed in students’ 

exercise of disciplined freedom within a preconceived, well-regulated structure that is, in 

turn, focused on one central object of study such as a concept, model, core skill, cultural 

artefact, historical event, etc., an intersection of learner and environment that can perhaps 

be illustrated effectively by using an analogy to sport. To be an elite athlete, one must 

develop a certain ingenuity, flexibility and cunningness of play, characteristics that can 

only be said to exist in light of two corresponding features, a set of rules that creates a 

predictable structure within which to create and an object of behaviour that gives 

meaningful purpose to the activity. As such, when a gifted player such as 2014 Footballer 

of the Year Luis Suarez dances across the soccer ball for F.C. Barcelona, his actions only 

gain sense in the context of his objective, the scoring of goals; and his finessed play is 

only possible given a shared understanding amongst the players that there are 

predictable, systemic rules which prohibit aggressive fouls, biting, and other deliberate 

attempts to injure opposing players. Without the structure – everything from the lines on 

the field, to the size and weight of the ball, to the duration of the match – the essence of 

the play would remain random and chaotic. Considering this, the playing field can be 

conceived of as not only a physical but also a metaphorical space, and its example can 

be imported to the classroom where purposeful activity – the object of understanding 

concepts, skill development, formation of mind, and development of self – can be pursued 

within an academically rigorous and predictable structure that allows both freedom where 

practicable and unity of the whole where necessary. Effective teachers implicitly know this 

and yet I suspect it fair to say that as one walks up and down the corridors of most public 

high schools, one too often sees more of the same; students sitting in fixed seating plans, 

the teacher at the center in the front of the room, and a predominant reliance on fixed, 

one-size-fits-all learning materials. With a little imagination, we might, in contrast, seek to 

understand that the structure of the school as a facility and the classroom as one bounded 
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territory within the larger composite represents a field of play that allows a lot more room 

to manoeuvre and create than is first assumed.*  

Obviously, using a trope such as ‘more of the same’ in the above example sets up 

a straw man which, to some extent, discounts a lot of creative and insightful teaching 

actually done in all those 35-by-25 foot cubicles of learning. In the interests of fairness, 

therefore, it might prove useful to more adequately define what is intended by idea-

centeredness and idea-centered space. An idea, I should admit, could be most anything 

so long as it provides an effective entry point for engagement and serves as a touchstone 

for the subsequent organization of pedagogical activity. ‘Idea’ is thereby a pidgin term 

which might include a formal concept such as Camus’ Absurdity or Arendt’s Action, a 

particular idea such as Kierkegaard’s ‘leap of faith’ or Nietzsche’s ‘free spirit’, a short essay 

or children’s book, a stimulating piece of art or music, a particularly juicy metaphor, or 

even a resonating personal narrative. Following Socrates’ example with Thrasymachus, 

Meno and Euthyphro, particularly with respect to Meno’s paradox, we realize that we really 

can start anywhere in the pursuit of development, so long as we understand that certain 

starting points are more likely suited to certain ends. Homeostasis, bureaucracy, single-

point perspective, the unity of opposites, selections from Mao’s Little Red Book, 

mercantilism, loyalty, Satyagraha, symbiosis, Botticelli’s Mars and Venus, participatory 

ethics, Quiet Revolution: each of these and countless others might be used as a central 

feature around which to organize instruction so long as they are first capable of provoking 

learners’ intellectual and emotional domains, that which was defined as central to 

imaginative engagement in chapter two, and second likely to result in the greater formation 

of mind, virtue, self, etc. Following along, then, the idea-centered space indicates a 

 
* One might properly ask, ‘Does the soccer metaphor actually go this far?’  My fair response 

would be that such would really be an outcome of two factors, coaching and player skill. It is 
quite conceivable to coach a team with such rigid structure that player creativity and innovation 
is actually supressed, that games become tighter checking and low scoring, that less skilled but 
more tactically-minded, positional players gain greater influence over outcomes while highly-
skilled players have their strengths stymied. Some of us might remember the “dead puck era” of 
the NHL, where the “left-wing lock” was used by less talented teams to slow down the play and 
create a more physically intimidating brand of hockey. In soccer, this might be witnessed in the 
distinction between, say, Brazil’s possession style of soccer as compared with the English or 
Dutch long-ball style. Good coaches, like good teachers, will try to see what natural assets their 
players possess, and define systems, structures and styles of play that they think will be most 
effective for the team’s purposes. As such, I suspect that this metaphor, like most strong 
metaphors, keeps yielding new insight the more it is tested.  
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learning environment negotiated around the stimulus of these unifying, productive centers; 

it seeks to play with the boundaries, purposes and products of learning in ways I will no 

doubt only inadequately explain, but which will provoke students to engage with their 

cultural-cognitive horizons in what are to them new and, hopefully, emotionally and 

intellectually satisfying ways. The negotiation of the pedagogical environment need not be 

considered wholly formal, as with contracts of either learning or business; instead teachers 

must negotiate alongside their students the many obstacles and opportunities influencing 

the learning being done, much as a ferry captain negotiates a narrow passage and takes 

consideration of variables such as the speed of the wind and current, the presence of 

other ships, and the physical hazards extending from the shoreline. The overarching, 

largely unstated ethic of the space and the end most consistently being pursued is that 

students understand the goods of learning as their own, indeed an insistence that the 

ownership and responsibility of learning resides to the greatest extent possible with the 

student rather than the traditional master of events, he or she whom we conventionally 

call the teacher. All of this sounds like a grand promise I’m sure, and so our task becomes 

how such ends may come to pass. Let us then turn to an exploration of the idea-centered 

space through its three aspects of differentiation, relation and disruption. 

 

3.3 Differentiation  

Contemplated as a metaphorical space, the classroom affords teachers a great 

deal of leeway for creative pedagogies through those factors they are able to manipulate: 

which concepts are foregrounded, the purposeful shifting of individual and collective 

formations of learning, the selection of curricular inputs and provision of materials, the 

range of allowance regarding outputs and student demonstrations of learning, the 

presence or absence of other adults or ‘expert’ learners, and the manner with which 

grading and reporting are performed in relation to, or negotiation with, students. The 

classroom as space, therefore, emerges as an arena of confluence between teachers, 

students, concepts, inputs, outputs and all the other factors at play, and it is in the 

manipulation of these various components that an allowance for differentiation emerges. 

A basic sense of some of these variables has been adopted by local school boards in 
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recent years, referred to ironically enough as Differentiated Instruction (see Tomlinson, 

2001/2004), complete with its own body of progressivist terminology and teacher-ready 

lesson kits. Heavily influenced by Howard Gardner, Tomlinson suggests that “At its most 

basic level, differentiating instruction means ‘shaking up’ what goes on in the classroom 

so that students have multiple options for taking in information, making sense of ideas, 

and expressing what they learn. In other words, a differentiated classroom provides 

different avenues to acquiring content, to processing or making sense of ideas, and to 

developing products so that each student can learn effectively” (How to Differentiate 

Instruction 1). While I should like to be careful not to discount the seemingly 

underappreciated yet highly worthwhile recognition that not all students need to learn 

using the same materials, rate of instruction, and manners of assessment, we might also 

like to suggest that we can actually push this notion of a differentiated space further so as 

to conceive, beyond the practical considerations of content, process and product, of an 

ideational space around learners, one which allows students to enter into dialogue with 

fairly significant cultural conversations, modes of thinking, and patterns of discourse. The 

notion of idea-centeredness advocated here is thus considerably more ambitious, carrying 

some fairly pronounced Vygotskian strains, such as the interiorization of cultural literacy 

and tools, processes of direct and symbolic mediation, and a focus on concept formation, 

as well as the presence of an ongoing conversation whereby learning becomes more 

participatory and selfhood is negotiated with reference to the surrounding cultural 

landscape. Here is a place where students still engage with their learning in fairly diverse 

and open-ended ways, but are nevertheless set into relation with large stores of 

knowledge and broad movements of culture. By first ‘presencing’ the big idea at the center 

of the instructional space, we can then (in a vain attempt at folksy charm) seek to 

‘manipulate the manipulatables’ with the intention of provoking certain patterns of thinking, 

endeavour and learning in students as they variously engage with the ideational center. 

The ideational aspect of space, fundamentally open and thriving on difference, dialogue 

and what students themselves bring to learning, seeks to induce learners both deeper and 

broader towards what might be genuinely significant in both cultural and personal terms. 

In any event, it suggests a significant move beyond either simple rote learning or other 

foreclosed patterns of banking and extracting content, as well as a push towards cultural-

historical salience surpassing the often unfulfilled, rhetorical flourishes found palatable 
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under the mantle of progressivism’s student-centeredness (Egan, Getting it Wrong and 

The Future of Education).   

In order to arise to the concrete, I would like to offer two examples of idea-

centeredness in situ, the first from a Humanities 8 program and the second from a senior-

level History class. The former involves the teaching of the English feudal system and the 

structure of the Catholic Church during the Middle Ages, along with the rather nasty feud 

that arose between King Henry II and the Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Beckett. Of 

course, the central idea is hierarchy, a thoroughly Aristotelian and medieval concept which 

(if my discussion of ‘master’ metaphors from Chapter One has any legs) possesses the 

added benefit of still very much being a predominant fact of social and organizational life. 

Initially, say over two periods, students would be afforded some basic understanding of 

the distribution of land under the feudal system, the tiered structure of papal authority, and 

the notions of fealty and authority which bound it all together. At this point the goal would 

be to develop a grounding of the what of medieval social organization, with only a murky 

understanding of the benefits and consequences of hierarchy as a social model. ‘So far, 

so what?’ one might ask. The idea-centered nature of the model emerges, however, in the 

manipulation of content and processes that comes next. It is at this point that students 

would be exposed to a basic description of Bloom’s taxonomy as described in Taxonomy 

of Educational Objectives (probably just the lower four levels of knowledge, 

comprehension, application and analysis for grade eight), itself a form of hierarchy, and 

then given a reading describing the struggle between Henry and Beckett. On a large piece 

of paper, groups of students would be asked to draw a pyramid on each side, divided into 

four ‘levels’ representing the first four levels of Bloom’s taxonomy: on the front side they 

would be asked to generate questions from the reading, attempting to place those 

questions on the appropriate level (six knowledge questions, four comprehension 

question, two application questions, and one analysis question, for example), while on the 

back side they would be requested to provide answers to their own questions. Such an 

activity accomplishes many outcomes – coverage of curriculum, structured reading, 

stimulating peer-to-peer dialogue, valuing students’ placement of choice and emphasis, 

depth of understanding – not all of which the teacher need anticipate or control. Moreover, 

in the ideational space, students would begin to experience hierarchy even as they learn 

about hierarchy, with the likely (and tested) result that they will gain a richer understanding 
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of the dynamics of rank, power and authority. From there, students could be then sent off 

to research other examples of hierarchy (the guild system, the steps to becoming a knight, 

the Canadian military, the organization of authority in their own school, Maslow’s Hierarchy 

of Needs, etc.) and later meet in small groups to discuss their findings. Students would be 

directed to look for commonalities and any potential aberrations, the benefits and 

drawbacks of such organizational models, etc. Returning to the whole group, students 

would be invited to present the more salient features of their findings, imagine how their 

lives might be different if they lived under strict hierarchy, and engage in an exploration of 

alternate workable forms of social organization. Finally, students would be supported in 

developing various proofs of their learning and the evaluation of such products using 

agreed upon criteria. 

The second example deals with a study of political realism (i.e. the amorality of 

power) and political idealism (i.e. Wilsonianism) in the study of twentieth century history. 

As with the introduction of hierarchy, political realism would likely prove a new term to 

most students. The concept may be taught by creating a narrative about four cavemen 

who must cooperate to catch – and eat – a deer, but who are quite ready to forgo their 

agreement should they happen to have opportunity to privately catch – and eat – the little 

white rabbit that lives alongside them. This, of course, is the classic realist example of “the 

stag hunt” (see Skyrms). Students would then be given a brief background on the 

germination of the idea with Machiavelli and an understanding of Renaissance Italian 

princes, and be invited to share other instances they may recognize of seemingly immoral 

but otherwise rational decision making by individuals, fictional characters, and political 

entities such as states. By loading the space with this significant concept, the students are 

offered a powerful mediational tool for witnessing that states both exist in an anarchic 

environment and often behave quite horribly towards each other, similarly even to their 

favourite characters on Real Housewives, Gossip Girl, and professional wrestling! 

Understanding the notions of calculative power and self-interest, students would then be 

invited to gather examples of states behaving in such a manner and be prompted by 

questions such as “what type of world does this create?”, “are there differences between 

the morality of states and the morality of people?”, “are there any other metaphors through 

which the world could or should be organized, and are these alternate ideas practicable?”. 

Possessing a sound theoretical and practical grasp of realism, students might then be 



 

262 

exposed to the counter-concept of political idealism, the legalistic-moralistic principles that 

guided, amongst other things, Woodrow Wilson’s 14 Points at the end of the First World 

War, along with its own set of accompanying questions such as “what are the costs of 

doing the right thing in terms of power?”, “can states afford to be moral?”, “under what 

conditions do states rely more on realism than idealism, and vice versa?”, and “do the 

answers to such questions change over the short and long terms?”.  Again, in combination, 

these two concepts create an ideational space around the learner, thus provoking deeply 

complex, even ironic, modes of thought when confronted with such questions as why the 

Allies waited until 1944 to invade Normandy, whether the Soviet view of Eisenhower’s 

reluctance to open the second front is analogous to our western view of the Red Army 

halting their advance across Eastern Europe until the Poles and Nazis destroyed each 

other during the Warsaw uprising, whether and how realism and idealism intersect with 

ideology, and perhaps most problematic, to what extent the atomic bombing of Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki was morally justified.   

Obviously, describing the teachers’ navigation through such settings is challenging 

in any proscriptive, easy-bake, kind of way. In content heavy subjects such as senior-level 

academic courses, the teacher will need to select concepts that are not only imaginatively 

engaging for learners but which serve to organise large tracts of content knowledge in 

meaningful ways, concepts which allow students to navigate and intellectually synthesize 

as much material as possible. In my own teaching of History 12, for example, I have found 

great utility beginning the course with an extensive, three-week study of power. During 

this initial time together, students gain an entry point to the subject by considering the 

many aspects of power such as who has it, who wants it, why it might be desirable, of 

what it is made, how countries go about seeking more of it, whether it has ethical 

dimensions or is purely about the ability to project force and self-interest, what happens 

when it grows unbalanced across regions or even when it appears to be held by no one, 

to what extent it is disperse or held by relatively few actors, etc. One should be able to see 

without too much difficulty how, over the course of a unit of study, there might occur a 

dual-layer of conceptual development, which to suggest that each day or two, students 

might be introduced to a new conceptual aspect of power (composition, political realism 

and idealism, balance of power, vacuum of power) all the while refining their 

understanding of the broader umbrella concept as they move along. In this way we should 



 

263 

also be able to witness how concepts go deeper as they grow refined. Teaching from the 

concepts out, the essence of the ideational space, we should be able to bind together 

large tracts of specific content, reducing fragmentation of individual names and events in 

the minds of learners by forming powerful mediating conceptual structures, the formation 

of which allows for academic rigour without recourse to drill, rote and pure memorization. 

Structured, self-directed and purposeful thinking – outcomes easily available to most 

students in the petri dish of my own classroom - have allowed for the meaningful 

integration of curricular topics, resulting in a more coherent, culturally literate and indeed 

personally relevant view of history. Over time, students grow in awareness that they too, 

are participants in the cultural-political-historical conversation into which they exist, results 

seen not only in their traditionally ‘academic’ achievements, but also in their growing 

interest in social projects, the content and tone of the questions they themselves bring to 

class, and quite unexpectedly (“I have seen the man in the fetching felt hat with magenta 

band, and it is me”) the surprising number of students over the years who I have found 

reading Ayn Rand. 

Much is to be gained, it would seem, by the creation of ideational spaces, both for 

learners various and sundry, and those more obviously engaged with the ongoing practice 

of freedom. In the formation of rigorous yet flexible environments built around big 

concepts, the ‘freedom within structure’ ethos of idea-centeredness appears to provide 

substantial allowances for differentiation with regard to skill level, interest, ambitiousness, 

ingenuity, levels of support and expectations. The pedagogical space, as described, 

reflects a material concern with the individual development of students, since the 

distribution of content, process and product around the object-center can remain quite 

differentiated.* Freedom-within-structure thus implies an allowance for multiple aims and 

 
* What each student derives from the idea-center might be quite varied, and to this we should 

take no great exception. For example, if the concept we seek to instruct is hierarchy, staying 
with our earlier example, it should not terribly matter that students arrive at concrete examples 
of varying sophistication. That some stay close to the shoreline, replicating their understanding 
of source materials such as the distribution of land and influence under the feudal system while 
others explore a radical change of context, each is nevertheless investigating the concept 
under investigation, a phenomenon Ranciere refers to as ‘parabolas of knowing’. He writes, 
“Truth doesn’t bring people together at all. It is not given to us. …But for all that, truth is not 
foreign to us, and we are not exiled from its country. …we are circling around the truth, from 
fact to fact, relation to relation, sentence to sentence. …Thus, each one of us describes our 
parabola around the truth. No two orbits are alike” (58-59).  
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means between students, the exploration and targeted development of skills and content, 

democratic values of both unity and independence within the class, and the bridging of 

direct instruction and self-directedness. Moreover, in not sacrificing content but rather 

pushing students into deeper levels of engagement with knowledge, surprising results 

emerge, whether it be the thirteen year-old who mistakenly asks (and then answers!) a 

question extending well into the synthesis and evaluation layers of Bloom’s taxonomy or 

the history student who begins to more fully appreciate the complexity of ideological 

thinking in the practice of states’ and their own decision making. With specific reference 

to more existential ends, the allowances afforded by differentiation allow them to exercise 

freedom and choice so as to develop the “psychological maturity” and “ontological trust” 

in themselves that Bowers (Cultural Literacy 74), for example, feels is all too often stunted 

by dissected, reified conceptions of curriculum and passive models of instruction, 

phenomenon which Egan elsewhere critiques as “a fetishizing of particular curriculum 

content” (The Future of Education 143), Postman calls the “guess what answer I have in 

my head” form of teaching (133), and Ranciere more provocatively named a “humanity 

pedagogicized” (120). The student is, as will be explored below, thrown into a different 

relationship to knowledge, his peers and learning itself; and potentially at least, he will 

grow increasingly likely to ask hard questions of himself, his teachers and his culture. It is 

to this manner of relation that we now turn. 

 

3.4 Relation 

Often expressed amongst teachers, not to mention their schools’ mission 

statements, is a narrative that says ‘we want to foster caring, self-direction, independence, 

and life-long learning in students’. At Lord Tweedsmuir Secondary School, a typically 

overcrowded public high school in suburban greater Vancouver, BC, the mission 

statement reads as follows: “At Lord Tweedsmuir Secondary School we work as a team 

to develop a positive, challenging environment which inspires all students to become 
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responsible life-long learners.”* Meanwhile, according to its own publications the mission 

statement of the local school board intends, “To provide a safe and caring environment in 

which all learners can achieve academic excellence, personal growth and responsible 

citizenship,”+ the very three incoherent and conflicting aims of education, we might note, 

identified by Egan in the opening sections of The Educated Mind. Claiming such laudable 

purposes and then calling them a ‘mission’ sounds all very comforting indeed, at least in 

that ‘it’s hard to argue with a good motherhood statement’ kind of way, and especially 

when framed within such dulcet and reassuring Christian overtones. But how frustrating 

then that such ends appear so difficult to bring to pass.  Reasons for this are presumably 

varied: that learners already know too little to set off on meaningful ‘discovery’, that school 

facilities and patterns of organisation are not especially designed to allow for the practice 

of independence, and that teachers are resistant to forgo managerial control of their 

diverse and overcrowded classrooms, too often confusing self-direction with finishing 

assignments neatly by the due date provided.  Rather than getting bogged down 

demonstrating evidence for what have become educational truisms, we should rather be 

honest with ourselves and admit that many of these factors are perfectly predictable given 

the structural constraints placed upon the system; an average high school teacher, for 

example, interacts formally with about 120 students each day, before dealing with 

preparation, marking, administration, parent phone calls, coaching, outside community 

involvement, etc. It’s all so much at times that we can nearly hear Alfie Kohn standing in 

the corner, muttering away: “Bad teaching doesn’t just happen. It’s practically demanded 

by systemic factors” (The Schools Our Children Deserve 140). In the overburdened 

practicality of contemporary classroom life, we will need to find ways around untenable 

and ineffective practices, even as we longingly stumble forward towards our often ill-

defined, higher intentions. The second aspect of idea-centeredness, that of relation, 

reflects an attempt to live up to the values we profess in our many mission statements, to 

treat them seriously and have them reflect something better than the triumph of hope over 

experience. And here it is that we profess how self-direction and the practice of maturing 

 
* “Policy and Procedures.” Lord Tweedsmuir Secondary School. Surrey School District (#36). N.d. 

Web. 6 Feb. 2015. 
https://www.surreyschools.ca/schools/tweeds/About/PoliciesProcedures/Pages/default.aspx 

+ “Parent Handbook.” Beaver Creek Elementary School. Surrey School District (#36). N.d. Web. 6 
Feb. 2015. 
https://www.surreyschools.ca/schools/beavercreek/Publications/Parent%20Handbook.pdf 
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freedom needs to occur within a carefully considered structural frame which strikes a 

balance between the rigors of content and students’ individual and collective construction 

of meaning. To accomplish this will require an exploration of how educators might set 

students into relation with knowledge and learning via idea-centeredness, before 

describing the key role played by inter-subjective relationship in the formation and 

maintenance of the pedagogical method.  

