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Abstract

This dialogue presents an engaging discussion on the role of philosophers of education in
relation to pedagogy, scholarship, and broader societal concerns like world peace. It
highlights key tensions: the extent to which educators should cultivate particular dispositions
or virtues, the nature of good teaching, and whether philosophers of education have a duty
beyond their discipline to engage in political or moral advocacy. Working from different
philosophical traditions and sensibilities, the authors take opposing positions with respect to
the role of philosophy of education in addressing world peace. We focus on both teaching
and scholarship. We use a dialogue format to examine some of the values and assumptions
at issue in our disagreements.
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Introduction

As longtime friends and colleagues at the Philosophy of Education Society (U.S.A.), we
respect, enjoy, and fundamentally challenge one another’s approaches to philosophy of
education. Siegel locates himself in the tradition of analytic philosophy, and regards
philosophy of education as a sub-discipline of the parent discipline philosophy. Thompson is
informed by multi-disciplinary traditions in which pedagogy and analysis are mediated by
embodied, entangled, emerging prohibitions and possibilities — in particular, African-
American, Chicana, and white anti-racist feminisms; Deweyan and [Alain] Lockean
pragmatism; and queer post-structuralism. The dialogue that follows is not intended to pin
down specific positions in the scholarly literature, however. Instead, somewhat in the
tradition of bell hooks, we seek to draw out some essential distinctions in our views regarding
how philosophy of education should/should not engage questions of world peace.

Dialogue

HS: The world is at war, or so it seems: in Sudan, Ukraine, and the Middle East soldiers and
civilians alike are dying and societies are being torn apart. It would be nice if philosophers
of education could do something about this. But they cannot, at least in their capacity as
philosophers of education. As world citizens, they should of course do whatever they can to
promote peace. But as philosophers of education, their obligations are to advance scholarship
in their field and to teach their students well. ‘Promote peace’ is not part of the professional
obligations of philosophers of education (Siegel, 1981a, 1981h, 1983, 2017).

AT: Insofar as ‘promote peace’ might be interpreted as ‘persuade people,’ I agree; I don’t see
the job of philosophers of education, in our capacity as teachers, as being primarily about
advancing persuasive arguments, or even teaching students how to evaluate arguments
(although both those tasks can be important). You and | probably have an array of
disagreements, but let’s start someplace I think we agree: one of our roles as teachers is to
help students examine their assumptions (and accept their help in examining our own). More
specifically, what would you say that ‘teaching well” entails, for philosophers of education?
HS: Are you speaking only about our capacity as teachers? For me, the primary task is that
of advancing scholarship. As far as teaching goes, we’re agreed that teachers should help
students examine their assumptions — their assumptions concerning the subject matter being
taught, that is; along with subjects that come up during discussion. Why do you ask?

AT: For me, teaching is no less a primary task than research; indeed, | would say that
scholarship has its own pedagogical work (beyond being educative in the obvious
dissemination-of-knowledge sense). Nonetheless, the two undertakings are better addressed
separately; I’'m merely starting with teaching as one of your two points. In terms of your
(partial) position that the pedagogical and scholarly obligations of philosophers of education
include teaching students well, certainly no one would suggest teaching poorly; but is
teaching well self-evident in terms of what it entails (beyond the basics of being prepared,
supportive, reliable, professional, etc.)? My nephew asked me once how many students | had
“converted” to anti-racism, feminism, and other progressive positions. “Probably none,” I
told him. “Then isn’t that a failure?”” he asked. It would be, if persuasion was what teaching
well entailed. It isn’t, however (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2005; Fraser-Burgess & Higgins,
2024; Hooks, 1994; Mayo, 2010). | assume we agree about that, but what | want to know is,
what does it mean, for you? These may be the wrong virtues to single out (and feel free to
pick different examples), but if you were to try to teach your students patience, for example,
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or curiosity with respect to some aspect of their work with you, what might that look like? I
think those dimensions of pedagogy could well have implications for what any of us bring to
questions about world peace.

HS: Good questions, Audrey! I don’t think we’d disagree much about what qualifies as good
teaching. Contrary to your nephew but in agreement with you, good teaching clearly doesn’t
involve conversion to the teacher’s own views.

