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ADULT ED U CA TION QUAR TERLY / Au gust 2000Fenwick / PER SPEC TIVES ON COG NI TION

EXPANDING CONCEPTIONS OF
EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING: A 
REVIEW OF THE FIVE CONTEMPORARY
PERSPECTIVES ON COGNITION

TARA J. FENWICK
Uni ver sity of Al berta

This arti cle offers a com par i son of five dis tinct cur rents of thought appar ent in recent schol arly
writ ing address ing expe ri en tial learn ing, defined here as a pro cess of human cog ni tion. These
five per spec tives were selected for their heu ris tic value in expand ing con ven tional notions of
expe ri en tial learn ing, rang ing from con cep tions of reflec tive con struc tions of mean ing to psy -
cho an a lytic, sit u ated, emancipatory, and eco log i cal the o ries of learn ing. A ratio nale for this
typology is out lined, and the prob lems of clas si fi ca tion and com par i son of mul ti ple per spec tives
are dis cussed. The five per spec tives are each described briefly, out lin ing their view of knowl edge,
learn ing, and teach ing; their under stand ing of rela tions between knower, cul ture, and knowl edge;
and cri tiques and ques tions raised by other per spec tives. Caveats about the lim i ta tions and pre -
sump tions of such a typology are declared along with invi ta tions for response and cri tique.

Expe ri en tial learn ing is, as Michelson (1996) sug gests, argu ably one of the most
sig nif i cant areas for cur rent research and prac tice in adult edu ca tion and increas -
ingly one of the most prob lem atic areas. Much adult learn ing is com monly under -
stood to be located in every day work place tasks and inter ac tions, home and fam ily
activ ity, com mu nity involve ment, and other sites of nonformal edu ca tion. The term
expe ri en tial learn ing is often used both to dis tin guish this ongo ing mean ing mak -
ing from the o ret i cal knowl edge and nondirected infor mal life expe ri ence from for -
mal edu ca tion. When brought into the pur view of the edu ca tor, the notion of expe ri -
en tial learn ing has been appro pri ated to des ig nate every thing from
kin es thetic-directed instruc tional activ i ties in the class room to spe cial work place
pro jects inter spersed with crit i cal dia logue led by a facil i ta tor, to learn ing gen er ated 
through social action move ments, and even to team-build ing adven tures in the wil -
der ness. Defi ni tional prob lems con tinue when one tries to dis en tan gle the notion of
expe ri en tial learn ing from expe ri ences com monly asso ci ated with for mal
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edu ca tion such as class dis cus sions, read ing and anal y sis, and reflec tion. As Alheit
(1998) has pointed out, the appro pri a tion of human life expe ri ence as a ped a gog i cal
pro ject to be man aged by edu ca tors is highly sus pi cious.

This is the cat a lyst for my con cern to open wider approaches to the o riz ing expe -
ri en tial learn ing. I sug gest this colo nial impulse is enabled pre cisely by a pre dom i -
nant con cep tion in much edu ca tional the ory and prac tice of expe ri en tial learn ing as
reflec tive con struc tion of mean ing, with par tic u lar empha sis on crit i cal reflec tion
and dia logue. This con cep tu al iza tion was pop u lar ized by Kolb (1984) and Schon
(1983), and a sig nif i cant body of the ory and cri tique has devel oped to debate just
how reflec tion-on-expe ri ence unfolds in dif fer ent con texts to cre ate knowl edge
(later dis cussed in greater detail). Learning is pre sented as a reflec tion-action (or
mind-body and indi vid ual-con text) binary: recall ing and ana lys ing lived expe ri -
ence to cre ate men tal knowl edge struc tures. Implicit is a pro cess of pri vat iz ing,
objectifying, order ing, and dis ci plin ing expe ri ence, a pro cess that inserts gov er -
nance as a mat ter of course and nat u ral izes hier ar chies of knowl edge and skill. The
result ing appro pri a tion and compartmentalization by edu ca tors of fluid spaces of
human mean ing mak ing rei fies, essentializes, and narrativizes expe ri ence as a
know able resource to be exploited in the ser vice of ratio nal is tic and util i tar ian
notions of knowl edge, splits ratio nal con scious ness from messy mat ters of the
body, reg u lates sub jects through tech nol o gies such as crit i cal reflec tion and accred -
i ta tion of prior learn ing expe ri ence (Michelson, 1996), and often ignores issues of
iden tity, pol i tics, and dis cur sive com plex i ties of human expe ri ence (and the prob -
lem atic of its knowability) unfold ing amid what Spivak (1988) has called “frac -
tured semiotic fields.” Michelson’s (1999) inno va tive work the o riz ing expe ri en tial
learn ing most recently has explored how this dis course has sup pressed
“transgressive iden ti ties and mean ings” and a pre-Car te sian view of expe ri ence as
“embod ied, com mu nal, and fruit fully inco her ent” (p. 142). In the work place, com -
monly acknowl edged to be a dom i nant site where expe ri en tial learn ing and pro duc -
tion are con flated, Usher and Sol o mon (1999) note that “the edu ca tional dis course
of expe ri en tial learn ing inter sects hap pily with the man a ge rial dis course of work -
place reform . . . in the cause of shap ing sub jec tiv ity in ways appro pri ate to the
needs of the con tem po rary work place” (p. 162). In a time when an under stand ing of 
man aged expe ri en tial learn ing is ascend ing as a pri mary ani ma tor of life long learn -
ing, the need to dis rupt and resist reductionist, binary, indi vid u al ized notions of
expe ri en tial learn ing and pose alter nate con cep tions becomes urgent.

Thus, in this arti cle, I seek to dis rupt con ven tional notions of expe ri en tial learn -
ing and invite more dis cus sion about alter na tive con cep tions by com par ing five per -
spec tives of expe ri en tial learn ing. Here, expe ri en tial learn ing means a pro cess of
human cog ni tion. The root of the word cog ni tion in fact means “to learn,” and thus
the two terms are used inter change ably fol low ing stan dard usage within each per -
spec tive. I do not believe that the dimen sion of expe ri ence, broadly under stood, is
defen si ble as a classi fi ca tory signifier in cog ni tion: What man ner of learn ing can be 
con ceived that is not expe ri en tial, whether the con text be clearly edu ca tional or
not? Expe ri ence embraces reflec tive as well as kin es thetic activ ity, con scious and
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uncon scious dynam ics, and all man ner of inter ac tions among sub jects, texts, and
con texts. Expe ri ence flows across arbi trary denom i na tions of for mal and infor mal
edu ca tion, pri vate and pub lic sites of learn ing, and com pli ant and resis tant mean ing 
for ma tion. If the cat e gory of expe ri en tial learn ing sig ni fies nonschooled learn ing,
then con trol and edu ca tors’ pres ence are being rei fied as clas si fy ing dimen sions.
This cre ates a log i cal prob lem because edu ca tors cre ated the cat e gory and thus are
ipso facto, pres ent in it. In any case, the cat e gory implies that some kinds of learn ing 
do not incor po rate expe ri ence, which is an absurd prop o si tion from any defi ni tional 
view point. More over, attempted divi sions between human expe ri ence and reflec -
tion on that expe ri ence have proved prob lem atic for all kinds of rea sons that are
later dis cussed.

How ever, the term expe ri en tial learn ing is used here because of its well-estab -
lished tra di tion in adult edu ca tion and to avoid epistemological argu ments within
broader con structs such as knowl edge or cog ni tion. I do not address the o ries of
learn ing derived from behav ior ism or cog ni tive sci ence, nor do I enter debates
about the nature and con struc tion of the o ret i cal or dis ci plin ary knowl edge. I am
restrict ing my dis cus sion to con cep tions of knowl edge call ing them selves learn ing, 
that is, that sit u ate them selves within a ped a gog i cal frame the o riz ing some sort of
inter sec tion between sit u a tion, edu ca tor, and sub ject whose posi tion is des ig nated
learner by vir tue of a trace able devel op men tal moment. In par tic u lar, I focus on
con tem po rary per spec tives on learn ing that are directly linked to indi vid ual and
col lec tive human actions and inter ac tions, which I believe hold great est prom ise for 
future research and prac tice in adult learn ing for rea sons described in the fol low ing
sec tions.

I am assum ing, uncom fort ably, the pres ence of an edu ca tor. This is because edu -
ca tional dis course such as this arti cle gath ers human activ ity, rela tions, and mean -
ing mak ing into the edu ca tor’s gaze. How ever much we may resist, we edu ca tors
are still and always attempt ing to con fig ure our selves in cog ni tion’s pro cesses as
active agents who ulti mately man age pro cesses we call learn ing from var i ous posi -
tions: enhanc ing, direct ing, resist ing, observ ing, or ana lyz ing. There fore, the phe -
nom e non under study here is not sim ply the ongo ing flow of mean ing-mak ing in
which all indi vid u als engage through out life (and in which the pol i tics of insert ing
edu ca tors at any point can be jus ti fi ably ques tioned). Instead, the per spec tives rep -
re sented in this arti cle are framed as ped a gog i cal the o ries of expe ri en tial learn ing:
All share the assump tion that cer tain expe ri ences of cog ni tion can be enhanced in
ways that pro duce out comes desired by the actors or learn ers involved.

Fol low ing this prem ise, these the o ries can be read ped a gog i cally in at least the
fol low ing two ways: as pre scrip tive basis for instruc tional design and inter ven tion
and as descrip tive or inter pre tive tools for under stand ing learn ing envi ron ments.
How ever, within this frame, enhance ment does not nec es sar ily have to mean appli -
ca tion of the ory as ped a gog i cal method. Pitt, Rob ert son, and Todd (1998) show
how the ory of cog ni tion can be read with the edu ca tional impulse, focus ing on how
the ory and edu ca tion can be read together. From a read ing-with posi tion, per pet ual
inquiry can be opened into the con di tions and mean ings of teach ing and learn ing,
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and tra di tional notions of the ory-prac tice gaps can be sub verted. This third way of
read ing is the posi tion I have adopted in this arti cle.

To this end, this arti cle offers a sum mary of the reflec tive constructivist view of
expe ri en tial learn ing and then pres ents com par a tively four addi tional dis tinct cur -
rents of thought that have emerged in recent schol arly writ ing address ing (expe ri -
en tial) learn ing and cog ni tion. These per spec tives were selected for dis cus sion here 
either because of their prom i nence in recent writ ing about learn ing and devel op -
ment or because they offer an orig i nal per spec tive on the rela tion ships between
expe ri ence, con text, mind, and learn ing that may raise help ful ques tions about the
dom i nant constructivist view. Space con sid er ations mit i gate against a com pre hen -
sive anal y sis of any par tic u lar per spec tive, and in most cases, extended dis cus sion
of each is avail able else where. My pur pose is to pres ent only a brief over view for
com par a tive pur poses to honor and clar ify dif fer ent per spec tives along sim i lar
ques tions of learn ing so that dia logue among them may con tinue.

ON CLAS SI FI CA TION

Some ratio nale and dis cus sion of the classi fi ca tory choices gov ern ing this arti -
cle is war ranted. I have avoided cat e go ries such as indi vid ual, sociocultural, or inte -
grated the o ries because these divi sions imply a nat u ral sep a ra tion between indi vid -
u als and envi ron ment, when in fact the the o ries rep re sented here each incor po rate
ele ments of indi vid ual psy chol ogy in rela tion to sociocultural envi ron ment
(although they empha size dif fer ent apexes of the rela tion ship). Also, I have tried to
avoid using dimen sions of under stand ing derived from one frame that may prove
non sen si cal when imposed on another. For exam ple, to look for a the ory’s view of
the learner pre sup poses that there are bound aries between knower, knowl edge, and
dif fer ent con texts that need some how to be cognitively tra versed: Those per spec -
tives that deny such a prem ise would there fore appear to be defi cient.

