

[image: Cover]




Immoral Education

This book brings together, for the first time, a synthesis of philosophical and psychological material to examine the basis for the professional identity that teachers might believe in and the effects of misunderstanding and mistreating these beliefs. By critically synthesising findings from a range of sources, the book provides a rationale that argues an essential ingredient of good education is the quality of teachers who have a reaffirmed sense of creativity, autonomy and agency. The book presents a role for educational psychology in informing educational and inclusive processes, filling a longstanding need for a text that delineates the way psychological phenomena underpin education.

Beginning by considering notions of ‘self’ and ‘identity’, the book explores the relationship between our identity as defined by ourselves, but also as defined by others in the social and professional groups we may or may not be considered as being part of. It looks critically at how the erosion of the professional identity of teachers has affected education and considers the morality of ‘othering’ ‘others’ and its damaging effect on teachers and young people. Gibbs reflects on the organisational structure and leadership of schools, the psychology of these institutions and the barriers that need to be overcome in order to promote greater inclusivity within them.

Offering a careful and insightful look at the psychology behind education and teaching, this is an essential read for teacher educators, researchers and academics in the field of education and will appeal to policy makers, teachers and educational psychologists.

Simon Gibbs is Reader in Educational Psychology at Newcastle University.
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Introduction

Can education in a troubled world help us in becoming human?

In much of the Western world, educational policies are confused and confusing. The dominant political and economic policies (crudely: neoliberalism1) have disabled us from asking the right and crucial questions about education, so that, as Pynchon said in his novel, Gravity’s Rainbow, our answers become irrelevant. As a consequence, we have lost sight of the enlightened principles of thinkers such as John Dewey and John Macmurray, who held that the central purpose of education was to help people learn how to be human. That we do not yet know enough about how to be human and to live alongside others is only too evident. We can easily find local examples of misunderstanding, suspicion and aggression (nevermind our longstanding apparent need to create enemies). There is, I suggest, much to be learned about each other.

This is not a book about how to teach; it is about teaching and teachers; it is for those who care and are responsible for teachers, teaching and education. It is also about the future of humanity. My intention in writing the book has been to examine factors that may affect teachers’ sense of well-being. The implicit focus is, therefore, on teachers’ well-being. If teachers are ‘well’, then it is more likely that their pupils will also be doing well (Hattie, 2008; Roorda, Koomen, Spilt, & Oort, 2011). Accordingly, much of the explicit focus of the book is on what seem to erode teachers’ professional identity, autonomy, efficacy and well-being. In the latter part of the twentieth century, teachers across much of the Western world have been held increasingly accountable for their work in ways that have stifled their creative autonomy and sensitivity. One way of framing my enquiry is, therefore, with reference to the question, ‘If we care about education (and the future), how should we treat teachers?’ Thus, my premise is that as schools become increasingly commercialised and teachers held closely to account for their performance, the aim and purpose of education, its philosophical heart, becomes less clear. As a result, teachers’ autonomy, agency, and their professional identity are all disregarded, and a major function of education, helping young people learn how to be human, is degraded. We have been seduced into asking the wrong questions about education and what we want for society. In England, there is now a greater preoccupation with what to teach young people rather than how to help them learn.

My aim is to examine the philosophical and psychological foundations of teachers’ beliefs in their professional identity and role and draw critical attention to what may be happening to the most valuable resource for good education. I hope that by alerting us to some of these factors, we may become more aware of the effects of current educational policies. The book is an attempt to provide, in Bruner’s terms, a narrative account of intentions, actions and consequences (Bruner, 1986). It is, in that way, a narrative story about the stories told by and about teachers. This seems an appropriate medium, since telling and discussing stories are, as Kwame Anthony Appiah has observed (Appiah, 2007), ‘part of being human’. By listening to and discussing each other’s stories across professional, demographic and geopolitical boundaries, we may, as Appiah suggested, ‘get used to one another’ and come to understand each other better. Part of what I want to say here is that I suspect that there is, in England at least, deliberate misunderstanding of the motivations, skills and roles of teachers as educators.