In considering students’ relations to learning, it is here that a discussion of 

Vygotskian theory becomes important, particularly (as mentioned earlier) an emphasis on 

the interiorization of cultural-cognitive tools, processes of direct and symbolic mediation, 

and a focus on concept formation (Mind in Society). As a theory based upon cultural-

historical constructivism, Vygotsky posited that the social and intellectual environment 

surrounding children provides them with an historically constituted body of skills, 

knowledge, and meanings from which they may draw in the processes of learning and 

development: “Human learning,” he wrote, “presupposes a specific social nature and a 

process by which children grow into the intellectual life of those around them” (88).* Central 

to this, of course, is the role played by language in the development of higher mental 

functions via the incorporation, or interiorization, of signs and tools. Meshcheryakov 

explains: 

 

Interiorization (from Latin “interior”) literally means the transition 
from without to within. In psychological usage, it is a term that 
refers to the formation of stable structural-functional units of 
consciousness through the mastery of external actions with 
objects and the mastery of external sign means (e.g., the 
formation of inner speech from external speech). Sometimes it is 
interpreted more broadly as any mastery of information, 
knowledge, roles and attitudes. In his theory, Vygotsky wrote 
primarily about the formation of the inner means of mental activity 
out of the external means of communication in joint activity. In 
other words, Vygotsky used the concept of interiorization to refer 
to the formation of the ‘systemic’ structure of consciousness. 
(Daniels et al. 165) 

 
* One can, hopefully, see the easy resemblance between this logic and that of Gidden’s theory of 

structuration and Bourdieu’s habitus in that students internalize dominant cultural formations.  
Moreover, it is the provision of cultural tools which, later in the section on ‘disruption’, we will 
seek to use reflexively in order to provoke a deeper, ironic awareness of cultural forms in the 
project of self-surpassing.  



 

267 

 

The transfiguration of cultural signs and tools into individually held cognitive apparatus 

thus qualitatively restructures the modality of thought and understanding, as Karpov 

describes:  

Human mental processes, just like human labour, are mediated 
by tools. But these are special, psychological tools such as 
language, signs and symbols. Humans are not born with these 
tools, just as they are not born with tools of labour. These tools 
are invented by human society, and they are acquired by children 
in the course of interpersonal communication with adults or more 
experienced peers. Having been acquired and internalized, these 
psychological tools begin to mediate children’s mental processes. 
(Kouzlin et al.139) 
 

Higher mental processes (as distinct from lower mental process with which children are 

born) are thereby ‘cultured-in’, socialized functions of a maturing consciousness. They 

are, if you will, the muck with which effective teaching wants to play about so as to promote 

rigorous and structured forms of experience in the process of learning. 

As Kouzlin suggests, Vygotsky’s distinction from North American, progressivist 

models of instruction arises in his movement away from an individualistic to a socio-

cultural perspective, through his emphasis on psychological tools. Specifically, these tools 

are symbolic artefacts such as “signs, symbols, texts, formulae, [and] graphic organizers 

that when internalized help individuals master their own natural psychological functions of 

perception, memory, attention and so on” (15-16). Positioning such tools at the center of 

instruction – what here has been called idea-centeredness – binds students’ learning to 

their cultural and historical environments and allows learning to lead development, thereby 

distinguishing the method from traditionally western, progressivist notions of simple to 

complex, concrete to abstract, and known to unknown (Egan, Getting it Wrong). As Karpov 

briefly indicated above, such tools are interiorized via a process of mediation. Kouzlin 

explains: 

The development of the child’s higher mental processes depends 
on the presence of mediating agents in the child’s interaction with 
the environment. Vygotsky himself primarily emphasized symbolic 
tools-mediators appropriated by children in the context of 
particular sociocultural activities, the most important of which he 
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considered to be formal education. Russian students of Vygotsky 
researched two additional types of mediation – mediation through 
another human being and mediation in a form of organized 
learning activity. (17) 

Perhaps, enabled with this elucidation, we can then appreciate the manner with which the 

structured freedom of idea-centeredness assists in mediating students’ acquisition of 

scientific (i.e. formal) concepts and their connection to the larger corpus of curricular 

content, along with the formation of stable, organized patterns of philosophic 

understanding. By placing a large mediating construct such as hierarchy or political 

realism at the center of instruction, we establish a figurative scaffold around which 

students might erect larger, more complex and sophisticated forms of understanding for 

themselves. As mediating devices, children can think through and with such concepts 

rather than just thinking about them, sometimes with surprising results. Having spent a 

few days looking at the Catholic Church’s treatment of Copernicus, Galileo and Martin 

Luther through the lens of truth, power and justification, one particularly precocious grade 

student could tolerate it no more. Throwing her hands in the air, she demanded: “These 

people need some kind of enlightenment!” 

Another helpful example, perhaps. Consider, for instance, an art history unit in a 

Comparative Civilizations course with senior-level students, ostensibly dealing with the 

major differences between Medieval and Renaissance forms of painting and architecture. 

The salient concept around which we might construct an ideational space is the innovation 

of linear, single-point perspective. We might, to flesh out this example, discuss 

Brunelleschi’s advent of mathematical relation in art which led to his eventual construction 

of Il Duomo and Santo Spirito di Firenze in Florence, or Leonardo’s repeated use of the 

horizon line, orthogonal lines, and vanishing point in The Annunciation, The Last Supper, 

or the study for the Adoration of the Magi. Again, in the idea-centered space, students 

would then be positioned to connect this concept to other, subsidiary ideas like the use of 

symmetry, sfumato, and chiaroscuro, while also collecting unique instances of depth in 

relation to space such as Masaccio’s enhancement of light and dark in The Tribute Money 

by way of his strategic placement of the fresco in the Brancacci Chapel. As a mediating 

concept, linear perspective would provide students something of a skeleton key towards 

understanding the movements in art from the late Medieval to early Renaissance periods; 

looking forward in the course, the notion of the singular viewer could also be 
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genealogically extended into the arrival of Cartesian philosophy, Luther’s stance on a 

personal relation to God, and the rise of the individual in politics and economy. The 

mediation afforded by well-chosen and properly-timed concepts – idea-centers which are 

imaginatively engaging, meaningfully organise large tracts of content, and further the 

ongoing narrative of instruction – will affect the students’ relation to knowledge and 

learning itself, particularly as they learn the habits of mediating for themselves, towards 

that of self-direction and spontaneity. Demonstrated by this example once again, through 

its exploitation of differentiation and student self-direction within a well-proscribed and 

disciplined space, the idea-centered classroom draws extensively upon Vygotsky’s 

philosophy of cultural tools, mediation and concept formation, thus promoting the internal 

restructuring of thought and understanding afforded by the students’ relationships to and 

ongoing engagement with the larger culture. 

The pedagogical structure of the idea-centered classroom is, it appears fair to 

suggest, fundamentally relational in nature, both in the manner with which it positions 

learners vis-à-vis cultural goods, knowledge and learning, and its ongoing movement 

between differentiated individual pursuit and larger group coalescence. Through this 

application of Vygotskian theory – conceptually pre-loading the environment, drawing 

connections, allowing for differentiation, and providing an ongoing mediating forum of 

public display and discussion – students both individually and collectively are invited into 

constructive exchange with cultural goods, such that they develop a relation to knowledge 

and learning largely unavailable to more passive models of banking and then extracting 

inert, scattered or erstwhile chaotic content. While teachers establish the dynamics of the 

space, manipulating inputs and parameters, and then adopt a less central position, 

learners become participants in knowledge and meaning construction through a relational 

stance that invites, even induces, the students to replicate, not so much the outcomes but 

rather the experience of learning, an encounter running in sharp contradistinction to what 

Denton refers to as the predominantly “nomothetic”, or abstracted, discourse of society 

and education (The Language of Ordinary Experience 123). As the examples provided 

have attempted to demonstrate, students in such an idea-centered pedagogical space 

place less emphasis on simple, established answers in favour of substantive questions, 

metaphors, ‘big ideas’, imaginative possibilities, analogies, and genealogies of cultural 

practices, which they are then (as relational, cultured, social beings) required to present, 
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share and defend in the context of others. As such, while the idea-centered pedagogical 

space appears to afford a wider berth to novel forms of human experience than the 

fundamentally scientific ethos of Vygotskian theory, it nevertheless recognizes the 

cultural-constructivist emphasis on the eminently social process of learning. 

The prominence of social processes can, on occasion, provide striking results, 

especially in terms of class cohesion and social intimacy. One such occasion arose in the 

context of an eighth grade study of The Outsiders. The novel involves two groups of teens 

in the early 1960s, divided neatly between the wealthy, self-involved ‘Socials’ and the 

rough and ne’er-do-well, yet still loveable ‘Greasers’. Predictably enough, mayhem 

ensues, with robberies, muggings, gang fights, public drunkenness, a murder, burning 

churches (Oh my, this is what are we teaching our youth!), child abuse, suicide by police…. 

Lurking behind all the schmaltz, however, is a tremendously profound study of identity, 

loyalty and friendship, the perfect sort of material for an idea-centered lesson. Naturally, I 

went with Aristotle. Using his description of the three kinds of friendship, and mediating it 

through all sorts of examples from popular culture (most notably Harry Potter), students 

were able to dissect the actions and intentions of multiple characters, drawing together 

not only the elements of plot, characterization and tone, but also exploring numerous 

themes arising from the story. Students went further, willingly sharing connections 

between the novel and their own lives, their relationships with friends, siblings and parents, 

stories both funny and troubling, and even emotional events. During that period of time, at 

least, I saw young people open themselves up to genuine social risk and reward. I heard 

students who rarely speak discuss with eloquence the challenges they face at home and 

school in ways most adults would never dare. Perhaps the lesson resonated so well 

because it was suited to that particular age when students are excessively concerned with 

their friends and their unique identities really begin to take shape. Perhaps it was 

something just to do with this class, lightning in a bottle that just happened to strike 

because conditions dictated that it should. Perhaps, even, it was all in my own head. All I 

can say is this: In the process of discussing friendship, their friendships, they forged a 

deep intimacy I can only describe as an ambience, one to which I was honoured to be 

both witness and included. The conversation lasted three days. No marks, no 

grading…just a whole lot of ‘being there’ and education for life. 
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The prominence of such relationship should be considered neither an aberration 

nor a fortunate incidence in the pedagogical space, but rather an indispensable 

environmental feature for whose emergence teachers should seek to create the necessary 

preconditions. What these qualifications might be is difficult to say in any formulaic sense, 

other than to suggest the usual suspects of student engagement, a strong mediating 

center, intellectual and emotional intensity, a challenging and purposeful activity, and 

caring, thoughtful modelling by the teacher. There are, it needs not really be said, 

innumerable contingencies that go into shaping any engaging and effective pedagogic 

space. Still, in putting these into motion, the relational aspect of the metaphor seems to 

direct us towards the promotion of a sequence of ethics amongst learners as members of 

a learning commons, one which informs the quality of relations between both teachers 

and students, and students in relation to each other, as well as between students and their 

approach to learning and knowledge. Describing a sequence of ethics might begin with a 

distinction between ethics, typically discussed in terms of the rationalistic study of moral 

principles and obligations (i.e. Kantian deontology), and the more ethereal notion of ethos, 

that which in the Aristotelian sense speaks to the character and credibility of the person 

while in the broader sense connects to the attempt at creating community and an 

atmosphere of concernedness for other beings, before exploring whether actions within 

the pedagogical space could, in fact, shift students from the former contractual notion of 

rights and responsibilities towards the latter, more distributed usage of communal and 

ecological ethos. 

A useful question that emerges from this distinction is whether this 

conceptualization of ‘shift’ is an entirely appropriate mode of description; the two notions 

of ethics and ethos appear to place us in a false position of having to select between them, 

in other words that to start with the one was by definition to rule out reaching the other. 

‘Beginning with the end in mind’ (a useful and tidy phrase I picked up somewhere in the 

self-help aisle), it would appear that both are important to the equation, at least in the first 

instance, if for no other reason than one needs to begin where the students are at, which 

is to say with where they have been socialized to be, rather than where we may want their 

subjectivities to eventually reside. Students, it would seem, are well versed in the practice 

of transactional reciprocity, rights, and rule governed behaviour by the time they come to 

high school, all of which aligns nicely with the individualistic and objectivist (some would 
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add masculine) assumptions of traditionally-minded curriculum and instruction. To launch 

headlong into an assumption that students arrive with a framework for understanding a 

relational ethos, along with their position and responsibilities within such an edifice, would 

likely prove mis-educative for most learners, potentially even inviting a maladaptive 

misrecognition of the stance the teacher is attempting to forge between students and their 

approaches to learning.* In attempting to replace the discourse of management and 

discipline along with its kinship to objectified, static versions of reality, it would seem we 

are better advised to educate the manner of relation we want to see in students, first 

through the placement of a mediating device (i.e. a statement of principles/initial 

expectations) into the middle of the space and then by engaging in a subsequent and 

gradual shift of emphasis; working through dialogue, the careful placement of pedagogical 

activities, and our own consistent example in order to continuously refine awareness of 

the broader ethos we wish to see. 

Leopold’s notion of a sequence of ethics appears to support this view. In describing 

a sequence of ethics, Leopold relates a seemingly expansive sensibility regarding moral 

questions, one that ties very nicely with the attempt at replacing the discourse of 

management and discipline with a more ecologically interdependent character of relation. 

In noting that over time, “ethical criteria have been extended to many fields of conduct, 

with corresponding shrinkages in those judged by expediency only” (167), the manner with 

which he connects interdependence, cooperation and community as an ethical stance 

certainly informs the relational aspect of pedagogical space: 

This extension of ethics, so far studied only by philosophers, is 
actually a process in ecological evolution. Its sequences may be 
described in ecological as well as in philosophic terms. An ethic, 
ecologically, is a limitation on freedom of action in the struggle for 
existence. An ethic, philosophically, is a differentiation of social 
from anti-social conduct. These are two definitions of one thing. 
The thing has its origin in the tendency of interdependent 
individuals or groups to evolve modes of cooperation…co-

 
* I say “most learners” because it is easily possible to conceive of children arriving to school 

having been raised with some considerable awareness of ecology, ethical relation, and the like. 
Sadly perhaps, more students have not been socialized along these terms; having been raised 
to view education, and often teachers, as a means to an end and socialized to a culture valuing 
individualism and the acquisition of material goods, it is fair to conclude that relationship is not 
the naturalized starting point for most learners. 
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operative mechanisms with an ethical content…. Ethics are 
possibly a kind of community instinct in-the-making. (168) 

An ecological understanding of the interdependence between self and others appears 

central here as the very basis for comprehending the ethical frame of community. To the 

extent that this is true, the establishment of an ethic permits individuals a roughly hewn 

mode of guidance for negotiating the complexities and novelties bound to occur in the 

process of their social development and the formation of a more inclusive ethos, a 

mediating framework for coming to know, understand and ultimately enact their own 

subjective sense of ethical relationships.   

An ecological consideration of ethics thus rests, in Leopold’s view, upon a single 

premise, “that the individual [even a highly independent, free-spirited one] is a member of 

a community of interdependent parts. His instincts prompt him to compete for his place in 

that community, but his ethics prompt him also to cooperate” (170). The challenge for 

educators, it would appear, is how to support students as they navigate the interval 

between individuation and inter-subjectivity without resorting to formulaic or doctrinaire 

enactments of abstracted and ultimately teacher-centered moralisms. Moreover, as a 

relational space, the idea-centered classroom needs to be able to envision a student, and 

by extension an environment, categorized by self-reliance and interdependence, the 

productive possibilities of conflict and forbearance, and the conditions of ethical expertise 

and continuous growth. In the idea-centered pedagogical space, educators cannot yield 

to the temptation of oppressively imposing values from the center but rather, in keeping 

with the larger instructional method, must find the mediating means, methods, and 

environments that draw forth and then permit these values to grow within the individual. 

As with more general learning, the direction of instruction is away from centralized, 

universal control towards the practice of ethical responsibility by learners. As powerfully 

concluded by Leopold, “Nothing so important as an ethic is ever ‘written’… [Its evolution] 

is an intellectual as well as emotional process” (190), one that needs continual 

reinforcement and refinement within the individual, in the public space of relation. Such is 

one core purpose of teaching. The focus on relation, both in terms of students’ relation to 

knowing and learning, and in terms of a growing ethos of interdependence arising in the 

circular movement between differentiation and consolidation, are thereby consistent, 

perhaps even bringing us closer to all those good intentions we like to uphold as our 
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‘mission’ for educating. As students come to gain psychological control of tools, they also 

come to trust themselves in relation to fellow learners and their teachers, a feature of the 

pedagogical space absolutely essential to the introduction of disruption, the third 

component of the idea-centered classroom. 

 

3.5 Disruption  

As a general pedagogical method, idea-centeredness is premised upon the 

placement of large organising concepts at the center of instruction. In describing the 

classroom as a ‘space’, the front-loading of intellectual content, subsequent manipulation 

of variables with regard to resources, process and product, and an orbital movement 

between texts, the individual and collective patterns of knowing have sought to provide for 

differentiation while simultaneously emphasizing the social and relational nature of 

learning. Vygotskian theory appears to support this model; with its focus on conceptual 

development, the Vygotskian elements of idea-centeredness seem to provide well for a 

burgeoning sense of what Egan (The Educated Mind) calls the cognitive tools of 

Philosophic understanding; the drive for generality, processes, general schemes and 

anomalies, flexibility of theory, and search for authority and truth.* The element of 

disruption, the introduction of which surfaces as central to a pedagogy of self-selection 

and existential choice, begins with a suggestion that we might in some instances go 

further; it is such that we might maintain an ironic posture and seek to destabilize 

philosophic constructs (particular signs and tools, cultural fictions, historical 

metanarratives, etc.) during the actual process of internalizing them, with the twin 

outcomes that students gain a firmer purchase on the philosophic construct under 

investigation even while they begin to see its potential for prohibiting alternate 

explanations, occluding thought, and the like. Here, as we shall shortly see, we are able 

 
* To be clear, there is nothing here to suggest that idea-centeredness somehow fits less with 

early forms of understanding in Egan’s work. With minimal creativity, one could devise rich and 
challenging lessons around heroic qualities such as loyalty or, as previously mentioned, 
friendship. Likewise, mythic ‘tools’ around binaries and patterns are easy enough to conjecture, 
albeit at a more simple level of abstraction. 
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to discern the overturning of what was ‘root’, in short of ‘radicalizing’ imaginative 

possibility; keeping things simpler for the time being, the notion of disruption may be used 

to indicate the various states of tension that might be engendered between students, the 

content of study, and students’ own relations to their patterns of thinking, which is to 

suggest metacognition. Denton used a similar idea to this in his description of 

‘dissonance’, a musical metaphor of transitional disharmony and eventual resolution, 

which transposed to the classroom suggests first some manner of cognitive-emotional 

disruption before an eventual process of dialogical reconciliation: 

The term itself implies a teaching strategy, that of creating those 
existential spaces which produce dissonance and then facilitate 
harmony….The metaphor also implies that the teacher is a very 
active, directive, even forceful person in the situation, on the one 
hand, creating various cognitive-emotive pressures in the 
existential space, while on the other, freeing that space so that 
students might work out, act out, live out their own resolutions of 
dissonance. (Existential Reflections 45) 

Although it is perhaps a strange terminology to use in the context of education, Denton is 

suggesting that the teacher can create psychological antagonisms and other disruptive 

elements in the learner’s perceptual-cognitive field, with an eye towards directing the 

learner into deeper patterns of reflection and eventually more complex modes of 

understanding. We can see here that as with Socrates there are no merely ‘throw away’ 

comments; rather, there is a unity of method and content in the provocation of deeper, 

more contemplative forms of engagement. By watching, even tracking the (ir)regularities 

of students’ emotional and intellectual engagements, how each approaches new 

situations and either thrives or withers in complexity, paradox and multiplicity, for example, 

teachers might thereby discover which ‘buttons to push’ for maximum pedagogical effect, 

sometimes as a class and sometimes with particular individuals. 

Consider, for instance, a situation of teaching basic geography to grade 8 learners. 

Such a unit typically covers topics as diverse as location, direction, and scale, the use of 

latitude, longitude and contour lines on maps, and simple elements of earth science such 

as the orbit, seasons, and purpose behind major world lines like the Tropics of Cancer 

and Capricorn and the Arctic and Antarctic Circles. This content presents special 

challenges to many young learners in that some of the concepts have an ‘objective’ 

mathematical basis (i.e. the equator as physical center or the measuring of distance using 
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map scale) while others are much more arbitrary (i.e. compass points, the Prime 

Meridian). Thus, while one can use simple mnemonic devices for some abstract concepts 

– “The International Dateline, that’s 1-800-Geography, get your parents’ permission before 

calling” – others invite deeper disruptions that can, at least potentially, provoke a wide-

range of responses between students. The issue of ‘North’ and the presence of Prime 

Meridian are two such examples, both amenable to ironic forms of Nietzschean 

redescription. That there is no up or down in space is, perhaps unremarkably, a 

revolutionary thought to many students, a realization ripe with potential for dialogue once 

students begin to question why ‘North’ is sociologically naturalized to be understood as 

‘up’. Even more, the apprehension that the Prime Meridian is as arbitrary and useful as 

Santa Claus (and, we might add, that 73% results in ‘B’ grade), provokes in some learners 

a deep reconsideration of what they might actually learn in the name of geography. 

Obviously, not all students will connect with the significance of such understandings but 

for others, what might be experienced as a dry, un-engaging and even alienating lesson 

can be transformed with sly (apparently) cast-off remarks such as “that would mean we 

live way off to the edge of the world”, “I wonder why they called it the Prime Meridian”, or 

“that seems kind of unfair to me, I wonder if we could make a different system”. For some, 

such comments will be forgettable, for others mildly interesting: for a rarer few, they open 

a space of imaginative possibility. For at least one, the student who snuck in to my 

classroom and re-hung my world map upside-down when I wasn’t looking, dissonance 

may have meant something a little bit more.* 

This fairly simple example appears to possess much with which to instruct us. 