Here in fact lies one of the cen tral problematics in cre at ing any typology. The
dif fer ent cat e go ries pre sented here may appear as nat u ral and given, when in fact
they are highly con structed. All dimen sions of clas si fi ca tion derive from some per -
spec tive held and imposed by the clas si fier, thus con struct ing a world arranged
accord ing to the pre ferred order of things derived from the clas si fier’s view point. In
this asser tion, I sim ply admit the con straints of my own logic. In par tic u lar, West ern 
classi fi ca tory logic embeds its knowers with the deep assump tion that there is such
a logic, seek ing to know the dif fer ences between things, and to sep a rate them
accord ingly. I can not pre sume to hide my own inter ests in cog ni tion and my own
pref er ences for par tic u lar learn ing the o ries behind these dimen sions as if they are
neu trally pre sented sim ply as dif fer ent types. I am also aware that my own desires
for con cep tual con trol are reflected in the act of ren der ing these per spec tives as
man age able, com pa ra ble threads of intel lec tual thought.

I have tried to avoid classi fi ca tory hier ar chies, although the plac ing together of
par tic u lar strains of thought inev i ta bly sub sumes sub tle dis tinc tion under broad
char ac ter is tics. Some read ers, for exam ple, may be per turbed at the broad cat e gory

246 ADULT ED U CA TION QUAR TERLY / Au gust 2000

 at TEACHERS COLLEGE LIBRARY on September 27, 2010aeq.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://aeq.sagepub.com/


here termed crit i cal cul tural the ory, which rep re sents those per spec tives in crit i cal
ped a gogy, fem i nist the ory, poststructural the ory, postcolonial stud ies, and oth ers
that draw atten tion to issues of power and dis course because these con fig ure knowl -
edge envi ron ments. Cer tainly, it can be argued that each of these cur rents of thought 
deserve sep a rate atten tion and per haps are incom men su ra ble in one cat e gory. Sim i -
larly, one can argue that enactivism and sit u ated cog ni tion, being rel a tively less
prom i nent in adult edu ca tion prac tice to date and sim i lar in kind, should be col -
lapsed into a sin gle cat e gory.

My rea son ing for pre sent ing the cat e go ries as they are again relates to the edu ca -
tional pur poses and audi ence of this typology. Many per spec tives in crit i cal cul tural 
the ory have enjoyed wide spread inter est, atten tion, and dis sem i na tion in adult edu -
ca tion lit er a ture. I believe that greater ser vice is pro vided at this point by show ing
sim i lar broad pat terns among these per spec tives than con trib ut ing fur ther to the
volu mi nous schol arly lit er a ture delin eat ing their sub tle ties and respec tive util ity.
Mean while, the enactivist the ory of learn ing, although cer tainly not new, has only
recently been incor po rated in ped a gogy the o riz ing in North Amer ica.1 My con cern
is that new com ers to enactivist the ory may auto mat i cally asso ci ate it with sit u ated
cog ni tive the ory when in fact there are impor tant dis tinc tions.

The five cur rents of thought selected have been given descrip tive titles for pur -
poses of ref er ence in this arti cle, which should not be under stood as for mally des ig -
nated the ory names. These titles are the fol low ing: reflec tion (a constructivist per -
spec tive), inter fer ence (a psy cho an a lytic per spec tive rooted in Freud ian tra di tion),
par tic i pa tion (from per spec tives of sit u ated cog ni tion), resis tance (a crit i cal cul -
tural per spec tive), and co-emer gence (from the enactivist per spec tive ema nat ing
from neu ro sci ence and evo lu tion ary the ory). These five per spec tives are each
described briefly in the sec tions that fol low, out lin ing their view of knowl edge,
learn ing, and teach ing; their under stand ing of rela tions between knower, cul ture,
and knowl edge; implied roles for edu ca tors; and cri tiques and ques tions raised by
other per spec tives.

I have also, with some trep i da tion, included a chart to sum ma rize the posi tions of 
the five per spec tives on each of eight dimen sions (see the appen dix). The eight
dimen sions are the fol low ing: focus, basic explan a tory sche mata, view of knowl -
edge, view of rela tion of knower to object and sit u a tion of know ing, view of learn -
ing pro cess, view of learn ing goals and out comes, view of the nature of power in
expe ri ence and know ing, and view of the edu ca tor’s role, if any, in learn ing. These
dimen sions were sug gested by other clas si fi ca tions of cog ni tive per spec tives:
Greeno’s (1997) response to debates about the nature of sit u ated know ing; Davis
and Sumara’s (1997) com par i son of cognitivism, constructivism, and enactivism;
and Mezirow’s (1996) dis cus sion of three con tem po rary par a digms of learn ing. I
know well the mul ti ple prob lems and iro nies of such a chart appear ing in an arti cle
such as this. Besides the reductionist, binary, and reificatory logic that appar ently
con struct it is the spec ter of its repro duc tion and dis tri bu tion as a ped a gog i cal tool,
stripped of the impor tant com plex i ties and inner contestations that I fer vently hope
will bub ble heat edly in any dia logue pre cip i tated by dis play of this chart.
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In more gen eral terms, any typology such as this makes com pro mises to pro duce 
a cer tain clar ity. The focus on a lim ited num ber of dimen sions elim i nates other
dimen sions that some may con sider sig nif i cant. It also elim i nates the abil ity to
exam ine rich details of the sub tle ties, dif fer ences, and inter ac tions among these
cur rents of thought. Nat u rally, there is an inher ent dif fi culty in apply ing any sin gle
dimen sion to inter pret mul ti ple per spec tives. How ever much I have sought to use
ana lyt i cal dimen sions that allow rep re sen ta tion of sig nif i cant char ac ter is tics of
each the o ret i cal per spec tive, each per spec tive is its own world with its own defin ing 
sche mata. In fact, within its own world, any sin gle per spec tive here would sub sume, 
inter pret, and clas sify the oth ers in par tic u lar ways.2 Even the act of com par ing one
with another is poten tially prob lem atic. The equal ized side-by-side rep re sen ta tion
of these cat e go ries masks the dif fer en tial influ ence each wields on adult edu ca tion
prac tice, social the ory, and on each other.

Despite all of the prob lems attend ing the com par a tive pre sen ta tion of dif fer ent
the o ret i cal per spec tives in the ways that I have cho sen here, I none the less believe in
the pos si bil i ties it affords to inter rupt and extend our think ing about teach ing and
learn ing. This is a tem po rary clas si fi ca tion, a start ing point intend ing to illu mi nate
inter stices where points of dis cus sion may be opened. Its lim i ta tions may hope fully
be over looked in face of its poten tial use ful ness. If it is pos si ble to read our edu ca -
tional prac tice and the o ries of learn ing with these alter nate per spec tives, I trust that
we may come to a place that “teaches us to think beyond our means” (Felman, 1987, 
p. 15).

RE FLEC TION (A CONSTRUCTIVIST PER SPEC TIVE)

This prev a lent and influ en tial adult learn ing the ory casts the indi vid ual as a cen -
tral actor in a drama of per sonal mean ing-mak ing. The learner reflects on lived
expe ri ence and then inter prets and gen er al izes this expe ri ence to form men tal struc -
tures. These struc tures are knowl edge, stored in mem ory as con cepts that can be
rep re sented, expressed, and trans ferred to new sit u a tions. Expla na tions in this per -
spec tive inquire into ways peo ple attend to and per ceive expe ri ence, inter pret and
cat e go rize it as con cepts, and then con tinue adapt ing or trans form ing their con cep -
tual struc tures or “mean ing per spec tives” (Mezirow, 1990).

Constructivism has a long and dis tin guished (although by no means homog e -
nous or mono lithic) his tory (Piaget, 1966; Von Glaserfeld, 1984; Vygotsky, 1978;
Wells, 1995), por tray ing learn ers as inde pend ent con struc tors of their own knowl -
edge with vary ing capac ity or con fi dence to rely on their own con struc tions.3 How -
ever, all views share one cen tral prem ise: A learner is believed to con struct, through
reflec tion, a per sonal under stand ing of rel e vant struc tures of mean ing derived from
his or her action in the world. Piaget (1966) described this con struc tion pro cess as
oscil lat ing between assim i la tion of new objects of knowl edge into one’s net work of 
inter nal con structs and accom mo da tion of these con structs in response to new
expe ri ences that may con tra dict them.

In lit er a ture of adult learn ing, this reflec tive view is embed ded in the writ ings of
Boud and Miller (1996), Kolb (1984), MacKeracher (1996), Mezirow (1990),
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Schon (1983), and many oth ers. Schon, in par tic u lar, has been a sig nif i cant pro moter
of constructivism to under stand work place learn ing, argu ing that prac ti tio ners
learn by notic ing and fram ing prob lems of inter est to them in par tic u lar ways, and
then inquir ing and exper i ment ing with solu tions. Their knowl edge is con structed
through reflec tion dur ing and after this exper i men tal action on the ill-defined and
messy prob lems of prac tice. Brookfield (1987) and Mezirow (1990) have made
con sid er able con tri bu tions to constructivist views of adult learn ing by the o riz ing
how crit i cal reflec tion inter rupts and recon structs human beliefs. Brookfield shows
how both skep ti cal ques tion ing and imag i na tive spec u la tion can reflect on
memoried expe ri ence to refine, deepen, or cor rect adults’ knowl edge con struc tions. 
Mezirow (1996) has con tin ued to argue that an indi vid ual’s reflec tion on fun da -
men tal pre mises opens mean ing per spec tives that are more “inclu sive, dif fer en ti at -
ing, per me able, crit i cally reflec tive, and inte gra tive of expe ri ence” (p. 163).

Cri tique From Other Per spec tives

Critics such as Britzman (1998a) and Sawada (1991) main tain that the reflec tive
constructivist view is some what sim plis tic and reductionist. It rei fies ratio nal con -
trol and mas tery, which fem i nist the o rists of work place learn ing have crit i cized as a
euro cen tric, masculinist view of knowl edge cre ation (Hart, 1992; Michelson,
1996). Constructivism also does not pro vide any sophis ti cated under stand ings of
the role of desire in learn ing, a foun da tional prin ci ple accord ing to psy cho an a lytic
the ory, despite its cen tral tenet that a learner’s inten tion guides the inquiry pro cess.
The focus on ratio nal con cept for ma tion side steps the ambivalences and inter nal
vicis si tudes bub bling in the uncon scious, which accord ing to Britzman (1998a),
direct our inter pre ta tions and there fore our mean ing mak ing or expe ri ence in
unpre dict able ways. (This view is more fully devel oped in the Inter fer ence sec tion.) 
Sawada (1991) argues that “reflec tion as pro cess ing” rein forces a con duit under -
stand ing of learn ing, rely ing on an old input-out put met a phor of learn ing in which
the sys tem becomes input to itself. Fur ther more, constructivism falsely pre sumes a
cut uni verse in which sub jects are divided from envi ron ment and from their own
expe ri ences, and reflec tion is pos ited as the great inte gra tor, bridg ing sep a ra tions
that it cre ates instead of reori ent ing us to the whole.

The constructivist view con sid ers the indi vid ual a pri mary actor in the pro cess of 
knowl edge con struc tion and under stand ing as largely a con scious, ratio nal pro cess. 
Clark and Dirkx (in press) show that in this dom i nant human ist view, the learner is
assumed to be a sta ble, uni tary self that is reg u lated through its own intel lec tual
activ ity. Access to expe ri ence through ratio nal reflec tion is also assumed, as is the
learner’s capac ity, moti va tion, and power to mobi lize the reflec tive pro cess. As will
be shown later in this arti cle, this view of the learn ing self is chal lenged by psy cho -
an a lytic, situative, and enactivist per spec tives.