Another of my purposes here is to locate the conditions for teachers in relation to both theory and evidence as part of an ongoing narrative dialogue with myself and others. While I recognise this may seem to some to be self-indulgent, that is not my intent. The main intention, as I hope will be apparent, is to externalise and communicate my anxieties and criticism of what I see as happening to education and teachers.

The book is, therefore, for teachers and those who are responsible for teachers and education: teacher educators, applied psychologists and others. In what follows, I examine notions about how we come to believe what we do about our personal ‘selfs’, our professional identity and the categorisation, stereotyping and othering of groups (teachers and children). This entails considering what is ethically, morally and professionally important for teachers and their work. I have not, therefore, given myself a straightforward task. There are knotty issues to be examined and unraveled, and at several points, we will need to consider the current tensions for teachers within the realities of pragmatism and morality. Too often, government ministers and others have castigated teachers for the failings of education. I cannot blame teachers largely because they are, I fear innocent of autonomy and are not, therefore, agentic in the way that is implied by those who blame them. They are, as the saying goes, largely between a rock and a hard place. What they do is determined by the environments in which they work.

What follows is, probably inevitably, something of a palimpsest in which at least part of my self is still visible but in which it is also evident that philosophical, psychological and professional issues have been overwritten by successive generations of policy makers. I have been motivated to articulate what has meaning and value in education. To do that I have examined and synthesised mostly the work of others in the hope of creating something of interest for teachers, policy makers and last but by no means least, educational psychologists (who, I believe, could play a much bigger role in surfacing and endorsing the moral and ethical essences of good education).

To put matters in context, here are some recent data that illustrate aspects of the context for the phenomena to be explored. Although in England a total of 49,680 teachers entered the state sector in 2015, 50,140 left, continuing a trend of increasing teacher attrition (DfE, 2016a). Alongside this, the number of children and young people permanently excluded from schools in the state sector has increased, reaching 5,800 in the year 2014–5, with persistent and disruptive behaviour cited as the most common reason for exclusion. Boys were three times more likely to be excluded than girls; pupils of Black Caribbean heritage were more than three times as likely to be permanently excluded than the school population as a whole; pupils known to be eligible for free school meals were four times more likely to be excluded than those who are not eligible; and pupils with identified and supported special educational needs were seven times more likely to be permanently excluded than pupils with no special education needs (DfE, 2016b). These, I suggest, are just some symptoms of what is wrong in education, if education is at all implicated in the processes of becoming human.

Our beliefs about ourselves (at least partly born of our backgrounds) affect what we do and how we do it. What we succeed in doing today affects our beliefs about what we can do in the future: our sense of self-efficacy. What we believe we can or should do is also partially determined by our psychological environment, the context in which we function. Further, and despite some illusions that we are sole determinants of our actions, whatever we do, we do not do it alone. We are part of interlinked human, social systems interacting in dialogue with others. Others help create and reinforce the selves that we believe we are and are able to be. What teachers believe it is possible for them to do affects what they do, the nature and quality of the education they provide, and their motivation and determination to succeed – or otherwise. One purpose of this book is to examine how teachers’ beliefs about both their role and what they can do (their self-efficacy as teachers) are shaped. To do this, I will also examine how teachers’ beliefs are influenced by their psychological and organisational contexts.

Inevitably, economic factors affect many aspects of our society and our social functions. In the UK, the gap between the earnings and wealth of the richest and poorest in society is one of the biggest in the world (Dorling, 2015), and some 3.7 million (28%) of children live in poverty (CPAG, 2016). The socioeconomic status of families can profoundly affect children’s readiness for school, ultimate levels of attainment, employment prospects and life-span (Hills, 2014). Despite this evidence, and despite a lack of evidence to warrant their value as means of ensuring greater social mobility and inclusion, government policies seem destined to promote educational structures and systems that in reality only perpetuate social and economic stratifications that, inter alia, generate or reinforce expectations about the educational potential of groups of children. At the time of writing, the conservative government under Theresa May’s leadership had been ardently promising the development of new grammar schools. These, we were told would promote ‘social mobility’. The government was unable to accept the available evidence suggesting grammar schools are more likely to enhance the ‘Matthew Effect’ – the rich get richer, and the poor get poorer. Under pressure from the electorate and their own backbench MPs (not research evidence), they have, however, now abandoned this plan.

