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Abstract
Egalitarian Reverence: Towards a Cosmopolitan Contemplative Education
Tomas Arndt de Rezende Rocha

Contemplative Education is a field of practice and scholarship that emphasizes engagement in
contemplative practices. It is not clear, however, what conception of contemplation ought to animate
members of this field. Furthermore, although advocates of Contemplative Education express certain
commitments to pluralism about contemplative practice, it is not clear to what extent those
commitments get upheld. Through a close examination of three practices across three chapters—on
theoria, mindfulness, and testimonio—this study draws out certain features of contemplative thinking
while also offering members of Contemplative Education new conceptual resources and intellectual
traditions to draw from in their own work. The final chapter makes a case for thinking of these three
practices, and all contemplative practices within Contemplative Education, as fundamentally
interested in the cultivation of ‘egalitarian reverence’: an evaluative attitude that extends basic human
dignity to oneself and others, paired with a faithful sense of devotion to, and awe in light of, the ideal
of democratic equality.
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Preface
I do not have much to say by way of preparatory remarks except to recognize the extraordinary
circumstances under which I am completing this work. As of this writing, billions of my fellow humans
are on ‘lockdown’ to prevent the spread of COVID-19. Over 100,000 people have died from the
disease, and current projections estimate hundreds of thousands, if not millions, more. Here in New
York City, an epicenter of the global pandemic, businesses have boarded up their windows, schools
and playgrounds are empty, and construction has stopped. The resulting silence makes it that much
easier to detect the constant, slow wail of ambulances shuttling the sick from their homes to nearby
hospitals. Over 16 million Americans have filed claims for unemployment benefits as a result of
preventative measures, an unprecedented number in modern history. It is a sad and anxious time.
In moments like these, it is easy, for some, to begin thinking of the more vulnerable among
us as dispensable—necessary sacrifices on the altar of shareholder value. Economic collapse causes
suffering and is obviously also a crisis to avoid. But there are better and worse ways of negotiating the
tradeoff between protecting our material security and preventing deaths, as countries like South Korea,
Japan, Denmark, the Netherlands, France, Germany, and Canada have shown. Indeed, an early,
robust, and comprehensive public health response forestalls the worst of the economic fallout. In its
own feeble attempts, the United States has once again demonstrated its failure to understand that we
are stronger together. The kind of thinking that leads to this failure is anathema to the ideal of
egalitarian reverence that I seek to describe in my final chapter. It is only by recognizing other persons
as existing in relations of fundamental equality to us that we can be compelled to protect them as we
would our own selves.

— Brooklyn, NY
April 10, 2020
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Chapter 1: What is Contemplation in Education?
1.1 Introduction
This is a study of contemplation, contemplative practice, and Contemplative Education. It
offers a dedicated treatment of three ‘contemplative practices’, though the sense in which they are all
contemplative practices is not made fully apparent until the fifth and final chapter. This has been done
deliberately, so that each chapter can stand (and be enjoyed) somewhat on its own, but also so that
the sense of contemplation I am after emerges more or less organically in the course of the reading.
This first chapter gives the reader an orientation to Chapters 2 through 5 and will begin with a very
general claim: that contemplation is a form of thinking. The nature and scope of contemplation as a
form of thinking, particularly within the field of Contemplative Education, is what I hope to explore
throughout all five chapters. It is appropriate enough, then, to begin with some opening remarks on
this theme.
There is usually no great mystery to thinking. Most of us know what it is like. We have
experiences of holding beliefs, feeling our desires, making plans, being confused, and seeking
solutions. We know the experience of holding a question in mind or posing one. We can recall the
difference between being absolutely sure and having doubts. With doubts in mind, thought is less
certain, and perhaps more experimental. We may toy with the probability that one thought is truer, or
clearer, than another. We may also notice that thinking and time relate to each other in contrasting
ways. Focusing on something for a few seconds is wholly distinct from a sustained period of thought
lasting many hours. Our thoughts can be fleeting, or we may ruminate over a specific memory every
day until our last breath. This suggests that thoughts have a power; they can grip us just as strongly as
we grip them. Thinking can be pleasant, even thrilling, especially when we feel we are ‘on the right
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track’, but too much certainty and routine may actually turn repetitive and feel boring over time. Fresh
challenges, and perhaps even disorientations, can be catalysts for newly engaging bouts of thinking.
Though the activity of thought is often pleasant, it can also be stressful, especially when stakes
are high. A doctor in an emergency room must think both quickly and carefully, for a mistake in
thinking may prove fatal. A judge’s thinking about an appropriate sentence may be slower, with more
time for deliberation, but the outcome can carry just as much weight—looming large is the possibility
of a miscarriage of justice. A student sitting a college entrance exam may be thinking hard for one
reason (What is the root of this equation?), and her parents may be thinking hard for another (How will we
afford tuition?). Less dramatically, some thinking is akin to daydreaming. Many flashes of inspiration
occur in distracted, dream-like states, and it would seem unfair to discount this as a form, or at least a
fruit, of thinking. Perhaps it is the result of a type of light-hearted, effortless thinking. If that is true,
however, then what distinction could we make between thinking and being conscious? Are we always
thinking, by necessity, as long as we are conscious? Something about this formulation seems off, for
surely we have moments of ‘thoughtlessness’. But is ‘thoughtlessness’ really the same as ‘not thinking’,
or is it just a metaphor we use for ‘thinking poorly’, moments when we are not thinking clearly or
responsibly? Can it be said that we have moments when we do not think at all, even when we are fully
conscious and awake?
It is easy to catch oneself staring, eyebrows furrowed, at these sorts of questions. They
represent windows into a rich tradition of philosophical fascination with the idea of thinking and
everything that may relate to it: the nature and function of our minds, the question of what kinds of
beings we are, whether there are better or worse thoughts to be had, how the content of certain
thoughts (e.g., beliefs) can be true or false, and the ways we should relate to our environment, including
other persons with minds and thoughts of their own. One thing that becomes apparent through such
questioning is that there are different ways of carving out forms and patterns of thought. They can
3

vary in duration, intensity, complexity, object, value, utility, pleasure, sociality, intentionality,
propositional status, and so on. Inquiring into these different forms and patterns may be valuable for
different reasons, but one reason is that such inquiry allows us to reflect on who we are and what we
are doing.
Around the world and throughout human history, it has often been assumed that such
reflection, and the self-knowledge that results from it, allows us to live good lives. In some cases, even
when we are not in a position to change anything about ourselves, this goodness actualizes because
self-knowledge provides meaning. (In other cases, the provision of meaning may count as a sort of
change in ourselves.) Through self-reflection we may come to understand who we are, where we have
come from, why we do things, and what we want. This can create a feeling of equanimity as each one
of us, through self-acceptance, finds security in the place we hold in the universe. We may come to
understand and appreciate how our ‘form of life’ or ‘life project’ makes sense, given where we have
been and where we want to go, and how such a life or project ‘fits in’ among the multiplicity of lives
and projects of others.
In other cases, self-knowledge can be good and useful because there is something awry in the
way we are conceiving of or carrying out our lives and projects. It is a platitude to say that we make
mistakes, but often the only way to stop ourselves from continuing to make the same kind of mistake
is to engage in a sustained exercise of thought about our actions and their causes. Sometimes, we do
not even realize we have been making a mistake—practical, theoretical, ethical, or otherwise—until we
have allowed ourselves time and space to think. Alternatively, the changes we make in ourselves as a
result of reflection do not need to be cast in terms of responses to mistakes. There is such a thing as
the thrill of creative self-transformation for its own sake, and this too may emerge from self-reflection.
As such, the joys of meaning and transformation, which are often hard-won gifts, represent at least two
goods we can associate with the process and outcome of thought. The notion of education, or self4

formation, can be a way of thinking about both of these goods together. We can conceive of education
as the cultivation of meaning and transformation in ourselves and others. When we educate, or are
educated, we encourage and practice different forms of thinking, where thinking is what we do to
construct meaning and encourage transformation.
I mentioned just now a few different variables that help us distinguish between different forms
or patterns of thought: intensity, duration, complexity, and utility, among others. In various
permutations, these criteria come together and go by many names: analysis, evaluation, visualization,
prediction, memorization, deduction, abstraction, brainstorming, improvisation, designing, imagining,
translation—we have what seems like an endless vocabulary to describe all the different ways thought
can be carried out. Interestingly, though, not all forms of thought are treated equally. If we look to
our systems and practices of education, it becomes very obvious very quickly that some forms of
thinking are more valued over others, with relatively greater attention and resources being devoted to
their refinement. Insofar as different forms of thinking represent different educational goods, citizens
in a democratic society will inevitably be forced to (especially where resources are scarce) deliberate
over trade-offs with respect to the different forms of thinking that we may choose to cultivate in
learners.1 To make a case for any one form of thinking in a course of democratic deliberation, it would
be useful, then, to have at our disposal a rich account of that form of thinking. The current study is

Here I am using “educational good” in the sense articulated by Brighouse, Ladd, Loeb & Swift (2018) in Educational
Goods. In their view, educational goods “help people’s lives go well” because they create opportunities for human
flourishing (p. 21). Broadly speaking, educational goods include knowledge, skills, attitudes, and dispositions. The authors
do not include a comprehensive list of all the educational goods that enable people to flourish, but they do identify six
capacities they believe will “tend to support the flourishing of both the educated person and others: the capacities for
economic productivity, personal autonomy, democratic competence, healthy personal relationships, treating others as
equals, and personal fulfillment” (p. 22). (This view is similar to Nussbaum’s (2011) ‘capabilities approach’ to human
development.) Thus, when I suggest that ‘different forms of thinking represent different educational goods’, I am simply
pointing out that different forms of thinking will be associated with different clusters of knowledge, skills, attitudes, and
dispositions. No school, teacher, or system of education can focus equally on the cultivation of all knowledge, skills,
attitudes, and dispositions; societies must choose which combinations of goods (and which forms of thinking) they will
promote through education.
1
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an endeavor of this sort. It is an attempt to give further definition to a form of thinking—
contemplation—to better inform our discussions of its value.
Contemplation is a compelling object of study for students of philosophy and education for
many reasons, but one reason stems from the recent emergence of a ‘movement’, or ‘wave’, or
‘moment’ often referred to under the heading ‘Contemplative Education’.2 Indeed, the desire to
understand this movement and its practices provides much of the motivation behind this study. Now,
it is true that educational fads come and go. If this is one such fad, what follows from here risks being
a waste of the reader’s time. But even if, sooner or later, the title ‘Contemplative Education’ falls out
of favor, I do not think that an education in contemplation is a fad. The title is not what should matter to
us. What should matter to us, or at least what matters to me in this study, is the attempt to articulate
something in common about at least three different ways that we might conceive of contemplation in
education: theoria, mindfulness, and testimonio. Like thinking in general, contemplation is said to come
in varied forms, and so the reader may want to hear a bit of a defense about why these three, in
particular, have been chosen. The remainder of this introduction aims to give the reader a preview of
these three forms of thought and practice, to provide reasons for believing they are worthy of our
attention and discussion, and to begin to explore in what sense they might be ‘contemplative’.
I should make one more note before moving forward with the discussion. I am resisting, at
this point, the temptation to provide a fixed definition of contemplation or contemplative practice.
After all, there are multiple accounts of contemplation available to the reader, some of which I will
take up in the course of sketching out my own view. One could always begin etymologically, by
pointing to the Latin root templum, meaning a sacred ground used for purposes of divination and
worship. To say that one was engaged in contemplatio—in other words, to say that one was ‘with’ (con)

Readers encountering this term for the first time may wish to consult Morgan (2015). “A Brief History of the Current
Reemergence of Contemplative Education,” Journal of Transformative Education, 13(3), 197-218. Two other recommended
resources for beginners include Gunnlaugson, Sarath, Scott & Bai (2014) and Ergas (2019).
2
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the templum—would have evoked, at one point in history, a hybrid notion that fused religious worship
with a form of visual observation. In ancient Rome, for instance, an augur might have been tasked
with attending to hidden signs in the natural world (and in particular, the behavior of birds), as well as
the interpretation of these signs for divine approval or disapproval. Augurs would have marked out
designated areas (templums) within which to engage in their specific form of religiously infused
observation. By the 12th century, contemplacioun could refer to a religious thought or reflection in general
(not just divination). Two hundred years later, in the 1300s, contemplatio still retained its religious
undertone, and in fact picked out a specific form of silent Christian prayer, but the word contemplation
had also begun to designate other mental activities both inside and outside religious contexts. Already
by the late 15th century, contemplation commonly referred to the act of thinking carefully about pretty
much anything.
This sort of etymological exercise can be instructive, for it grants insight into the features of
attentiveness, awareness, interiority, presence, and silence that some suggest are the “connective
strands or family resemblances” linking together different forms of contemplative practice today
(Komjathy, 2018, p. 51).3 However, etymology only takes us so far. For one thing, an etymological
approach might ask us to focus on the aforementioned Christian practice of contemplatio, and this risks
obscuring the cross-cultural nature of this project.4 An analysis of contemplatio by itself cannot capture
the nuances of theoria, mindfulness meditation, and testimonio that I wish to explore in the chapters

3

This ‘family resemblances’ model of contemplation will figure prominently in Chapter 5.

Contemplatio is still used today as a specific form of contemplative Catholic Christian prayer. It is the fourth ‘movement’
in the practice of lectio divina (divine reading), coming after the first three movements of lectio, meditatio, and oratio (Merton,
2015). To be clear, the analysis of contemplatio in the context of lectio divina could certainly play a role in a cross-cultural
project. However, contemplatio is already well-documented, relatively speaking, whereas the forms of theoria and testimonio
that I am interested in are not. Further, because contemplatio in the context of lectio divina is so intimately tied to the Catholic
tradition, it is not an appropriate selection for a discussion of contemplative practices that could be used in secular
educational spaces. This also distinguishes it from contemporary mindfulness, which does have major roots in a religious
tradition, though the contemporary practice’s intimacy with those roots are highly debatable. On the other hand, see
Wright (2019) for a discussion of the author’s experience implementing a ‘secularized’ version of lectio divina.
4
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below.5 Indeed, what I hope the reader will emerge with, on the far side of this study, is a deeper and
more diverse set of conceptual resources than what can be found in the discourse of Contemplative
Education today. I will, in my final chapter, offer concluding thoughts on a conception of
contemplation that unifies the practices I will discuss, but I would like for that account to emerge after
the discussions offered in Chapters 2 through 4.
I turn now to two different ways we might conceive of thinking and its value, both of which
might be familiar to scholars of educational philosophy. A brief review of John Dewey and Aristotle’s
notions of what it is that we are doing when we think will help open the door for the more sustained
discussion of contemplation and contemplative practice that will occupy the majority of the work
below. Because I see contemplation as a form of thinking, and of contemplative practice as a method
for practicing this form of thinking, let us begin with two well-established views on thinking.

1.2 Dewey’s Problem-Solving, Aristotle’s Beholding
In Democracy and Education (1916), John Dewey begins a chapter titled “Experience and
Thinking” by noting that experience can be divided into “an active and a passive element peculiarly
combined” (p. 139). He proposes that thinking is what we do when we negotiate the interaction
between these two elements (or ‘phases’) of experience, between the passive phase where things
happen to us and the active phase where we exert some control over things. The need to understand
the things that happen to us, and the need to exert control in specific ways, supply catalysts for
thinking. We think, in other words, because we face problems; specifically, practical problems of what
to believe and what to do. If we always knew exactly what to do, we may have no reason to think, but

This claim may confuse some readers who know that among the earliest Latin-speaking interpreters of the ancient
philosophers, contemplatio came to be employed as a standard translation of the Greek word θεωρία (theoria). In Chapter 2,
I will defend my claim with respect to theoria, by appealing to the widespread cultural practice of diplomatic-theoria which
preceded, historically and conceptually, Plato and Aristotle’s understandings of philosophical-theoria. The chapter will show
that theoria is quite distinct from the aforementioned description of Catholic contemplatio.
5
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since uncertainty is an inextricable feature of human experience, thinking emerges naturally “when
things are uncertain or doubtful or problematic” (p. 148). The ‘goal’ of thinking is “to help reach a
conclusion, to project a possible termination on the basis of what is already given” (ibid). The model
Dewey uses to describe this picture of ‘thinking as problem-solving’ is the process of scientific
experimentation.
Thinking includes all of these steps—the sense of a problem, the observation of
conditions, the formation and rational elaboration of a suggested conclusion, and the
active experimental testing. While all thinking results in knowledge, ultimately the value
of knowledge is subordinate to its use in thinking. For we live not in a settled and
finished world, but in one which is going on, and where our main task is prospective,
and where retrospect—and all knowledge as distinct from thought is retrospect—is of
value in the solidity, security, and fertility it affords our dealings with the future (p.
151).
Whenever I find myself reading this passage, I am struck first of all by the distinctively modern,
empirical terminology Dewey uses to describe what it means to think. The process of thought seems
akin to what a group of chemists might do when tasked with, say, determining whether there is any
gold to be extracted from a chunk of rock. Thinking starts with the awareness of a “problem”, moves
into a phase of “observation”, followed by the formulation of a “suggested conclusion” (e.g., a
hypothesis), and arrives eventually at the penultimate stage of “experimental testing”. We do not know
if there is gold in the rock; we observe relevant or familiar features of the rock; given some familiar
features we detect at first glance, we make an educated guess that this type of rock may carry gold; we
subject the rock to a test that in the past has revealed the presence of gold. In the final stage, which
Dewey describes earlier in the same chapter, we might, if the conditions are favorable, “learn from
experience”; in other words, we might “make a backward and forward connection between what we
do to things and what we enjoy or suffer from things in consequence” (p. 140). Our chemists might
scratch a spot of rock and, on it, pour a couple of drops of nitric acid. They know that if the spot
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turns green, they are not dealing with real gold. If they see that the spot remains unchanged, the
backward and forward connection (i.e., the inference) might be made, and they rejoice—gold!
Our chemists have relied on the ‘absolute’ knowledge that nitric acid helps reveal the presence
of gold, and over time such knowledge may be understood as intelligible in light of deeper scientific
principles (e.g., the laws of chemical combination). But if, as Dewey suggests, our “main task is
prospective,” then why are such principles valuable to them? Dewey suggests that the value of such
principles emerges from their instrumental value, from whether or not they could be used in a present
or future process of thinking. For Dewey, this applies not only to the value of the chemists’ knowledge,
but also to the value of the gold itself, because in his democratic vision, material resources are valuable
only insofar as they help organize the social conditions for further thinking. We can still engage in
thinking whether or not we recognize this ultimate value, but for those of us who are able, choosing to
think—or to “reflect”, as Dewey sometimes calls it—means we have in some sense acknowledged
and accepted our “responsibility for the future consequences which flow from present action” (p.
146). Choosing to think is ethical because it reflects our recognition that we are the authors of our
own growth, Dewey’s ultimate educational end, which itself is subordinate to no other end save more
growth.
I am then struck once more. This time, by what seems (at first) like an epic gulf separating
Dewey and Aristotle on the nature and value of thinking. “It is strange,” says Aristotle, “if someone
thinks that politics or practical wisdom is the most excellent kind of knowledge, unless man is the best
thing in the cosmos” (NE 6.7, 1141a20-22). In Aristotle’s theological worldview, we are not the best
thing in the universe, and so Dewey’s notion that the value of thinking rests primarily in its ability to
help us cope with humanity’s social problems cannot be right. We humans do have a best way to live,
a eudaimonic life, and eudaimonia does require the exercise of practical deliberation, but a life in
accordance with eudaimonia is best not because it allows us to cope with uncertainty, but because it is
10

the way we actualize the part of ourselves (our ‘divine’, ‘rational’ soul) that is closest to the best thing
in the cosmos.
Hence if [rational] understanding is something divine in comparison with a human
being, so also will the life in accord with understanding be divine in comparison with
human life. We ought not to follow the makers of proverbs and ‘Think human, since
you are human’, or ‘Think mortal, since you are mortal’. Rather, as far as we can, we
ought to be pro-immortal, and go to all lengths to live a life in accord with our supreme
element; for however much this element may lack in bulk, by much more it surpasses
everything in power and value (NE 10.7, 1177b30-1178a).
We ought to be ‘pro-immortal’, thinks Aristotle, by which he means that we ought to measure the
value of our humanity against our proximity to that which is, for him, actually immortal. Although
Dewey’s problem-solving approach does seem to require the use of what Aristotle might have called
our ‘divine reason’, Aristotle maintains that certain rational activities promise to actualize our divinity
better than others, and this is because of the deep connection between his metaphysics and his
psychology. In particular, it emerges from his understanding of human nature as partially parasitic on
god’s own. Aristotle’s god is an “unmoved mover” who exists in a state of perpetually self-referential
thought, or noeseos noesis (“thinking of thinking”), and whose activity we mimic or mirror when we fix
our attention to the unchanging endpoints, principles, or ‘final facts’ of inquiry. Aristotle’s god doesn’t
need to solve problems. Without this catalyst for Deweyan thinking, the inner life of such a god could
only possibly be conceived (if at all) as a kind of eternal beholding, fixating on, or otherwise knowing,
of all possible terminations of Deweyan thinking. For Aristotle, we approach this sort of divinity when
we fix our attention on absolute, eternal knowledge, and so for the vast majority of his interpreters it
is supposed that practical wisdom is subordinate to theoretical wisdom. In other words, it is supposed
that although an exercise of practical wisdom (determining what one should do in light of what
knowledge one has) is intrinsically valuable simply because it represents an exercise of divine reason,
this same divinity is at the same time more fully exercised during the activity of theoretical wisdom, or
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theoria. Nous, the faculty of reasoning that operates during the activity of theoria, is conceived by
Aristotle as a kind of ‘pure thinking’; it is the faculty that grasps the ‘first principles’ of knowledge,
thus providing both the epistemological foundation and the eventual telos for any subsequent exercise
of thought, practical or theoretical.
Despite encouraging us to be ‘pro-immortal’, Aristotle remains sensitive to the fact that we
are humans and not gods. This recognition is why he discounts Plato’s suggestion that there is a Form
of the Good which we must simply access or ‘recollect’ in order to make human actions ethical and
intelligible. Given our human limitations, and without reliable and publicly verifiable knowledge of
how to see or recollect the Forms, what use could they possibly serve? Aristotle’s allowance for
practical wisdom to be at least partly intrinsically valuable is what allows our characteristically human
activity to be intrinsically valuable as well, even if theoretical wisdom remains, for him, the only human
activity that is fully intrinsically valuable. In this way, Aristotle holds fast to a metaphysical pyramid
that might yet have appealed to Plato. On top of the pyramid we have a god-like noeseos noesis serving
as the capstone, and philosophers who seek self-actualization do their best to scale the peak from the
base of their limited ability to engage in nous.6 Our chemists (or better yet, our natural philosophers)
should, throughout their climb, value their absolute knowledge of the principles of chemical
combination over and above all applications of such principles.
We can rehearse these differences between Aristotle and Dewey by imagining how both might
interpret the famous inquiry into learning recounted in Plato’s Meno. For Aristotle, the geometric
knowledge that Meno’s slave “spontaneously recovers” is valuable in itself because for the Ancient
Greek philosophers, geometric, mathematical knowledge was a quintessentially eternal form of
knowledge. For however long the young boy holds the proof in his mind’s eye—‘seeing’ or ‘beholding’
the proof—that is the duration of his divine-like activity. Knowledge of the proof may well play a role
6

Aristotle’s reliance on the concept of nous will be discussed more thoroughly in Chapter 2.
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in a future exercise of phronesis (practical wisdom), and this too would be intrinsically valuable, but a
life organized around the pursuit of such practical exercises would not be as valuable as a life organized
around the pursuit of the former exercises of ‘beholding’ one’s knowledge of eternal truths. Why?
Because such beholding more fully actualizes the divine part of our human soul. What seems to follow
naturally from this picture is the promotion of a philosophical education that maximizes opportunities
for both attainment and beholding of eternal truth. The cultivation of the character virtues would be
an important part of this education, and their exercise would be valuable in part for their own sake,
but ultimately, these virtues would be valued because they allow us to better prepare ourselves for,
and organize our societies around, the pursuit of beholding. Thus, for Aristotle, a philosophical
education aimed at the discovery and appreciation of eternal truth is ultimately superior to a strictly
practical-political education aimed at material production or stable political governance. Both of the
latter are remedial in the sense that they aim to create the conditions for the former.
For Dewey, in contrast, the modern rejection of a strict separation between the ‘practical’ and
‘theoretical’ lives imagined by Aristotle maps onto—not always neatly, but sufficiently for our
purposes—Dewey’s rejection of the “dualisms” of thinking and doing, theory and practice, leisure and
labor.7 Though he may not succeed in ‘escaping’ metaphysics8, Dewey does attempt to excise
metaphysical pyramids from his educational thought. He sees them as intellectually and socially
authoritarian, and useful only as starting points for an experimental process that might grant knowledge,
but only temporary knowledge that we use for the purpose of coping with contingent problems (1916,
pp. 148-9). To replace an overdetermined view of the ‘essence’ of human nature, Dewey proposes an

For accounts that attempt to dissolve the separation between the ‘practical’ and ‘theoretical’ lives discussed by Aristotle,
see Amélie Rorty, “The Place of Contemplation in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics,” in Essays on Aristotle’s Ethics (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1980); and also David Roochnik (2009), “What is Theoria? Nicomachean Ethics Book 10.7-8,”
Classical Philology, 104(1), pp. 69-82. I discuss both of these essays in Chapter 2.
7

See Richard Rorty, “Dewey’s Metaphysics,” in Consequences of Pragmatism: (Essays: 1972-1980) (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1982).
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account of human teleology that is prospective without a fixed destination: we have ends, he admits,
but they are what he calls “ends-in-view”, ends that, once reached, give way to further ends. In this
story, growth is the ultimate end against which all our minor ends are to be judged, but growth itself
serves only to establish the conditions for further growth. We do not know in advance where our
growth will take us, and so it seems always premature to talk about our unchanging ‘essence’. We learn
for the sake of more learning, but not because, as in Aristotle, such activity actualizes a divine part of
our soul. Rather, we learn and grow quite simply because that is what is required of us as “a necessity
of life” (pp. 1-9).
In short, Dewey rejects thinking as an activity that is valuable for its own sake without
qualification. Only if, during or after beholding knowledge, we make a “backwards and forwards”
connection (i.e., only if we learn something), can Dewey say that we have ‘grown’ and fulfilled our
ultimate end. The value of the geometric knowledge gained by Meno’s slave is thus to be understood
in these terms: For Aristotle, the young boy fulfills his human nature to the extent that his education
(including his ethical habituation) allows him to attain and behold such fixed, eternal knowledge. For
Dewey, this is a useless attitude to have toward knowledge, and so an intellectual formation that would
prepare a person to treat knowledge as a self-sufficient, exalted object would be miseducative indeed.
In his view, the boy’s geometric knowledge is valuable to the extent that it will help him build,
communicate, work, and in general do the things he needs to do to survive and grow.
Now, we might at this point ask: what could possibly justify, ‘ground’, or guide Dewey’s
conception of growth as an ultimate end? Growth for its own sake seems too abstract or aimless a
concept to guide concrete applications of a philosophy of education. More fundamentally, how does
Dewey justify arriving at growth, and not some other end, as our ultimate end? Further, we might worry
about the authoritarian tendencies inherent in an unqualified conception of growth. For instance, if
average overall growth is best maximized by allowing an elite class of individuals to grow at the
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expense of a non-elite class, ought we to endorse an unequal and potentially exploitative form of social
organization? If Dewey is right about our ultimate end, could such a form of social elitism be justified,
even in the face of Dewey’s vision of growth as embedded in robust social equality? While Dewey
sees his notion of growth as organically related to some conception of equality, it is possible that he
is simply wrong, or at least insufficiently clear, about how these two concepts go together. In other
words, does Dewey contradict himself? It would be wise, no doubt, to respond to such concerns
before endorsing or rejecting Dewey’s account of the role of reflection in education.
Likewise, it would be wise to have a full evaluation of Aristotle’s metaphysical and ethical
worldview before weighing in on the true value of beholding over and above that of practical
deliberation. Why should we accept Aristotle’s metaphysical account, laden as it is with a great deal of
religious baggage that, in our time at least, we may feel it is better to discard? For that matter, given
Aristotle’s treatment of women, talk of ‘natural slaves’, and affinity for aristocracy, are we wasting our
time resuscitating his conception of philosophical thought? If there is something to be saved in
Aristotle, what might that be? We might think that answers to such questions would allow us to
determine which thinker has a better conception of the nature and value of reflection. What
conception of the ultimate purpose of thought—'problem-solving’ or ‘beholding’—best describes the
practices and experiences we ought to value most? In turn, who has the better conception of the
ultimate aim of education? It is tempting to imagine that if we could only pinpoint the correct account
of our human end and of the thinking that best actualizes it, that we might then be able to arrive at
the correct description of an education that would in turn focus on the cultivation of the right type of
reflection.
Such questions posed to Dewey and Aristotle deserve answers, but the chapters that follow
will not be devoted, at least not directly, to answering them. First, because others have tackled these
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questions directly in ways that are more helpful than what I could offer the reader here.9 Second,
because I am less interested in arriving at a ‘final say’ about Dewey and Aristotle (and of other theorists
sympathetic to their respective projects) than I am in engaging them, among other thinkers, to explore
and expand the way that contemplation is typically understood and discussed within the contemporary
discourse and field of Contemplative Education.
This push-and-pull between ‘problem-solving’ and ‘beholding’, as explored in the contrast
between Dewey and Aristotle, emerges time and again throughout the contemporary literature on
contemplation and contemplative practice. It may well be a central defining tension in attempts to
articulate what the aims of contemplation should be, and thus what the aims of Contemplative
Education should be. In the chapters that follow, I will seek to rehearse some of this tension in
discussions of three distinct practices. The differences between how Plato and Aristotle appropriated
the practices of theoria to form their respective conceptions of philosophical work represent this
tension. Plato chose to retain theoria’s original connotation of a diplomatic, peace-building mission
outside the boundaries of one’s city-state, during which one would engage in ritualistic observation,
while Aristotle decided to cut out this civic-political dimension and keep only the observational phase
of theoria. In turn, how we interpret these appropriations sheds new light on how we think about
activities such as ‘bearing witness’, a concept that has garnered attention in recent educational
philosophy. Likewise, today’s debates about the value and function of contemporary mindfulness can

For instance, see René Arcilla (1995) for an enlightening discussion of Richard Rorty’s critique of metaphysical
justifications for liberal (in the sense of ‘freeing’) education. Although Arcilla joins Rorty in siding with Dewey’s pragmatist
conception of multicultural liberal education (as opposed to those conceptions of liberal education that are ‘metaphysically
grounded’, such as Aristotle’s), he seeks to revise Rorty’s antagonistic account of ‘conversational edification’ in order to
render it culturally pacifistic. As part of this reading, Arcilla argues that we must abandon any remnants of Deweyan
metaphysics insofar as they ground his educational philosophy. See Nicolas Tanchuk (2019) for an account of Dewey’s
educational philosophy that does not reject Dewey’s metaphysics in full, but rather works with it by grounding the
imperative toward egalitarian growth in a psychological account of belief-revision and our most fundamental and
universally shared desire: to act in light of the truth about matters of fact and value. Because Tanchuk’s naturalistic account
relies on a psychologically grounded meta-inductive argument, it does not fall prey to at least some of the complications
that Rorty detects in the history of Western epistemology and metaphysics. See Richard Kraut (2018) and Jonathan Lear
(1988) for masterful introductions to the synchrony between Aristotle’s ethics and metaphysics.
9
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be seen as another iteration of this tension between thinking as problem-solving and thinking as
beholding. The ongoing struggle to emphasize the political ‘effectiveness’ of mindfulness suggests that
this tension is alive and well, and that advocates are straining to articulate how mindfulness might help
us solve larger, social problems. Finally, in the Latin American intellectual tradition, the analysis of
testimonio has dealt with this tension in a different way. It is possible to wonder whether tokens of
testimonio are best conceived as pre-defined experiences of suffering (represented in accordance with
the formal conventions of an established literary genre) that we are supposed to behold and ‘know
about’, or rather practices of decolonial reading, writing, speaking, and listening that we are supposed
to engage in, in order to locate suffering in the world. The former conception prompts the individual to
engage in a kind of knowing, or beholding, of facts that are already spelled out for her; the latter
conception prompts the individual to solve the problem of how to become the kind of person who
can detect social harm.

1.3 Two Errors in Contemplative Education
One belief motivating this work is that the we have not paid enough attention to the word
that centrally defines the discourse surrounding Contemplative Education: contemplation. Within our
field, contemplation is both under-theorized and insufficiently cosmopolitan. When I say that
contemplation has been under-theorized within Contemplative Education, I do not mean that we do
not have, at our disposal, the vocabulary, arguments, or ideas that would help us discuss different
forms of contemplation in intelligent ways. In the arts, humanities, and sciences we can find all the
resources that we need. Rather, I am suggesting that there is insufficient thinking going on, specifically
within Contemplative Education, about (a) what it means to ‘contemplate’ across cultural traditions,
(b) how ways of conceiving contemplation in today’s educational spaces fit within the history of ideas,
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and (c) how that sort of activity relates to other valuable activities we engage in as social creatures, and
which we may wish to promote as educators (e.g., democratic participation). In other words, there is
still much work to be done to bring the fullness of our philosophical resources and intellectual
traditions to bear on the idea and practice of contemplation.
I believe strongly that as long as teachers are being encouraged to frame or introduce certain
educational activities as ‘contemplative practices’10, they deserve to have a deep well of conceptual
resources to bring to bear in their own understanding and analysis of contemplation. In this vein, my
study does not pretend to offer a definitive or final solution to the problem we all face of how best to
balance the ‘problem solving’ and ‘beholding’ dimensions of thinking, experience, and life.11 I do,
however, believe that in reading about and discussing different types of contemplative practice and
inquiry, educators will be better positioned to deliberate about the nature and value of contemplation
amongst themselves and with their colleagues and students. What I wish to do, in other words, is to
offer a stage, and perhaps a few props, for what Arcilla (1995) has termed “conversational edification,”
or quite simply: “the power to converse reasonably with others for the purpose of edifying oneself”
(p. 105). This doesn’t mean that I will offer merely descriptions of observations, and no arguments of
my own. Indeed, each chapter below is tasked with advancing points of view about different practices,
and in the course of these efforts I will of course be making arguments and considering
counterarguments. This approach also doesn’t imply that what follows will be for teachers only. I hope
the discussions that follow will be engaging for anyone who, like the average teacher, is interested in
questions about our relationship to knowledge, the ways that we think about deliberate forms of self-

See, for example, the initiatives, resources, and professional development events hosted by the Association for
Contemplative Mind in Higher Education. See, also, the initiatives to introduce and expand contemplative pedagogy at
Brown University, Naropa University, Rice University, the University of San Diego, and the University of Virginia, among
other colleges and universities. These examples are specific to higher education. In the United States there are also dozens,
if not hundreds, of contemplative-based teacher development and student-centered programs at the K-12 level, many of
which overlap with Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) frameworks.
10
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That being said, I point to one possible way forward in Chapter 5.
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cultivation, and the balance between a view of the purpose of thinking as related to themes of
communal inquiry, political deliberation, and public intervention on the one hand, and a view of the
purpose of thinking as related to themes of thoughtful composure, quiet reflection, and individual
study on the other.
My second point was that the analysis of contemplation in Contemplative Education is
insufficiently cosmopolitan. By employing the term ‘cosmopolitan’ I mean to raise two issues. First,
the term allows us to point to problems of diversity and inclusion within Contemplative Education,
which are also often discussed by philosophers as problems of ‘liberal multiculturalism’. Second, the
term points to the very idea that we are able to consider, in the first place, multiple forms of practice
under one umbrella category called ‘contemplative’.12 Liberal multiculturalism and cosmopolitanism
are not perfectly overlapping concepts, but they do converge on the idea that members of different
cultures, who hold a diversity of beliefs and practices, can and should, under certain conditions, coexist
justly and peacefully within a single society (e.g., a global society). Under this general framework, there
is certainly one way in which Contemplative Education, as a field of study and practice prominent in
Anglophone countries, does seem to offer a platform for multicultural, cosmopolitan understanding:
the predominant form of practice referenced in that field is some variation of contemporary
mindfulness, the deepest roots of which are found in Buddhist, Daoist, and Confucian practices and
worldviews.13 At the same time, even within Contemplative Education, there is a tendency to sanitize
and simplify the discourse of these traditions for the sake of advancing a more ecumenical and
nominally secular set of beliefs, values, and practices. The effect is the promotion of a rather shallow

Cosmopolitan traditions, generally speaking, view all persons as belonging to a single ethical and/or political community.
These traditions tend to view all persons as enjoying some degree of equal and unconditional worth. I use the term here
in a slightly narrower way, to refer to the idea that we can conceive of practices from multiple religious and secular cultures
and traditions under one banner, called ‘contemplative’. In my concluding chapter, I will show how this narrower usage
matches up to the goals of cosmopolitan traditions more broadly conceived.
12

The emphasis here is on the word ‘contemporary’. Traditional, canonical mindfulness is exclusively a Buddhist affair, as
Chapter 3 will show.
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cosmopolitanism, one that papers over genuine differences in worldviews and values rather than
bringing them to bear in the course of critical conversation. If certain contemplative practices of the
‘Western’ philosophical tradition (e.g., theoria) receive little more than lip service in Contemplative
Education’s conception of contemplation, then the contemplative practices of the ‘East’ (e.g.,
mindfulness meditation) are too often Orientalized, fetishized, and decontextualized by proponents
of the practices. Though other scholars have brought some attention to these problems, they are not
typically discussed together in this way. That is, I have yet to see an account of Contemplative
Education that critically examines contemporary mindfulness while simultaneously offering a
dedicated treatment of theoria.
An extension of this second error is the relative neglect, within Contemplative Education, of
more marginalized intellectual traditions as sources of both inspiration and challenge for a more
comprehensive account of contemplative practice. I am thinking here of the African Sage tradition,
Native American philosophies, and most relevant to my own recent study, the Latin American
intellectual tradition. A truly cosmopolitan Contemplative Education can only emerge once it
encourages itself to wholeheartedly examine the contemplative dimensions of various world canons.
It should not be the case that our shared understanding of contemplative practice is informed solely
by what we can extract from the religious and philosophical traditions of India, China, Japan, and
Burma, among other Asian nations. In this spirit, and as I mentioned above, part of the work below
is focused on what I believe is an original attempt to render, as a ‘contemplative practice’, the Latin
American literary phenomenon known as testimonio.
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1.4 Nominal Pluralism in Contemplative Education
Before moving forward, it might be helpful to pause and say a bit more about what I mean by
the ‘discourse’ and ‘field’ of ‘Contemplative Education’. I do not have space here to offer a
comprehensive history of this term, or of the emergence of the still ill-defined field of Contemplative
Education as it exists on the American educational landscape.14 What I can do, throughout my
discussion, is point to programs, sources, practices, worldviews, and ideas that will be familiar to those
working in this field.
Contemplative Education is a large and rather unwieldy umbrella. It currently encompasses
and is used to refer to a number of worldviews, goals, experiences, and practices. Among many others,
contemplative practices used in Contemplative Education may include apophatic techniques, which
emphasize and attempt to induce non-conceptual or contentless states of consciousness15; attentional
methods that promote sustained awareness or observation of phenomena; and devotional practices
involving the adoration of, or cultivation of respect for, persons or objects.16 Practices may be more
or less secular or religious, more or less solitary or communal. They may be therapeutic, respiratory,
quetistic, ergotropic, dualistic, ecstatic, unitive, kinesthetic, or otherwise. They may be informed by,
or attempt to promote, different sorts of worldviews (e.g., metaphysical, epistemological, theological),
goals (e.g., ethical, political, aesthetic) and experiences (e.g., solitude, communion, transcendence,
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I have already referenced Morgan (2015), who makes some progress in articulating such a history.