From a fem i nist per spec tive, Michelson (1996) observes that empha sis on (crit i -
cal) reflec tion in work place ped a gog i cal activ i ties such as Prior Learning Assess -
ment deper son al izes the learner as an auton o mous ratio nal knowl edge-mak ing self, 

Fenwick / PER SPEC TIVES ON COG NI TION 249

 at TEACHERS COLLEGE LIBRARY on September 27, 2010aeq.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://aeq.sagepub.com/


dis em bod ied, ris ing above the dynam ics and con tin gency of expe ri ence. The learn -
ing pro cess of reflec tion pre sumes that knowl edge is extracted and abstracted from
expe ri ence by the pro cess ing mind. This ignores the pos si bil ity that all knowl edge
is con structed within power-laden social pro cesses, that expe ri ence and knowl edge
are mutu ally deter mined, and that expe ri ence itself is knowl edge driven and can not
be known out side socially avail able mean ings. Fur ther more, argues Michelson
(1996), the reflec tive or constructivist view of devel op ment den i grates bodily and
intu itive expe ri ence, advo cat ing retreat into the loft ier domains of ratio nal thought
from which raw expe ri ence can be dis ci plined and con trolled.

The empha sis on con scious reflec tion also ignores or makes invis i ble those psy -
chic events that are not avail able to the con scious mind, includ ing the desires and
posi tion of the reflect ing “I” respec tive to the reflected-on “me” being con structed
as a con tainer of knowl edge. Mean while, constructivism does not attend to inter nal
resistances in the learn ing pro cess, the active “ignore-ances” that Ellsworth (1997)
con tends are as impor tant in shap ing our engage ment in expe ri ence as attrac tion to
par tic u lar objects of knowl edge. The view that expe ri ence must be pro cessed
through reflec tion clings to bina ries drawn between com plex blends of doing and
learn ing, implicit and explicit, active and pas sive, life expe ri ence and instruc tional
expe ri ence, and reflec tion and action (most nota bly in Kolb’s [1984] depic tion of
per ceiv ing and pro cess ing activ i ties con ceived as continuums from con crete to
abstract engage ment).

In constructivism, con text is con sid ered impor tant but sep a rate, as if it were a
space in which an auton o mous learner moves rather than a web of activ ity,
subjectivities, and lan guage con sti tut ing cat e go ries such as learner. A par tic u lar
con text of learn ing pres ents pos si bil i ties from which learn ers select objects of
know ing; thus, con text influ ences both the con tent of expe ri ence and the ways peo -
ple respond to and pro cess it. How ever, in the constructivist view, the learner is still
viewed as fun da men tally auton o mous from his or her sur round ings. The learner
moves through con text, is in it and affected by it, but the learner’s mean ings still
exist in the learner’s head and move with the learner from one con text to the next.
Knowl edge is thus a sub stance, a third thing cre ated from the learner’s inter ac tion
with other actors and objects and bounded in the learner’s head. Social rela tions of
power exer cised through lan guage or cul tural prac tices are not the o rized as part of
knowl edge con struc tion. This is a fun da men tal dis tinc tion between constructivism
and other views pre sented in this arti cle.

IN TER FER ENCE (A PSY CHO AN A LYTIC PER SPEC TIVE)

Psy cho an a lytic the ory has been taken up by edu ca tional the o rists, in addi tion to
other cul tural crit ics of the late 20th cen tury, to help dis rupt notions of pro gres sive
devel op ment, cer tainty of knowl edge, and the cen tered indi vid ual learner. Psy cho -
an a lytic the ory also helps open ways of approach ing the realm of the uncon scious,
our resis tance to knowl edge, the desire for clo sure and mas tery that some times gov -
erns the edu ca tional impulse, and enig matic ten sions between learner, knowl edge,
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and edu ca tor. The field of psy cho an a lytic the ory is broad. In con tem po rary edu ca -
tional writ ing, anal y ses draw on both Freud and Jung, and what Don ald (1991) calls 
“fem i nist re-read ing of Lacan’s reread ing of Freud” (p. 2). Cur ric u lum the o rists
Pinar (1992) and Grumet (1992) worked from psy cho an a lytic the o ries to invite
inter est in auto bi og ra phy as a space of writ ing within which learn ing’s con flicts
between per sonal myths from out side, and per sonal fic tions from inside, could be
engaged.

Recently, there has been what Pitt et al. (1998) describe as an “explo sion of psy -
cho an a lytic con sid er ation of mat ters cur ric u lar and ped a gog i cal” (p. 6). One of the
more prom i nent explo ra tions they iden tify are the indi vid ual’s rela tions between
the out side world of cul ture and objects of knowl edge and the inside world of psy -
chic ener gies and dilem mas of relat ing to these objects of knowl edge. Object rela -
tions the ory, as Klein (1964) has explained, shows how the ego nego ti ates its
bound aries with these objects.4

These knowl edge dilem mas unfold through strug gles between the uncon scious
and the con scious mind, which is aware of uncon scious rum blings but can nei ther
access them fully nor under stand their lan guage. Britzman (1998b) describes the
uncon scious as an “impos si ble con cept” that can not be edu cated: It “knows no
time, knows no nega tion, knows no con tra dic tion. . . . We do not address the uncon -
scious, it addresses us. But its gram mar is strange and dreamy; it resists its own
unveil ing” (p. 55). The con scious mind, on the other hand, is both igno rant and par -
tially aware of its own igno rance. The con scious ness is thus anx ious about its own
uncer tain, impar tial knowl edge and abil ity to know, frag ile in its own bound aries
and exis tence, and often resis tant to learn ing. The result ing nega tion or repres sion
of cer tain knowledges holds par tic u lar inter est for psy cho an a lytic edu ca tional
the o rists.5

Britzman’s (1998a) the ory, fol low ing Anna Freud, views learn ing as inter fer -
ence of con scious thought by the uncon scious and the uncanny psy chic con flicts
that result. Our desires and resistances for dif fer ent objects, which we expe ri ence as 
mat ters of love and hate, attach our inter nal world to the exter nal social world. Our
daily, dis turb ing inside-out side encoun ters are car ried on at sub tle lev els, and we
draw on many strat e gies to ignore them.6 But when we truly attend these encoun -
ters, we enter the pro found con flicts, which are learn ing. The gen eral learn ing pro -
cess is craft ing the self through every day strat e gies of cop ing with and com ing to
under stand what is sug gested in these con flicts.

Although the uncon scious can not be known directly, its work ings inter fere with
our inten tions and our con scious per cep tion of direct expe ri ence. These work ings
con stantly bother the ego, pro duc ing breaches between acts, thoughts, wishes, and
respon si bil ity.7 Despite the ego’s var ied and cre ative defenses against con front ing
these breaches, the con scious mind is forced to notice ran dom par a doxes and con -
tra dic tions of expe ri ence and uncanny slips into sud den aware ness of dif fi cult
truths about the self. These truths are what Britzman (1998a) calls “lost sub jects,”
those parts of our selves that we resist and then try to reclaim and want to explore
but are afraid to. True knowl edge of these lost sub jects jeop ar dizes the ego’s
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con scious sense of itself, its loves, and its knowl edge. But, for the self to be more
than a pris oner of its own nar cis sism, it must bother itself and notice the breaches
between acts, thoughts, dreams, wak ing, wishes, and respon si bil ity. We learn by
work ing through the con flicts of all these psy chic events. Expe ri en tial learn ing is
thus com ing to tol er ate one’s own con flict ing desires while recov er ing the selves
that are repressed from our ter ror of full self-knowl edge.

The role of the edu ca tor from this psy cho an a lytic view is a prob lem because its
impulse is to solve the prob lem of these con flicts. But these con flicts are not knowl -
edge def i cits or insuf fi ciently devel oped mean ing per spec tives to be lib er ated
through con scious crit i cal reflec tion or an edu ca tor’s inter ven tion. Britzman
(1998a) deplores edu ca tion’s urgent com pul sion to eman ci pate and pro duce learn -
ers’ change. She argues that such ped a gogy often represses psy chic con flict in its
intol er ance of com plex indi vid ual learn ing pro cesses of “work ing-through.” Edu -
ca tion instead, Britzman (1998a) claims, should help a per son come to know and
value his or her self’s dilem mas as ele gant prob lems and allow space and time for
work ings-through. The con di tions and dynam ics for the slow, dif fi cult, and inter -
mi na ble work of learn ing itself are what should be at stake, not con tent or par tic u lar
ver sions of cog ni tive change.

Thus, edu ca tive con di tions would pro mote inter fer ence, botherings of the con -
scious mind, inter rup tions of the sense of truth, and, ulti mately, anx i ety. Felman
(1987) argues that edu ca tion’s dream of abso lute com ple tion of knowl edge in a
fully con scious knower is impos si ble because the uncon scious “is a kind of
unmeant knowl edge that escapes intentionality and mean ing, a knowl edge spo ken
by the lan guage of the sub ject, but that the sub ject can not rec og nize, assume as his,
appro pri ate” (p. 77). In fact, Felman (1987) points out that the pow er ful dynamic
between learner and edu ca tor in which the learn ing con flicts unfold is formed
between the rela tion of one uncon scious to another and is unknow able to both. To
learn, peo ple need to be delib er ate exper i ment ers in their own learn ing, will ingly
engag ing in trau mas of the self.

Cri tique From Other Per spec tives

From a ratio nal constructivist per spec tive, Mezirow (1990) acknowl edges the
per tur ba tions of the uncon scious, usu ally inac ces si ble to the reflec tive con scious
mind, which often cat a lyze transformative learn ing. How ever, he asserts the pri -
macy of rea son and the need to con trol and sub vert through crit i cal reflec tion and
com mu ni ca tive dia logue those dys func tional hab its of mind lead ing to unde sir able
actions. As ratio nal beings, we can over come our log i cal con tra dic tions and unjus -
ti fied or inarticulable beliefs (Mezirow, 1996), which psy cho an a lytic the ory asserts 
must be sim ply accepted as inter mi na ble dilem mas. In other words, learn ing is
more than just a pro cess of work ing-through; it is work ing toward ide al ized men tal
frames of ref er ence and beliefs that can be val i dated.
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Situative per spec tives, described in the next sec tion, might argue that psy cho an -
a lytic the ory dwells too strongly on the inter nal, with insuf fi cient atten tion paid to
the sys tems that bind the chang ing human mind and its psy chic trau mas to its
chang ing con texts. Lave (1988) points out that con text is fre quently undertheorized 
as some kind of con tainer into which indi vid u als are dropped. The con text may be
acknowl edged to affect the per son, but the per son is still viewed as an auton o mous
agent of know ing with his or her own psy chic sys tems, which are still viewed as
fun da men tally dis tinct from other con tex tual sys tems. Fur ther more, the psy cho an -
a lytic view seems to assume that learn ing can take place entirely as a men tal pro -
cess, regard less of pat terns of par tic i pa tion in con tin u ously evolv ing com mu ni ties.
Psy cho an a lytic views may mis take learn ing and doing, indi vid u als and the sym -
bolic tools and com mu ni ties of their activ i ties, as sep a ra ble pro cesses.