Also in pursuit of political and economic policy, schools and teachers continue to be subject to intense scrutiny, competition and increasing pressure from marketisation. The culture of performativity adversely affects the quality of professional relationships amongst teachers and schools. The regular and frequent inspection of schools by Ofsted often generates more heat than light and, for many schools and teachers, serves only to perpetuate a fear of failure. Unsurprisingly, therefore, it seems very possible that the determination of recent UK governments to push through their reforms without meaningful and respectful dialogue are leading to a seriously demotivated body of teachers and a recruitment crisis. It is little surprise, therefore, that, as noted above, government data for the academic year 2014–15 indicated that more teachers left the profession than were recruited in the state sector (Allen, 2015; DfE, 2016a).

In what follows, I will adopt an ecological approach to the relevant psychological phenomena. Herb Simon defined psychology as one of the ‘sciences of the artificial’ (Simon, 1996); that is, the study of, or seeking to understand, what happens at the interface of systems. He illustrated this by suggesting that the proper, psychological, study of the behaviour of an organism was in considering how its behaviour is a product of the interaction of the organism and its environment. Simon illustrated this with a vignette of an ant and how its movement through the environment is a product of the interaction of its own system with the environment. Simon argued that understanding the ant’s behaviour cannot be achieved by just examining the internal workings of the ant (say, the neurological system), nor by looking just at the environment and predicting what the ant might do. Analogously, to understand human beings’ behaviour (using that word in its most general sense), we need to look first, not at their internal workings nor at their surrounding physical and/or psychological environments, but at how they interact with each other, in the physical as well as the psycho-social environments. These environments, perhaps most especially the psychological environments of human interactions are in continual flux. Studying human ‘behaviour’ is not, therefore, a matter of simply observing physical behaviour in the physical environment of time and space. Further, the concepts and processes that I will discuss have little, if any, objective reality. They are, in the main, social and psychological phenomena that sometimes have almost mythical status and power, but none-the-less have currency and importance. As a psychologist, I am less concerned with material matters and rather more concerned to appreciate the meaning, significance and effects of ontological experiences. The dominant mode of enquiry is, therefore, not to ask what the phenomenon is, but to ask how that phenomenon is experienced in relation to others. From time to time throughout the book I will, therefore, refer to ‘Simon’s ant’ as a convenient metonym for the study of what happens at the interface between factors.2 These factors may be, for example, between the inner and outer environments, or in the dialogue between people. Unlike ants (perhaps), because of our human communicative capacities (language et cetera), we can infer our fellow human beings’ motivations, feelings, cognitions and reactions, but we can at best only infer what these are in our interactions and reactions. That is part and parcel of the nature of ‘society’. As Stephen Reicher has also noted of attempts to define human behavioural universals, ‘The contrast is essentially that between a view of our biology as destiny and a view of our biology as possibility’ (Reicher, 2004, p. 926).

Although I retain some of the positivism that formed a major element in my own education, I find it increasingly hard to disregard the social complexities (and niceties) that enthrall us. Accordingly, I am now more likely to be at home with possibilities for humankind than with deterministic probabilities. As with many of my generation, I am also imbued with some of the essence of existentialism and hope that the effects of what we each do in the ‘here and now’ is the only trace we leave and that there is no ‘hereafter’ in which we might be granted rewards for our labours. This implies careful attention is needed to what we do moment by moment as well as a recognition of the limits of and responsibilities attached to any sense of autonomy we have.

