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In this essay, | aim to make clear that modern education does not stand on Received 14 October 2024
neutral or natural ground but actually is more intimately connected to the Accepted 28 October 2024
“logic” of what Martin Heidegger has referred to as the “age of the world KEYWORDS

view” than what is often assumed. My focus will be on the philosophical didactics; world view;
analysis of this issue, situating the discussion firmly within Continental triangle; Heidegger; Levinas;
philosophy in conversation with Continental educational theory. The work teaching

presented in this essay is “groundwork” aimed at providing an opening

towards education after the age of the world view. If in the age of the

world view education is perceived in terms of learners who stand in

a learning relationship with the world around them so that they are

positioned as individuals who view the world and have a view on and

about the world, education after the age of the world view turns the

relationship in the other direction so that self and world appear altogether

differently. | show how this allows for a return of both world and self and

for an education in which learning no longer plays a central role.

1. Situating the discussion: philosophy, education and the continent

In the English-speaking world, the idea of “philosophy of education” is rather common and, in
a sense, seen as unproblematic and normal (see, for example, White, 2013 and, for a response; Biesta,
2014). For those whose intellectual orientation has been formed within Continental educational
scholarship, however, the connection between “philosophy” and “education” remains more alien
and problematic (see Biesta, 2011). This has much to do with the fact that whereas in the English-
speaking world “education” is generally seen as a practical field which, in order to gain intellectual
purchase, needs to rely on input from (real) academic disciplines such as philosophy, there are many
countries on the European continent where education has established itself as an academic dis-
cipline in its own right, with its own interests, questions and concerns and, more importantly, with its
own forms of theory and theorizing (see Biesta, 2013; McCulloch, 2002).

This is not to suggest that there are no interactions between education and philosophy in Continental
Europe. However, it is not the case that education here is merely seen as an applied field, so that any
relationship with philosophy would be a subservient one in which philosophy is seen as “higher” and
theoretical, and education as “lower” and practical and in need of something that only philosophy can
give. Rather, in the Continental “configuration” (for the term see Biesta, 2023a) the interaction is one in
which education is in the lead, as it is only from an educational angle that meaningful questions can be
generated towards philosophy, just as it is only from an educational angle that any insights from
philosophy can be judged on their relevance for educational matters and concerns.
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I am making these preliminary remarks not just because of the fact that over the past decades
| have made a sustained effort to explore why and how “Continental” educational scholarship is
different from mainstream approaches in the English-speaking world (see, e.g., Biesta, 2011, 2012, in
press). It is also because | care about education and its integrity, and have therefore constantly been
pursuing forms of scholarship that seek to take education seriously in its own terms, rather than
through other lenses or lenses from elsewhere (see Biesta, 2023a, 2024). As a result, | have, over the
years, become more hesitant in my engagement with philosophy, and have also become more
reluctant to identify myself as a philosopher of education — | am more comfortable with the
designation “educational theorist”.

Whereas in what is to follow, | will go rather “deep” into philosophy and, more specifically, into
a rather unique and radical essay from Martin Heidegger - radical, because it goes to the root of the
matter - | do so because | believe that the lesson to be gained from this essay is of crucial importance
for the formulation of a critique of the way in which contemporary educational thought and practice
have evolved over the past decades, almost universally and around the globe. This is, of course, a rather
bold claim to make in a time of diversity in which much intellectual and political work is being done to
articulate alternative viewpoints and perspectives, particularly in order to challenge hegemonic ones.
And this is not just about the clash between “Western” and “non-Western” perspectives and world-
views — which has to do with differences of location - but also about the clash between colonial and
anti- and post-colonial points of view, which denote historical dynamics and struggles.

However - and this is the starting point for what | seek to do in this essay — what unites these
different perspectives and worldviews is precisely the fact that they articulate themselves as such,
that is, as perspectives and worldviews, and hence as different views from “somewhere” onto
“something”. This is evident in “big” intellectual controversies and political struggles, but also
permeates educational cultures and practices that put “learners” and their sense making and
interpretation at the heart of the educational endeavour (see for a recent example Scottish
Government, 2022; and for a critical discussion; Biesta, 2023b). Education, in the guise of learning,
then becomes a matter of developing perspectives and points of view, with teachers and curricula
either authorizing particular perspectives or worldviews, or leaving “learners” entirely free to come
up with their own perspectives, interpretations and opinions.