Children, it seems, are often able to think and do significantly more than that for which we 

 
* Another example here. Matt “C”, gifted and heavily medicated for ADHD, asks why there isn’t a 

name for where the Equator meets the Prime Meridian. “I don’t know,” I reply. “Why don’t you 
dig around a little and find out?” Matt digs and digs…and digs…and finds nothing…anywhere. 
As a class, we decide we shall claim it for Queen and Canada, and give it a name. Suggestions 
vary widely: The Center of the Earth, ‘Bob’ (they’re 13), The Gates of Mordor, the “C” Point (“C” 
being Matt’s last name). A little digging by me, and we discover the name of the educational 
liaison at the Royal Canadian Geographic Society. Matt writes a letter, with some input from his 
peers and added cheekiness from me so that they take it seriously. We need to check our facts 
and ask to whom we ‘make representations’ for naming the point. Against expectations, we 
receive an equally cheeky letter in return, explaining that the point does not have a name 
because it isn’t “important enough”, directing us towards the United Nations Geographic 
Section, and wishing us the best of luck with our endeavours. Matt’s head explodes. 
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typically either give them credit or make allowance. Moreover, through the use of 

Vygotskian concept loading and mediation, including acts of disruption, we find further 

evidence that we need not wait for internal levels of maturation (as with Piaget) to indicate 

when we might escalate the intellectual content of the classroom but can instead use direct 

and indirect means to reach back and induce students into more mature and nuanced 

kinds of understanding. In short, we recognise that ‘learning leads development’, as 

Vygotsky shares:  

Learning which is oriented toward developmental levels that have 
already been reached is ineffective from the viewpoint of a child’s 
overall development….the only ‘good learning’ is that which is in 
advance of development. 
*    *    * 
Learning is not development….learning is a necessary and 
universal aspect of the process of developing culturally organized, 
specifically human, psychological functions. (89) 

Typically, the idea that learning leads development proceeds directly into a conversation 

of the role of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), that region between what the 

student is currently able to do unassisted and outer limit of what the student could do if 

assisted by effective mediational strategies. For the project of existence and irony, and in 

particular the element of disruption in the idea-centered space, we are also led to a 

significant question, one which deserves spelling out in some detail: In consideration of 

Egan’s model of Imaginative Education and his description of intellectual development in 

The Educated Mind, can one, and how can one, use the cognitive tools of ironic 

understanding (in addition to the ironic strategies of Kierkegaard, Camus and Nietzsche) 

to develop philosophic understanding in adolescent learners? Considering Egan’s 

description of recapitulation as a largely sequential internalization of distinct and 

increasingly sophisticated linguistic forms, an initial surface-level answer appears to be 

‘no we can’t, not really.’ How could a student, one might ask, develop an ironic lens 

around, say, political ideologies without first being able to both define what a political 

ideology is and then categorize significant ideologies with reference to such features as 

its view of human nature, political perspectives, and preferred economic systems?  

Doesn’t ironic playfulness and sense of limitation, for example, first require a pre-existent 

depth of abstraction and amassing of cognitively structured content? Wouldn’t, moreover, 

such a reliance on ironic understanding signify a move away from cultural-historical 
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constructivism towards a somewhat more relativistic notion of social constructivism? 

These would not be unfair questions. And yet, if we look closely, wily (dare we suggest 

effective) teachers engage their students in ironic re-description, perspective taking and 

purposeful misuse of language all the time, going right back to the example of Socrates. 

A well placed objection, a sense of limitation, and an invitation to think of something in a 

completely different set of terms can each have profound effect on the trajectory of 

systemic, rationalized thought. “Language,” as Egan himself reminds us, “does not so 

much capture or describe reality as prescribe how we can see reality” (Educated Mind 

166). 

It would appear that we can exploit an understanding of such tactical dynamics in 

any number of ways. Consider how we might seed the study of Medieval and Renaissance 

Europe by spending a few weeks considering the theme of perception and reality. During 

that period of time, we might explore three inter-textual pieces of literature: Plato’s Allegory 

of the Cave, M. Night Shyamalan’s film The Village, and Lois Lowry’s novel The Giver.* 

During such a course of study, a fairly pronounced ideational-space will likely be created 

with the students through which they come to understand the constructed nature of social 

reality, the powerful role played by culture over the perceptions, intentions and behaviours 

of individual agents, and a sense of both the possibilities and challenges associated with 

effecting social change; in short, a dawning sensibility for some of what we have earlier 

called a radicalization of the imagination. Within this space, students should come to 

possess a reasonably significant set of tools for questioning the dominant cultural strains 

of the day: the role of power and authority over truth (Galileo), the struggles of rule during 

perpetual war (Charlemagne and Saladin), the roles played by intellectual women 

(Hildegard of Bingen), the severe challenges posed to rebellion (Wat Tyler) and divergent 

thinkers (Martin Luther), and the ability of rulers to manipulate both law and social mores 

towards their private interests (William the Conqueror, Henry II, Lorenzo the ‘Magnificent’, 

Savonarola, the Medici Popes). Clearly, in such a space, students are afforded any 

 
* For brevity’s sake: The Village is a classic Platonic Cave whereby a group of modern-day 

intellectuals have sought to create an idyllic, mid-1800s community where they can raise their 
unsuspecting families without pain or violence, requiring along the way a number of 
manipulative, fundamentally dishonest secrecies. The Giver, similarly, is set in futuristic 
community where one person is selected to hold all memories, painful and joyous, for the 
otherwise docile and lamb-like group. Read as a book about memory, a snoozer: read as a 
discourse on existentialist freedom and responsibility, excellent. 
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number of inroads for accessing and exploring curricular topics; students may explore the 

romantic courage and collapse of Galileo, the philosophic and legal arguments of Wat 

Tyler and John Ball, the mythic binaries arising between Lorenzo’s and Botticelli’s 

humanism and their arch-rival Savonarola’s medievalism. Each of these, in the context of 

an idea-centered space, entertain a fundamentally different relation to learning from that 

of sedentary, teacher-centered, question and response forms of instruction. In the space 

of differentiation and relational learning, students may hold up ideas and events against 

each other, test tentative conclusions, and seek a mature understanding of history and 

culture with at least some sense of multiplicity. 

One can, with a little imagination, envision the provocation of dissonance occurring 

within a single lesson, one dealing with the gradual development of civil rights in the 1950s 

and 1960s. We might, for example, picture a classroom with two large viewing screens 

positioned on opposite walls. On one wall, there is a documentary film showing what might 

be called a typically liberal-democratic (sanitized/comforting?) narrative of the civil rights 

movement, from the bus boycott in Montgomery to the bombing of the 16th Street Baptist 

Church in Birmingham to the eventual passing of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Voting 

Rights Act of 1965. On the opposite wall, there are voices of contradiction: Malcolm X’s 

“Who are you?” and “By any means necessary”, Huey P. Newton’s interview from jail, 

archival video of the Watts Riots, Muhammad Ali’s defence of his decision against enlisting 

for Vietnam, Gil Scott Heron’s “The Revolution Will Not Be Televised”, James Brown’s 

“Say It Loud”, and Public Enemy’s “Fight the Power”.* Following the presentation of ideas 

in the former, the teacher could strategically interlace voices of dissent, and in the shifting 

from one stream to the other produce an inter-textual ideational space through which might 

be created several pedagogically provocative and worthwhile ends: that students come to 

appreciate more fully that each view is, to a greater or lesser extent, only a small portion 

of a much larger conversation; that the contest over basic decency and human rights 

doesn’t actually occur in such a compendious and hygienic manner as implied by 

textbooks; that the teacher does not need to interpret and dispense the narratives of 

minority communities; and that students still cannot avoid existential responsibility for 

choosing both themselves and the kind of world in which they wish to live. 

 
* One of the joys of teaching in the YouTube era is that such materials are easily accessible. 



 

280 

Perhaps, then, the answer to the question regarding the possibility of teaching 

Philosophic understanding ‘backwards’ from the Ironic should be revisited. As evidenced 

by the previous examples, purposefully manipulating the frame of reference, allowing for 

multiple perspectives, and disturbing categorizations of content appears to allow us a 

powerful vehicle for supporting the development of complex and structured thinking, even 

in younger students, albeit in simpler and more direct forms. Egan suggests, we saw in 

the previous chapter, that this may in fact be the case: 

The contribution of Ironic understanding is to keep constantly to 
the fore the inadequacy of the categories and their 
characterizations to the reality they try to represent, and the 
contribution of Philosophic understanding is to attempt constantly 
to capture as much of the complexity of that reality as possible 
within some coherent general scheme. These two somewhat 
distinct perspectives, the one sceptical, the other striving to be 
ever more adequate, do not fit entirely clearly together, but they 
are far from incompatible. The trick is to keep one’s irony 
pervasively sceptical without letting it undercut and disable the 
exercise of Philosophic capabilities. Irony without Philosophic 
capacities is impotent. (Educated Mind 157) 

If the two forms of understanding so interrelate, we might do well to more fully consider 

how to exploit this as educators, for at minimum it appears fair to suggest that there is 

much to be gained from a cyclical movement between large centering concepts and 

outlying fragmentation, differentiation and disruption, a dynamic of what is centripetal and 

centrifugal that destabilizes concepts precisely in order to refine and solidify them to 

understanding: “Teachers must then help students elaborate the scheme [the Philosophic 

construct under investigation] in order to accommodate anomalies,” Egan suggests. 

“Perhaps only a few anomalies can be dealt with by a full class of students; others might 

need to be addressed to individual students in response to written work or in small group 

discussions” (Educated Mind 268). Thus, there appears to be a constant tension that must 

be negotiated, a sometimes dialectic, sometimes paradoxical, sometimes oscillating 

process of ironic disruption and consolidating realisation that results in increasingly 

sophisticated forms of thinking about the world. As Egan concludes, “Teaching needs to 

move each student between the Scylla of overconfident belief in the truth of general 

schemes and the Charybdis of undermined schemes leading to a general cynicism and 

alienation” (Educated Mind 268).  
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One could presumably continue in this vein for some time, providing examples of 

the movement between disruption and consolidation, between dissonance and 

consonance, in the pedagogical space. We might, through additional examples, 

demonstrate how the application of humour may be used to shift and deepen perception, 

the introduction of simple artefacts creates significance, perspective taking becomes 

embedded in classroom assignments, particular books are placed in particular hands, and 

the boundaries of the classroom are shifted so as to ‘infect’ the larger school community 

with disruptive and provocative ‘viral philosophies’. The larger theoretical issue, however, 

remains the productive possibilities afforded by tactical disruption in the idea-centered 

pedagogical space, the ongoing question of whether and how Ironic understanding can 

actually serve the formation of the Philosophic. Surely, not all students are equally 

available to ongoing moments of disruption, nor should we expect them to be: some are 

indeed better served by a more direct organization of curriculum around central narratives 

and ‘big’ concepts. But this recognition only serves to highlight the importance of 

differentiation and the outright primacy of relation. By organizing learning around 

significant concepts, classroom teachers do significantly more than grind out content. 

Differentiation permits students multiple points and modalities of engagement with 

learning, while relation, in particular the dynamic of ‘coming to know’ that arises between 

teacher and student, permits the educator a sense of when to approach, when to wait, 

and when to withdraw. There does truly appear to be something of an aesthetic to 

teaching, and more specifically to relating, in this regard that can only be developed in the 

presence of a community centered upon shared, purposeful and trusting activity. An 

education for existential freedom, for ‘psychological maturity’, and ‘ontological trust’ in 

oneself, demands that we seek to develop some expertise in this regard, a weighty 

responsibility to place upon the solitary classroom teacher. 

 

3.6 Some Thoughts Specific to Irony in the Idea-Centered 
Space 

A more direct consideration of irony seems to add much to the notion of an idea-

centered pedagogical space. Whether it be witnessed in the good-naturedness of Socratic 
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dialogue or the more directly confrontational assaults of Friedrich Nietzsche, through 

Swift’s satire or Orwell’s allegory, or even in the scrutinizing destabilizations of such 

contemporary cultural critics as Chris Rock and Russell Brand, we can clearly see that 

ideas are not, and never have been, merely inert. Ideas do not sit there, heavy and 

ponderously still, but rather are highly reactive to both context and prevailing conditions, 

the presence of other structuring ideas, and our own ability to tolerate each of the multiple 

possibilities of exchange that attend them. Remembering this has much to offer us, for in 

appreciating ideas as tools of investigation that we may think with as much as about, we 

can then deploy them for our own purposes, pulling on them like a Stretch Armstrong, 

watching them adopt new shapes and configurations, and putting them to new and 

unforeseen purposes before observing their resistance back towards their original form. 

Irony, as we explored so thoroughly in chapter two, acts as a super-tool in aid of human 

understanding, creating both dissonance and intimacy between those who appreciate and 

suffer its gifts. In the idea-centered space, irony affords us the possibility of speaking and 

acting with a multiplicity of intentions, creating in learners precisely the kind of 

psychological antagonisms described by Denton and so abundantly illustrated by 

Socrates, Kierkegaard, Nietzsche and, really, most teachers worth their salt. It is here that 

the selection of the three thinkers in chapter two should become manifest; through the 

movements of negation, creation and imagination we might witness a constantly shifting 

educational posture of the existential bind, on the one hand arousing an upbuilding longing 

for transcendence and on the other destabilizing cultural constructs so as to lure out 

contradiction, hypocrisy and hubris, all with the intention of allowing students to engage 

with their learning, and their lives, in multiples of Mythic, Romantic and Philosophic modes 

of understanding. Through the tactical positioning and implementation of ideas – alternate 

conceptual structures, metaphoric redescriptions, leading questions, purposeful 

intertextuality, pointed applications of humour, open satire and outright ridiculousness – 

the teacher is able to speak in romantic narratives and philosophic terms against the 

expectations (and preferences!) of learners. In piercing through the miasma of culture, in 

shedding new and strange light across existing cultural points of salience, the teacher will 

create moments of contrast and relief, characterized by divergence and multiplicity, the 

increasing meta-awareness of learners, and just hopefully, a sense of growing possibilities 

afforded by existential imagination. 
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Obviously, there is tremendous productive value in teachers masking their 

intentionality if ideas are to maintain their full ironic elasticity within the pedagogical space, 

taking upon themselves the role of destabilizing provocateur within the emotional and 

intellectual space they nevertheless have first created. Such a notion of masked intention 

was alluded to at several points in the last chapter: Socrates, from his suspended heights, 

goading his victims onto the trap door of unwarranted belief, Nietzsche seducing us with 

the tones of the profound spirit, Kierkegaard’s many pseudonyms luring us towards 

ambiguity, paradox and choice. That teachers withhold at least some of their purpose from 

students through indirection rather than taking on the role of authoritative dispensers of 

knowledge here seems essential; in the bully pulpit of the classroom, particularly with 

middle- to late-adolescent students who are beginning to seek a coherent world view and 

so are particularly susceptible to authoritative influence and ideological control, it is 

necessary that teachers act with some sensitivity to Zarathustra’s dictum regarding the 

undesirability of ‘believers’, that students should instead ‘lose me and find themselves’. 

Doing so, which is to suggest creating the conditions for students to engage with their 

cultural-cognitive inheritance in purposefully structured yet increasingly open-ended 

activity, possesses the integrity of a unified theory and method; it is consistent with a 

cultural-historical conceptualization of truth, maintains the elements of differentiation and 

relation in the pedagogical space, and in its earnest attempt at providing for student choice 

and responsibility over the goods of learning, is commiserate with the practice of freedom. 

From within the ironic veil, the individual speech acts of the teacher work against finality 

and closure, upholding the paradox of possibility which is this and that, which is 

simultaneously many things and no thing. As we witnessed earlier, the educator’s speech 

will carry the twin movements of assertion and regress rather than straight forward 

declaration; interventions will seek to leave a disrupting residual effect of presence so that 

students are left with an inconvenient lingering worry that all might not be quite what they 

have so far believed, indeed they are speaking of certain topics in only particular and most 

likely insufficient ways. This is the destabilizing provocation of irony towards further action 

and refinement of thought, and it illustrates the double movement and hierarchy of 

intention contained within irony, the very essence of the tuning fork by which Nietzsche 

sought to teach us our own ears.  
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Another example may prove helpful. One topic I have always found most 

challenging (but nevertheless rewarding) to teach is the colonization, decolonization and 

continued spoilation of Africa. It has been my experience that many students arrive to the 

classroom with a strong desire towards good works regarding the monolithic group they 

call ‘Africans’, but also that they possess at best a naïve and oftentimes romantic 

understanding of Africa and its problems. Such a native sense of social justice is good, 

we might assume, but is also profoundly childlike, no doubt having been formed by 

numerous clothing and school supply drives, along with lets-build-another-well sort of 

class projects. Students’ views of Africa, in short, have been highly conditioned towards 

viewing ‘them’ as disorganized, desperate and somehow unable to help themselves 

without the munificence of ‘our’ generous assistance. Such a vantage appears so 

fundamentally automatic to so many students that it has proven useful to dislodge this 

sedimented perception from the outset. Specifically, I have attempted this by means of an 

oversized two-layered map of Africa that depicts national political boundaries on a 

separate transparent film through which students are able to see the actual continental 

landform underneath. The lesson begins all rather simply: The teacher asks, “Will 

someone please tell me what this is?” Students, naturally enough, insist they are looking 

at “Africa” and continue to do so until the clear film with all the political boundaries is 

removed. Almost in an instant, their vision begins to undergo transformation as they 

develop the eyes to see and ears to hear what before they could not, that “Africa” in case 

of fact has everything it needs for human populations to thrive: great plains, majestic rivers, 

farmland, forests and jungles, minerals in the ground, oceans, clean air and an abundance 

of wildlife. Having first destabilized the continuity of their perception, students begin the 

path that, with further interventions such as the writings of Stephen Lewis, an exploration 

of the distorting effects caused by European agriculture subsidies, the punishing role of 

foreign debt cycles, and political consequences of oil extraction, allows them to appreciate 

what maybe before they were less able to do. What students had thought of as “Africa” 

their whole lives – all the war, corruption, disease, misery, hopelessness and degradation 

of poverty that western eyes too commonly associate with the continent – is the largely 

predictable consequence of five hundred years of colonization and its after effects rather 

than an objective or permanent necessity. Africa, it turns out, is far more complex and far 

less monolithic than many students first presumed; all those lines on the map they had at 
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first misrecognized as “Africa” they now are able to understand as the divisions and 

aftermath of an imperial, typically white and European, application of power. 

The above example – explained too quickly here, I worry – serves to demonstrate 

how the development of ironic sensibility allows us to see that the classroom may be 

enacted, following Kierkegaard in The Concept of Irony and Repetition and Nietzsche’s 

many metaphoric gazes, as a poetic ideational space. Africa does face concrete 

challenges not limited to the persistence of fundamentalist insurgencies, tribal conflict, 

economic underdevelopment, disease and lack of infrastructure. What Africa is not, 

however, is an objectively attainable, static ‘there’, as Greene might otherwise remind us: 

 …reality does not exist for anyone as given, as independently 
there. It is encountered by means of the patterns of thinking, 
feeling, imaging, which distinguish particular languages and 
cultures. The teacher who wishes to be fully conscious must 
confront this contingency of the real. He must become aware of 
how his consciousness intends – or grasps – the world he 
inhabits. He must become equally sensitive to the process of 
patterning and to the methods or protocols each kind of structure 
demands of him. (Teacher as Stranger 10)  

In the instance of African history, we are able to witness how it is our contingent gaze that 

so heavily predetermines how we think Africa into existence, that as Greene states the 

situation, ‘how the conventions of language limit and enclose his world’ (Teacher as 

Stranger 10).* By preloading the learning space with large structuring concepts such as 

political realism and idealism, decolonization, subversion, exploitation, globalisation, 

human rights, proxy states, and dollar imperialism, and only then proceeding to teach from 

the concepts out towards their concrete particulars, students are able to regard “Africa” in 

multiple and divergent ways. Stated more theoretically, we will experience how the 

classroom becomes a ‘middle space’ of intermediate terms, one which allows for the 

differentiation, relation and disruption that was described earlier as pedagogical space. 

Ideas, as dynamic and reactive, begin in a sense to speak poetically to each other in the 

imaginative engagement of learners – an ‘Africa’ not so much in need of pity as political 

 
* This idea has been written even more poetically by another Greene, novelist Graham Greene, 

who wrote in Journey Without Maps, “I thought for some reason even then of Africa, not a 
particular place, but a shape, a strangeness, a wanting to know. The unconscious mind is often 
sentimental; I have written ‘a shape’, and the shape, of course, is roughly that of the human heart” 
(33). 
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and economic justice; from the hovering ironic vantage, the teacher is able to listen, feeling 

about for unwarranted claims, overstatements, contradictions and unspoken ideological 

constructs, provoking students to novel (at least to them) and deeply engaging patterns of 

learning.  

If all of this description sounds a little bit ‘flowy’ and too good to be true, perhaps it 

is because a hidden assumption has been allowed to slide its way into the conversation, 

in particular a notably Socratic premise that the teacher’s attention within the idea-

centered space should be directed towards good thinking as a pathway to good living. 

Having suggested earlier at several points that what is most important can’t be instructed 

in any direct, decidable sense and that the teacher should stand, like Schopenhauer 

ahead of Nietzsche, as a vorbild whose intellectual and ethical qualities rather than 

particular beliefs might be replicated, we will also have to recognize that it remains the 

students, and not the teachers, who actually determine the extent to which instruction 

results in the kinds of ends we might most wish to achieve. Simply stated, educators might 

ensure the tires are properly inflated, that the GPS device has been programmed with the 

desired destination, and that the best gas is in the tank; still, it remains for the kids to drive 

the bus. This is particularly so, we might suggest, when working with and through irony, 

insofar as results and consequences, akin to Arendt’s theory of action, can from time to 

time grow quite unpredictable: a student who misinterprets why he is challenged so hard 

to defend his claims and begins to feel attacked, a student who is pressed too far towards 

the moral questions of history and so begins to shut down under their weight, a student 

who begins to recognize her own story in the dynamics of power and poverty and so must 

deal with her own sense of victimization, a student who comes to conflict with his own 

family because he sees, for the first time, how his daily interactions with parents and family 

contradict the lessons and ethos of his school experience. As surely as ever when dealing 

with human beings, there are no easy answers to some of these situations in which we 

might find ourselves from time to time, no simple solutions to the kinds of questions young 

people might come up with when we purposely set out to educate for outcomes more 

profound than the number of Hitlers that could dance on the head of a pin or the atomic 

weight of a well-constructed peanut butter and jelly sandwich. Still, the mere presence of 

such dynamics, both positive and negative, are at least some indicators of a richly 

engaged consciousness struggling to come to terms with questions that have arisen as 
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important to them in the midst of their own subjective field. At some point then, teachers 

will have to do their best to set the space and then let go, allowing for differentiation so 

that students engage with the subject on their own terms and level of complexity. Some 

won’t become absorbed in the way we might wish they would – history or math or literature 

or science just isn’t so interesting to some people – and some will lack (at least in the 

present moment) the intellectual complexity to pick up on all the nuances we might try to 

create. To this I say, let each take what he can, do the best thinking and become the best 

self he can. The rest is to be a good steward of learning, to care for the subject and the 

children, and life itself. The rest is to remain, as much as one can, a person of good faith. 