It shouldn’t be taken for granted that it is possible to experience non-conceptual states of consciousness. Whether or
not such an experience is possible remains an open question, even as various techniques attempt to induce it.
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For an attempt to build a comprehensive typology of contemplative practices used in contemporary settings under the
umbrella of Contemplative Education, see Komjathy (2018), pp. 51-85. Oft-used examples include Quaker silent prayer
(quietistic, apophatic, and communal); Hindu classical yoga (enstatic, trophotropic, and devotional); Jewish Kabbalah
(esoteric, mantic, and mantric); nondenominational meditation (apophatic, attentional, and trans-typological); Zen
Buddhist meditation (apophatic, enstatic, and trophotropic); therapeutic meditation (attentional and therapeutic); and so
on.
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equanimity, compassion, emptiness, insight, ecstasy).17 The pluralism of the field reflects, in my view,
attempts by those within it to present an inviting, ecumenical, cosmopolitan front in the modern
political context of liberal multiculturalism. This complements a distinctive view of the
religious/secular divide wherein educators often attempt to make their preferred contemplative
practices conform to the demands of liberal secularity, and especially the liberal secularity of many
public systems of education in contemporary nation-states.
So, although a ‘contemplative educator’ in Mississippi, say, may identify as a Christian and be
committed to the practice of centering prayer, she may in good faith, because of a co-existent
commitment to religious pluralism, attempt to re-conceive this practice in secular terms and under the
umbrella of Contemplative Education. Likewise, an atheist or agnostic contemplative educator in
Massachusetts may be primarily committed to practices derived from Asian religious traditions (e.g.,
yoga or mindfulness meditation), but may in a similar way present these in secular terms under the
same umbrella. The same process may be carried out with other practices that have links to religious
traditions (e.g., lectio divina, Sufi dancing, labyrinth walking, Sabbath, vigils), but equally as much with
practices that have no such strong links, or that in most modern communities have much weaker links
to religion (e.g., deep listening, journaling, singing, reading, storytelling, dance). It is a core identifying
feature of Contemplative Education, as a field of practice and scholarship focused on the relationship
between education and contemplative practice, that it attempts to promote this pluralistic approach.18
Such an approach helps to distinguish Contemplative Education from other approaches to education
that may also employ contemplative practices, but in a more restricted way (e.g., centering prayer as

For readers of Michel Foucault (2005), contemplative practice may be fruitfully compared to what he calls ‘spirituality’,
or “the search, practice, and experience through which the subject carries out the necessary transformations on himself in
order to have access to the truth” (p. 15). The connection to Foucault is explored in Chapter 2.
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For just a few examples of expressions of this pluralistic commitment within Contemplative Education, see Zajonc
(2008, 2013, 2016), Palmer & Zajonc (2010), Barbezat & Bush (2014), Todd & Ergas (2015), Gunnlaugson et al. (2014),
Owen-Smith (2017), Komjathy (2018), and Benefiel & Lee (2019).
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part of an explicitly Catholic education). I will return to this pluralistic commitment in my final chapter,
as it forms the locus of a concluding argument about a certain incoherency in the way scholars and
practitioners in Contemplative Education think about their relationship to practice.
Despite the nominal pluralism promoted by advocates of Contemplative Education, the reality
on the ground looks somewhat different.19 When teachers are exposed to contemplative practices in a
formal way—during teacher education programs, through ongoing professional development, or in
their private lives—such exposure typically employs a recontextualized conception of mindfulness
meditation, most often under the guise of therapeutic meditation.20 Following Komjathy (2018), I take
therapeutic meditation to refer to
the use of meditation, usually decontextualized and reconceptualized (medicalized)
techniques, for health maintenance and restoration (“preventative medicine”), stress
management, and even medical treatment. Thus, one notices the frequent invocation
of “meditation as medicine” or the “healing power of meditation” …this usually
includes the identification of “relaxation” as the sine qua non of meditation and “health”
as the ultimate concern. One also finds a similar view in many psychological
approaches to meditation, in which “meditation as therapy” often appears (p. 244).
The explosive popularity of therapeutic meditation and other mindfulness-based (i.e., Buddhist-based)
practices in American educational settings has a complex history, and one that I take up in greater
detail in Chapter 3. For now, it is important only to keep in mind that Buddhist-based meditation has
over the last few decades been the main source of inspiration for therapeutic and secularized forms
of meditation throughout American society. Those working within Contemplative Education are often
aware of this, and their pluralistic commitments motivate them to mention (if not practice or live in

My comments on merely nominal pluralism in Contemplative Education are limited to what I have observed in the
United States and what I have read in Anglophone educational philosophy.
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I am speaking here of the introduction of contemplative practices when they are conceived as ‘contemplative practices’
under the umbrella of Contemplative Education or Contemplative Pedagogy. Clearly, a great number of educators are
introduced to all sorts of practices in their private lives (e.g., prayer) that are not equivalent to therapeutic meditation and
which are not presented as being under this umbrella. Therefore, I must emphasize again that I am speaking about events
and activities that occur under the guise of Contemplative Education.
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accordance with) other, non-Buddhist contemplative traditions and practices. However, despite these
noble intentions, the bulk of empirical and philosophical attention in the field remains directed toward
mindfulness.

1.5 Theoria in Contemplative Education
One result of merely nominal pluralism in Contemplative Education is the lack of exploration
of theoria as the civic and religious practice21 that for the Ancient Greek philosophers provided the
foundational metaphor for a core activity (philosophical-theoria) that helped distinguish philosophy
from other competing forms of intellectual life. Many influential texts in Contemplative Education
make casual references to theoria as a form of contemplation, yet do not discuss philosophical-theoria
in any depth, let alone diplomatic-theoria.22 This omission stems, perhaps, from the fact that
philosophical-theoria has already become so ingrained in our commonsense understanding of what it
means to contemplate that it is not typically seen as worth discussing explicitly within that field.
Consequently, however, we lose the generative connection between diplomatic-theoria and
philosophical-theoria. When theoria does get mentioned in Contemplative Education discourse, it is
typically done quickly, without any in-depth analysis of how diplomatic-theoria undergirds both Plato
and Aristotle’s conceptions of what it means to ‘theorize’ philosophically.
For instance, in David Lewin’s (2016) insightful treatment of Heidegger’s conception of
thinking as it relates to Buddhist and Daoist thought, he briefly suggests that, “following Plato’s
conception of theoria, Heidegger sees knowing as more contemplative than representational” (p. 72).
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In Chapter 2, I explain why I collapse the civic and religious functions of theoria into the notion of diplomatic-theoria.

See, for example, Duerr, Zajonc & Dana (2003), Hart (2004), Zajonc (2008, 2014, 2016), Palmer & Zajonc (2010),
Repetti (2010), Shapiro, Brown & Astin (2011), Simmer-Brown & Grace (2011), Davidson, et al. (2012), Lin, Oxford &
Brantmeier (2013), Barbezat & Bush (2014), Roth (2014), Orr (2014), Miller (2014), Gunnlaugson, et al. (2014), Sarath
(2014), Morgan (2015), Waters, et al. (2015), Ergas & Todd (2016), and Benefiel & Lee (2019).
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However, we are not offered an account of what makes Plato’s conception of theoria contemplative
rather than representational (if it is), and so in turn it is difficult to determine whether Lewin’s
Heidegger has got a good grip on Plato. Or consider a recent, impressively comprehensive survey of
the field of ‘Contemplative Studies’ by Louis Komjathy (2018), which I have already drawn from a
number of times in this introduction. At one point in his lengthy discussion of various contemplative
practices, traditions, experiences, and pedagogies, Komjathy quickly mentions theoria as “the Greek
equivalent to contemplatio…a Christian term for maintaining a silent awareness of God” (p. 54). At
other points in his discussion, theoria’s connection to divinity is rendered less clear, such as when he
writes that contemplation is a technical term “derived from the Latin contemplatio, which in turn relates
to the Greek theoria. It means ‘to look at’, ‘to observe’, and ‘to be aware of’” (p. 282). Since Komjathy
doesn’t dive too deeply into pre-Christian forms of contemplation in the Western tradition, it is
difficult to make connections between theoria and contemporary education, and it is likewise difficult
to evaluate his direct equation of theoria to contemplatio.23 Similarly, Oren Ergas (2018) identifies theoria
with “the act of ‘seeing’” (p. 11), but such a quick definition obscures the complexity of the activities
of diplomatic- and philosophical-theoria as explored by the pre-Christian philosophers.
Arthur Zajonc (2008, 2013, 2014, 2016), to his credit, is more sensitive than most scholars
working in Contemplative Education to the existence of a rich history of Western contemplative
practices. He discusses, in reference to Goethe, the idea that
“the wisdom or full comprehension that arises as the fruit of contemplative pedagogy
is not a remote, abstract, intellectual knowledge, but a form of beholding (theoria) that
is fully embodied, which means that it entails aesthetic and moral dimensions as well
as cognitive ones” (2013, p. 91).
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Komjathy does cite Sherman (2014a), who provides a more in-depth look at theoria. I will turn to it in Chapter 2.
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Zajonc stakes a provocative claim in suggesting that theoria is a “fully embodied” form of beholding,
but he does not in this essay explain how contemplative ‘beholding’, if that is the correct translation
of theoria, connects to Plato and Aristotle’s educational philosophies. It also does not supply the link
to the Ancient Greek practice of diplomatic-theoria that inspired these two foundational philosophers.
Elsewhere, Zajonc’s (2016) main textual sources for a discussion of different forms of askēsis (selfdiscipline, or ascetic training) in the Western tradition are Pierre Hadot’s Philosophy as a Way of Life
(1995) and What is Ancient Philosophy? (2002). Zajonc’s mention of Hadot is apt, as is the connection
Zajonc draws to the work of Michel Foucault, who followed Hadot in analyzing the West’s traditions
of “care of the self”, “technologies of the self”, “practices of subjectivation”, and “forms of
reflexivity”.24 However, both Hadot and Foucault’s conceptions of theoria remain underdeveloped, and
the discourse of Contemplative Education often points to their work as a resource but without
engaging deeply with their ideas on theoria.
Chapter 2 attempts to fill parts of these gaps in Contemplative Education’s understanding of
theoria. First, by picking up where Hadot left off in his discussion of theoria, and then, by drawing from
recent research in classical studies (Nightingale, 2004, 2007; Rutherford, 2013) that illuminates the
cultural practice of diplomatic-theoria as a foundational metaphor for what it means to engage in
philosophical thinking. Understanding theoria as a diplomatic practice does more than offer us a fruitful
window to Plato and Aristotle’s educational philosophies. It also creates a generative link to recent
educational philosophy focused on the concept of ‘bearing witness’ (Hansen, 2017a, 2017b, 2018).
Once the bridge between diplomatic-theoria and bearing witness is built, we find a new appreciation
for what we are being asked to do when we are asked to bear witness. As in diplomatic-theoria, Plato’s
philosophical-theoria and the recent notion of bearing witness ask us to combine the search for truth
with the need for self-transformation and the obligation to communicate with others.
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See Arnold I. Davidson’s introduction to Foucault’s (2005) The Hermeneutics of the Subject for a quick survey of these terms.
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1.6 Mindfulness in Contemplative Education
In light of my critical comments on the oversaturation of mindfulness discourse in
Contemplative Education, it may seem strange that I am devoting an entire chapter to a discussion of
mindfulness. One might think that I am simply adding to the problem by spending time talking about
a contemplative practice that has already garnered a great deal of attention over the past few decades.25
However, despite the prevalence of mindfulness on the educational landscape, there has been a
surprisingly small amount of attention paid to it by professional philosophers of education. The
strongest supporters and critics of mindfulness in education tend to work outside of the formal
academic circuits of educational philosophy, and so there is still room for philosophers of education
to learn from and substantively contribute to the direction of this discourse. In particular, there is a
need for a more devoted treatment of the political import of mindfulness, which represents a growing
concern for those in the ‘Critical Mindfulness’ wing of mindfulness discourse.
Some supporters of mindfulness education have sensed the growing backlash against the
‘mindfulness hype’26 and have adapted by explicitly linking their conceptions of mindfulness to specific
political stances. These supporters suggest that if it can be shown that mindfulness is useful in the
advancement of democracy, political participation, and liberation from domination and exploitation,
then we have strong reasons to value mindfulness in education, both as a formal/informal practice
and as a quality of attention and awareness. In Chapter 3, I argue that this sort of view, articulated
recently by the educational philosophers Andrea Hyde & James LaPrad (2015) and Patrick Comstock
(2015), is misguided, not because I think it is wrong to suggest that mindfulness education can be

According to the American Mindfulness Research Association (2019), the number of peer-reviewed articles on
mindfulness rose from 2 publications per year in 1988 to 1203 publications per year in 2019. According to Shonert-Reichl
& Roeser (2016), who focused more specifically on the number of peer-reviewed empirical studies of mindfulness in
educational settings, the number rose from a couple of papers in 2000 to around 30 publications per year in 2014 (p. 4).
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For a quick review, see North, “The Mindfulness Backlash,” The New York Times (June 30, 2014).
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compatible with, for example, Deweyan or Freirean types of democratic and liberatory commitments,
but rather because their approach rests on a misleading notion of what counts as ‘politically effective’.
By examining five possible ways that mindfulness could have a political import, I suggest instead that
mindfulness education, as described by Hyde & LaPrad and Comstock, is not necessarily supportive
of Deweyan or Freirean commitments, and indeed that it is not necessary for the realization of those
ideals. By the lights of the authors themselves, they should drop their commitment to this particular
conception of the effectiveness of mindfulness education.
One problem I identify is that attempts to locate an innately liberatory and democratic
dimension of mindfulness fails, in part, because these political commitments are historical
contingencies that bear little resemblance to the values and worldviews of canonical mindfulness
discourse. To avoid this critique, it is certainly possible to abandon canonical mindfulness and restrict
one’s comments about mindfulness to the specific hybrid form of mindfulness used in today’s
secularized education, what I call, following David McMahan (2008, 2012, 2017), ‘contemporary
mindfulness’. If contemporary mindfulness practices invariably realize democratic and liberatory
ideals, then supporters are right to promote them. However, I argue that a commitment to
contemporary mindfulness can also fail to realize these ideals, and that as a result we can appeal only
to whatever evidence we have that contemporary mindfulness leads to the cultivation of a democratic,
liberatory ethos (i.e., a set of democratic, liberatory beliefs, attitudes, and dispositions). In other words,
any suggestion that mindfulness education is supportive of Deweyan or Freirean political ideals must
be weighed against evidence that those ideals are being realized in concrete ways. If they are not, then
we should reconsider what a commitment to mindfulness education should actually look like. We
should also, perhaps, focus instead on more promising and time-tested methods for realizing our
shared political ideals (e.g., political organization). Since our best scientific evidence suggests only a
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very weak causal relationship between contemporary mindfulness and a democratic, liberatory ethos,
we must consider better models for what a ‘successful’ mindfulness education might look like.

1.7 Testimonio in Contemplative Education
Directly following the discussions of theoria and contemporary mindfulness, Chapter 4 takes
us into relatively uncharted territory. The Latin American literary phenomenon of testimonio has not
received any dedicated attention in Anglophone philosophy of education, and this chapter is an
attempt to broaden the scope of Contemplative Education by building a bridge to an underappreciated intellectual tradition. Though testimonio is a literal translation of the English word
‘testimony’, its usage here is broader, referring to a genre of text that emerged in a unique cultural,
political, and historical context. The production of testimonio as a specific genre of text flourished
during the Central and South American military dictatorships of the 1960s, 70s, and 80s, with a
corresponding rise in the analysis of testimonio within Latin American Studies circles in North America.
By the 1990s and 2000s, however, interest in testimonio had faded somewhat, tracking a corresponding
sense among an intellectual elite that testimonio-as-genre did not in fact hold the liberatory potential it
once promised.
Chapter 4 offers educators and philosophers of education an intellectual history of testimonio,
which in recent years has enjoyed a resurgence of interest, particularly within educational circles. In
light of this intellectual history, I argue that the loss of enthusiasm for testimonio was largely a symptom
of a tendency among North American readers to hold an unjustified degree of faith in the relationship
between the selection of texts and desired social justice outcomes. North American intellectuals who
were otherwise sympathetic to the victims of oppression whose narratives were meant to be centered
through readings of testimonio, focused far too much on internecine debates about the formal
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definitions of testimonio, and far too little on the pedagogical art of teaching testimonio. I argue that this
misguided intellectual energy was directed at least in part by the axiomatic assumption that testimonio
was to be thought of primarily as a genre of text.
The chapter’s study of testimonio reveals certain internal contradictions that destabilize the
boundaries of testimonio insofar as it is thought of primarily as a genre. The more we try to think of
testimonio as a genre with clearly defined inclusion-exclusion criteria, the more we realize that the genre
itself is unstable. Further, and more importantly, any attempt to justify a given text as a token of
testimonio presupposes an ability to actualize a certain mode of decolonial engagement with social reality
via the practices of reading, writing, speaking, and listening. It is precisely this mode of engagement
that testimonio-as-genre is supposedly meant to communicate and cultivate, and so there is a teleological
priority of practice over genre when it comes to defining testimonio.
Further, like the discourses associated with the practices discussed in earlier chapters, testimonio
discourse manifests the tension discussed earlier in this introduction, between a conception of thinking
primarily as a self-sufficient good (beholding) and thinking primarily as an instrumental good
(problem-solving). My focus in Chapter 4 is on an attempt to explain the upshot of conceiving
testimonio as a practice by showing how it equips us to resolve a practical pedagogical problem that
emerges whenever educators make good-faith efforts to diversify the canon of an intellectual tradition.
I name a practical pedagogical problem that emerges in this context, the ‘problem of marginality’: the
problem of identifying the relative oppression of a given author with the primary justification for that
author’s inclusion on a syllabus or reading list. If we think of testimonio primarily as a genre, the logic
of diversification encourages educators interested in testimonio to think of syllabus-formation primarily
as an exercise in exposing students to authors who have undergone the most extreme forms of human
suffering imaginable (i.e., the narratives of the most marginalized among us). The result is to present
students with pre-packaged expressions of suffering that they merely ‘behold’. Students are asked to
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acknowledge and see suffering, but it is unclear what else is being asked of them. This process may be
educative in some contexts, but I argue that it can be miseducative in important ways. If, alternatively,
we think of testimonio primarily as a practice, we are free to decolonize our reading lists while balancing
the good of authorial representation with other plausible educational goods. By teaching testimonio as
a practice instead of introducing it as a genre, educators can bypass altogether the unproductive
definitional debates of the late-20th century and focus instead on cultivating in students a sensitivity to
social harm.

1.8 The Egalitarian Good of Contemplation
My final chapter, Chapter 5, ties the previous discussions of theoria, bearing witness,
mindfulness, and testimonio together by returning once more to Komjathy (2018), who sketches out a
pluralistic framework for understanding the nature of contemplation as a distinct type of thinking.
Although one strength of Komjathy’s pluralistic framework is that it lends itself nicely to comparative
work, one weakness is that, precisely because of how he tries to articulate his pluralistic commitment,
‘contemplation’ ceases to be a meaningful signifier. Komjathy points to a network of attributes, or
family resemblances, uniting a variety of practices he considers ‘contemplative’, but because no single
attribute by itself is necessary to render a practice contemplative, it seems possible to find at least some
relevant contemplative attribute in any and all forms of thinking and practice. This would ultimately
deflate the concept ‘contemplative practice’ and render it fairly useless in our conversations of the
value of contemplation relative to other forms of thinking. Sensing the possibility of this conceptual
collapse, Komjathy appeals to a notion of “critical subjectivity” as a unifying characteristic tying
together various strands of contemplative practice. His final chapter is partly an attempt to reconsider
critical subjectivity in terms of “autoethnography”, “alterity”, and “intersubjectivity” (pp. 275-310).
31

Through a reading of this chapter, I suggest that Komjathy’s discussion about the importance of
developing critical subjectivity can be more easily and cohesively described in terms of the good that
critical subjectivity aims to produce in the world: egalitarian reverence, or deep respect for oneself and
others as equally deserving of freedom and dignity. I then propose that those working under the
umbrella of Contemplative Education adopt egalitarian reverence as the unifying good in a pluralistic
framework of contemplative practice.
I end Chapter 5 by considering one additional route to a similar conclusion about egalitarian
reverence as the defining attitude or disposition cultivated by contemplative practice. Section 5.5 offers
a different way of arriving at the value of egalitarian reverence and its connection to contemplation,
especially for those who may not be persuaded by some of the more socialistic commitments appealed
to in the previous section. I argue that the fundamentally pluralistic, cosmopolitan, and multicultural
commitments behind contemporary conceptions of Contemplative Education as a field of practice
and scholarship set certain limits on what ought to be included and excluded in conceptions of
contemplation and contemplative practice. In short, as long as one identifies oneself as a scholar or
practitioner within Contemplative Education, it would be incoherent to develop a commitment to
practices that would undermine the field’s fundamentally cosmopolitan commitments. Practices
conceived as intrinsically linked to the field, if the field is to survive, ought to promote, rather than
undermine, these same cosmopolitan commitments. This requires the cultivation of an attitude of
basic respect for oneself and others within the field as equals in the shared project of figuring out what
is true about contemplative practice. Contemplation, as a form of thinking, should encourage this
sense of equality, at least within Contemplative Education.
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Chapter 2: Theoria in Diplomacy and Philosophy
2.1 Introduction
In Chapter 1 I suggested that the majority of scholars who see themselves working under the
banner of Contemplative Education, or who are otherwise effectively working under such a banner,
make merely nominal commitments to pluralism about contemplative programs, practices, and
worldviews. Thus far they have mostly studied variants of contemporary mindfulness, or as Jacob
Sherman (2014b) has put it, “those who speak about contemplation at all often have something
vaguely Eastern in mind” (p. 6).27 One notable consequence of this merely nominal commitment is
the occasional nod towards ‘theoria’ as a characteristically ‘Western’ contemplative practice, but without
any real in-depth treatment of the concept.28 More often than not, theoria goes unmentioned.29 For
instance, theoria is not listed in Duerr, Zajonc & Dana’s (2013) “Survey of Transformative and Spiritual
Dimensions of Higher Education”, nor do we find it referenced in Barbezat & Bush’s (2014) review,
“Contemplative Practices in Higher Education.” When scholars in the field of Contemplative

In a recent treatment of contemporary Buddhist modernism (the dominant trans-national strain of Buddhism in the
modern world), Evan Thompson begins by recalling his own dissatisfaction with the “anti-intellectualism,
sanctimoniousness, naïve reverence, and downright fetishism” displayed by many American Buddhist converts in the
1980s and 1990s (2020, p. 9). When Thompson began supporting and directing empirical research in meditation for the
Mind & Life Institute in the 2000s, he noticed that “Buddhist exceptionalism was rampant, as Buddhism was seen as
superior to other religions, or as not really a religion but rather a kind of ‘mind science’” (p. 12).
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The Ancient Greek word θεωρία gets converted into the Latin alphabet in different ways depending on nounal case
(nominative vs. ablative), historical era, and whether the word is being used to refer to a group of people or an activity.
When referring to the diplomatic, religious, civic, and philosophical varieties of θεωρία introduced in this chapter, some
scholars use theōria where others use theōría, theōriā, or theôria. Likewise, there is variation in the use of related terms such as
theōros. For the purpose of simplicity and consistency, I have omitted all diacritical marks when rendering θεωρία into the
Latin alphabet. The different ways I employ the word theoria will be made obvious by context. I will preserve diacritical
marks when quoting authors that use them, italicize Ancient Greek and Latin words when rendered in the Latin alphabet
(e.g. eudaimonia and contemplatio), and keep words in Ancient Greek un-italicized (e.g., θεωρία).
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See fn. 22 in Chapter 1 for a representative list of influential texts in Contemplative Education that either offer no indepth exploration of theoria, or do not mention the term at all.
29

33

Education have mentioned theoria, their discussions have pointed to promising avenues of research yet
remain underdeveloped.
One possible reason for this oversight is that the common view of theoria as equivalent to a
pseudo-Aristotelian notion of contemplation (i.e., a generic type of attention or sustained reflection)
has already become so ingrained in our general understanding of what it means to contemplate that it
is not seen as worthy of extended discussion except within the disciplinary boundaries of empirical
psychology. Another reason for the oversight is, perhaps, that the scholars of Western spiritual
traditions most frequently cited by those working in Contemplative Education (namely, Pierre Hadot
and Michel Foucault) have not done quite enough work either to render theoria clearly as a type of
practice, or to distinguish it from the other Western forms of spiritual practice carefully documented
by them. The field of Contemplative Education lacks, I believe, an account of how, if at all, theoria can
be thought of as a contemplative practice. Without such an account, it is simply misleading to continue
naming theoria as a characteristically ‘Western’ contemplative practice.
In response to this gap in the field, the main goal of this chapter is to show that the recent
mentions of theoria within Contemplative Education can be greatly developed and clarified by drawing
from recent work in classical studies that illuminates the Ancient Greek cultural practices of religious
and civic theoria.30 More specifically, I aim to show that an over-reliance on Hadot’s account of
philosophy as a ‘way of life’ will lead us astray if we turn to him for insight into philosophical theoria
as a contemplative practice. For scholars and practitioners of Contemplative Education, it is Plato,
not Aristotle, who offers the more compelling account of philosophical theoria.
I will begin by briefly reviewing some current work in Contemplative Education that relies on
(or at least mentions) the concept theoria, yet still to an unsatisfying degree. In lieu of spelling out a

For the purposes of this chapter I will at times refer to both religious and civic theoria as sub-types of ‘diplomatic theoria’.
The reasons for this will be made apparent in the section introducing diplomatic theoria.
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robust account of theoria, these works tend to reference either (a) secondary interpretations of theoria
made by thinkers like Martin Heidegger and Pierre Hadot, or (b) more general discussions of Western
‘spiritual’ traditions and practices made by Hadot and Foucault. However, once one takes a closer look
at these works, certain gaps are revealed in the existing interpretations of theoria.
To address some of these gaps, I turn to recent research on theoria conducted by various
classicists, but especially Andrea Nightingale (2004, 2007), Ian Rutherford (2013), and their
commentators. Their perspectives on theoria, informed by scrupulous analysis of primary historical
documents, have not (as far as I can tell) had an impact on how contemporary philosophers of
education interpret the two ancient Greek theorists most commonly introduced in our field: Plato and
Aristotle. Nonetheless, the body of work I am pointing to offers many benefits: it allows us to see the
development of significant differences between Plato and Aristotle’s educational philosophies through
a new prism, clarifies competing interpretations of the role of theoria in Aristotle’s ethics, helps us
better evaluate 20th century discussions of theoria held by philosophers who took up the notion of
contemplation (e.g., Heidegger, Hannah Arendt, Hadot), and points to ways that educators today can
draw from the discourse of theoria to inform contemporary approaches to contemplative practice.

2.2 Recent references to theoria in Contemplative Education
Over the past decade, only a few philosophers of education have made attempts to link theoria
to the emerging discourse of Contemplative Education. David Lewin (2016), for instance, has
discussed intriguing (and already well-documented) parallels between Heidegger’s philosophy and
philosophical views associated with various East Asian traditions (Zen Buddhism and Daoism in
particular). In an opening paragraph outlining Heidegger’s dissatisfaction with the modern Western
tradition of representational or propositional metaphysics, Lewin claims that Heidegger’s conception
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of “knowing” is “more contemplative than representational,” and that it follows Plato’s notion of
theoria (p. 72). Since Lewin does not develop the connection between theoria and contemplative
knowing, he leaves it to the reader to discover how Heidegger may have ‘followed’ Plato. A look at
the relevant passages in Heidegger, however, reveals a certain confusion in Heidegger’s own account
of theoria. First and foremost, Heidegger seems to collapse important differences between Plato and
Aristotle’s conceptions of theoria (1977, pp. 143, 163), implying that for both philosophers, theoria
primarily designated a unique mode of attention, a type of “pure beholding” that was either one
component of, or fully constituted, the contemplative ‘knowing’ that interests Lewin.31 As I hope to
show, understanding theoria in Plato and Aristotle’s cultural context should encourage us to move away
from describing Plato’s view of theoria as a type of ‘pure beholding’.32 For a student of Contemplative
Education encountering the term for the first time, then, Lewin’s brief mention of theoria offers neither
a thorough account nor an accurate signpost.33

It is clear that Heidegger’s conception of theoria is influenced by Aristotle and not just Plato. The equivalence made
between Aristotle’s theoria and what Heidegger calls “pure beholding” in The Question Concerning Technology (1977, p. 143)
complements his reference to the notion of “purest theōria” in Being and Time (1996, p. 130). In the latter text, Heidegger is
explicitly drawing from the Metaphysics (see his fn. 5), where Aristotle deliberately employs an aristocratic rhetoric to
distinguish the leisured, self-sufficient activity of theoria (conceived as the exercise of the faculty of nous) from practical and
productive activities associated with manual labor and wage-earning. This corresponds to similar rhetoric employed by
Aristotle in the Nicomachean Ethics and the Protrepticus. The ‘purity’ of the “purest theōria” and “pure beholding” that interests
Heidegger here emerges directly from the way that theoria gets sharply distinguished from practical and productive activities
in dominant-exclusivist interpretations of Aristotle’s Ethics. I introduce the distinction between dominant-exclusivist and
inclusivist interpretations of Aristotle’s Ethics below.
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Like Heidegger, Gadamer conflates Plato and Aristotle’s views when he suggests, in Truth and Method, that “Greek
metaphysics conceives the essence of theoria and of nous as being purely present to what is truly real…Theoria is a true
participation, not something active but something passive (pathos), namely being totally involved in and carried away by
what one sees…This kind of being present is a self-forgetfulness, and to be a spectator consists in giving oneself in selfforgetfulness to what one is watching” (2006, p. 122). To strip theoria of its ‘active’ components, as Gadamer does in this
passage, is to follow Aristotle’s appropriation of diplomatic theoria and to ignore Plato’s reliance on it as a key metaphor
and motif. Gadamer ignores the fullness of the role of the ancient Greek theoros, an individual who took part in a delegation
to an oracle, sanctuary, or festival. It is simply false, as Gadamer claims, that a theoros had “no other distinction or function
than to be there” (ibid); theoroi were highly trusted individuals whose pilgrimages to different sorts of gatherings served
critical religious, cultural, political, and economic functions.
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In fairness to Lewin, the goal of his essay is not to provide an account of theoria, let alone to defend Heidegger’s reading
of Plato. However, since philosophical treatments of Contemplative Education are still few in number, I believe it is worth
pointing out instances in the existing discourse where readers may be misled by uses of the term theoria, or at least where
further clarification is warranted.
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Other problematic references to theoria within Contemplative Education can be found in
recent work by Oren Ergas and Louis Komjathy. Echoing Lewin’s mention of theoria as a special kind
of ‘contemplative knowing’ (as contrasted with ‘representational knowing’), Ergas (2018) draws from
a recent ‘contemplative taxonomy’ compiled by Sean Steel (2012) to render theoria as a kind of knowing
that involves “the union of knower with what is known in the act of ‘seeing’” (p. 11, quoting Steel, p.
46).34 Although Steel makes useful and careful distinctions between the activities of theoria, ratio, and
intellectus as represented within ancient and medieval philosophical psychologies, his discussion
includes a few drawbacks relevant to scholars and practitioners of Contemplative Education. For
example, Steel’s suggestion that theoria is equivalent to the “contemplative gaze” (p. 52) and that it
names “a particular kind of cognitive activity that must be distinguished from the critical-analytic
reasoning (ratio) that is the mainstay of modern educational efforts” (p. 46) is challenged by the recent
work in classical studies that I will introduce later in this chapter. It will become apparent that what
Steel accurately points to is a pseudo-Aristotelian conception of theoria, albeit one that is insufficiently
refined and which must be distinguished from Plato’s view to allow for the fullest possible account to
emerge. Unlike Aristotle, Plato builds a concept of theoria that includes both the ‘contemplative gaze’
and the critical-analytic reasoning required to provide an account (a logos) of what one has learned.
Insofar as Ergas and his readers rely only on Steel’s taxonomy for their account of theoria, they will
miss this important distinction, as well as the way that Plato relied on the concept of theoria as a type

Steel here seems to be drawing from a standard interpretation of Plato’s epistemology, wherein the ‘light’ of the Form
of the Good makes it possible for subjects to ‘see’, or at least render intelligible, metaphysical reality (though at times the
notion of ‘seeing’ truth in Plato doesn’t appear to be merely a metaphor for intelligibility). Illuminated by this ‘light’, the
human soul is, for Plato, able to apprehend eternal beings that are different from it yet with which it shares a basic kinship
thanks to the close relationship between human reason and metaphysical reality. Steel doesn’t note, however, that it is
actually in Aristotle that the analogy between visual seeing and mental seeing is pushed to its limit. For Aristotle, the mind
(through the faculty of nous) “has the potentiality to become what its objects are in actuality” (Nightingale, 2004, p. 12).
This would seem a natural extension of Aristotle’s theory of sight: that our visual ‘sense-faculty’, in the act of recognizing
an external object, becomes in some sense identical with the form of that object (p. 11). To put it rather simply for the
purposes of this discussion: objects of knowledge, for Plato, are similar to the mind’s rational nous and for that reason
intelligible; objects of knowledge, for Aristotle, can in a literal sense enter into a “union” with the knower.
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of pilgrimage, a concept implying certain political and pedagogical obligations that Aristotle
consciously departed from.35
Similarly, it is encouraging to see Komjathy (2018) mention theoria in his chapter surveying
contemplative practices (pp. 53-54). However, Komjathy presents θεωρία as directly translatable into
the Latin contemplatio without showing why readers should endorse this equivalence.36 He also suggests
that both theoria and contemplatio can be translated into the verbs ‘to look at’ or ‘to observe’, yet such a
translation yields only part of the picture, and hardly constitutes a thorough presentation of theoria as
a practice. A description of a practice would need to include some outline or conception of a formal
procedure that can be reliably exercised and developed in order to actualize goods and achieve
standards of excellence internal to the practice.37 Further, although Komjathy does well to rely on
Jacob Sherman (2014a, 2014b) when mentioning theoria, and despite Sherman’s masterful treatments
of contemplation (especially the Christian contemplative tradition), Sherman’s work only very briefly
points to, without truly engaging, the research I have mentioned on Ancient Greek pilgrimage and
ritualistic observation of religious and cultural spectacle. For instance, Sherman (2014b) cites

I hope to make it clear that what Aristotle departs from is Plato’s conception of the role of the philosopher as a type of
theoros, or diplomatic pilgrim. I am not claiming that Aristotle departs from the idea that philosophers have certain political
and pedagogical obligations—Aristotle’s philosopher is certainly committed to educating lawgivers to the extent that welleducated lawgivers sustain the conditions for philosophical activity. However, Aristotle doesn’t think of these obligations
as definitive of or essential to philosophical work; for him they are, as I see it, contingent and remedial.
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Komjathy is simply following a long-standing convention of translating θεωρία into contemplatio. For the earliest Latin
translators of Greek philosophical discourses, contemplatio would have appeared as the natural equivalent of θεωρία to the
extent that the connection to diplomatic theoria had already faded from the conception of what it meant to engage in
philosophical activity. Contemplatio is thus a sensible translation of θεωρία if θεωρία just is the sort of pseudo-Aristotelian
‘pure beholding’ mentioned above; but this equivalence is precisely what is being contested in this chapter.
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I am borrowing here from Alasdair MacIntyre’s definition of a ‘practice’ (2007, pp. 187-190). Talbot Brewer’s concept
of a ‘dialectical activity’ is a helpful complement to MacIntyre’s account, and partly inspired by it (2009, pp. 38-49). In
contrast to these thicker notions of ‘practice’ or ‘dialectical activity’, the impression one might get when reading Komjathy
is that theoria is merely the word we use to translate the Ancient Greek verbs ‘to see’ or ‘to observe’. If this were true, we
would be simply actualizing our capacities for sight or observation when we engage in theoria. But this thin notion of theoria
would completely sidestep the much richer conception of what it means to engage in a practice that Komjathy himself
seeks to develop in his chapter. Standing much closer to MacIntyre’s ‘practice’ and Brewer’s ‘dialectical activity’ is
Komjathy’s concept of ‘praxis’, which he says involves a complex relationship among techniques, worldviews, goals, and
experiences (2018, pp. 62-72). But, Komjathy does not fully develop theoria as a praxis, let alone as a technique.
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Nightingale’s work to claim that “theoria was often used to speak of the pilgrimages that foreign Greeks
took to diverse sanctuaries in order to participate in their rituals and to witness their spectacles” (p.
8). However, he leaves this important connection between theoria and pilgrimage unexplored and does
not use it to help explain the reasonable distinctions he goes on to draw between Plato and Aristotle
(ibid). As I hope to show later, Nightingale argues quite persuasively that it is important to understand
theoria as a kind of proto-diplomatic pilgrimage in order to fully understand the meaning of, and
divergences in, the teachings of the earliest philosophers.
Finally, both Sherman (2014b) and Zajonc (2016) draw from Pierre Hadot and Michel
Foucault to suggest to the reader that the ‘West’ has always been familiar with the concept of deliberate
training in formal contemplative practices and spiritual exercises, and that the Ancient Greek
philosophical schools in particular emphasized engagement in formal practices as a primary means of
self-cultivation.38 However, students and scholars of Contemplative Education must remain cautious,
for the frequent references to Hadot and Foucault that one encounters in our field can be misleading
when trying to develop a more thorough understanding of theoria, or to seek in descriptions of theoria
some sort of guidance for practices that can be enacted in the contemporary world. Foucault, for
example, makes absolutely no mention of theoria in The Hermeneutics of the Subject (2005), his most
frequently cited work on the synchrony of Ancient Greek and Roman philosophy and spirituality. In
that text, Foucault presents an incredibly engaging series of lectures that touch on, among other things,
Greco-Roman (especially Stoic) “spiritual” practices, but never once includes theoria as a kind of
practice on par with the formal practices of askesis, epimeleia, and meletan that occupy his interest.
Foucault offers commentary on Epictetus and Seneca’s meditations on death; the praemeditatio malorum,
or meditation on future evils; the Epicurean avocatio, or turn toward present and possible pleasurable

See Sherman’s (2014b) discussions of Hadot and Foucault on pp. 6, 9-10, 22-24, 36-37, 90-91, 238-239. See Zajonc
(2016), pp. 17-19.
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thoughts, and revocatio, or recollection of past pleasures; Marcus Aurelius’s ‘eidetic’ and ‘onomastic’
meditations; meditative reading and writing; ataraxia, or tranquility of the soul; sexual and dietary
abstinence; the formal examination of conscience; St. Augustine’s self-examination as a practice of
memory; and the careful examination of mental representations as they arise. However, he does not
discuss theoria.39

2.3 Aristotle’s Theoria in Hadot’s View of Ancient Philosophy
Because Foucault doesn’t touch on theoria, Hadot’s two recent classics, Philosophy as a Way of
Life (1995) and What is Ancient Philosophy? (2004), offer better starting points for those interested in
exploring the possibility of theoria as a contemplative practice. Throughout these two works, Hadot
develops a richly detailed portrait of Ancient Greek and Roman philosophy as fundamentally
intertwined with what he calls “spiritual exercises” (1995, pp. 79-144). According to Arnold I.
Davidson, Hadot’s most important English-language translator and interpreter, Hadot begins by
staking the following interpretive claim. Modern historians of ancient philosophy have tended to
assume, wrongly, that both ancient and modern philosophers are self-consciously trying, primarily, to
do the same sort of thing. For most modern interpreters, both sets of philosophers see themselves as
trying to construct conceptual systems comprised of written propositions (about the universe,
knowledge, morality, language, etc.) with a maximal degree of logical integrity, internal coherence, and
correspondence to facts about the world (p. 19). Consequently, in this view, the primary goal of

It is possible that Foucault discusses theoria in a different published work on similar themes and that I simply have not
yet come across his use of the term. It is also possible that Foucault omitted theoria from his discussion of spiritual practices
and exercises not as the result of an oversight, but rather because he interpreted the activity of theoria in line with a certain
interpretation of Aristotle’s philosophy, wherein theoria refers to the activation of an innate faculty (nous). In that case,
Foucault would have thought of theoria exclusively as something we can ‘do’ but not necessarily something we can cultivate
as a ‘practice’. If that is indeed what Foucault thought, then his oversight was not in the omission of theoria from his
discussion of spiritual exercises, but rather in assuming that the only way to understand theoria was in accordance with
Aristotle’s usage of the term.
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philosophical discourse and textual interaction—a goal that most modern philosophers would
consciously endorse—is the giving and taking of reasons in order to detect and neutralize logical
errors, incoherency, and a lack of correspondence to provable facts. Because moderns tend to
recognize this view of what their own philosophical work is ‘about’, they project the same selfconception backwards in time and onto the intentions and texts of the ancient philosophers.
In Hadot’s view, however, what modern readers of ancient philosophical texts often fail to
appreciate is that the abstract “propositional element” (i.e. the written representation of a lived
philosophy) was not the critical or key element of ancient philosophy in the way that it is often taken
to be for modern philosophers. Ancient philosophy—constituted as a way of life, or bios—was mostly
conducted in oral dialogue, with the goal of giving attention to oneself, knowing and caring for oneself,
in order to transform oneself and live well.40 Hadot would probably have to admit that there are, to
be sure, subtle echoes of a commitment to this bios in the idea of a modern liberal arts education. We
can see traces of this idea in the historically persistent (yet perpetually contested) notion that a liberal
arts education ought to transform students in a particular way—that the activities and exercises
engaged in by liberal arts students should initiate them into a way of life that is ‘free’ (liber).41 Such a
view is also present in what is perhaps the most romanticized, characteristic representation of the
liberal arts: the small, discussion-based seminar, which may be facilitated by an experienced teacher
but is nonetheless audited by students who discuss ideas ‘freely’.