Crit i cal cul tural views of learn ing, described in more detail in the Resis tance
sec tion, might well take up a moral ques tion with psy cho an a lytic learn ing the o ries:
Are all work ings-through to be hon ored and encour aged? How can we envi sion
alter nate pos si bil i ties if all knowl edge floats accord ing to an indi vid ual’s own psy -
chic dis tur bances? Agency is a con tested issue in any learn ing the ory but, per haps,
par tic u larly in psy cho an a lytic the ory. Pushed to extreme in the direc tion to which it
points, this per spec tive may leave peo ple in inter mi na ble ambiv a lence. Some the o -
rists mobi lized by a crit i cal cul tural impulse would likely find it dif fi cult to tol er ate
this posi tion.

PAR TIC I PA TION (A SITUATIVE PER SPEC TIVE)

An alter nate view of learn ing is pro posed by situative per spec tives (Brown,
Col lins, & Duguid, 1989; Greeno, 1997; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Rogoff, 1990). Sit -
u ated cog ni tion main tains that learn ing is rooted in the sit u a tion in which a per son
par tic i pates, not in the head of that per son as intel lec tual con cepts pro duced by
reflec tion nor as inner ener gies pro duced by psy chic con flicts. Knowing and learn -
ing are defined as engag ing in chang ing pro cesses of human activ ity in a par tic u lar
com mu nity. Knowl edge is not a sub stance to be ingested and then trans ferred to
new sit u a tion but, instead, part of the very pro cess of par tic i pa tion in the imme di ate
sit u a tion.

Lave and Wenger (1991) argue that the under stand ing that emerges in and helps
a per son to par tic i pate in a sit u a tion are inti mately entwined with the par tic u lar
com mu nity, tools, and activ ity of that sit u a tion. In other words, indi vid u als learn as
they par tic i pate by inter act ing with the com mu nity (with its his tory, assump tions
and cul tural val ues, rules, and pat terns of rela tion ship), the tools at hand (includ ing
objects, tech nol ogy, lan guages, and images), and the moment’s activ ity (its pur -
poses, norms, and prac ti cal chal lenges). Knowl edge emerges as a result of these
ele ments inter act ing. Thus, know ing is inter mi na bly inven tive and entwined with
doing (Lave, 1988).
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Because knowl edge flows in action, it can be nei ther commodified as a con cep -
tual sub stance nor con sid ered as cen tered in any way within indi vid ual sub jects.
Pile and Thrift (1995) argue that, first, under stand ing is cre ated within con duct
itself, which flows cease lessly, is adapt able but not often delib er ately inten tional,
and is always future ori ented. Sec ond, under stand ing is worked out in joint action
with oth ers through shared but not nec es sar ily artic u lated under stand ings of ”what
is real, what is priv i lege, what is prob lem, and what is moral” (p. 24).8 Thus, the pro -
cess of know ing is essen tially cor po real, real ized through action, and, there fore,
often worked out in a domain beyond con scious ness. This fun da men tally chal -
lenges the belief that indi vid ual reflec tion and mem ory is sig nif i cant in knowl edge
pro duc tion.

Trans fer of knowl edge then becomes prob lem atic; but as A. Wil son (1992)
points out, adults do not learn from expe ri ence, they learn in it. He writes, “If we are
to learn, we must become embed ded in the cul ture in which the know ing and learn -
ing have mean ing: con cep tual frame works can not be mean ing fully removed from
their set tings or prac ti tio ners” (p. 77). Each dif fer ent con text evokes dif fer ent
knowings through very dif fer ent demands of par tic i pa tion. This means that train ing 
in a class room only helps develop a learner’s abil ity to do train ing better. What is
learned in one train ing or work site is not por ta ble but is trans formed and rein vented
when applied to the tasks, inter ac tions, and cul tural dynam ics of another. As Sfard
(1998) explains, the notion of “knowl edge trans fer” implies car ry ing knowl edge
across con tex tual bound aries, but when nei ther knowl edge nor con text are viewed
as clearly delin eated areas, “there are no def i nite bound aries to be crossed” (p. 9).

Truth claims also become prob lem atic in situative views. Here, knowl edge is not 
judged by what is true or false or what is erro ne ous but by what is rel e vant in this
par tic u lar sit u a tion, what is worth know ing and doing, what is con ve nient for
whom, and what to do next (Lave & Chaiklin, 1993). The empha sis is on improv ing
one’s abil ity to par tic i pate mean ing fully in par tic u lar prac tices and mov ing to legit -
i mate roles within com mu ni ties. Mean ing ful must be nego ti ated between the indi -
vid ual’s desires and inten tions (includ ing the desire to belong) and the com mu -
nity’s chang ing require ments for cer tain forms of par tic i pa tion. Sit u ated the o rists
focus their con tin u ing inquiry on ques tions such as the fol low ing: What con sti tutes
mean ing ful action for a par tic u lar indi vid ual in a given con text? How is the devel -
op ment of knowl edge con strained or cre ated by the inter sec tion of sev eral exist ing
prac tices in a par tic u lar space (Lave & Wenger, 1991)?

The edu ca tor’s role is not to develop indi vid u als but to help them par tic i pate
mean ing fully in the prac tices they choose to enter. Greeno (1997) char ac ter izes this 
ped a gog i cal goal as improved par tic i pa tion in an activ ity. Peo ple improve by
becom ing more attuned to con straints and affordances of dif fer ent real sit u a tions.
The edu ca tor may arrange authen tic con di tions and activ i ties in which the learn ers
prac tice inter act ing. When peo ple learn to notice how spe cific prop er ties and rela -
tions influ ence their pos si bil i ties for act ing in one sit u a tion, they can more eas ily
trans form that activ ity in a wider range of sit u a tions (Greeno, 1997). How ever,
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Greeno’s (1997) por trayal of the help ing edu ca tor con tra dicts cer tain pre mises of
sit u ated cog ni tion, for the delib er ate inser tion of an actor with par tic u lar inten tions
changes the pur pose and flow of the activ ity. Edu ca tors can not regard their own par -
tic i pa tion sep a rately from the over all nego ti a tion of the ques tion, What con sti tutes
mean ing ful par tic i pa tion in this com mu nity?

Oth ers claim the ped a gog i cal value of the sit u ated per spec tive is to il lu mi nate
how dif fer ent el e ments of a learn ing en vi ron ment in ter act to pro duce par tic u lar ac -
tions and goals. Fol low ing this, B. G. Wil son and Myers (1999) pro pose the fol low -
ing ques tions for ed u ca tors: “Is the learn ing en vi ron ment suc cess ful in ac com plish -
ing its learn ing goals? How do the var i ous par tic i pants, tools and ob jects in ter act
to gether? What mean ings are con structed? How do the in ter ac tions and mean ings
help or hin der de sired learn ing?” (p. 242). Sfard (1998) points out that the par tic i pa -
tion met a phor in vokes themes of to geth er ness, sol i dar ity, and col lab o ra tion, which
could pro mote more pos i tive risk tak ing and in quiry in learn ing en vi ron ments. Fur -
ther more, the situative per spec tive em pha sizes be ing in con stant flux, which avoids 
any per ma nent la bel ing of peo ple.

For the learner, all op tions are al ways open, even if he or she car ries a his tory of fail -
ure. Thus quite un like the [ac qui si tion of knowl edge] met a phor, the [par tic i pa tion
met a phor] seems to bring a mes sage of an ev er last ing hope: To day you act one way;
to mor row you may act dif fer ently. (p. 8)

Cri tique From Other Per spec tives

Some constructivist learn ing the o rists have argued that the situative claims are
mis guided and over stated in their insis tence that knowl edge is con text depend ent
(Ander son, Reder, & Simon, 1996). These crit ics claim that the extent to which
learn ing is tightly bound to con text depends on the kind of knowl edge being
acquired and the ways the mate rial is engaged. Trans fer is a legit i mate con struct:
Learners have proved that they can mas ter abstract knowl edge in one con text and
apply this knowl edge to a dif fer ent con text, argue Ander son et al. (1996). The key is 
to help peo ple develop trans fer skills dur ing ini tial learn ing events and to remind
and help learn ers in unfa mil iar sit u a tions to adapt and apply con cepts with which
they are already famil iar. Ander son et al. (1996) claim that what is truly impor tant
in learn ing is “what cog ni tive pro cesses a prob lem evokes, and not what real-world
trap pings it might have” (p. 9).

Other crit ics have pointed out that not all learn ing in com mu ni ties is laud able.
Unsu per vised peo ple learn ing in authen tic envi ron ments may make do, find ing
ways to par tic i pate that actu ally rein force neg a tive prac tices that a com mu nity is
try ing to elim i nate. Salomon and Perkins (1998) argue that peo ple who are appren -
ticed in par tic u lar ways may pick up unde sir able forms of prac tice, wrong val ues, or 
strat e gies that sub vert or pro foundly limit the col lec tive and its par tic i pat ing
indi vid u als.
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A crit i cal cul tural per spec tive, described in the Resis tance sec tion, may well
chal lenge the apo lit i cal posi tion of sit u ated cog ni tion. Rela tions and prac tices
related to dimen sions of race, class, gen der, and other cul tural and per sonal com -
plex i ties, appar ently ignored by situative the o rists, deter mine flows of power,
which in turn deter mine dif fer ent indi vid u als’ abil ity to par tic i pate mean ing fully in
par tic u lar prac tices of sys tems. There appear not to be, among situative per spec -
tives, sat is fac tory responses to cer tain fun da men tal eth i cal ques tions of learn ing
that are posed by other per spec tives: Whose knowl edge, among the var i ous par tic i -
pants in the sys tem, is afforded the great est influ ence over the move ments and
direc tions of the sys tem?

The situative per spec tive also has yet to address the ques tion of positionality of
actors within a sys tem. As Ellsworth (1997) explains, “Each time we address some -
one, we take up a posi tion within knowl edge, power, and desire in rela tion to them,
and assign to them a posi tion in rela tion to our selves and to a con text” (p. 54). Power 
flows through the sys tem accord ing to the way these posi tions are con nected, the
way they address one another, and the nature of the result ing space between the
posi tions. The posi tions are in con stant flux, for they change each time some one
turns to a new activ ity or sub ject. In Lave and Wenger’s (1991) work, a learner’s posi -
tionality within a sys tem was con cep tu al ized sim plis ti cally as a gen eral move ment
from the “periph eral par tic i pa tion” to the “cen tre” of a com mu nity. This notion
would be viewed as prob lem atic from crit i cal cul tural per spec tives: It pre sumes the
exis tence of an iden ti fi able cen ter and appears uncon cerned with the
governmentality of any sys tem that accepts par tic i pa tion as hier ar chi cal.

Sit u ated per spec tives also seem silent on the issue of resis tance in com mu ni ties
in which tools and activ i ties may be unfair or dys func tional. Is such resis tance also
con sid ered mean ing ful par tic i pa tion? Does the appro pri a tion of all ener gies as par -
tic i pa tion, includ ing those intend ing to dis rupt and fun da men tally change the sys -
tem, in fact dilute their dis rup tive effect and ensure the con tin u a tion of the sys tem?
The sit u ated view may be under stood to assume that encour ag ing par tic i pa tion in
the exist ing com mu nity is a good thing and thus pro vides few the o ret i cal tools for
judg ing what is deemed “good” in a par tic u lar sit u a tion or for chang ing a sys tem’s
con ven tional flow of move ment.