That said, I’'m suspicious about teaching students virtues, and would hesitate to include it in
the requirements of good teaching (Siegel, 2016, 2023). I'm in favor of the virtues, of course,
and against the vices. But what does it mean to ‘teach a virtue’? If it means imparting the
virtue to students — that is, making them virtuous — | would reject it as a requirement of good
teaching. For one thing, it’s a results-oriented criterion of quality, akin to making student
learning a requirement of good teaching. But whether or to what extent students learn
depends upon a myriad of factors over which teachers have no control — a teacher might teach
excellently, yet their students fail to learn. Similarly for teaching the virtues: the teacher may
teach them well yet students remain vicious. For another, the virtues are themselves
controversial philosophically. For yet another, there’s a worry about distinguishing between
imparting a virtue and indoctrinating it. Finally, the virtues you mention are far broader than
our subject. If philosophers of education are obliged to teach them, so are other philosophers,
historians, chemists, and literary theorists. This doesn’t seem to identify obligations that are
unique to philosophers of education.

If you set aside ‘virtue’ talk and speak instead of fostering dispositions, I’'m with you. The
dispositions I’d favor are those involved in critical thinking (Siegel, 1988).

But perhaps this “virtues v. dispositions’ worry is beside the point. So let me turn it back to
you. Do you think philosophers of education should teach their students patience or curiosity?
What do you think that would look like? And why does ‘what they’d look like’ matter?

AT: You’re right, ‘virtues’ is the wrong language. ‘Teach’ is ambiguous here, too, as you
indicate, but we could probably agree on language such as ‘help students practice habits and
cultivate dispositions’ regarding . . . curiosity? Intellectual humility? Playfulness? Although
I agree that, in some forms, critical thinking would be a desirable disposition, you and | would
mean different things by that. This is where | was going with my question about needing to
unpack what “teaching students well” (as well as “advancing the field”) actually means. The
question as to whether or not philosophers of education should work towards world peace in
our teaching and writing turns in part on how we understand the distinctiveness of doing our
discipline and sub-discipline well (Dewey, 1984a; Mills, 1997; Applebaum et al., 2011).
Naturally there is also the larger question of what we mean by world peace (Anzaldua, 1999;
Butler, 2004; Serlin, 2006). Even if we were to argue that all philosophers of education
should, in their professional work, seek to advance world peace, we might equally in some
cases argue that philosophers of education need to encourage resistance or revolution; we
would hardly want to promote peace in the form of fascist appeasement.

There’s a (possibly misleading) sense in which you and | take similar stances to critical
inquiry: both could be called ‘resistance’ orientations. We expect readers and students to
accept the need to examine assumptions, to practice a certain skepticism towards received
ideas, to analyze patterns, and to be prepared to question ‘common sense’ explanations about
how the world works (Barad, 2011; Butler, 2004; Davis, 1995; Du Bois, 1935; Mills, 1997).
But they and we may also need to cultivate appreciation of the unfamiliar, and to embrace
curiosity and humility about seemingly threatening interpretations (Anzaldua, 1999; Keller,
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1985; Locke & Stewart, 1983; Lugones, 2003).

Up to a point, as you say, these would be shared expectations in many fields. It’s important
for philosophers of education to help cultivate curiosity in students because curiosity is vital
to the kinds of systematic attention, inquiry, analysis, and theorization that welcome
challenges to their modalities. It’s also true that generative and generous curiosity are vital
to liberal education as a whole. Such curiosity is respectful, often relationally engaged,
sometimes playful, possibly risky. By contrast, merely skeptical forms of seeming-curiosity
are really pre-judgments. Although the question ‘What is your evidence for that?” might
represent a genuine interest in learning more, it often barely masks a predetermination that
whatever evidence you might advance is unlikely to be persuasive. This is the arrogant
version of skepticism that we see, for example, in early scientific responses to Barbara
McClintock’s work (Keller, 1985). More radical and humane forms of intellectual curiosity
are less likely to pose questions in terms of an unquestioned framework but include
wondering about why and whether those are the relevant or vital questions. One of the ways
that philosophy of education can contribute to broader questions of education, then, is by
helping students reflect on how we think about what count as good questions, productive
dialogue, sitting with doubt (Dewey, 1984b; Morrison, 1992; Pateman, 1980; Kosofsky,
1990).