It is clear that not all ancient philosophy was conceived of as a way of life, not even by the lights of ancient philosophers.
Consider Seneca, who suggested that “there is no one who has rendered worse service to the human race than those who
have learned philosophy as a mercenary trade” (Letters from a Stoic, 108).
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The rhetoric of a ‘freeing’ education can certainly exist within an ecosystem of formal education that has the opposite
effect. Whether the rhetoric lives up to the effect will ultimately depend on the account of freedom at hand and the degree
of empirical sophistication in determining the long-term individual and social effects of formal education. My point here
isn’t to suggest that a liberal arts education is or isn’t ‘freeing’ in the sense described by its advocates; the observation is
more narrowly about what participants in formal liberal arts education may take themselves to be doing.
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Despite these traces, the actual practices, programs, and institutions associated with a liberal
arts education tend to be justified primarily (and increasingly so) by appealing to the civic (in the sense
of order-promoting) and economic benefits of liberal arts studies. More to Hadot’s point, however, it
is simply not the case that most contemporary departments of philosophy (let alone contemporary
‘schools’ or ‘fields’ within philosophy) understand themselves as committed, first and foremost, to the
cultivation of a way of life. Instead, the prevalent norm is to conceive of discussion in philosophy
seminars and classrooms as a useful technique (modeled after the ‘techniques’ of the natural sciences)
for seeking, testing, and agreeing upon ‘truth’42, not as a key exercise of self-knowledge and selfcultivation. Hadot might agree that many of today’s professional philosophers think that open-ended
and respectful discussions are, in addition to being methods for truth-acquisition, the best vehicles for
cultivating certain kinds of virtues (especially virtues that are seen as indispensable for behaving
democratically). But Hadot doesn’t see modern professional philosophers (or their students) as
consciously committed, primarily, to philosophical discussion as an exercise that cultivates selfknowledge for the sake of personal self-transformation.43
In contrast, Hadot’s account of Ancient Greco-Roman philosophy argues that dialogues—
whether conducted orally or read by students as indirect echoes of oral teachings—were consciously
recognized and undertaken as exercises, and that they were ‘philosophical’ precisely to the extent that
they aimed to cultivate transformations in the subjects that engaged them. Thus, a physical exercise
and a spiritual exercise could be placed in roughly the same sort of framework: the explicit goal was
to engage in them, in a procedural and systematic way, in order for a certain expected change in the

I deliberately put ‘truth’ here in scare quotes to recall the reified theories of truth that serve as the targets of thinkers
such as Heidegger, Hadot, and others. Blackburn’s On Truth (2018) serves as a good introduction to contemporary theories
of truth (not all of which are reified). Blackburn’s own deflationary, ‘enquiry first’ epistemology serves as a contrast.
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This view of ancient philosophy—as a way of life related to but significantly distinct from the professional activity the
majority of modern philosophers take themselves to be doing—is reflected in Thoreau’s pessimistic suggestion that
nowadays ‘there are philosophy professors, but no philosophers’.
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person to come about. The recognized goal of the exercises was the improvement of the self, not the
production of knowledge. For Hadot, such spiritual exercises of self-formation were “the core of
ancient philosophy” (1995, p. 23), and Foucault, influenced by Hadot’s work, follows this insight when
he defines spirituality as “the search, practice, and experience through which the subject carries out
the necessary transformations on himself in order to have access to the truth” (2005, p. 15).
Under this light, the everyday ‘tools and techniques’ of intellectual work become somewhat
more exalted and sophisticated—activities such as “research (zetesis), thorough investigation (skepsis),
reading (anagnosis), listening (akroasis), attention (prosoche), self-mastery (enkrateia), and indifference to
indifferent things” (Hadot, 1995, p. 84) are better interpreted by analogy to the exercises of the martial
artist or body builder than to the procedures of the stenographer or laboratory assistant.44 It is in this
context that Hadot cites Porphyry (1995, p. 100), who in On Abstinence from Animal Food says that “the
contemplation [theoria] which brings happiness” consists not in the accumulation of discussions,
discourse, and abstract teachings; rather, contemplators must ensure that “our studies are
accompanied by an effort to make these teachings become ‘nature and life’ within us” (Hadot is
reading Porphyry, I.29-30).45

The suggestion here is certainly not that the work of a stenographer or laboratory assistant will not shape an individual
in quite significant ways. The point is more about whether those who undertake such work understand the activities they
engage in as directly motivated by and supportive of the goals they have for their own self-transformation. (Indeed, it also
raises the question of whether they have recognized goals for their own self-transformation in the first place.) Here, an
objector might well say that it seems entirely possible for someone to self-consciously take up the ‘way of life’ of the
professional stenographer or laboratory assistant as the bios for the sake of which they will engage in deliberate selfcultivation. The objector might extend this insight to suggest that the modern philosopher, who seeks to neutralize
inconsistencies and incoherences in order to improve the exposition of matters of fact, could just as well take herself to
be engaged in these activities first and foremost as spiritual exercises.
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In line with my brief etymology in Chapter 1, an 18th century dual Greek-Latin edition of Porphyry’s On Abstinence
(Utrecht, 1767) shows that θεωρία gets translated to contemplatio, following a long-standing convention that began with
some of the earliest Latin translations of ancient Greek philosophical texts. However, on page 72 of Philosophy as a Way of
Life (1995), something appears off in the suggestion that the word ‘explanation’ can serve as a translation of ‘theoria’. On
that page, the excerpt Hadot takes from Porphyry, and which Michael Chase has translated into English from Hadot’s
original French, seems to be an amalgamation of passages 11 and 14 in Porphyry’s Life of Plotinus (according to Hadot’s
footnote). It would be more consistent with the Aristotelian idea of theoria as a kind of beholding if the word ‘view’ in
passage 14 was standing in for θεωρία, rather than the word ‘explanation’. However, given that Porphyry also seems to use
the word theoria to refer to intellectual activity or inquiry in general (I.29-30), it is possible that Porphyry also used theoria
to refer to the idea of ‘explanation’; if so, Hadot’s translation on page 72 would make sense after all. I cannot locate an
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Having set out the groundwork for this innovative thesis in Philosophy as a Way of Life, Hadot
is aware that he will have to defend it against one quite dominant strand in the interpretation of
Aristotle’s philosophy. Traditionally, interpretations of Aristotle’s view of philosophy take him to be
defending a life organized around maximizing the amount of time and effort spent engaged in theoria,
conceived by Aristotle as the activity of someone who has already achieved theoretical wisdom. In
this interpretation, the activity of theoria isn’t necessarily understood as an energeia (being-at-work) that
transforms the self but instead is proof that a self has already been sufficiently transformed.
Furthermore, this account sees theoria as the most complete (i.e., final and self-sufficient) and
distinctively human activity—one whose exercise most thoroughly fulfills the criteria of our
characteristically human ergon (work/function)—and thus concludes that eudaimonia for humans will
consist solely in the exercise of theoria.
In standard terminology, this view has typically been labelled the “exclusivist” or “dominant”
thesis. As Roger Crisp has put it, this is “the view that there are several intrinsic goods, only one of
which [theoria] constitutes eudaimonia” (1994, p. 111) Recently, well-regarded interpreters such as John
Cooper (1999), Gabriel Richardson Lear (2004), and Richard Kraut (1989) have taken up different
versions of this dominant-exclusivist thesis, while others, like Martha Nussbaum (1986), Amélie Rorty
(1980), and David Roochnik (2009) have offered reasons to endorse a more “inclusivist” reading,
wherein Aristotle conceived of various types of intrinsic goods that may in different combinations
constitute eudaimonia. Thus, a common feature of inclusivist interpretations is to describe the life
organized around the exercise of practical wisdom (phronesis) and the moral virtues as one that

original Greek edition of Life of Plotinus to confirm this intuition. If Porphyry is indeed using theoria to refer to intellectual
activity broadly conceived, he has departed significantly from both Plato and Aristotle’s more technically precise uses of
the term.
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constitutes eudaimonia (and perhaps exercises a type of theoria) just as much as the life organized
primarily around intellectual activity and the intellectual virtues.46
Although Hadot does not contextualize his own thesis—about the key role of spiritual
exercises in the ways of life practiced by the ancient philosophers—in relation to this longstanding
debate, his chapter on Aristotle in What is Ancient Philosophy? (2004) clearly represents an inclusivist
reading of Aristotelian philosophy. However, Hadot runs into problems when attempting to make his
account of theoria conform to his thesis about Ancient Greek philosophy as a way of life. A good part
of Hadot’s trouble stems from the textual indeterminacy inherent in Aristotle’s multiple and often
inconsistent uses of the term theoria. Hadot acknowledges this problem and pivots to an account of
the general context surrounding Aristotle’s school, appealing in particular to Aristotle’s own
intentions, in order to advance his thesis. Below, I try to show (a) that Hadot does not successfully
appeal to Aristotle’s intentions for the Lyceum to advance his thesis, and (b) that Hadot doesn’t really
characterize theoria as a spiritual exercise at the core of Aristotle’s philosophy (as some scholars in
Contemplative Education also seem to imply). If I can show both (a) and (b), then I will also have
shown that scholars in Contemplative Education are misleading readers when they reference Hadot
as a resource for thinking of theoria as a contemplative practice. Precisely because Aristotle’s texts
themselves are so indeterminate, Hadot was right to pursue a contextualist approach to the
interpretation of Aristotle. However, Hadot missed, through no fault of his own, a key piece of
historical context in his account of Aristotle’s theoria.

My brief description of Aristotelian theoria in Chapter 1 reflects more of a “dominant” or “exclusivist” account for two
reasons. It serves as a better contrast to the Deweyan account described alongside it (which has some parallels with
inclusivist Aristotelianism), and it aligns more neatly with Nightingale’s account, which serves as the inspiration for my
reading of Aristotle. I am not here saying that I agree with the prescriptions that follow from the dominant-exclusivist
account, only that in light of Nightingale’s analysis, it is for me the more plausible reading of Aristotle.
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2.4 Two Issues with Hadot’s Account of Aristotle’s Philosophy
In What is Ancient Philosophy?, Hadot begins by restating, so that he can then critique, the “usual
idea” of Aristotle’s philosophy: that “the highest knowledge is knowledge which is chosen for itself
and which therefore seems to bear no relation to the knower’s way of life” (p. 77). However, he insists
that this (dominant-exclusivist) view must be “placed within the general framework of Aristotle’s idea
of ways of life, as revealed in the goals he assigned to the school he founded” (ibid). In other words,
to defend his overall thesis Hadot’s method will be to contextualize Aristotle’s works by appealing to
evidence of Aristotle’s intentions for his own school. Further, if Hadot can show that Aristotle intended
for his students to adopt, first and foremost, a way of life, this would count as a defense of the general
spirit behind the inclusivist reading: that the activity of theoria is not only immanently practical, but
also that we ought not conceive of eudaimonia as consisting solely in discrete exercises of ‘pure’ or
‘unadulterated’ nous.47 Hadot needs to appeal to Aristotle’s intentions because, as he himself admits, it
is notoriously difficult to get an uncontroversial account of Aristotle’s philosophical psychology based
on what Aristotle says alone.

Aristotle discusses nous explicitly in NE VI and X, and also in De Anima III.4. In Aristotle’s philosophical psychology,
nous is akin to a “featureless receptacle that becomes the form of its object in the act of thinking” (Nightingale, 2004, p.
207). It is thus a kind of potentiality that can be actualized when it has in fact become identical with its object. It is also
considered by Aristotle to be the most ‘divine’ part of the human “compound,” conceived as to some extent “separated”
(or at least ‘separable’) from the human (e.g., NE X, 1178a20-24). In De Anima, Aristotle repeats this point about the
separability of nous from the human form, insisting that nous is not “mixed” with the body (III.4, 429a). Under this
conception, theoria is therefore “a pure noetic activity in which the human being becomes its true self by identifying with
its divine objects” (Nightingale, 2004, p. 208). However, Aristotle’s claims about nous’s ability to operate somehow
independently of the body are at odds with his general commitment to hylomorphism, wherein all actions (e.g. rational
thinking) that result from our form (e.g. the rational human soul) are dependent on the functioning of our matter (e.g. the
material human body). See, e.g., Ainsworth (2020).
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“Aristotelian philosophical discourse unnerves modern readers not only by its
sometimes frustrating concision, but especially by the uncertainty of his thought on
points concerning his most important doctrines—for instance, his theory of the
intellect. We do not find an exhaustive, coherent exposition of the theories
constituting the different parts of Aristotle’s system. In order to explain this
phenomenon, we must first resituate his teaching within the framework of the school
from which it was inseparable” (p. 87).48
I agree with Hadot on the first point (the indeterminacy of Aristotle’s philosophical discourse) but
disagree with him on the second point (that an appeal to Aristotle’s intentions for his school
sufficiently clarifies Aristotle’s conception of theoria). As to the first point, it is truly a struggle to
reconstruct a comprehensive account of theoria that does not leave readers guessing after the true role
played by theoria in Aristotle’s conception of the eudaimonic life. Indeed, it is sometimes unclear whether
Hadot himself is drawing from Aristotle’s texts in a way that convincingly supports his own thesis
about ancient philosophy as a way of life. Hadot does at times present Aristotle’s theoria as a kind of
life constituted by (or organized around the pursuit of) intellectual activity, but he just as often
describes theoria as a specific type of activity.
For instance, Hadot begins by describing theoria as “a kind of life devoted entirely to the activity
of the mind” (p. 78), but then changes course and describes theoria as “an activity” (p. 80), and
furthermore one that comes in at least two degrees: an ‘inferior’ type that consists in searching for
knowledge, and a ‘superior’ type that consists in the knowing (pp. 82-86).49 This superior type, in
Hadot’s reading, is what a deity enacts when engaged in noeseos noesis (“thinking of thinking”) and which
in humans corresponds to a superior kind of happiness (relative to the happiness of one whose theoria

Compare Hadot’s view that Aristotle does not offer an “exhaustive, coherent exposition” of his theories (including
Aristotle’s theory of theoria) with Trond Eriksen’s claim that “Aristotle has no clear-cut conception of theoria” (1976, p. 89).
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Hadot’s split between ‘superior’ and ‘inferior’ theoria probably maps onto Aristotle’s division of ‘active’ and ‘passive’ nous.
“When it is separated, [nous] is itself alone and nothing more, and this alone is immortal and everlasting” (De Anima, III.5,
430a). Nightingale suggests that the passage implies the existence of a ‘passive’, “perishable” nous, but that it is also
famously obscure and inconclusive (2004, p. 207).
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is of the searching variety).50 Hadot affirms not just the intellectual superiority but also the practical
superiority of the ‘knowing’ type of theoria by referencing Politics VII.3, wherein Aristotle asserts that
“nor are those ideas only to be regarded as practical which are pursued for the sake of
practical results, but much more the thoughts and contemplations [theoriai] which are
independent and complete in themselves; since acting well, and therefore a certain kind
of action, is an end” (1325b17-21; Hadot’s reference is on p. 81).
What Hadot is able to do in his reading of Aristotle is give us reasons to seriously consider one version
of the inclusivist interpretation. Namely, he points to textual evidence that encourages us to render
theoria (in both ‘superior’ and ‘inferior’ forms) as inherently practical. In its ‘superior’ form, theoria’s
‘practical use’ (as described in the excerpt above) is that its exercise fulfills our characteristically human
ergon and therefore constitutes eudaimonia for humans. In its ‘inferior’ form, theoria’s ‘practical use’ is
expanded: it constitutes eudaimonia for humans because it fulfills our characteristically human ergon but
it may in addition serve a variety of other poetic, practical, or productive purposes (because the ‘search’
for knowledge will yield any number of discoveries that may be employed toward the fulfilment of all
manner of ends). In Hadot’s interpretation, humans gain only temporary glimpses of the superior
(more divine) form of theoria; thus, if we live a life organized around the activity of theoria, we must
resign ourselves to exercising its inferior form most of the time.51 As such, Hadot’s treatment dissolves

To be clear, if Hadot’s concept of an ‘inferior’, ‘searching’ form of theoria depends on the concept of a ‘passive’ nous,
then it is already suspect given the longstanding debate about the interpretation of De Anima III.5, 430a. Hadot doesn’t
do any work to map his division of theoria onto this division of nous, so he doesn’t give the reader a reason to endorse his
view from this angle.
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Note here that advocates of the dominant-exclusivist interpretation will simply leverage Aristotle’s texts to argue the
opposite. In this line of interpretation, it is not the case that there are, as Hadot claims, “different degrees of the activity
designated by the word theōria” (2004, p. 80). Rather, theoria designates just one, very specific (exalted or ‘superior’) type of
mental activity, which constitutes a higher form of eudaimonia just because it is the only activity that can thoroughly fulfill
the finality and self-sufficiency criteria of eudaimonia, which are outlined in NE I and addressed more fully in NE X. Hadot’s
critics would say that he is not justified in making the leap from saying (a 1) philosophers can only engage in ‘superior’
theoria some of the time to saying (b) that there are therefore two forms of theoria. They would also say that he is not
justified in making the leap from saying (a2) non-philosophers can live lives that are somewhat eudaimonic to saying (b) that
there are therefore two forms of theoria. In either case, advocates of the dominant-exclusivist interpretation can point to
textual evidence that would seem to preclude Aristotle’s belief in (b), or they can simply argue (b) does not follow. This
indeterminacy is, again, why I say that Hadot is right to suggest that we should look to sources outside Aristotle’s corpus.
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the boundary, prominently maintained in dominant-exclusivist accounts, between the role of theoria in
the life of theoretical wisdom and the role of theoria in the life of practical wisdom. He encourages us
to imagine theoria as an activity that is self-sufficient, yes, but at the same time practical in the sense
that it fulfills the criteria of eudaimonia.52 And insofar as Hadot conceives of an ‘inferior’ theoria that
corresponds to the search for knowledge rather than the state or activity of knowing itself, then Hadot
has opened space for research activities that are not purely ‘theoretical’—e.g., counting and recording
the number of roots of all the different plants—to fulfill the criteria of eudaimonia as well. Because the
‘search’ for knowledge (the activities of inferior theoria) will seem to require more collaboration than
the exercise of ‘knowing’, it in turn would require a greater activation of the moral virtues as part of
that process. For instance, the stability and effectiveness of a research team will depend on the
activation of traditionally Aristotelian virtues such as friendliness, wit, truthfulness, and so on. In this
way, Hadot’s overall view appears similar to (yet not identical with) Roochnik’s, which argues that
“practical wisdom is nonetheless a mode of theorizing” (2009, p. 81), and Rorty’s, which argues that
“there is nothing about the practical life which prevents its also being contemplative” (1980, p. 377).53
However, what Hadot has not done, in referencing Aristotle’s philosophical texts alone, is give
us sufficient evidence to fully endorse the overall claim of his chapter on Aristotle: that Aristotle
We can think of an analogy here to illustrate the point. For Hadot, theoria (inferior or superior) is practical for eudaimonia
in the same way that ‘loving’ is practical for ‘being in love’.
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I should make it clear here that the ‘inclusivist’ reading of Aristotle can be approached in different ways. Both Roochnik
and Rorty appeal to a close linguistic relationship between the noun theoria (the activity that exercises the faculty of nous)
and the verb theorein (which Aristotle uses at times to mean something like ‘actively engaged in, observing, or working
with’). Therefore, Roochnik and Rorty’s main argument is that the life of practical-political activity (the life that seeks to
maximize the exercise of moral virtue) involves just as much theoria (understood here as theorizing, a process of inquiry) as
the philosophical life (the life that seeks to maximize the exercise of theoretical wisdom and the intellectual virtues). Their
argument seeks to undermine the assumption that Aristotle employed the noun theoria in a technically precise way when
designating it as the (divine-like) activity of one who has already attained theoretical wisdom. Hadot’s argument is different:
he argues that even the ‘superior’ form of theoria is ‘inherently practical’ because its ‘practical use’ consists in the way it
successfully fulfills the criteria of a eudaimonic activity. Hadot’s point here seems sensible, but in emphasizing the practicality
of theoria in Aristotle’s ethical system, Hadot has not yet shown either (a) that intellectual activities (reading, listening,
writing, debating) were conceived by Aristotle or his followers as spiritual exercises of self-cultivation, or (b) that theoria
(whether ‘superior’ or ‘inferior’) was conceived as a ‘core spiritual exercise’ by Aristotle or his followers. If his view holds,
he has shown only that theoria could be seen, from the point of view of analysis, as fulfilling the criteria of eudaimonia, not
that those who engage in research themselves see, from their first-personal point of view, theoria as self-cultivation.
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himself conceived of his philosophy as, first and foremost, a way of life. Hadot has also not yet shown
that theoria (even if we accept that it might exist in ‘superior’ and ‘inferior’ forms) is best interpreted
as the spiritual exercise of self-cultivation at the ‘core’ of this way of life. I should emphasize once
more that Hadot himself points to this inherent limitation in the interpretation of Aristotle’s texts
(2004, p. 87). As mentioned, Hadot tries to push past this limitation by appealing to Aristotle’s
intentions, which he claims are revealed when we resituate Aristotle’s teaching “within the framework
of the school from which it was inseparable” (ibid). Presumably, Hadot has to show that Aristotle’s
Lyceum aimed (explicitly and self-consciously) to introduce philosophy as a way of life, and that theoria
(in superior or inferior forms) was introduced to students in such a way that they would recognize it
as the core exercise of spiritual self-cultivation within this way of life. In doing so, Hadot must also
argue against the idea that Aristotle’s Lyceum aimed primarily to produce a “theoretical exposition of
a system aimed at explaining the whole of reality” (ibid). If the production of this sort of theoretical
exposition is what Aristotle’s Lyceum was primarily ‘about’, from the point of view of its members,
then Hadot would have to admit, by his own lights, that Aristotle and his students were more like
Thoreau’s ‘professors of philosophy’ than they were true lovers of wisdom.
Hadot employs three general arguments to try and support the extension of his thesis to
include Aristotle’s philosophy (pp. 77-81, 87-90). The arguments, loosely grouped together, are (1)
that Aristotle was for many years a member of Plato’s Academy and therefore was undoubtedly
influenced by the way of life cultivated within the Academy; (2) that Aristotle’s goal was to carry out
collaborative research, this collaboration being constitutive of a shared way of life; and (3) that the
goal of Aristotle’s courses was not to “inform” but rather to “form”.54 Recall that for each argument,
Hadot is attempting to appeal to Aristotle’s intentions for the Lyceum, given his belief that Aristotle’s

Hadot articulates an inchoate version of some of these arguments about Aristotle in Philosophy as a Way of Life (1995, pp.
105-106, 269).
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texts are indeterminate on their own. He must thus appeal significantly to evidence that illuminates
the historical and cultural context within which Aristotle lived and worked.
The sub-arguments supplied for (1) seem easiest to challenge. Hadot points to Aristotle’s
desire to create a “lasting institution,” which can supposedly be inferred from his extraordinary efforts
to secure and maintain the Lyceum (p. 77); brings up the fact that Aristotle’s successor was chosen by
election and that a member of the Lyceum was responsible for “the material administration of the
institution, which implies some form of life in common” (p. 78); mentions that the Lyceum included
older members (who researched and shared in teaching) and younger members (who audited courses
and assisted in research); and claims that “[like] Socrates and Plato, Aristotle wanted above all to train
disciples” (p. 87). We can rebut these sub-arguments by acknowledging that they point out key formal
features of Aristotle’s Lyceum but, on their own, do not demonstrate any significant differences
between the Lyceum and the average contemporary college or university. Hadot would surely admit
that professional philosophers in the modern era tend to work in educational institutions that seek to
‘last’; that faculty members often have a hand in electing its leaders; that modern colleges and
universities almost invariably hire professionals to conduct ‘material administration’; and that most
educational institutions maintain a distinction between faculty and students. The last sub-argument
for (1)—that Aristotle wanted above all to train disciples into a way of life—is precisely the issue at
stake in Hadot’s discussion. He begs the question by stating it as a premise.
Hadot is also not persuasive in defending (2), the argument that there is something relevant
and revealing about Aristotle’s desire to foster collaborative research. For all he says in the chapter,
he does not give reasons to think that the forms of collaboration Aristotle expected from his listeners
and fellow researchers—“discussion, reaction, judgment, and criticism” (p. 87)—were to be
understood by them primarily as exercises of self-cultivation rather than attempts to refine the accuracy
and internal coherence of their expositions, as well as make improvements to competing philosophical
51

accounts. Hadot draws primarily from John Lynch (1972), Richard Bodéüs (1982), and Ingemar
Düring (1966) to provide the historical and cultural context that he thinks will support his thesis. By
relying not just on Aristotle’s texts but also on these three studies, Hadot is persuasive in suggesting
that Aristotle did indeed intend to both influence future legislators and train students in the methods
that would facilitate the Lyceum’s “immense hunt for information in every area” (2004, p. 82). This
‘hunt’ involved a massive collaborative effort to, among other research projects: compile lists of
winners at the Pythian games, collect copies of the constitutions of different cities, conduct
psychological tests, categorize the philosophical opinions of ancient sages and thinkers, and record
zoological and botanical observations. Hadot argues, however, that “the Aristotelian researcher was
no simple collector of facts,” and that “facts were amassed to make possible comparison and analogies,
to establish a classification of phenomena, and to enable an investigation into their causes” (ibid). This
assessment seems entirely reasonable. It is implausible that the collaborative research projects
sponsored by the Lyceum demanded merely a sort of mechanical collection of data without also
moving toward synthesis and the formation of explanatory and predictive accounts. But this
assessment of the Lyceum’s collaborative projects does nothing to distinguish it from a description of
what occurs every day within modern universities around the globe. Hadot perhaps recognizes this,
and shifts gears by suggesting that “this activity [was] carried out in a certain spirit [emphasis added],
which we might go so far as to describe as an almost religious passion for reality in all its aspects, be
they humble or sublime” (ibid). Hadot may be right that the motivation behind the Lyceum’s
collaborative research projects can be described in terms of a ‘spirit’ or ethos sufficiently distinct from
that of the modern researcher. Perhaps it is the conscious cultivation of this ‘spirit’ that marks the
unique way of life of the Aristotelian researcher. But to make this case Hadot proceeds not by
appealing to secondary works that may give us insight into the intentions of members of Aristotle’s
Lyceum, but to Aristotle’s own Generation of Animals and On the Parts of Animals.
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In the relevant parts of those texts, Aristotle discusses a primary motivation for intellectual
activity: the pleasures involved in observing and contemplating55 natural beings both divine and
mundane. But the “disinterested” pleasure that Hadot says Aristotle and his students derived from
“the beauties of nature” (p. 85) seems a perfectly fitting description of what contemporary scientists,
philosophers, and other researchers feel on a regular basis.56 Thus, the pleasures experienced by those
who are attuned to the beauty of intellectual activity cannot serve as the basis of a strong distinction
between ancient philosophy as a way of life and modern philosophy as a professional endeavor.
Hadot must now be able to convince the reader of (3) if we are to think of Aristotle’s Lyceum
as devoted primarily to the cultivation of a way of life, let alone of theoria as the core spiritual exercise
within this way of life. Recall that Hadot’s third argument in support of extending his thesis to include
Aristotle’s philosophy is that that the goal of Aristotle’s courses was not to “inform” but rather to
“form” his auditors. Hadot wants to prove that Aristotle lectured primarily because “the discussion
of problems was ultimately more formative than their solution” (p. 88). For Hadot, Aristotle’s oral
teachings did not seek to “transplant specific theoretical contents into the auditors’ minds” (p. 87),
but rather were “intended to familiarize the disciples with methods of thought” (p. 88). To support
this view, Hadot draws primarily from Bodéüs (1982) to claim that “no one was more conscious than
Aristotle of the limits of philosophical discourse as an instrument of knowledge” (Hadot, 2004, p. 88).
If this claim is true, then it follows that Aristotle probably lectured for some other purpose other than

I’m not convinced Hadot is right to use the words ‘contemplate’, ‘contemplating’, and ‘contemplation’ in his translation
of the relevant passages (p. 83; Hadot is looking at On the Parts of Animals, 645a7-17). The context of the passage suggests
Aristotle is using the cognates θεία, θεωρίαν, and θεωρούντες to mean, respectively, ‘divine’, ‘contemplations of’ (genitive
singular of θεωρία), and ‘those who observe’. Hadot’s use of the words ‘contemplate’ and ‘contemplating’ here is potentially
misleading because it might make the reader think that Aristotle is suggesting, in the passage, that what is getting exercised
is the faculty of nous, whereas the context just as plausibly suggests that he is speaking of simple observation and inquiry
in a much more mundane sense (except perhaps in the second case involving the use of θεωρίαν). Note that this linguistic
indeterminacy can be used to support both dominant-exclusivist and inclusivist interpretations.
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Or at least, if not on a regular basis, such experiences are frequently referenced as motivations by researchers today.
Contemporary researchers offer no shortage of testimonies describing glimpses of beauty and elegance in their perceptions
of and ideas about the world.
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the attempt to ‘transplant’ knowledge from his own mind to the minds of others. But to make this
claim, Hadot is taking advantage of an ambiguity about the word ‘knowledge’; it is not at all clear what
kind of ‘knowledge’ Hadot is referring to in this passage, especially given Aristotle’s own remarks
about the limitations of discourse for the formation of persons.
Aristotle famously opens the Nicomachean Ethics with a statement about the appropriate
audience for his lectures: “a youth is not a suitable student of political science [the science governing
the study of ethics]; for he lacks experience of the actions in life, which are the subject and premises
of our arguments” (1095a2-4). Aristotle is explicitly telling his listeners that his oral teachings will not
be persuasive—in other words, they will not shape or effectively ‘form’—unless the members of his
audience have already been habituated into the character virtues that partly constitute eudaimonia and
which Aristotle will go on to discuss. As Hadot himself says, “philosophical discourse is not enough
to make a person virtuous,” so when it comes to his ethical teachings, either Aristotle is “preaching
to the converted” or he is speaking to “people who are slaves to their passions, and in this case moral
discourse will have no effect” (2004, p. 89). So, it seems that both Aristotle and Hadot agree on the
limitations of oral teachings when it comes to the ethical formation of persons. For the ethical
discourses to resonate with auditors, they must have already been properly habituated, and so the
primary purpose of the oral teachings cannot have been to foster or catalyze this ethical formation.57

Bodéüs (1982) very clearly agrees: “Aristotle knows that his teaching cannot persuade persons who have not acquired
from experience the means of confirming his words” (p. 99). This seems to raise the question of how Aristotle thought
his ethical and political discourses might have been useful for future legislators, if indeed the expectation was that future
legislators must have already been properly habituated prior to auditing Aristotle’s courses. Bodéüs proposes that Aristotle
would have demanded his listener “test the value of the words directed to him by confronting them with lived reality”—
such ‘testing’ would have been available to those who were properly habituated, but not yet to ethical novices (p. 98).
Aristotle indeed suggests that if an auditor learns that discourses are “in accord with the facts, they bring conviction with
them and consequently they encourage those who comprehend them to live in conformity with their teaching” (NE X.1,
1172b3-7). What Aristotle offers the future legislator, then, is a kind of added conviction to live in accordance with the
moral virtues they have already been habituated into and to codify into law policies that will facilitate this same sort of
habituation. This reading regularly opens Aristotle up to accusations of having endorsed a kind of cultural relativism, but
I don’t have space to address this here.
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But if this is true, then in what sense did Aristotle lecture with the intention to “form” and
not merely to “inform”? Perhaps all Hadot really means when he says that Aristotle lectured to
cultivate a way of life is that Aristotle introduced practices (e.g., testing discourse against experience)
that he knew would result in nothing more than the conviction to live by one’s own habits and beliefs.
This, however, is a rather anemic view of spiritual transformation, one that is rather at odds with
Hadot’s overall thesis and its emphasis on deeply transformative practices and experiences. Surely
Hadot isn’t suggesting that the members of Aristotle’s Lyceum, insofar as they were consciously
committed to self-cultivation in the service of a way of life, were committed to spiritual exercises with
the goal merely of firming up their already existing beliefs.
Instead, what Hadot might mean here is that Aristotle intended to form in his auditors not a
set of character virtues (since he asserts this is impossible) but rather a set of intellectual virtues. Indeed,
this is a reasonable reading of NE II.1, where Aristotle states clearly that “virtue of thought arises and
grows mostly from teaching; that is why it needs experience and time” (1103a15-16). If this is the case,
then Hadot does state at least one reason why teaching for the cultivation of intellectual virtue takes
time: “discourse cannot act on the auditor without the latter’s collaboration” (2004, p. 88), and the
collaboration of the auditor depends in turn on her having had “some experience with what the
discourse is about, and some degree of familiarity with its object” (p. 89).58 But here Hadot runs into
the same problem Aristotle faced when trying to make sense of how intellectual virtues can be
cultivated through oral discourse. Hadot can’t quite appeal to Bodéüs for help, for the latter thinker

Let us leave aside the fact that the next two passages Hadot references to support his claim about the collaboration of
the auditor comes from sections of the NE where Aristotle is discussing the habituation needed for character virtue, not
the “experience and time” Aristotle says is needed for the formation of intellectual virtue. Hadot references (i) 1142a12,
where Aristotle is discussing the cultivation of practical wisdom, and (ii) 1147a21-22, where he mentions that although the
incontinent person may have acquired abstract knowledge of some general principle, and may even be able to recite this
knowledge, they will fail to draw correctly from this knowledge in order to act virtuously unless they have also been
habituated in the right way. Hadot probably shouldn’t be drawing from these passages to explain what Aristotle might
have thought about the time and effort required for the cultivation of intellectual virtue. Bodéüs (1982) makes the same
mistake on p. 101 (fn. 16), which might explain Hadot’s error.
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himself argues that in all cases, the formative effect of discourse “is not produced by the discourse itself
(as it is in rhetoric) but, on the contrary, it is dependent on a characteristic of the listeners which
Aristotle calls ‘comprehension’” (1982, p. 99).59
As Aristotle argues in NE X, the effectiveness of any oral teaching in general will depend on
prior associations auditors will have made between, for example, listening and pleasure. This is not to
suggest that Aristotle endorsed a skeptical denial of the possibility of all teaching. But it should
persuade the reader that Aristotle thought of discourse as incapable of producing knowledge “by itself
or in itself” regarding “the object described by the discourse” (Bodéüs, 1982, p. 101). What Aristotle
did believe was that an auditor could transition from merely memorizing the “language of science” to
internalizing, in a more robust sense, scientific knowledge.60 The shift from potentially having scientific
knowledge to the actualization of scientific knowledge is, much like the habituation of character,
“brought about by direct acquaintance with what is signified, which, when repeated, enables what is
signified to become part of the knower” (p. 102). But again, from this insight neither Aristotle nor
Bodéüs infer any sort of “radical impossibility of teaching” (ibid). Rather, Bodéüs points out that
Aristotle goes on to describe certain optimal conditions for teaching, which must be fulfilled by
listeners and which “vary according to the object of knowledge” (ibid). For example, while simple
mathematical or geometrical knowledge can be gained quickly from small amounts of experience (e.g.,
understanding the most essential feature of a triangle, that it has three sides, by inference from the
representation of a triangle), more complex knowledge depends on being able to relate the discourse
of general principles to a broader set of simpler and more concrete impressions. Much like learning
about the general principles of eudaimonia, the “transmission of science” via oral discourse can be

Here, ‘comprehension’ (σύνεσις), a critical and evaluative faculty described in NE VI (1143a1-19) is not to be confused
with ‘understanding’, a common English translation of νους (as in, e.g., Terrence Irwin’s translation at 1140b30-1141a9).
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Aristotle uses analogies to drunk men performing recitations, children speaking their first words, and actors memorizing
lines. They can ‘say’ the words but do not yet ‘know’ what they say.
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facilitated by an experienced teacher, but its uptake and internalization will depend partly on the prior
experiences of the disciple (p. 103). This sort of assimilation takes time, granted, but according to
Bodéüs it is perfectly possible, and so Hadot is being rather misleading in citing him as a source for
the claim that oral discourse cannot transmit abstract knowledge of scientific principles. If oral
discourse can transmit such scientific knowledge, allowing even for the observation that this depends
partly on the prior experiences of the auditor, then Bodéüs is here actually providing us with a reason
to reject, not support, Hadot’s thesis as extended to Aristotle’s philosophy. For all that Bodéüs says,
it is perfectly possible that Aristotle was interested in the conditions under which his auditors could
attain scientific comprehension not primarily in order to better initiate them into a way of life, robustly
conceived, but rather because that is what was needed to effectively build momentum toward the goal
of constructing and improving a systematic exposition of truth about matters of fact and value. My
assertion here isn’t so much that Bodéüs’s study proves the opposite of Hadot’s case, but more simply
that Hadot hasn’t quite succeeded in making his own case. Furthermore, all that Bodéüs appeals to in
his impressive study is his own interpretation of Aristotle’s texts, and so Hadot has not really gone
beyond Aristotle himself (as he claimed that he would) in seeking clues toward Aristotle’s opinion on
‘auditing’ as a kind of spiritual exercise. Given that Bodéüs is Hadot’s main source of support for the
latter’s interpretation of Aristotle’s intentions, it is also telling that Bodéüs doesn’t explore at all the
role of theoria in Aristotle’s conception of philosophy.61
The considerations discussed in this section should give the reader reason to doubt the success
of Hadot’s thesis as extended to include Aristotle’s philosophy. Hadot may yet be right in his
extension, but he has not shown it persuasively in either What is Ancient Philosophy? or Philosophy as a

If anything, Bodéüs’s singular mention of θεωρία gives us reason to think he sees a sharp distinction between political
activity, understood as a type of φρόυησις (phronesis), and θεωρία, which he characterizes as a more ‘intellectual’ activity (p.
154, fn. 29). Distinguishing theoria from phronesis in this way is in tension with the inclusivist reading Hadot leans on.
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Way of Life.62 Given the indeterminacy of Aristotle’s texts on their own, Hadot says he will appeal to
historical and cultural context in order to persuade us that Aristotle had a certain set of intentions.
What he mostly appeals to, however, are other interpreters of Aristotle’s texts, at least one of whom
gives us reason to interpret Aristotle in a way that actually undermines Hadot’s point. Hadot has not
resolved point (a) conclusively, and certainly hasn’t done enough work to show point (b). Again, (a)
and (b) may yet be true, but Hadot has not shown them to be true. Because Hadot hasn’t shown (b),
contemporary scholars in Contemplative Education are misleading readers when they cite him to
advance a conception of theoria as a characteristically ‘Western’ contemplative practice.
There is, however, a better place to look for a reconstruction of theoria as a contemplative
practice. To understand what Aristotle might have meant by theoria, it is illuminating to learn from
classicists who have done great work to reconstruct the ancient institution of theoria as a type of
diplomatic pilgrimage. Once we consult this research, we will see that Aristotle’s theoria is not a suitable
resource for helping us detail a robustly conceived contemplative practice. Plato’s use of theoria is a
better source of inspiration and helps build a more satisfying bridge to recent work in Contemplative
Education.