Rather than assuming that the idea of a worldview or perspective is a neutral and, in a sense,
natural category, | will suggest, following Heidegger, that the very idea of “the world as picture”, as
he puts it, that is, as something that can be viewed by someone from somewhere, is a typically
modern configuration. This implies first of all that it is impossible to speak of, say, a Greek or
a Medieval worldview. It also implies that any critical work with regard to worldviews can no longer
be conceived as the search for a new worldview or a better perspective, but actually needs to raise
the question where we end up when we abandon the idea of the world as view altogether. It is
a search, then, for education after the age of the worldview.

In this essay, | aim to make clear that modern education does not stand on neutral or natural
ground but actually is more intimately connected to the “logic” of the age of the world view than
what is often assumed. My focus will be on the (philosophical) analysis of this, situating the
discussion firmly within Continental philosophy in conversation with Continental educational theory.
The work presented in this essay is “groundwork” aimed at providing an opening towards education
after the age of the world view.

2. Taking a perspective

The idea of “taking a perspective” has become a very common and everyday “gesture”. In conversa-
tions, people often preface what they say with a “from my perspective”, and also frequently ask
others about their perspective. Scholarly work often identifies itself in terms of a particular perspec-
tive — a European perspective, a Nordic perspective, a perspective from the global South, a post-
structural perspective, a feminist perspective, a posthuman perspective, and so on. There is
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something good about all this, as prefacing what one has to say with a “from my perspective” or
“from this perspective” clearly puts the cards on the table, and takes away any suggestion that what
is being said is “the view from nowhere”, that is, the final truth or the total(ising) picture.

The language of “perspective” has become so common, that it is easy to forget that the very idea
of “perspective” has a specific history and origin, and that it is, in that regard, a little less innocent or
universal than one might assume. The modesty implied in the “from my perspective” or “from this
perspective” — which is of course good and helpful - runs the risk of hiding what is going one when
the idea of “perspective” is invoked.

One history of what, for now, | will refer to as the idea of “perspectivism”, goes back to 15th
century Florence and to Filippo di Ser Brunellesco (1377-1446), who is generally seen as the inventor
of linear perspectival drawing (see, for example, Edgerton, 2009). Brunellesco was the first who
managed to represent three-dimensional structures with a “real life” perspective onto a two-
dimensional surface. While Brunellesco’s invention can be seen as a major technical achievement
in the light of a long history of non-perspectival visual art, it is not just or not only a matter of
technical mastery but also, and perhaps first and foremost, a reconfiguration of the relationship
between individual and world.

What is first of all distinctive about perspectival drawing is that it defines a precise standpoint for
the observer. It defines the point where the observer stands as the point from where the observer is
to observe what is to be seen, and to observe it in the “right” perspective, so to say. This also means
that perspectival drawing defines a field in which the observer is positioned as a subject-observing-
an-object-from-a-particular-standpoint. This is very different from, say, Egyptian art or religious icons,
where there is no defined point for the observer and, therefore, a very different field of relationships.
In non-perspectival art, the observer can be anywhere, which also means that the observer is
nowhere, or to be more precise, the observer is nowhere in particular.

Viewed in this way, the invention or “arrival” of perspectival drawing thus marks a wider reconfi-
guration of the relationship between human beings and the world (on this see, for example, Gruwez,
2009). It is a reconfiguration in which human beings appear as observers-of-the-world from
a particular standpoint, and where the world appears as that-which-is-being-observed by the
observer from their standpoint. Individuals thus gain the identity of observers or “world viewers”
(see below for this term), and encounter the world - natural and social - as object to observe from
their particular standpoint or perspective.

In one sense, therefore, perspectivism is a gain, because it allows for a defined position for each
individual vis-a-vis the world. It thus brings about a kind of freedom for each individual. We can
characterize this as the freedom of observation, the freedom of a standpoint, and also as the freedom
of (having a) perspective. But perspectivism also entails a loss, because in it the individual arrives as
spectator-of-objects, the individual arrives as “world viewer”, which not just turns the world into an object
that individuals have perspectives on, but also puts the individual in a particular relationship with the
world or, more precisely, puts the individual at a distance from the world. The gain of the individual’s
freedom thus also comes with losses - first of all a loss of the world, which is turned into an object, but
also a loss of location, so to speak, as it is not immediately clear where the individual actually stands.