At least to the untrained eye, much of what has been described might look a lot 

like regular teaching once put into practice, but at the risk of sounding too easily pleased, 

I would suggest that what transpires for learners is quite something else altogether. The 

ideational space is not directed towards some final or otherwise static understanding of 

the object of study, nor a uniform destination at which all students are expected to arrive; 

rather, the teachers’ attention is focussed on maintaining the productive tensions within 

that relational space where emotion, intellect, memory and perception coalesce around 

individual and shared patterns of knowing. Abandoning the traditional metaphors of 

objectivism, hierarchy and transactional exchange, ‘teaching’ becomes something more 

about honouring (initiating, maintaining, stimulating, disrupting, etc.) that protean gap of 

wonder, confusion, possibility and excitement that exists between the minds of teachers 

and learners, that open space of hermeneutical interchange, if you will, that arises 

between text, concepts, the concrete world, and the subjective experiences of students 

themselves. Good teaching requires attunement. In this space, for instance, geopolitical 

‘blowback’ can be considered intertextually with Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein and Arendt’s 

theory of action; Plato’s metaphor of gold, silver and bronze can reveal the inner workings 

of ‘democratic centralism’ and the structure of China under Maoist rule; the master-slave 

dialectic can help us interpret not only the decolonising philosophies of the likes of Malcolm 

X and Steven Biko, but also be used to explain how Gandhi politicized his own suffering 

to change that dialectic, and also illuminate how the moral responsibility of our own actions 

gain significance by our own spoken and unspoken participations in such power dialectics, 

those very things we tolerate and do not tolerate, throughout culture and society. Ideas, 

to say it one more time, are reactive and dynamic. Ideas create and so, serve to re-create 
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us as we come towards them. As tools of investigation, ideas may be strategically pre-

loaded into the learning environment and then periodically revisited (re-shaded, re-

described…) over a course of study such that in the flow of time they begin to talk to each 

other in the subjective lives of learners, seducing them forwards towards a transcendent 

longing and its many commitments while also warning them away from anything that is 

too certain, too finished, or too fundamental. Within the ideational space, learners come 

to realise that the “Africa’ they had presumed – that they had been taught to presume! – 

arrives to their understanding pre-saturated with values, values we should be reminded 

that say infinitely more about ourselves than they do about anyone else. Students within 

the ideational space are likely, if we’re doing it well, experiencing a vastly different form of 

instruction from traditional models based on the transaction of static knowledge, that ‘more 

of the same’ we too casually labelled a few paragraphs ago. Calling learners into relation 

with ideas, the world and each other, allowing for differentiation of methods and outcomes, 

and disrupting them away from automatic and easy treatments of reality, students should 

find a deeper, more meaningful brand of engagement and ultimately a sense of 

responsibility over their learning that more traditional models of curriculum and instruction 

never envisage.  

What all of this description above intends, of course, is an engaged ironic 

consciousness. Just as “Africa” can be many things all at once, so too can most anything 

else once we comprehend that ideas are reactive and dynamic and then develop the 

courageous, playful eyes to carry out that conviction. Here it is worthwhile to remember 

that, as Socrates, Kierkegaard and Nietzsche each instructed, “unquestioned beliefs are 

the real authorities of culture” (Combs 2), and so, if we wish to truly educate human beings 

regarding how to take up their full humanity, we might better create educational structures 

allowing for multiple ironic outcomes, shaping pedagogical experiences that seek to 

arouse contemplation and moral refinement rather than finality, closure and an 

unwarranted assurance. Irony affords us precisely these opportunities through its 

upholding of negative subjective freedom and radical epistemic possibility. Irony requires 

no Hegelian synthesis of ideas, no dialectic spiral; rather, students may discover the 

prolificacy of being of two minds, even two hearts, pulling them in differently valid 

directions. Following upon Bingham’s suggestion to develop double- and even triple-

consciousness for the educating of radical self-hood, students may realise that their 
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learning carries a richer significance than the understanding of a life objectified and 

abstracted beyond recognition, that rather their lives carry within them ‘an abiding 

something’, a problematic which must be endured, and a recognition that truth of their 

lives is as much about the way as it is the what. For W.E.B. Dubois, who popularized the 

concept, experiencing such double-consciousness was undoubtedly a negative, given that 

it was premised in such severe and violent differentials of power. He wrote, “…this double-

consciousness [of the Negro], this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes 

of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt 

and pity. One ever feels his twoness, – an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, 

two unreconciled strivings” (The Souls of Black Folk 5). For we who can more easily afford 

our irony (this recognition defending us from accusations of glib appropriation), such 

multiplicity of soul might in fact reflect the possibility of a philosophically and morally 

striving spirit, voices of self which, like Kierkegaard’s many pseudonyms, hold 

conversation with each other, points of dissonance within the individual that press her not 

towards some objective appearance of truth so much as, paradoxically, a unified self, that 

very subjective truth for which she must eventually live and die. To remain firmly lodged 

in the old modernist paradigm of education, entrenched in the logic of what is decidedly 

true and objectively transmissible, is to risk turning students into Dillard’s description of a 

captive butterfly never able to properly use its wings, a ‘Monster in a Mason jar’ where 

knowledge comes processed and prepackaged under tight seals and possibility grows, if 

at all, under the titanic weight of malforming societal and cultural stultifications, each 

student to his own little bottle, the text of life nullified in the text about life. The self as 

envisioned here – negating, creating and imagining in irony – is, in itself, a poetic end 

rather than an impoverished one, so much so that teaching and learning both become a 

matter of self-selection. There is nothing to suggest that this will be easy or even painless, 

as we shall soon enough discover below. Nevertheless, hard against the gods of the 

Enlightenment, our lack of assurance is paradoxically our best guarantee of freedom. 
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3.7 Culture, Irony, Self-Selection and Freedom 

It would seem wishfully ambitious that every student should come to understand, 

let alone appreciate, the possibilities and burdens of an engaged ironic consciousness in 

the brief course of their school education, and at least equally improbable that each 

student should knowingly and willingly take up the task of self-selection and thereby begin 

to experience its transformative effects. What is sketched in above, of course, is but a 

loose description of an idealized (yet nevertheless attempted) pedagogical method. Within 

the range of allowance provided for under the aspect of differentiation, it appears perfectly 

reasonable that some students would engage divergent available outcomes and indeed 

achieve various levels of sophistication regarding the existential project of self-selection. 

Absurdity reigns here as much as anywhere, and why should it not? Still, it is at this point 

that we might pull together the several threads of this thesis in order to weave something 

resembling a total, which is to suggest integrated and morally defensible, educational 

practice. Throughout this extensive discussion, we have consistently adopted a notion of 

selfhood as an ongoing conversation, really a continuous interpretation and agon, with 

surrounding cultural forms; here we recall Taylor’s moral topography, Gadamer’s 

historically effected consciousness, Giddens’ structuration of consciousness, and 

Bourdieu’s habitus from chapter one, each of which describe different treatments of 

enculturation that seemingly must be endured before individuals may turn around and 

begin legislating their wills back against the surrounding matrix of values and belief. 

Absurdity, further illumed by the unlikely and motley pairing of Plato and Nietzsche, 

suggests that there are any number of noble myths that colonize the imagination and so 

demand our allegiance, noble lies that despite their profound productivity over behaviour 

hardly need to be true in the sense of any final justification in order to be effective. 

Understanding this, we are able to weave in Kierkegaard’s description of the self as a 

union of necessity and possibility alongside Nietzsche’s philosophical toolkit for arresting 

us in the spider webs of our own belief; insofar as the self is a self in constant (mis)relation 

to the surrounding horizons of meaning, we can see just how easy it is to simply lose 

oneself into the surrounding culture, as Kierkegaard warned, and so merely slide into 

behaviour, empty ritual and the saturations of pre-assumed values. More and more, this 

seems just what the world wants and, just perhaps, what we want as well. Still, for choice 

to possess the quality of ‘mineness’, for this thing called freedom to be truly free, we 
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appear to require a shift away precisely from what appears most automatic and natural in 

the cultural milieu and instead engage more directly in the ‘possibility’ side of the equation, 

whether this be done by subtle and gradual or more overt and jarring forms. Socrates was 

passingly good at this, luring out those such as Euthyphro, he who would justly murder his 

own father in defense of piety, having him stand on the trapdoor of belief until the final 

corrigible moment of zeal, before tripping the switch and plunging him into responsibility 

for everything he could not properly claim to know. So it was with Kierkegaard in his 

presentation of voices in multiples: A. in conversation with Judge Wilhelm in Either/Or and 

the Abraham of Fear and Trembling who is inspired either by the divinity of his devotion 

or a divine madness towards the murder of his own son. And so too did Nietzsche 

demonstrate some talent in this regard, tormenting us towards a recognition of the 

mendacious, preconscious instinctiveness of all that ‘thinking’ we had been doing, all of 

that self-serving silliness which – finally! – seemed only too obvious once we had the eyes 

to see it and the courage to claim it out loud. The self in relation, demystified and 

disabused of noble truths and lies, begins the path of existential imagination, of radical 

possibility fuelled by irony. 

Held in this light, it seems a fair minded sort of claim that we might regard the idea-

centered classroom as an intellectual and imaginative space in the practice of freedom. 

Insofar as the body of ideas which exists in the surrounding cultural framework may be 

set in motion so that they begin to speak to and through each other, irony allows us the 

means to provoke what we earlier saw Kierkegaard describing in both The Concept of 

Irony and Either/Or as the ‘deciding spirit’; as a ‘psychological disruption in the service of 

thought’, the dissonance of irony will aid us in provoking, if you will, the disequilibrium that 

precedes choice. Moreover, all of this appears to fit well, which is to say is philosophically 

consistent, with the stringencies of absurdity; through its radical epistemic and ontological 

doubt, through its fluidity of perspectives, through its combination of longing and reserve, 

and through its infinite negation and unbounded creative possibility, ironic understanding 

maintains that searching, wonder-filled ambiguity towards truth, of beliefs that cannot be 

believed and yet nevertheless remain worth risking. Following the notion of the classroom 

as a poetic ideational space assists us in enacting an instructional methodology reflective 

of the openness of irony and responsive to the unflinching demands of the Absurd, both 

of which would dislocate the master metaphors underpinning rationalistic metanarratives 
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of knowledge, truth, education and general sociological organisation. Through relation and 

disruption (which really begins to appear as a complex, integrated form of cultural literacy) 

students come to see the culturally and, as Nietzsche admonished, historically constructed 

nature of what passes for truth; and to the extent students grow into their ears, they just 

might experience the poetic awakening of themselves as free and responsible beings, 

possessing both existential possibility and moral independence. Placing students in such 

contexts seems to matter because, as Socrates so consistently demonstrated, virtue 

cannot be ‘told’ so much as educed and then practiced, under the patient, caring and 

watchful eye of more learned, hopefully wise mentors. For educators, this means 

surrendering some of the traditional measures of control over the various purposes, 

direction and outcomes of any course of study, at times enacting alternate pressures and 

constraints in order to set and support students on their own trajectories in relation to the 

idea-center and the questions they are able to generate for themselves. The art of the 

deal, it seems, is rather cultivating the right conditions, all of the intellectual, emotional and 

motivational hues of an effective learning environment, and then fostering moments of 

cultural salience and fissure so that the culture itself can be seen with clearer eyes, 

principled moments of moral reasoning and decision where, as Kierkegaard advised last 

chapter, students will come into lucid contact with their own existence through the act and 

content of choice. This is a pedagogy of openness and questioning rather than an 

instruction in finality and a set corpus of answers, a practice of the searching and 

wondrous kind of wisdom in place of the collection of inert and static bodies of knowledge. 

What matters most is that learners arrive to themselves by struggling with big thoughts 

and their varied reactions to them, for students to grow conscious of themselves, to risk 

and reveal themselves, engaging in the existential possibilities and burdens of their own 

freedom. ‘What do you want your life to be about?’, it seems, is rarely a bad sort of 

question. As the educator in the room, it intimates an engagement, even engrossing, of 

the imagination; Luring students from their places of hiding and providing the conditions 

under which they might become increasingly aware of themselves as learners and 

existents, it implies patiently, and oh so quietly, stalking the high grass and waiting for 

them to come into the open. 

While several of the examples used in this paper describe teaching moments in 

class-wide settings, the implications for a more individualized ‘pedagogy of self-
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surpassing’ should not be especially difficult to discern. Exceptional or divergent students 

– those able to read the culture and do a more profound excavation of its assumptions 

and blind alleys, or those constantly pushing their understandings into novel and 

increasingly complex forms as but two examples – are for better and worse typically cast 

into the general population of students. As a classroom teacher, whether one feels such 

mixing is a cause of despair (as do many gifted advocates) or on the other hand an 

ongoing opportunity for learning the values of social inclusion in ‘the real world’ is, to some 

considerable extent, moot. In the practical environment of the classroom, one must get on 

with business and provide the most appropriate education possible for each learner. 

Space, as a metaphor for the construction of practice, thus emerges as a highly useful 

manner of thinking about how we might effectively service diverse populations of learners. 

Such reasoning is tied to the three basic concepts of differentiation, relation and disruption, 

for by setting the basic framework for the day’s learning activity – in having established a 

construct for investigation and clearly delineated materials, processes and products – the 

teacher can, in a sense, get out of the way and allow the space to do the bulk of the work. 

From there, the teacher need typically make only navigational adjustments; providing 

additional mediation and support to struggling students, monitoring the progress of those 

on pace, learning/tracking the disposition and proclivities of all, actively seeking to provoke 

dissonance and depth in those ready for or desiring of further challenge, and even, one 

would hope, allowing oneself to be disrupted and learn alongside. The encouragement of 

self-selection, in this sense, is but one aspect of differentiation in the pedagogical space, 

one which may require escalating alterations to topic, method and production but which 

nevertheless can be provided for either directly within, or in relation to, the idea-centered 

classroom. 

Still, with more direct reference to self-surpassing and existential commitment, the 

teacher embodies a fairly profound cultural role within the idea-centered classroom.  

Maxine Greene, like Gadamer, Taylor, Merleau-Ponty and Giddens all, conceived of 

culture as “a mode of articulation, of ordering and expressing what is lived” (The Dialectic 

of Freedom 23), and insofar as I have described existential goals in education as tied up 

in the ability to understand, manipulate and potentially transcend salient cultural 

metaphors and narratives, the manner with which one ‘sets the space’ should, in theory, 

provide a marked effect on how learners are able to conceive of both self and society as 
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imaginative possibilities. The crux seems to be the development of a significant cultural 

literacy in learners, a tall order in an age more characterized by cultural consumerism, the 

blending of news and advertisement, and instant gratification rather than sustained 

engagement with deep and lasting questions. To be genuinely conversant in the culture, 

to whatever extent this can be accomplished with young learners, will allow for an irony 

that is earnest and engaged, more like that of Socrates and Kierkegaard, rather than the 

more common consumptive sense of irony which teaches cynicism, sarcasm, 

powerlessness and disaffection. As such, while this model’s emphasis upon relation 

shares Ranciere’s rejection of ‘stultification’ and ‘the paradox of superior inferiors’, along 

with the highly appropriate concerns regarding alienation noted by Bowers, Greene and 

Denton, Egan’s notion that the imagination needs sufficient grist in order to fully function 

appears to maintain special relevance. Succinctly, to transcend one’s cultural frame, one 

first needs to be well versed in it, to be able to ‘read’ its content, values, hidden 

assumptions and the like. This does not mean to suggest that the teacher needs to 

possess superior expertise regarding every cultural facet that the students may choose to 

pursue – one would not be wrong, for instance, in claiming that a willingness to be 

genuinely impressed by the novel creations and discoveries of students reflects a 

fundamentally moral stance as an educator – but it does suggest that the teachers’ relative 

abilities to affect substantial areas of individual growth in students are impacted 
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tremendously by their own facility with the shared cultural endowment.* Far from being the 

“Ignorant Schoolmaster”, therefore, one will be most effective in promoting existential 

mindedness in learners when one is able to construct, extend and disrupt the pedagogical 

space with some degree of cultural fluency and indeed, with an eye to what alternatives 

for living might next arrive. Teachers, put simply, are cultural workers. Such need not result 

in a ‘tethering’ of one intelligence to another; rather, through the teacher’s fiduciary 

deployment of literary and intellectual expertise, the possibility is made more likely that 

students might enter into deep relation to the larger culture so as to also share its literacy, 

a fluency allowing them to achieve and refine themselves, over and over again. 

Adopting a stance of reflexivity, we should be careful to avoid suggesting that the 

‘tethering’ of intellects, experienced by students as a sense of alienation or domination 

caused by all-too-assured or programmatic thinking on the part of the teacher, isn’t a 

persistent danger in the element of disruption, especially in an educational program 

claiming to espouse having students perform tough critique regarding themselves as 

emerging agents of culture. We might, for example, recall how Curzon-Hobson (2003) 

describes a collective of interrogative dynamics as a “critical stance” towards teaching and 

 
* Just what Ranciere means to suggest with such terminology as ‘the equality of intelligence’, 

‘emancipation’, and ‘universal teaching’ seems to resist explicit resolution. One might suggest, 
for example, that a student should be able to enter the library and begin learning about the Cold 
War from absolutely any point of access. While this seems a palatable claim on a surface level, 
presuming children can read, this claim still appears suspect because there are, for better and 
for worse, cultural salients arising in that topic as well as any other. Which events and 
personages are considered most significant for study may, to some greater or lesser extent, 
reflect arbitrary distinctions, but insofar as a ‘pedagogy of existential commitment’ advocates to 
as significant an extent possible the acquisition of cultural literacy, it would seem that some 
points of access are more salient, even more important, than others, at least for this project and 
in this situation. Taken at face value, Ranciere’s categorization of stultification as opposed to an 
emancipation of intelligence appears too clean, too categorical, and too binary a distinction. At 
minimum, it would appear to invite a significant cultural loss in terms of compounding 
ignorance. Ranciere writes, “Whoever emancipates doesn’t have to worry about what the 
emancipated person learns. He will learn what he wants, nothing maybe” (18). If we choose to 
educate for emancipation, at least Ranciere’s conception of it as a realization of the equality of 
intelligence, this may seem fine; but emancipation, too, seems yet another particularly loud sort 
of term than can be deployed in several directions at once and, anyways, it hardly seems likely 
that one could publicly defend a pedagogy of ignorance. As Elliot Eisner concluded, “Ignorance 
is not simply a neutral void; it has important effects on the kinds of options one is able to 
consider, the alternatives that one can examine, and the perspectives from which one can view 
a situation or problem. The absence of a set of considerations or perspectives … biases the 
evidence one is able to take into account” (97). To the extent this is so, a robust self-selection 
in the absence of an extensive cultural literacy seems to be an incoherent notion. 



 

296 

learning: “It is a reflexive disposition that summons the student to recognise the degree of 

his or her uncritical acceptance and adherence to the values of the other … [where] in 

doing so, the individual’s commitment to his or her own acts and choices is revealed” 

(206). The presumption of such a ‘critical’ perspective is rife with value assumptions about 

the benefits and possibilities of such an approach, so much so that without a strong 

reflective sense of limitation, indeed modesty, the potential lies open for flagrantly abusing 

differentials of knowledge and power between teacher and student. Egan lucidly warns of 

this enduring risk: 

“Philosophic” teachers, committed to their own general 
[philosophic] schemes, tend to see their teaching task as bringing 
students to recognize the truth of those schemes. Too often they 
count success as the creation of disciples, and students with 
whom they are not in this way “successful” are dismissed as 
hopeless or as ideological enemies. It is true that such learning 
can generate great fervour and energy in students, but it also 
commonly results in personal conflicts, and it can be dramatically 
confrontational. (The Educated Mind 271) 

Educators would therefore do well to remember their own need for Ironic thinking, that 

there is a world of difference between using critical technique and ‘being’ critical, that even 

in the process of destabilizing certainty in others we should not seek to assure ourselves 

of our own, and that while we might occasionally be dismissive of authoritative truths we 

ought not to revel in our own rebellion and grow ensnared in merely an alternate 

‘bottomless certainty’. In closing down the allowable space for redescription, perspective 

taking, and the flexible exploration of metaphor, ideological or programmatic thought 

results in fundamentally mis-educative practices rather than ironic ones, teaching 

behaviours that are as likely to stymie as to stimulate a vigorous sense of existential 

commitment and self-overcoming. This way or that, absolutism results in a poverty of 

conceptions that runs, like all sources of poverty and limitation, contrary to the possibility 

for existential imagination; fundamentalism of thought remains fertile ground for little more 

than human misery, whether one recognizes it at the time or not. If we accept existential 

ends as a laudable goal, disruption suggests that the teacher’s role is to invite students 

into a deeper relationship with themselves, their culture and beyond so as to develop a 

fluid sophistication of thought that is both liberating and abundant, a move which implies 

a pedagogical sensibility with regard to the timing and type of intervention best suited to 

the students’ rather than the teacher’s needs. More importantly, it directs us back to the 
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sense of philosophic responsibility noted by Greene that “begins in wonder” without 

recourse to an impossible justification (Teacher as Stranger 21), a responsibility that 

desires to problematize and disclose but only within a larger consideration of the students’ 

own psychological maturation, ability and willingness to participate in the search. 

We noted sometime earlier in this thesis that Nietzsche’s notion of the ‘free spirit’ 

is above all a relative concept, a mode of being and interacting with culture that will be 

present to varying degrees within diverse groups of learners. A pedagogy of existential 

commitment and self-surpassing, insofar as we are able to allow for such a possibilities, 

will thus necessarily require an educator who is able to imagine such ends, value them as 

morally-defensible outcomes for learners, and create the conditions for their realization. 