2.5 Theoria as a Diplomatic Pilgrimage
Starting from at least the sixth century BCE, some two-hundred years after the emergence of
the Ancient Greek polis in or before the eighth century BCE, Hellenic city-states began sending sacred

Donald Zeyl (2003) seems to agree in a review of Hadot’s work. “It is notable,” he says, “that in his study of Aristotle’s
Lyceum Hadot makes no mention of spiritual exercises…engaged in for the sake of achieving self-transformation. Perhaps
he thinks that the various research projects conducted in the Lyceum were themselves such exercises. If so, the concept
of a ‘spiritual exercise’ is stretched far too thin; if not, then the absence of a regimen of such exercises from the
intellectual/spiritual life of the Lyceum constitutes a significant exception to Hadot’s main thesis” (para. 5). Ironically,
Foucault (2005) also seems to have departed from Hadot in calling Aristotle “an enigmatic exception” to the general thesis
explored in Hermeneutics of the Subject (p. 189).
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delegates to religious, civic, and cultural gatherings, festivals, oracles, and sanctuaries located outside
the territory of their poleis. These delegates became known as theoroi (singular: theoros) and the
delegations were usually called theoriai, with an individual delegation known as a theoria (Rutherford,
2013, pp. 1-3). An official host (a theorodokos) was often appointed by a host city to receive both theoroi
who attended such gatherings as well as announcer-theoroi who travelled to announce upcoming
festivals and strengthen inter-national bonds (pp. 82-86). Other forms of theoria were private affairs:
individual citizens journeying abroad for the purpose of religious pilgrimage, observation of theatre
or athletic festivals, or for the sake of learning about whatever they might encounter at their destination
and along the way (Nightingale, 2004, p. 40).63 When it carried out a public function, a theoria would
typically be sent by a city-state or other political entity to act on its behalf, and even in cases where the
activities of the delegates took place under a religious pretext, politics was a major factor motivating
theoriai:
“Common festivals provide a way for different cities, and their citizens, to liaise and
interact, to negotiate their differences and communalities, to create or affirm alliances.
A common festival can also serve as a platform for a city to present itself to the outside
world…the Panhellenic religious network probably played a significant role in the
evolution of common-Greek identity” (Rutherford, 2013, pp. 3-4).
Whether a theoria was conducted privately or in an official capacity, theoroi traveled far from home to
witness and learn; it was understood and expected that they would confront foreign places, people,
customs, and ideas. Indeed, “geographical distance was a precondition for the special kind of viewing
and apprehension that characterized the theoric pilgrimage” (Nightingale, 2007, p. 156).64 Many of the

Private theoriai were almost invariably conducted by Ancient Greek elites: wealthy individuals and aristocrats. But even
civic theoroi who represented their city-states would often pursue “private distinction in the world of Greek elites”
(Nightingale, 2004, pp. 52-53), and there is evidence to confirm their selection from distinguished political and military
families (Rutherford, 2013, p. 161).
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By contemporary standards, the distances theoroi needed to traverse need not have been too large. “For example, an
Athenian who travelled from an urban deme [subdivision] in Athens to participate in the rituals at Eleusis (in Attica, 22
kilometres…from Athens) or the sanctuary of Poseidon at Sounion (on the southern tip of Attica) undertook a theoria,
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larger gatherings theoroi travelled to were Athenian religious festivals that featured and promoted an
emerging Panhellenic identity, an early form of “Greek” identity, “over and above that of any
individual city-state” (2004, p. 41). Just as common, however, if not more so, were Panhellenic festivals
held in sacred sanctuaries away from major city centers, precisely because they offered a certain “aura
of neutrality” (Marinatos, 1993, p. 229). This proto-cosmopolitan ideology65 was reinforced by what
Rutherford calls the “institutional heartbeat of Panhellenism”: the formal establishment of truces
between political entities (most commonly city-states) put in place to protect theoroi during their
dangerous journeys across land and sea (2013, p. 72).66 Truces and inter-cultural interaction did not
imply, however, that theoroi would wholly abandon their primary (polis-based) identities for the sake of
a communal celebration (Nightingale, 2004, p. 52). Indeed, “the theoroi of each polis conducted ritual
acts in the Panhellenic sanctuaries in the name of that polis” (Sourvinou-Wood, 1990, pp. 297-298),
and so Greek theoroi could conceive of themselves as members of a Panhellenic group only “by virtue
of being members of individual Greek city-states” (Nightingale, 2004, p. 52). Nonetheless, a
diplomatic theoros who journeyed abroad “did separate himself, to some extent, from the norms and
ideologies of his native city, and he experienced a high degree of freedom during the journey”
(Nightingale, 2007, p. 157). This freedom was even more pronounced in cases of private theoria, and
in either case the freedom of the individual theoros removed him so much from the daily customs and
expectations of his home community that “this detachment was perceived as a potential threat to the

whereas the Athenian who went to the City Dionysia [a large festival] in Athens did not” (Nightingale, 2007, p. 156). But
extraordinarily large distances (for the time) were also regularly traversed. For example, there is evidence that theoriai
travelled from Sinope (in modern Turkey) to the oracle at Delphi, a distance of approximately 1,600 kilometers by land,
shortened somewhat by a nautical leg across the Aegean Sea (Rutherford, 2013, pp. 73-75). Theoroi who traveled abroad to
announce upcoming festivals (in lieu of attending, or as a necessary prerequisite for attendance) were known to depart up
to six months in advance (p. 188).
I say ‘proto-cosmopolitan’ simply to signal that diplomatic traditions of theoria, as well as efforts to consciously cultivate
inter-national solidarity, had been well-established by the time Diogenes announced that he was a “citizen of the world
[kosmopolites]” (Diogenes Laertius, VI.63).
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The most famous of these being the Olympic Truce.
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city” (ibid). As such, “a theoros had to be someone whom the city could trust, and who would ensure
the respect of people from other states” (Rutherford, 2013, p. 161). Thus, it is probably more accurate
to say that a theoros operated in multiple states of mind and with competing senses of self and identity
throughout the duration of a theoria. They juggled allegiance to a home community with at least a
temporary commitment to the beliefs, habits, and rituals that would allow for a sufficient degree of
inter-national cooperation—another instantiation of a cosmopolitan outlook, if not in name.
It makes sense, then, that when a theoros (and in particular a civic theoros) traveled outside the
boundaries of the city-state, a theoria was often understood to involve three distinct stages: (i) the
journey to the oracle, sanctuary, or festival, (ii) the (often ritualized and sacralized) observation of the
oracle, competition, spectacle, etc., and (iii) the “final reentry” (a return home with an “official
eyewitness report” of the experience) (Nightingale, 2004, pp. 3-4). Although Rutherford concludes
that the outward journeys of most civic theoroi to their destinations “were not so ritualised, except for
the wearing of garlands, some sort of rite at the start…and possibly the use of special ships,” he
emphasizes that in Ancient Greek literature, the return of a theoros was indeed “a critical moment”
(2013, p. 190). Historical evidence of real theoriai suggests that civic theoroi most probably reported
back to local councils as a formality—possibly because theoroi had already been selected for
trustworthiness, such that their loyalty was assumed—yet in literature these returns could be much
more dramatic.67 One notable example involves Plato’s Laws, wherein a blueprint is developed for the
utopian city of Magnesia. Plato envisions a class of theoroi who must not only report back to a special
council of magistrates but who are also “rewarded or punished depending on whether they have come
back the same, better or worse than when they left. If they have come back worse, they are to be put

By the time Plato began to write, dramatic, comedic, mimetic, and musical depictions of theoriai were a mainstay of lyrical
production. See, for example, Rutherford’s study of the Ancient Greek lyric comedies Thearoi, Tai Thamenai ta Isthmia,
Theoroi, Isthmiastai, Amphiaruaus, Trophonios, Skenas Katalambanousai, and Peace (2013, pp. 341-345).
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to death, unless they accept lifetime solitary confinement” (p. 337; the relevant passages are in Laws
12, 947-953).
Even if our evidence of historical theoriai does not strongly support the notion of theoric
returns as particularly dramatic, it is clear that at least in the popular imagination of the Ancient Greeks
the return represented a moment when new and potentially dangerous information (e.g. news of
political conflict, natural disasters, disease, material scarcity, cultural upheaval, ideological change, etc.)
is introduced into a community. As Rutherford puts it, “the danger that a corrupt theōros will attempt
to exploit the situation is ever present…And a theōros bringing bad news, like a messenger, stands a
good chance of being blamed (like Creon in the Oedipus Tyrannus)” (1995, p. 282). Nonetheless,
regardless of any differences between the return of theoroi in popular Greek literature and their return
in reality, the common understanding that theoroi played key political, economic, cultural, and civic
roles during their journeys remained consistent. As Rutherford further claims,
“an underlying reason for going to a panhellenic sanctuary was to assert the voice of
one’s own polis in the panhellenic community, and hence to gain recognition and
prestige throughout the Greek world. The panhellenic significance of the great
sanctuaries is so central that we should think of the underlying structure of much
Greek pilgrimage as a symbolic movement not so much from ‘secular space’ to ‘sacred
space’ and back again, but rather between ‘local space’ and ‘panhellenic space’” (p.
276)
Although Nightingale refines Rutherford’s account by pointing out the key role played by a common
religion as the foundation of an emerging panhellenic identity (2004, p. 61), she supports the overall
interpretation of theoriai to panhellenic religious festivals as an institution aimed primarily at promoting
“Greek commonality and concord” (ibid). This panhellenic viewpoint existed as an “ideal,” as
represented, for instance, in the rhetorical speeches composed for panhellenic festivals68, and yet it
remains an open question whether it was ever actually achieved in reality (p. 63). While many theoroi

Nightingale points to Isocrates’s speech in the Panegyricus, wherein he praises the founders of the great festivals for
proclaiming truces, resolving quarrels, coming together, and recalling “the kinship that exists between us,” which aids in
feeling “more friendly towards each other in the future” (p. 43).
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managed to transcend the limits of a city-based sense of self and adopt a more cosmopolitan identity,
physical (almost militaristic) aggression was not unheard of at theoric gatherings such as the Olympian
festival (p. 62). Regardless, theoric journeys almost inevitably brought individuals into contact with
people, places, gods, and ideas that were “foreign and different,” disrupting the stability of individual
identity and forcing adaptation to a broader horizon (2007, p. 162).
The second stage of sacralized viewing and apprehension also helps explain the uniqueness of
a diplomatic theoria. As Nightingale has put it, “the rituals that structured the activities at religious
sanctuaries prepared the theōros to enter into a specific mode of seeing, since the pilgrim witnessed
objects and events that were sacralized by way of ritual structures and ceremonies” (p. 158). In
describing this “ritual-centered visuality,” Nightingale explains that theoroi who attended religious
rituals and consulted oracles didn’t simply journey to “gawk and gaze”; rather, they self-consciously
exercised modes of “sacred spectating” (2004, pp. 45-46). In this mode of seeing, it was considered
inappropriate to interpret images in accordance with “the rules and desires of everyday life” (Elsner,
2000, p. 62). The observation of Olympian runners, for instance, “channeled the spirit of the swiftfooted Achilles, and his races brought spectators within proximity of an analogous kind of greatness”
(Gruber, 2020, para. 8). In this way, the act of observation at competitions, theatrical performances,
processions, ceremonies, and rituals rose to an exalted activity, wherein theoroi attempted to uphold
the connection between seeing and the sacred. A religious theoria, according to Kavoulaki,
“implies and incorporates all possible vantage points: viewing the worshippers from
the point of view of the divinity, viewing the divinity among the worshippers, viewing
the worshipping community as divine or ‘other’ and recognizing the power of the
divine” (1999, p. 312).
In the case of theoriai to Athenian festivals—which were more mundane than pilgrimages to sacred
sanctuaries and religious rituals but nonetheless retained a strong connection to the divine—the
‘theoric gaze’ signified alterity for an additional reason. To understand it, one must appreciate the
63

material underpinnings of the sheer magnitude and variety of events at the Athenian festivals. The
Great Panathenaia and the City Dionysia, for example, would have featured, among other events,
processions of Athenian citizens, maidens, priestesses, metics, freed slaves, and non-Greeks living in
Attica; athletic, artistic, dramatic, and musical contests; prize ceremonies; the ritualized offering of
gifts, tributes, and sacrifices; ceremonial singing and manumission of slaves; feasts; and the enunciation
of oaths of allegiance. Such festivals would have required extraordinary investments of time, labor,
and material resources. But although the number, variety, and scale of events listed here suggests
significant grandiosity, it was not the case that Athenian festivals were enjoyed equally by all its citizens.
Because admission fees to festival plays, for example, would have been prohibitively expensive, most
citizens who earned a living through manual labor would not have attended them, and for the same
reason “noncitizens might well have constituted half of the entire audience at the theater (including
foreigners, metics, children, and possibly women)” (Sommerstein, 1997, pp. 64-68). On the other
hand, well-financed theoroi would have regularly attended these sorts of events and spectacles—indeed,
their attendance was an important reason for hosting the festivals in the first place—contributing to
the development of the notion that a ‘theoric gaze’ was distinct and privileged when compared with
the ‘democratic gaze’ of the average Athenian citizen (Nightingale, 2004, p. 57). As Nightingale puts
it, the Athenians at the Dionysia were “confronted with the alterity of the theoric gaze: the participants
at the festivals confronted multiple perspectives that challenged their own individual points of view”
(p. 58). The ideological ‘container’ that safely held all of this difference within the temporal and
geographical boundaries of a theoric event was, as mentioned, the idea of a Panhellenic ‘space’ in which
Greeks, sufficiently linked by language, culture, and religion, were able to rise above at least some of
their disagreements (2007, p. 161). Though theoric truces did not quite succeed in preventing wars
altogether, wars were regularly paused to prevent interference in Panhellenic events.
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Theoroi underwent transformative experiences that altered their sense of personal identity, and
the theoric ‘gaze’ referred just as much to the ‘detached’ perspective of a foreign observer as it did to
the powers and privileges enjoyed by theoroi. But for most Ancient Greeks, if the popular media of the
time offers any insight into the popular imagination, theoroi did not exist merely to observe. They
travelled to build and maintain relationships, represents their cities, secure fragile periods of peace,
and, importantly, give a trustworthy and reassuring account of all they had experienced to the members
of their communities who could not make the journey for themselves. By the time Plato and Aristotle
began teaching and writing in the 4th century BCE, the conception of diplomatic theoria described in
this section, having been operative across the Ancient Greek world for at least 200 years, had reached
the level of a common sense. The institution of sending theoriai abroad may not have survived past the
middle of the 3rd century AD, but it was in full force when students lived and studied at the Academy
(c. 387-83 BCE) and the Lyceum (c. 344-86 BCE). It is only by the middle of the 1st century BCE (c.
50 BCE) that ordinary (non-philosophical) inscriptions of theoria began to refer invariably to the notion
of ‘spectacle’ instead of a delegation embarking on a tripartite journey.

2.6 The Creation of Philosophical Theoria
Throughout her work on theoria, Nightingale’s central thesis can be broken down into two
components: (1) that the creation of philosophy69 as a distinct kind of discourse and way of life (and
the ‘philosopher’ as a distinct kind of wise person) in the Ancient Greek public imagination relied on
the appropriation of diplomatic theoria; and (2) that we can improve our explanation of differences
between Plato and Aristotle’s conceptions of theoria (and the philosophical life) by paying attention to
Nightingale’s (1995) thesis that Plato ‘invented’ philosophy rather than practiced philosophy in an on-going tradition
has been “widely accepted,” at least according to Gerald Press’s (2018) review of trends in the interpretation of Plato from
1995-2015 (p. 15). In that study, Nightingale demonstrates how Plato defined and legitimized ‘philosophy’ as a form of
discourse and social practice by matching it against genres of discourse with preexisting authority in democratic Athens.
69

65

how (and whether) these thinkers engaged in this kind of appropriation. What Nightingale succeeds
in showing is that Plato consistently and purposefully appealed to the full concept of a theoria—
including all three phases: the journey, the sacred viewing, and the return—in explaining what it meant
to be a philosopher, and that Aristotle, quite noticeably, did not. By reviewing some key points
supporting Nightingale’s thesis, my intention is to give the reader a way of locating, in Ancient Greek
philosophy, conceptual resources for thinking about engagement in contemplative practice today. In
Contemplative Education discourse today, most casual references to the Western intellectual tradition
point to a pseudo-Aristotelian understanding of theoria. I believe this is not only a misreading of
intellectual history but also unhelpful for thinking about what it means to introduce and teach a
practice.
Nightingale’s method for showing (1) is quite straightforward. She conducts a holistic reading
of Plato’s Republic, Symposium, Phaedrus, and Phaedo, showing along the way that “Plato’s comparisons
of philosophical ‘spectating’ to theoria at panhellenic festivals” were not simply “ornate metaphors for
the mere act of thinking,” as most scholars have assumed (2004, p. 36). Rather, diplomatic theoria
“provided the terminology and narrative structure that Plato used in his foundational accounts of
theoretical philosophy” (ibid). To show (2), Nightingale proceeds by detecting in Aristotle’s works a
deliberate departure from the model of diplomatic theoria, an institution that survived well into the 3rd
century CE. She thus provides readers with a novel, contextualist reason to endorse dominantexclusivist interpretations of Aristotle.70
As Dustin & Ziegler (2007) have stated in their compelling study of “contemplative seeing,”
it is tempting, if ultimately misguided, to claim that the civic and religious understanding of theoria had
already “given way to a more modern sense of theory in Plato” (p. 11). They point to the opening
scene of the Republic, wherein the figure of Socrates leaves the urban center of Athens to attend a
70
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religious festival at the harbor city of Piraeus. Socrates states clearly his intention to “say a prayer to
the goddess as well as behold the spectacle,” and, according to Dustin & Ziegler, if we do not see the
connection between the origin of the discussion and its ultimate goal, that can only be the result of “a
stubbornly modern interpretation” (ibid). Nightingale agrees and goes much further, locating in the
Republic not just the clear reference to religious theoria in the opening scene, but also to various themes
and motifs of civic theoria. The distinction between the ideal and the human philosopher; the
philosopher’s positive freedom contrasted with the negative ‘distance and detachment’ from their
original community (i.e., their state of atopia); the ‘blindness’ to the ‘human realm’ experienced by the
philosopher who beholds a spectacle; the alterity inherent in unfamiliar experiences of aporia and atopia;
the persistent motifs of ‘sight-seeing’ and transformative ‘visions’; and the philosopher’s ‘return and
reentry’ into the community are all themes borrowed directly by Plato from the existing, popular
institution of diplomatic theoria (2004, pp. 94-138).
Consider, for instance, how the traditional practices of diplomatic theoria feature prominently
in the Republic, and not just as a metaphor for what a character might do (like, for example, Socrates
in the Symposium, who physically withdraws from a social situation to ‘inspect’ a problem before
traveling to the eponymous party). At the beginning of the Republic, as Dustin & Ziegler also note,
Socrates describes a journey to Piraeus, a port city near Athens, where he ‘theorizes’ a festival in
offering of the goddess Bendis (Nightingale, 2004, p. 74; Republic 327a-b). Friends of Socrates,
themselves theoroi, apprehend Socrates and compel him to stay at the festival (328a). Socrates makes a
point of calling into question the “Athenocentric point of view when he claims that the Thracian
procession was as fine as the Athenian: here, he deliberately adopts a pan-hellenic viewpoint”
(Nightingale, 2004, p. 75).71 For Nightingale, the explicit reference to civic theoria anticipates the

The Phaedo similarly opens with a scene involving a civic theoria—Echecrates tells Phaedo about his surprise at the delay
between Socrates’s imprisonment and his execution. On the day before Socrates’s trial, Athens had just finished garlanding
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discussion of metaphysical theoria set forth in books V-VII (ibid). Once Socrates arrives at Cephalus’s
house, the philosophical ‘journey’ toward the ideal of the just city and the just soul “interrupts and
supplants the theoria at the festival” (ibid). We see in Book V Socrates describing the ideal philosopher
explicitly as a new kind of theoros; the lovers of sights and sounds who will model what it means to
love wisdom can be found among those who “run around to all the Dionysian festivals, never leaving
a single one out, either in the towns or in the cities” (475d). The philosophical theoria takes perhaps its
most explicit representation in the Analogy of the Cave in Book VII, wherein the philosopher theoros
journeys outwards, experiences “real terror as he leaves the familiar region of the cave and turns
towards the light” (Nightingale, 2004, p. 79), but then returns home to the cave to communicate what
he has seen. The “journey of dialectic” (532b) is, critically, what enables the philosopher to give an
“account of the essence of each thing” (534b). What he has journeyed to see is, ideally, a vision of the
Forms, and to prepare for this journey the budding philosopher receives a special education, a
preparation for the “theoria [θεωρία] of all time and of all being” (486a). The journey to the vision of
the Forms is a “divine theoria [θείων…θεωρίαν]” (517d), letting us see that Plato clearly thinks of
philosophical theoria as a journey with a religious orientation modeled after the traditional theoria to
religious sanctuaries and festivals. Like the theoroi who return home to report back to their fellow
citizens, “the philosophic theoros depicted in the Republic returns to the city to impart and implement
the truths that he has ‘witnessed’” (Nightingale, 2004, p. 82). The success of this return depends,
however, on the philosopher’s luck in living in an already good city. In the bad city, the philosopher
theoros will make the journey “in a private rather than civic capacity” (p. 83).
It is difficult to understate just how closely Plato’s descriptions of philosophical theoria match
the narrative structure of diplomatic theoria. The philosopher-as-theoros (i) departs from “the human

a theoric ship sent to a festival at Delos; a truce on public executions throughout the duration of the theoria keeps Socrates
alive for an unusually long time (57a-58c).
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and terrestrial world” in search of the Forms, encountering unfamiliarity in experiences of aporia and
atopia; (ii) enters a new, metaphysical ‘region’ of reality and engages in a sacralized, visual beholding of
the Forms in which the normal protocols of perception and cognition are suspended (i.e., there is a
‘blindness’ to the regular, terrestrial world); and (iii) ‘returns’ to the city, using newly found
“contemplative knowledge as a basis for action” (p. 97). It is the entire journey, including the crucial
period of detachment and the commitment to the return, which transforms the theoros, not merely the
second stage of ritualized spectatorship. The philosopher doesn’t just see differently but upon
returning is seen differently (ibid). In the Phaedo, Plato explores the idea that upon death, the soul
‘travels’ to divine regions of reality but that such a ‘journey’ can be practiced in present life by
practicing philosophy (p. 101). In the Phaedrus, the preincarnate human soul ‘travels,’ fully detached
from the “social and terrestrial world when it ‘contemplates’ the spectacle of the Forms” (ibid).
Although one may argue that Plato’s reliance on traditional theoria served merely as a useful
metaphor to describe the idea that the attainment of discursive knowledge of a subject implies that we
“directly grasp and understand the truth of a given subject matter” (p. 107), Plato’s conception of
‘having knowledge’ involves not just “saying” but also “seeing” (ibid). As Nightingale notes, scholars
have become “uncomfortable with what they take to be a ‘mystical’ interpretation of Plato—the
notion of a nonverbal ‘vision’ of truth smacks of an ‘unphilosophical’ religiosity” (p. 108). Kahn
(1996), for example, argues that the metaphor of vision for intellectual access to the forms is “useful
but altogether dispensable,” and that the “fundamental conception of the Forms is, from the
beginning, linguistic rather than visual in its orientation” (pp. 354-355). In Nightingale’s view,
however, the close connection between philosophical theoria and the structure of highly ritualized and
religiously infused diplomatic theoria should give us pause. Nightingale is certainly not the first to point
out that visual metaphors are “by far the most dominant in Plato’s discussions of knowledge” (2004,
p. 108), but she is the first to insist that the connection to diplomatic theoria is a reason to revisit the
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act of spectating in an analysis of the connection between Plato’s epistemology on the one hand, and
his ethics and politics on the other.
Julia Annas (1999), for example, has argued that the metaphysical theories of the Republic are
not useful for practical and ethical life because the moral theory of the text is not derived from its
metaphysics. In her view, the ‘beholding’ of the Forms, including the theoretical contemplation of
one’s own virtue, inhibits one from practicing a more practical-political life (p. 105). As Nightingale
points out, however, such inhibition only occurs throughout the duration of sacralized ‘seeing’; the
philosopher may not want to lead a political life in that moment, or may not reduce the phase of
sacralized ‘knowing’ or ‘seeing’ to their political function, but contemplative activity does not in any
way inhibit the philosopher from political action “when he ‘returns’” (2004, p. 127). Furthermore,
there is already a deeply political dimension to the sacralized-seeing aspect of diplomatic theoria, since
part of what occurs during that activity is the unbalancing of one’s political identity as one is asked to
see the world while suspending the activation of the regular concepts and inferences associated with
the object in view. The alterity experienced by the diplomatic theoros by virtue not just of the journey
(first stage) but of the seeing (second stage) would seem to match, then, the alterity experienced by the
philosopher theoros by virtue of their philosophical theoria.
Plato doesn’t offer a full analysis of how philosophers translate “contemplation into action,”
but one expected outcome of the “conversion of the soul” experienced through philosophical theoria
is that the philosopher remembers her former “fellow-inmates,” “rejoices in the change that he has
undergone,” and returns to the political life of the city (pp. 128-131).72 The “ethics of reciprocity” that
forms “the basis of the entire Greek ethical and political tradition” will encourage philosophers in the
ideal city to rule simply because they are “eager to pay back their city for the education and rearing

Plato wavers in describing the attitude of the philosopher upon returning to their home community. At times, the
philosopher is eager to return, though sometimes she is quite reluctant.
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that has been granted them” (p. 135). This fits, quite neatly, the model of the philosopher as a civic
theoros, trained for an official mission and required, “on legal and moral grounds, to return to the city
to impart and implement the things he has learned” (p. 136). Though Plato draws, at times, a rhetorical
contrast between the philosopher’s life and the life of politics73, a hallmark of the Republic is the way
the opposition between the two lives is reconciled; by the end of Book VI, they must be “brought
together in the context of the ideal city” (p. 133). Plato’s conception of the philosophical life cannot
be reduced to the acts of contemplative beholding described in the many passages, across his corpus,
where a subject engages in a sacralized ‘vision’ of the Forms. Such sight-seeing is undoubtedly a
defining feature of the philosopher’s life, but the frequent connections to diplomatic theoria, both
explicitly and in terms of parallel narrative structures, makes it clear that Plato thought of the
philosopher’s ‘return’ as an inextricable part of living philosophically.74 Nightingale isn’t here arguing
that the Platonic conception of the philosophical life seeks contemplative experiences of beholding in
order to serve one’s city; as she puts it, the soul of Plato’s philosopher “aims, first and foremost, at
wisdom, virtue, and eudaimonia” (p. 137). Philosophical theoria will thus make the philosopher happy
regardless of what kind of city she returns to. Nonetheless, for Plato, theoria does across all cases
“provide the basis for all virtuous action on earth”; Platonic theoria translates to virtuous deeds,
encompassing “both contemplative and practical activities, and should not be identified as a merely
intellectual activity” (ibid).
Although the Republic provides the starkest examples of how traditional diplomatic theoria
served as a direct model for the civically minded philosophical theoria conceived by Plato, diplomatic

73 Nightingale

takes note of the Gorgias, where Callicles champions the political life while Socrates defends the philosophical

life.
Hannah Arendt thus overstates her case in The Human Condition (1998) when she claims that in Plato’s political
philosophy the reorganization of the polis has no aim other than to “make possible the philosopher’s way of life” (p. 14).
Her interpretation makes sense if she is reading a characteristically Aristotelian notion of theoria into Plato’s political
philosophy, or otherwise conflating the two accounts of theoria, which is precisely what she seems to do (see pp. 14-20,
301-302).
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theoriai are found in the Timaeus, Critias, and Parmenides as well. As Hutchinson (2007) points out in a
review of Nightingale’s work, the “entire setup of Timaeus/Critias is theoric, as distinguished statesmen
from abroad come to observe the famous civic festival of Athens, the Great Panathenaia” (p. 484). In
the Parmenides, “distinguished visitors” are on a theoric journey to Athens for this same festival (ibid).
Although Nightingale depicts the philosopher’s theoria in dialogues like the Phaedo, Phaedrus, and
Timaeus as one that emphasizes the second stage of sacralized ‘seeing’, these dialogues nonetheless
include key depictions of the journey to the spectacle of the Forms, emphasizing in particular the
strangeness and foreignness of the new experiences. The experiences of alterity highlighted even in
Plato’s most religious appropriations of traditional theoria add to the cohesion of the overall reading;
whether Plato’s depictions of philosophical theoria emphasize its civic obligations or its divine-like
perceptions, they in all cases point to the overall transformation of the subject experiencing them.
Furthermore, even in Plato’s depictions of philosophical theoria that do not emphasize the pedagogical
or political obligations of the theoros, the link between philosophical theoria and virtuous action is made
clear. In the Phaedrus, for example, the theoria to the Form of Beauty forces the lover to react with “a
powerful sense of reverence and awe, and these feelings play a significant role in governing his
behavior: they ‘compel’ him to stop in his tracks and jerk back the reins” (Nightingale, 2004, p. 166).
The same cause-and-effect dynamic is repeated in the Symposium—Diotima, explicitly referencing
theoriai to the Eleusinian Mysteries, explains that the vision of the Form of Beauty will help the
philosopher become virtuous (209-210). Aristotle has no comparable account of the direct effect that
theoria might have on the attitude of the philosopher, and in his view, it is episteme (rather than nous)
that bears much more directly on the successful execution of phronesis.
Thus, as indicated above, theoria should be understood—across the Platonic corpus but
especially in Republic VII—with reference to the ‘return’ of the diplomatic theoros as described in, for
example, Plato’s Laws. In both texts, the foreign exploration conducted by theoroi is seen as so critical
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that “without this theoria and enquiry, a city never remains perfect, nor again if they conduct it badly”
(951c). But again, it is never sufficient, in the Platonic conception, merely to conduct a theoria. Or
rather, already baked into the Platonic conception of conducting a theoria is the understanding that
theoroi have not completed their work until they provide an account (a logos) upon their return. This
will involve, at least for Plato in the Laws, reporting on whether an oracle, for instance, has declared
anything important about legislation or education (Rutherford, 2013, p. 338).75 Just as the Platonic
theoria of the Laws is not complete until the imagined theoroi report back anything they have learned
that may have a bearing on the organization of the city, so too does the mythical Er (an official theoros),
towards the end of the Republic return from the imagined festival to offer an account of what he has
seen.76 As Nightingale suggests, “Plato’s deliberate placement of theoric events at the beginning and
end of the dialogue serves to highlight the discussion of theōria in its central books” (2007, p. 168).
We are now in a good position to better appreciate Aristotle’s departure from the Platonic
conception of philosophical theoria.77 In adopting theoria as a technical term designating a specific form
of mental activity (i.e., the exercise of nous), Aristotle severs quite starkly the link between theoria and
praxis maintained in the Platonic conception. He has, as Nightingale puts it, “no use for the metaphor
of a journey in which contemplating and acting are conceived as a continuum” (2004, p. 198). But
does this necessarily imply that Nightingale has portrayed Aristotle as an “extremist about theoria,” as
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According to Nightingale’s reading, the Timaeus is the only Platonic text that doesn’t make use of the journey metaphor.