3. The age of the worldview

One question this raises is whether perspectivism should be characterized as a typical modern view
of the world or, in slightly more technical language, as a typical modern world view or
Weltanschauung. In a fascinating essay from 1938 called, in one translation, “The Age of the World
Picture” (Heidegger, 2002) and, in another translation, “The Age of the World View” (Heidegger &
Grene, 1976) - in German: “Die Zeit des Weltbildes” - Martin Heidegger has suggested that what is
modern here is not this particular view of the world, but rather the very idea of “the world understood
as view” (Heidegger & Grene, 1976, p. 350) or “grasped as picture” (Heidegger, 2002, p. 67). It is not,
therefore, that there is a shift from, say, a medieval world view to a modern world view. Heidegger
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rather suggests that it is “that the world as such becomes a view” which is “the distinguishing mark of
modern times” (Heidegger & Grene, 1976, p. 351). Hence, his characterization of the modern age as
the “age of the world view”.

Heidegger refers to what is happening here as a “transformation” (see Heidegger & Grene, 1976,
p.350) in a similar vein to what, above, | have described as a reconfiguration. This is so, because it is not
that an already existing individual changes their view about the world, but rather that individual and
world emerge together in a new relationship and with new identities. As Heidegger puts it: “(t)hat the
world becomes a view is one and the same process with that by which man .. .. becomes a subjectum”
(Heidegger & Grene, 1976, p. 352; italics in original). And it is only now, “for the first time”, so Heidegger
writes, that “there is such a thing as a viewpoint of man” (Heidegger & Grene, 1976).

Heidegger also argues that it is in the “interweaving of both processes — that the world becomes
a view and man a subjectum” that “the basic process of modern history” becomes visible (Heidegger
& Grene, 1976, p. 352). He describes this process as a kind of double move in which “the more
objective the object seems to be, the more subjectively ... does the subjectum rise up” (Heidegger &
Grene, 1976). Because the subject becomes more and more “subjective” the more the world
becomes (a) view, this development ends up in what Heidegger characterizes as a “battle of world
views” (Heidegger & Grene, 1976, p. 354). In this battle, Heidegger writes, “man fights for the position
in which he can be that existent which sets the standard for all existence and forms the directive for
it” (Heidegger & Grene, 1976, p. 353). The standpoint is therefore not just an epistemological
category, but has political significance as well.

The first thing to reiterate here is that if it is the case that it is only in the “age of the world view” that
the world becomes something to view and the individual becomes the one who views the world from
their unique, individual and, in a sense, free standpoint, then we can no longer see the idea of “world
view” as a neutral, a- or trans-historical category. It makes no sense, then, to speak about, say, a Greek,
a Roman, a medieval, an Eastern, or a Western world view (and also not, as mentioned, a modern world
view). We should rather conceive of these as different configurations or constellations - or if one wishes:
human-world assemblages — of which “world view” is only one possible option.

It also no longer makes sense, then, to speak about a Christian or Islamic world view or about
religious world views more generally, because doing so would pull such religions into a very
particular modern and, so | wish to suggest, secular configuration.” The same holds for the idea of
indigenous world views as, again, to characterize “indigeneity” as a world view would immediately
pull it into the (modern, Western) “logic” of perspectivism. This would most likely be a denial of the
very “claim” one seeks to articulate with that notion, namely that “indigeneity” has its own “right” to
exist and is precisely not dependent upon a “logic” of “framing” from “elsewhere”.

The second thing to reiterate, is that when “the world becomes picture” (Heidegger, 2002, p. 67),
the world itselfis, in a sense, lost. This also means that the individual in a sense “disappears” from the
world, because as “world viewer” the individual now stands outside and before the world-as-object-of
-observation, as object-to-have-a-perspective-on. This shift is exactly the trajectory of modern
philosophy, in which the question of how the human being can still be “in touch” with the world
and gain reliable knowledge of it not just became the main question of modern philosophy in the
guise of epistemology but also became the main problem for modern philosophy. The latter is
epitomized in Kant's notion of the “Ding-an-sich”, which is the phrase he introduced to refer to reality
which, in itself (“an sich”), is entirely unknowable and, more importantly, unreachable.