RE SIS TANCE (A CRIT I CAL CUL TURAL PER SPEC TIVE)

Crit i cal cul tural per spec tives cen ter power as a core issue. The prob lem with
some sit u ated views and sys tems-the ory per spec tives is their lack of atten tion to
inev i ta ble power rela tions cir cu lat ing in human cul tural sys tems. Any sys tem is a
com plex site of com pet ing cul tures. To under stand human cog ni tion, we must,
from a crit i cal cul tural per spec tive, ana lyze the struc tures of dom i nance that
express or gov ern the social rela tion ships and com pet ing forms of com mu ni ca tion
and cul tural prac tices within that sys tem. Writers in crit i cal cul tural ped a gogy (e.g., 
Flax, 1990; Giroux, 1992; Giroux & McLaren, 1994; Kellner, 1995) claim that
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when these mech a nisms of cul tural power are named, ways and means to resist
them appear. With resis tance, peo ple can become open to unex pected, unimag ined
pos si bil i ties for work, life, and devel op ment. A purely applied sys tems view of cog -
ni tion free of his tor i cal, polit i cal, cul tural, and gen der con cerns makes some vul -
ner a ble to those oth ers intent on sus tain ing the dis courses and prac tices that ensure
their power.

As Foucault (1988) has shown, it is sim plis tic to con ceive power as dom i na tion
or as irre vo ca ble forces that deter mine human activ ity. Crit i cal cul tural stud ies offer 
tools for trac ing com plex power rela tions and their con se quences. The field is wide
and cer tainly not mono lithic, embrac ing ped a gog i cal the o riz ing focused on gen der
issues, ide ol ogy and dis course anal y sis, media anal y sis, postcolonialism and sub al -
tern stud ies, queer the ory, race and iden tity, technoculture the ory, and oth ers. Obvi -
ously, many con flict ing per spec tives and empha ses are involved. For the pur pose of 
this brief sec tion, no dis tinc tion will be made between these per spec tives, although
their het er o ge ne ity should remain under stood. Their writ ers all have in com mon
their belief that pol i tics are cen tral to human cog ni tion, activ ity, iden tity, and mean -
ing. They often make explicit and demys tify exist ing moment-to-moment inter -
plays of power and advo cate social recon struc tion by seek ing more inclu sive, gen -
er a tive, and inte gra tive alter na tives to cer tain oppres sive cul tural prac tices and
dis courses.

Crit i cal cul tural per spec tives sug gest that learn ing in a par tic u lar cul tural space
is shaped by the dis courses and their semiotics (signs, codes, and texts) that are
most vis i ble and accorded most author ity by dif fer ent groups. These dis courses
often cre ate dualistic cat e go ries such as man/woman, reflec tion/action, learn -
ing/doing, and for mal/infor mal, which deter mine unequal dis tri bu tion of author ity
and resources. Such dualisms can result in labels that deper son al ize human beings.
They also legit i mate cer tain insti tu tions and exclude oth ers by rep re sent ing norms
and cast ing non con form ists as “other” to these norms. Ana lysts such as Kellner
(1995) ana lyze how such rep re sen ta tions of peo ple in cul tural dis courses con tain,
define, and con trol behav ior and rela tions and gen er ally limit the pos si bil i ties of
peo ple’s iden ti ties. Young (1990) urges exam i na tion of the his tor i cal forces and
mythol o gies that have shaped these dis courses and rep re sen ta tions, includ ing the
expe ri ences and con tri bu tions of both win ners and los ers, as these are defined by a
dis course.

Some crit i cal edu ca tional writ ers have used Bourdieu’s (1980) the ory of cul tural 
cap i tal to ana lyze cer tain mech a nisms of con trol that are hid den or unrec og nized
and often com plied with and exer cised by the sub jects of the con trol. Crit i cal writ -
ers ask, “What cap i tal in this cul ture is accorded dom i nant sta tus, and which group
invests value in it?” Desired cul tural and sym bolic cap i tal has inter est and mean ing
for par tic u lar groups and requires par tic u lar cul tural codes to under stand and appre -
ci ate it. Knowl edge itself and the cat e go ries that make it pos si ble are cap i tal
invested with val ues. What is con sid ered legit i mate knowl edge and how is it devel -
oped and exchanged? Which kinds and whose knowl edge counts most? 
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Bor ders and bound aries are sig nif i cant for crit i cal cul tural writ ers in dif fer ent
ways than for the o rists of other per spec tives in which bound aries between inner and 
outer worlds (psy cho an a lytic) or between indi vid ual knower and objects of the
envi ron ment (constructivist) are of most inter est. Giroux (1992), for exam ple, ana -
lyzes bor ders thought to define cul tural com mu ni ties and ter ri to ries, exam in ing the
iden tity options con structed for peo ple within cer tain bor ders and the con se quences 
for those who trans gress. Chow (1993) exam ines blurrings of bound aries, dis cern -
ing the ten sions result ing from mixes and flows of cul tures cross mul ti ple spaces.
Edwards and Usher (1998) are inter ested in ways loca tion and dis lo ca tion func tion
in peo ple’s learn ing, as new spaces for alter na tive cul tural prac tices and iden ti ties
are being opened by bor der cross ings in this glob al ized world, where bound aries
between real and vir tual cul tures and indi vid ual and col lec tive expe ri ences are
increas ingly blurred.

Postcolonialist writ ers claim that all of our his to ries and, there fore, our expe ri -
ences and learn ing are entwined in some way with col o ni za tion. Edu ca tion itself is
a col o niz ing pro cess. Col o ni za tion has deper son al ized and dis lo cated colo nial sub -
jects, cre ated new worlds from these oppressions (Spivak, 1988), pro duced mul ti -
ple pat terns of dis sent (vio lent, pac i fist, and with drawal), and cre ated com plex his -
to ries and depend en cies between col o niz ers and resist ers (Said, 1993). Some
writ ers sug gest look ing at the uto pian traces that are inher ent in any impulse to col -
o nize oth ers, which may pro vide clues to pos si bil i ties beyond the dom i na tion.
Bhabha (1994) sug gests that new hybrid knowledges and spaces are devel op ing
from our col lec tive his to ries of colo nial dom i nance and resis tance. Very new mean -
ings and visions emerge as pos si bil i ties for new futures in these spaces—if they can
be dis cerned by those locked in rea son ing pat terns of the past.

In crit i cal ped a gogy pro cesses, learn ers trace the pol i tics and con straints of their
con texts of expe ri en tial learn ing. Learning is com ing to crit i cal aware ness about
one’s con texts as well as one’s own con tra dic tory invest ments and impli ca tions in
what knowl edge counts in par tic u lar com mu ni ties, how devel op ment is mea sured,
who gets to judge whom and why, and the inter ests that are served by resis tant or
devel op ment ini tia tives. Edu ca tors help them selves and oth ers become more aware
of their own con sti tuted natures, their own con tin u ous role in power rela tions and
the pro duc tion of mean ing, how rep re sen ta tions act to rep re sent and con struct real -
ity, and how dif fer ence is per ceived and enacted. Peo ple learn how what they may
expe ri ence as per sonal yearn ings, despair, con flict, and iden tity strug gles are
shaped partly by his tor i cal cul tural dynam ics and ide ol o gies of par tic u lar
com mu ni ties.

Through crit i cal ped a gogy, groups of peo ple (and their val ues) who have been
lost or dis lo cated in rigid, nar row iden tity cat e go ries recover and name new sub ject
posi tions. It must be under stood, in terms of this arti cle’s focus on expe ri en tial
learn ing, that although crit i cal ped a gogy is often sit u ated in class rooms, it is also
largely acknowl edged to unfold in mul ti ple nonformal sites of learn ing (i.e., con -
scious ness-rais ing groups, move ments of social activ ism, indi vid ual con fron ta tion
with texts that dis rupt one’s received views). Peo ple learn to see through accepted
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social dis courses to dis cern blur ring bor ders and cat e go ries, new hybrid
knowledges emerg ing, and even ulti mate incommensurabilities of dif fer ent cul -
tural prac tices and groups. As Foucault puts it, “When we under mine their ‘nat u ral -
ness’ and chal lenge the assump tions on which they’re based, we can see the pos si -
bil ity for dif fer ence . . . trans for ma tion becomes urgent, dif fi cult, pos si ble”
(Foucault cited in Kritzman, 1988, p. 154). Giroux (1991) writes that crit i cal ped a -
gogy can open spaces to dis cern new futures, craft new iden ti ties, and seek social
alter na tives that may be obscured by cur rent dom i nant ide ol o gies and strug gles.

Cri tique From Other Per spec tives

There has been much crit i cism of emancipatory views of expe ri en tial learn ing.
As Michelson (1999) observes, it is by now a com mon place under stand ing that
expe ri ence, liberatory or oth er wise, can not be con sid ered apart from “received
mean ings that evolve within mate rial struc tures and cul tural and dis cur sive
norms” (p. 141). Indi vid uals are mul ti ply posi tioned; our agency or poten tial for it  
changes across shift ing con texts and fluid iden ti ties con structed and recon -
structed in par tic u lar moments. Mono lithic ide ol o gies, social struc tures, and
large-scale causal the o ries are deemed unwork able in the face of such fluid cul -
tural expres sions and prac tices (Bauman, 1992). Fur ther more, we are inscribed by
our cul tures in such a way that our agency can not be eas ily sep a rated from our shift -
ing impli ca tions and invest ments in the mul ti ple com mu ni ties and dis courses of our 
every day lives.

Such state ments reflect a par tic u lar per spec tive com monly asso ci ated with
postmodernism, a term of such ambi gu ity, dif fer en ti ated con no ta tions, and diverse
philo soph i cal expres sions that I have thus far avoided using it alto gether. But writ -
ers align ing them selves with postmodern views have pro vided thought ful cri tique
of the emancipatory under stand ing of learn ing. Their ques tions tend to focus on the
irrec on cil abil ity of fixed notions of iden tity, sub jec tiv ity, cul ture, and trans for ma -
tion with the com plex i ties of plu ral ity, motion, and ambi gu ity that mark human
activ ity and mean ing mak ing (see Lather, 1991, for an extended dis cus sion of this
point). Like Lather, many of these writ ers work within the crit i cal cul tural tra di tion
to refine and expand this per spec tive with out los ing its com mit ment to resist
oppres sion. This is an impor tant point because it helps illus trate how this “resis -
tance” per spec tive, like oth ers dis cussed in this arti cle, embraces contestation and
con tin ued self-inter ro ga tion in ways that blur its own defi ni tional bound aries.
Lather’s (1991) pro ject, for exam ple, was to the o rize a defen si ble align ment
between crit i cal social the ory and its poststructural chal lenges along polit i cal,
social, and ped a gog i cal grounds.

Over zeal ous cul tural cri tique and recon struc tion is a recur ring ped a gog i cal
issue. Kellner (1995) cau tions edu ca tors not to sup pose a mono lithic dom i nant ide -
ol ogy that is inher ently manip u la tive or evil and to remem ber that peo ple are not a
mass of pas sive, homo ge neous, non crit i cal vic tims of a dom i nant ide ol ogy. Fem i -
nist schol ars have shown the repres sive poten tial in any emancipatory efforts.
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Ellsworth (1992), for exam ple, is a well-known voice among many who have ques -
tioned the pos si bil ity of cre at ing safe ped a gog i cal spaces where open, equi ta ble
dia logue toward empow er ment can unfold. She rejects the Habermasian ideal
speech con di tion, argu ing that sub jects are not capa ble of being fully ratio nal and
dis in ter ested, that mul ti ple mean ings are endemic, and that voices are con tra dic tory 
and par tial across and within sub jects. Trou bling issues about who pre sumes
enlight en ment and how authen tic dem o cratic par tic i pa tion can ever be achieved
through exist ing dis courses that favor cer tain knowl edge inter ests over oth ers have
not been resolved. The impositional edu ca tor who pre sumes to deter mine what
com prises false con scious ness and then under takes to replace it with a par tic u lar
con cep tion of resis tance, for exam ple, has been problematized at length (Lather,
1991). Edu ca tors’ self-reflex ivity, explor ing their own intru sions and repres sions
and acknowl edg ing their own inscrip tion by dom i nant dis courses and their own
will to power, is not always appar ent in crit i cal ped a gogy. In addi tion, there is the
prob lem of where learn ers are left after so-called empow er ment. Giroux (1991)
has explored this issue of rec on cil ing trans formed con scious ness with the
demands of sur viv ing the real pol i tics of every day life. When the edu ca tor (defined
broadly: an impulse, text, or sub ject posi tion) is granted such a cen tral posi tion in
expe ri en tial learn ing, eth ics and the lim its of edu ca tors’ respon si bil i ties require
address.