HS: Critical thinking is not a single disposition but rather involves a collection of them, on
my view. But we needn’t worry about that here. I agree with the thrust of your remarks; all
that you mention is open to critical scrutiny, perhaps especially the frameworks themselves.
And I’m OK with the cultivation of “generative and generous curiosity”, as you so nicely put
it. But how is all that related to philosophers of education’s contribution to world peace?
AT: What | am suggesting is that we, as teachers and as scholars, are always already
contributing to peace, war, paternalism, tolerant or suspicious stand-off, dangerous dalliance,
or untroubled ignorance, among other possibilities — not, obviously, in any directly causal
fashion, but in the sense that how we talk about world issues (or don’t); how we read and
write about the issues that frame war as impossible, inevitable, or something else; how we
ask and answer questions that turn upon vexed relations; how we understand respect and how
we engage in democratic dialogue (and examine manipulated perceptions), all are already in
train (Butler, 2004). Our classrooms and our writings are not aloof from what is happening
not only around us but through us. That much is true of any teacher, but philosophers of
education are in the distinctive position that our business might be said to be learning to ask
good questions about questions, and interrupting operations to revisit the rules of relevance.
HS: I disagree that philosophers of education are in the “distinctive position” you suggest; |
would have thought that scholars in many other disciplines, and certainly philosophers more
generally, are in the “business” you mention. But let’s leave that aside. I take your point in
your most recent remarks, but I worry about overreach. If we “are always already contributing
to peace, war, paternalism”, etc., where does that end? Are we contributing to war and the
rest of your list when we discuss in class Dewey on growth, or Hirst’s forms of knowledge
thesis, or the nature and desirability of critical thinking as an educational ideal? On the view
you’re proposing, as I understand it, all our efforts are through and through political. If that’s
right, in our classrooms we can problematize existing situations and structures, in which case
we’re doing something like applied political theory rather than philosophy of education; or
we can address philosophy of education issues like the ones I just mentioned through a solely
political lens. That seems to me like the end of philosophy of education as an academic
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discipline. Imagine saying the same thing about physicists — their classes touch on subjects
with obvious political ramifications in terms of weaponry and more, but the object of the
class is the physics, not those ramifications. Shouldn’t we say the same thing about
philosophy of education?

AT: | would resist purist or exclusionary definitions of disciplinary boundaries. At the same
time, I recognize what you’re arguing about the need to work with some kind of definition,
and of course we always need to be selective about how we construe the relevance of the
always-already to our educational settings. Moreover, we can be immobilized by the
realization that we’re always already contributing to (even while perhaps struggling against)
inequities, ecological disaster, and societal violence (Frye, 1992). I'm making the always-
already point not to argue for the need for an explicitly political philosophy of education, but
to clarify that how our work is taken up is not going to align with neutral principles and
purposes; we need to be mindful of what interests we are serving, intentionally or not. To
take a journalistic counterpart, reporting that might strive to be procedurally even-handed
and politically neutral (though admittedly this is an outdated fiction) nevertheless can keep
in play loaded questions or perpetuate insufficiently questioned assumptions (Gilmore et al.,
1997).

With respect to what we specifically think and talk about, philosophers of education are going
to differ. How much and how systematically we address issues of coalition, separation,
gender and sexuality, ethics, metaphysics, resistance, policy, ethnicity and race, peace,
nationhood and sovereignty, climate, colonialism, animal rights, religion, or art, for example,
is not the main question (although it’s a relevant question). Perhaps the main question is,
what is philosophy of education for, and what is it not for? One might answer that in a variety
of ways; I’'m not assuming that there should be a reductive answer. But it does matter whether
we see philosophical methods as primarily for knowledge, truth, wisdom, or spiritual
enlightenment, freedom of thought in the Enlightenment sense, attentiveness to discourse and
narrative in the post-structural sense, communication through an Esperanto-style common
second language, or participation in particular, disparate traditions of inquiry, for example.
The hallmarks of good philosophy of education will differ accordingly: what has standing as
‘clarity,” ‘coherence,” or ‘rigor,” and how it matters; what count as ‘significant,” ‘useful,’
‘relevant,” or ‘generative’ questions; what can be recognized as the literatures, traditions,
communities, and hauntings that shape and inform our inquiry.

I think it matters less what we talk about than whether (and how) we are evading troubling
questions and topics, and whether we are drawing upon a rich, international, and otherwise
diverse literature (in my tradition, also historically informed scholarship). I don’t mean that
philosophers of education or other scholars have no choice but to deal with everything all at
once. We can avoid topics just fine. We can avoid talking about the weather, for example.
Yet if 1 want to study North American Indigenous cultures so as to understand particular
linguistic formations, spiritual practices, or conceptions of power, then my evasion of
weather (not as a political but as a seemingly anodyne topic) may affect how | can think about
the questions at all (Black-Rogers et al., 1988; Farella, 1993).

How we ignore nations, cultures, or various topics is likely to be pre-organized for us. For
example, scholars in the U.S. have had the luxury of enjoying an international captive
audience, in part due to how the economics of publishing have functioned; typically, we
ourselves have not been obliged to consider international audiences in carefully developed
ways, perhaps contenting ourselves with a few colorful quotations. Our evasions also may be
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organized by external pressures, fear, stress, animus, contempt, romanticism, loyalty, or
misplaced scrupulosity. To the extent that we specifically avoid any discussion of Gaza, it is
likely to be a way of not-dealing with enormous, messy, tragic complexity, because the
discussion is too fraught with every possibility for going wrong. What might it mean, though,
if we thought that philosophy of education was in part for help in working through these
terrifying complexities? — not in the sense of directly effecting world peace, but in the sense
of contributing vital qualities of inquiry and communication to all of us in our character as
world citizens?