We are harkened back, therefore, to Nietzsche’s depiction of Schopenhauer as a model 

educator who enacts rather than expounds his philosophy, a mentor who educes his pupils 

forward so that they begin to reach for heights they may have not even previously realised 

existed. Reminiscent of John Locke’s (and before him John of Salisbury’s) phrase 

‘standing on the shoulders of giants’, we here remember from chapter two how Nietzsche 

depicts the teacher, like a river, taking up and giving direction to so many tributaries, 

students who then carry their projects forward and make the river, in its entirety, great. 

The idea-centered pedagogical space, with its elements of differentiation, relation and 

disruption, attempts to honour such a sensibility in the manner that it provokes the students 

into personal, sometimes critical, engagement with their cultural inheritance, all the while 

maintaining a practical grip on the daily exigencies of classroom life. As teachers, we bring 

our own tributaries of knowledge, compassion, humour, cultural savvy, and existential 

awareness, thus inviting students to join, and hopefully extend, our rivers. Some become 

rocks and fallen trees, while others do their best to frustrate out best efforts and 

impersonate outright dams. But more often than not, if we take the time to set a diverse, 

enriching and challenging space, and persist in being the right kind of model, a public and 

embodied example of our own existential commitments, students are able to achieve 

significantly more – and do so with tremendous vitality – than we might at first suspect. 

Like the development and maintenance of Philosophic understanding, self-surpassing 

appears to benefit from a live exemplification and an ongoing space in which to exercise 

itself, and to the extent this is so, the project of the teacher is therefore bound up with that 

of his students. This is to some considerable degree, I suspect, what Greene meant in 
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writing “to create himself as a human being, as a teacher capable of freeing other human 

beings to choose themselves” (Teacher as Stranger 21). That an educator makes a gift of 

his ongoing becoming of self to his students may seem like a romantic notion, but not 

unnecessarily so. Truly, no river is great or beauteous on its own and so, to quote one of 

my mentors, we might stand quietly unabashed, saying “ – but there we are.” 

At the end of the day, educating for radical selfhood – all the excavations of 

ideology, development of historicized cultural understanding, disruptions of palatable 

truths into multiplicity and paradox, differentiation of instruction, and endless (frankly 

exhausting) relationality – is most challenging precisely because it requires that the 

teacher continuously stand in the flow, undecidability, contradiction and absurdity of the 

existential bind. Standing the midst of the river we feel the potency of ideas coursing down 

from Nietzsche and the existentialists through to the many deconstructions and 

fragmentations characteristic of postmodernism. If the radicalization of ironic imagination 

is to be experienced, if we wish to move the individual from the excavation of culture 

towards existential commitment, we will utilize the psychological antagonisms of ironic 

‘disruption’; standing on high rocks in the surrounding water, students will feel at least 

some of the vertigo and anxiety which accompanies possibility. Here will we educate in a 

manner mindful of Kierkegaard and Sartre, challenging them to go inwards towards their 

own subjective truth, goading them so they ask of themselves which values their actions 

and commitments have legislated into the world. More, we will speak in tones reminiscent 

of Nietzsche’s ‘free spirit’, pressing students’ imaginations towards an increase of 

strength, a ‘yea-saying’ passion concerning life, a sense of responsibility over the content 

and meaning of what they do, and a general poeticization, even authorship, of existence. 

Radical selfhood wants to destroy and create; it wants to legislate and be free to overcome 

itself over and over again in the course of its own becoming. But still, to find an appropriate 

sense of balance and restraint, to guard against the undertow and the threat of flood, we 

will want to remember that irony also arrives to our most passionate thought as a 

controlling element, even, perhaps especially, with respect to an educational program that 

intends anything as outlandish as radicalized imagination and psychological antagonism. 

Irony as a controlling element acts as a safeguard, which is to suggest a balancing of 

accounts and a general guide to health and truth. The life of Socrates, we remember, 

demonstrates this in abundance; his existence is as a guardian against triviality, arrogance 
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and unnecessary human suffering. In breaking down terrible and terrific truths, irony aids 

us in avoiding ideological univocalism and fundamentalist thought; irony holds check 

against espoused values becoming empty slogans and the tools of tyrants. Most 

significantly here, our irony reminds us that in the process of educating for radical selfhood, 

it is far more important that we create levies against any onrushing flood, promoting 

receptivity and wonder but avoiding any sense of closure or hubris-filled certainty. It is in 

keeping with the exigencies of the existential bind that our moralities must maintain a 

provisional and contextual character, and this includes our desire to educate for existential 

commitment and self-selection. The differentiation and relation of idea-centeredness 

provides just such a balancing of accounts, a teaching method that educes students 

towards what is intellectually and ethically robust, but nevertheless remains perpetually 

open and unfinished. To the extent the teacher can navigate these dynamics, he will 

himself walk the high ridge of commitment and restraint as an example of his own lived 

position, calling upon what is universal and unique in others in their own projects of 

becoming. Through their considered balancing of relation and distance, these teachers 

will enact the ‘exalted spirit dialogue’ of Nietzsche, calling upon learners not so much to 

agree or disagree, so much as to grow into themselves. Remembering the axiom that true 

ethics lack precision, they will enact their own philosophy of commitment and restraint, 

and in doing so they will demonstrate allegiance and consistency – that which makes for 

integrity – with what they uphold as good for those who depend upon their example most. 

 

3.8 On the Pedagogical Value of Suffering and Inward 
Turning 

In constructing a PhD thesis, one necessarily learns a great deal about writing, 

most of it in the form of attempting to overcome bad habits. Plunged into learned, scholarly 

text, writing seems to come so easily to others, with their slick turns of a phrases and 

metaphors seamlessly shaded, arriving right on time and flowing effortlessly from the tips 

of their pens. Jealously, it seems that for me what becomes most difficult to express are 

precisely the ideas which matter most, as if in holding the pen with too much longing and 

desire for control I actually stifle the ink as it sits in the feed. I have never quite learned 
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how to write about suffering, not in the way I would like to anyways, even though it is the 

question to which I continuously return both as a teacher of history and in the struggle to 

achieve my own ethic as a human being. Camus knew how to write about suffering, 

profoundly so, and human dignity alongside. “Man isn’t an idea,” he so succinctly insisted 

through the voice of Rieux (The Plague 147), reminding us that what makes us most 

human cannot be reduced (or elevated) to the level of abstraction without distorting what 

we, in our innermost experiences, are and might hope to be. In his journalism and his 

novels, Camus moves from the local, daily, and up-close physical realities of his 

protagonists – all those ‘simple things named with common nouns’ we saw in chapter one 

– only later revealing the unanticipated ethical morass into which he has quietly led us. 

This was the way of what Foley describes as Camus’ “ameliorative politics” (52), a life of 

solidarity in the struggle against human misery and unwarranted suffering. Camus, himself 

one of those fortunate fluid few, seamlessly captured his project for us thus: “The meaning 

of my works: so many men are deprived of mercy. How to live without mercy? One must 

try to do what Christianity never did: to take care of the damned” (Todd 244).   

To be an engaged, passionate, and above all writerly sort of thinker, it seems, is 

the task at hand and so it was that as I wandered around the safety of my own house this 

bright summer’s morning, sipping warm coffee and trying to figure out how to capture the 

nucleus of what I needed to say, I began flipping channels between BBC World and HBO, 

seeking just the right illustrative example, the very stimulus by which I might finally begin. 

BBC was showing an extended piece on the Islamic State of Iraq and Al-Sham (ISIS), the 

group of Sunni extremists who at the time of this writing have between ten and forty 

thousand Yazidi cornered on Mount Sinjar, innocents who will either die of thirst and 

exposure or come down the mountain to be massacred, sold into sexual slavery, or God 

knows what the fuck else. The Yazidi’s crime, ISIS would tell us, is that they have blended 

elements of Islam with Christianity and (coincidentally for us) ancient Zoroastrianism, a 

belief structure that these gory men of faith have chosen to interpret as either devil worship 

or apostasy. The bodies of the refugees’ dead relatives are hurriedly abandoned under 

small piles of stones on the mountainside, contrary to Islamic custom; infants and small 

children are beheaded while ISIS members shout “convert-or-die” in a tempest of 

bloodlust. Over on HBO, Crisis Hotline: Veterans Press 1 documented a group of highly 

skilled counsellors answering phone calls from distraught veterans and their families, men 
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and women who in the possibility of their youth had seen all there was to see in the name 

of freedom, democracy and other useful explanations, conditioned warriors who now, after 

the battles had ended and their usefulness had been spent, are left to their own resources 

as they combat depression, PTSD, and the chronic impulse towards suicide. These are 

objective facts: an average of twenty-two American service people commit suicide every 

day and there have been more service-related deaths by suicide since 2001 than there 

were in the Gulf War, War in Afghanistan, and Iraqi War combined. Watching the film, one 

can feel how the misery of these veterans ripples outward towards their families, to the 

teams of crisis workers in the call center, through the film’s director and editors, until finally, 

at long last, coming to rest upon the viewer. What misery to feel so beyond hope and 

assistance. Surely, we might at last concede, man is not an idea. 

 Compared with these examples, illustrations which are so readily available to 

hand, anything I have to say about suffering can only pale by comparison. Perhaps, then, 

what is so disturbing is that absolutely nothing written above, save my use of expletives, 

seems out of place at all. It simply isn’t jarring. It doesn’t disturb us into outrage or 

indignation, and probably will not until white-skinned aid workers, freelance reporters, and 

other assorted missionaries start disappearing.* If we’re to be honest, in the day-to-day 

business of ordinary life, it all just barely registers. Somehow, through all the death and 

desperation, war and destruction, human degradation and moral collapse of the past 

hundred years, what should be held as an obnoxious, outright intolerability has merely 

 
* The subsequent order of events appear to play such a claim out. Consider James Foley, US 

Journalist, beheaded August 19, Steven Sotlof, US Journalist, beheaded September 3, and 
David Haines, British Aid Worker, beheaded September 13. On September 24, President 
Obama called for unity at the UN against the ‘cancer of violent extremism'. See: Payne, 
Sebastian. “What the 60 members of the anti-Islamic State coalition are doing.” The 
Washington Post. 25 Sept. 2015. Web. 16 May 2015. 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/news/checkpoint/wp/2014/09/25/what-the-60-members-of-the-
anti-islamic-state-coalition-are-doing/  

Alan Henning, taxi driver turned British Aid Worker, was then beheaded October 3, followed by 
Peter Kassig, former US Army Ranger turned Aid Worker, November 16.  The US and select 
allies began airstrikes in early November, and committed to an increasing “enabling forces” role 
in January. See: Katam, Hosan. “Pentagon dispatches first batch of US forces to train Syrian 
rebels.” Reuters. 24 Jan. 2015. Web. 16 May 2015. http://rt.com/usa/225863-pentagon-syria-
rebels-train/ 

Canadian airstrikes began on November 2 and the Canadian military presence was extended 
to 600 JTF-I personnel on March 24 as part of Operation IMPACT. See: “Operation IMPACT.” 
National Defence and the Canadian Armed Forces. Government of Canada. 23 Jan. 2015. 
Web. 16 May 2015. http://www.forces.gc.ca/en/operations-abroad-current/op-impact.page  
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become the backdrop and ambient noise of our contemporary world. This world is the sum 

of our choices, lest we forget, an existence which could be so much and yet seems content 

to cling to what is petty, self-referential, ideologically-driven and murderous. As a teacher 

of history, working with young adults who are only coming to comprehend in systematic 

ways the enormity of everything we might otherwise be but merely are, such a recognition 

may become a touchstone for an effective and morally-persuasive teaching practice if we 

– if I – remember this: Though they might participate in and even become the basis for 

generalisation, human beings in their most basic capacities for suffering, forebearance 

and hope are not abstractions; are never abstractions. The challenge becomes how to 

break through the miasma of disconnection and indifference, to bring students into relation 

with questions of human ambition, pride, envy and suffering such that they might witness 

how these dynamics shape history, comprehend how what is past and what is present 

don’t terribly differ, and ultimately think of themselves as engaged, co-responsible 

participants in historical and political processes. “The temptation must be resisted to adopt 

a disparaging and slightly puzzled attitude,” shares Vaclav Havel, “one based on a 

subconscious feeling of superiority on the part of observers who just happen to be better 

off” (120). Teaching history, like the teaching of literature and much everything else, 

cannot merely be the collection of static facts and interesting (however temporary) stories, 

somehow detached from the subjective field of human experience; Freedom instructs that 

we must not think of history as some necessary sequence of events so much as the 

narrative of the chosen. It is our collective human capacity for suffering and hope, the 

dangers of a violent hubris found in hardened hearts and crippled imaginations, and the 

fundamentalist lure of an arrogant mastery set against a backdrop of beauty and faith that 

provides it all with urgency and meaning. “As we face such a future, hierarchies, titles, 

honors are reduced to what they are in reality: a puff of smoke,” writes Camus. “And the 

only certainty left to us is that of naked suffering, common to all, intermingling its roots with 

those of a stubborn hope” (RRD 240). Here, one must be careful not to be trite or 

platitudinous. The suffering caused by the moral atrocities of ISIS, like that of the 

unnumbered veterans who must carry their burdens beyond bearing, can never be fully 

detached, either from each other or the lives of students with whom we come into contact. 

The suffering of one is not wholly distinct from that of the other, stemming as they do from 

a distinctly human poverty rooted in our unrequited longing for decidability, intelligibility, 

order, meaning; so much misery in pursuit of so much ‘good’. What are we to do with such 
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an insight? Truly, an individual’s suffering is irreducible in that it possesses the quality of 

‘mineness’; suffering is uniquely one’s own and no one but yourself can truly suffer it for 

you. Still, the human capacity for suffering is also universal and it is from this realisation 

where an understanding of History’s weight and a pedagogy of commitment and restraint 

might begin. “Freedom is,” as Camus insists it must be, “nothing but a chance to be [to 

do, we might add] better” (RRD 103). As a human being amongst human beings, we are 

each capable of using our freedom to understand the nature of suffering, even of those 

we have never met. What is more, as a human being freely in love with human beings, it 

becomes my role to enact my humanity by sharing in that burden, even should the weight 

of it crush me. 

It has been the stated position of this thesis that if the study of history is to possess 

genuine value, students must on some level recognize what is distinctly human, all too 

human in all of the names, places and events they encounter. Students must, in other 

words, become to at least some extent responsible for the content of what they encounter, 

a belief stemming from the value assumption that their own lives are not disconnected 

from the content of the surrounding world. Whether we study the advent of penicillin, the 

spread of Ebola, or the Rwandan genocide, students need to feel themselves as 

participants in these distinctly human narratives, sharing in the same ambitions and 

dangers – the same human potentialities for fear and loathing, love, generosity and 

tolerance – experienced by the protagonists of these stories. Students remain, we should 

note, members and sufferers of the human condition, not so different in terms of that 

predicament from struggling veterans or even Islamist militants. Still, in bringing students 

towards such felt responsibility, we are asking a lot of them, not the least of which is 

opening them up to the burdens that attend the suffering of large ideas, in truth the 

suffering of knowledge. It would appear necessary, then, that educators remain vigilant 

regarding the separation of those forms of suffering which are likely to lead to inward 

deepening, self-overcoming and existential growth from those whose purposes seem 

more centered around the imposition of totalizing narratives and the domination, 

indoctrination or outright humiliation of others. Anxiety, confusion, worry and even pain 

need not necessarily be in themselves objectionable; rather we might here note that these 

can become highly productive in educational terms. We have already seen in great detail 

how both Kierkegaard and Nietzsche place tremendous value on suffering as integral to 
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the project that is self. We might remember, for example, Kierkegaard suggesting how 

“more superficial natures have no trouble feeling at home with themselves” but that, “it is 

not so easy for deeper natures to find themselves” (E/O2 317). Deeper natures, driven to 

the concrete truth of subjective experience, indeed the truth for which they will live and 

die, will encounter ‘anxiety as the dizziness of freedom when freedom looks down into its 

own possibility’ (CI 61). Nietzsche, likewise, lauds the profound individual who can 

resolutely stare deeply into himself, deeply into the abyss of meaning, and nevertheless 

have the courage and contempt to stand upon the earth and ‘say yes to life from the 

ground up’. Suffering is for Nietzsche a discipline which makes profound, a profound 

suffering which makes noble and separates (BGE §270). Creating, that ‘great redemption 

from suffering into life’s becoming lighter’, first ‘itself requires suffering and much 

transformation’; “Yes, much bitter dying must there be in your lives, you creators!” (Z II.ii.1). 

Rightly so, it seems, there is suffering in being truthful, especially about one’s own 

burdens. In excavating cultural truths and asking students to make decisions around 

interpretations of meaning and value, we cannot help but encounter questions of purpose 

and practice, considerations that press us towards our own commitment and burdens of 

responsibility. For educators then, what remains foregrounded must remain in defence of, 

which is to suggest loyal to, students and their own ability to learn, develop, select 

themselves and flourish. Here too, teaching carries a moral and fiduciary burden on the 

part of educators that we should remain mindful and well-attuned to the sum of what 

students are experiencing in our presence, at least as well as we are able. There is utility 

in suffering, some of it transformative, so long as we carefully discern between that 

suffering which stimulates and promotes from that other suffering which only serves to 

make timid, poison, suffocate, and destroy. Any pedagogy of self and becoming needs to 

be in good faith about the kinds of burden which will inevitably arise, a lesson my students 

have taught me only too well. 

Kaelan was for lack of a better expression an ‘all-Canadian’ sort of young man. 

Tall and handsome, charming and well-liked, he lived and dressed the part of a beloved 

son from a strong family wedged securely in the upper half of the middle class. Intelligent, 

articulate, introspective and thoughtful, Kaelan was also the first student I ever saw show 

up to class with a copy of The Virtue of Selfishness tucked under his arm. Here was a 

young man who had everything going for him, a kid whom I could tell by his little one-
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cornered smile got the irony, not only all the little jokes and asides I would throw towards 

him, but also a genuine sense of the quieter pathos that attended them underneath. 

Kaelan was, you will understand, exactly the kind of guy you would want as your brother 

or best friend. It was not unusual to find him along with his girlfriend, the two brightest 

students of their group, in my room before or after class, telling stories and jokes, or asking 

questions. How surprising then, on the Tuesday just before Christmas, to find him standing 

in my room, lost and crying with the door to the busy hallway outside still open. He 

recounted his story of the day before, with him walking across the parking lot of the local 

shopping mall, the most pedestrian and human of all things to which any of us can all 

relate, when he was confronted in the wet snow by a homeless man asking for help. 

Looking both older and younger to me all at once, he said, “You know, I looked at him and 

at then at myself. I looked down at myself and saw my $150 pair of shoes, my $300 ski 

jacket, and even these $100 pair of pants.” He was still wearing the same pants, which he 

now tried unsuccessfully to pick off the sides of his legs as if with disgust. “I was just 

thinking about how we’ve been talking about economic justice and human rights, and what 

you said about how we can’t separate the two. I don’t know … why do I deserve any of 

this, and him that?” We sat for some time in silence, just looking at each other. Eventually, 

Kaelan told me that he had emptied his pockets. “It was only about thirty bucks. The guy 

even tried to refuse it because it was too much, but all I felt was guilty that I had nothing 

else to give him.” I didn’t like that he felt guilty, and we later had the opportunity to talk 

about that, but what struck me at the time was that this was the lesson he had taken away 

from our discussions about poverty and access to the law, the structural inequalities 

caused by global financial institutions, the link between reproductive rights and economic 

conditions, the absence of voting rights and social hope. Somewhere along the way, 

Kaelen was deeply processing these conversations until it manifested in this one, salient 

moment of choice. How like Kierkegaard he seemed: the solitude and burden of his 

commitment, the inward deepening, the despair of feeling that he couldn’t go far enough, 

suffering his subjectivity as no else could for him, living and feeling and choosing an ethic 

for himself. And how far removed from Ayn Rand. 

Lasaro was another fine young human being, one who couldn’t have started in 

place more different. Lasaro was from a very poor family which consisted of his father, his 

younger brother and himself, all of whom had migrated from Central America to Canada 
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after the death of his mother a few years earlier. Lasaro carried a priestly quality about 

him; calm, reflective, and generally quiet, he didn’t speak very much in class but when he 

did, his words were focussed and heeded by each of his classmates. I often wondered 

about him, about what his inner, secretive lifeworld actually held for him. Despite his 

obvious intelligence, Lasaro tended to keep history a bit on the side burner, or at least that 

is how it seemed to me. The pivot for our relationship came soon after the lesson when, 

to introduce a class on globalization, labour standards and corporate migration, I told a 

story about the day I had finally given up trying to find a decent pair of athletics trainers 

that were not made in what are too euphemistically called ‘developing’ economies. I 

shared with the class about my own childhood, how my elder brother and I were taken to 

the local Woolco to pick a new pair of $8 shoes out of the mix-and-match bin each 

September, shoes which would become our a-bit-too-big ‘gym shoes’ for the first year and 

our a-bit-too-tight ‘everything else’ shoes the year after, and how as an adult (now that I 

am both able to and responsible for making these kind of decisions) I now insist on owning 

one quality pair of trainers, shoes which I frustratingly cannot seem to acquire without 

supporting globalization and seemingly predatory corporate practices. Lasaro understood 

that my brother and I were expected, even as young boys, to make our shoes last for an 

extended period of time (looking at my own son, no small feat!) and how even to this day, 

I continue to be incredibly light on shoes, wearing the same pair of admittedly higher 

quality shoes most days for up to five or six years at a time. I say that Lasaro ‘understood’, 

knowing perfectly well that I can’t possibly justify such a claim, because the question 

seemed to make history important enough to resonate with him through his actions. A little 

more than two weeks later, he came to class telling me about his purchase of new shoes. 

Following my story, he had researched extensively the issue of fair market clothing and 

how to find it, and now he made a public commitment that this would be the only clothing 

he would choose to own. Lasaro’s transformation didn’t stop there; he became voracious 

regarding his study of history, developed a strong fascination with Archbishop Oscar 

Romero and liberation theology, and began to drive the class forward both in terms of 

pace and depth with the questions he would bring for discussion. He also began spending 

one, and then two, and then most afternoons each week volunteering in the local food 

bank/community kitchen down the hill from the school. Lasaro kept in touch for a short 

while after graduating, but then became someone who I only heard about through others. 