Britzman’s (1998a) psy cho an a lytic view cri tiques the pri macy of con scious ness
in the crit i cal cul tural per spec tive and claims that indi vid ual or col lec tive crit i cal
reflec tion are highly lim ited means of com ing to self-knowl edge. Cul tural anal y sis
may not be viewed as attend ing suf fi ciently to the extraor di nary sig nif i cance of
desire and the nuance of the uncon scious in deter min ing under stand ings and behav -
iors devel oped through expe ri ence. Our attempts at achiev ing deeper aware ness by
exam in ing expe ri ence solely through ratio nal crit i cal think ing are thwarted by the
ego’s invest ments in main tain ing its own nar cis sism. And, ulti mately, the extraor di -
nary faith placed in human abil ity to achieve eman ci pa tion through self-reflex ivity
has been ques tioned. Ellsworth (1997), for exam ple, shows how the spaces between 
one’s crit i cal eye and one’s own ide ol o gies—them selves both shift ing and fluid—
are con fig ured by mul ti ple desires and posi tional invest ments and mul ti ple con tra -
dic tory read ings.

Enactivists, whose eco log i cal per spec tive of learn ing is more fully elab o rated in
the next sec tion, do not tend to dis cuss power as a pri mary deter mi nant of sys tems’
evo lu tion. Nor do they priv i lege cul tural prac tices and dis courses in the o riz ing
emer gence of phys i cal and human expres sions com pris ing com mu nity. Some reject 
as too deter min is tic the struc tural view of a dom i nant elite sub or di nat ing other
groups or even of sub jects reg u lat ing them selves through inter nal ized regimes of
truth and norms of cul tural prac tice (Foucault, 1988). The dual ism of indi vid ual and 
cul tural embeddedness on which crit i cal cul tural per spec tives prem ise the pos si bil -
ity of agency toward trans form ing self and cul ture is also rejected. Sumara, Davis,
and Car son (1997) eschew entirely what they describe as tra di tional per spec tives of
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dom i na tion and oppres sion as per pet u at ing neg a tive views of power. They explain
that sys tems the o ries of learn ing place much greater empha sis on mutual affect,
col lec tivity, and co-emer gence, which tran scend the lim i ta tions and self-per pet u -
ated neg a tive cir cles cre ated by power and resis tance-based crit i cal think ing.

CO-EMER GENCE (THE ENACTIVIST PER SPEC TIVE)

Enactivism is a the ory explain ing the co-emer gence of learner and set ting
(Maturana & Varela, 1987; Varela, Thomp son, & Rosch, 1991). This per spec tive of
expe ri en tial learn ing assumes that cog ni tion depends on the kinds of expe ri ence
that come from hav ing a body with var i ous sensorimotor capac i ties embed ded in a
bio log i cal, psy cho log i cal, cul tural con text. Enactivists explore how cog ni tion and
envi ron ment become simul ta neously enacted through expe ri en tial learn ing. The
first prem ise is that the sys tems rep re sented by per son and con text are insep a ra ble,
and the sec ond prem ise is that change occurs from emerg ing sys tems affected by
the inten tional tin ker ing of one with the other.

This under stand ing begins by step ping aside from notions of knowl edge as a
sub stan tive thing to be acquired or ingested by learn ers as iso lated cog ni tive
agents, there af ter to exist within them. Davis and Sumara (1997) explain that,
instead, enactivism accepts the prem ise that “cog ni tion exists in the inter stices of
a com plex ecol ogy or organ is mic relationality” (p. 110). Humans are under stood
to form part of the con text itself because they are com pletely inter con nected with
the sys tems in which they act. Maturana and Varela (1987) have rep re sented the
unfold ing of this inter con nec tion as a series of struc tural cou plings. When two
sys tems coin cide, the per tur ba tions of one sys tem excites responses in the struc -
tural dynam ics of the other. The resul tant cou pling cre ates a new tran scen dent
unity of action and iden ti ties that could not have been achieved inde pend ently by
either par tic i pant.

Edu ca tors might under stand this phe nom e non through the exam ple of con ver sa -
tion, a col lec tive activ ity in which inter ac tion enfolds the par tic i pants and moves
beyond them in a com min gling of con scious ness (Davis & Sumara, 1997). As each
con trib utes, chang ing the con ver sa tional dynamic, other par tic i pants are changed,
the rela tional space among them changes, and the loop ing back changes the con -
trib u tor. This is mutual spec i fi ca tion (Varela et al., 1991), the fun da men tal dynamic
of sys tems con stantly engag ing in joint action and inter ac tion. As actors are influ -
enced by sym bols and actions in which they par tic i pate, they adapt and learn. As
they do so, their behav iors and thus their effects on the sys tems con nected with
them change. These com plex sys tems shift with each change, chang ing their pat -
terns of inter ac tion and the indi vid ual iden ti ties of all actors enmeshed in them.
Thus, the envi ron ment and the learner emerge together in the pro cess of cog ni tion,
although this is a false dichot omy: There is no con text sep a rate from any par tic u lar
sys tem such as an indi vid ual actor.
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The appar ent sim i lar ity of enactivism with sit u ated per spec tives artic u lated by
Lave and Wenger (1991) or Greeno (1997) rests in this pri macy granted to envi ron -
ment as inte grated with cog ni tion, not sim ply sup ple men tal to the indi vid ual con -
scious ness. How ever, there are fun da men tal dis tinc tions. Where sit u ated cog ni tion
arose in the dis ci pline of psy chol ogy, enactivism is rooted in evo lu tion ary biol ogy.
Sit u ated cog ni tion is there fore anthro po cen tric, pre mised on and scru ti niz ing an
indi vid ual sub ject who devel ops through a move ment of par tic i pa tion in a com mu -
nity of prac tice. The inter ac tions com pris ing par tic i pa tion form the inte gra tion of
per son and con text, but auton o mous sub jec tiv ity and the con cept of indi vid ual
mind remain priv i leged and fun da men tally unchal lenged. The per son learns to par -
tic i pate more effec tively by par tic i pat ing. Enactivism, on the other hand, is pre -
mised on eco log i cal sys tems the ory, under stand ing plan e tary evo lu tion through
mul ti ple sys tems enmeshed in pro cesses of self-orga ni za tion and inter de pen dence.
Change (such as phe nom ena that other per spec tives may observe as learn ing)
occurs through dis tur bances ampli fied through feed back loops within and among
sys tems. In its more rad i cal enun ci a tions (e.g., Varela et al., 1991), enactivism dis -
solves human sub jec tiv ity and its illu sions of indi vid ual con scious ness and ego at
the sys tems level, for human pro cesses appar ently bounded by the indi vid ual body
(per cep tion, sen sa tion, emo tion, thought, diges tion, etc.) can be each con sid ered
sub sumed within larger sys tems.

Enactivism con sid ers under stand ings to be embed ded in con duct. Davis and
Sumara (1997) explain this prem ise by draw ing atten tion to the knowl edge that we
are con stantly enact ing as we move through the world. Often called “habit” or “tacit 
knowl edge” by oth ers, enactivists view these under stand ings as exist ing not within
our selves in ways that drive our actions but as unfold ing in cir cum stances that
evoke these par tic u lar actions. As an exam ple, Davis and Sumara (1997) show how
a cho re og ra phy of move ment can be dis cerned in a par tic u lar com mu nity in which
indi vid u als find them selves swept up in col lec tive pat terns of expec ta tion and
behav ior. Their exam ples show how much of this joint action exceeds and leaks out
of indi vid ual attempts to attend to and con trol uncon scious action through crit i cal
reflec tion. The prob lem lies not in under de vel oped crit i cal abil i ties that should be
edu cated but in a false con cep tu al iza tion of the learn ing fig ure as sep a rate from the
con tex tual ground. Enactivism draws atten tion to the back ground and exam ines
myr iad fluc tu a tions, sub tle inter ac tions, imag in ings and intu itions, the invis i ble
implied by the vis i ble, and the series of con se quences emerg ing from any sin gle
action. All of these we nor mally rel e gate to the back drop of our focus on what ever
we con strue to be the sig nif i cant learn ing event. The focus of enactivism is not on
the com po nents of expe ri ence (which other per spec tives might describe in frag -
mented terms such as per son, expe ri ence, tools, com mu nity, and activ ity) but on the
rela tion ships bind ing them together in com plex sys tems.

Learning is thus cast as con tin u ous inven tion and explo ra tion pro duced through
the rela tions among con scious ness, iden tity, action and inter ac tion, and objects and
struc tural dynam ics of com plex sys tems. There is no abso lute stan dard of con duct
because con duct flows cease lessly. Maturana and Varela (1987) sug gest that
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sub sys tems in a series of increas ingly com plex sys tems together invent chang ing
under stand ings of what is “ade quate con duct” in this par tic u lar time and sit u a tion,
or “con sen sual domain” (p. 39). Ade quate con duct is action that serves a par tic u lar
con sen sual domain. New pos si bil i ties for action are con stantly emerg ing among
the inter ac tions of com plex sys tems, and thus cog ni tion occurs in the pos si bil ity for
unpre dict able shared action. Knowl edge can not be con tained in any one ele ment or
dimen sion of a sys tem because knowl edge is con stantly emerg ing and spill ing into
other sys tems.

In ana lyz ing a pro cess through which a group learned and changed over time,
Sumara et al. (1997) show the use ful ness of enactivism as an explan a tory tool. They 
describe how sys tems of cog ni tion and evo lu tion inter acted in spon ta ne ous, adapt -
able, and unpre dict able ways that changed both, result ing in “a con tin u ous enlarge -
ment of the space of the pos si ble” (p. 303). In other words, peo ple par tic i pate
together in what becomes an increas ingly com plex sys tem. New unpre dict able pos -
si bil i ties for thought and action appear con tin u ally in the pro cess of invent ing the
activ ity, and old choices grad u ally become unviable in the unfold ing sys tem
dynam ics.

The enactivist per spec tive insists that learn ing can not be under stood except in
terms of co-emer gence: Each par tic i pant’s under stand ings are entwined with the
other’s, and indi vid ual knowl edge co-emerges with col lec tive knowl edge. Edu ca -
tional the ory also must exam ine the sub tle par tic u lar i ties of con text cre ated through 
the learn ing of com plex sys tems and embed ded in their con stantly shift ing
interactional dynam ics and the rela tions among these par tic u lar i ties. Edu ca tors
need to become alert to a “complexified aware ness . . . of how one [indi vid ual]
exists simul ta neously in and across these lev els, and of how part and whole
co-emerge and co-spec ify one another” (Davis & Sumara, 1997, p. 120). Edu ca tors
can also help learn ers under stand their involve ment and find hon est ways to record
the expand ing space and pos si bil i ties. The fol low ing ques tions for facil i ta tors are
offered by Sumara et al. (1997): How does one trace the var i ous entan gled involve -
ments in a par tic u lar activ ity in a com plex sys tem while attend ing assid u ously to
one’s own involve ment as par tic i pant? How can the tra jec to ries of move ment of
par tic u late actors in rela tion to the sys tem’s objects be under stood and recorded in a
mean ing ful way?