Although I could imagine an argument that any non-treatment of Gaza by philosophers of
education represents a problematic evasion, that isn’t my position. I do think that there exist
any number of ways that philosophers of education (and others) can teach skills, values, and
methods that have little explicit content. Mathematicians and philosophers of education alike,
for example, can teach students about binaries and other assumed relations. One of my
formative experiences as a pre-philosopher of education was learning about bases/radices in
fourth grade; there was no political or even cultural content to the lesson (although there
could have been), yet there were profound implications for my awareness of the power of
organizing frameworks.

In some sense I want to practice my own form of evasion: I’m not really concerned with a
sweeping ‘should’ for philosophers of education, let alone a general mandate over which I
stand as judge. When | ask myself whether philosophers of education should address
ourselves to promoting world peace (insofar as | have any idea as to what doing so would
entail), I am thinking primarily in terms of traditions of philosophy of education in social
foundations and post-foundations. That’s not because I assume that only we could have a role
to play, but because adopting that home-ground focus is how | can begin to reflect on a
possible responsibility.

Evasion is organized by some degree of recognition that a claim might be made upon us, a
claim that we seek not to engage. A lack of awareness on our part (even if it might be
problematic) would not amount to evasion. An explicit argument against such claims also
need not constitute evasion, unless practiced in bad faith (that is, with arguments intended to
deflect or quash, rather than engage). Because claims made upon us may be inappropriate for
any number of reasons, we may have good reasons to decline them. (We even may have good
reasons to evade them, as when confronted with hostile demands.)

I am concerned with the evasion of possible claims upon us insofar as that evasion (what
post-structuralists refer to as the presence of an absence) organizes discussion around a
palpably ignored, charged space (Morrison, 1992; Pateman, 1980; Kosofsky, 1990). Evading
topics because we feel anxious or unequipped shapes the character of our work. In my
politically engaged department, all but one of the faculty who taught undergraduate courses
during the 2016 election avoided any mention of the results of the election with their
undergraduate (as opposed to their graduate) students. The faculty’s understandable
reasoning was that, if the topic were addressed overtly, newly empowered racist white
students might threaten or silence brown and Black students. The one faculty member that
did address the issue in her undergraduate classes (fearfully, because she was in her first year
as a professor) taught math methods; like our graduate teaching assistants that year, she felt
that she had no choice but to address the election. It was too enormous a presence to ignore.
Our Multicultural Education TAs indeed had strategized well in advance for how they would
take up the results, regardless of how things turned out. The senior faculty who evaded any
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mention of the election included our best teachers; | am not impugning either their teaching
or their motives. They were concerned teachers who did as they thought best. Nevertheless,
the evasion they practiced threatened to leave in place the ominous kind of safety that turns
on not-hearing-things, not having fear, desire, or hatred spoken aloud (Kosofsky, 1990).
Ignoring what is in front of us is specifically what scholars and public schoolteachers
currently are being legally mandated to do throughout much of the U.S. We are expected to
flatten out inquiry so that only understandings geared to dominant groups explain adversarial
relations — if societal tensions are recognized at all. While a soporific blandness prevails
within the brave new curriculum, the world ‘outside’ the classroom is inflamed by
conspiracy-fueled hysteria and wholly fictional ‘news’ designed to diminish or demonize
otherness. Argument and analysis can barely find a footing.

Liberal democracy in the classical (rather than partisan) sense values freedom of thought,
‘both sides’ analyses, and respect for difference (Dewey, 1984a) — something that
fundamentalists long have claimed as political protection for their own values. However, the
protections do not run the other way once extremism and absolutist loyalties hold sway. In
its very character as respect for difference and embrace of challenging inquiry, liberalism is
anathema to fundamentalist and right-wing ideologies. Accordingly, teaching even in what
used to be considered mainstream secular ways may be forced underground.

Paradoxically, there is room for hope, here: liberal and progressive forms of inquiry may be
poised to be revivified by circumlocution and underground movement. We have been talking
about what it may mean to take up philosophy of education in the interests of world peace,
and whether that is desirable or appropriate. When the material prospects for meaningful
peace seem shattered, though, and the very language of university scholarship is treated as a
threat to the weaponized kinds of ‘peace’ and ‘harmony’ that serve particular power relations,
then the work of philosophy of education, even in the form of ‘neutral’ teaching and
scholarship, may be forced into other, newly generative forms of inquiry-as-resistance. |
wonder if that reworking of our work may be vital (Anzaldua, 1999).