The problems of the age of the world view are, however, not merely philosophical and not merely of
the past. On the contrary, we are currently in the middle of a number of significant problems stemming
from the logic of perspectival reason. One is the idea of “post-truth”, which clearly stems from the
suggestion that knowledge and truth are a matter of individual perspectives “on” the world, with no
outside arbiter. Similarly, identity politics stems from the idea of identity as the perspective one has on
oneself (as individual or group), plus the suggestion that everyone should have the right to one’s own
perspective on oneself. While this can easily result in a “battle of world views” at individual and group
level, such a battle is currently also waging at a global level, with devastating consequences.
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In the domain of values, the logic of perspectivism has resulted in the conflation of values with
(individual or collective) preferences, which is a very different way to think about value and values
than from the acknowledgement that something or someone may itself have value, be of value or be
valuable. One could also argue that the recent proliferation of ontologies and “—isms” such as
posthumanism, new materialism, or relational ontology, is an instance of the logic of perspectivism,
stemming from the assumption that also at a meta-level we are just free to articulate our own
perspectives on the world, that we are just free to tell the world what it is or what it ought to be.

The logic of perspectivism also speaks to the current ecological crisis, because if the world is just
an object for us to view and have a perspective on, it becomes quite easy to “forget” about the world
itself and about its integrity, and just do with the world what we want to do with it, without
considering the limits and limitations the world may want to set. A more “extreme” version of the
objectification of the natural world is the denial of reality altogether, which, more than just claiming
the right to one’s own perspective, is actually to say that the world itself does not really matter any
longer.?

4. Back to the things themselves

If perspectivism entails a certain “loss” of the world, particularly in that it turns the world into an
object, and also entails a certain “loss” of the self because it positions the self outside and before the
world, then there is the question whether it is possible to “return” world and self in some way. | hope
that it will be clear from what | have said so far, that this is precisely not the search for a new
perspective, but perhaps better captured as the search for a new “configuration”. In this section, | will
discuss, albeit briefly, some key insights from thinkers who, in different ways, belong to the tradition
of phenomenology. | do so, because | wish to show that what unites these thinkers is their ambition
to configure the field in which world and self can appear radically different from how this is done in
the age of the world view, that is, according to the logic of perspectivism. Phenomenology thus
provides a way in which world and self can return and be returned.

This ambition is clearly articulated in the “motto” for which the word of Edmund Husserl is often
known, which is the suggestion that we need to go “back to the ‘things themselves™ (Husserl, 2001,
p. 168). The Greek word “phainémenon” (pavouevov) does indeed mean “thing appearing to view”
and already in this phrase we can see that phenomenology wishes to focus on things — in the widest
sense of the word - that appear to view (or more precisely in the case of Husserl: to intuition), rather
than on the mental experience of things. Phenomenology thus puts the thing in the centre and in
this way “performs” the opposite gesture from perspectivism, where it is always the viewer who is in
the centre.

Whereas Husserl’s ambition was to go back to the “things” themselves — and here | am only
referring to Husserl’s ambition, not to the question whether he managed to achieve this ambition
(for a critical discussion see Carman, 2006) — Martin Heidegger proposed a rather different “agenda”
for phenomenology, namely an investigation into how “things” exist or, in his own words, an
investigation into the being of beings (in German: “das Sein des Seienden”, often written in English
as the Being [with a capital B] of beings).

As Heidegger put it: “For Husserl, phenomenological reduction ... is the method of leading
phenomenological vision from the natural attitude of the human being whose life is involved in
the world of things and persons back to the transcendental life of consciousness. (...) For us
phenomenological reduction means leading phenomenological vision back from the apprehension
of a being ... to the understanding of the being of this being” (Heidegger, 1982, p. 21). It is this
“ontological difference”, that is, “the differentiation between Being and beings” (Heidegger, 1982,
p. 17) that is at the heart of Heidegger's phenomenological “project”. Philosophy, for Heidegger, thus
becomes “the theoretical conceptual interpretation of being, of being’s structure and its possibilities”
(Heidegger, 1982, p. 11).
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If in the logic of perspectivism the individual is at the centre of things, actively projecting
a perspective onto the world, the way in which the human being shows up in Heidegger’s work is,
again, entirely different and, in a sense, the total opposite of this configuration. Heidegger empha-
sizes qualities such as passivity and receptivity, which is also captured in his suggestion to refer to
the human being as “Dasein”, which can be translated into English as (a) “being-there”. The Being-in-
the-world of “Dasein” is characterized by openness, by a “having-to-be-open”, by a “standing out to
the world”, which is how Heidegger read the idea of existence as “ek-sistence” (see Heidegger, 1962).