The edu ca tor’s first role might be as a com mu ni ca tor, assist ing par tic i pants to
name what is unfold ing around them and inside them, to con tin u ally rename these
chang ing nuances, and to unlock the tena cious grasp of old cat e go ries and restric -
tive or destruc tive lan guage that stran gles emerg ing pos si bil i ties. Sec ond, the edu -
ca tor as a story maker helps trace and mean ing fully record the inter ac tions of the
actors and objects in the expand ing spaces. Third, edu ca tors as inter pret ers help
learn ers to make sense of the pat terns emerg ing among these com plex sys tems as
well as to under stand their own involve ments in these pat terns.  Nat u rally, edu ca -
tors must be clear about their own entan gle ment and inter ests in the emerg ing sys -
tems of thought and action.
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Cri tique From Other Per spec tives

This enactivist per spec tive has joined the debate about expe ri en tial learn ing so
recently that cri tique has not yet become avail able in edu ca tional lit er a ture. How -
ever, work ing from basic pre mises of other per spec tives, some chal lenges can be
for mu lated to the enactivist per spec tive in antic i pa tion of a cri tique that will no
doubt emerge in future writ ing.

Chal lenges from a constructivist view might focus on the lack of full rec og ni tion 
accorded to indi vid ual mean ing-mak ing and iden tity-con struc tion pro cesses.
Although Davis and Sumara (1997) claim that per sonal subjectivities are by no
means aban doned but, rather, under stood as mutu ally spec i fy ing one another, it is
unclear how indi vid ual integ rity is main tained in a “com min gling of con scious -
ness” (p. 110). Enactivists pose a rather seam less link between cog ni tion and inter -
ac tion in com mu nity. Constructivists would argue that there are aspects of an indi -
vid ual’s sub jec tive world of cog ni tion that are avail able through dia logue but not
pres ent in action. As well, the con nec tion to one par tic u lar con text of indi vid u als’
per sonal his to ries and their dynamic pro cesses of change and growth within other
sys tems are not yet fully artic u lated in the enactivist under stand ing. Finally, the
rela tion ship of indi vid ual knowers to the o ret i cal knowl edge exist ing apart from a
par tic u lar com mu nity of actions also must be artic u lated.

Eth i cal issues of jus tice and right action, fun da men tal to edu ca tion, become
some what prob lem atic in the enactivist per spec tive as pre sented here. How can an
edu ca tional pro ject for change be for mu lated that ade quately accounts for the
complexified ongo ing sys temic per tur ba tions with out being delib er ately illu sory?
That is, if any action of an edu ca tor or other par tic u lar ele ment of a sys tem becomes
enfolded in that sys tem’s mul ti ple inter ac tions and unpre dict able expan sions of
pos si bil ity, what sort of ref er ence point can be used to guide inten tion toward some
delib er ate ped a gog i cal goal? On another point, how can we explain the dif fer en tial
change that dif fer ent ele ments of a sys tem appear to reg is ter? If all inter ac tions
between peo ple co-emerge in ways that spec ify each other, how is it that edu ca tors
often influ ence learn ers more than they are influ enced in their inter ac tions? Finally, 
what moral choices for wise judg ment are avail able for edu ca tors within notions
such as ade quate con duct? Because they are self-ref er enced (Waldrop, 1992), com -
plex sys tems that many edu ca tors would abhor do often sur vive and expand in sus -
tain able ways. Can cer and neo-Nazism are two exam ples. There must be a more
defen si ble frame work than sim ply co-emer gence to guide under stand ings of cog ni -
tion. These ques tions are not obsta cles or rea sons to reject enactivist per spec tives of 
cog ni tion. They sim ply serve to point out fur ther par a doxes that must be named as
edu ca tors strug gle to find ways to act within com plex ity.

Chal lenge to the enactivist view from a crit i cal cul tural per spec tive may observe
that dis cus sion of expe ri en tial learn ing is insep a ra ble from cul tural prac tices, social 
rela tions, images, and rep re sen ta tions. Per spec tives such as enactivism do not
address inev i ta ble power rela tions cir cu lat ing in human cul tural sys tems. There -
fore, the influ ences on pat terns of co-emer gence exerted by cul tur ally deter mined
mean ing cat e go ries such as gen der, race, sex u al ity, class, and reli gion may be
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indis cern ible from a sys tems per spec tive. In addi tion, nei ther sys tems nor situative
per spec tives appear to attend to the way cul tural prac tices (such as tools of dis -
course, image, and rep re sen ta tion) have been shaped and main tained by dom i nant
groups in the sys tem and con tinue to sus tain inter ests of some par tic i pants in the
sys tem more than oth ers. Fur ther more, a sys tems view such as enactivism demands
that the inter ests and iden ti ties of indi vid ual ele ments be sur ren dered to the greater
com mu nity. There fore, indi vid u als become vul ner a ble to a few who manip u late the 
sys tem’s dis courses to sus tain their own power, ensur ing that their expe ri ences
become the most val ued knowl edge in the col lec tive.

CON CLU SION: IM PLI CA TIONS FOR THE O RIZING THE

NA TURE OF EX PE RI EN TIAL LEARNING

A care ful com par i son of the o ret i cal frames is needed to help research ers and
edu ca tors better under stand and name the var i ous pro cesses occur ring as expe ri en -
tial learn ing and con sti tute their own roles rel a tive to these pro cesses in moral, sen -
si tive ways. The per spec tives high lighted by this arti cle may help inter rupt dom i -
nant views of expe ri en tial learn ing as reflec tive knowl edge con struc tion and open
spaces for dia logue between situative and enactivist, constructivist, crit i cal, and
psy cho an a lytic voices. These per spec tives can also move us toward devel op ing
more robust the o ret i cal tools for expe ri en tial learn ing that inte grate themes within
the issues of reflec tion, inter fer ence, par tic i pa tion, power, and co-emer gence as
they are raised by dif fer ent per spec tives. Mean while, com par a tive exam i na tion of
dif fer ent per spec tives can enlighten and raise new ques tions for each per spec tive as
well as help research ers, the o rists, and edu ca tors sit u ate and think care fully about
beliefs of expe ri ence and learn ing under pin ning their own prac tice.

Pro ducing a syn the sis of these five per spec tives in terms of their im pli ca tions for 
ed u ca tors is both im pos si ble and the o ret i cally un sound. Each view en folds a dif fer -
ent un der stand ing of the po si tion ing of ed u ca tors, learn ers, and learn ing and of the
re la tion ship be tween the ory of learn ing and the prac tice of teach ing. Al ter na tively,
one might try tran scen dence to a do main of the o ret i cal eclec ti cism, which, as B. G.
Wil son and Myers (1999) ar gue, is most of ten the stance of the prac ti tio ner.

Prac ti tio ners tend to be op por tu nis tic with re spect to dif fer ent the o ret i cal con cep -
tions: they might try view ing a prob lem from one the o ret i cal per spec tive, then an -
other, and com pare re sults. This stance might be termed “grab-bag” but we pre fer to
think of it as prob lem- or prac ti tio ner-cen tered. Peo ple, rather than ide ol o gies, are in
con trol. The needs of the sit u a tion rise above the dic tates of rules, mod els, or even
stan dard val ues. (p. 248)

How ever, even this view of a sin gle ac tor choos ing to ap ply par tic u lar ideas to
ac tions ac cord ing to the par tic u lar de mands of the im me di ate con text is it self lo -
cated within one per spec tive, the situative view, which oth ers might re ject as
unadvisable, im pos si ble, or the o ret i cally in ac cu rate as a rep re sen ta tion of what that 
ac tor may think he or she is do ing. In deed, cer tain streams of constructivism would
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ques tion the cog ni tive pos si bil ity of par a digm hop ping, and cer tain the o ries of epis -
te mol ogy would not ac cept the the o ret i cal as sump tion that per spec tives de rived
from fun da men tally dis pa rate worldviews can ever be in te grated or even ad e -
quately rep re sented side-by-side as I have pre sumed to do here.

But now that I have pulled apart these five dif fer ent views of learn ing and rep re -
sented them as a chart for pur poses of some clar i fi ca tion, dis cus sion should pro ceed 
to decons truct the chart itself, its classi fi ca tory dimen sions, and its influ ence in con -
struct ing ways of think ing, per haps exper i ment ing with alter nate ways of under -
stand ing and rep re sent ing these and other learn ing per spec tives. There are many
pos si ble read ings and com bi na tions of themes within per spec tives. For exam ple,
per spec tives shar ing a sub ject-cen tered phi los o phy of con scious ness (reflec tion
and some emancipatory views of resis tance) can be coun ter poised to con cep tions
that decenter the sub ject (par tic i pa tion, co-emer gence, and poststructural per spec -
tives of resis tance). Enactivism res o nates with psy cho an a lytic the ory on some
dimen sions and sit u ated cog ni tion on oth ers. B. G. Wil son and Myers (1999) argue
that sit u ated cog ni tion actu ally embeds fun da men tal pre mises of early behav ior ist
the ory, whereas A. Wil son (1992) shows its alli ance with crit i cal the ory. Some
streams of crit i cal cul tural the ory align with constructivist notions of cog ni tion,
oth ers with psy cho an a lytic or poststructural the o ries.

The fur ther chal lenge is to exam ine the omis sions, links, and blurrings among
these per spec tives and to locate points where they already agree or where they may
com ple ment one another. More in-depth com par i sons should iden tify and probe,
with care ful anal y sis of terms and con di tions, points of com plete dis agree ment or
incommensurability. These points of con tro versy may help us choose the most
immi nent ques tions for our fur ther inquiry into the nature of expe ri en tial learn ing.
Dis cus sion should then open explo ra tion of the move ments within and between the
per spec tives, exam in ing the con tra dic tory cur rents, mutual influ ences, and rela -
tion ship of dif fer ent per spec tives to broader sociocultural move ments in thought.
Finally, in con texts of adult edu ca tion, dis cus sion might explore pos si ble roles for
edu ca tors within dif fer ent per spec tives and the prob lem of insert ing this role.

This typology now needs to be chal lenged and unrav eled. Charts such as the
appen dix that pre tend to totalize dis tinct cur rents of thought and ped a gog i cal ener -
gies must them selves be dis rupted, put off bal ance. I can not find a way to do this
while clar i fy ing these ideas in a way that will not dis solve into incom pre hen si ble
and inter mi na ble denial of the ideas them selves. There fore, I invite my col leagues
in adult edu ca tion to chal lenge and debate or extend and mod ify the five per spec -
tives of expe ri en tial learn ing as I have rep re sented them here.
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AP PEN DIX

Fo cus and Key Ex plan a tory View of Re la tion of Learner to Ob ject/
Per spec tive Ques tions Sche mata Knowl edge Con text of Knowing

Re flec tive In di vid uals con struct mean ings Pro cesses and struc tures of In di vid ual mind: A set of men tal Learner in quires and ex per i ments 
 (constructivist)  from their ex pe ri ences to  per cep tion, mem ory, be lief  con structs that can be  guided by per sonal in ten tion.

 pro duce knowl edge.  struc tures, and in ter pre ta tion.  rep re sented, ex pressed, and  Sit u a tion pres ents pos si bil i ties
 Re flec tive anal y sis of per sonal  trans ferred to new sit u a tions.  from which learner se lects
 as sump tions. Pro cesses of be lief   ob jects of know ing.
 trans for ma tion.