Like most of us in the Western world who survive the trauma and risks of birth, we expect life to last for several decades. But many of us will, at least from time to time, become existentially anxious about the brevity and emptiness of life. Sadly, this lack of hope and purpose may affect many of those who exist in socio-economic deprivation and are not seduced or encouraged by talk of ‘social mobility’. There are times when I am angry that policy makers (who may be better placed on the socio-economic ladder) seem unable to understand or empathise with the reality and apparent hopelessness that a large sector of society may experience. Most societies around the world invest in ‘Education’; education that is said to form a significant part of the next generation’s induction into the mores of society. First parents and then teachers are given responsibility for this induction. Most of the first group are largely untrained in that role. Questions subsumed in what follows, therefore, include why do teachers accept that responsibility, what training and support are required and what social identity might that role confer?

In thinking about our humanity, our relations with fellow human beings, we need to consider the psychological and philosophical foundations of parts, some will say essential ingredients, of societies: processes of education and socio-psychological processes therein that generate the societies of tomorrow. Although it is contestable, in England we are I think, still (just) citizens of a liberal democracy. Being members of liberal democracies, as Kwame Appiah has said, bestows moral and ethical responsibilities. I will consider these in due course. However, while it is not possible to ignore the political dimension entirely, I will do my best not to venture far in that territory. My central concern is for the well-being of those most intimately involved in education. Although my most specific concerns are for school-teachers, children and young people – how we treat the psychological forces and inhabitants of tomorrow – I intend that what follows should be of interest to all those implicated in education.

While I can’t fully and critically address the purpose of education head on in this book, the current fashion for the ‘top-down’ imposition of educational purposes and performative outcomes are, for me, anathema.3 In this book, I want to comment on what education and educational systems, as exemplified in a country that is in thrall to capitalism’s current manifestation, neoliberalism, may actually do for/to people. Education is a social act and, as Solomon Asch wrote of social acts,



Most social acts have to be understood in their setting, and lose meaning if isolated. No error in thinking about social facts is more serious than the failure to see their place and function.

(Asch, 1952, p. 61)




Following Simon’s ant, my investigations will, therefore, entail examination of the interaction of contexts, processes and participants. In doing so, I hope to reveal factors that can affect the development of democratic educational processes (Biesta, 2015b) by enhancing or disabling the well-being (to use an over-simplistic term) of the participants. I recognise that at present (2018) in certain jurisdictions (for example, England), education as it is operationalised appears to do some participants more harm than good; in fact, at times, I doubt if our current educational systems per se are capable of doing anything to enhance the life chances of many participants. That is not to trivially acknowledge that no system can be perfect for everyone, or that accidentally, some people do not positively gain from their involvement in education. I would certainly want education to ‘do no harm’, but fear that at present, it is too often callously harmful. Thus, I wish to examine some of the critical features of the psychological environment and motives that may cause harm and indicate how things could be different and better. My primary concern is for the well-being and creativity, the agency, of teachers. Without well-motivated, creative and enthusiastic teachers, education must fail. As Macmurray perceptively said (in 1958, reprinted 2012):



Here, I believe, is the greatest threat to education in our own society. We are becoming more and more technically minded: gradually we are falling victims to the illusion that all problems can be solved by proper organisation: that when we fail it is because we are doing the job in the wrong way, and that all that is needed is the ‘know-how’. To think thus in education is to pervert education. It is not an engineering job. It is personal and human.

(Macmurray, 2012, p. 674)



So far have we fallen since that was written that one might hope that the only way was up; but it seems to me that in the commodification of education, teachers have in many ways become ‘a technical workforce to be managed and controlled rather than a profession to be respected’ (Tomlinson, 2001, p. 36). Teachers constitute a workforce whose performance and outputs are very frequently measured with no thought to the morale and well-being of the workforce itself. The financing and resourcing of the workplace (schools) and the workforce (teachers) have been cut in the name of austerity. Many aspects of education appear to be in a parlous state.

In the circumstances that I am describing, we should consider if educational systems can or should be involved in the task of helping people in the process of becoming human. Indeed, is becoming ‘human’ the same journey (or end point) as it may have seemed for Macmurray? A recent paper by Beverly Whelton (who has been involved in educating nurses) is entitled ‘Being human in a global age of technology’. In the paper she considered the way that technology can separate us from our common bonds of humanity, thus: In extreme circumstances, for instance, a hospital Intensive Care Unit, she suggested, ‘caring’ is not a uniquely human disposition. In an ICU, for instance, robots can and do provide ‘care’ in the sense that they can dispense medicines, food, heating and lighting. Thus, the circumstances for living may change with the development of technology. Whelton concluded that



[w]hile culture and technology are powerful, dynamic, and perspective altering, they change what it is to live life as a human, but we would argue they do not change what it is to be human.