This narrative structure seems to complement at least one recent, prominent account of Plato’s epistemology. Silverman
(2014) concludes that although Plato leaves open the possibility that the intuitive, acquaintance-like knowledge of Forms
is epistemologically basic, Plato’s insistence that “one who knows can give an account (logos) of what he knows suggests
knowledge by description or a propositional analysis” (sec. 16).
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Curiously, even quite recent and dedicated treatments of θεωρία seem to lump Plato and Aristotle together to make the
claim that “the tendency to exalt contemplative life to the exclusion of practical activity…seems quite specific to the
Academy” (Bénatouïl & Bonazzi, 2012, p. 4). The authors here follow the basic insight that there was a clear analogy
between traditional theoria and the intellectual activity that defined the life of the philosopher. Bénatouïl & Bonazzi state,
accurately, that Plato and Aristotle don’t handle this point identically, but Nightingale’s analysis should show that Plato
and Aristotle diverged so drastically in their appropriation of diplomatic theoria that it can no longer be said that both
thinkers shared the same conception of θεωρία as the philosopher’s activity.
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Woolf, in a review of Nightingale, suggests she has done (2006, p. 50)? The answer to Woolf will
depend, at least partly, on how much we are willing to rest comfortably on a hermetically sealed
interpretation of a text. If Nightingale’s analysis of Aristotle’s theoria had relied solely on a reading of
the Nicomachean Ethics, Metaphysics, and De Anima—the three texts from which most (dominantexclusivist) interpretations derive an understanding of nous as the faculty of reasoning that operates
during the activity of theoria—then her reading might be as inconclusive as that of someone like Hadot.
But because Nightingale situates her reading so carefully within Plato and Aristotle’s cultural context,
she is more successful than Hadot in taking an educated guess at Aristotle’s intentions.78
To develop this point, it is helpful to shift our attention to one of the few places that Aristotle
draws explicitly from the popular understanding of traditional theoria: the Protrepticus, a rhetorical text
in which Aristotle presents a conception of theoretical philosophy that helps explain the confounding
statements he makes, in NE X, about the philosophical life.79 Intended as a popular work to attract
people to the study of philosophy, the Protrepticus employs distinct arguments and rhetorical strategies
Aristotle uses to articulate a view of “theoretical” philosophy (Nightingale, 2004, p. 192). One notable
passage includes a rare (for Aristotle) direct reference to traditional theoria and is worth quoting in full.
To appreciate the passage, one must recall that while Plato infused his written dialogues with direct
references to civic and religious theoria, which also provide the narrative structure for his descriptions
of philosophical theoria, we find almost no such references or narrative structure in what has survived

I want to be clear about the scope of what I’m saying. Generally speaking, Hadot takes pains in his work to appeal to
cultural and historical context in defending his thesis about philosophy as a way of life. One exception to this, as I and
others suggest, is in his account of Aristotle.
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The statements that Aristotle makes in NE X about the philosophical life are confounding not on their own, but in light
of other things he says about that life throughout the Nicomachean Ethics. Throughout most of the Ethics, Aristotle seems
to indicate that the excellences of character are valuable and choice worthy for their own sake, given that they are guided
by the use of practical reason (reason being, for Aristotle, the best thing in us). But because Aristotle then shifts gears and
says, in X.7-8, that purely intellectual activity constitutes perfect eudaimonia, commentators like Martha Nussbaum have
deemed X.7-8 “incompatible” with earlier stages of the Nicomachean Ethics (1986, p. 375). As a general rule, inclusivists try
to massage X.7-8 to make it cohere with the rest of the Ethics, while dominant-exclusivists emphasize the coherency
between the concluding thoughts of X.7-8 and commentary in other texts such as Metaphysics and De Anima.
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of the Aristotelian corpus. As Nightingale states, the Protrepticus is an exception in that it does mention
traditional theoria:
Wisdom is not useful or advantageous, for we call it not advantageous but good, and
it should be chosen not for the sake of any other thing, but for itself. For just as we
go to the Olympian festival for the sake of the spectacle, even if nothing more should
come of it—for the theoria (θεωρία) itself is more precious than great wealth; and just
as we go to theorize at the Festival of Dionysus not so that we will gain anything from
the actors (indeed we pay to see them) [—]…so too the theoria (θεωρία) of the universe
must be honored above all things that are considered to be useful.
In this passage, Aristotle follows Plato in comparing the philosopher-theoros to the diplomatic-theoros
who attends festivals (2007, p. 153-154). There is a critical distinction, however, in their respective
appropriations of the institution. While Plato draws from traditional theoria to employ a “rhetoric of
estrangement” (the philosopher-theoros as fundamentally embedded in social life yet forced, by
newfound knowledge, into a state of atopia), Aristotle develops a “rhetoric of disinterest” (the
philosopher-theoros as one who values and seeks their own social detachment) that subsequently
pervades his more mature epistemological, metaphysical, and ethical works. In the passage, Aristotle
indicates clearly that the essential activity of the theoros at the festival is the ‘useless’, “pure and
disinterested act of spectating” (p. 154). The theoros of the Protrepticus is “not sent by the city, and is
not required to return and report on his findings” (2004, p. 192). When referencing theoria, Aristotle
makes no mention of (a) a ‘journey’ to a spectacle, (b) a transformation resulting from theoric gaze or
change in identity, or (c) a ‘return’ to a home community where one is held accountable. He abandons
the narrative structure of the journey that Plato took pains to reference explicitly and implicitly.
Correspondingly, the experience of Aristotle’s theoria is devoid of, and does not necessarily
result in, what Nightingale calls “reverential knowledge”—or “wisdom accompanied by wonder and
awe”—which also helps characterize Platonic theoria (2004, p. 12). As Hannah Arendt notes, it can be
said that the motivation to engage in Aristotelian theoria may be rooted in experiences of wonder
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(thaumazein): “For it is owing to their wonder that men both now begin and at first began to
philosophize” (Metaphysics, 982b12). However, Aristotle’s philosopher seeks to ‘escape’ from wonder
when he “theorizes the cause” (983a14-15), while Platonic wonder accompanies and at times emerges from
the phase of Platonic theoria that beholds the Forms. Consider, for example, Symposium, 205-210, where
the philosopher’s vision of the Form of Beauty results in a ‘wondrous vision’, or Republic, 500c-d,
where beholding the Forms is said to result in a ‘wondering’ that inspires the philosopher to imitate
them.
In short, Aristotle departed deliberately from the first and third stages of diplomatic and
Platonic theoria (as well as the alterity inherent in the second stage) because, for him, they “presented
the wrong conception of theoria” (Nightingale, 2004, p. 198). First, while Plato claimed that theoretical
knowledge was fundamentally practical and productive, Aristotle rejects this scheme (at least according
to dominant-exclusivist accounts, buttressed now by the revived understanding of diplomatic theoria).
Second, while Plato never described or developed an account of a faculty of moral reasoning distinct
from theoria or craft knowledge, Aristotle is committed to drawing a distinction between the knowledge
required for moral excellence (which shares in the divine to some extent) and the knowledge required
for mastery in craft or technical production.80 Perhaps it is a weakness rather than a strength of Plato’s
account that he never carefully analyzes the distinction between contemplation and action, given how
consistently he asserts contemplative ‘seeing’ as “the basis of action in the practical and technical
sphere” (p. 199). Nonetheless, Aristotle’s departure from a comprehensive notion of diplomatic theoria
remains—not only does he define theoria “in opposition to production or productivity” in the
Protrepticus, he explicitly encourages his contemporaries to link his conception of theoria to traditional
The fact that Aristotle uses the craft analogy to illustrate the development of moral knowledge through habituation
shouldn’t undermine this point. Both types of knowledge require habituation, but that doesn’t make them the same kind
of knowledge. Aristotle states more or less explicitly in VI.4 that moral excellence takes the form of action, while craft
knowledge will be demonstrated through production. For Aristotle, production always has an end beyond itself; action may
have an end beyond itself, but it is typically characterized as having itself as its own end. For this point to make sense,
Aristotle distinguishes action from mere ‘movement’.
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theoria, but only to the second stage of sacralized seeing, and further, without any indication that such
seeing itself fosters a transformation in the subject’s sense of self. Aristotle strips the second stage of
its association with themes of aporia, atopia, and alterity or transformation in one’s political identity or
orientation toward the world. Theoria gets reduced from a multi-faceted, transformative, inherently
political journey to the exercise of a psychological faculty, nous, that is either ‘on’ or ‘off’ at any given
moment.

2.7 From Theoria to Contemplative Education
For contemporary scholars and practitioners of Contemplative Education, Aristotle’s account
of theoria—and a reimagining of theoria as the core spiritual exercise of his Lyceum—do not offer the
best starting points for a reconstruction of a contemplative practice today. Like Plato, Aristotle offers
an account of philosophical inquiry that starts with confusion and wonder. Aristotle’s path, however,
ends in certainty, and although he believes the human desire to know won’t ever be satisfied due
precisely to our compound nature, his theoria is nonetheless a bounded event defined by the ‘pure’
noetic ‘seeing’ of (or coming into union with) “unchanging, eternal, and divine objects” (Nightingale,
2004, p. 208). As Rorty puts it,
[Aristotelian] theoria is the self-contained activity par excellence. Not only is it done for
its own sake, but it is complete in its very exercise: there is no unfolding of stages, no
development of consequences from premises. It is fully and perfectly achieved in the
very act (1980, p. 378-379).
If true, then Aristotelian theoria doesn’t offer much of a resource for today’s field of Contemplative
Education, especially given the latter’s emphasis on concrete practices that educators can introduce
into formal educational spaces. One might try to argue, like Hadot, that such noetic seeing is highly
practical in the sense that its exercise fulfills the criteria for a eudaimonic life. That approach might yet
77

be true, in the sense that it offers a coherent interpretation of Aristotelian ethics, yet it leaves open the
question of why we ought to buy into Aristotle’s account of eudaimonia in the first place given its
dependence on a metaphysics there are good reasons to reject. (We can ask the same question of
Plato.)
More importantly for the scope of my project, it is hard to think of the activity of theoria that
fulfills the criteria for eudaimonia within Aristotle’s bios theoretikos as something that can be ‘practiced’
in a robust sense. How is a person meant to develop an excellence in ‘pure thinking’ that is separate
from the ‘composite’? How would one even know that one has been successful in this kind of pure
noetic thinking? Aristotle offers no real phenomenology of theoria that might provide some guide to
practitioners interested in experiencing and developing a sustained noetic practice. What are the
standards internal to the practice of nous that would help point toward improvement and development
in the practice? Are we meant to tally and compare the number of first principles we have come into
union with during each session of theoria? How would we know when we have experienced, come into
union with, or otherwise grasped a first principle? Aristotle offers no answers to these questions, which
surely must be accounted for if scholars are to continue pointing to Hadot’s theoria as a
characteristically ‘Western’ contemplative practice.
An alternative here is to backtrack to Plato’s appropriation of diplomatic theoria. To be clear,
my intention is not to promote the notion that true theoria constitutes, as it does for him, a mental
‘journey’ to a vision of the Forms, a transformation of self in light of this vision, and a subsequent
‘return’ to a home community. Nor am I endorsing Plato’s epistemology or metaphysics as the
‘ground’ for a 21st century reboot of Platonic theoria.81 Rather, I believe that Plato’s appropriation of

We do not need to, for instance, buy into a correspondence theory of truth (Blackburn, 2018, pp. 15-24), what John
Dewey called the “spectator theory of knowledge” (1960), or the notion of philosophical inquiry as holding up a “mirror”
to nature (Rorty, 1979) in order to appreciate the sophistication with which Plato saw possibilities for transformation in a
popular cultural institution of his time.
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diplomatic theoria resulted in a conception of a way of life much more attuned to Hadot’s idea of what
it means to engage in a practice of self-cultivation in the service of a way of life. Although the narrative
structure of a diplomatic theoria need not serve only Plato’s account of philosophy, other
appropriations may have much in common with Plato’s vision of the philosophical life, one that
combines intellectual fulfillment with social and political engagement.
I am thinking here, for example, of an institution as simple as the field trip. The field trip can
take on a range of forms, from ‘simple’ excursions to local museums and neighborhood parks all the
way to study abroad and student exchanges. The choice of destination for a field trip does reflect a
sense of the student’s development, which offers a meaningful contrast to Aristotelian theoria. Like the
Socratic elenchus, field trips have the power to expose students to experiences of radical difference,
forcing them into states of aporia and atopia within which they must struggle to reconstruct their
identities in light of new knowledge about the self and world. For field trips to have a properly theoric
effect, though, they must be carefully planned. For instance, a field trip that does not demand
reflection or require an account of what a student has learned throughout the journey would seem
rather incomplete.
Similarly, a field trip that merely nods toward difference, yet does not truly engage with
whatever is foreign, will not have a properly theoric effect. An international exchange that is too
curated, too unwilling to engage with difference may be miseducative for the student. I am thinking
here of the highly manicured ‘service-learning’ trips offered by elite schools and universities, wherein
students travel abroad to engage in token experiences of ‘helping’ poor and exploited communities
around the world.82 I am not suggesting that witnessing poverty and depravation cannot have a

A similar worry might apply to the emerging literature on virtual reality field trips, which must by their nature be created
by software developers ahead of time. Unless foreignness, difference, and alterity are coded into the virtual environment
in the right way, the student’s experience will not be theoric. Another risk here is in normalizing the virtual reality field trip
as the cheaper option for students from economically exploited families and neighborhoods.
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properly theoric and transformative effect on the individual. I am saying that this witnessing and
transformation will be guided by how students are prepared to witness prior to a journey, and also
how their experiences are discussed and contextualized in the ‘accounts’ they give upon their return.
Nightingale, for one, suggests that certain key elements of Greek theoria may have “a positive
role to play in the study and practice of ecology” (2004, p. 266). A field trip in the sense of a theoric
engagement with the natural world may destabilize existing allegiances and develop the same kind of
reverence that Plato claimed followed naturally from visions of the Forms. Indeed, reverential
experiences in and of the natural world are often discussed in educational philosophy that takes
seriously the need for a deeper ecological awareness and appreciation of the dangers of ecological
degradation (e.g., Brindley, 1977; Li, 2017; Kruse, Tanchuk & Hamilton, 2020). As evidenced from
what we know about traditional diplomatic theoriai, the theoric gaze sought to cultivate transformations
of the self in the service of an expanded, inter-national solidarity. Applied to the notion of solidarity
with the natural world, such a conception of theoria would find sympathy among those scholars and
practitioners who engage with the extensive literature on naturalism, environmentalism, and (more
recently) posthumanist environmentalism. Further, a conception of field tripping as a contemplative
practice offers a secular alternative to the traditional religious pilgrimage, one that is more suited to
the demands of modern, secularized systems of education.83
Certainly, just as Plato applied it to the study of philosophy, the study of any subject matter
could, presumably, follow the narrative structure of a diplomatic theoria. The process of learning how
to use compound sentences, for example, could be described by an English teacher as a ‘journey’ to
examples of such sentences, a ‘spectating’ of a lesson on compound sentences, and a ‘return’ wherein
the student gives an account of what she has learned (e.g., by writing her own sentences). Further, the

See, e.g., Woodruff (2001), who describes reverence as a secular, civic disposition. As Nightingale suggests, reverence
for nature “need not take the form of unthinking piety or naïve nature worship…ecological theoria can be conceived as an
activity in which rigorous inquiry is accompanied by reverence and restraints” (2004, p. 268).
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exercises involved in learning grammar, geography, or chemistry could be introduced to students
primarily as practices of self-cultivation rather than as techniques that will allow them to secure a living
wage or advance scientific knowledge. Such a broad view of a ‘spiritual exercise’, however, risks
stretching the notion far too thin, recalling Zeyl’s (2003) critique of Hadot’s suggestion that all the
various research projects conducted in the Lyceum constituted spiritual exercises. Accordingly, one
benefit of narrowing the application of diplomatic theoria to the analysis of something like the field
trip, which lends itself to a somewhat richer description, is that the field trip can more easily be
understood and presented to students as an activity meant to transform the way they exist as persons
in the world.
Another avenue for further application and research includes recent work on concepts of
bearing witness, giving testimony, and enacting remembrance in education. The acknowledgement
that contemplation must be paired with action—that turning away from the messiness of practicalpolitical activity is unacceptable—undergirds much of this recent work in the philosophy of education.
Work on these and related concepts written in Europe and North America take the traumas of World
War II and the Holocaust as some of the most central themes, examples, and points of departures,
while at the same time using a varied vocabulary and the study of other atrocities in order to explore
the role of the ethical witness. In this tradition of ‘witnessing’, and in contrast to the model offered by
Aristotelian theoria, contemplation is something enacted by the witness, testifier, or member of the polis,
and re-conceived as part of a purposefully ethico-political action.84 Denying Arendt’s claim that
“contemplation itself became altogether meaningless” in the modern era (1998, p. 292), the tradition
of ‘bearing witness’ might say that a pseudo-Platonic conception of theoria is relevant to the act of

As explored in, for instance, Berlak (1999), Craps (2013), Simon (2005, 2014), Ritter (2007), Robertson (2011), Joldersma
(2014), Gordon (2015), Hinsdale (2014), and Givoni (2016).
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‘witnessing’, in the sense that the spectating phase of witnessing will remain incomplete unless further
action takes place.
It is in this context that a traditionally and stereotypically passive contemplative activity such
as listening—the use of the auditory nerves to ‘passively’ appreciate, behold, or otherwise understand
some truth—can be reframed as a crucial component of an ‘active’ moral education, as is done, for
example, by Low & Sonntag (2013), Forrest (2013), and Partaken (2017). Megan Laverty, to take
another example, does precisely this in her argument that a right reading of Rousseau’s theory of
communication reveals how Emile’s moral development depends on his ability to learn to both literally
and figuratively ‘listen’ to (and thus enter into moral community with) others (2011, pp. 168-169).
In this vein, contemporary theoric practices—ones that are fundamentally contemplative and
fundamentally practical, inspired by the narrative structure of diplomatic theoria—can be located in the
tradition of ‘witnessing’, which has, in the face of deep social trauma or moral harm, re-interpreted
characteristically passive ‘states of awareness’ as ‘self-transformative activities’. In the words of Felman
& Laub (1992), a witness “becomes radically transformed by the very process of witnessing” (p. 109),
and it is this very notion of bearing witness, receiving testimony, or enacting remembrance as a
transformation of the self that allows those working in the ‘witnessing’ tradition to think of
contemplation as having a fundamentally practical effect on the world.
Ann Chinnery, for instance, by drawing on figures such as Roger Simon, Emmanuel Levinas,
and Jacques Derrida, has done much to explore practices of remembrance as core parts of an
education for “critical historical consciousness” (2010, p. 403)—one that is as appropriate for K-12
history education as it is for public pedagogy and adult education (2011, p. 132)—and which actively
seeks to change the way we in society think about what it means to ‘do history’. Where the question
of students’ moral motivation for such an education has been raised, Chinnery has constructed bridges
to the tradition of care ethics in order to animate the notion of “caring for the past” (2013, p. 253).
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She has also, in response to similar motivational concerns, modeled the use of literature as a means
for helping students ‘see’ history as “something that makes ethical demands on us here and now”
(2014, p. 587). While the general study of history may not serve as a good model for a contemplative
practice, more discrete, bounded exercises such as ‘remembrance’, conceived as a spiritual exercise
within the study of history, may serve as properly theoric.
Engaged in a similarly literary tack and taking the works of W.G. Sebald and J.M. Coetzee as
their respective points of reference, David Hansen (2012) and Michalinos Zembylas (2009) have
pursued closely related lines of inquiry. Hansen, for example, seeks to draw a close connection
between practices of ‘remembrance’ and the idea of “ethics-as-self-cultivation” (2012, p. 126;
Joldersma, 2012). This has evolved into a research program that seeks to uphold ‘bearing witness’ as
an important orientation in educational inquiry (2017a, 2017b). For Hansen, such an orientation might
at first glance be seen as theoric in a somewhat Aristotelian sense because the act of bearing witness
is conceived of as rooted in “wonder,” “receptivity,” “concern,” “perception,” “waiting,” and “stilling
the will” (2017a, p. 19; 2017b, pp. 15, 28). These modes of consciousness have clear links to the
wonder and ‘stepping back’ characteristic of Aristotle’s rhetoric of detachment. But while Aristotelian
theoria requires one to ‘step back’, contemplate, and repeat, the ‘witness’ as conceived by Hansen and
others seeks also to testify, to ensure in some way that they are “a conduit, a vehicle, a handmaiden”
(2017b, p. 26) to the truth of what has been perceived or understood. In this view, “the witness is
never passive” (2017b, p. 23), choosing always to communicate rather than remain silent (p. 29).
Furthermore, conceived as an orientation to educational research, bearing witness offers
stunning parallels both to the narrative structure of diplomatic theoria and to Hadot’s general thesis on
philosophy as a way of life. When presented as a “fusion of philosophy and anthropology” (Hansen,
2017c, p. 37), the ideal of being a good witness offers the educational researcher a framework for
thinking about the ways in which one must be transformed as a person in order to conduct adequate
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research. For instance, exercises in listening, showing respect, and building trust (p. 43) are in this
framework conceived not just as tools for acquiring pre-existing knowledge about teachers ‘out there’
in the world, but as extensive work that the person does on herself in order to be, in a deeper, more
ethical sense, worthy of this knowledge. With its emphasis on the interactive process between the
inquirer and the inquired-into, as well as its interest in changing policies that make it difficult for a
society to ‘see’ teachers in all of their humanity, bearing witness displays many of the features that
define constructivist and transformative research paradigms (e.g., Mertens, 2010, pp. 16-34). What
bearing witness offers in addition, and which extends beyond these methodological paradigms, is a
way for researchers to understand themselves as persons-in-formation, as beings who are preparing
themselves for “recognition of the dignity of the person in the role of teacher” (Hansen, 2018, p. 45).
Such preparation for reverential knowledge will involve, among other things, journeying to a site,
adopting a more exalted and distinctively ethical mode of observation, and relating an account of what
has been learned to those who cannot themselves observe teachers and teaching. Like the activities
involved in the fieldtrip, then, bearing witness as theoric fieldwork shares many of the features of
diplomatic theoria without the weaknesses involved in an overly broad conception that would ask us
to think of all research as theoric.
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Chapter 3: Mindfulness and Politics
3.1 Introduction
Chapter 2 offered the reader who is interested in contemplative practice reasons to think of
theoria in Platonic terms, given that Aristotle’s conception of theoria doesn’t offer a model of something
that can be practiced so much as exercised (as one would a faculty). Chapter 3 departs from the ancient
world, where contemplatio would have been used to translate these competing Ancient Greek
conceptions of theoria, and brings us to the current era, where for many, contemplation is synonymous
with some conception of mindfulness. Though much has been written on mindfulness already,
professional philosophers of education have made only a few substantive forays into the discourse
surrounding mindfulness. I will begin my own discussion with two such attempts, using them as
conversational foils throughout this chapter.
In two recent essays in Democracy & Education, Andrea Hyde & James LaPrad (2015) and
Patrick Comstock (2015) defend a specific conception of mindfulness education against a particular
line of critique.85 Their conception of mindfulness is inclusive in that it includes both the notion of
mindfulness meditation as a formal and informal practice, as well as mindfulness as a more general
‘quality of attention and awareness’ in lived experience. Their argument, which I try to summarize in
more detail below, is essentially that mindfulness in both senses (as practice and as quality of attention
and awareness) is useful for cultivating a democratic ethos (in a Deweyan sense), a liberatory ethos (in a
Freirean sense), and a political ethos.86 After summarizing, I will argue that their view is misguided—

Though they are two separate papers, Comstock’s essay is a direct and approving response to Hyde & LaPrad—he
endorses their basic arguments and adds one of his own—and so in what follows I will treat both essays as together
advancing a sort of unified view.
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By political ethos I am referring to an orientation toward politically ‘effective’ actions. This idea will be clarified later in
the chapter. Furthermore, these three terms—democratic, liberatory, and political—are not mutually exclusive, and neither
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not because I think they are wrong to suggest that mindfulness education can be compatible with a
secular Deweyan, Freirean, or political education, but rather because I see their approach as lacking in
one important way. The biggest problem I see in their approach is an explicit and implicit
understanding of mindfulness education as something that (a) is necessarily supportive of the political
and cultural ideals they espouse, and (b) is necessary for the realization of those political and cultural
ideals. I believe they support (a) and (b) because they have not sufficiently grappled with the particular
line of critique that they claim to be responding to. This line of critique, which for convenience we
might label critical mindfulness, argues that mindfulness (as practice and as quality of attention and
awareness) can be employed for a variety of ends, including decidedly un-democratic, anti-liberatory,
and apolitical ends. Furthermore, critical mindfulness argues that in our current political and cultural
climate, mindfulness education has been for the most part supportive of un-democratic, antiliberatory, and apolitical ends.
Following certain strands of this line of critique, I will argue, against Hyde, LaPrad, and
Comstock, that mindfulness education is (A) not necessarily supportive of the political and cultural ideals
they espouse, and (B) not necessary for the realization of those political and cultural ideals. I will conclude
that an evaluation of the political and ethical goals, commitments, attitudes, and actions of students
and teachers—which form the social milieu surrounding formal and informal mindfulness practices—
are far more important in determining whether or not mindfulness education ‘works’ to support
democratic and liberatory ends. Any suggestion that mindfulness education is potentially or inherently
supportive of Deweyan and Freirean political ideals must be weighed against evidence that those ideals
are being realized in concrete ways. If they are not, then we should reconsider our commitment to
mindfulness education and focus instead on more proven methods for realizing our shared political

are some of the views of Dewey and Freire. I am separating them here as a heuristic, not because they represent three
radically different spirits.
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ideals. At the very least, we must consider better models for what a ‘successful’ mindfulness education
might look like.

3.2 Mindfulness: An Overview
In “Mindfulness, Democracy, and Education,” Hyde & LaPrad introduce a three-part
“mindfulness pedagogy that includes mindful teaching, teaching mindfulness, and engagement in
mindful practices” (2015, pp. 1, 6-7). In “The Politics of Mindfulness,” Comstock (2015) does not
explicitly advance this tripartite pedagogy, but he endorses the general approach and goes into some
depth about the nature of mindfulness. It will be useful to review their conception of mindfulness
before moving onto their points about Dewey, Freire, and political action.
Hyde & LaPrad acknowledge, as does Comstock, that ‘mindfulness’ is a complex term with a
complex genealogy. The American Theravada Buddhist monk Bhikkhu Bodhi has argued that
mindfulness as a concept has become “so vague and elastic that it serves almost as a cipher into which
one can read virtually anything we want” (Bodhi, 2011, as cited in Purser, Forbes & Burke, 2016, p.
v). Grossman & Van Dam have said that the widespread enthusiasm for mindfulness in Western
psychological sciences “has resulted in [a] proliferation of definitions, operationalizations and selfreport inventories that purport to measure mindful awareness as a trait” (2011, p. 219).87 The meaning
of mindfulness is “elusive,” says the clinical psychologist Ruth Baer, and as of 2011 there were at least
eight distinct self-questionnaires aimed at assessing its different facets (2011, p. 245). Indeed, it must
be noted that the concept of mindfulness Hyde, LaPrad, and Comstock are working with is one
particular understanding of contemporary mindfulness, as contrasted with more canonical

The 2017 National Health Interview Survey (NHIS) administered by the National Institutes of Health (NIH) found that
the percentage of U.S. children (aged 4-17 years) meditating increased almost tenfold between 2012 (0.6 percent of
American children) and 2017 (5.4 percent of American children) (Black et al, 2018).
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understandings of the term, which are intertwined with classical and non-dual Buddhist traditions
(Dunne, 2015).88 Comstock correctly notes that ‘mindfulness’ is a translation of the Pali term sati
(Sanskrit: smṛti), which he argues is understood in the Buddhist canon “not as a quality of awareness
but as a function of memory” (2015, p. 2). This is somewhat misleading. While it is true that ‘memory’
is often the literal meaning of the term ‘smṛti’, scholars of Buddhism have pointed out that it has a
wider, often metaphorical range of application, including usage that sometimes evokes “heedfulness”
(Wallace, 2006; Dunne, 2015), sometimes references a type of character that is thoughtful (Gethin,
2015), is sometimes characterized as “lucid awareness” (Bodhi, 2011), and sometimes designates a
type of awareness that will prevent one from forgetting the object at the center of one’s meditative
focus (Gethin, 2011; Vasubandhu, 2012). As John Dunne argues: “[During] Mindfulness of Breathing,
for example, to maintain the mental facet smṛti does not mean that one ‘remembers’ the sensations of
breathing; instead, it means that one suspends attention on those sensations without becoming
distracted away from them” (2015, p. 258). Here, one does not literally ‘remember’ what the sensation
of breathing is like; rather, one maintains an awareness that one is meant to return to the breath as the
focus of awareness, in the event of distraction. In other passages, sati at times means “an awareness
of things in relation to things, and hence an awareness of their relative value” (Gethin, 1992, p. 39),
and so “cannot refer to ‘remembering’ in any simple sense” (Sharf, 2017, p. 203). So, although
‘mindfulness’ as a mental state, trait, or process might indeed involve or rely on a ‘faculty of
memory’—one must not forget, after all, that one is supposed to be maintaining a certain type of
awareness—canonical mindfulness cannot be reduced to the process of ‘memory recall’ as described
in contemporary cognitive psychology. Comstock takes his cue from a brief look at the Samyutta
Nikāya; specifically, a translated passage he quotes in a footnote, which refers to “the faculty of sati”
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(2015, p. 2). If this were the only textual source we could interpret, Comstock’s assertion might hold.
But as Dunne and others show, the term smṛti/sati does indeed refer to a ‘quality of attention and
awareness’ at various points in the Milindapanha, the Pali Nikāyas (one part of which is the Samyutta
Nikāya), and in technical Abhidharma definitions.
As I’ve suggested, Comstock, Hyde, and LaPrad all seem to refer to a particular conception of
contemporary mindfulness, one that will be quite familiar to anyone who has been exposed to recent
educational, clinical, or popular mindfulness discourse. The authors rightly note that this discourse
stems most prominently from the modern clinical application of canonical mindfulness popularized
by Jon Kabat-Zinn’s standardized Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) program, which has
resulted in the development of other clinical programs such as Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy
(MBCT) and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT). At the same time, the hybrid form of
contemporary mindfulness referred to by Comstock, Hyde, and LaPrad is not informed only by its
recent clinical applications but should instead be understood as having multiple practical and
theoretical roots and branches. Contemporary mindfulness, or rather, mindfulnesses, have been
fundamentally shaped by (and continue to shape) teachers, scholars, and practitioners who over time
have merged their understanding of Buddhism and canonical mindfulness with the ideas and
theoretical frameworks of empirical psychology and neuroscience (Lutz, et al., 2015; Rosenkranz,
Dunne & Davidson, 2019), psychoanalysis (Epstein, 2008), modern management theory (Good, et al.,
2016; Islam, Holm & Karjalainen, 2017; Purser, 2018), continental philosophy (Ergas & Todd, 2015),
American transcendentalism (McMahan, 2008), American pragmatism (Garfield, 2019), rationalism,
New Age thought (Taylor, 2007; Schwimmer & McDonough, 2018), and modernist literature
(McMahan, 2008), among other sources.
So, although contemporary formal and informal mindfulness practices, and the discourse
surrounding them, are heavily influenced by both the classical and non-dual Buddhist canon (Dunne,
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2015), they have at the same time taken on a life and meaning of their own as a result of Buddhism’s
historical confluence with aspects of modernity such as western monotheism, rationalism, scientific
naturalism, secularism, and Romantic expressivism (McMahan, 2008; McMahan, 2017a; McMahan &
Braun, 2017). One consequence is that, over time, the practices and discourse of mindfulness in
contemporary Europe and North America (among other geographic regions) have become privatized,
deinstitutionalized, and detraditionalized relative to the practices and discourse of mindfulness as they
existed in India, Tibet, Burma, Japan, China, Vietnam, and Korea prior to 19 th and 20th century
colonialism and the modern West’s reconfiguration of those practices and discourses (McMahan &
Braun, 2017; Sharf, 2017). This is not to suggest that Comstock, Hyde, and LaPrad should be adhering
more strictly to traditional (read: pre-modern Buddhist) interpretations of mindfulness practice and
discourse. Quite the opposite. It is only because they are committed to advancing a contemporary,
hybrid conception of mindfulness that they are able to pursue the argument that mindfulness practices
and discourse might be compatible with the de jure secular commitments of American public schools.89
Nor should anyone read their descriptions of contemporary mindfulness and react by saying that what
they endorse is not a ‘true’ or ‘pure’ mindfulness. As any historian or philosopher of Buddhism will
attest, whether we are talking about the contemporary era or pre-modern eras, there has never been
an uncontested understanding of ‘traditional’ mindfulness, and as a result of globalization one is
nowadays just as likely to find both traditional and hybrid forms of mindfulness in Asia as in Europe
and North America (Thompson, 2020, pp. 23-55). Thus, an appeal to tradition can be interesting and
(to a limited extent) helpful, but it will not do the work we need it to do as we explore the
contemporary discourse of mindfulness education. We are better off focusing concretely on the

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to adjudicate the particular question of what makes contemporary mindfulness
secular, if it is. Many contemporary commentators, including myself, agree that it can, generally speaking, be thought of as
sufficiently secular, though others disagree. My view in this chapter must therefore be considered partly on the assumption
that I and others are right about this point.
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specific practices and qualities of attention and awareness being described, taught, and endorsed in
contemporary educational settings, and which are labeled ‘mindful’.90
With that in mind, it is fortunate that Comstock, Hyde, and LaPrad do point to their own
understanding of the term, which is stable enough for us to do some work. It will be useful, then, to
zero in on the specific practices and qualities of awareness they reference and describe in order to see
how they are thinking about the relationship between mindful practices, attention, and awareness on
the one hand, and Deweyan, Freirean, and political practices and ideals on the other. For the sake of
advancing the discussion, I have tried to divide Hyde, LaPrad, and Comstock’s descriptions of
mindfulness into three categories: mindfulness as a formal practice, as an informal practice, and as a
quality of attention and awareness.

Mindfulness as a Formal Practice
Hyde & LaPrad helpfully note that “[mindfulness] is often positioned as equivalent to seated
meditation and stilling the mind, but it is actually much broader” (2015, p. 2). (I hope to capture the
‘broader’ aspects of their mindfulness in the two sub-sections below, and to focus on the authors’
references to formal practices—primarily, mindfulness meditation—in this sub-section.) For these
authors, “mindfulness may refer to any one of a host of practices but usually includes relaxation
techniques, breathing practices, and movement (yoga)” (p. 2).91 They reference Kabat-Zinn’s (2003,
This comment about the limits of tradition might raise a question about why, in Chapter 2, I focused so much on
exploring Platonic and Aristotelian conceptions of theoria. In that chapter, I was not mounting an argument about what
constitutes ‘true’ theoria, but rather trying to show that Aristotle’s appropriation of diplomatic-theoria offers a poorer model
and fewer conceptual resources for contemporary scholars in Contemplative Education who are interested in
reconstructing theoria as a contemplative practice. I also did not say that we should adopt, wholesale, Plato’s ‘truer’ account
of theoria, for that would commit us to a range of problematic metaphysical beliefs. Instead, I suggested that Plato’s
appropriation of a theoric pilgrimage offers a richer and more intelligible model for what it means to engage in a practice.
90

Note that the inclusion of yoga marks one of the many departures of contemporary hybrid mindfulness from canonical
mindfulness. Similarly, the framing of these practices as ‘relaxation techniques’ goes against the grain of traditional
framings, which do not presuppose that these practices always do or should result in relaxation (Lindahl, 2017; Lindahl,
Fisher, Cooper, et al., 2017; Sharf, 2017; Lindahl, Britton, Cooper, et al., 2019; Britton, 2019). This alternative framing
doesn’t really pose a significant problem for us but is useful to keep in mind.
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2005) well-known instructions for breathing-focused formal mindfulness practice—“paying attention
on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgmentally to the unfolding of experience” (pp. 23)—but also include in their hybrid conception of formal ‘mindfulness’ certain practices that stem
from Christian contemplative traditions, such as “labyrinth walking or lectio divina” (p. 3).92 When they
reference empirical studies that connect formal mindful practices to the development of compassion
(Davidson, et al., 2012) and attentional focus (Jha, Krompinger, & Baime, 2007), the specific practices
used in those studies include seated mindfulness meditation in the style of clinical MBSR, but also
various overlapping types of formal Focused Attention (FA), Open Monitoring (OM), 93 and
compassion-based practices characteristic of more traditional approaches to mindfulness meditation,
which themselves hew more closely to canonical descriptions of meditation practice in the classical
and non-dual Buddhist traditions.94 Hyde & LaPrad’s hybrid conception of formal mindfulness
practices (which they sometimes call ‘contemplative techniques’) also includes “imagining and
reflective journal writing,” tai chi, and qi gong (2015, p. 7).95 In a helpful section, the authors describe
practices used in three schools that they believe “create the space for mindfulness pedagogy” (ibid):

The inclusion of Christian practices within a conception of mindfulness is, of course, a radical departure from canonical
mindfulness.
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I take the terminology of FA and OM styles of mindfulness practice from Lutz, et al. (2015).

For more comprehensive reviews of empirical studies of the effects of school-based mindfulness, compare Zoogman,
et al. (2015) against Zenner, Hermleben-Kurz & Walach (2014). Zoogman, et al. find that mindfulness interventions with
youth are helpful for alleviating psychological symptoms, with an effect size “indicating superiority of mindfulness
treatments over active conditions” (2015, p. 290). In contrast, Zenner, Hermleben-Kurz & Walach conclude that, given
the absence of strong active controls, “the precise role the element of mindfulness really plays is unknown, as is the extent
of the effect that can be attributed to non-specific intervention factors, such as perceived group support, the specialty, and
novelty, of the intervention, of taking time out in school and at home, or of generic resting and relaxing” (2014, p. 17). As
Comstock notes, “[it] may be too early yet to gauge empirically the effectiveness of mindfulness as an educational
intervention; only a handful of small-scale studies have been done so far, and most have methodological problems, like
small sample sizes and lack of a control group” (2015, p. 1). Outside of the educational context, Goyal et al. (2014) find
that mindfulness is not more effective than other active treatments (such as drugs or exercise) at treating a variety of
symptoms. More recently, Rosenkranz, Dunne & Davidson (2019) find that mindfulness-based interventions confer
salubrious effects, but not significantly more or less than the benefits enjoyed by active control groups (p. 179).
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Note the incorporation of “journal writing”, as well as Taoist, Confucian, and traditional Chinese martial arts and healing
practices.
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Eagle Rock, in Colorado, offers yoga and seated meditation; Westminster Center School, in Vermont,
teaches yoga and mindful meditation, including practices of “mindful eating,”; and the IDEAS
Academy, in Wisconsin, offers dance and yoga. In these ‘case study’ schools, both students and
teachers engage in a range of formal ‘mindfulness’ practices. Comstock (2015), too, begins with a
reference to Kabat-Zinn’s (2005) conception of formal mindfulness meditation (p. 2), and describes
the basic strategy of mindful breathing practice as “using the mind to calm the body…to calm the
mind” (ibid). For Comstock, formal breathing practice “affords the opportunity to submit one’s own
thoughts and beliefs to more careful scrutiny,” for example by allowing one to cultivate a “sharpened
sense of the mental events that interrupt one’s focus” (2015, p. 3). Through formal breathing practice,
“the habits of the discursive mind become easier to see, and the process of attention substitution
becomes more apparent, the process by which one object of attention is replaced by another” (ibid).
One basic instruction in formal mindfulness of breathing practice is “to breathe in an easeful, calming
way,” which allows the practitioner, over time, to gain a “sharpened sense of how the body feels from
the inside,” thereby making it “possible to acquire the ability to willfully manipulate and regulate the
experience of emotions” (p. 4).96

The authors do not describe formal mindfulness meditation practice in much depth, but school-based mindfulness
programs often employ the same sorts of formal meditation practices found in popular introductory mindfulness primers,
such as Buddhadasa Bhikkhu (1988), Kabat-Zinn (1994, 2013), Thich Nhat Hanh (1987), Guanaratana (2011), and
Goldstein (2016). These include various sorts of practices of maintaining focused attention on different aspects of
inhalation and exhalation (e.g., counting breaths; the sensation of breathing in the nose, throat, stomach, lungs, or
diaphragm; awareness of the duration and quality of pauses between breaths, etc.) and also open monitoring of phenomena
that arise during breathing practice (e.g., images, internal dialogue, affective responses, conceptual judgments, external
stimuli such as sounds, etc.). If the mindfulness meditations stem from Classical Buddhist traditions, they may also include
directions for labeling and ‘coding’ mental states as ones “to be adopted” (because they are “wholesome”) or ones “to be
abandoned” (because they are “unwholesome”) (Dunne, 2015, p. 256). However, contemporary (hybrid) mindfulness
instruction rarely includes these sorts of ethically coded judgments precisely because it attempts to move away from sīla
(Sanskrit: śīla), a Buddhist ethical code “designed to reduce the abundance and influence of negative mental states in the
practitioner’s mind” (ibid).
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Mindfulness as an Informal Practice
Hyde, LaPrad, and Comstock also discuss a wide range of informal mindfulness practices, which
certainly have a great deal of overlap with the more formalized seated and movement-based practices
described above. Two good examples of overlap include the practices of “reflective journaling” and
“mindful eating,” which may be more or less formal depending on how students are asked to engage
in them, and which are definitely not representative of canonical mindfulness practices (though they
are nonetheless perfectly suited to the hybrid conception of contemporary mindfulness advanced by
the authors).97 Indeed, throughout the two essays, the references to specific formal mindfulness
practices are often indirect, and occur by way of citing empirical studies that look at the effects of
formal practices on different aspects of brain and behavior. Additional informal practices mentioned
by Hyde & LaPrad include “patient attention (listening)”; “critical revision”; “care for the self”98;
“perspective taking” (p. 3); “bringing attention to our sensations, emotions, and thoughts, keeping all
in balance yet without denial or restriction”99 (p. 4); the identification and transformation of
“conditioning and unexamined biases” (p. 5); remaining “conscious of our own conditioning and
worldviews” (p. 6); “rock climbing”; “dialogue” (p. 8); “democratic listening”; and “thinking routines”
that “deliberately focus and structure critical thinking toward self and social development, taking
perspective, and the adoption of multiple perspectives” (p. 9). (This is an incredibly wide range of
actions and practices, all of which are depicted by the authors as either cultivating or manifesting

An important caveat: though ‘mindful eating’ as a formal practice is not emphasized in Buddhist canon, the instruction
to ‘be mindful’ while engaging in different aspects of one’s lived experience (including, for example, eating) is certainly
depicted in canonical sources (e.g., from the Mahāsatipaṭṭhāna Sutta 292: “Whether he is drinking, eating, or tasting, he is
fully aware of his actions.”) Thus, there is some overlap between the characteristic mindful eating exercises introduced by
many school-based mindfulness programs (in particular, the famous ‘raisin’ exercise), and the discourse of mindfulness
practice found in canonical texts. The difference is that canonical mindfulness meditation instructions do not, as far as I
know, focus on mindful eating as a central exercise, while many contemporary school-based programs do.
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Note this terminology from Michel Foucault (1986, 2005).

