
 

 

Out of and Into the Cave: My Philosophy of Education 

 

In   the  process  o f  putt ing  so  much  pressure  on   language,   thought  

ceases   to  be  sat i s f ied  with   the  support  o f  words ;   i t  bursts  away   f rom 

them  in  order   to  seek   i t s   reso lut ion  e lsewhere .  Th is   "e lsewhere"  

shou ld  not  be  understood  as  a   t ranscendent   rea lm,  a  myster ious  

metaphys ica l  domain .  Th is   "e lsewhere"   i s   "here"   in   the   immediacy  o f  

rea l   l i fe .   I t   i s   f rom r ight  here   that  our   thoughts   r i se  up ,  and   i t   i s  here  

that   they  must  come back .  But  a f ter  what   t rave l !   L ive   f i r s t ;   then   turn  

to  ph i losophy;  but ,   in   the   th i rd  p lace ,   l i ve  aga in .  The  man  in  P lato 's  

cave  has   to  go  out  and  contemplate   the   l ight  o f   the  sun;   then,  

s t rengthened by   th is   l ight ,  which  he  keeps   in  h is  memory ,  he  has   to  

return   to   the  cave .  Verba l  ph i losophy   i s  on ly  a  necessary  s tage   in   th is  

voyage.  

René  Daumal ,  Mount  Ana log  

 

The  word  “educat ion”  der ives   f rom etymolog ica l   roots  meaning  “ to   lead  out ,”  

not  “ to   lead   to .”   I t s  p lace  and  purpose   i s   to   in i t ia te—by means  of  “verba l ’  

ph i losophy,   in te l lectua l   journey—even  i f   they  seem to  be  prod iga l—in   the  hope   that  

they  wi l l  p rove   to  be ,   l i ke   the  or ig ina l  Odyssey ,   round t r ips ,  perhaps  even  v is ion  

quests .  Educat ion  must  never  be  mere ly   the  de l ivery‐system for   ready‐made cu l tura l  

answers ;   i t  must  be   the   rad ica l   ( in   i t s   l i tera l  meaning  of  “go ing   to   the   root” )  ask ing  

of  quest ions   (quest ions  be ing—as  He idegger  observed   the   rea l   “p iety  o f   th ink ing”)  

and   the  means  of   learn ing ,   for   l i fe t ime use ,   the  art  o f  quest ion ing .  Educat ion—if  may  

be  a l lowed one  more  etymolog ica l  probe—should   then  be  essent ia l ly  “seminar” :   i t  

shou ld  be  a  sowing  of   seeds .  The  great   fa i lure  o f  educat ion   in  our  day  can  be  

at t r ibuted   in   la rge  part   to   the  dec l ine  of   i t s  semina l   importance .  

I  have   long  sought   (and  even  dreamed of   f ind ing ,  or  perhaps  he lp ing   to  

create)  a  un ivers i ty   sett ing   in  which   teach ing  might  become tru ly   semina l ,  d i rected  

toward  wisdom and  not  mere ly  knowledge  and  not  what   i t   seems to  o f ten   to  be  now:  

the   t reatment  o f   learn ing  as   i f   the  human mind  were  mere ly  an   in f in i te ly  complex  

ro l l ‐ top  desk ,   sat i s f ied  by   the  proper ,  prec ise  s tuf f ing  o f   i t s  p igeon‐ho les   (a  process  

known  in   the   t rade  as  c lass i f i cat ion  and  ana lys i s ) .  The  Cartes ian  dream—st i l l  

educat ion ’s  dr iv ing   fantasy—of  c lear  and   indubi tab le   ideas  may  have  secured   for  

humankind   that  knowledge  which  now y ie lds  power ,  but   i t  has  sown  few  i f  any  seeds ,  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insp i red   l i t t le   i f  any  wisdom;  and   i t  has  not  prov ided   the  young  with  a  grasp  of   the  

l iv ing  un i ty  o f   the  wor ld .  Nor  can   i t   insp i re   t rue  v i s ion  quests .  

I t   i s ,   indeed,   fortunate ,  as  R .  Buckminster  Fu l ler  once  noted   in  a  poem,   that  

nature  does  not  “have/Separate  departments  o f/Mathemat ics ,  phys ics ,/Chemistry ,  

b io logy ,/H is tory  and   languages ./Which  would   requ ire/Department  head  meet ings/To  

dec ide  what   to  do/Whenever  a  boy   [ throws]/A  s tone   in   the  water/With   the  complex  

o f  consequences/Cross ing  a l l  departmenta l   l ines .”  But   the  normal  curr icu lum of   the  

Amer ican  un ivers i ty   seems ob l iv ious   to   th is  centra l   fact :   that   the  wor ld   (both  human 

and  natura l )   i s  a  whole ,  un i ted  beyond a l l  human attempts   to  compartmenta l i ze ,  or  

departmenta l i ze ,   i t .  Because  Fu l l le r ’ s   ins ight  has   long   in formed a l l  my  own research  

and   teach ing ,   I   v iew educat ion  as  pr imar i ly  a   synthes iz ing  process  which  must  serve ,  

espec ia l ly   in   th is  d iv i s ive  age ,  as  perhaps   the  most  semina l  means  ava i lab le  w ith in  a  

cu l ture   for   the   t ransformat ion  of  a  d iv ided  wor ld .  But  educat ion  must  un i te  more  

than   just   the  d isc ip l ines .  