One key notion in how Heidegger characterizes Dasein’s existence is the idea of “thrownness”
(Geworfenheit). We are thrown into the world, and we “find” ourselves there, rather than that we
stand before the world (in place and time). It is linked to the idea of “disposedness” (Befindlichkeit),
which has to do with receptivity and even more with the insight that one “finds” oneself in things
that matter to oneself. There is a passive and receptive dimension to this, although with the idea of
“care” (Sorge), Heidegger also suggests that there is an “attitude” (my own term) at stake here. In the
Letter on Humanism, Heidegger not only claims that language is “the house of being” but also that
human beings are - and ought to be, so | wish to add - the “guardians of this home” (Heidegger,
1993, p. 239).

5. Returning the self

The foregoing indicates that both Husserl and Heidegger are after a very different “configuration”
than the “setup” of perspectivism. Whereas Husserl goes back to the things themselves, Heidegger
does not deny things, so to speak, but is interested in something more, namely the way in which
things exist — the being of things. Yet the configurations they are exploring are not only about how
the world “appears” but also about how the self “shows up”. For Husserl, this is the question how
things appear to consciousness or, with his term, intuition. While this is not a matter of consciousness
or intuition having a perspective on things, Husserl does rely on the assumption that consciousness
is already “there”, that is, before things appear to it. Heidegger takes a different “route” by
thematizing the self as “Dasein” and highlighting qualities such as passivity, receptivity, thrownness,
care and guardianship. In doing so, he reveals how “Dasein” stands out to the world, rather than
having its unique gaze on the world from its particular standpoint.

One question this raises, however, is how “Dasein” might be able to judge what to be receptive to,
what to “let in”, what to take care of, and where and when to say no. After all, if there is only
resonance — to use a fashionable concept - but no discernment, “Dasein” will just become an echo-
chamber for anything that forces itself upon “Dasein”, whether it will be world peace or fascism, to
name but two options. In Being and Time, Heidegger discusses this matter in relation to the
distinction between authenticity and inauthenticity (see Heidegger, 1962; see also Carman, 2003
and, for the bigger political issues at stake here; Gordon, 2010). It is here that another author who
stands in the phenomenological tradition is important; this is Emmanuel Levinas.

Levinas's work can be seen as a profound critique of what can be called the “egological™
worldview, that is, the suggestion that the ego would come before the world, both in space and
in time.> When Levinas suggests that we should see “ethics as first philosophy” (Levinas, 1986; see
also Peperzak, 1995), he is not suggesting that everyone should be responsible and even less so that
our ability to be responsible is in some way primary, but rather that responsibility is “the essential,
primary and fundamental structure of subjectivity” (Levinas, 1985, p. 95). While this suggestion may
sound rather totalizing or even ontological, there is an extremely helpful sentence from Zygmunt
Bauman which, in my opinion, captures what Levinas is after extremely well. As Bauman puts it,
ethics as first philosophy means that “responsibility is the first reality of the self” (Bauman, 1993, p. 13;
emphasis added).

What is captured in this phrase is the idea that my self becomes an issue for me - not for anyone
or for others but for me — when | encounter responsibility. Viewed in this way, we can say that
responsibility is “objective” - we simply encounter it. Yet it is in this encounter that | meet my own
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freedom, because when | encounter responsibility, when | encounter a question or request that is
directed at me, it is for me to figure out whether | say “yes” or “no”, whether | “take up” this
responsibility or walk away from it. Others can help me, encourage me, distract me, but it is up to me
to decide what to do with my freedom and hence with my “self”. It is, therefore, in the encounter with
responsibility that my self begins to matter or, in Heideggerian language, that | am drawn into the
world and drawn into my own existence.

Both Heidegger and Levinas thus highlight that the self is not its own origin, does not pull itself into
the world, and particularly does not assert itself into the world through his or her own perspective on
and interpretation of the world. While there is a risk that Heidegger makes the subject too receptive, so
to speak, too open to the world, Levinas points at the precise “moment” where the self becomes an
issue for itself as a moment of decision, a moment to say “yes” or “no”. The first reality of the self is
therefore a moment of heteronomy, but Levinas emphasizes that this is “a heteronomy which does not
involve servitude, a receptive ear which still retains its reason, an obedience which does not alienate
the person listening” (Levinas, 1989, p. 207). It is, in other words, not an argument for saying that we
should simply receive everything that comes to us from “elsewhere”. Each encounter with responsi-
bility is therefore a kind of “wake-up call” (see also Biesta, 2022a).