(Whelton, 2016, p. 34)4




A defiant reaction by a teacher to shifts in the underlying paradigmatic purpose of education and the consequent de-professionalisation of teachers cited by Jason Endacott and his colleagues, strikes a similar note of concern about the encroachment of technicalisation of education, of turning teachers into cyborgs, merely generating robots, not humankind:



These mandates are taking all of the joy out of teaching. Give us the big ideas of a subject, and let us do our jobs! I don’t need standards for every action I take. Learning is more than having some robot feed standards to other little robots!

(Endacott et al., 2015, p. 414)




If, as I hope will become clear in this treatise, a central tenet is the defining inter-subjectivity of human existence, of becoming human, then the quality of educational processes are clearly essential to the development of our inter-subjectivity. It then follows that although the circumstances of our birth and development change over time and culture, the parameters for education do not. Central to these parameters is the concern for the quality of experiences that provide the transmission of becoming human. In the current context, it is also critical to examine what Michael Bonnett has termed the ‘arbitrary restrictions upon human potentiality that in turn involve a colonisation of humanity by the elites who decide the criteria’ (Bonnett, 2017, p. 334).

A related but different, post-Heideggarian, existential perspective that puts learning (as an educational process) as the sine qua non of becoming, stresses that, in the words of Iain Thompson,



we come into our own by helping others to come into their own as well … [and that] It is only by continuing to learn to be what we are that we can continue to be anything at all … we can only ‘be’ anything by continuing to become it.

(Thomson, 2016, pp. 846; 849; emphasis in original)




In developing my argument, I will examine concepts of teachers’ identities, and otherness, inclusion, separation and segregation, the effects of grouping for those who group and for those who are grouped (the incarnation of suspicion) and the role of mutually respectful and democratic relationships, dialogue and dialogic approaches; in short: how we create psychological environments for each other. As I will show, the most productive environments in education are deeply psychological: in the nature and quality of relationships (see also Biesta, 2015a; Fielding, 2013; Sampson, 2008). Education is relational, and psychology can be educational. This entails questioning how some groups become empowered (ultimately becoming power-full) to discriminate against the power-less.

In the first chapter, I start by examining general notions of ‘self’ and ‘identity’, how ‘identities’ may be formed and what may be some of the consequences of such conceptualisations. These are important because they say something about who we want to be and how we are perceived. As I have already noted, these are not necessarily congruent perspectives. I then consider the scope of individual identity, ethical and moral responsibility and autonomy. This, inevitably leads me to consider how identity is both socially constructed and social. In Chapter 2 I return to discuss the nature of teachers’ professional identities and some of the factors that shape these. I also suggest that identities as epiphenomena can be misleading, stereotypical or prejudicial and may also be disrespectful of the diversity of our experiencing of each other.

In these two chapters, therefore, I will challenge some of the illusions (or myths) we have about first, our notionally distinctive ‘selves’, and second, the relationship between our identity (our sense of individual personhood), others in social groups that we may (or may not) be perceived to be in and, last, what we can, morally and ethically do in light of such considerations. This entails considering what autonomy and responsibilities as persons and professionals we believe we have – that we take for granted – or perhaps, realistically, recognise as being limited. Some of these considerations will be based on philosophical work; some will be conceptually or empirically psychological in nature.