The instruction “without denial or restriction” reflects the characteristically world-affirming stance of contemporary
mindfulness practice and discourse (McMahan, 2017a).
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mindfulness.) Focusing more narrowly on William James’s theory of attention, Comstock emphasizes
the practice of “voluntarily directing attention” (2015, p. 3), which is included here because ‘voluntarily
directing attention’ can presumably be carried out throughout the course of any activity, and not just
in formal mindfulness meditation practice.

Mindfulness as a Quality of Attention and Awareness
The two sub-sections above are a crude attempt to organize some, though not all, of the formal
and informal practices that Hyde, LaPrad, and Comstock call ‘mindful’. However, the bulk of their
collective discussion of mindfulness concerns mindfulness not as a practice but as a certain ‘quality’
or ‘mode’ of attention or conscious awareness. In my reading, it is this quality of attention and
awareness which they regard as fundamental in realizing a Deweyan, Freirean, and political education.
The formal and informal practices described above serve as vehicles that cultivate this quality of
attention and awareness, though of course at times the practices themselves are also instantiations of
the educational ideals being endorsed (e.g., “Deweyan democratic listening”).100 A conceptual anchor
for both papers, as mentioned above, is Jon Kabat-Zinn’s description of “mindfulness as a special
type of awareness: “open, accepting, nonjudgmental awareness, centered in the present moment”
(Comstock, 2015, p. 2). It is a type of awareness that “emerges through paying attention on purpose,
in the present moment, and non-judgmentally to the unfolding of experience” (Hyde & LaPrad, pp.
2-3). As Dunne (2015), McMahan (2008), McMahan & Braun (2017), Thompson (2017), and KabatZinn himself (2011) have claimed, Kabat-Zinn’s repackaging of mindfulness was an explicit attempt
(among other historical attempts) to secularize styles of canonical Buddhist mindfulness and develop
clinical practices that would allow practitioners to cultivate and inhabit the qualities of attention and

This latter sense, in which a practice itself instantiates or actualizes an ideal or excellence internal to the practice, hews
more closely to the technically precise notion of a ‘practice’ that I introduced in Chapter 2.
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awareness which also concern Comstock and Hyde & LaPrad.101 As Hyde, LaPrad, and Comstock
make clear, however, their conception of mindfulness as a quality of attention and awareness extends
beyond the relatively narrower conception of mindfulness as it is used in the context of MBSR and its
clinical derivatives. (And as I argue above, advocates of contemporary mindfulness should not feel
‘beholden’ to more canonical descriptions of mindfulness, though they should describe clearly the
sorts of practices and qualities of attention and awareness they are trying to promote.) When we move
beyond the mentions of MBSR-style mindfulness, what emerges from Hyde, LaPrad, and Comstock
is a conception of mindfulness as a quality of attention and awareness that enables us to, for example,
observe, participate in, and accept “each of life’s moments from a state of equilibrium or loving
kindness” (Albrecht, Albrecht & Cohen, 2012, p. 2, as quoted in Hyde & LaPrad, 2015, p. 2). 102 The
following passage is also fairly representative of their shared view of mindfulness as a quality of
attention and awareness:
“It is self-oriented but dissolves the atomistic notion of the self. It is universe- or
other-oriented but takes the first-person experience as the object of study. It holds an
attitude of kindness, curiosity, openness and unfinishedness. It is not primarily an
intellectual activity; it is centered on the body and takes up feeling and awareness as
the informational environment” (p. 3).
There is some lack of clarity around which historical style can claim greater influence on the development of MBSR.
Dunne (2015) argues that “several aspects of these Nondual styles [e.g., the Mahāmudrā and Dzogchen traditions of Tibet,
the Chan traditions of China, Japanese Zen, and Korean Seon Buddhism] align more favorably with Contemporary
Mindfulness in the context of formal practice, and as Jon Kabat-Zinn notes (2011), these styles have had a direct historical
impact on the development of MBSR, more so than any Classical style” (italics mine; p. 259). McMahan & Braun (2017),
on the other hand, talk about how MBSR “uses mindfulness techniques derived largely from insight meditation, as taught by
Joseph Goldstein and Jack Kornfield, and is aimed at reducing stress by undercutting pre-reflective reactions to stimuli”
(italics mine; p. 11). (Insight (vipassanā) meditation is a characteristically Classical Buddhist style of mindfulness meditation
(Dunne, 2015)). In another text, McMahan (2017) more clearly states that “Kabat-Zinn, who has had extensive training in
both Vipassanā and Zen meditation, combined elements of each into a meditation program that was quite consciously excised
of explicitly religious language, in accordance with the particular religious-secular configuration of the United States”
(italics mine; p. 120). Thompson (2017) follows Dunne (2011, 2015) in suggesting that “‘contemporary mindfulness’—the
style of mindfulness central to Buddhist modernism—draws largely from these ‘non-dual’ rather than ‘classical’ styles of
mindfulness practice” (italics mine; p. 49).
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Though see Braun (2017) for an account of how Kabat-Zinn was also deeply concerned to create an “American
vocabulary” for mindfulness that would “enchant the secular” (p. 194). “Mindfulness in Kabat-Zinn’s presentation
enchants the world such that a practitioner may well claim, in a further secularization of the saying so endemic to American
spirituality, that he or she is ‘mindful but not religious’” (p. 197).
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Mindfulness, for these authors, fosters compassion, defined as “the capacity to feel, and wish to
relieve, the suffering of others” (Roeser & Pinela, 2014, p. 14, as quoted in Hyde & LaPrad, 2015, p.
3). It supports a “process-oriented, rather than an ends-oriented, way of being” (p. 4), and is
manifested by teachers who are “reflective of their teaching practice, focused on the experiences
before them in the classroom, and open to growth and continual revision” (p. 6). Further, mindful
teaching, which “embodies the qualities of mindfulness,” involves “attending to the present
pedagogical moment, including the environment, the participants (teachers, students, authors), and
the content, as it is variously located in a swirl of interdisciplinary field” (pp. 6-7).103 Such a quality
requires “(self-) awareness and (self-) reflection, including an awareness of being situated in a vast
barrage of overlapping contexts, from the geographic to the sociocultural” (p. 7). Comstock expands
on all this by linking mindful attention and awareness to William James’s notion of voluntary, selective
attention as “intentionally focusing on or directing awareness to a single object or train of thought
from among many possible others” (2015, p. 2), as well as to more contemporary psychological
accounts of ‘executive functioning’ (e.g., Comstock cites Posner & Peterson, 1990). Arguing that
“mindfulness improves the ability to pay attention to our sensations, emotions, and thoughts” (p. 2),
he goes on to mention the oft-cited James quote about attention being “the very root of judgment,
character, and will,” and attention training as the central element of “the education par excellence”
(italics original; pp. 2-3). In a helpful passage, Comstock discusses Iris Murdoch’s (1970) essay “The
Idea of Perfection,” focusing on a shift in the quality of attention and awareness of one of Murdoch’s
imagined characters. The character, a jealous mother-in-law, engages in a “reflective process” that
allows her to critically examine her own “mental scripts” about her daughter-in-law and to see them

One is reminded of Dewey’s chapter on “The Nature of Subject Matter” in Democracy and Education (1916). “When
engaged in the direct art of teaching, the instructor needs to have subject matter at his finger’s end; his attention should
be upon the attitude and response of the pupil. To understand the latter in its interplay with subject matter is his task…the
teacher should be occupied not with subject matter in itself but in its interaction with the pupils’ present needs and
capacities” (p. 183).
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as “prejudices and biases.” For Comstock, mindfulness practice “opens up space for precisely this sort
of critical self-reflection” (p. 3).
Now, before taking the above and moving us into a discussion of mindfulness education as
Deweyan, Freirean, and political, I will quote one final, lengthy passage from Hyde & LaPrad, which
helpfully describes a teacher who embodies the sort of ‘mindfulness’ they are after.
“[A] young novice teacher must be mindful when asking her class a question. Once
the question leaves the teacher’s mouth, eager hands rise to respond with answers. She
likely will feel compelled to select the first student to raise a hand. She feels emotionally
relieved that her question was heard and there is a respondent; however, her selection
of a respondent will have ethical consequences. The mindful teacher recognizes and
balances the dynamics of the socially constructed classroom climate and pauses to
contemplate who to call on and what the intention of the question was. The mindful
teacher becomes engaged in a dramatic rehearsal, recognizing the social and ethical
implications of their actions. Practice as usual privileges the active, assertive student,
usually those who are affirmed by the mainstream culture of the school while
inadvertently silencing others…Scanning the raised hands, the teacher recognizes the
need to facilitate access to the hoped-for discussion for the less active students,
perhaps some of whom represent less powerful social groups” (p. 4).
The example of the ‘mindful teacher’ here is one who manages to ‘take a step back’ from her primary
impulses and intuitions, and in so doing creates an opportunity for herself to better connect her actions
in the classroom with her broader ethical and political ideals. Like Murdoch’s character, the mindful
teacher may have certain prejudices and biases. Perhaps she feels compelled to call on the first hand
raised because of an assumption that quick students deserve more recognition, or that boys are
especially good at math, or that a white student will be more likely to understand a subtle argument.104
However, the teacher ‘steps back’ into a more ‘mindful mood’, notices this “mental script,”
reevaluates, and proceeds against her initial impulse. Perhaps she calls on a shy but otherwise eager
I am relying here on ugly stereotypes merely to illustrate the kind of bias and prejudice I imagine Hyde, LaPrad, and
Comstock think that mindfulness is equipped to help us overcome. The authors are not wrong to bring up implicit bias.
Empirical evidence has shown clearly that even well-intentioned teachers regularly perceive members of socially dominant
groups as possessive of greater abilities than their peers, and that they are frequently predisposed to treating students who
are marked as members of socially non-dominant groups disfavorably as a result (e.g., Gilliam, et al., 2016; Jackson,
Gibbons & Sharpe, 2017; Bonefeld & Dickhäuser, 2018).
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student in the first scenario, or a girl in the second, or a student of color in the third. She does this
because it is a pedagogical move that advances her broader ideals: to reduce the silencing effects of
misogyny and racism, or to encourage women to become scientists, or to allow Latina students to
think of themselves as philosophers, or to otherwise cultivate in certain students a sense of their equal
worth and dignity in a world that pushes them to think that they are not equally respectable. Having
done so, we might reasonably say that she has engaged in a successful moment of “critical selfreflection.”105
However, in order for this teacher to have gotten to the point where she has formed the
predisposition to ‘step back’ in the first place, the authors imagine that she has undergone some sort
of formal or informal mindfulness practice (this is the ‘engagement in mindful practices’ prong of
their tri-partite ‘mindfulness pedagogy’). She has, let’s say, “dissolved the atomistic notion of the self,”
such that she now perceives her actions as affecting others in a new way. Now, when she acts, she
experiences affecting others as in a sense equivalent to affecting herself—because she recognizes her
fundamental state of interdependency—and so she is perhaps more likely to take care in her actions.
Or perhaps, where before she would ignore a bodily sensation that arose during the brief moment
between posing a question and calling on a student, through some sort of extensive mindful bodyawareness practice she now registers that sensation as a form of discomfort (e.g., guilt), and connects
the sensation to a cause: guilt arising because an action she was about to take (e.g., calling on a boy
first in a math class) would conflict with an ideal (e.g., gender equality). Or perhaps, even more simply,
the mindfulness practice has allowed her to relax when facing her class, so that where before she
would experience a ‘tunnel vision’ effect, zeroing in quickly on the first sign of movement, she now
benefits from a broader field of view, quite literally speaking. As far as I can tell, these are the sorts of
psychological mechanisms that underlie the “mindfulness pedagogy” that motivates Hyde, LaPrad,
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In Chapter 5, I will discuss this same sort of process under the heading of ‘critical subjectivity’.
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and Comstock. And the moments of “critical self-reflection” I’ve imagined above are, I believe,
representative of what the authors think a mindful teacher might experience once the teacher has
undergone some degree of formal or informal mindfulness practice. Having appreciated this example
of the ‘mindful teacher’, we are now better equipped to review in more detail how the authors connect
mindfulness to a Deweyan, Freirean, and political education.

3.3 Mindfulness Education as Deweyan, Freirean, and Political
Hyde & LaPrad (2015) do not suggest that John Dewey or Paulo Freire ever wrote about
mindfulness education in so many words, but they do encourage us to see “areas of compatibilities
and resonance” to support the notion that “mindfulness is compatible with democratic life” (2).
Comstock follows: “[Because] mindfulness practice develops these qualities of mind—including
openness to new ideas and the mental flexibility required to see things from another’s point of view—
it can be seen as an asset to democratic governance” (2015, p. 3).
Hyde, LaPrad, and Comstock aspire to a robust conception of democracy and democratic life,
one with which I am thoroughly sympathetic. Hyde & LaPrad, for example, point beyond the standard
legal-institutional practice of majority rule via periodic elections and toward the characteristically
Deweyan vision of ‘democracy as a way of life’, a vision that has been understood as amenable to
political commitments that are thoroughly liberal and socially democratic, in some cases sympathetic
to democratic socialism (Livingston & Quish, 2018), and at times even approaching something that
resembles anarcho-communism or libertarian-communism (Bartenberger, 2015).106 The authors cite

My goal here is not to settle the question of what Dewey’s true political commitments may have been, or which specific
forms of democratic practices and politico-economic systems his educational philosophy requires us to endorse. For
example, I don’t think I need to answer the question, here, of whether Dewey’s educational vision is more amenable to
social democracy or democratic socialism. Since we currently have neither in any robust sense, either, more fully realized,
would be an improvement over the current state of affairs. I am taking a cue here from the tradition of non-ideal political
theory (e.g., Mills, 2005; Valentini, 2012) in order to suggest that Dewey’s vision of democratic education and society is an
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John Dewey (1916), Amy Gutmann (1999), Parker Palmer (1998), and Barbara Thayer-Bacon (2006),
among other education theorists, to endorse a vision of democracy as a political and cultural system
that entails “nondiscrimination,” “nonrepression,” “continual revision,” and “pluralism,” and which
is “justice-oriented,” “participatory,” and “associative” (p. 2). Central to their view is the idea that a
democratic citizen must take on the responsibility to engage in “corrective actions” such as social
activism and public criticism of an unjust status quo (ibid). And since “knowledge of injustice must
precede corrective action,” they write that “critical awareness requires a practice of continual
awakening,” where ‘critical awareness’ means awareness of injustices and imbalances of power (ibid).107
For Dewey, the education process “has two sides to it, one psychological and one social” and these
“must be neither dichotomized nor imbalanced” (p. 4). Hyde & LaPrad read this sort of insight by
Dewey and draw on it to advance the perfectly reasonable point that how one lives and reflects on
one’s own experience will greatly determine how one then goes on to act in the social world. The idea
is that we can reflect more or less mindfully on our experiences—or rather, be more or less mindful in
our experiences—such that our interactions with others will be more or less democratic in the
Deweyan sense. They argue that the two are deeply correlated. In their words:

improvement an order of magnitude removed from the impoverished reality of democratic life and education that currently
exists in American society. This cue from non-ideal theory is what motivates my claim that Deweyans and Freireans can
have shared political ideals now, regardless of whether their ideals conflict in the final analysis. Now, a committed Freirean,
if she is a committed anti-capitalist (which she should be, if she is a committed Freirean), might object and say that making
capitalism a little more humane (e.g., through social democracy) in fact extends an unjust state of affairs by making it more
palatable and therefore harder to abolish in the long-run. She might say that Dewey’s criticisms of capitalism don’t amount
to much unless his philosophy commits us to the project of the revolutionary overthrow of capitalism. I am not sure I can
offer a convincing response to this type of Freirean other than to insist, for example, that public schools should be funded
equitably (and not in accordance with local property taxes, as they are now), and that all else equal this would make millions
of people’s lives better and is thus a worthy political goal even if it does not result, in any obviously causal way, in the
abolition of capitalism.
We can think here of the aforementioned ‘mindful teacher’s’ critical reflection on how sociological realities shape her
own implicit biases. ‘Critical awareness’ will likewise be subsumed under ‘critical subjectivity’ in Chapter 5.
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“If we recognize the symbiotic relationship between democracy and education, we see
that mindfulness is useful, perhaps required, for our continuity and growth. It prevents
our principles (habits) from becoming static. Mindfulness allows for continuous
readjustment of our teaching practices…Mindfulness is a complementary and,
perhaps, necessary component of democracy” (italics are mine; Hyde & LaPrad, 2015,
pp. 4-5, 10).
Comstock adds:
“[We] should not be surprised if mindfulness does not get much support from those
in power, for those in power have an interest in preventing those who are not from
becoming too independent, too creative, and too insightful. But such shifts in power
may be a vital part of the effort to restore an ailing democracy back to health” (italics
are mind; 2015, p. 4).108
When discussing Freire, Hyde & LaPrad focus on the connection between mindfulness and the
concepts of conscientização (conscientization), which they define as “the process of developing a critical
social consciousness, starting with liberating the self from oppressive beliefs,” and praxis, “reflection
and action upon the world in order to transform it to be more socially just” (2015, p. 5). With regard
to conscientização, the key connection, which Hyde & LaPrad do not make explicit, is to the concept of
‘false consciousness’ found within critical theory and Marxist schools of thought, whereby members
of oppressed socio-economic classes embody the ideology of the ruling class and pursue political goals
that sustain an existing and exploitative political and economic system (e.g., Engels, 1893; Lukács,
1971; Gramsci, 1971).109 The history of the concept of ‘false consciousness’ as used in critical theory
To take this passage seriously we would have to ignore the fact that the American military, various Fortune 500
companies, and a good number of members of Congress have incorporated mindfulness discourse and meditation into
their social environments. Representative examples include Tim Ryan’s (OH-13) A Mindful Nation (2012), Google’s
“Search Inside Yourself” program, and the U.S. Army’s Mindfulness-Based Mind Fitness Training (MMFT).
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It’s worth noting here that Freire was terribly inconsistent in his use of the concept of ‘consciousness’ (sometimes
translated from the Portuguese consciencia, sometimes from mentalidade), which in turn affects the way we should interpret
the concept of conscientização. Throughout chapters two and three of Pedagogia do Oprimido, for example, Freire cites a variety
of authors to flesh out the meaning of ‘consciousness’, including Simone de Beauvoir, Jean-Paul Sartre, Eric Fromm, Karl
Jaspers, and Edmund Husserl. So although Freire moves in chapter three to a discussion of consciousness with reference
to Marx, he relies on thinkers in the traditions of existentialism, psychoanalysis, phenomenology, and Critical Theory to
‘prime’ the concept. This variety is completely lost in the only existing English translation of the text, Pedagogy of the
Oppressed, because Myra Bergman Ramos decided, rather inexplicably, to omit a large number of revealing footnotes. (I
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is complex. Marx himself never used the term, yet it has been widely referenced, explored, expanded,
refined, and adapted in discussions of capitalist ideology and hegemony inspired by Marx’s economic
and philosophical work. The term has also been used in inquiry that extends beyond ‘class-only’
analysis; it has been helpful, for example, to scholars exploring W.E.B. Du Bois’s concept of racialized
‘double-consciousness’ (Gooding-Williams, 2009). Hyde & LaPrad (2015) do not mention racial
injustice explicitly as a form of injustice that mindfulness can help us develop a “critical awareness”
of, but we should assume that their understanding of injustice includes race, gender, sexuality,
disability, and other identity markers as ‘sites’ of possible injustice. Comstock, for his part, draws a
direct connection between mindfulness and racial justice: “In a political climate marked by
demonstrations over the killings of unarmed black and brown Americans by police officers, the
emotional awareness and regulation developed through mindfulness is no trivial benefit” (2015, p. 4).
Freire, like Marx, does not use the complete term ‘false consciousness’, but he is undoubtedly thinking
alongside it when he writes that
“[one] of the gravest obstacles to the achievement of liberation is that oppressive
reality absorbs those within it and thereby acts to submerge human beings’
consciousness. Functionally, oppression is domesticating. To no longer be prey to its
force one must emerge from it and turn upon it. This can be done only by means of
the praxis: reflection and action upon the world in order to transform it” (1970/2009,
p. 51).
In line with Freire’s educational philosophy, Hyde & LaPrad argue against schooling as a place of
“banking education,” and in favor of learning as a “problem-posing process, where collaborative
partnerships evoke communication and dialogue, and meaning is constructed” (2015, p. 5). Further,

thank Mateus Hernandez for pointing all of this out to me during a discussion of this chapter at the 2019 Philosophy of
Education Society conference, his own session at that conference, and in subsequent personal communication.) The
takeaway for us is that although Engels’s ‘false consciousness’ is not the only sense of consciousness animating Freire’s
conscientização, I believe it is the key sense relied on by most readers of Freire in the tradition of Critical Pedagogy, especially
those who have had to depend on the English translation and therefore refer almost exclusively to Freire’s Marxism.
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they infuse the concept of ‘mindfulness’ with a remarkable liberatory potential: “[mindful] pedagogies
can open up the space where education can become authentic liberation, the process of humanizing,
the praxis of learners empowered to transform their world” (ibid). The theory of change here is quite
clear (though not, as I suggest below, entirely convincing). Hyde & LaPrad argue that
“mindfulness practice, like Freirean critical pedagogy, seeks to identify and transform
the oppressor within, the conditioning and unexamined biases that keep us from being
fully aware of how we are complicit in maintaining inequitable structures, even those
that constrain our own being and action… Once the internal self is strengthened, the
external (social) self can direct its action” (ibid).
In support of these claims, they go on to cite empirical studies tying mindfulness programs to the
development of compassion and attentional focus (ibid), argue that “changing beliefs—a necessary
requisite for social change against systemic injustice—requires work on the self,” and suggest that
“mindfulness practices are specifically suited to unlearning and relearning deeply held and emotionally
charged beliefs” (p. 6). As an evocative example of how mindfulness is a “criterion” for both
“empowerment and the praxis of human solidarity for the betterment of our democracy” (p. 5), Hyde
& LaPrad recall their own involvement in the Occupy movement of 2011. They first note the “radically
democratic, horizontal organizational structure” adhered to by many who took part in Occupy, and
then mention that many protesters “found mindfulness practice to be intuitively compatible with their
mission of raising awareness of inequality and restoring power to the popular sovereignty of the citizen
body” (ibid). They end their discussion of Freire with a warning: “[Power] unchecked by our mindful
attention can become oppressive even in a democracy” (italics mine; ibid).
I want to end this section by addressing how Hyde, LaPrad, and Comstock connect
mindfulness to the idea of politics and political efficacy per se, somewhat independently of Deweyan
and Freirean considerations. It goes without saying, perhaps, that to do Deweyan or Freirean education
is also to do a certain kind of political work. This is true not only because of the basic observation that
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all forms of education are inescapably linked to certain political outcomes and ideals, but because
Deweyan and Freirean forms of education are in particular linked to specific visions of social organization
and political life: robustly liberal and socialist visions, respectively. Now, both of the essays I have
been discussing here in some depth seem to me to be animated by a heartfelt reaction to what has
been called, both in scholarly and popular writing, the ‘mindfulness backlash’ (North, 2014). (As I
mention above, Hyde, LaPrad, and Comstock do not engage in depth with texts that are representative
of this backlash, but they are clearly writing in response to it.) One element of this backlash is a worry
that mindfulness can be (and that in our social environment generally is) supportive of un-democratic
and anti-liberatory forms of social organization. Thus, Hyde & LaPrad’s recruitment of Dewey and
Freire is a strategic response to precisely this worry, for both authors are widely seen as the godfathers
of certain progressive and critical traditions in American educational philosophy. But there is another
element to this backlash, one that is related to the worry about democracy and liberation, but which
can also be addressed somewhat independently. This is a worry about mindfulness (as practice and
quality of attention and awareness) as something that is apolitical. Now, I am aware that in many (maybe
most) contexts, to call something ‘apolitical’ is roughly equivalent to calling it un-democratic and antiliberatory, since something which carries no political force might as well serve the ‘status quo’.110 If
this holds, then there isn’t much to the distinction I’m making here between ‘apolitical’ on the one
hand, and un-democratic and anti-liberatory on the other. However, this is not exactly the sense of
‘apolitical’ used by Hyde, LaPrad, and Comstock. What they mean by ‘apolitical’ is, I think, prior, and
refers more basically to the idea of something being politically ineffective, regardless of one’s political
commitments or ideology. So, imagine a genuinely just, democratic society, and imagine a
dysfunctional, poorly organized political project or movement within that society. Such a movement

I am thinking here of the Elie Wiesel gem, “Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim. Silence encourages the
tormentor, never the tormented” (1986, para 9).
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or project would be ‘apolitical’ in the sense that it was politically ineffective, but not ‘apolitical’ in the
sense that it inadvertently supported an unjust status quo. I am not saying that Hyde, LaPrad, and
Comstock think that our current status quo is just; rather, their usage of the concept ‘political’ tends
to appear alongside descriptions of political actions that they deem efficacious. It is this sense of some
action being politically efficacious that, I think, animates Comstock’s assertation that “[far] from being
self-centered, asocial, and apolitical, the practice of mindfulness is intrinsically political” (italics mine;
2015, p. 1). He asserts this in opposition to critics (whom he does not explicitly engage with) who
claim that mindfulness is politically inert or ineffective; such critics argue that mindfulness is “a recipe
for political quietism and disengagement,” that mindfulness “brings about complacency and
acquiescence on the political stage” (ibid), or that it can “move [people] further away from social and
political action” (p. 2). Later, after linking mindfulness to emotion regulation, Comstock further
suggests that
“[this] principle comes out clearly in the case of nonviolent political activism. A
successful nonviolent demonstration entails staying cool, calm, and collected under
pressure, and if staying cool, calm, and collected under pressure is a skill developed
through mindfulness practice, then there is a direct link between mindfulness practice
and successful political activism” (p. 4).
In light of historical examples of actors whose “political activism and spiritual practice were two sides
of the same coin” (he points to Mahatma Gandhi), Comstock concludes that “many of the worries
about mindfulness leading to political quietism and disengagement can be put to rest by simply looking
around and seeing that practitioners of yoga, mindfulness, and meditation are among the most
politically active citizens” (ibid).111 Hyde & LaPrad’s treatment is roughly similar. They set out to
“address concerns that mindfulness is fundamentally an apolitical and individual practice rather than

This claim is hard to evaluate because Comstock presents us with nothing to support it other than anecdotal assertion.
However, we could leave room for the possibility that mindfulness discourse and practice might truly have a solidarityenhancing effect on certain social groups.
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a social practice” (2015, p. 1), and return to the theme of robust political participation at various points
in their discussion. They draw the aforementioned connection between mindfulness and the Occupy
movement (p. 5), note that “many school-based and yoga-for-youth programs are involved in justiceoriented community action” (p. 10), and cite Hyde (2012) in order to draw attention to the fact that
“yoga educators are partnering with K-12 teachers to use state and national standards for emancipatory
ends” (ibid).
In addition to the connection between mindfulness and effective political action, Hyde &
LaPrad give us one additional reason to suppose that mindfulness might be linked to political
education in some way. This reason emerges from their response to prominent representatives of the
mindfulness backlash, such as David Forbes, who have argued that mindfulness may “unwittingly
reinforce self-centered and conformist values and behaviors in society” (Forbes, 2012, para 6, as
quoted in Hyde & LaPrad, 2015, p. 3). Hyde & LaPrad suggest that critics like Forbes are right to
point out this concern especially where and when “institutions of power (e.g., corporations and the
military) have adopted the practice of mindfulness as meditation separated from its Buddhist origins
and devoid of all ethical content” (2015, p 3). Readers should feel a tension here. In the context of
public schools, for example, which concern Hyde & LaPrad, such a statement conflicts with one of
their other stated goals—namely, a secular public system of education. In other words, if their
mindfulness is going to be secular, then the authors should be decidedly against creating a parallel
between their hybrid conception of contemporary mindfulness and the role that canonical
mindfulness played as part of a Buddhist ethical system. It can’t be the case that mindfulness in the
military is problematic because Buddhism is meant to be pacifistic, as this undercuts the claim to
mindfulness’s secularity, a claim which must hold if public schools are going to be engaging in mindful
practices and discourse. In fairness to their view, however, Hyde & LaPrad also endorse a more
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permeable conception of ‘church-state’ separation, one that is worth quoting in full because it sheds
light on the additional reason, mentioned above, for why they see mindfulness education as political:
“Like so many customs and practices that have been sanitized of culture for the sake
of removing controversy, the effects of positioning mindfulness as a science-based,
secular practice has the effect of reinforcing the miseducative idea that everything we
do in the public schools is ahistorical, acultural, or apolitical. We want to be careful
not to assist in further cultural appropriation by interpreting mindfulness as merely a
host of human practices, where the term to describe these practices can be traced to a
particular non-Western tradition. The presentation of mindfulness is a complication
that is pretty common in democratic education, especially critical pedagogy: making
content accessible to all, while recognizing nondominant cultures in an effort to
support more complete knowledge and history…Intentionally making use of practices
originating in non-Western cultures adds to the democratic conversation” (p. 3).
What emerges from this passage, and the discussion of a ‘mindful’ Deweyan and Freirean education
that precedes it, is a range of possible reasons to think that mindfulness practice can be some
combination of intrinsically democratic, liberatory, and politically efficacious (as Comstock argues, and
as Hyde & LaPrad sometimes seem to imply), or at least supportive of democracy, liberation, and robust
political activity (as Comstock, Hyde, and LaPrad all argue). I have tried to pick these reasons apart
and list them in order of the strength of the connection made between mindfulness practice and these
three ideals.112
First, mindfulness practice might be intrinsically political because such practice, by its very
nature, cannot fail to cultivate a quality of attention and awareness that is necessary for political activity.
For example, the idea would be that that mindfulness meditation always cultivates emotion regulation,
and this specific sort of mindful emotion regulation is indispensable for listening to one’s political
opponents in a non-reactive manner (so as to not betray one’s own immediate reactions, which can
For the purpose of saving us some time, I am (from now on) going to subsume all three educational goals (Deweyan
democracy, Freirean liberation, and effective political participation) under the concept of ‘political’ in the sense of
‘politically efficacious’. So, when I say for example that the authors have argued that mindfulness is “supportive of political
activity,” you can read that as equivalent to “supportive of (efficacious) democratic, liberatory, and political activity”. I
actually believe this umbrella makes sense as more than a time-saving device, since both Dewey and Freire conceived of
education as deeply political projects, ones that are presumably effective if they are done right.
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and often should be strategically withheld) before deciding on the most effective response (which may
well include an emotional display of anger or outrage). Since mindfulness practice here is thought to
always cultivate emotion regulation, and since the specific form of emotion regulation cultivated by
mindfulness is necessary for this sort of indispensable political activity (i.e., one’s internal deliberation
over the most strategic emotional response), mindfulness is intrinsically political.
Second, mindfulness practice might be strongly supportive of political activity because,
empirically speaking, it is likely to cultivate a quality of attention and awareness that is necessary for
political activity. For example, the idea would be that mindfulness meditation tends to cultivate
compassion, and this specific sort of mindful compassion is necessary for successfully identifying and
striving to meet the needs of one’s comrades or constituents. If mindful compassion is a specific type
of compassion that is necessary for successfully identifying and striving to meet the needs of one’s
comrades or constituents (an indispensable political activity), then mindfulness meditation, which
tends to cultivate mindful compassion, is strongly supportive of political activity.
Third, mindfulness practice might be weakly supportive of political activity because,
empirically speaking, it is likely to cultivate a quality of attention and awareness that is supportive of (but
not indispensable to) political activity. For example, the idea would be that mindfulness meditation
tends to improve sustained attention (the ability to focus on one task for a continuous amount of time
without being distracted), and sustained attention in general is helpful for keeping track of what’s being
said during strike negotiations. But because other things also tend to improve sustained attention (e.g.,
staying hydrated, chewing gum, physical exercise), it can’t be said that mindfulness meditation is a
necessary preparation for paying attention during strike negotiations. Thus, we might refer to this as
being weakly supportive of such political activity.
Fourth, mindfulness might be supportive of political activity because of inferences we could
reasonably make when we observe that prominent political actors sometimes practice ‘mindfulness’,
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or that certain politically active groups sometimes partner with groups that teach and practice
mindfulness. Here, we might have an intuition that politics and mindfulness go together in some
significant way because ‘political persons’ and ‘mindful persons’ seem to get along sometimes, but we
are not quite sure what the connection may be, or how strong it is. We can observe that certain
members of the two groups may have overlapping interests and political ideals, but we are not sure
what else to say about this overlap.
And fifth, mindfulness might be supportive of political activity in another way: the inclusion
of mindfulness practices and discourses in school settings might be a political act in that it might count
as a legitimate form of multicultural education. For example, we might conceive of mindfulness
meditation as something that originates from a nondominant culture, and we might furthermore argue
that it counts as a justified political corrective to include this aspect of this nondominant culture in a
public-school curriculum. The inclusion of mindfulness practice and discourse might alleviate a sort
of “epistemic injustice” in the sense used by Miranda Fricker (2007) and expanded on more recently
by Kristie Dotson (2014) and Elizabeth Anderson (2012). (I gather that this is the upshot of the point
being made in the lengthy quote I include above, from page 3 of Hyde & LaPrad.)
I believe there are problems with all five of these lines of reasoning, and that as a result, the
arguments endorsed by Hyde, LaPrad, and Comstock—which are, I think, representative of the good
faith arguments of most mindfulness advocates—don’t quite work the way they want them to. Below,
I outline some of the core critiques voiced by the mindfulness backlash. I rely on them to help explain
why each of the five lines of reasoning is not fully convincing.
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3.4 The Mindfulness Backlash
In February 2019, the Mind & Life Institute’s Science Director, Dr. Wendy Hasenkamp posted
photographs of three magazine covers on Instagram. The magazines—TIME, Lion’s Roar, and
Centennial Health—had all recently published feature stories on mindfulness, respectively titled “The
New Mindfulness,” “How Meditation Works, and Why It’s So Transformative,” and “The Power of
Mindfulness”. Each cover portrays a very physically attractive individual in a seated meditation pose,
either serenely still or smiling at the camera. Hasenkamp’s caption read:
“I thought we’d reached #peakmindfulness in 2014… Clearly, the #mindfulnesshype
and public obsession with meditation shows no signs of stopping. These are all from
the last week. [eyeroll emoji]”113
Coming from the chief scientist at one of the world’s foremost funders and promoters of empirical
inquiry into the effects of mindfulness meditation on brain and behavior, this caption illustrates a
remarkable irony. Hasenkamp has dedicated her career to the careful scientific study of meditation
(e.g., Hasenkamp & White, 2017), so in the American academic environment, where researchers
compete for limited funding, it is perhaps surprising to see one such researcher express derision
toward public interest in one of the very practices she studies. After all, public interest in a topic can
influence the availability of research funding dedicated to that topic, and so from one perspective a
“public obsession with meditation” could be quite professionally advantageous. But of course,
Hasenkamp is not complaining about the possibility of additional funding for her own organization
and for the various scientists, scholars, graduate students, educators, and mental health professionals
she communicates with on a regular basis. Rather, her critique of what she calls the ‘mindfulness hype’

Hasenkamp, W. [@whasenk]. (2019, February 12). [Photographs of recent covers of Time Magazine, Lion’s Roar, and
Centennial Health]. Instagram.
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111

is directed at a sort of perceived corruption of public discourse, practice, and inquiry that many in the
‘mindfulness movement’ have been concerned about for quite some time.
A brief historical tangent may be called for here. What Hasenkamp calls the “public obsession
with meditation” was allowed to grow freely throughout the 1990s and 2000s, driven by a complex
confluence of interlocking and mutually supporting forces that included: leadership and investment
by wealthy donors with a personal interest in Buddhism or mindfulness (Stewart, 2003); cultural,
political, and academic organizations promoting the strategic interests of the Tibetan diaspora (e.g.,
the Dalai Lama Center for Ethics and Transformative Values at MIT); a national medical community
with a growing tolerance towards alternative and complementary health (NCCIH, 2017); a health
insurance industry that began to reimburse policy-holders for certain mindfulness-based clinical
interventions (Gawande, et al., 2019); a cultural fascination with neuroscience and brain imagery; a
widespread assumption that meditation exists primarily for stress reduction and labor productivity
(Rocha, 2014); a burgeoning, multi-billionaire dollar meditation industry (Wieczner, 2016); and elite
networks of enthusiastic scientists, educators, and academics operating at the intersection of cognitive
neuroscience, psychology, education, religious studies, and philosophy of mind (Kucinskas, 2018). In
the educational sphere, ‘mindfulness education’—a pet project for some, a serious (if limited)
pedagogical innovation for others, and a sort of panacea for a misguided few—grew in popularity to
the point that politicians at the local, state, and federal levels began to promote (and in many cases
still promote) the integration of mindfulness practice into both public and private schools and
classrooms (Ryan, 2012). As in schools, mindfulness was ‘hyped’ as a solution to problems found in
healthcare, sports, companies, prisons, and the armed forces. Much like Hasenkamp, many observers
perceived a cultural tipping point occurring at some point in the early-to-mid 2010s, around the same
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time that TIME declared the arrival of “The Mindful Revolution” (Pickert, 2014).114 In response, the
‘mindfulness backlash’ began to communicate a sense of impatience, frustration, and in some cases
disgust with the way that mindfulness practice and discourse operate in society. Though still emerging,
this backlash is already substantial, and I cannot thoroughly review and summarize it here.115 However,
I will try and sort the existing critiques into what I see as the most consistently reoccurring themes.

