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Lifelong Learning Face-to-Face:
Adult Education and the Theories of Emmanuel Levinas

Pamela Telkamp


“To approach the Other in conversation is to welcome his expression, in which at each instant he overflows the idea a thought would carry away from it.  It is therefore to receive from the Other beyond the capacity of the I, which means exactly: to have the idea of infinity.  But this also means: to be taught.  The relation with the Other, or Conversation, is...an ethical relation; but inasmuch as it is welcomed this conversation is a teaching [enseignnement].  Teaching is not reducible to maieutics; it comes from the exterior and brings me more than I contain.”  (Levinas, 1961/1969, p. 51). 
Introduction


The primary difference between adult education and the education of children stems from the wealth of life experience adults bring with them.  Sharing their knowledge and experience enhances learning for both student and teacher.  In Western society, we tend to think of adult education as the attainment of a college degree or perhaps a certification or some type of specialized training that enhances employability and income.  But learning encompasses much more than that.  For years, studies of human development were limited to childhood and adolescence.  Today we know that physical, mental, and emotional change continues throughout the life span.  Part of that developmental process is learning.  The term “lifelong learning” reveals the nature of adult learning –it never stops.  There is no magic age when one crosses from childhood to adulthood.  There is no point of knowing all there is to know.  To stop learning is to stagnate.  Furthermore, adult education is not limited to the classroom; in fact, most adult learning occurs beyond the sacred halls of the formal university setting.  Adults learn from their occupations, their recreations, and especially from their relationships.  In short, adults learn from their daily encounters with the Other.  For Emmanuel Levinas, that is the only way learning occurs.


In this paper, I will explore how adults learn from the face-to-face encounter with the Other through discourse and how this relates to adult education.  I will explore the Levinasian view of ethics in connection with social justice education.  Finally, I will touch on love of learning and enjoyment.

Learning face-to-face


There are many theories and models of how adults learn.  From Socrates to postmodern theorists, from embodied learning to neurobiology, how we learn has been a subject of study for centuries.  Technology, globalization and neuroscience have all changed the way modern theorists view adult learning and development.  Theorists generally agree that learning occurs in a social context and both influences and is influenced by the society in which learning occurs.  Furthermore, there are several important factors to bear in mind as they relate to adult learning.  One, adults tend to be self-direct learners.  Two, adult learning tends to be intrinsically motivated.  Three, adults bring a certain quantity and quality of experience to their learning.  Four, adults need to create meaning of what they are learning, why they are learning it, and how it applies to their lived experience.  “Experience is central to an understanding of the adult learner.  However, it is not the mere accumulation of experience that matters; instead, the way in which individuals make meaning of their experience facilitates growth and learning” (Merriam & Brocket, 1997, p. 140).

Adult learners and adult educators are keenly aware that meaning is the cornerstone of adult learning.  It is what allows new learning to occur and old learning to be considered in a new light.  The primary role of adult educator then, is to create an environment in which the adult learner can draw on and share their experiences in such a way as to create meaning and thereby change their understanding.  Levinas might say that the role of an adult educator is to acknowledge the alterity of the learner (the Other) and to allow meaning to unfold through discourse.  “The face is a living presence, it is expression...the face speaks.  The manifestation of the face is already discourse” (Levinas, 1961/1969, p. 66).  The face-to-face presence of the Other teaches us, and therefore, teaching (and by extension learning) is only possible if the Self is open to the Other.  Learning is not simply an intellectual activity “Meaning is not produced as an ideal essence; it is said and taught by presence, and teaching is not reducible to sensible or intellectual intuition” (Levinas, 1961/1969, p. 66).  To be in the presence of the Other is to be open to meaning (learning).