Our identities are formed in relation to others. Thus, in order to fully understand the development of a professional identity, particularly in relation to education, I examine some of the processes of dialogue with others, of ‘othering’ and of being ‘othered’ (see, for instance Dervin, 2016; Gülerce, 2014; Lalvani, 2015) and the psychological factors that may inhibit more inclusive teachers in their ethos and praxis (von Cieszkowski, 2014). This entails consideration of the origins and ownership of educational processes, but not necessarily policies. Policies may be, but are not necessarily always, the outcome of the development of ethos and praxis. It is evident that not all policies are based in evidence, systematic enquiry or well-ordered debate. Sometimes they may be the outcome of poorly formulated personal whim, and, strangely, that seems too often the case in education. We would no more countenance a politician’s decision that specific books should be taught in schools than we would accept the same politician’s decision that certain drugs should not be administered in hospitals. Or would we?

Having examined the ‘other’ and the development of professional identities, in the following chapters I develop the discussion and identify the psychological, educational, social and economic costs of categorisation of ‘others’ and the consequent psycho-social, if not physical, segregation that can take place within education systems. In passing I also offer commentary on the comparable and related consequences of setting, streaming and the resurgence of grammar schools. The focus throughout will be more on the effects for teachers’ beliefs about themselves, their roles, agency and moral predicaments, than on the direct effects for young people. In the second part of the chapter, I will examine the studies and theories of Henri Tajfel about ingroup bias, what this has to say about the benefits (or otherwise) of grouping students but also, and more centrally, about the inter-institutional effects for teachers of their professional identifications.

In the penultimate chapter, I set out work (including some of my own, but drawing mostly on the work in America of Albert Bandura, Megan Tschannen-Moran and Roger Goddard, and Anne Jordan in Canada) in which teachers’ beliefs in, and the effects of, their individual and collective beliefs in their efficacy have been shown to have beneficial effects for their own professional identities and well-being, as well as providing more socially beneficial, inclusive, outcomes for their students.

In the final chapter, I ‘close the circle’ by returning to and summarising the findings about teachers’ professional identities, autonomous agency and efficacy, pointing up the implications for policies that might enable these to develop within educational environments that flourish and are more highly regarded. Finally, I outline future directions for research that should include cross-cultural comparative studies of educational environments and teachers’ well-being. Thus, I provide here a synthesis of identity forming processes and how the ethos of education and educational leadership interact and spell the fortune of teachers’ well-being. In concluding, I will present a discussion of the effects and benefits of positive social interaction and inclusion.

Although as will have so far been obvious, my first concern, and what I understand best, are the educational and psychological processes instantiated in people and institutions in England. I intend that this treatise may serve as an illustrative ‘case study’ of what may be happening to education and educators. I am aware that there are close parallels in many English-speaking countries, as well as in many parts of Europe. I am also aware that there are other jurisdictions in which, to date, education has been based on fundamentally different political and social principles, operationalised accordingly and appears to generate a different educational ethos. The book is written in the hope of stimulating dialogue to help us think about some of the major psychological factors that that have implications for educators and education and to contemplate alternative possibilities for education. This book is intended be a preface to another in which comparisons and valid inferences may be made. I believe we all have much to learn about education. I hope we can learn enough soon enough.

Notes

1 As I acknowledge later, my view is that neoliberalism is merely another manifestation of capitalism. Neoliberalism, however, is more explicit about the dominant principles of competition and competitiveness as the crucial motivators and its core set of policies: liberalisation, deregulation, privatisation, marketisation, internationalisation and tax cutting (see Jessop, Mudge, Derbyshire, & Davies, 2014), and the devil take the hindmost. As will be evident in what follows here, I see this as an especially, explicitly dehumanising form of entrepreneurship that is enveloping education. There are others more able than I to provide a thorough critique of the alienating effects of these policies, and I urge the interested reader to go to sources such as Berry, 2016; Davies & Bansel, 2007; and Stevenson, 2017.

2 In using this notion, I do not want to lend any credence to the suspicion that I subscribe to simple behaviourism. Clearly for humans (and almost certainly for ants also), one must recognise the inner working of consciousness, motivation and other affective and cognitive factors.

3 But clearly, the nature and purpose of education need careful attention and form significant components of the environment for education. I will not, therefore, ignore them, since it does seem that there is a large gap between what government may say education must deliver and what educators believe is or should be delivered (see, for instance, Smethem, 2007).