He was spending more and more time volunteering alongside the poor, to the point where 
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he came into rather significant conflict with his father who expected him to work and go to 

school, and he became something an object of gentle ridicule to those who at one time 

knew and respected him. There was only one time he sought my advice on the matter with 

his father – he suffered that his father had given up so much so he might have a better 

chance at a prosperous future – and I urged him to see that going to university was not 

incongruous with doing good works but would in fact allow him to apply his passion with a 

wider, more influential reach. Lasaro acknowledged the sense in what I was saying but as 

far as I know, he never acted on my counsel. There was, it seems, a bit too much of 

Abraham in him. That he grew unintelligible to those around him, including his own family, 

didn’t seem to matter; he had instead found his truth in his subjective experience and he 

committed to it as a passion. 

Never did I work with a more earnest pure learner than Paavan. This young prince 

was a Nietzschean thinker through and through, save for the fact that he was devoutly, 

unshakably, and openly confident both in the existence of God and his Sikh religion. 

Possessing an uncanny ability to pick apart cultural values and the shallow convenience 

of social practices, there was much mischief that Paavan and I got up to with our time 

together. As early as grade nine we were discussing the necessity of poetry and metaphor 

to human experience, and by the next year we were already pulling out passages from 

Human, All Too Human and Beyond Good and Evil, searching for connections between 

what he was reading and the way (as he put it) ‘he should live his life’. Paavan was unusual 

precisely because of his advanced desire to actually think about the world in which he 

lived and how he might best contribute to it. Fully baptised and practicing, Paavan sought 

to uphold his Sikh Dharma by maintaining his dual identity as both soldier/warrior (of truth) 

and saint (of God); in addition to being a top-level student, he was actively engaged in 

Youth Rotary, “Me-to-We”, and various other school and charitable initiatives. As much as 

any young person I have known, Paavan understood the dynamics of the world in which 

he found himself and possessed a strong sense of efficacy that he might be someone to 

shape his little corner of it according to his will. How surprising then that what made 

Paavan waver – the only time I saw him so – came from his attendance at “We Day”, an 

annual celebration cum motivational event cum pop concert promoting global citizenry and 

youth empowerment sponsored by Craig and Marc Kielburger’s foundation, Free the 

Children. Simulcast on Global TV and MTV Canada, “We Day” prides itself on being a 
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ticket that young people must earn through their participation in social and charitable 

projects, and has attracted leaders and celebrities as diverse as H.H. the Dalia Lama, 

President Bill Clinton, Archbishop Desmond Tutu, Michael Gorbachev, Dr. Jane Goodall, 

Elie Wiesel, General Romeo Delaire and astronaut Marc Garneau, Rick Hansen, Justin 

Bieber, K’naan and the Jonas Brothers (ask your children). Bombarded by such an 

impressive array of experience and expertise, one would expect that Paavan would return 

inspired, perhaps even inflamed to pursue his projects with an even more intense passion 

and vigour. “We Day” is, it appears more than fair to claim, a pretty big deal. Why then did 

Paavan return at the end of the day so down in spirits and frustrated with the experience? 

What he expressed to me was the seeming shallowness of it all, a mass rally of positive 

messaging and vague appeals to goodness that challenged no one, at least to his view, 

to be genuinely critical towards their own lives and overcome themselves as the first step 

towards transforming the world. For Paavan, it was somewhere between the long parade 

of human misery, stories of personal triumph over adversity, and the third pop song of the 

afternoon that it all just crumbled into a great steaming pile of manipulation. As his teacher, 

I will openly tell you that I loved this young man, full stop. It was easy for me to picture 

him, this proud and serious student, surrounded by twelve thousand screaming school 

children in their bright neon t-shirts and mouths full of braces, wondering upon what 

strange and distant planet he had landed. I should be careful not to suggest disrespect 

towards “We Day” or Free the Children; the Kielburger brothers have done too much good 

work in the world to be depicted in anything less than respectful terms. But still, I wish that 

they could have sat with Paavan back in my classroom that afternoon, to see the 

frustration and longing in his eyes. Albeit at the complexity of a teenager’s life and 

understanding, Paavan was very much a free spirit, and a strong poet alongside, 

tendencies that I actively encouraged him to embrace throughout our time together. But 

on this day of ‘We’, he couldn’t have been more alone. Zarathustra, we remember, 

descended down the mountainside, only to be ridiculed and abused by those in the public 

market for whom he had grown unintelligible. He was compelled to join with them by his 

love and compassion, and like Socrates, he could have anticipated the outcome. Quite 

unlike Zarathustra, who was able to choose to return to the mountain, Paavan was thrust 

back into his solitude and the burden of who he had become right at the moment when it 

all should have come together in the unity he so earnestly sought. For Paavan, like my 

own quiet hopes on behalf of this exceptional young man, I encountered once again the 
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painful lesson taught by helplessness, that there can exist no adequate prosthetic for a 

crushed sense of idealism and moral commitment.  

By teaching within relation, in sharing one’s own becoming alongside students, we 

open ourselves again and again to the indifference of absurdity and vulnerability of action. 

Not only are there times, as with Paavan, when you can’t make it up to them, but there 

are also times when you just can’t take things back. Rosemary, I discovered too late, was 

a refined instrument. Bright, positive, energetic and lovely in every respect, Rosemary was 

keenly interested in each subject we studied. She was, as a manner of habit, quick with a 

smile and kind word to everyone around her, and the thoughtfulness and careful attention 

of all of her work spoke to her intelligence, curiosity towards life, and compassion 

concerning the world. Rosemary would routinely ask extending questions, wanting to know 

more about this topic and that, all while seeking to tie her understanding together in 

coherent wholes; for my part, I would uniquely look forward to her assignments, saving 

them to the bottom of the marking pile as a small reward to myself, just to see what 

colourful detail she had uncovered or what deeper personal belief she was attempting to 

navigate. She achieved, overly so, at least until she broke down right in front of my eyes. 

At the time, the situation seemed innocuous enough. She had written an immaculate 

essay on Joseph Stalin and the industrialisation of the Soviet Union through the Five Year 

Plans: her construction of the argument was perfect, covering Stalin’s multiple motivations, 

statistics regarding both industry and agriculture, the Soviet Union’s growing stature as a 

world power, how the economic and political changes effected the outcomes of Nazi 

invasion, and even a listing of the many human consequences such as forced migration 

and the use of slave labour. Truly, her writing was faultless and pristine, with neither – 

how unlike this thesis – a word nor a comma out of place. She received a high grade as 

usual (how could I do otherwise), on the grounds that she had chosen a clear thesis and 

built the argument to defend exactly what she had intended, but in my written feedback I 

took her to task for her choice. She had argued without any perceptible sense of reflexivity 

that the crushing of human rights and generalised misery of the Five Year Plans had been 

justified by the outcomes, specifically an ability to withstand the German assault during 

the war and the eventual rise of the Soviet Union as a leading world state. My response 

was to challenge her on the moral question, not that the policies followed by the Soviet 

Union hadn’t carried the consequences she described, but rather that to make such an 
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argument work she had to be able to justify each form of intervention as necessary to the 

greater project (there are, of course, other grounds for objection). The crux of my critique, 

which I wrote back to her on a sheet of paper with some downloaded images as illustration, 

was to use the Ukrainian Holodomor as a way of suggesting that she had been too cavalier 

in granting validation to Stalin, in short that the forced starvation of entire cultural groups, 

including small children, for the purposes of bringing them to heel was not, could not, be 

justified by historical necessity. My intention, such as intentions came to matter, was to 

press her into the deep end of historical and ethical reasoning, particularly as a writer. I 

saw her gifts, as well as a level of dedication with which such gifts do not always coincide, 

and consequently sought to impress upon her that she must find the humanized meaning 

both in what she read and wrote if she was to reach, and then communicate, the kind of 

understanding which she so evidently sought. So much for intentions, the truth of the 

matter is they failed. Rosemary instead stopped attending class for an extended period of 

time, spent several sessions with the school counsellor, and generally went into academic 

decline. To this day, I am not sure with any precision what it was about my response that 

caused her to shut down the way she did, whether my response to her was too rushed 

and lacking in nuance, whether the images were too severe, or whether I was simply too 

ham fisted to let her know that she had not failed, that in fact she was wonderfully, 

marvellously succeeding. Perhaps, it was just her need for perfection and validation with 

nothing else besides. I did learn more about Rosemary after the fact, that she successfully 

masked her difficulties with depression and eating disorders, and that it was not unusual 

for colleagues to find her sitting in her car outside of the school, even until the evening 

hours. There is so much I will never know, but it seems now that for my part, there was 

too much sledgehammer and not enough tuning fork in my dealings with her, that I had 

pushed her too far and too fast and too hard towards knowledge for which she was not 

yet equipped to deal. I hadn’t seen the entirety of the individual, instead responding only 

to that aspect of her which I felt I knew and understood. In responding to her work the way 

I did, there were consequences I intended, some I only anticipated, and yet others I failed 

to foresee entirely. All I know for certain is that my teaching, my choices about pedagogy, 

had provoked the reaction and there was very little I could do about it after the fact other 

than to ensure she was being supported and attempt to be welcoming to her eventual 

return. Her suffering, which I had intended as one kind but became something more, was 

my failure. I must wear the responsibility of it. 
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The wisdom of experience shows that these are the kinds of difficult lessons to be 

learned by anyone who would open themselves to the vulnerabilities of genuine 

pedagogical relation, in the reality of their existence, the lessons in which my students 

have provided such ample and compelling instruction. Such tuition doesn’t begin and end 

in these examples, but is quite everywhere one cares enough to look and engage learners 

with questions of choice, value, self and responsibility: the Christian child who fails to live 

up to the beliefs she only too publicly espouses, the student filled with fine ideas who has 

not yet grown into the strength of her voice, or the child of racist parents who must 

confront, at school, the suffering which racism inevitably creates. Education, we should be 

reminded, occurs in real time. It amounts to real life with real human beings and it can 

really hurt, as any real teacher will tell you, precisely because it has this annoying tendency 

to extend beyond the comfortable limits of some government- issued textbook, Hollywood 

film, or idealised Socratic dialogue. Even by students who have been raised in a bubble 

to simply follow along as a pathway to success, it’s not like there isn’t enough suffering to 

go around, enough struggle for dignity and a coherent sense of self. Kaelen was an easy 

fix so far as such things go and only needed to rely on the considerable trust between us 

in order to remember he was very much a good person, but Rosemary pulled away, 

offering me little more than my own worry and guilt. Lasaro paid me well, gathering the 

wherewithal to set his own course and leaving me in his absence. For Paavan, the best of 

them all, I could only offer respect, concern and silence. To take my students to these 

places of self, to help them experience and understand the dizziness of freedom, I have 

to, as a manner of my own being, help them disrupt comfortable perception and dislocate 

easy truth; education, as I have come to understand it, cannot be inert and still stake claim 

to meaning and vitality. Education, pressing poetry too far into earnestness, is not for life, 

but is of life itself. Imagination, perception, interpretation, worry, fear, dread, love and hope 

each have their part to play. And so does suffering, but neither the mute, passive suffering 

of mass education nor the unironic, prisoned suffering of fundamentalist assurance, so 

much as the productive, life-affirming suffering of existential dis-ease, the provocation of 

intellectual habits and reflexive cultural literacy within educative space, that anxiety which 

leads towards deep questioning and existential creation illumined by a longing for what is, 

dare we say it, good. Surely there are risks to be run in teaching this way, specifically that 

in leading students into the shifting ground of ironic space we must also avoid any sense 

of domination, alienation or indoctrination, more so even that in problematizing the cultural 
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and intellectual landscape we don’t simply throw students into the abyss such that they 

irrevocably lose themselves. If anything, the responsibility of it illustrates time and again 

what Arendt probably intended by her phrase ‘the boundlessness of human 

interrelatedness’. True teaching, as much as any other form of action, represents an 

interpolation into the text of someone else’s life; it establishes a relationship, for good or 

ill, but never a closed circle of action and reaction so much as a spiraling outward in 

unpredictable and often uncontrollable ways. Suffering, when it arises, thus calls upon that 

relationship with a burden of responsibility. Students are not objects to be molded but 

rather subject beings for-themselves. Their suffering, therefore, cannot be depersonalized 

but will rather reveal itself in the most concrete of terms. “Abstract questions do not ask 

abstract questions,” offers Denton, “That which touches me does” (Existential Reflections 

13). Holding this close to conscience, with the poetry of others that flows so much 

smoother than my own, this is my Dionysian claim: I am filled with defiance and the 

persistency of love and hope. Suffering isn’t some easily purchased Rortyian abstraction, 

and cannot be made so. Suffering is found in the dirt under your fingernails after you’ve 

lifted the heaviest rocks. Man isn’t an idea.  

I cannot help but think that these are the kinds of worries that filled Socrates when 

he returned home after a hard afternoon of corrupting youth at the Agora, when he was 

done for another day with the public performance of what he, “Socrates”, was supposed 

to be. Socrates, we have earlier explored, was deeply concerned with the moral character 

and material good of his contemporaries; the earnestness of his irony served as a guardian 

against what was trivial and callous. Following that model, in my own public performance, 

I too seek to hover in ironic suspension, just enough to impress the image of 

undecidedness and so allow ample room for students to long after ideas and come to 

themselves. But no less true is the fact that in my responsibility, I also must stand in the 

space of dis-ease as well, that I have to do so for my pedagogy to remain integral. It seems 

to me profoundly incongruous that one would concern themselves with the moral good of 

their friends and relations yet fail to somehow, even if only privately, also struggle after the 

ethical refinement of themselves. The predicament of the existential bind catches me even 

here: I have claimed a few times now that man isn’t merely an idea, that students are 

neither objects nor abstractions, and yet for the purposes of this project I have reduced 

their unfinished becoming down to narratives in service of my own illustrative needs. Who, 
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after all, is to say that these events occurred as I depicted them here, even that the 

individuals themselves would characterize these episodes in similar terms? I have 

poetically ‘written’ their truth alongside my own, just as Plato ‘wrote’ Socrates alongside 

himself. Moreover, I carry each of these students in the embrace of my own responsibility, 

as part of my own project of becoming; their stories remain as integral as breathing to 

those questions of ‘who I am’ and ‘what I am to do with this limited time made available to 

me.’ In wanting students to tear down the cultural edifice and so see themselves with 

renewed possibility, I am seeking to enact a Promethean kind of rebellion, which is to 

suggest a nobility-in-defiance but also one fuelled by a rarely spoken philanthropic love 

for man. Prometheus, first teacher, gave gifts which were unavoidably social and political 

in nature against the tyranny of power. Prometheus, fore thinker, suffered alongside his 

creation in an abundance of love, a most exceptional and under-discussed pedagogical 

value. With this example in heart and hands, this very metaphor and model of what I hope 

to profess, here is where I leave the problem of suffering, quite unresolved. What useful 

contribution could I possibly have to make about suffering, other than to refuse to throw 

my hands up in despair and surrender myself to some final, terrible truth? To stare it in 

the eye and write about it coherently just seems impossible, for suffering itself is as 

ubiquitous and ephemeral as all that is beautiful, just, true and good. And so, if it all feels 

a bit messy to you, Dear Reader, it is only because that’s what it most assuredly is. Under 

the pressure of its considerable weight, I sometimes wish I could be Camus. Writing 

seemed to come so easy for him. Did Camus cry on the keys of his typewriter? I’m 

guessing he did, particularly as Chaos descended over his beloved Algeria. To defiantly 

take up struggle against those things we cannot resolve – in the words of Shelly’s 

Prometheus Unbound, ‘to love and bear, to hope until hope creates from its own wreck 

the very thing it contemplates’ (lines 573-578) - if nothing else, serves as evidence of our 

own being-in-the-world as humankind. To do otherwise, it seems, amounts to little more 

than an abdication of our humanity and a long, slow descent into bad faith. For me, it 

would be very much easier to write if only my students could become abstractions, 

abstractions I could then fill with even greater abstractions in one sweeping act of 

ameliorative redemption, but wanting this is only screaming into the wind. 
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3.9 The Teacher in Revolt - Reflexivity, Solidarity, 
Responsibility, Dignity  

Standing at the crossroads of thought, longing for a return to the assurance of 

direction and purpose, it helps tremendously to remember the influential voices who have 

themselves shaped the landscape of meaning and horizons of value. Given the desolation 

and abandonment of our existential position, desperate as we are for any redemption into 

explanation, we might feel tempted to follow Dostoyevsky’s Raskolnikov, prostrating 

ourselves to the earth with the hopes of admitting God’s solace and so recovering good 

conscience. That such might actually be is hardly the least comforting of all possible 

thoughts. But then again, we might just as well make like Cary Grant in North by 

Northwest, kissing the dirt in a cornfield until some giant fuel truck inexplicably enters the 

vast emptiness to rescue us from the crop-duster threatening to destroy us with an 

ominous mixture of pesticide and bullets. Absurdity, for its part, teaches that each form of 

deliverance is as likely as the other. In light of the multiple wars of totality during and since 

the twentieth century, wars fought both for and against abstract nouns, it indeed appears 

that ‘some spider of finality’ is inevitably at work in the modern soul, some mad yet 

disturbingly comprehensible drive to finally reveal the permanence and stability of Truth 

which philosophic understanding, in the peak of its hubris, wants so desperately to 

promise. The rise of ‘radical fundamentalism’ in more recent years – is it really that much 

more radical? – alongside our often misdirected, disproportionately violent reactions to it 

only seem to reinforce the image of a collectively thoughtless surrender to ideas. As much 

as ever before, we suffer under a dreadful need for pause, that breathtaking need to simply 

think. This final section, therefore, will return us to some of the theorists such as Camus, 

Arendt, Kierkegaard and Nietzsche who first served as catalyst and frame for the present 

discussion. Between the horizons of their many metaphors – of Absurdity and action, irony 

and possibility, anxiety and responsibility – we reveal that place, position and posture from 

which we hope, simply and humbly, to teach. These are the crossroads where we 

presently stand, living and legislating into the vast expanse of human aspiration and 

suffering, all that promise and limitation which attends the existential bind. Exposed to this 

provisional meaning amidst nothingness, we may feel from time to time abandoned but 

ought not, I would stoically enough suggest, ever regard ourselves as truly forsaken. While 

we may experience the burdens, isolation, disenfranchisement and even loneliness 
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brought on by the at times overwhelming facticity of existence, it would be inaccurate to 

conclude ourselves helpless or the enterprise of living, itself, pointless. Far from being 

cast adrift in a dark sea of broken wreckage, we possess potent cultural resources to light 

our way, whether that be towards good teaching, or good living, or the successful 

conclusion of this thesis. 

Given the above, we should probably remind ourselves that the project of 

educating students towards self-selection and existential responsibility is not immune from 

an equally luring temptation towards finalized truth and self-regarding closure, particularly 

if we’re going to throw about bombastic phrases such as ‘radicalized imagination’. Indeed, 

one of the great struggles of trying to write this entire piece has been the difficulty of 

managing a rather unstable binary: in choosing Taylor’s relational logic of describing the 

self as an ongoing internalization, integration and negotiation of structuring ‘horizons of 

value’, in choosing to describe ‘the self’ at all, I have had to play out a dynamic of 

establishing and then negating and then re-establishing the necessity of historical, 

sociological, political and metaphysical constructs. The myth of Sisyphus, we might 

remember, helps us create a productive space for discussion by generating a workable 

binary between ‘the gods’ and absurdity. The metaphor of Prometheus extends this, 

allowing us a highly romanticized image of practical morality in the face of unearned 

suffering, while Kierkegaard and Nietzsche afford us further tools for growing 

understanding: Kierkegaard, in his treatment of Socrates, permits us to understand ironic 

negation, preparing our perception for the ‘spiritual’ burdens of subjectivity and choice 

while Nietzsche, despite his most unique and inflammatory style, provides us a philosophic 

critique for understanding, even debunking, the ‘metaphysical consolations’, indeed all of 

Sartre’s ‘barriers to dread’, that seemingly surround us so that we may subsequently 

engage in our own versions of ironic re-creation. If we are going to proceed with the project 

of imaginative ironic possibility, which is to suggest the ongoing excavation and selection 

of self as an existential project, we will then also surely benefit from an ironic reflexivity 

that affords us some sense of limitation to the seductions of finality; we desire, in other 

words, a lens that helps us avoid unwarrantedly-simplistic descriptions of either rebellion 

or identity, claims indicative of an enclosing surety that privileges the essence of Being 

over the becoming of existence. Succinctly put, our project here is too important and far 

more nuanced than banal claims regarding ‘fighting the system’ and ‘sticking it to the man’. 
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The model of existential becoming that has been asserted in this brief thesis recognizes 

that ‘self’ is a relational term and that on some level, self-becoming involves a disruption 

and alteration of that relationship, most notably in the form of a lucid understanding, 

manipulation and eventual furthering of the pre-given structures, ‘horizons of value’, or 

‘primordial landscapes’ available from the culture. Still, we are warned against hubris. The 

three-hundred pound gorilla in the room, as Camus well knew, is nihilism, that which he 

described in The Rebel as “an impoverished logic in whose eyes everything is equal” (7). 

In standing against what he saw as the great tyrannies of recent history, what The Rebel 

affords us, indirectly of course, is a manner of thinking about particularity, the limitations 

of theory in the face of human subjectivity, and the outright dangers available to 

abandoning oneself to any overarching program, …especially one which advocates some 

version of radical inversion and self-recreation. 

The difficulty here, as one can easily anticipate, is that we can’t have it both ways, 

which is to say that we can’t hold up the great solitary figures of Sisyphus, Prometheus 

and Zarathustra, something my romanticized self so dearly wishes to do, as a template 

for action and continue to embrace horizons of value without inviting contradiction. Still, in 

remembering that man keeps absurdity alive through his will to unity in an indifferent 

universe, Camus might contend that such an invitation to contradiction is precisely what 

we ought to embrace. Enter here his construct of rebellion, against the closure and finality 

of meanings, against historical necessity and the humiliation of unwarranted suffering, and 

towards a positive affirmation of man standing in solidarity with other men: “Rebellion, in 

man, is the refusal to be treated as an object and to be reduced to simple historical 

[political, metaphysical, bureaucratic, etc.] terms. It is the affirmation of a nature common 

to all men, which eludes the world of power” (REB 250). In standing against the many 

oppressions and temptations of power within systems that otherwise afford intelligibility to 

the project of self and human society, rebellion represents the enactment of existential 

value, a living virtue founded upon the common dignity of man and the concrete world in 

which he lives. To push for more, towards that totality which exists beyond ironic reserve 

is what Camus most stridently warns us against: “The ethic [of rebellion], at once 

unsubmissive and loyal, is in any event the only one that lights up the way to a truly realistic 

revolution” (REB 276-7, emphasis added). Questions arise, again and again: How far 

should we extend this? How much structure? How much agency? For whose benefit and 
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dignity? How are we to manipulate the cultural variables and at what costs and gains? 