6. The educational triangle and its arrows

In order to appreciate the educational significance of the preceding discussion, | would like to
connect it to what is generally seen as the basic form or structure of education. In the Continental
literature on didactics — which perhaps translates best into English as the theory and practice of
teaching or instruction - this form is known as the “didactic triangle” (in German: “Didaktische
Dreieck”). The key-idea of the didactic triangle is that education always entails three “elements” -
teacher, pupil, and content — and that these elements stand in a triadic relationship to each other
(see, for example, Bonsch, 2005).

In simple terms, one could say that if there were only a teacher and a pupil but nothing to teach
“about” there would be no education, but just an interpersonal relationship. And if there were only a pupil
and content but no teacher it would, again, not be an instance of education but at most an instance of
learning (depending on what the pupil would do with the content). The idea behind the didactic triangle
is, therefore, that all education necessarily consists of these three elements. The following figure provides
a “standard” depiction of the triangle from German literature on didactics(Figure 1).

Lehrer

Schiler Stoff

Lemen

Figure 1. The didactic Triangle. Taken from Didaktische Modelle | Flashcards (gocongr.com) accessed 14 October 2024
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The three “elements” in this depiction are the teacher (in German: Lehrer), the pupil (in German:
Schiiler) and the content (in German: Stoff). Education “happens”, so we might say, when the three
elements are brought into “articulation” (this term stems from the work of one of the founders of modern
educational thought, Johan Friedrich Herbart; see Herbart, 1806). For this reason, what is important about
the triangle is not just its form or structure but also the way in which the relationship between the three
elements is understood - something which in the figure is expressed through the arrows.

One arrow runs from the teacher to the content and is described in the figure as “preparation” (in
German: “Vorbereitung”). This is the work the teacher does in preparing the content for the student,
which we could see as belonging to the domain of curriculum and curriculum development. It is the
work of making the content in some way “accessible” for the pupil, for example by making it into
a particular task or project. A second arrow runs from the teacher to the pupil and is described in the
figure as “teaching” (in German: “Lehren”). This has to do with the ways in which the teacher instructs
the pupil, for example by explaining what the task is or, even more basically, trying to focus the
attention of the pupil on the content. Yet one could say that all of this only matters because of the
third arrow, which is the one that runs from the pupil to the content and is described in the figure as
“learning” (in German: “Lernen”).

Some would see the triangle first and foremost as an account of the structure of what goes on in
schools, colleges and universities, that is, as an account of the logic of the classroom. There are others,
however, who have argued that it depicts the more general form or structure of education. Klaus Prange,
for example, refers to the three “elements” of the triangle as “educator” (in German: “Erzieher”), “child” (in
German: “Kind”) and “theme” (in German: “Thema”) (see Prange, 2012, p. 55). Elsewhere, | have suggested
to refer to the three elements in English as the educator, the student and the world (see Biesta, 2021).
Whereas the didactical “reading” of the triangle puts the content or subject-matter at the centre of
attention, thus framing it within a view of the point of schooling as that of “acquiring” or “mastering”
particular content or subject-matter, notions such as “theme” and “world” provide a slightly “broader”
depiction of what the focus of attention is. (I will return to the significance of these terms below.)

Whereas many would see the didactic triangle, both in its more narrow and broader interpretations
as a neutral, self-evident, natural and perhaps even innocent depiction of what education is about,
I wish to suggest that the way in which student and world “show up” in the triangle, namely as being in
a learning relationship where it is the “task” of the pupil to learn the content, is part and parcel of the age
of the world view. This has not to do with the elements of the triangle, which | do see as necessary for
education, but with the direction of arrows, to put succinctly and, most importantly, with the direction
of the arrow from “pupil” to “content” and the characterization of what goes on there as “learning”.

Klaus Prange, in his discussion of the educational triangle, argues, correctly in my view, that
teaching and learning - or with the language | prefer: the work of the teacher and the work of the
student - are entirely separate. They are different “operations”, as he calls them. It is not, therefore,
that teaching can in anyway cause learning (see Prange, 2012, pp. 57-63). While this allows him to
speak with much precision about the work of the teacher and the unique form of teaching (see, for
a discussion, Biesta, 2022b), one thing | find remarkable is that he simply seems to accept - one could
also say: he simply assumes - that the relationship between pupil and content (or in my terms:
between student and world) is a learning relationship. He argues that learning simply “happens” and
simply “exists” and that it does so independent from what teachers or educators do or refrain from
doing (see Prange 2012, p. 58-59).