HS: There’s a lot to come to grips with in what you say here, Audrey; I don’t think I can do
it justice in this brief conversation. But let me say a few things.

First: you are right that we’re always entangled in historical and political circumstances. This
is true of life generally — we’re so entangled when we drive, shop at the supermarket, exercise,
and in every aspect of living. Even our sleeping is so entangled. Does/should this impact our
thinking about central philosophy of education questions, like those concerning Dewey,
forms of knowledge, and educational ideals mentioned above? The “always-already point”,
as you call it, if taken too seriously, condemns philosophical scholarship to an unavoidable
and destructive-to-scholarship politicization. Take my advocacy of critical thinking as an
educational ideal as an example. That advocacy involves publication and so the economics
of publishing, and I’m with you that some publishers can be more politically noxious than
others. We can agree that we should go with the less noxious ones. But does the chosen
publisher affect the quality of my arguments for that ideal? I don’t see how. You are right
that we have to be mindful of what interests we are serving, intentionally or not. The very
advocacy of a position — in the current example, arguing for or against the ideal of critical
thinking — will inevitably serve some interests and not others. Nevertheless, there is a live
philosophical (and practical) issue here: should education be guided by the ideal, or not? Here
the answer will depend not on the interests served, like furthering the profits of a noxious
publishing corporation, but rather on the quality of the arguments advanced in support of and
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critical of the proposed ideal. You might argue that assessments of that quality also need to
be evaluated on the basis of interests served. I would disagree, not because it can’t be done,
but because the philosophical question is then reduced to the political one. Such a reduction
would spell the end of philosophy generally, and philosophy of education in particular. We
should be aware of the interests our work serves, of course; when they are noxious, we should
resist. But let’s not lose sight of the issues that brought us to philosophy and philosophy of
education in the first place.

You ask: “Perhaps the main question is, what is philosophy of education for, and what is it
not for?”” And you answer that it can be for several quite different things. For me the answer
is obvious: philosophy of education is for furthering philosophical knowledge and
understanding about education, just as, for example, philosophy of science is for furthering
philosophical knowledge and understanding about science. | guess you think that that answer
is far from obvious. On this point we’ll have to agree to disagree, at least for the moment.
You also ask: “What might it mean, though, if we thought that philosophy of education was
in part for help in working through these terrifying complexities? —not in the sense of directly
effecting world peace, but in the sense of contributing vital qualities of inquiry and
communication to all of us in our character as world citizens?” I would like to think that
philosophy of education might so contribute. But I am doubtful. And if it could so contribute,
it would be hard to see how that contribution might differ from the parallel contribution made
by other sub-disciplines of philosophy, and by other disciplines altogether.

I guess our fundamental disagreement concerns the ‘practicality’ of philosophy of education:
Should it be conducted with an eye to improving something else, be it educational practice
or something more broadly political, or should it be conducted with an eye to furthering
itself? Along with Dewey, Peters, Scheffler, and others, | vote for the latter. (Siegel 2025)
Philosophy of education’s aim is to improve our philosophical understanding of education.
That is ambition enough. Of course if it can contribute to things outside itself, like world
peace, we should celebrate such contributions. But so contributing is not its raison d’étre.
You are right, and importantly so, that philosophers of education should be mindful of the
interests we are serving. But the quality of our substantive philosophical contributions does
not depend on either those interests or that serving.

You say “I think it matters less what we talk about than whether (and how) we are evading
troubling questions and topics.” ‘Matters less’ for what? Certainly not for our scholarship. If
I ignore (not evade!) troubling questions about Gaza, for example, while arguing for my
favorite educational ideal, my ignoring them simply has no bearing on the quality of my
arguments for that ideal. And your suggestion that philosophers of education who pursue
their subject non-politically might be avoiding or “evading troubling questions and topics”
that they see as irrelevant to their work simply ignores claims of irrelevance. Do you disagree
that some matters are irrelevant to others? Just as the state of the weather outside my window
as | type is irrelevant to my arguments for this or that philosophical topic, so too is the state
of that war to those arguments. That state may well matter to some philosophical projects,
but surely notto all. It may be that we are simply interested in different philosophical projects.
That of course is fine; let all our projects bloom. Gaza is clearly relevant if our philosophical
task is to fix the problems of the world. My claim is that fixing the problems of the world is
not what our work as philosophers of education is or should be about.

Thanks, Audrey, for this challenging dialogue across differences. | look forward to
continuing the conversation!
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