How, as teacher, do I justifiably claim the right to press this towards students? Upon whom 

does responsibility for the inevitable burdens eventually rest? Such questions, as was 

hinted at above in our discussion of suffering and pedagogical responsibility, require a 

strongly Camus-minded dual move inherent to his model of rebellion; that we must not 

only rebel against totality stemming from external sources in the form of ideological 

thinking, socio-cultural determinism, pedagogical stultification, etc., but that we must also 

struggle against those same tendencies within ourselves in the guise of reckless negation, 

unwarranted surety, callousness, murder, misanthropy, and the like. Whether in the 

microcosm of the classroom or the significantly wider and complex human world, such 

dangers reflect the presence of a deeply felt alienating irony, an impoverishment of 

possibility and becoming, and so of ‘Life’ writ large. Camus repeatedly reminds us that 

rebellion can never be absolute if it is to be anything more than a perpetual injustice: 

“Rebellion itself only aspires to the relative and can only promise an assured dignity 

coupled with relative justice. It supposes a limit at which the community of man is 

established” (REB 290). Rebellion is an absolute commitment to, at its best, relative and 

ironically held values. 

To the extent our reflexive awareness can accept this as true, we might do well to 

remember that when Zarathustra declared, “Behold, I teach you the Overhuman!” (Z, 

Prologue, §3), that he was, in fact, teaching us. This act of creation – like the writing of 

literature, Camus might argue – was specifically a legislation of value, and as a teaching 

act a very particular form of rebellion into the world. Looking back over the span of this 

thesis at Prometheus, Socrates and Nietzsche, and even at Arendt in her theory of action, 

we are able to see pedagogy as an intervention into the human world that in the service 

of truth and freedom often rebels against established orders and the seeming 

omnipresence of power, very much in the manner of Camus’ sense of rebellion: 

Prometheus against arbitrary power, Socrates against mere acceptance of quotidian 

values, Nietzsche against pretty much everything but a decent mustache comb, and 

Arendt irrepressibly against both totalitarian presumptions of omnipotence and the easy 

dismissal of our own propensity for banal evil’. Teaching, as a declaration of an integral 

becoming self amidst a community of other selves, begins to sound strikingly akin to 

Camus’ man in revolt: “It is a constant confrontation between man and his own 
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obscurity.…Revolt here is an acceptance of the fact of the absurd (this, after all, is only to 

acknowledge the character of the human condition), but it is not meek acceptance. Instead 

it is an acceptance filled with scorn, defiance and suffering” (Foley 10). In teaching, we 

choose ourselves, over and over, even as we serve others in order that they might select, 

and so become, themselves. Indebted as his philosophy was to Nietzsche, we can thus 

see why Camus distinguished his example above that of other men; 

Great explorers in the realm of absurdity have not been lacking. 
But, in the last analysts, their greatness is measured by the extent 
to which they have rejected the complacencies of absurdism in 
order to accept its exigencies…. ‘My enemies’ says Nietzsche, 
‘are those who want to destroy without creating their own selves.’ 
He himself destroys, but in order to try to create. He extols 
integrity… (REB 9) 

In this passage, Camus offers us a sense of the limitations inherent, but typically 

overlooked or underestimated, in most considerations of Nietzsche’s work. That 

Zarathustra (and by extension this larger conversation of self-becoming and the 

destabilizing Titanic voice) seeks to overturn ‘old tablets’ is undeniable; however, what is 

less appreciated is that his destruction is primarily a requisite step on the pathway to 

greater creation, possibilities of self which, it should be added, we are invited to attend if 

we are able. We cannot forget this simple fact: Zarathustra felt compelled within himself 

to come down the mountainside carrying his fire into the community of others, saying 

aloud, “I love man.” “I am weary of my wisdom, like the bee that has gathered too much 

honey; I need hands outstretched to take it….This cup is again going to empty itself, and 

Zarathustra is again going to be a man” (Z, Prologue, §1). This is simple and direct 

evidence of Nietzsche standing in relation. What we here witnesses in Nietzsche as 

teacher, therefore, is the overturning of habitual moralities and other palatable claims upon 

existence in order to create for us, alongside us if we are able, something of incalculably 

greater value. Zarathustra speaks plainly in this regard: 

I love those who do not know how to live except by going under….I 
love him who lives in order to understand…I love him who works 
and invents….I love him who loves his virtue….I love him who 
holds back not one drop of his spirit…I love him whose soul is 
overfull….I love him who has a free spirit and a free heart… (Z, 
Prologue, §4) 
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Zarathustra represents an encouraging, even drawing forward, most specifically of us. In 

Camus’ language, “The individual is not, in himself alone [although he may discover within 

himself the tremendous solitude of exceptionality], the embodiment of the values he 

wishes to defend” (REB 17). As when he teaches or when he learns, any man who seeks 

to become himself does so not only for himself, but also for his extended identification of 

self within the larger collective of men as possessing an authorship over freedom. “When 

he rebels, a man identifies with other men and so surpasses himself” (REB 17, 

emphasis completely, absolutely and unapologetically added). 

Revolt, like ‘self’ before it, thereby emerges as a relational concept and teaching, 

with an eye towards ironic negation and re-creation, as an act of rebellion filled with value 

and commitment. Such follows the shift away from Camus’ earlier work in The Stranger 

and The Myth of Sisyphus, where “revolt is primarily an individual endeavour against the 

indifferent universe and against those forms of thought and action that offered escapism 

from the confrontation with the absurd condition” (Curzon-Hobson, 2003a, 369). Such 

foundations gave rise to a “second enduring principle”, that of responsibility or “solidarity”, 

which requires us to recognize our shared capacity for human dignity and, accordingly, 

the limits of authentic rebellion. Curzon-Hobson explains: 

The principle is that of responsibility: humans not only have the 
ability to choose, but they also must undertake the responsibility 
to respect, allow and indeed encourage the choice of 
others….Thus revolt became a relational act in which one’s revolt 
is an appeal to something which bonds all and forges a sense of 
community and meaning for that moment and for that context. 
(2003a, 369) 

For the moment - despite their eventual split over Sartre’s engagement with Communism 

and Camus’ contrasting view that all ideologies “are essentially murderous” (Knapp 131) 

– we here find resonances of a very Sartrean notion, one which he lays out in Essays in 

Existentialism. “There is not a single one of our acts,” Sartre suggests, “which does not at 

the same time create an image of man as we think he ought to be. To choose to be this 

 
 It should be noted, perhaps, that in this article Curzon-Hobson is attempting draw linkages 

between Camus’ work and that of Buber. Earlier in the same article, he uses the term ‘solidarity’ 
to mean the same concept as responsibility as it related to recognition by rebellion of its 
authentic limits. 
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or that is to affirm at the same time the value of what we choose” (37). Rebellion thus 

arises as a theory of positive action and fraternal solidarity in the face of an unremitting 

Absurd. It is a response to totality and the suffering that totality creates, one that as Knapp 

indicates, “accepts life as being the only necessary good” (158). “Real rebellion,” insists 

Camus, “is the creator of values” (REB 172). In its most basic belief in human dignity, it 

shares with both Prometheus and Nietzsche the notion of creation as a fundamental value, 

a ‘yea-saying’ to life, and might we add, a philanthropic pose with regard to futurity. More 

to the pedagogical point, the requirement that any defensible revolt remain loyal to its 

origin (unity) and not seek to become yet another totalizing system (totality), makes revolt 

a distinctly relational concept based in love and generosity towards the future, one which 

requires an extension of Sisyphean scorn and prompts a reconsideration of Nietzsche’s 

admittedly more limiting, exclusionary positions. Rebellion, in teaching or elsewhere, is 

what allows us to take up the absurdity of existence, and yet make that Life-affirming move 

beyond nihilism; it means to both refuse tyranny and resentment, while recognizing that 

justice, whether in the individual or the broader fabric of human relations, must remain a 

living sort of thing. In our fragility as humans being, “We all carry within us our places of 

exile, our crimes and our ravages. But our task is not to unleash them on the world; it is to 

fight them in ourselves and in others” (REB 301). Rebellion, concludes Camus, “is love 

and fecundity or it is nothing at all” (REB 304). “There is no such thing as a solitary man. 

Man only feels solitary in society for social reasons” (REB 199). 

The self-reflexive stance provided by Camus’s rebellion is what allows us to 

conceive of an ironic and liberating manner of education, a pedagogy in the service of 

human freedom, which honours the possibility of radical questioning and self-becoming 

without turning it into an exercise characterized by nihilistic alienation, domination or 

programmatic thought. Such a pedagogy, as we previously described, would be 

thoroughly relational, even invitational, by design (contra hierarchy and linearity) in that it 

would seek to construct intellectual and affective spaces around culturally salient artefacts 

such as key historical ideas, figures or events, and then introduce subtle and personalized 

forms of dissonance designed to both generate deeper understanding of the cultural 

dynamic and provoke the emergence of moral moments of realization between the 

student, (teacher, peer,) and object of study. A practice of this type recognizes Greene’s 

earlier-noted conception of culture as ‘a mode of articulation, of ordering and expressing 
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what is lived’, and respects Bowers’ (Cultural Literacy) assertion that schools need to be 

unique, protected spaces where students can practice mature forms of conceptual 

complexity within a carefully supported, trusting environment. Curzon-Hobson, as we 

witnessed earlier, is informed by Camus’ notion of rebellion in his description of a critical 

mindedness towards cultural referents such that learners’ own systems of value 

commitment grow increasingly manifest. Conceived correctly, which is to say with a sense 

of irony and Nietzschean modesty, this manner of teaching and learning maintains the 

loyal and unsubmissive ethic of rebellion in relation to the surrounding frames of reference: 

it seeks to alleviate the systemic distortions identified by such thinkers as Illich, Ranciere 

and Foucault, and demystify any hidden dishonesties associated with our own ‘false gods’, 

even as it avoids arrogantly disregarding the rich cultural heritage from whose 

multitudinous points of salience we might comprehend a bourgeoning sense of self. 

Indeed, it would be a most historical manner of philosophy. Moreover, rather than seek 

to replicate inert bodies of closed knowledge (contra subject-object dualisms and a 

reliance on the knowable), the educational space would allow for multiple, perspectival 

and relational forms of understanding while introducing carefully chosen moral ambiguities 

in order to provoke deep engagement with the object at the center of the pedagogic space, 

all with an eye towards confirming, as Roberts describes, “our ontological status as ethical 

beings, in educational situations that are [if we look closely] often characterized by their 

‘messiness’ rather than simplicity” (538-539). Letting it be said one last time, in this 

idealized version of differentiated, disruptive and relational space (practicalities or 

resources etc. being what they are), both inputs and outputs of students would be highly 

variable, in keeping with differences in student proclivity, skill level, moral engagement, 

etc., a manner of education that would honour Nietzsche’s treatment of Schopenhauer, 

as was earlier mentioned; ‘a model who stands out ahead of his pupils, inducing them 

onward and upward into self-overcoming, so that students can learn how to reach their 

heights, even learn that there are such heights to reach.’ In rebellion, this teacher refuses 

to be a pedant merely of the monumental and antiquarian, but rather through his own 

 
 “The historical ontology of ourselves must turn away from all projects that claim to be global or 

radical. In fact we know from experience that the claim to escape from the system of 
contemporary reality so as to produce the overall programs of another society, of another way 
of thinking, another culture, another vision of the world, has led only to the return of the most 
dangerous traditions.” (Foucault, The Politics of Truth, 114). 
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manner of existential engagement, challenges learners to ask disruptive and potentially 

negating questions regarding cultural horizons of value and so, regard themselves in rich 

terms of existential, even radical, imaginative possibility. All so easily said, to be sure, but 

as an ideal for those who can generate such ends, an ideal well worth describing. 

Such an educational program, I suspect, honours the ironic limitations required by 

Camus’ notion of revolt, specifically in the sharp distinction it draws between relational 

unity and ideological totality, as well as the internal connection it suggests between 

freedom and justice. In upholding the necessity of relation in pedagogical method 

alongside existential ends regarding choice, value and responsibility, indeed in 

maintenance of absurdity and the existential bind, a consideration of teaching through the 

metaphor of rebellion reveals how it positions itself against closure and the forfeiture of 

imaginative possibility and action, thereby standing in opposition to tyranny and corruption 

on the political and global levels to be sure, but also running counter to the soft-despotism 

of stultifying educational practices characterized by their relentless drive towards 

identification, labelling and assessment of what merely can be known. “Freedom and 

justice,” Foley helps us along, “are never absolute. The rebel is not concerned with either 

absolute justice or absolute freedom,” (78) a position upon which Camus elaborates: 

Absolute freedom is the right of the strongest to dominate. 
Therefore it prolongs the conflicts that profit by injustice. Absolute 
justice is achieved by the suppression of all contradiction: 
therefore it destroys freedom. The revolution to achieve justice, 
through freedom, ends by aligning them against each other….But 
these contradictions only exist in the absolute….Because both 
reject the conciliatory value that rebellion, on the contrary, reveals, 
they offer us only two kinds of impotence, both equally removed 
from reality, that of good and that of evil. (REB 287-288) 

Because human beings are not abstractions but rather actors and sufferers of our shared 

absurd human condition, the ironic restraint and human solidarity of rebellion are revealed 

as necessary to our consideration of both pedagogical aims and method. Justice is a 

Good, Plato might say, and freedom no less besides, but in the context of the existential 

bind, ideals which soon enough run into contradiction. Using rebellion to refine our 

perception, filling our ears with a disrupting newness by which we grow able to hear 

ourselves think, we freshly appreciate how Rieux appeals to us in the softer assurance of 

his own revolt: “Personally, I’ve seen enough of people who die for an idea. I don’t believe 
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in heroism; I know it’s easy and I’ve learnt it can be murderous. What interests me is living 

and dying for what one loves…. Man isn’t an idea” (Camus, The Plague 146-147). And so 

here, in the thrall of consequences both seen and unforseen, consequences personal, 

global and historical, we understand why human beings are not and cannot be thought 

abstractions. Love, solidarity, community; these must be lived out in practical, earthly, dirt-

under-the-fingernails terms. Failure to realise this basic profundity leads us to becoming 

the purveyors of a demoralizing disregard for the concreteness of human existence, an 

indifference which is contrary to both human freedom and justice. It leads, in other terms, 

to the colossal suffering that occurs when human beings must be made to fit our ideals 

rather than the other way round, precisely the breakdown and ultimate failure of educative 

outcomes we took such pains to illustrate in chapter one: the propagandized twenty million 

dead during Stalin’s reign of terror, the outright perversion of Platonized justice 

perpetrated by Mao’s Cultural Revolution, the folly of western powers who assume they 

can just drop functioning democratic systems into patriarchal, tribalistic societies… and, 

we might as well surreptitiously add, the facts that consistently less than half of Aboriginal 

students graduate with a high school diploma and that boys are three times more likely to 

have their behaviour medicated than girls.*+ In our desire for unity, we too easily veer 

towards totality in the form of idealised systems and programmatic thinking, rather than 

seeking to understand and support individuals, students like Kaelen, Lasaro, Paavan and 

Rosemary to name but a few, in the concrete experience of their own subjective becoming. 

Understanding rebellion, here as elsewhere, helps us walk a spider web of contradictions 

both actual and merely potential, that very tangle of awkward compromises we call mass 

education.  

Enacted inside the classroom, the unsubmissive but loyal ethic of revolt harkens 

back to Sisyphus, Prometheus and Zarathustra in that the teacher must undergo, to the 

greatest possible extent, a profound and solitary awareness of their task. This is the 

 
* "Aboriginal Report: 2009/2010-2013/2014 How Are We Doing?" Ministry of Education. Province 

of British Columbia. 24 Nov. 2014. Web. 21 May 2015. 
http://www.bced.gov.bc.ca/abed/performance.htm 

+ Abraham, Carolyn. “Failing Boys.” The Globe and Mail. 23 Aug. 2012. Web. 21 May 2015. 
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/time-to-lead/part-3-are-we-medicating-a-
disorder-or-treating-boyhood-as-a-disease/article4330080/?page=all 
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essence, one might presume, of Greene’s understanding of choosing oneself in the 

presence of others:  

The point of finding out is to learn how to engage in philosophic 
activity oneself…to learn how to confront educational contexts 
with a sense of responsibility – with a capacity to clarify, to order, 
to disclose. But it begins in wonder; philosophy always begins in 
wonder. The individual must be moved to ask questions…to 
engage in dialogue with himself….He must stand, if he dares, in 
“the wind of thought,” examining doctrines and opinions and 
preconceptions ….he must recognize the multiplicity of options to 
be confronted, the difficult choices constantly to be made….to 
create himself as a human being, as a teacher capable of freeing 
other human beings to choose themselves. (Teacher as Stranger 
21) 

Remembering the ethic of rebellion – how could we now afford to do otherwise given our 

broadened awareness? – Foley accurately notes that the splitting of the world into 

binaries, even the binary of self versus the gods or justice against freedom, was anathema 

to the Greek sprit of wonder, that in their view “the only crime was excess” (59). Hence we 

find Camus’ treatment of Prometheus in his agon with Zeus: “It is a question of settling a 

particular account, of a dispute about what is good and not of a universal struggle between 

good and evil” (REB 27). Foley, following Camus, compares this to Cain’s murder of Abel, 

with illuminating effect: 

Cain is the first nihilist, the first to negate all value, whether social 
or spiritual, mundane or transcendent. Whereas Prometheus, by 
stealing fire and giving it to mankind, rebelled against Zeus in the 
name of human values, Cain’s revolt is an attack on both God and 
the values of human life. The history of rebellion, as we are 
experiencing it today, says Camus, “has far more to do with the 
children of Cain than the disciples of Prometheus.” That is to say 
that the nexus of modern rebellion is to be found in an act of 
murder, in crime, rather than in “a dispute about what is good”. 
(59-60) 

If Camus is correct, and we have ample historical evidence to prove that he is, the ironic 

turn provided by The Rebel is profoundly important in the sense of limitation and 

relationality it demands. Roberts suggests that, “Camus does not preach to us; he lets the 

words, actions, gestures, relationships and silences – and the symbolism of the setting – 

create the conditions for us to make up our own minds” (538). And this, it may be said, 

could just be the art of the deal, the very principle underlying an ethically defensible 
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teaching practice; that self-surpassing is very much a revolt, internal to one’s own self but 

meanwhile occurring in a thoroughly relational context of otherness, it thus requires an 

ongoing critique of its most immanent limits. We must never cease confronting the notion, 

as Greene enlightens, “that teaching always signifies a type of intervention into someone 

else’s life” (Teacher as Stranger 175). In accepting the responsibility of inward deepening, 

Kierkegaard reminds us, we also embrace the spiritual burdens, the anxiety and dizziness 

of freedom. 

Perhaps, then, Socrates really did have to die, for what society could withstand, 

even have understood, his incessant questioning and badgering ridicule, what person 

(Woe, Thrasymachus!) could handle having his most sacred beliefs eviscerated and held 

up for public castigation? Ah, such are the inestimable benefits and dangers of a nagging 

and persistent doubt. What The Rebel teaches us is that there are practical limitations to 

our various projects of revolt, even if that revolt, as such, is the mere reinterpretation and 

continuous choosing of a self in relation to the larger cultural network. We are reminded, 

then, of those lessons, those ‘ironic somethings’, that we ought to have known all along: 

that language is irredeemably partial and limited in its perspective, that our ability to see, 

feel and know is at best inchoate and inconsistent, that we may claim to speak reasonably 

but without final authority, that we are incorrigibly mendacious through and through, and 

that there is a nascent morality in wonder and the willingness to avoid nihilistic finality. 

Whether one tends to follow the openly buoyant freedom of Socratic-Kierkegaardian irony 

or the perpetual re-description and shifting perspectivism afforded by Nietzsche seems 

less the issue so long as we remain willing to reflexively entertain questions about 

ourselves and an awareness of our ever-present possibility for playing into contradiction, 

intolerance and unwarranted suffering. To the hard-boiled ‘self-becomer’ such thoughts 

might seem like a relative quietism, even an abandonment of the simple Sisyphean scorn 

that denies all gods and creates a radicalized space for reinvention. So much the more, 

we could say in response, is the need to once again re-emphasize both that the models I 

have sought to uphold are additive rather than in perfect alignment, and that we must 

remember not to read Nietzsche (or even ourselves) too literally. “The sophisticated ironist 

enjoys an abundant consciousness of varied ways of understanding,” Egan judiciously 

(astutely, sagaciously, handsomely, …) advises, “and can appreciate a varied spectrum 

of perspectives while concluding that some are better or more valid or more helpful or 
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more beautiful than others in particular circumstances and for particular purposes” (The 

Educated Mind 162). As one metaphor for the creation of value, the man in revolt must, 

like his more ‘mythological’ predecessors Sisyphus, Prometheus and Zarathustra, walk 

the narrow high ridge between man and his desire, the truth as it seems and the Truth as 

we might prefer to have it be. We are, and will likely remain, deeply implicated in creating 

what most oppresses us, be that ignorance, politics, bureaucratic structuralism, or even 

our own personal and collective histories; and, as ever, we are inextricably condemned to 

choose, to name the world and ourselves within it. It wasn’t for nothing that Camus 

concluded, “There is no comfortable form of wisdom” (REB 99). 