 In ter fer ence The self: How it is crafted, Un con scious de sires and in sights. Pas sion ate ten sions of love One’s in ter nal con flicts are new
 (psy cho an a lytic)  re pressed, re cov ered, and  Ego’s self-pro tec tive de fenses.  and hate. New ver sions of  ver sions of old cul tural con flicts.

 un der stood.  “Vi cis si tudes of love and hate in  old con flicts.  In ter nal world is at tached to out side
How does the un con scious in ter fere   learn ing.” In ter nal con flicts.  Dy namic psy chi cal events.  (so cial) through mat ters of love and
 with con scious thought to pro duce  hate. In side-out side en coun ters pro-
 knowl edge?  duce the con flicts, which are learn ing.

Par tic i pa tion Prac tices in which in di vid u als have In ter ac tive sys tems, in clud ing Par tic i pa tion with in creas ing 
 (situative)  learned to par tic i pate.  in di vid u als as par tic i pants.  ef fec tive ness. Knowl edge is not So cial and in di vid ual skills and 

What con sti tutes mean ing ful ac tion  Prop erties of so cial prac tices:  judged by what is true or er ro ne ous  ac tiv i ties are in sep a ra ble. Knowing
 for a par tic u lar in di vid ual in a  col lab o ra tive work, dis tri bu tion  but by what is rel e vant here, what is  does not ex ist apart from the tools,
 given con text?  of ac count abil ity and au thor ity,  worth know ing and do ing, what is  com mu nity, and ac tiv ity of a
How do peo ple learn adap tively  in for ma tion sources, and  con ve nient for whom, and what to  par tic u lar sit u a tion.
 in sit u a tions in which they  char ac ter is tics of in ter ac tion.  do next in this par tic u lar sit u a tion.
 en gage in ac tiv i ties?

Re sis tance How does power cir cu late to re press Cul tural prac tices, cul tural cap i tal, and Knowl edge is eman ci pa tion from Learner’s positionality is po lit i cal.
 (crit i cal cul tural)  or en hance ex pe ri ence and learn ing?  dis courses; the reg u la tion and  pas sive ac cep tance of re ceived  Power re la tions de ter mine learner’s

How is iden tity lim ited or lib er ated  dis tri bu tion of au thor ity and re sources.  iden ti ties and dom i nant cul tural  re la tion to sit u a tion and ob ject of
 by pre vail ing cul tural codes?  Ex pe ri ence as shaped by the cir cu la tion  struc tures. Knowl edge is ex pressed  know ing.

 of power, the in ter ests of dom i nant  through re sis tance (in voice, ac tion, 
 groups, and the re sis tance of other groups.  or si lence).   

Co-emer gence Co-emer gence of sys tems (learner,set ting). Dense in ter con nec tions at sub sys tem Cog ni tion is em bod ied enaction—a Sys tems of the learner (neu ral, 
 (enactivist) How do cog ni tion and en vi ron ment  lev els. In ter nal co her ence in  his tory of struc tural cou pling that  im mune, vi sual, etc.) are em bed ded

 be come si mul ta neously en acted?  in tri cate pat terns. Self-or ga niz ing,  brings forth a world.  in net works of the con text.
 emer gent, ex pan sive.  All of learner’s per cep tions are 

 ex pe ri en tial and en acted.

(con tin ued)
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Learning Goals and Na ture of Power in 
Per spec tive Learning Pro cess Out comes Ex pe ri ence and Knowing Ed u ca tor’s Role

Re flec tive Through re flec tion on ex pe ri ence, More in clu sive, in te gra tive, dis crim i nat ing May re press in di vid ual’s own per sonal Ed u ca tors en cour age re flec tive
 (constructivist)  learner con structs per sonal  men tal con structs that can be ap plied to  con struc tions and alien ate learner  pro cess and pose chal lenges to 

 un der stand ing of rel e vant  en able in di vid ual’s suc cess in  from value of own ex pe ri ences.  in di vid ual as sump tions. They also
 struc tures of mean ing de rived from  new sit u a tions.  val i date knowl edge ac quired
 ac tion in the world.  through per sonal con struc tion.

In ter fer ence Un learning old strat e gies of sur vival. Com ing to tol er ate the de mands of the In ter fer ence must oc cur within the Ed u ca tor must ac cept own psy chic 
 (psy cho an a lytic)  Working through di lem mas to ex plore  self and the so cial. Com ing to ac cept  learner. Ped a gogy viewed as  di lem mas of love and hate. Honor

 one’s de sires, at tach ments, self, and  and un der stand (re cov ered) selves.  re pres sive and in tol er ant of com plex  the dif fi culty, time, and lim its of
 resistances to know ing.   pro cesses of psy chic “work ings-  learn ing as work ing through psy chic

 through.” Con flicts at the point in  con flicts.Clear spaces for peo ple
 which learn ers meet the force of  to learn. At tend with com pas sion.
 their cul tural his tory stim u late  Avoid res cue fan ta sies.
 in ter fer ence.   

Par tic i pa tion Be com ing more at tuned to con straints Im proved par tic i pa tion in in ter ac tive Learner moves from pe riph eral Ed u ca tors may ar range se quences of
 (situative)  and affordances of par tic u lar  sys tems, the so cial prac tices val ued  par tic i pa tion in a com mu nity to  ac tiv i ties and con di tions in 

 sit u a tions. Learner pro gresses  most by the learner and com mu nity.  more cen tral positionality with  com plex so cial sit u a tions that help
 along tra jec to ries of par tic i pa tion  Par tic i pa tion be comes more  com pe tence.  learn ers best prac tice the kinds of
 and growth of iden tity.  mean ing ful per son ally and so cially. Ped a gogy that sep a rates learn ing  par tic i pa tion they de sire.

 from do ing is ar ti fi cial and re pres sive. Ed u ca tors can make ex plicit the
Re sis tance Naming re pres sive cul tural prac tices So cial re con struc tion: make ex plicit The way power flows in a par tic u lar  ide ol o gies, prac tices, and po si tion ing
 (crit i cal cul tural)  and dis courses. Re covering lost  the pol i tics and con straints of cul tural  re la tion ship and cul ture de ter mines  that con struct ex pe ri ence in 

 sub ject po si tions and voice.  prac tices, com mu ni cate and un der stand  knowl edge. Power de ter mines what  par tic u lar ways. Open spaces for and
 dif fer ences in hu man ex pe ri ences, and  is con sid ered know able and worth  sup port re sis tance. Help seek 
 build co ali tions among dif fer ences.   know ing, who is a rec og niz able  be yond cur rent strug gles to craft

 knower, and what ex pe ri ence means.  so cial al ter na tives.
Co-emer gence One’s be hav ior changes as one learns In ed u ca tional ap pli ca tions, enactivism Power is un der stood in terms of sys tem As sist par tic i pants to con tin u ally
 (enactivist)  to cope with new sit u a tions and  seeks to help de scribe and an a lyze  dy nam ics as en ergy. Con tin u ous,  name and re name chang ing 

 con di tions. As one’s ac tions change,  learn ing in sys tems.  gen er a tive.  nu ances out side and in side them and
 so does one’s world and one’s sense    to un lock the grasp of old
 of the world.    cat e go ries that do not fit new 

 sit u a tions.Ed u ca tors must be clear
 about their own en tan gle ment in the
 emerg ing sys tems of thought and ac tion.
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NOTES

1. Enactivism has evolved from eco log i cal and cyber net ics the o ries appear ing in writ ings by
Bateson (1979), Love lock (1979), Maturana and Varela (1987), Varela (1989), and oth ers. Edu ca tional
writ ers such as Sumara, Davis, and Car son (1997), Kieran, and Simmt have just taken up enactivist
expla na tions of cog ni tion in the 1990s.

2. For exam ples of this very phe nom ena, see Mezirow (1996), who sub sumes other the o ries of cog -
ni tion under a pre ferred per spec tive, “transformative learn ing,” and debates on cog ni tion pub lished in
the Edu ca tional Researcher (Ander son, Reder, & Simon, 1997; Greeno, 1997; Prawat, 1997) in which
dif fer ent writ ers assess each other’s per spec tives accord ing to the pos tu lates of their own pre mises.

3. Philips (1995) iden ti fies six dis tinct views of contructivism rang ing accord ing to the empha sis
accorded either to indi vid ual psy chol ogy or pub lic dis ci plines in con struct ing knowl edge, the extent to
which knowl edge is viewed as made rather than dis cov ered, and the empha sis put on the indi vid ual
knower as active agent rather than spec ta tor in the con struc tion of knowl edge.

4. Accord ing to object rela tions the ory, once the ego per ceives an object as dis tinct from itself, it
decides whether to desire the object as good or reject it as bad. As Gilbert (1998) explains, “per cep tion is
thus an ego func tion that responds both to the demands of uncon scious desire and to the exter nal
demands of real ity” (p. 31). The next deci sion is whether to ingest the good object. Knowl edge per ceived 
as good is still threat en ing because once it is taken in to the ego, it has the poten tial to trans form the
ego—an event against which the ego tries to pro tect itself. The ego also risks destroy ing the good object
of knowl edge through the act of incor po rat ing it and los ing the bound aries that sep a rate itself from the
knowl edge.

5. Freud (1938) argued that intol er a ble ideas are per mit ted into the con scious ness only as our denial
that the idea is true. In this denial, we attempt to intel lec tu al ize the idea, to sep a rate our ego’s emo tional
involve ment with (and there fore pos si ble sub jec tion to) the idea, even while we are actively hat ing the
idea. In these ten sions between intellection and affec tion, learn ing occurs as a move ment through the
dilemma to accept ing the knowl edge. The dynamic of ped a gogy within this move ment is prob lem atic.
Should edu ca tion induce these ten sions and some how mid wife the move ment to learner’s acknowl edg -
ment and insight? How much anx i ety can an indi vid ual stand? How can learn ing pro ceed if its very con -
di tions of anx i ety inhibit stim u late the resis tance that fore stalls learn ing?

6. Britzman (1998) calls these sur vival strat e gies the “arts of get ting by” and claims that they are
prev a lent in edu ca tion. Cur ric u lum mostly resists these com plex sub tle encoun ters, con stantly play ing
beneath class room talk and the press of cov er ing con tent, and both stu dents and teach ers have learned to
ignore them.

7. Ques tions con cern ing psy cho an a lytic the o rists include the fol low ing: How does the uncon scious
inter fere with con scious thought to pro duce knowl edge? And what knowl edge do we resist? Other issues 
that con cern learn ing, from the psy cho an a lytic per spec tive, are the loca tion and direc tion of desire,
includ ing the desire for spe cific knowl edge and its (often) mis fit with the thing to be learned and the dis -
con ti nu ities and uncanny con flicts in expe ri ence.

8. Pile and Thrift (1995) are part of a cur rent in cul tural geog ra phy that is using met a phors of space,
move ment, maps, and time to ana lyze sub jec tiv ity and learn ing. Actor-net work the ory is one frame that
has gen er ated recent ped a gog i cal inter est. As described by writ ers such as Law (1994) and Latour
(1993), actor-net work the ory illu mi nates regional flows of action in terms of knowl edge pro duc tion.
Knowl edge is assumed to be con sti tuted in social net works spread across space and time, and indi vid u als 
develop as they move through these net works. Indi vid uals expe ri ence the net work’s knowl edge as they
par tic i pate in its spa tial and tem po ral arrange ments. The space-time arrange ments of a par tic u lar activ -
ity have phys i cal and sym bolic dimen sions, rep re sent ing to indi vid u als what they are sup posed to do in a
space and how they should use their time (includ ing notions of who or what is not sup posed to be there).
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