Discourse has been a primary method of sharing knowledge, wisdom and experience in virtually every culture throughout history.  Story telling, journeying, Socratic questioning, even lecturing and the written word are all forms of discourse.  In the modern classroom dialogue, presentations and group work are means of sharing information.  In fact, peer teaching has been shown to be one of the most effective means of solidifying new knowledge.  However, Levinas was opposed to the maiuetics of the Socratic Method that reduced learning to interiority alone and ignored the calling into question that occurs by the presence of the Other.  For Levinas, there is no substitute for face-to-face discourse, which provides the opportunity for the Other to reveal himself.  This occurs first and foremost through the face-to-face encounter.  Although other means of revelation are possible, none are as powerful, because within the face-to-face encounter, there is what Levinas terms the saying and the said.  According to Todd (2003), “the saying signifies something beyond the said, and thus our communication always occurs as a double event: the said that signifies being...and the saying that signifies otherwise than being” (p 133).  It is within the context of this double-event that learning occurs.  For Levinas (1961/1969) “the world issues in speech...speech is thus the origin of all signification – of tools and all human works” (p. 98).  Speech is the said, it is one type of “teaching”.  Silence holds the saying, “the first teaching of the teacher is his very presence as teacher...” (p. 100).  It is with this silent attention and with listening that the I is exposed to the Other and indeed becomes fully cognizant of the alterity of the Other.  The “I” that is a witness must avoid rushing to fill the silent listening with thoughts of its own interiority.

Listening is the central ethical response to the speech of the Other.  Listening risks openness to the Other, risks the rupture of the ego by being called into question by the very presence of the Other.  This is learning.  Teachers carry the awesome responsibility of planning encounters with the Other that not only risk rupture of egocentric perceptions, but encourage it.  But they must do so with humility, always remembering the impossibility of knowing the Other.  Language marks the ethical approach to the Other and the ethical dimension of learning.  Alterity lies outside the bounds of meaning itself.
Ethics & Social Justice Education

“But what can it mean that the teacher who calls for attention exceeds the consciousness?  How is the teacher outside of the consciousness he teaches?  He is not exterior to it as the content thought is exterior to the thought that thinks it this exteriority is assumed by thought, and in this sense does not overflow the consciousness.  Nothing that concerns thought can overflow it; everything is freely assumed.  Nothing – except the judge judging the very freedom of thought” (Levinas, 1961/1969, p, 100). 


As previously discussed, the predominant characteristic of adult learners is a lifetime of experiences and the meanings they hold.  However, these experiences are not always positive and may create barriers to learning.  The dark side of education is the tendency to make demands, use coercion, create tension, and in general reduce the Other to the same or worse, to reduce the Other to insignificance.  These experiences of totalization cause a negative impact on the learner, who then in turn, brings memories of these harmful events to the learning environment.  

Totalization of the Other seems almost a necessary by-product of the demands of education.  It seems we need to compare, to rate, to categorize and to judge; otherwise, how are we to know who has learned and who has not?  When this happens, the teacher holds power over the students and is in essence to no longer welcoming the Other from on high, but is totalizing the Other.  To reduce the Other in such as way is to do violence to the Other.  As an educator, it is essential to hold the Other at the center of the teaching and learning experience and to remember that the very presence of the Face commands “do not kill”, “do not do violence to me”.  Through discourse and the ethical use of language and listening true learning can occur for both teacher and student.  Listening is central to the ethical response.  It is to receive the gift of the Other.

The role of the teacher, according to Todd (2003), is twofold, to “offer students opportunities for encouraging difference – to bring more than the I contains” (p 31) and to be receptive to what is returned to the teacher, the meaning the students make.  This is the heart of ethical education.  But can this ethical education expand beyond the vulnerabilities of one teacher, one student, one face-to-face encounter?  Can the other Others be brought into the non-violent circle which holds the ethical response at its core?  Can this occur without sacrificing the rights and freedoms of other learners?  For Levinas, truth presupposes justice, for justice cannot rest merely on freedom.  “My freedom does not have the last word; I am not alone...the locus of truth is society” (Levinas, 1971, p. 101), the other Others.  This is what social justice education hopes to accomplish.  

Social justice education seeks to promote not only equal access to education, but an education that empowers students to become leaders for social change.  Seattle University, for example, has social justice as one of the core values in its mission and the College of Education within that University mission seeks to prepare ‘ethical and reflective professionals’.  It is the role of the social justice educator to elicit complex responses from students, “empathy is often invoked in social justice education discourse and practice as an indispensable emotion for working across differences” (Todd, 2003, p. 43).  Images and stories are often used as a means of evoking empathy in students, to shatter their assumptions and call their world into question.  From a Levinasian perspective, this is the very nature of our experience with the Other.  But is the teacher the same or the Other?  Is this elicitation discourse or manipulation?  