 

3.10 Final Words (ex silentio) 

Would that wisdom might be comfortable or that Truth might involve some kind of 

straightforward, representational, denotative type of activity beyond its own imagined 

idealisation; would, even more as a consequence, that philosophy existed as an ‘unearth-

the-Caramilk-secret-and-achieve-immortality’ sort of project. Wearisome as it is, 

philosophy is a lot like an ill-fitting shirt, where the metaphorical pattern doesn’t always 

line up neatly at the seams, the argumentative buttons fail to hold, and the rhetorical 

stitching of the collar insists on scratching at the back of your neck. Wisdom can’t be 

comfortable, and if we ever became tempted to conclude otherwise, surely it would be 

something other than wisdom we would have achieved. As such, to reach the end of this 

uneasily tailored patchwork of ideas confidently carrying a portmanteau of fashionable and 

grandiloquent Final Words seems a gaudy and inauthentic pretence. Unlike Socrates, I 

owe no cock to Asclepius, none that I remember anyways, and quite unlike Nostradamus, 

I’d rather avoid tempting fate with a prediction that ‘tomorrow, I shall no longer be here’. 

Perhaps then, I should follow the advice of that bedazzling ironist, Karl Marx, who 

purportedly ended his celebrated literary career with the glimmering rhinestone, “Go on, 

get out! Last words are for fools who haven’t said enough” (Cathcart and Klein 73), if only 

to avoid unimaginatively using a rather liberal interpretation of Plato’s Seventh Letter: 

‘Only a fool would write something down and expect a reader will understand what is 
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meant by it’.* What I have meant in the past few pages hardly seems to matter so much 

as what others might take from it anyways, at least if I wish to maintain fidelity to the 

educational metaphor it describes. The best I can hope for is to hold my beggar’s cup of 

wisdom, such as it is, out in front of me as an offering to those who care to share in what 

I have sought to understand, to set the space and context so that others might make up 

their own minds. Mutter, ich bin dumm. 

As a parting thought and worry, I suppose it’s accurate to say that rebellion, as but 

one metaphor available to contemplation, still isn’t the perfect vehicle for describing the 

bundle of intellectual and pedagogical beliefs forever inadequately detailed above. 

Rebellion isn’t a particularly suitable ground for identity, or at least probably shouldn’t be, 

because as with our discussion of consciousness and commitment in chapter one, 

rebellion lacks an ‘inside’, and would soon enough turn into something quite foreign from 

its origins in the Absurd. Rebellion, rather, is always in relation to something else. Better 

then to appear evasive by invoking the spirit of Mackenzie King during Canada’s 

conscription crisis of WWII and claim, “Rebellion if necessary, but not necessarily 

rebellion!” Were we to dig into the playfulness of this change of context, which is to 

insinuate the lurking earnestness of its irony, we might then find a second, contrary layer 

of objection, namely that we also lose something of rebellion when we consider it through 

the lens of reciprocity rather than a ‘thicker’ more extended sense of personal ethos. Truly, 

it is difficult to convincingly argue against Curzon-Hobson’s description of solidarity as 

responsibility, that ‘humans not only have the ability to choose, but they also must 

undertake the responsibility to respect, allow and indeed encourage the choice of others’, 

this being exactly the sort of liberal-democratic motherhood statement which gains such 

play in defense of what have become our automatic, pre-assumed ‘values’. Nevertheless, 

I suspect it fairly easy for most of us to recognize how Camus seems to imply something 

more consistently corporeal in writing about revolt; much like the man himself, The Rebel 

evokes a visceral readiness for action that extends well beyond Rawls’ First Principle of 

Justice, where my rights end at the tip of your nose, even should such an admission press 

us back towards the image of rebellion as something of a lived identity. Rebellion may 

 
* “And this is the reason why every serious man in dealing with really serious subjects carefully 

avoids writing, lest thereby he may possibly cast them as a prey to the envy and stupidity of the 
public” (L.7.344c).  
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indeed not possess inside, but discovering this does not in any way suggest we are lacking 

appropriate sites of resistance, that we shouldn’t stand with our clear and lucid vision, ears 

pricked, and hackles raised against the arbitrary use of power, humiliation, oppression, 

objectification, and the like. Camus is singularly clear on this point: when we revolt, the 

content of that rebellion legislates values into the world, both for and with others, and this 

understanding cannot help but provoke us along something resembling Leopold’s 

sequence of ethics, away from a legalistic or merely intellectual discussion of ethics as a 

collection of reciprocally held rights in favour of a lived, authentic, contextually-informed, 

existential ethos of self, fully realised and realisable only within the boundlessness of 

human interrelation. 

Examples of such lived ethos, of ethical selves seeking themselves through and 

through, are not terribly difficult to find, either in history or literature, or likely enough, in 

our own neighbourhoods. Playwright, philosopher, dissident and late Czech President, 

Vaclav Havel is one such individual, a rebellious mind who as a writer instead of a politician 

I discovered only too late to include in this thesis the way, in retrospect, I would have 

rathered. Writing in response to the arbitrary, even absurd projection of power during 

Communist rule in Czechoslovakia, Havel speaks directly to the moral loss that attends 

the corrupting influence of ideology over thought:  

The worst thing is that we live in a contaminated moral 
environment. We fell morally ill because we got used to saying 
something different from what we thought. We learned not to 
believe in anything, to ignore each other, to care only for 
ourselves. Concepts such as love, friendship, compassion, 
humility, and forgiveness lost their depth and dimensions, and for 
many of us they came to represent only psychological 
peculiarities, or to resemble long-lost greetings from ancient 
times, a little ridiculous in the era of computers and spaceships. 
(4)  

‘Computers and spaceships’ may feel a little quaint today, even though they seemed 

especially impressive during my childhood, but were we to insert ‘smartphones and Netflix’ 

we would soon enough realise the truth of Havel’s lament. Our ideology of today, so far 

removed from that of Communist Czechoslovakia, is nevertheless similarly capable of 

promoting an insular and defensive worldview, the privileging of self-interest and 

psychological immaturity, and in our case anyways, a rather striking drive towards instant 



 

329 

gratification. This, too, informs the content of my rebellion; my Sisyphean scorn extends 

well past the uncomplicated drivel of textbooks, our conflicted educational aims, an 

objectified view of the world, the distribution of bodies along normative scales, or the 

seemingly increasing callousness of our unthinking age. I am given precious little time with 

each student, a realisation that has grown increasingly pressing as the years of my career 

tick by and I develop increasing skill and nuance in my profession as teacher. Ever more, 

my rebellion arrives in the form of an offering, occasionally in the appearance of outrage 

but more typically in the guise of good humour, a disruptive sense of description, 

compassion for individuals and situations, a quiet emphasis on virtuous behaviour and 

good manners, and an insistent respect for intelligence, all of which has been tempered 

by irony and absurdity into an awareness that this is probably the best and most likely 

solution I have to offer for our post-post-modern malaise. For an hour and fifteen minutes 

each day, students can turn off their smartphones and park their spaceships in order to 

spend their time with me, reflecting upon where and when they live, reading some really 

good books, learning to think and value and understand themselves in the context of other 

willing beings, all so that they can more fully become who they are. Students need time, 

opportunity and assistance in order to cultivate these ends, to see how their lives 

interconnect to everyone else around them, particularly as I have come to understand 

them in the course of teaching history and literature. “Our main enemy today [and today!] 

is our own worst nature,” writes Havel, “our indifference to the common good; vanity; 

personal ambition; selfishness; and rivalry” (8). Students need to be told – and are not told 

nearly often enough – that their learning carries significantly more weight than collecting 

marks, getting into a good college, and making scads of money. Flourishing happiness, it 

seems, demands an informed, intelligent, articulate, compassionate, virtuous and above 

all, social form of freedom. 

Perhaps, then, my own apology should arise from the persistent lapse into the first 

person of this chapter – my cock to pay all philosophers, good and true. In defence of 

good faith, however, this seems wholly unavoidable; moral truth, mine included, is 

existential by nature and so gains authenticity through its own performance. It begins with 

the premise, put so lucidly by Havel, that “every instance of human suffering concerns 

every other human being” (6), a none too complicated phrase indicating that as one 

becomes increasingly conscious of the boundlessness of human relationship, one also 
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grows beholden to that relationship in the content and passion of their own commitments. 

To do otherwise, to somehow make an attempt at running away from this broadened 

awareness would amount to self-deception and an incompletely achieved sense of one’s 

own humanity, as Greene forcibly stated in the very first paragraph of this chapter, 

‘becoming less than the human being you are capable of being’. In the ecosystem of 

subjectivities called the classroom, relationality is what makes it both impossible to 

abstract students away into inconsequence and shields us from the enactment of totality; 

every action undertaken, particularly at those critical moments of relief when what is ‘self’ 

arises bare and vulnerable to the surface, is in fact a renewal of commitment to that 

relation. Committing oneself to an ideology or identity is a comparatively straight forward 

task, at least once said belief system is functionally understood; relationality, on the 

contrary, is difficult and full of dread precisely because it is ongoing and perpetually 

unfinished. Every new situation, every new crisis and celebration, requires a 

recommitment to yourself for everything you’ve done and been before, over and over 

again, in the current moment of relation, and if you don’t do so, or simply can’t, you run 

the risk of falling into bad faith, or worse, an objectified, even totalitarian place of self. The 

seductions of thought, that which we have repeatedly referred to as fundamentalism 

throughout this project, arrive in any number of forms, causing us to walk too 

unproblematically, and so too arrogantly, on the face of the earth; this, for me, is the nut 

of Camus’ authorship, particularly in his struggle against Sartre, a sustained warning about 

a temptation to excess which provokes unnecessary suffering in the name of some 

essential ideal. Ongoing relational recommitment, expressed in ethical intimacy, requires 

of us a willingness to undertake the burden that though we must believe, act and choose, 

we ought also remember the problematic, unfinished nature of every action and belief we 

undertake. It means, alongside Nietzsche, that we should strive to affirm life and live 

dangerously in recognition of possibility, creation and will, and that alongside 

Shakespeare, it is not the stars who are at fault so much as ourselves when we fail to 

choose our becoming rather than allow our being to be chosen by the raw inertia of what 

surrounds us. Havel, one last time, claimed that “the salvation of this human world lies 

nowhere else than in the human heart, in the human power to reflect, in human modesty, 

and in human responsibility” (18). More than ever, I find myself encouraged that students 

are themselves the teachers of such relation, and that the first person nature of the truth I 

have sought has occurred under their natively expert, if occasionally rambunctious, 
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tutelage. The myth of Prometheus instructs us that to suffer for the good of others is itself 

an act of philanthropic love, a gift with costs to the bearer that nevertheless creates futurity 

and hope for a shared project much larger than oneself; this, I am convinced, forms at 

least a significant part of what Camus meant in writing, ‘I rebel, therefore we exist.’ Being 

prepared to be ‘crushed by the load of each and every moment’, the very real possibility 

that your heart can be broken open on any given Tuesday, appears part of the burden that 

must be accepted, for life comes nowhere but from life and only love begets love. Both 

must be suffered and rejoiced in finding the truth of one’s own existence. 

It seems likely now that I could have just written ‘Love’ a little more than two 

hundred pages ago and said everything else about as well. Happily, though, this is how it 

goes with both irony and absurdity. Far better suited as a personal summons than a 

positive program of ideas, we have witnessed how irony seems a profitable response to 

the rather inconvenient recognition that life is irrecoverably absurd. Much like nausea and 

nihilism themselves, absurdity can feel a lot like an arresting, unwelcome excess of 

consciousness to the lucid individual: there is, no question, a danger of alienation once 

we encounter our radical freedom, the horror of nothing, and the unbearable ‘lightness’ of 

being; but so too, with sufficient ironic awareness, can absurdity be experienced as a 

liberation, freeing an abundance of consciousness and the possibilities of one’s own 

existential imagination. Helped along by education, at least of the species of 

differentiation, relation and disruption suggested here, what appears most fruitful to 

develop is the practice of contemplation rather than the inculcation of convictions and 

those they imprison. While few of us will achieve Socratic irony ‘through and through’, that 

hovering, weightless and buoyant suspension above outwardly earnest commitment, irony 

nevertheless may help the rest of us in hollowing out our penchant for vanity and silliness, 

in understanding that to esteem is indeed to create, and as a generalised protection from 

unwarranted final belief. Cheerfully Greek in its origins, irony serves us as a super tool of 

language, lighting a pathway of wonder, imagination, possibility and self-becoming 

through its ability at producing interiority, which is to say ‘depth’ and profundity of self. 

Extending from this, irony also assists in connecting this self to politics by establishing a 

moral limit of freedom and action amidst the plurality of other selves; through language, 

particularly metaphor, we spin our web on the past, on society, and on the surrounding 

world and in so doing, subdue it to our ends, a realization which should, if nothing else, 
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give us at least some pause regarding our own arrogance and press us towards moral 

concern and solidarity with our contemporaries regarding what is good and bad for a 

happy, fulfilling life. If nausea, absurdity and the like are experienced as a disease of 

consciousness, ironic understanding at least offers us some form of alembic and 

consolation about what comes next. Irony arrives, when it does, with satire, hyperbole and 

playful shifts of context, but it would be quite false to assume it isn’t anything more than 

the telling of really good jokes. Underneath everything else, ironic awareness carries 

intellectual, aesthetic and ethical effects for those willing to celebrate and suffer its gifts; 

irony serves to refresh the memory, reminding us that life is both ludicrous and filled with 

the possibility of profoundly moral action should we choose to contemplate what is, or 

might be, good and then join ourselves to that truth in solidarity with others. Beyond 

making the absurdity seem a little more bearable, irony allows us very little in any definitive 

sense, and certainly nothing that is certainly true. It is the kingdom of heaven, filled with 

will and intention, built in a box of sand. 

Our lives are, if we live them well, poetic creations. While I suspect Nietzsche 

would be particularly pleased to find this idea here, I think so too would Kierkegaard and, 

if maybe a little surreptitiously, Socrates himself. Such a suggestion is useful to think 

about, as is easy to see at the end of this thesis to which I have devoted nearly ten years, 

and where now, at this very moment, I pause with hope and trepidation for what comes 

next. This self of mine, which I have forced myself to take up ‘from the beginning’, and 

which I have navigated in agon and solidarity with all the forces and people surrounding 

me, has to be, finally, the truth I am willing to die for. In becoming this self, I have forced 

myself to walk the long way around, often along the roads less travelled, but roads, 

importantly, that have, in fact, often been travelled before. Having reached the terminus 

of this journey, I imagine myself, then, as at the entrance to a pier, one not especially 

ornate, but one which extends far into the water at the edge of the world, farther even than 

the eye can at first perceive. In the abundance of consciousness that I have sought, 

pursued, stalked and striven to attain, I carry the horizons, ideas, ideals, wishes and 

wonderments of my forebears, broken shards of philosophy and poetry deeply ingrained 

into the flesh of my being, indeed all of those figures with which I have held conversation 

and would do, willingly and lovingly, all over again.   
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The entrance to the pier is a crowded place, filled with a cacophony of voices high 

and low, a strange open air marketplace and bazaar: Bertrand Russell’s “Celestial Teapot 

Emporium”, Richard Rorty’s “The Comfy Chaise”, “Tattoo and Tattoo Removal” par 

Foucault, Adorno or Horkheimer’s “House of Kitsch”, Rousseau’s Child Minding for Weary 

Parents, Derrida’s “Fifty Shades of Différance” (for less weary parents), Odysseus’ 

Souvlaki and Hospitality Tent, featuring a live signing by Heidegger of his latest book, 

Care and Contradiction [published by Vanity Press]. All this and much more fills my senses 

as I press through the crowd of people who laugh and smile while eating ice cream and 

various forms of meat on a stick. Very quickly – frighteningly so – the crowd thins right out, 

as if the walk itself fails to engage and enrapture the imagination, at least when compared 

to the bright and flashy distractions where the throng remains thickest. Some, perhaps 

most, don’t enjoy the gradual growing darkness of the water underneath, of the bright sand 

below which turns slowly, almost imperceptibly, darker tones the more it ebbs from view 

beneath the thickening foamy surf, while others still are convinced to turn heel by Hans-

Georg Gadamer, who busies himself in instructing everyone to look back towards the 

established shoreline from where he insists values and other boardwalk planks are 

derived. For my part, I choose to walk along, all the while counting the boards under the 

muted, mesmerising clack of my heels, twenty steps a lamp, twenty steps a lamp, twenty 

steps a lamp, the idea dawning on me that he’s not entirely wrong. There is so much 

beauty in what others have explored, so much strength and futurity residing in what has 

come before, so many giant shoulders upon which to stand. Still, I cannot help but feel a 

little regret at being this alone when next encountering Hannah Arendt, wise and clear of 

view, telling anyone who remains to listen, “Stick together as you move forward. It will all 

be okay. This is how piers and bridges are made.”   

My walk continues, passing lamps and counting boards, far down the wharf and 

over the water, the idea tormenting me that I really might have somewhere to go, some 

final destination and place of repose yet unexposed to view. Hannah continues to provoke 

me, even now, in ways I’m not sure I fully comprehend; every footstep feels more like 

action than meaningless, idle pursuit. Such torment of myself, this unfulfilled lust for 

consequence, isn’t it seems only mine, for soon I am awoken from my reverie by the sound 

of voices raised in tension and dispute over what is, finally, right and true and good: DuBois 

still arguing with Booker T. Washington over the Atlanta Compromise, Machiavelli, with 
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wild gesticulation, fruitlessly attempting to impress his point upon an impassive, but slightly 

bemused and sympathetic, Mohandas Gandhi, Ho Chi Minh and Henry Kissinger, as ever 

they were, talking somewhat past rather than with each other. Martin Luther is there too, 

apoplectic and purple, debating with Kant and Descartes about who should rightfully claim 

the title as Europe’s greatest intellectual benefactor. Sir Isaac Newton sits with Albert 

Einstein, good naturedly contesting whether the Archimedean Point should be said to exist 

in space or time. Each scene is as impressive as it is frightening. There are so many voices 

drowning under the weight of so much seduction, each seeming to stake their very 

identities on the need to be decisive and correct, that eventually I stop up my ears and 

shield my eyes as I walk through, knowing that most any one of them could entangle my 

imagination and prevent me from my chosen path. Under the gathering twilight and the 

quiet appearance of the first unfaulted stars, I understand I am walking along little more 

than a thin strand of explanation formed by our sedimented, collective design and 

surrounded on all sides by an ocean of ignorance. This could be crisis, that truth without 

value seems more than ever a desolate sort of thing; whereof I cannot speak, it seems I 

must remain silent.  

I am afraid. I am defiant. I am hopeful. All these things are true. At this point, I 

cannot even see the shoreline. It is too far to go back and besides, we’ve come this far 

already. I have learned how suffering begets growth, at least if it isn’t too crushing for too 

long a time. I have learned to be anxious, and how to temper it with resilience besides.  

This is my life, I imagine, at its poetic end, the life of will and intention I have become for 

myself. The sky is dark behind me where night has fallen, and the Sun, which gave us Life 

and Truth but which would have no happiness of its own without We upon whom it casts 

its glow, has begun its final descent into the water, so that the horizon is ablaze in hues of 

gold and crimson red. This last section of pier is shorter than the rest, so much so that I 

can see the end of the dock in the near distance and the lonely silhouette sitting with his 

back towards me and his feet dangling over the edge. I am, I realise, in rebellion, even 

against myself. I need to grasp the rail. I need to speak with Kierkegaard, but all can find 

are the carved initials RG, bits of chewed fingernail, and old cassette tapes of Morrisey 

and The Cure where he was last seen, directly above the spreading circular ripples in the 

water where his deciding spirit told him he should most assuredly leap. Nearby, the Man 

in the Felt Hat with Magenta Band plays with a deck of cards, every last one of them the 
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ace of spades. I long for the crowd and the marketplace, and grow relieved to see a short 

distance ahead a small group huddled together. Here I find Edvard Munsch staring at 

Nietzsche, trying to capture the essence of his mood, Nietzsche himself staring, eyes 

wide, at Socrates with a mixture of longing and resentment. There is a small press of 

individuals around Socrates who appear curious, worried, awestruck, enamoured and 

scandalized in turn, but none of whom seem like they belong this far out to sea. 

Thrasymachus is there as well, holding a chicken which is clearly not his own, looking 

every bit the part of a sullen child who has been forced to attend a garden party against 

his will. It is now, I imagine, that my disorientation has hit its peak. I had believed, always, 

what I had been taught, that it would be Socrates at the end of the pier, that it would be 

he who sat so placidly embraced in the fading sunlight. Camus, on cue, appears. 

Iconically, he flips up the lapels of his heavy coat and lights a cigarette to keep out the 

growing chill of wind, before offering a characteristic shrug: “You can’t worry. It won’t mean 

anything, not for very long anyways. Just remember to keep walking…or swimming.” He 

shakes his head with the tiniest indication of an approving grin and points to the water 

below. “…Or be like this guy.” Egan, alone in a rubber dinghy, appears from under the 

wharf, calmly and contentedly paddling across the surface. 

Finally, I have reached the end of the pier, of this journey, of my project. The figure, 

still unbeknownst to me with his back turned, is old, and grey, and decidedly Greek. I feel 

obliged to make at least some noise as I approach so as not to startle him. In truth, I’m 

passingly amazed. It isn’t Socrates, and it isn’t Prometheus or Sisyphus, or even Plato. 

When I ask if I might join him and sit awhile, it is Aristotle, about the last of the Greeks I 

would have anticipated. We sit for some time in contemplative silence, the Sun growing 

smaller, more distant, and cooler on the skin. “I just don’t know what use any of this will 

be, other than to myself,” I worry out loud. “That will be decided by people coming long 

after yourself. You know this. Besides, as Plato told me…As Plato told everyone, ‘Only a 

fool would …’”  “…write something down and expect a reader will understand what is 

meant by it.” I laugh sadly, and pause at length, before taking a deep breath. “There’s just 

so much arrogance. It’s really quite epic.” Aristotle smiles knowingly, looking into me with 

arresting depth and alarming precision. “You’ve read your Homer.” We sit together in 

silence for some time. I grow calmer in side. I’m alright with it, now, but I’m crying again, 

silently and too myself. “I don’t know. It just seems like all of this, the entire point of it, is 
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about friendship, friendship that is deep and abiding, filled with love and the chance at real 

happiness. It’s about bringing out the best in each other, together.” He doesn’t turn 

towards me now. He doesn’t need to. “That’s the best kind of friendship there is.” 
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