Pau l  Goodman once  suggested   that   the   rea l   task  o f  anthropology   i s   “ to  show 

what  o f  human nature  has  been   ‘ lost ’  and ,  pract ica l ly ,   to  dev ice  exper iments   for   i t s  

recovery .”  We might  s imi lar ly  def ine   the   task  o f  a   synthet ic  educat ion .  For   in   i t s  

quest ion ing  of   the   t rad i t iona l  order  o f  knowledge,   i t s   l ink ing  up  of  past  and  present ,  

i t s  c ross ‐cu l tura l  and  cross ‐d isc ip l inary  perspect ive   ( for   synthet ic  educat ion  shou ld  

be  a l l  o f   these)   i t   seeks   to  gu ide   the  s tudent  “beyond cu l ture ,”  an  abso lute  necess i ty ,  

as  Edward  T .  Ha l l  has  shown,   in  an  age   in  which   the  c lash  of  cu l tures  exhumes  a l l  

those  h idden  assumpt ions ,  o f ten  grounded  in  hab i tua l   ignorance ,  which  serve  as   the  

underp inn ings  o f  what  we be l ieve   to  be   rea l i ty ,  depos i t ing   them where  we can  no  

longer   ignore   them,  on   the  s tage  of  h is tory .  A  synthet ic  educat ion ,  a id ing   t ime  in   i t s  

pursu i t  o f   i t s  own ta i l   through   the   integrat ion  of  past  and  present  wor ld ‐v iews,  

fac i l i ta t ing   the  deve lopment  o f  a  p lanetary  cu l ture  by  generat ing  minds  capab le  o f  

sort ing   the  wheat   f rom the  chaf f   in   the  midst  o f  cu l tura l  p lura l i sm,  can  be  a  pr imary  

means   for  overcoming   the  potent ia l ly   le tha l  e thnocentr ic i sm which  now threatens  

our  asp i rat ions   to  un i ty .  

When you   learn  someth ing ,  G .  B .  Shaw once  qu ipped,   i t  a lways   fee ls  a t   f i r s t  

l i ke  you’ve   lost   someth ing .  To   t ru ly   learn ,   then,  a   s tudent  must  not  be  a f ra id  o f   loss ,  

and  wi l l  not  be   i f   the  gu ides  seem trustworthy  and  exper ienced.  A   teacher  must  know 

the   routes—al l  o f   them,  even   the  ones  not  exp lored  on  h is  or  her  own  journey   into  

the   inter ior—and a   teacher  must  know more   than   the  map and   the   terr i tory   ( the  

curr icu lum and   the  wor ld ,   respect ive ly )  and  why   they  are  not   ident ica l ;  a   teacher  



The Collected Works of David Lavery 3 

 

 

must   remember ,   too ,  what   i t  was   l ike  not   to  know the  way  about ;  a   teacher  must  

teach  exp lor ing ,  whether  mounta ineer ing  or   spe lunk ing ,  as   i f   i t  were   to  have  no  end  

and  as   i f  each  s tep  a long   the  path  were   the  whole   journey   i t se l f  present   in  a  

pedagog ica l  equ iva lent  o f   the  nunc  s tans ,   the  s tand ing  now,   remember ing  a l l   the  

whi le   that ,  as  Loren  E ise ley  says ,   teachers  are  a lways  “scu lptors   in  snow,”  and  shou ld  

be ,   les t   they  become Gradgr inds .  

Teachers   teach  best  when they  must   teach—of   that   I  am conv inced—when 

teach ing   i s  a  natura l  outgrowth  or  overf low  (spontaneous  or  otherwise)  o f   the  

interests ,  enthus iasm,  and  pass ion  of   the   teacher ’s  whole  be ing ,  when teach ing   i s  

inst rumenta l   to  h is  un i ty  and  as  wel l  a  progress   report  on  an  odyssey .   I  wonder   i f   i t  

i s  not   t rue   that   teachers  actua l ly   teach  on ly   themselves ;   I  wonder   i f   s tudents  do  not   ,  

in   fact ,   learn  best  when they   f ind   the  mind   that  confronts   them  in   that  part icu lar  

arena  of   l i fe  known as  a  c lassroom worthy  of  mimicry .   I  wonder   i f  a l l   learn ing   i s  not  

emulat ion .  The   t rue   funct ion  of  a  poet .  Wal lace  Stevens  argued,   i s   to  make  h is  

imag inat ion   the   reader ’s   imag inat ion .  S imi lar ly ,  a   teacher   teaches   imag inat ion—his  

or  her  methods ,  quest ions ,  mind,  but  not  h is  or  her  answers .  

On ly   in   th is  way  can  a  s tudent  be  brought  out  o f   the  cave;  on ly   in   th is  way  can  

he  be  proper ly  prepared   for   return .  

 