Prange’s line of thought is but one example of a major trend in contemporary educational
scholarship - but also well beyond this — which does indeed see “learning” as a “natural” category,
that is, as the way in which human beings are in relationship with the world around them, so that
learning, therefore, is something human beings simply do, have to do, and cannot not do. In this way
of seeing, the self necessarily shows up as a “learner” just as the world necessarily will show up as an
object of the learner’s learning. It is also telling how omnipresent the designation “learner” has
become, not just in educational contexts and settings but also in the call that everyone should
become a “lifelong learner” (see, for example, Biesta, 2006).
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Yet this particular “framing” and positioning of the individual-learner vis-a-vis the world-to-be-
learned relies on and is an expression of the configuration that is characteristic of the age of the world
view; the age in which the world becomes “a view” and the individual becomes “a subjectum” who has
a “viewpoint” (see above). Rather, therefore, than assuming that the learning relationship is the natural
and therefore inevitable way in which individuals are in relation with the world, Heidegger's analysis
reveals the specificity of this particular configuration. Rather than it being natural and inevitable,
Heidegger helps us to see that this is only one possible way in which self and world can “show up”,
in education - and also in life. Heidegger's analysis reveals, in other words, that any attempt at
neutralizing and naturalizing the relationship between self and world as a learning relationship is
a political intervention rather than a statement of facts (on this see Biesta, 2018).

7. Turning the arrow: education after the age of the world view

In this essay, | have tried to show that contemporary education stands on less neutral and natural
ground than what is often assumed. Rather than claiming that students simply and necessarily stand
in a learning relationship with the world and that it is the task of the teacher to organize the content-
to-be-learned and instruct students about how to acquire and master this content, | have tried to
argue with and “after” Heidegger, that this configuration is part of the age of the world view, and
therefore not as neutral, natural and inevitable as is often assumed.

In a sense, the whole discussion hangs on a rather minor detail in the educational triangle, which
is the direction of the arrow from “pupil” to “content”. This suggests — and my essay is intended as an
opening towards education after the age of the world view rather than a fully fledged articulation of
ot — that the starting point for an altogether different educational configuration may lie in a simple
turning of the arrow. Not from the pupil to the content or the student to the world and even less so
from the learner to the world-to-be-approached-as-an-object-for-the-learners-learning, but rather
from the world to the student.

If in the age of the world view, the student is subject and the world object - to put it briefly and
quickly - the turning of the arrow results in a configuration in which the world becomes subject, so
to speak, and the subject becomes subjected rather than subjective. The world as subject is a world
that asks something of us, appears as appeal, as question, as demand and even, with a word from
Alfonso Lingis (1998), as imperative. Rather than that it allows the student to become subjective in
the way in which Heidegger uses the word - as the one who is able to occupy a subjective
standpoint from which to view (and judge) the world — we could say that the student becomes
subjected, that is, is put in a position to respond to the appeal of the world or, to follow Levinas, to
meet this responsibility and figure out whether to say “yes” to it or walk away from it.

By turning the arrow, we thus end up in an educational configuration in which world and self
show up very differently. The world is no longer a distant object that requires our perspective or
opinion, but returns as real. Similarly, in such an encounter with the world, the student not just meets
the world but also meets its own freedom in relation to the world. This is not the freedom to just do
what one wants to do, but it is the freedom to say “yes” to what the world may be asking of me, or
walk away from it — which is an altogether more difficult freedom (Levinas, 1997).

Notes

1. The German word translated here as “man” is “Mensch”, which would be better translated as “human being”.

2. Heidegger makes the point that as soon as Christianity is seen as a world view it “adapts itself to modern times”
(Heidegger & Grene, 1976, p. 342), which can be understood as the suggestion that as soon as one speaks about
a Christian worldview one has already secularized Christianity. On this issue and its implications for religious
education, see also Biesta and Hannam (2023).

3. Donald Trump is a sad but also potentially dangerous example of such a denial of reality.

For the term “egology” see Levinas 1969, p.35.

5. Following what | have said so far, this also means that any worldview is actually egological in this sense.

»
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