Social justice education is not exempt from doing violence to the Other.  The fact that it tends to totalize the Other into class, color, or groups which are seen as less-fortunate, may be the original act of violence.  This, of course, is not the intention.  The hallmark of social justice education is to promote nonviolent relations.  However, in struggling to attain such a lofty vision, it is necessary to guard against the putting of one “Other” over another.  To be sure, marginalized populations, the disenfranchised, and minority groups need to be heard.  Their Face needs to be seen.  Their call “Here I am” must not be ignored.  However, to champion social justice is to risk presuming to know the Other; whether it is the Other who looks like me, or the Other who looks like them.  The educator, and perhaps most particularly the social justice educator, must never forget the radical alterity of the Other.  “He who speaks to me and across the words proposes himself to me retains the fundamental foreignness of the Other who judges me; our relations are never reversible” (Levinas, 1961/1969, p. 101).  

What then is the ethical responsibility of those who would practice social justice education?  Bearing in mind the unique characteristics of adult learners, are educators to avoid the risk of doing violence to the Other and rely instead on maeiutics – drawing out only what knowledge and experience already exists?  Never challenging, never offering fresh, even radically different viewpoints?  To teach is to risk.  To hold the Infinity of the Other first; to remember not just the poverty of the Other, but the height of the Other; to approach the Other face-to-face; this is the ethical balance to that risk.  In this way, social justice education is not merely about ethics, but is ethics – a lived ethics.
Love of learning and enjoyment


Most of adult learning – as was mentioned earlier – occurs outside of a formal education.  Adult education is frequently associated with professional training, perhaps to learn new skills required for work or to change jobs.  However, there is another field that attracts adult learners and that is learning for pleasure.  This part of lifelong learning is particularly appealing because it asks very little except voluntary participation.  Many adults in affluent societies have disposable income and access to a wide variety of resources.  Continuing education is growing rapidly, community centers offer a wide range of choices to learners of all ages, and the Internet has opened virtually limitless possibilities for distance learning. Adults take classes because it interests them.  The traveler learns a foreign language, seniors learn how to use technology, popular TV shows like “Dancing with the Stars” have would-be dancers signing up for tango lessons, and old hobbies and secret longings are brought out of the closet once children are grown and adults can focus on their own needs again.  Globalization brings world cultures closer than ever before and it is easier than ever before to explore these different cultures and traditions.  Many adults seek simply to learn more about themselves.  All this provides adults new opportunities, new relations and of course, enjoyment.

We live from “good soup” says Levinas, “living from...delineates independence itself, the independence of enjoyment and of its happiness” (Levinas, 1961/1969, p. 110).  Learning about something may seem like representation, a substitute for the experience of the thing.  Education can potentially be used as a means of avoiding the so-called “real world”.  And reading or watching a video about mountain climbing is certainly easier and safer than scaling Mount Everest.  However, learning is not just means to an end, is not merely a tool but is enjoyment itself.  “Enjoyment is precisely this way the act nourishes itself with its own activity” (Levinas, 1961/1969, p.111).  Even if the learning is a means to an end – say a better job – it can and should be enjoyed.  To learn for labor or to labor at learning does not negate the love of learning.  From a Levinasian perspective the learning (or the labor) is what we live from and thus is joy itself.  “Even if the content of life ensures my life, the means is immediately sought as an end, and the pursuit of this end becomes an end in its turn.  Thus things are always more than strictly necessary; they make up the grace of life” [emphasis added] (Levinas, 1961/1969, p. 112).

Conclusion 

Adult learners are different from children because of their experiences, both positive and negative.  They seek to learn for both purpose and pleasure.  Adult educators have a unique opportunity and tremendous responsibility to create situations that provoke strong responses.  They must guard against reducing their learners and respond instead with ethical listening.  When they are “Other centered” they put ethics at the heart of the teacher/student relationship, they have an opportunity to foster true social justice education, based on the radical infinity of the Other.  


When we risk opening ourselves and exposing our vulnerabilities, we learn.  When we receive the gift of the Other, we learn.  We learn because the Other calls into question all that we presumed to “know”, including ourselves.  
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