Weak Empirical Evidence
Empirical research on ‘mindfulness-based interventions’ (MBIs) has yielded disappointing
results. Though formal and informal mindfulness practices have been shown to be beneficial in
“promoting health and wellbeing across a broad range of outcome measures,” existing studies suffer
from a range of methodological weaknesses (Rosenkranz, Dunne & Davidson, 2019, p. 179). There is
a well-documented publication bias in the field, leading researchers to publish an unusually large
number of positive trials “despite small sample sizes and low statistical power” (Coronado-Montoya
et al., 2016, p. 14), and current meta-analyses, even when they are cautiously optimistic, are often
inconclusive, sometimes in contradiction, and perpetually concerned about flaws in methodology
(Eberth & Sedlmeier, 2012; Zoogman, et al., 2015; Zenner, Hermleben-Kurz & Walach, 2014; Goyal
et al., 2014; Dunning, et al., 2018)

Vagueness
The lackluster results referenced above are at least partly explained by a pervasive vagueness
around the central concept. This makes it nearly impossible for psychologists to operationalize
With, appropriately enough, a cover featuring a thin, white, and attractive person looking quite serene. The race and
gender politics of the mindfulness movement has been a topic of growing interest (e.g., Hsu, 2017).
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A few popular ‘classics’ include Goto-Jones (2013), Purser & Loy (2013), Heuman (2014), North (2014), Stone (2014),
Davies (2015), and Ng & Purser (2015). More recent treatments include Purser, Forbes & Burke (2016), Rosenbaum &
Magid (2017), Van Dam, et al. (2018), Kucinskas (2018), Forbes (2019), Hickey (2019), and Wallis (2019).
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mindfulness in a consistent way, and as a result, researchers have not been certain about what they are
measuring and how what they are measuring links up to effects. Subsequently, educators, who are
often introduced to mindfulness discourse through medicalized models, adopt and carry forward this
same vagueness. Depending on context, mindfulness is a mental state, a trait, a practice, a quality of
mind, a quality of awareness, a quality of attention, a faculty of attention, or a “path” (Schonert-Reichl
& Roeser, 2016). It is, in short, a “floating signifier” (Walsh, 2016, p. 160), “empty of any determinate
and demonstrable object of signification” (Wallis, 2011, para. 4). It has come to mean “just what we
choose it to mean, neither more nor less” (Segall, 2013, para. 2). Because we have neither a shared
vocabulary nor a common referent, it becomes very difficult to sustain a constructive, public
conversation about ‘mindfulness education’.

Ethics and Secularity
Many scholars agree that the privatization, detraditionalization, and deinstitutionalization of
mindfulness has created unique ethical problems and questions. Responses have taken at least two
different directions, one more backward- and one more forward-looking. The first argues that
mindfulness meditation requires an ethical frame, and that the appropriate ethical frame is sīla, the
traditional Buddhist ethical discourse of ‘right conduct’. Without a more traditional frame, it is
supposed that practitioners merely ‘import’ their existing (implicit and explicit) ethical commitments,
and that the practice ceases to be transformative in the right way (e.g., Brazier, 2016). Along these
lines, Robert Sharf suggests that
“just as there is a set of metaphysical commitments that undergird the modern
mindfulness movement, there are also ethical and political commitments. The problem
is that, in the United States at least, these commitments so resemble those of
mainstream consumer culture that they go largely unnoticed” (2017, p. 209).
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The second direction agrees that a robust ethical frame is needed, that Western individualism and
consumerism make for a disappointing ethical frame, but that we need not make recourse to Buddhist
moral precepts to ‘fill’ this frame. What we need, rather, “is for mindfulness practitioners to engage
[in] critical inquiry, so that they interrogate the ideologies and values around which mindfulness is
framed, and so they challenge the concentrations of power and interest that give rise to commodified
forms of mindfulness” (Walsh, 2016, p. 161).

Unconvincing Secularization
Some have argued that despite the best efforts of contemporary advocates to ‘secularize’
mindfulness, it is still perfectly coherent to question whether mindfulness programs teach a “purely
secular, universal technique” (Brown, 2016, p. 75). To pose this question, we need not even settle the
question of whether mindfulness is ‘inherently’ religious or secular, or whether it has some ‘essence’.
It is not always clear we will be successful in satisfying our distinctively modern preoccupation with
objectively identifying, distinguishing, and disentangling the religious from the secular (p. 76; Taylor,
2007, p. 13). Having moved beyond Émile Durkheim’s theory of linear secularization, contemporary
scholarship on secularism acknowledges that the division between secular and religious is not a “stable,
incontestable, and impermeable membrane. Rather, it is something constantly renegotiated in various
national and legal contexts” (McMahan, 2017b, p. 113). Pointing this out doesn’t imply that the
taxonomic project employs “categories without a referent” (ibid), or that there are no justified
theoretical grounds for the modern vision of a secular public education. Indeed, it is possible to
observe that in certain contexts, ‘mindfulness’ can be “conceptualized, communicated, and practiced
in ways that explicitly or implicitly convey religious meanings and/or facilitate religious and spiritual
experiences” (Brown, 2016, p. 75). Where and when mindfulness practices do convey and/or facilitate
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in this way, especially in the context of public education, there are justified philosophical and legal
grounds for contestation.

Grandiosity
Critics have pointed out that claims made about the potential of mindfulness are wildly out of
proportion to what we are actually able to observe, or what can reasonably be expected from a single
practice or quality of attention and awareness. It is not just that mindfulness practices are touted as
effective for doing “a nearly limitless variety of things more calmly and effectively” (McMahan &
Braun, 2017, p. 2), and it is not just that such practices have been promoted as effective ways to
“decrease stress, manage pain, lower blood pressure, function better at work, and treat the family
better at home” (p. 3). Rather, it is that these claims present themselves to readers and practitioners
as parts of an overarching ideology that Glenn Wallis has called “upper-case ‘Mindfulness’”, as
contrasted with the cognitive capacities and practices of “lower-case ‘mindfulness’” (2016, p. 496).116
Unlike practices such as gardening, karate, chess, poetry, and dentistry, “Mindfulness does claim for
itself world-changing prowess” (p. 497).117

I will at times follow Wallis by using the term ‘Mindfulness’ to refer to the ideological system wherein lower-case
‘mindfulness’ is “(i) implicated in a very specific social-economic-political context and (ii) productive of a very particular
subject and world” (Wallis, 2016, p. 496).
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For Wallis, a quintessential example of this form of grandiosity was on full display during Jon Kabat-Zinn’s 2016
conversation with the famed political activist and academic Angela Davis. At one moment, Davis posed the question, “In
a racially unjust world, what good is mindfulness?” Kabat-Zinn’s response was to suggest that mindfulness and
mindfulness meditation are “transformative practices that are capable of moving the bell curve of the entire society toward a new way
of understanding of what it means to be human” (italics mine; ibid). Imagine such a claim being made about some other educational
practice, such as, let’s say, lecturing. We would regard it as absurd, for it simultaneously claims far too much and explains
far too little. For materialists like Davis, such idealist responses appear innocently oblivious to the reality that social injustice
is “not a matter of mere personal attitude, much less the lack of attention” (ibid).
117
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Dissimulation
This is perhaps the most consistent theme that mindfulness critics return to time and again,
and a moment of reflection on Marx’s most frequently paraphrased statement on religion will get us
most of the way toward understanding it.118 It is a well-worn critique, so much so that in one of his
early criticisms of Western Buddhism, Slavoj Žižek felt “almost tempted to resuscitate [this] old,
infamous Marxist cliché” (2001). For Žižek, the Western Buddhist
“meditative stance is arguably the most efficient way for us to fully participate in the
capitalist economy while retaining the appearance of sanity. If Max Weber were alive
today, he would definitely write a second, supplementary volume to his Protestant Ethics,
titled The Taoist Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism” (ibid).119
The basic idea here is quite straightforward: for a certain type of Marxist observer, the function of
religion in a capitalist society is to obfuscate—what religious practices do is perpetuate false
consciousness, and mindfulness practice and discourse function as components of a religion-like
ideology as well as anything else. For Marx himself, religion delivered an illusory happiness; for Lenin,
complacency; and for Trotsky, false hope—for all three, religion was antithetical to the goals of class
liberation. In the terminology of more contemporary critics, the valorization of mindfulness forms
part of a reactionary stance.120 It is the stance of the neoliberal subject,121 who is more concerned to

“Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the sentiment of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions.
It is the opium of the people. The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of men, is a demand for their real happiness.
The call to abandon their illusions about their condition is a call to abandon a condition which requires illusions” (Marx,
1844, p. 54).
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It’s worth noting that Žižek conflates Daoism and Buddhism in this passage, though we should grant that he is merely
mirroring, perhaps even on purpose, broader confusions prominent throughout various strains of American New Ageism
and contemporary Mindfulness discourse.
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And thus, a fundamentally conservative stance (Robin, 2018). Sharf has talked about the “politically reactionary stance”
of Tricycle Magazine, “with its advertisements for expensive meditation gear, for dharmic dating services, dharmic dentists
and accountants, and its implicit authorization of the entrepreneurial and commercial activities of countless dharma centers
and self-styled Buddhist masters” (2017, p. 210).
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Education theorist Derek Ford has argued that although most educational literature refers to ‘neoliberalism’ or
‘neoliberal capitalism’, there are good reasons to speak more straightforwardly about capitalism (2017, p. 460). One is that
121
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do things like foster the “resilience” and “grit” of low-income students than he is to organize politically
for economic and education policies that can alleviate poverty, reduce inequality, and provide
nurturing school environments. The point here is not that perseverance is not a “significant predictor
of success in a variety of domains,” as Jennifer Morton and Sarah Paul say is true about grit, but rather
that the employment of grit is only a deliberative norm in an ecological context that generally rewards
long-term decision-making (2019, p. 200). Under the ecological conception of rational norms (Morton,
2017), agents in resource-scarce environments ought actually to “deliberate in a way that is highly
sensitive to short-term efficiency at the expense of making decisions that are effective in achieving
their long-term goals” (Morton & Paul, 2019, p. 200). Educators’ insistence on the employment of
‘grit’ in resource-scarce environments may in some cases harm students (pp. 201-203), and the cultural
assumptions that support this insistence include, for example, the idea that children should be held
morally responsible for their environments (Denby, 2016, para 15). The cultivation of grit as an
educational goal in a resource-scarce educational terrain is a problem because it ignores the dual
observations that (i) following Morton, one’s socio-economic environment plays a large role in
determining what, in accordance with good deliberative norms, is worth investing in, and (ii) “most
people do not persevere at things because they are good at persevering, they persevere at things
because they find things that are worth investing in” (Mehta, 2015, para 3). In the same way that ‘grit’
appears to the politician or administrator as a viable intervention only when the enormous influence
of a student’s socioeconomic background is temporarily set aside, so too do ‘mindfulness
interventions’ appear attractive in schools when educators, parents, and policy-makers struggle to act
in light of an understanding of the social determinants of individual flourishing. And for certain critics,
there is a tendency to write about neoliberalism without explaining what it is. I must admit that I will repeat this mistake,
but I can note that my concept of neoliberalism closely tracks the political philosopher Wendy Brown’s in Undoing the
Demos (2015). That said, I believe, like Ford, that there is still some value to the term, and that it can be used to focus on
and capture certain elements of subject-formation and society that aren’t necessarily captured quite as well when we focus
broadly on capitalism. The term is also useful in appealing to those who dislike the extremes of laissez-faire economic
liberalism but who aren’t sold on anti-capitalism.
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it is precisely neoliberalism as an ideology that discourages us from both recognizing and acting on a
conception of flourishing in this socially determined way.
Likewise, the discourse of Mindfulness—because of its vagueness and grandiosity, legitimized
in the public sphere by its claims to secularity—focuses our attention on the efforts and struggles of
individual students rather than on the ways of organizing and distributing resources that would make
it more rational for students to invest in mindful qualities of attention and awareness in the first place.
The general structure of this critique is then extended to other sectors of society. Instead of demanding
that we cease imperialistic excursions and exert democratic accountability in response to documented
war crimes, we focus more on mindfulness to alleviate PTSD, or to help soldiers distinguish between
children and enemy combatants. Instead of passing laws mandating living wages and corporate codetermination, decreasing the CEO-to-employee pay ratio, or expanding collective bargaining rights,
we focus more on making individual employees less stressed. Instead of strikes for universal health
coverage, we set up mindfulness clinics. Continue ad nauseam. The point, of course, is not that
mindfulness can’t help with PTSD, executive functioning, grit, stress, etc. It is that resources of time,
energy, and money directed toward mindfulness as a short-term, individual solution to large-scale
structural problems produce and support a self-interested discourse that will seek to justify itself rather
than the discourse of sustainable solutions to social problems.

3.5 Is Mindfulness Political?
For most of the possible ways, listed above, that mindfulness can have some sort of
relationship to politics and political education, I believe the short answer is ‘no’. Albeit with admirable
intentions, most of the connections that Comstock, Hyde, and LaPrad make between mindfulness
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and politics simply do not hold up under close scrutiny. The only connection I believe makes some
sense is the one I have labeled weakly supportive, and I will discuss this one last.
It is difficult to see how mindfulness could be conceived of as intrinsically political in any
robust sense of that word. Given the indeterminacy of existing empirical evidence, it seems perfectly
reasonable to suggest that mindfulness practices can in fact fail to cultivate mindful qualities of
attention and awareness. And given the vagueness of the central concept ‘mindfulness’, it is unclear
why we should think that specifically mindful versions of X (compassion, emotion regulation, sustained
attention, etc.) are necessary for political activity, and not just the colloquial, everyday versions of
those things. (It would be strange to say that the rise of authoritarianism around the world in recent
years has been successful because authoritarians have exerted particularly mindful forms of emotion
regulation. It would likewise be strange to say that persons committed to democracy have failed to
resist authoritarianism because they have failed to exert particularly mindful forms of emotion
regulation. What would such statements amount to? What could possibly count as evidence that such
statements were accurately describing reality?)
That being said, there is one very real and important sense in which all of our practices are
intrinsically political: they are all informed by, or reactions to, a political context. They are all ‘shaped’
by power. All practices are in some inescapably, fundamental sense political because there is no such
thing as a practice outside of a social and political context where power is constantly exerted in
manifest ways. All of our beliefs, habits, practices, and so on, are ‘infused’ with power in this
Foucauldian sense; they can implicitly or explicitly support or undermine existing hierarchies and
relationships of power at personal, familial, cultural, and institutional levels. It is this understanding of
power that gives intelligibility to, for example, the second-wave feminist slogan “the personal is
political” (Hirsch, 1969; Crenshaw, 1991), and while this broad sense of how power operates is critical,
it is only partially illuminating for our present purposes. For what we are asking when we ask whether
120

mindfulness is intrinsically political is not whether it is shaped or informed by broader political realities
(since everything is), but whether it is intrinsic to its nature that it serves as a political intervention in
what the political organizer Jonathan Smucker calls “the terrain of power” (2017, p. 110). We are
asking after the relationship between mindfulness and political agency.
Let’s return to the occupation of Zuccotti Park during Occupy Wall Street—one of Hyde &
LaPrad’s favored examples—to draw this point out a little more. Now, whether or not the occupation
of Zuccotti Park was political will depend almost entirely on how one defines the concept ‘political’.
If we understand ‘political’ in broad Foucauldian terms, then without question it represented an
important political moment. But if we understand ‘political’ in, for instance, Antonio Gramsci’s terms
(1971, pp. 123-202), we will have to regard much of what happened at Zuccotti Park as a kind of
political failure, and in fact as a kind of apoliticism. For instance, the prominent core within Occupy
that formulated a commitment to radical horizontalism, which Hyde & LaPrad seem to endorse, has
since been seen by various leftists as having fueled an ideological check against the formation of a
sustainable political organization or revolutionary party, and in so doing this horizontalism “shared
many features with the anarchist movement that Gramsci criticized” (Smucker, 2017, p. 110; Gramsci,
1971, p. 147). Similarly, other left-wing critics have argued that Occupy’s commitments to
horizontalism, radical consensus, and prefigurative political actions left it “incapable of expanding
spatially, consolidating temporally or universalising itself” (Srnicek & Williams, 2016, p. 31). Because
of its deep ambivalence about organization, hegemony, and the fixation of basic political commitments
(e.g., naming enemies, cultivating a social base, etc.), the prefigurative tendency within Occupy
“confused process, tactics, and self-expression with political content” (Smucker, 2017, pp. 111-112).
In celebrating “struggle for the sake of struggle” (Gramsci, 1971, p. 147), those who manifested this
tendency fell prey to Gramsci’s critique of the “utopian” will, which “does not apply to political will
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in general, but to specific wills which are incapable of relating means to end, and hence are not even
wills, but idle whims, dreams, longings, etc.” (p. 175).
To be truly political in a Gramscian sense “is not merely to hold or to express political opinions
about issues,” as the horizontalist faction of Occupy certainly did do, “but to be engaged with the
terrain of power, with an orientation towards changing the broader society and its structures,” which
this faction failed to do (Smucker, 2017, p. 110). A left politics focused exclusively on expanding
prefigurative spaces, such as Zuccotti Park, will be ineffective at bringing large-scale political change.
Such spaces can still be useful for creating solidarity, raising public awareness, and as “launching pads
for direct actions” such as strikes and rallies (Srnicek & Williams, 2016, pp. 35-37), but it is not intrinsic
to those spaces that they will accomplish these short-term goals. Prefigurative political action is
successful to the extent that its means match up in some observable way to broader political goals,
and if mindfulness is a part of this it will depend much more on, for instance, the media optics of
seated meditators “occupying” a public square than it will on an abstract conception of mindfulness
as political. It is not intrinsic to mindfulness practices that they will be political in the right way, and in
fact we might be justifiably suspicious of mindfulness if we think it was somehow intrinsically tied to
tendencies within Occupy that contributed to its demise. Effective, strategic political activity in the
long-term requires spatial and temporal expansion and a sustainable organizational structure that is
capable of meeting the needs of its members.
Now, Comstock, Hyde, and LaPrad might respond by saying that they of course aren’t
suggesting that it is in the nature of mindfulness to be a strategic political intervention in the same way
that a labor strike constitutes a form of direct intervention and control over the means of production.
They might respond by clarifying that mindfulness is intrinsically political because it is in its nature to
shape ideology at the level of what Gramsci called the ‘superstructure’ (1971, pp. 442-452)—the way
mindfulness is political is that it slowly shapes a society’s culture, rituals, and beliefs in a ‘war of
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position’ (pp. 229-239). This much might be true, but if that’s the case then what we are actually
describing is more similar to a strongly supportive relationship between mindfulness and strategic political
action. Furthermore, it’s unclear why mindful qualities of attention and awareness should intrinsically
belong to, or strongly support, the political left. Conservatives, nationalists, monarchists, fascists, or what
have you, all seem perfectly capable of exercising moments of “open, accepting, nonjudgmental
awareness,” of entering into states of “equilibrium and loving-kindness,” of “dissolving the atomistic
notion of the self,” and of engaging in “critical self-reflection.” These qualities of attention and
awareness seem compatible with a reactionary political stance.122 To insist otherwise one would have
to appeal to a specific definition of mindfulness that would (a) not accurately reflect the vagueness
found in Mindfulness as a whole, and (b) dismiss many of the concerns about the grandiosity and
dissimulation of Mindfulness.123 Now, one might be able to successfully argue that members of leftwing parties are, for example, more empathetic than members of right-wing parties.124 But if that’s the
case, and if empathy is a good thing, then leftists should be concerned to cultivate empathy in general
rather than to insist either that all empathy is already mindful or that we need to focus on is the
cultivation of specifically mindful empathy. If that’s the kind of argument Hyde, LaPrad, and Comstock
wanted to insist on, they should not have suggested that mindfulness education is necessarily supportive
of left-wing political and cultural ideals, or that it is necessary for the realization of those political and
cultural ideals. Rather, they should have more straightforwardly done the reverse: argued that, from
now on, whatever qualities of attention and awareness contribute to the cultivation of left-wing beliefs
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In Chapter 5, I return to the suggestion that ‘critical subjectivity’ can be directed toward a variety of ends.

In Chapter 5, I suggest that the only feasible way to escape this problem of vagueness is in fact to draw a line in the
sand and make very explicit claims about what a contemplative practice is and is not. Those who wish to come up with a
conception of ‘contemplation’, as I do in this study, will run up against the same exact problem of vagueness described
here. Comstock and Hyde & LaPrad do, in fact, need to appeal to a specific definition of mindfulness, and in fairness to
them they certainly take some strides in this direction. The problem is that what they describe and appeal to is not nearly
specific enough, and furthermore does not offer convincing connections to the political concepts they also endorse.
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There is evidence to this effect (e.g., Hasson, et al., 2018).
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and actions should be labeled as ‘mindful’. As far as I can tell, this would be the only way they could
have successfully argued that mindfulness as a quality of attention and awareness might be intrinsic to
a Deweyan and Freirean education.
For reasons similar to those discussed in this section thus far, it’s unclear why we should think
of mindfulness practices as strongly supportive of political activity. Even if some day we are able to
say, with good evidence and a stable conception of mindfulness, that mindfulness practices reliably
cultivate a mindful quality of attention and awareness, it will remain unclear why that specific quality
is the one that is necessary for engaging in Deweyan democracy or Freirean liberation. After all, both
Dewey and Freire seemed perfectly able to describe, prior to the widespread emergence of mindfulness
discourse, the states of mind they felt were conducive to the realization of their political and
educational ideals. Dewey discussed the types of “thinking” and “reflection” he felt were amenable to
the democratic conception in education (1916, pp. 139-163). Freire wrote extensively about oppressive
thoughts, liberated consciousness, and better and worse forms of subject-formation. And for
thousands of years before them we have been able to speak successfully of the kinds of political
dispositions, attitudes, and virtues best suited to different forms of governance and social life. We
have been able to say that in order to have system A or culture B, we should strive to be more
courageous, truthful, friendly, attentive, savvy, charismatic, responsible, astute, upright,
compassionate, ruthless, forgiving, witty, selfless, and so on. What exactly is being added to the virtue
of courage if we refer to it as mindful courage? Is forgiveness really all that better when it is mindful
forgiveness? The function of the adjective ‘mindful’ here begins to seem suspiciously like the function
of the word ‘good’, but as Bernard Williams (1985) once noted, our thick ethical concepts have
evaluation baked in. A ‘mindful’ friendliness doesn’t seem all too different from a ‘good’ friendliness,
which is to say, friendliness—a friendliness that works, that succeeds in being friendly, is already
effective at being friendly.
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More to the point, explicitly ‘left-wing’ political projects have been pursued, often successfully,
for over 200 years125, and we have during that time been able to successfully reflect on better or worse
ways of pursuing our egalitarian goals without recourse to the discourse of mindfulness. I have a
sneaking suspicion that it is only by approaching a conception of mindfulness as somehow equivalent
to the complete spectrum of what falls under ‘human reflection’ that we would be justified in saying
that mindfulness is necessarily supportive of political activity, or necessary for those activities. Because it is
fairly obvious to most of us that intelligent reflection can improve the actions of individuals and
groups, an insistence on mindfulness as a sort of Rosetta Stone—the key that will allow us to finally
decipher truly good democratic and liberatory action—begins to appear either stunningly naïve or
worryingly deceptive.
So far, I have tried to provide a few reasons for skepticism toward the claim that mindfulness
is either intrinsically political or strongly supportive of politics. We should also be skeptical of
anecdotal reports of cooperation between politically minded groups and ‘mindful’ groups, for these
also don’t provide convincing evidence of a robust connection between the two. Practitioners and
enthusiasts of mindfulness may indeed support democratic and liberatory ends, but they also
sometimes don’t, and avoiding this inconvenience by insisting that the purported mindfulness of one’s
political opponents is in fact false or corrupted would be disingenuous in light of the concept’s
pervasive vagueness.126 Further, assume we could actually pin down a ‘true’ mindfulness. We must still
do the work of spelling out what is truly democratic and liberatory, and that is a difficult public project
of moral and political inquiry that cannot be circumvented by the cultivation of mindfulness. A

I am historicizing the term in this way to reflect that it originates from parliamentary seating arrangements in the French
Estates General of 1789.
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This is somewhat beyond the scope of what I’m doing here, but I suspect that this move is more disingenuous precisely
because our context includes the modern hybrid conception of mindfulness. Canonical descriptions of mindfulness are
still difficult to pin down, but they have much more internal consistency, and this consistency increases as we focus on
descriptions of mindfulness specific to individual Buddhist traditions.
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mindful quality of attention and awareness might help us live together well, but it is no substitute for
the collective, deliberative project of figuring out and articulating what it might mean to live together
well. Take a couple of Hyde & LaPrad’s case study schools as an example. Eagle Rock, in Colorado,
is wholly funded by the American Honda Education Corporation, a nonprofit subsidiary of the
American Honda Motor Company. The IDEAS Academy, in Wisconsin, is a charter school. These
are hardly good models for a democratic socialist interpretation of Deweyan educational ideals.
A Deweyan social democrat may endorse them, but there is intense disagreement among social
democrats today about the ethics of allowing private schools and public charters in the educational
terrain. Freire’s position should be clear. The fact that Hyde & LaPrad do not even raise these
fundamentally political considerations with regard to their exemplary models of mindful education is
telling. It’s not that students and teachers at these schools can’t possibly be cultivating mindfulness
simply because one is a private school and the other is a charter. Rather, notice how Hyde & LaPrad’s
omission of this highly relevant political consideration—the possibility that two schools they hold up
as models might actually be manifestations of un-democratic and anti-liberatory ways of organizing
resources—undercuts our faith in their ability to connect means and ends and engage in a self-aware
discussion of Deweyan democracy and Freirean liberation. One begins to feel as though the wool is
being pulled over one’s eyes, as though they aren’t aware of what they’ve actually committed
themselves to when they cite Dewey and Freire in such glowing terms.127
They cite Hyde (2012) to argue that yoga educators have partnered with K-12 teachers to use state and national
standards for “emancipatory ends,” but the actual article amounts to an extended apology for the corporate takeover of
public education. Hyde writes that “New Visions,” a charter school network, “may appear suspicious to critical educators
for its association with large financial corporations, and its mission to expand charter schools. But they received 26 million
in federal stimulus money under the Investing in Innovation Fund (i3) grants” (p. 112). It’s not made clear to the ‘critical
educator’ why the stimulus money should make anyone less suspicious of New Vision’s mission and associations. Then,
after Hyde bemoans “the prevalence of teacher deskilling and deprofessionalization via standardization, curriculum
restriction, and the current punitive accountability environment” (p. 120), one might expect her to speak urgently and
passionately about the imperative for charter school teachers to unionize, or for district- and state-level administrators to
push back against curriculum restrictions, or for already unionized teachers to make demands and strike if they aren’t met,
or for voters to hold their representatives accountable if they fail to advance sustainable policy solutions to the problems
of neighborhood poverty, equitable funding, deprofessionalization, and punitive accountability. One might expect that if
Hyde cared about these things, she would encourage her readers to support professional associations with experience
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The most creative connection that Hyde & LaPrad make between mindfulness and politics
comes from their premise that mindfulness discourse and practice emerge from a ‘nondominant
culture’ (2015, p. 3). I am not sure which ‘nondominant culture’ they are referring to here, though the
non-Western culture from which the practices originate is indeed Asian Buddhism. Hyde & LaPrad’s
argument for including mindfulness practice and discourse in a public-school curriculum on the basis
that it is non-Western is thus a sort of argument from multiculturalism.128 Now, enhancing the
multicultural awareness of students is a perfectly desirable educational goal, and one that seems quite
consistent with a broad conception of democratic education. The argument from multiculturalism
easily justifies the teaching of world history, or of foreign languages, or of non-Western philosophy.
Multiculturalism can at times justify the use of public resources to provide education in an immigrant
student’s native language, especially if they do not have a strong grasp of the majority language. It is a
good reason to teach students about different sorts of religions. However, it is trickier to use the
argument from multiculturalism to justify the teaching of religion in a way that hews closer to religious
education than it does to education about religion. The worry expressed by some critics is that mindfulness
education can operate more like the former (religious education) than the latter (education about
religion).
If this worry can be assuaged, however—either by acknowledging that contemporary hybrid
mindfulness is a far cry from a comprehensive Buddhism, or alternatively (if the first move is
unconvincing) by seeing how the teaching of mindfulness can operate more like an education about
mindfulness than an indoctrination into mindfulness—then the argument from multiculturalism may

organizing around these exact same political issues (e.g., the National Education Association or the Network for Public
Education), or at least to read certain books about the history of educational activism (e.g., Ravitch, 2001). What she offers
instead is vagueness around the relationship between yoga and mindfulness, grandiose language about using yoga to “create
change in large organizations through self-change” (p. 123) and dissimulation masquerading as genuine ignorance about
the answers to questions like “Why must teaching be so difficult, stressful, all consuming?” (p. 122)
Hyde (2012) makes a similar argument (p. 116), but without drawing explicitly on the idea that multicultural education
can correct for historical or epistemic injustices.
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be a justifiable approach to defending the use of mindfulness in public schools. Note, furthermore,
that when we do multicultural education—e.g., culturally responsive teaching (CRT), or racially
responsive teaching practice (RRTP), or culturally sustaining pedagogy (CSP)—we are correcting for
a distinctive lack or flaw in our current educational practices. This corrective can be seen as
fundamentally political, for the obvious reason that in a multicultural society, members of cultural
groups often negotiate politically for status, recognition, representation, opportunities, and so on, as
members of those groups. When members of cultural groups are arbitrarily prevented from attaining status,
recognition, representation, or opportunities as members of those groups, then a form of political injustice
has occurred and corrective political action is warranted.
So, for example, we can observe that textbooks have historically employed racially coded
language that perpetuates racist stereotypes. Such stereotypes can have the effect of hindering access
to status, recognition, opportunities, etc. So, when forced to use such textbooks, racially responsive
teachers make students aware of such stereotypes, how the textbook is being used to perpetuate them,
and may furthermore empower students to recognize this as a form of political injustice and to act
accordingly (e.g., by encouraging students to ‘amend’ their textbooks or contact lawmakers and
administrators who control textbook purchasing). My point here is that Hyde & LaPrad are appealing
to this sort of corrective political education when they argue, rather indirectly, that mindfulness
discourse and practices can be justified parts of a public-school curriculum. And as I mentioned earlier
in this chapter, it can be helpful to think of this sort of multicultural justification as something that
seeks to correct for a kind of “epistemic injustice” (Fricker, 2007; Dotson, 2012; Anderson, 2012).
Now, the argument only works as long as the cultural practice or discourse being introduced
is something that has been in some real sense ‘excluded’ from traditional curricula, to the extent that
it represents a sort of deprivation. The excluded culture, practice, text, or discourse must truly be
‘nondominant’ for the argument to carry any force. The argument doesn’t quite work if, in the name
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of multiculturalism, we argue for the inclusion of more Shakespeare in English, more football in Physical
Education, or more ‘trickle down’ theory in Economics. It doesn’t work to critique a German school’s
decision to teach French as a foreign language rather than English. It works significantly better if
Nigerian immigrants in Philadelphia want their public school to teach Chinua Achebe and
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie. It can work when Canadian universities seek to implement Indigenous
course requirements (Tanchuk, Kruse & McDonough, 2018).
However, given these sorts of parameters, Hyde & LaPrad run into a double-bind if they try
to employ the argument from multiculturalism. The first bind is that while Buddhism is a nondominant
religion in the United States, it would be inappropriate to require students to engage in meditation qua
Buddhist meditation, for the exact same reason that it would be inappropriate to compel students to
engage in prayer qua Christian prayer. (While something like a ‘Buddhism club’ might be an appropriate
extracurricular activity, such a club wouldn’t be compulsory or ‘promoted’ by a public school; it would
be constitutionally protected). The second bind arises when we try to escape the first bind by
secularizing mindfulness meditation. Although it may be appropriate to ask students to engage in
contemporary mindfulness practices such as simple breath counting or mindful eating129, it is difficult
to think of this sort of practice as ‘nondominant’ and thus providing a warrant for corrective action.
Nowadays, breath counting and mindful eating belong to dominant (elite) strands of American culture
as much as anything else. So, the argument from multiculturalism isn’t applicable in either case.
We are now left to consider the possibility that mindfulness is weakly supportive of political
activity. I think enough has been said to make it clear how this connection could work. Perhaps
training in mindfulness meditation can indeed increase things that psychologists interested in
mindfulness try to measure, such as “intergroup prosociality” (Berry & Brown, 2017), “altruistic
behavior” (Condon, 2017, 2019), and “prosocial behavior” (Donald, et al., 2019). These behaviors
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Though see Brown (2016) for a counterargument.
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seem relevant to at least some forms of political activity, so the link is plausible. The problem, as in so
much empirical research dealing with complex, messy realities, is to understand how “the ability of
meditation to increase prosocial behavior depends on important moderating variables” (Condon,
2019, p. 17). Social psychology is a funny thing, especially in schools. It attempts to capture a slice of
unadulterated reality while simultaneously slicing in a carefully constructed context. Students and
teachers in mindfulness studies enter the classroom with a wide variety of preexisting personal
commitments. They have complex ethical beliefs and dispositions. The mindfulness teacher or
facilitator (or increasingly, app) may articulate an explicit ethical context or not. They may model
certain behaviors and not others. They may describe mindfulness practice and qualities of attention
and awareness using a certain kind of vocabulary and discourse and not another. This discourse may
be politically charged or not, religious or not. It may reference some cultural artifacts and not others.
It may or may not be sensitive to the politics of race, class, and gender. Teachers may be better or
worse at drawing causal connections between individual experiences, social trends, and one’s historical
context. If the study involves students in a group setting, an entire gamut of additional relational
factors quickly complicates the picture. The skills we learn and the effects we observe in one context
may not carry over to another.
How should advocates of Deweyan and Freirean forms of social life approach the observation
of such a scene? How should they make determinations about whether or not mindfulness education
‘works’ to support, or indeed works as, Deweyan and Freirean education? I have argued that we cannot
rely on claims that there is something intrinsically Deweyan or Freirean about mindfulness. I have also
argued that we cannot coherently suggest that mindfulness is strongly supportive of these forms of
education and social life. The emerging mindfulness backlash gives us compelling reasons to be
skeptical of Mindfulness discourse, as well as reasons to be cautious about the relationship between
mindfulness and politics. So, if mindfulness education works, in what way?
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David McMahan’s recent analysis of the role of cultural context in contemplative practices
provides some guidance. McMahan’s central claim is that “meditation works,” but that “what it means
for meditation to work—the work meditation does—is different, sometimes radically different, in
diverse contexts” (2017a, p. 21). McMahan imagines two characters: one, a “contemporary American
female professional who practices modern insight meditation (vipassana) and modern secular
mindfulness practices,” the other “an ancient monk—let’s say around the beginning of the common
era—in the movement established by Gautama the Buddha” (ibid). To meditate, they sit in the same
posture, bring their attention to their breath, and draw instructions from the same text. She lives with
her partner and child and spends time with friends; he lives a celibate ascetic lifestyle. She disregards
supernatural beings and realms while he believes in hungry ghosts, reincarnated animals, and “hellrealms” located under the ground. Through mindful eating, her practice has helped her lose weight,
which has improved her self-image and sex life; to prevent himself from taking pleasure in his food
or eating more than necessary to keep his body functioning, he “reminds himself of the repulsiveness
of food and the entire digestive process” (p. 23). For both practitioners, meditation is a form of selfcultivation or self-transformation that “aims at creating particular ways of being in the world” (ibid).
Our primary lived experience of the world, our “lifeworld” (lebensweld), is a “shared social,
cultural, and historical context” (p. 24). It includes explicit intellectual ideas and moral ideals,
determines what is normative, and any “diversity of opinion, conflict, factions, debate” are
“conditioned by the taken-for-granted background categories and sensibilities of the social imaginary”
(ibid). Practices such as mindfulness meditation
“come preloaded with certain repertoires of possibilities for how one should be, of
models for what one is and what the world is. They imply a complex taxonomy of
categories through which to see the world, taxonomies that become deeply
internalized. Meditative practice, therefore, will have different meaning, significance,
and goals in different contexts” (p. 25).
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When two people engage in the “same practice” in different cultural contexts, they may be “cultivating
very different way of being in the world” (ibid). He is letting go of his affection for his parents; she is
fostering feelings of affection for her children. He is avoiding a painful rebirth; she is engaging in selfcare. Both may be reading and attempting to follow the exact same breathing instruction. Ultimately,
each is seeking to cultivate not so much a specific form of attention or awareness towards oneself, but
self-formation toward a specific sort of ethical subject (p. 26). For her, the same practice is
accomplishing an aim (engagement with the world rather than withdrawal from it) that is “nearly the
opposite of the ideals of ancient meditation practices, which explicitly recommended withdrawal from
the [social] world” (p. 36). For McMahan, there is no essence to mindfulness practice. Mindfulness
meditation does not simply “produce particular, precisely reproducible mental ‘states’ that are the same
across time and space” (ibid). The work that meditation does is almost entirely “determined by the
surrounding ideas, aims, attitudes, and cultural context of the practitioner” (ibid). If this is true, then
mindfulness advocates attracted to Deweyan and Freirean ideals need, I think, to shift their focus.
They need to spend far less time postulating identical or causal relationships between mindfulness and
politics, and far more time engaging in careful evaluation of the ideas, aims, attitudes, and cultural
context of the practitioner. This means less time spent thinking about what a mindful X might look
like, and more time spent getting clear on what X is, what it commits us to, and whether we are truly
living up to X. The cultural context of a ‘mindful school’ includes, for example, whether it is privately
funded and whether this is desirable and compatible with other ethical ideals we may hold. The ideas
of the practitioner include, for example, their ideas about remarkable political events and whether or
not these have advanced their larger political goals. It is careful attention to these sorts of
considerations—our contextual aims, attitudes, beliefs, and actions—that will allow one to make a
final determination that mindfulness education has ‘worked’. It is only through the social project of
clarifying these, in public acts of communication, that we can determine whether our practices work.
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Chapter 4: Testimonio from Genre to Practice
4.1 Introduction
As we have seen in earlier chapters, contemporary American educators have at their disposal
at least two rich intellectual traditions to help them think through what it might mean to engage in
contemplation. Chapter 2 discussed Platonic and Aristotelian conceptions of philosophical theoria in
historical context by examining the Ancient Greek institution of diplomatic theoria. Although a pseudoAristotelian interpretation of theoria has heavily influenced our commonsense understanding of what
it means to ‘be contemplative’, I suggested that scholars and practitioners of Contemplative Education
ought instead to follow Plato in thinking of contemplation as a ‘journey’ modeled after the international pilgrimages of Ancient Greek theoroi. Contemplative Educators are fond of referencing Pierre
Hadot’s thesis about philosophy as a way of life when gesturing at theoria and the Western intellectual
tradition for help in articulating what it means to engage in a contemplative practice. However, as the
chapter shows, Hadot does not offer a convincing portrait of Aristotelian theoria as a contemplative
practice at the heart of a distinct way of life. Plato’s appropriation of diplomatic theoria does, on the
other hand, provide some inspiration for how to think of contemporary educational practices, such as
the field trip, as fundamentally contemplative. Plato’s model of contemplation as a tri-partite journey
also illuminates recent work on the concept of bearing witness as an orientation to educational
research. The proposal that researchers ought to engage in deliberate self-cultivation in order to better
‘see’ and support teachers points to something properly contemplative in this Platonic sense.
The second pool of contemplative resources is a more recent yet rapidly growing addition to
the American educational landscape. Chapter 3 examined formal and informal practices of
contemporary mindfulness that are used and discussed throughout American society, but particularly
within formal educational institutions. These practices must be understood as hybrid forms, shaped
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by the post-colonial fusion of American and European educational thought and canonical Buddhist
and Daoist philosophies and practices. Contemporary mindfulness is an emergent and controversial
discourse and set of practices, including as a locus of ongoing debates over its ethical and political
dimensions. I argued that contemporary mindfulness should not be thought of first and foremost as
a vehicle for political justice in the modern sense because such a conception depends on an
unproductive notion of what it means for a practice to be ‘political’. In the right contexts, however,
mindfulness can be properly understood as a valuable means of self-inquiry and self-transformation.
As such, it can indeed play a coherent role in a larger social justice project, as long as practitioners
maintain a commitment to critical analysis, seek to continually clarify their ends as part of a
commitment to their practice, ensure that their practices link up to their ends in convincing ways, and
cultivate an ethic of risk that counterbalances the (possibly) placatory dimensions of Mindfulness.
As evidenced by the rise of mindfulness discourse in education, Anglophone scholarship in
Contemplative Education has enthusiastically reached over to Asian philosophical and religious
traditions (mostly from India, China, Burma, and Japan) for inspiration. Historically at least some of
this cross-cultural impulse has been fetishistic, a subtler variation of Orientalism, but genuinely critical
cosmopolitanism is also readily available as a framework for this kind of multicultural work. In any
case, Anglophone scholars in Contemplative Education have not, as far as I know, been as eager to
draw from trends in Latin American studies, including Latin American philosophy of education. The
reason for this hesitance is not fully clear, though it may be as simple as a widespread assumption held
by many, including many Latin American thinkers, that Latin American philosophy is dependent on
or derivative of its American and European counterparts.130 Nonetheless, for contemplative educators
willing to wade into relatively unknown waters, there is at least one underexplored resource in the rich