4 I am very grateful to an anonymous reviewer for the prompt to question an underlying assumption. This is a question about whether the ways of being human that were appropriate in the past are now (twenty-first century) as appropriate or valid. I hope what follows in the book goes some way to provide answers to this and related questions.
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Chapter 1
Selves and identities

I first came to the ideas of Gabriel Garcia Márquez in his novel One Hundred Years of Solitude. There Márquez described the dangers of isolation for a family that cannot (or will not) escape their own self-inflicted misfortunes. In Love in the Time of Cholera, Márquez revisited the theme of the iterative nature of history, death and rebirth and pondered the power of relationships in sickness and health. The novel is about the intimacies of a relationship and the consequences of rejection and inequality, but also challenges us to question the facades and personal identities created and recreated by the characters in the novel. It is about the process of ‘continuing to become’.

Much of what follows in this book is also about relationships, how we see ourselves and how we are perceived by others. How we are identified by others and how we identify ourselves are not necessarily congruent but both are integral to the discourses we hold with ourselves and others; they are part of the vernacular and both are yoked to the culture of individuality that is so pervasive in many societies. In Westernised societies, we are encouraged in various ways to see ourselves as unique. We talk, for instance, of someone who is ‘uniquely qualified’ for a particular role. We laud the individual who outcompetes the others and wins the prize. This sense of uniqueness and the identities we adopt can, I suggest, blind us to our common humanity. It is this disregard for each other’s humanity that I want to question and investigate as part of my concerns about a key societal fulcrum: education and educational processes.

As indicated in the Introduction, my main aim in this book is to raise awareness of psychological factors that may be harmful to education. To do this, I need to pay attention to the context for education and the beliefs of those who, by virtue of their profession, identify themselves, or are identified by others, as ‘educators’ or ‘teachers’. This entails thinking about the nature of professional identity and how that is constructed. In this chapter, however, I examine general notions of ‘self’ and ‘identity’; what are some of the possible consequences of such conceptualisations; and how ‘identities’ may be formed. In doing so, I also examine some of the illusions (or myths) we have about, first, our notionally distinctive ‘selves’; and, second, the relationship between our identity (our sense of individual personhood) and others in social groups that we may (or may not) be perceived to be in; and, last, what we can morally and ethically do in light of such considerations. This leads me to consider both how identity is both socially constructed and socially formative and the scope of individual identity and autonomy. This latter involves considering what autonomy and responsibilities we believe we have – that we take for granted – or perhaps, realistically, recognise as being limited. Some of these considerations will be based on philosophical work; some will be conceptually or empirically psychological in nature. I will discuss the nature of teachers’ professional identities and some of the factors that shape these in a subsequent chapter. In this chapter, however, I also suggest that identities as our observable or conceptualised characteristics, epiphenomena, can also be misleading or prejudicial.


1.1 General notions of self and identity

For the purposes of what follows, I will try to discriminate consistently between ‘the self’ and ‘identity’ (following Gerson, 2014). The former almost tautologically entails consideration about what one believes about one’s ‘self’ for one’s self’s sake (and one’s beliefs about related concepts such as self-interests, self-efficacy and self-esteem). But when talking about one’s self caution is needed:



The point is not to know whether I speak of myself in a way that conforms to what I am, but rather to know whether, when I speak of myself, I am the same as the self of whom I speak.

(Lacan & Fink, 2006, p. 430)




While ‘identity’ may be used synonymously with ‘self’ in much of the relevant literature, here I will mostly use identity to mean how one wishes to appear to others and how one is identified by others. However, as far as is known, neither self nor identity consists in any distinctive material, neural, component of the brain.1 Both self and identity (as simple constructions of our embodied minds) are used variously as philosophical, psychological and sociological devices to help delineate and understand human behaviour and mentalisation as epiphenomena or emergent properties of brain activity. But, while I am convinced by arguments such as those presented by Derek Parfit that both our physical and psychological features depend partly on the states of our brains (see Parfit, 1984, p. 237), I do not subscribe to a crude reductionist views of human behaviour. Further, since we are typically never totally isolated from all external physical and social environments (including the environments of ourselves), it is, therefore, (thanks to Simon’s ant) ultimately only possible to study these epiphenomena and their purportedly correlated behaviours in the contexts of the environments in which they are situated, constructed and construed (Simon, 1996). Importantly for what follows, I must note that in a series of thought experiments Parfit showed that an individual’s identity cannot be fully determined, except arbitrarily. Parfit rejected the plausibility of the argument put forward by some who:



… believe that the identity of everything must always be determinate. These people accept a strict form of the doctrine no entity without identity. This is the claim that we cannot refer to a particular object, or name this object, unless our criterion of identity yields a definite answer in every conceivable case. On this view, we often mistakenly believe we are referring to some object, when, because there is no such criterion of identity, there is no object.

(Parfit, 1984, p. 240)




It seems to me that this argument, particularly when applied in the domain of human existence and inter-relationships, is another way of guarding against the essentialisation or objectification of persons that is a critical problem in the current state of education. I discuss some of this (and more of Parfit’s work) in the next sections but will return to it in greater detail in a later chapter.


1.1.1 Objections to objectification

Despite reasoned arguments such as Parfit’s (above), the construction of both ‘self’ and ‘identity’ continue to be objectified by authors and practitioners. Thus, for example, Michael Gerson, seeking to promote a role for neuroscience in complementing psychoanalytic approaches to ‘self’ and ‘identity’, appears to have suggested that objectification is at least partially possible:



Self as a source of knowledge and percept suggests a Jamesian subjective being, whereas self as a narrative and interpreter suggests an objectified reflection … The use of language to speak about one’s self, especially in comparison to others, forms an objectified frame of reference separate from the ‘being’ of self.

(Gerson, 2014, p. 215)




Some of this may be an artefact of the limitations of language (and space) in Journal papers but exemplifies how easy it can be to slip into the old habits of positivism.

Likewise, in the social and political, psychological environments of education, concepts such as ‘identity’ and ‘self’ are, I suggest, easily misused by being objectified. Neither concept is essentially a natural category (or kind) that has distinct, bounded and immutable qualities (in the way that we see ‘ant’ as distinct from ‘diamond’, for example). If, for example, I am identified as a ‘vegetarian’, how distinctly and immutably different am I as far as you are concerned? Nick Haslam and his colleagues have investigated the issue of social categorisation in depth and mapped out the stigmatising effects of essentialist beliefs about social categories. Haslam has also challenged the hegemony of medical classification of mental health. Given the incursions of medicalising children’s apparent difficulties (for instance, in terms of behaviour and concentration that is too readily diagnosed as ‘Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder’), it is worth noting here what he has said. Having provided a rigorous critique of notions of psychiatric, mental-health conditions, he concluded that:



the adverse consequences of essentialist thinking about mental disorders among laypeople are another neglected reason to be wary of these ways of conceptualizing psychiatric phenomena. Understandings of mental disorders as natural kinds with biogenetic essences that originate in professional discourse may spread into everyday language and thought, often in a vulgarized form, and there is now considerable evidence that the implications for lay conceptions of mental disorders are troubling.

(Haslam, 2014, p. 23)2




The objectification or essentialising of personhood is ethically objectional and practically risky. Insensate things (for instance, diamonds) may have objective ‘identities’ that are unchangeable, universally defined and forever recognised. Human beings are not like that. We are not as different from each other as, for instance, gold and ant, or even as tiger and lion are. We are diverse in our superficial characteristics, our traditions and languages, but we share a common genetic heritage and a common humanity and can communicate empathically.

One of the consequences that I think follows from taking an essentialist and reductionist view of identity (aside from categorisation and stereotyping) is that it suggests there lies an ultimate causal origin behind the identity. Some sort of homunculus, perhaps. It seems to me that such an approach is both theoretically and practically problematic. Jacques Derrida sought to challenge this by posing the conundrum: ‘Must not the structure have a genesis, and must not the origin, the point of genesis, be already structured, in order to be the genesis of something?’ (Roy, 2010, p.
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