For a recent survey of work that examines the problem of articulating the originality and authenticity of Latin American
philosophy, see de Castillo & Gallegos (2020).
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tradition of Latin American thought. This chapter is a first attempt to articulate the nature and purpose
of a formal contemplative practice by drawing primarily from a Latin American intellectual tradition.
Below, I will try to advance a pedagogically motivated argument about the nature and function
of the Latin American literary genre known as testimonio.131 I start by giving an account of the existing
discourse around testimonio, and point to two ways that testimonio discourse has ‘expanded’ in light of
pushback against the genre. This expansion, while necessary for the continued survival of testimonio
discourse, does not allow educators to respond adequately to what I call ‘the problem of marginality’,
a problem that emerges for educators in the context of our efforts to diversify our literary and
philosophical canons. If we conceive of testimonio first and foremost as a genre, I argue that we will
not find a suitable solution to the problem of marginality, and that our pedagogical problem will
persist: our efforts to decolonize and liberalize (in the sense of ‘freeing’) the canon will continue to
run up against the problem of marginality. Furthermore, I maintain that our pedagogical problem will
persist even if we grant the aforementioned expansion—the problem of marginality does not
disappear when testimonio is reconceived as a ‘method’ in social science research, or is expanded to
include other sorts of literary and cultural productions. Given this impasse, I propose that a solution
can be found in thinking of testimonio as a practice rather than as a literary genre or a social science
method. Specifically, testimonio is better thought of as a suite of contemplative practices of reading,
speaking, writing, and listening.

By ‘pedagogically motivated’ I mean simply that my notion of testimonio as a contemplative practice is conceived in
response to a pedagogical problem faced by educators.
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4.2 Testimonio: A Preliminary Definition
Although the obvious translation of testimonio is to the English word ‘testimony’, testimonio in
the Latin American intellectual tradition carries rich and particular connotations that cannot be
captured by ‘testimony’ alone. The concept of testimony in the English-speaking world, and in
contemporary Anglophone philosophy more specifically, has its own fascinating genealogy, one that
in fundamental ways is certainly shared with the Spanish-language notion of testimonio.132 However, I
am speaking here of testimonio not simply as the literal translation of ‘testimony’ but rather as a
particular genre of text—and, as I will eventually argue, as a number of interrelated contemplative
practices of reading, writing, speaking, and listening.
John Beverley, perhaps the most well-known scholar of testimonio as a genre, once famously
suggested that testimonio can be understood provisionally as
“a novel or novella-length narrative in book or pamphlet (that is, printed as opposed
to acoustic) form, told in the first person by a narrator who is also the real protagonist
or witness of the events she or he recounts. Its unit of narration is usually a ‘life’ or a
significant life experience. Testimonio may include, but is not subsumed under, any of
the following textual categories, some of which are conventionally considered
literature, others not: autobiography, autobiographical novel, oral history, memoir,
confession, diary, interview, eyewitness report, life history, novela-testimonio, nonfiction
novel, or ‘factographic literature’” (1996, pp. 24-25).
He added, years later, the observation that
“because in many cases the direct narrator is someone who is either functionally
illiterate or, if literate, not a professional writer, the production of a testimonio generally
involves tape-recording and then the transcription and editing of an oral account by
an interlocutor who is a journalist, ethnographer, or literary author” (2008, p. 571).133

For an overview of how testimony figures in social epistemology, see Goldman & O’Connor (2019). For a more specific
look at the epistemological problems of testimony, see Adler (2012). For a recent study of testimony in education, see
Dutro (2019).
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Noemí Alonso has called this “one of the most-cited definitions in literary criticism” [my translation] (2017, p. 48).
Alonso is referring here to the combination of the two excerpts, not just the 2008 quote.
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We must add to these criteria another important feature: testimonio is defined by what René Jara (1986)
has called a “narración de urgencia” (an emergency narrative), one that is marked “by the urgency to
make public a situation of oppression or injustice” and perhaps of resistance against said injustice
(Forcinito, 2016, p. 239). Among other features, this urgency is thought to help distinguish testimonio
from the more traditional self-representational forms of memoir and autobiography, which need not,
and quite often do not, speak to or from experiences of oppression or gross social injustice.
Journalism, biography, and ethnography, in contrast, often do trade in a sense of personal or collective
urgency in response to injustice, but it is thought that testimonio cannot be reduced to any of these
forms in part because in all three of them it is “the intention of the interlocutor-recorder…that is
paramount; in testimonio, by contrast it is the intention of the direct narrator who uses (in a pragmatic
sense) the possibility the interlocutor offers to bring his or her situation to the attention of an
audience” (Beverley, 2008, p. 572). The voice and ethos of the journalist, biographer, and
ethnographer is present and usually transparent in works of journalism, biography, and ethnography,
even as they quote and center the experiences of their subjects and interviewees. In testimonio, however,
the interlocutor attempts as much as possible to minimize this presence, reducing it, for example, to
proofreading, and even then, only in cooperation with the testimoniante. Thus, the force of the narrative
expression in testimonio flows not from the reader’s appreciation for the interlocutor’s experienced
editing, curation, or critical reflection, but rather from the reader’s uneasy awareness that the narrative
subject herself is in the authoritative position, despite the subject living in a society that typically
undermines or altogether denies such expression.
The reader here might accept the distinctions between testimonio on the one hand, and memoir,
autobiography, journalism, biography, and ethnography on the other, yet push back by questioning
the emphasis placed on textuality. After all, certain forms of photographic and video documentary can
focus on a real witness, communicate urgency, and be driven (presumably) by the intention of the
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direct subject or narrator. So, more must also be said about the centrality of textuality in the
preliminary account of testimonio. To understand this centrality, we must see how it emerges directly
from another traditional feature of testimonio: the focus on subaltern subjects.
The term ‘subaltern’ was originally coined by Antonio Gramsci as a term of art in his neoMarxist political analysis. It was used to designate social groups and classes that, “by definition, are
not unified and cannot unite until they are able to become a ‘State’” (1971, p. 52). In Gramsci’s
thought, subaltern groups can come together and exercise a certain minimal form of cultural
hegemony “through the mediation of a [political] party” (p. 53). They are, however, “always subject
to the activity of ruling groups, even when they rebel and rise up” (p. 55). There is no indication by
Gramsci, at least not in the Prison Notebooks, that a member of a subaltern group is by definition
illiterate or entirely excluded from the realms of hegemonic discourse. Accordingly, post-colonial,
decolonial, and critical theories have since employed the term in a variety of ways, often quite broadly
to refer to refer to anyone living ‘on the margins’ of a given center/margin dichotomy (e.g., hooks,
1984). Scholars such as Gayatri Spivak have pushed back against this broad application of the term,
suggesting that the subaltern is not simply “a classy word for oppressed, for Other, for somebody
who’s not getting a piece of the pie…The working class is oppressed. It’s not subaltern” (Spivak,
interviewed by de Kock, 1992, p. 45). It is clear in “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1988), for example,
that Spivak interprets the term ‘subaltern’ to refer, in a maximalist way, to those in a society who are
most oppressed or most marginalized, which for her means people who in a fundamental sense cannot
be truly ‘heard’ by those in the “circuit of hegemony,” as contrasted with those who are heard yet
remain politically unsuccessful (de Kock, 1992, p. 46).
Spivak’s narrower interpretation of Gramsci’s term greatly influenced the earliest waves of
testimonio discourse, and in our preliminary conception, a defining feature of testimonio is therefore that
the testimoniante, without the cooperation of the interlocutor, would otherwise not have access to the
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public sphere “because of the very conditions of subalternity to which the testimonio bears witness”
(Beverley, 2008, p. 572). The issue here is the means, if there are any, by which subaltern subjects (in
the Spivakian sense) are able to be seen and represented. For Arturo Arias, the possibility of such
representation depends on written language: “the importance of textuality for representing peripheral
societies has not significantly declined, despite the fact that cinema and other visual or technological
means have displaced the centrality of the written text” (2016, p. 257). The explanation for this
insistence on the text in testimonio discourse is that, given textuality’s “close proximity to language
nuances,” its ability, consequently, to “assert identities, experiences, and histories” gives written
testimonios a certain priority if the goal is for subalternized subjects to, as Gayarti Spivak put it, “crawl
into the place of the human” (Arias quotes Spivak, 2003, p. 23). In this conception, form follows
function. Because testimonios have a specific political goal, they must take a specific form.
The claim here isn’t that the visual arts (photography, film, sculpture, painting, and so on)
cannot capture nuances of identity, experience, and history. Visual representation can undoubtedly
capture these features of human life. In many respects, the visual arts can accomplish this kind of
representation better than a written text ever could. Rather than denying the power of the visual arts,
Arias is instead doing two things here. First, he is reflecting on the close relationship between written
text and, as he puts it, the ‘nuances’ of language. As ‘languages’ of a sort, visual arts can capture nuance,
and yet in most cases there is something uniquely precise about the representation afforded by
textuality. For example, as scholars we continue to theorize primarily via written and spoken dialogue,
inspired by texts, at least in part because of the benefits conferred by textuality. These include, in my
view, shared terminology, representational precision, relatively greater accessibility to, participation in,
and circulation of ideas, and (perhaps because of these) the easy symbiosis of text and conversation.
Second, as I expand on below, Arias is reflecting on the fact that ‘the text’ is the hegemonic form or
medium of authority and communication in modern society (at least in part because of the benefits
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described above). The implication is that to be truly recognized by the mass of modern society, to
have a life that is valued and grievable—or ‘readable’—by the majority of contemporary persons, one
must “crawl into the space of the human,” understood here as the space of textualized discourse and
representation recognized by the dominant juridical, cultural, and commercial realms. These realms
still trade primarily in text, rather than in photography or video.
In a fundamental way, then, this preliminary conception portrays testimonio as a form that relies
on textualized, transcribed voice not only felicitously, because textuality provides access to certain
powers and nuances of written representation, but also tragically, because of the relative “loss of the
authority of orality in the context of processes of cultural modernization that privilege literacy and
literature as a norm of expression” (Beverley, 2008, p. 573). In this preliminary account, testimoniantes
must, by necessity, collaborate with ‘lettered’ interlocutors to elicit, record, transcribe, print, and
circulate their narratives, and as a result, written testimonios “continue to be the preferred voice of
nonwriters positioned in the interstice of modernity and coloniality” (Arias, 2016, p. 257). Thus, the
preliminary account of testimonio stands on a rather peculiar counterfactual: if a given testimonio could
have emerged on its own, without access mediated by the social and cultural capital of a willing
interlocutor, then the testimoniante would by definition not be considered a member of the subaltern
and thus the work could not be considered a ‘genuine’ testimonio. This is related to a certain paradoxical
question raised by Spivak: once the subaltern subject has communicated some truth about her
experience in such a way that it has been recognized, is she still subaltern? Spivak argues that she
cannot be, and thus ends her most influential essay on the topic with the bold claim that “the subaltern
cannot speak” (1988, p. 308). If we take this thought seriously, we must conclude that under the
preliminary definition, testimonio is the closest we can come to the ‘voice’ of the subaltern. So, I ask the
reader to note these two inclusion criteria for the preliminary conception of testimonio as a genre: (1)
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the focus on subaltern subjects, and consequently (2) the centrality of textuality. Both will play an
important role in understanding what I later call the ‘problem of marginality’.
A note before moving on: one might rightly worry that I am cherry-picking Beverley’s
conception of testimonio and leaving out others in order to form my preliminary definition. This is a
fair challenge. In response, I say that I’m working with a preliminary definition because my intent is to
complicate it in the section below. Furthermore, it is important to start with a definition focused
heavily on the two features outlined above so that I can show how the problem of marginality persists
even when we attempt to move past the more restrictive, preliminary account, as recent scholars of
testimonio have done. My choice to begin with Beverley’s conception is not arbitrary; his account has
been more influential than perhaps any other and most scholars doing research on testimonio will have
been informed by it.
Now, despite the prevalence of this preliminary account, I must further note that Beverley’s
conception has in some respects changed over time. So, to call this account ‘Beverley’s’ is simply to
employ a useful shorthand, though admittedly one that is not fully accurate. By the mid-2000s,
Beverley was referring to testimonio as “an art of memory” that memorializes the past and directs the
creation of more “heterogenous, diverse, egalitarian, and democratic” communities (2004, p. 24).134
This notion of testimonio being an art meshes quite naturally with the conception I wish to pursue of
testimonio as a practice. As we shall see, however, I do not think of testimonio primarily as an art of
memory but rather as a group-based practice of self-inquiry and transformation. Such a practice may
certainly work with personal and collective memory in Beverley’s sense of ‘memorializing’ something
or someone in the past, but it need not.

We should therefore make a distinction between the ‘early’ Beverley, who influenced the narrower definition of
testimonio, and the ‘late’ Beverley, who pushed beyond it.
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When I say that Beverley’s early account has been highly influential, then, I refer specifically
to the two prior points about textuality and a focus on subaltern subjects. There were intense debates
among early advocates of testimonio about the right way to carve out the boundaries of the genre, but
“most everyone agreed that testimonio should be an authentic story narrated by a suitable real
protagonist” (Thakkar, 2019, p. 25). Accordingly, throughout its history, testimonio has been thought
of predominantly as a genre, only recently by some as a ‘method’, and by no one, as far as I know, as
a deliberately cultivated suite of contemplative practices. Furthermore, for Beverley and many who
came after him, a “suitable real protagonist” of the testimonio genre was, by definition, a (Spivakian)
subaltern subject, and therefore one who could not depend on orality or artistic representations, but
rather on an alliance with the transcription, textual fluency, and social standing of an elite interlocutor.
Below, I place testimonio in a greater historical context that points in part to how others have challenged
testimonio’s emphasis on the subaltern subject and the centrality of textuality, but the reader should note
that, in the eyes of recent commentators, “it was Beverley’s position that won out” (p. 28). As the
“premier theorist of testimonio,” Beverley and others succeeded in creating a common sense, at least
until recently, around the notion that “academic work should have focused on making subaltern voices
heard in academia” (Arias, 2016, p. 256).

4.3 Testimonio in Historical Context
Insofar as we begin by thinking of testimonio as a genre, we can imagine it as one that has been
reflected in three distinct phases of discourse (Forcinito, 2016). In the first, the Central and South
American revolutions, civil wars, and military dictatorships of the 1950s, 60s, 70s, and 80s gave rise to
a series of testimonios from which emerged the “first moment of the literary/cultural debates about
testimonial writing” (p. 241). This first wave of discourse emphasized testimonio as a form of resistance
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to oppression, as an authentic expression of the testimonial voice, and as a vehicle for the “solidarity
of intellectuals, activists, and academics” (ibid). Both Beverley (1989) and Yúdice (1991), for example,
stressed the collaborative, solidarity-building aspect of testimonio, the urgency that infused its
characteristic exemplars, and the ‘authenticity’ of the narrators (marked, as I suggested above, by the
narrator’s subaltern subjectivity). Prominent essay collections in this phase emphasized and explored
these same aspects.135
In academia, excitement over a sense of the genre’s liberatory potential paralleled a feeling that
testimonio represented an innovation in literature itself: “the nascent genre offered an alternative to the
habit of making authors the centre of attention and seemed to offer new paths for our understanding
of how texts might work” (Thakkar, 2019, p. 18). It presented, advocates argued, a provocation against
literary commonsense: the traditional narrative structure of the novel, the contrived ‘erasure’ of the
author, and the notion of an individual creative genius as the singular force behind the production of
a text. Partly for these reasons, testimonio was perceived as a form of narration that could challenge the
social and literary dominance of “the prevailing model for literary fiction in Latin America…the socalled ‘Boom’ and (mostly male) authors such as the Mexican Carlos Fuentes or the Colombian
Gabriel García Marquez” (ibid). Increasingly, says Thakkar, “testimonio was defined not simply as a
complement to literature, or as a way to make literature more inclusive, but as actively opposed to it:
testimonio was not only different from fiction; it was also more grounded, more real and true” (p. 19).
This realness and groundedness, or ‘authenticity’, was felt to be pegged to social class, and tied in
particular to a spirit of revolutionary egalitarianism. As Beverley memorably and polemically claimed
in Against Literature (1993), traditional literary forms, such as novels, were to be understood as the
‘literature of the bourgeoisie’ whereas testimonios were to be thought of as the ‘literature of the
proletariat’. Though testimonio sought to affirm the individual self “in a collective mode,” it at the same
135

For example, Jara & Vidal (1986), Gugelberger & Kearney (1991), and Achugar & Beverley (1992).
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time offered “a relief from the figure of the ‘great writer’ or writer as cultural hero that is so much a
part of the ideology of literary modernism” (Beverley, 2004, p. 35).
The 1983 testimonio of Rigoberta Menchú Tum, the K’iche’ activist and politician136, is the most
frequently discussed exemplar of this phase, and perhaps the most widely recognized and read
testimonio in modern history.137 To help understand the impact of Menchú’s story, we might consider
an excerpt from a particularly violent section of her text, Me llamo Rigoberta Menchú y así me nació la
consciencia [I, Rigoberta Menchú: An Indian Woman in Guatemala].138 In a chapter titled “The Torture and
Death of Her Little Brother, Burnt Alive in Front of Members of his Family and the Community”
(pp. 201-213), a twenty-four years old Menchú describes the torture and execution of her brother,
Petrocinio, at the hands of the U.S.-backed, counter-revolutionary Guatemalan army.139 Days after
mangling Petrocinio’s testicles, leaving him in a well full of rotting corpses, cutting off his fingernails
and then fingers, and cutting and burning off parts of his skin, a Guatemalan army captain went about

The term K’iche’ refers both to an indigenous sub-group of the Maya people and the language they speak. Most K’iche’
live in the Guatemalan highlands and in 2011 constituted 11% of the country’s population. The Aztecs’ Nahuatl translation
of the term—Cuauhtēmallān—is what Conquest-era Spaniards used to derive the word ‘Guatemala’.
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Others include Pozas’s Juan Pérez Jolote: Biografia de un Tzotzil [Juan Pérez Jolote: Biography of a Tzotzil] (1952), Rodolfo
Walsh’s Operación massacre [Operation Massacre] (1957), Carolina Maria de Jesus’s Quarto de Despejo [The Trash Room]
(1960), Miguel Barnet’s Biografía de un cimarrón [Biography of a Runaway Slave] (1966), Domitila Barrios de Chúngara’s Si
me permiten hablar: testimonio de Domitila, una mujer de las minas de Bolivia [Let Me Speak!: Testimony of Domitila, a Woman of
the Bolivian Mines] (1977), and Omar Cabezas’ La montaña es algo más que una inmensa estapa verde [Fire From the Mountain: The
Making of a Sandinista] (1982).
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A more literal translation is My name is Rigoberta Menchú and this is how my conscience was born.

By the late 1970s, the Guatemalan military was, according to the historian Greg Grandin, “bringing to a climax a
pacification campaign, the horror of which was matched only by historical memories of the Spanish conquest” (2010, para.
3). “Between 1976 and 1980, security forces killed or disappeared close to a thousand Social and Christian Democrats,
trade unionists, university professors and students. By 1980 death squads were running rampant in Guatemala City and
the countryside, and mutilated bodies piled up on the streets and in ravines. In the indigenous highlands, violence against
activists had been commonplace since the 1954 overthrow of [ex-President] Arbenz, and steadily increased through the
‘60s and ‘70s” (para. 9-10). Published in 1999, a report by a United Nations truth commission documented “acts such as
the killing of defenceless [sic] children, often by beating them against walls or throwing them alive into pits where the
corpses of adults were later thrown; the amputation of limbs; the impaling of victims; the killing of persons by covering
them in petrol and burning them alive; the extraction, in the presence of others, of the viscera of victims who were still
alive; the confinement of people who had been mortally tortured, in agony for days; the opening of the wombs of pregnant
women, and other similarly atrocious acts” (CEH, p. 34). See also Malkin (2013) and Volpe (2017) in The New York Times.
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“explaining each torture and describing each tortured man” to the rest of the local community (p. 203208).
“After he’d finished talking the officer ordered the squad to take away those who’d
been ‘punished’, naked and swollen as they were. They dragged them along, they could
no longer walk. Dragged them along to this place, where they lined them up all
together within sight of everyone. The officer called to the worst of his criminals—
the Kaibiles, who wear different clothes from other soldiers. They’re the ones with the
most training, the most power. Well, he called the Kaibiles and they poured petrol over
each of the tortured. The captain said, ‘This isn’t the last of their punishments, there’s
another one yet. This is what we’ve done with all the subversives we catch, because
they have to die by violence. And if this doesn’t teach you a lesson, this is what’ll
happen to you too. The problem is that the Indians let themselves be led by the
communists. Since no-one’s told the Indians anything, they go along with the
communists.’ He was trying to convince the people but at the same time he was
insulting them by what he said. Anyway, they lined up the tortured and poured petrol
on them; and then the soldiers set fire to each one of them. Many of them begged for
mercy. They looked half dead when they were lined up there, but when the bodies
began to burn they began to plead for mercy. Some of them screamed, many of them
leapt but uttered no sound—of course, that was because their breathing was cut off”
(p. 209).
After her brother’s death, Menchú’s father died in the 1980 Burning of the Spanish Embassy in
Guatemala City (pp. 214-228), and her mother was kidnapped, raped, and tortured by officers of the
Guatemalan army (pp. 229-235). Disfigured, suffering infected and worm-ridden wounds, Menchú’s
mother was left to die slowly, outdoors, over multiple days. Her dead body was desecrated, urinated
on, and a permanent sentry prevented anyone from removing her corpse. Over many months she was
eaten by wild animals until, as Menchú recounts, “not a bit of my mother was left, not even her bones”
(p. 235).
As in Menchú’s narrative, testimonios often include such stark, graphic depictions of hardship
and violence of a degree that is virtually impossible for many readers to imagine. Biografía de un cimarrón
(1966) describes punishments endured by Esteban Montejo in the plantations he worked on as an
enslaved child before the Cuban War of Independence (1895-1898), as well as the measures he took
to survive his escape. In Quarto de Despejo (1960), which became for a time the most successful book
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in Brazilian publishing history, Maria de Jesus documents the struggle to raise her children in a favela
outside São Paulo. In the 1970s, a series of testimonios from Chile bore witness to Salvador Allende’s
assassination and Augusto Pinochet’s rise to power—Hernán Valdés’s Tejas verdes, diario de un campo de
concentración en Chile [Diary of a Chilean Concentration Camp] (1974) and Manuel Cabieses’s Chile:
11808 horas en campos de concentración [Chile: 11808 Hours in Concentration Camps] (1975) both speak
to the experience of life in concentration camps during Pinochet’s military regime. Written by the
journalist Jácobo Timerman in 1980, Preso sin nombre, celda sin número [Prisoner Without a Name, Cell
Without a Number] describes Timerman’s imprisonment and torture during Argentina’s Dirty War
(1974-1983).140
Partly inspired by righteous indignation in response to the political violence of this era,
optimistic perspectives on testimonio were prevalent throughout the 1970s and ‘80s, a period during
which Margaret Randall, for example, worked with Doris Tijerino to publish “Somos millones…” La
vida de Doris María combatiente niaragüense [Doris Tijerino: Inside the Nicaraguan Revolution] (1977), and
interviewed dozens of other women to help produce Sandino’s Daughters: Testimonies of Nicaraguan Women
in Struggle (1981). However, despite the horrors broadcast by the testimonios of this time, the resulting
texts often did not draw the social response or contribute to the political victories hoped for by
testimoniantes, their interlocutors, and many sympathetic readers of testimonios. After years of fighting
the U.S.-backed Contras, for instance, the Sandinistas went on to lose in the 1990 Nicaraguan
presidential election. Following this and other left-wing political losses—and, for some, disillusioning
peace agreements—that occurred in the late 1980s and early 1990s, testimonio entered a second phase
of analysis just as neoliberalism enjoyed its ascendency in public policy and academic discourse. This
second phase of testimonio was “characterized by the rethinking of the genre that addresses a sense of

I should note that the preliminary definition of testimonio I sketched out above would rule out a text like Preso sin nombre,
because in this case it was Timerman who both experienced and wrote about the events in his testimonio.
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failure and loss, and therefore an abandonment of the enthusiasm of the first moment” (Forcinito,
2016, p. 242).141
There is a sense in texts representative of this second phase that testimonio had “lost its
currency,” and one result of this political deflation was the emergence of a new academic anxiety about
the power of literary endeavors writ large, as well as the effects of institutionalizing “counterdiscourse”
(ibid). What effect, advocates wondered, might the canonization and institutionalization of testimonio
have had on undermining, rather than amplifying, the experiences and moral claims of the subaltern? If
testimonios replaced more heralded works in the halls of higher education—as they did in a famous case
at Stanford University, as well as at various other institutions in the late 1980s—would our standard
practices of reading and interpretation be up to the task? Or, alternatively, would testimonios be
efficiently coopted and normalized? If so, then for what compelling reason might testimonios be worthy
of our attention? In this second phase of discourse, melancholic responses to these and related
questions often adopted what Kimberly Nance has called, in her analysis of testimonio’s political
potential, “a poetics of mourning” (2006, p. 158). Gugelberger argued that the “euphoric moment of
the testimonio has passed” (1996, p. 1), while Beverley felt that “the moment of testimonio is over”
(1996, p. 77). Javier Sanjinés formulated testimonio’s “epitaph” (1995) and Alberto Moreiras put
testimonio “on trial” (1995).
For Forcinito, a third and final phase began with the publication of the anthropologist David
Stoll’s Rigoberta Menchú and the Story of All Poor Guatemalans (1999) and is defined by her as a period of
existential “crisis” for testimonio as a genre (2016, p. 243). This crisis arose in large part because of
Stoll’s highly controversial condemnation of Menchú’s text. He questioned, in a public academic
conference where Menchú was in attendance, the veracity of elements of Menchú’s narrative, in
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Representative texts of this second phase of ‘rethinking’ include Gugelberger (1996) and Larsen (1995).
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particular the torture and death of her brother (as recounted in the excerpt above).142 Stoll relied on
interviews with rural workers in the regions of Guatemala where the events Menchú recounted were
said to have occurred in order to contradict at least some of her narrative’s more brutal and personal
elements.143 In doing so, he was seen by critics to have acted on a greater commitment to one type of
historical objectivity over and above the solidarity Menchú was presumed to have been owed, and in
the process offered existing critics of both testimonio and subaltern moral and epistemic authority with
new reasons for skepticism and dismissal. In Beverley’s retelling,
“Stoll concluded that the killing of Menchú’s brother did not happen in exactly this
way, that Menchú could not have been a direct witness to the event as her account
suggests, and that therefore this account, along with other details of her testimonio,
amounted to, in Stoll’s words, a ‘mythic inflation’” (2008, p. 575).
In what many Latin Americanists felt was a “strange exercise in compulsion in which the author
repeatedly reaffirmed his admiration for Menchú but then drove himself to dispute even her
offhanded comments” (Grandin, 2010, para. 17), Stoll attempted to position Menchú as a political
actor driven mostly by an uncritical revolutionary ideology, questioning her “representativity in terms
of the Mayan communities” and her “agency as a political and intellectual leader” (Forcinito, 2016, p.
244). Because, for Stoll, the epistemic and ethical authority of Menchú’s testimonio had been put into
question, he concluded that “I, Rigoberta Menchú does not belong in the genre of which it is the most
famous example, because it is not the eyewitness account it purports to be” (1999, p. 242).144

An important chronological point to add to Forcinito’s history: Stoll began presenting his findings publicly in 1991 but
did not publish them in a systematic form until 1999. The wider dissemination of his published book thus triggers the
third phase, rather than his earlier, preparatory conference activity.
142

143 At least some

of Stoll’s own methods and conclusions have been criticized (Grandin, 2010), though he has also defended
himself at length (e.g., Stoll, 2008a, 2008b).
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Note here that Stoll is implicitly reinforcing the genre’s definition in terms of its subaltern subjects.
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Menchú eventually conceded that she had “grafted elements of other people’s experiences and
stories onto her own account,” admitting in particular that she was “not herself present at the massacre
of her brother and his companions in Chajul” (Beverley, 2008, p. 576).145 Stoll recalls confronting
Ménchu with some of his preliminary findings at the 1991 meeting of the Latin American Studies
Association (LASA), where she was dispassionately polite: “Rigoberta was cordial, but I remember
her saying that just as I had my work, she had hers” (1999, pp. 227). Menchú’s supporters felt they
understood what she had meant by ‘her work’: it was taken for granted that the blending of individual
narratives functioned as “a way of making her story a collective one, rather than a personal
autobiography” (Beverley, 2008, p. 576). More than that, however, such ‘grafting’, ‘blending’, or even
(in rare cases) outright fabrication was interpreted as a justified way for Menchú and other testimoniantes
to exercise a kind of agency—it was a way for “people who are marginalized, repressed, and exploited”
to use testimonio “as a weapon, a way of fighting back” (Beverley, 2004, p. xvi).
The ‘Rigoberta Menchú Controversy’, as it came to be known in reflections on the ‘culture
wars’ of the North American academy (e.g., Arias, 2001), sparked a number of responses in the third
phase of testimonial discourse. Because the crisis for the genre corresponded directly to the
“dismantling of the marginality of the testimonial subject” (Forcinito, 2016, p. 244), or at least the
dismantling of the authority of the subaltern subject’s experience, the most pressing response was, as
indicated, a newfound attention to questions around the epistemic and ethical authority of subaltern
narratives, but in particular the challenge of balancing what Richard Rorty once called the “desire for
solidarity” with the “desire for objectivity” (Beverley, 2008, p. 571 is quoting Rorty, 1985, p. 3). For
Beverley and others who remained sympathetic to Menchú, Stoll’s intervention functioned primarily
as a “political quarrel that masquerades as an epistemological one…What seems to bother Stoll above

In addition to Menchú’s falsely placing herself at the scene of her brother’s murder, the other charge against her thought
to have merit is that she did receive some formal education despite claiming she did not (Grandin, 2010, para. 18).
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all is that Menchú has an agenda” (2008, p. 576). Agreeing with Beverley, Forcinito sees Stoll’s
approach as having brought to light a pervasive suspicion and impulse to undermine, wielded not just
by Stoll but by many others, against the survivors of “massacres, genocides, and human rights
violations” (2016, p. 244).146 Nonetheless, the inflammatory discourse that emerged between Stoll, his
defenders, and his critics posed difficult, legitimate questions about what precisely grants a witness
epistemic and moral authority, the boundaries between individual and collective memory, what is
gained or lost in emphasizing a “poetics” of testimonio, and how we might—in a reformulation of
Rorty’s challenge—reconcile “hegemonic systems of judgment and subaltern codes of values” (pp.
244-245).
For Arias, the Menchú Controversy and subsequent dismantling of the subaltern subject’s
epistemic and moral authority did indeed imply, as many critics claimed, the end of the genre’s unique
moment (2016, p. 254). If the subaltern subject’s epistemic authority is put into question because the
urgency of her political goals is assumed to supersede her commitment to a certain kind of objectivity,
then what could now distinguish testimonio, essentially, from the self-representational forms of memoir
and autobiography (which do not depend exclusively on the epistemic authority of a subaltern
subject)? Urgency and emergency could still, perhaps, be communicated through testimonial
narratives, but a direct connection to the ‘real’ was no longer held up as a valuable goal of testimonio,
or even one that was necessarily possible. And if the subaltern subject’s epistemic and ethical authority

In fairness to Stoll, he has made it clear that he does not dispute the vast majority of the horrors recounted by Menchú.
He also supported the Nobel Committee’s decision to award Rigoberta Menchú the 1992 Nobel Peace Prize and “has no
question about the [general] picture of army atrocities which she presents” (Nobel Media AB, 2020). He has, however, in
Grandin’s view, insisted on transmuting discrepancies in Menchú’s story into “a blanket indictment of the Latin American
left throughout its cold war history” (Grandin, 2010, para. 25). Stoll went so far as to speculate that the 1980 firebombing
of the Spanish embassy in Guatemala City, in which more than thirty peasant workers (including Menchú’s father) and
university students were killed protesting military repression in the countryside, was intentionally self-inflicted in order to
reinforce “the Guatemalan left’s cult of martyrdom” (Stoll, 2008a, p. 88). For Grandin, “it’s hard to overstate how
extraordinary this claim is…There is no tradition of tactical suicide among Guatemalan leftists, and there is not one piece
of evidence, not one witness, not even among those critical of the protesters” to support the view that the embassy
massacre was a revolutionary suicide (2010, para. 27). Stoll has clarified and defended this claim (2008a, pp. 297-298); I do
not intend to adjudicate it here.
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is going to be suspect anyways, then why not leave the art of testifying to the biographers, journalists,
and ethnographers? Further, if the subaltern subject’s authority is compromised, why bother
emphasizing textuality’s ability to bring out nuanced similarities and differences in subaltern identity,
experience, and history?

4.4 Testimonio: North vs. South
It is possible, however, that the popular consensus around the end of testimonio’s moment was
premature. If it appears correct, Arias claims that this is mostly because “the politics with which
[testimonio] was invested were conceived in the United States in complete disregard of the real status of
testimonial writing in the [Southern] continent” (ibid). The suggestion here is that claims about
testimonio’s demise were and remain faulty not because we are still in the ‘euphoric moment’ that
Gugelberger dreamed of, but rather because we never were—or at least, we never should have thought
that we were. The genre was never as circumscribed in Latin America as many of its U.S.-based
enthusiasts believed it should be. Consequently, it was principally in the Global North’s elite
universities and publishing houses that advocates bought into the “instant gratification” of testimonio’s
“poetics of celebration” (Nance, 2006, p. 158).
One important piece of evidence in support of this alternative conclusion is that, as Arias
argues, “testimonio’s original link to subalternities was circumstantial” (2016, p. 254). A look at the
historical background for the (then) newfound popularity of the term provides a clue. Casa de las
Américas—a publishing house and cultural center established by the Cuban government four months
after the end of the Revolution—had, since 1959, awarded the Premio Literario Casa de las Américas in
the categories of novel, poetry, short story, drama, and essay. Ten years later, however, in the midst
of both established and newly emerging socio-political conflicts, it was deemed necessary to introduce
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a new category for an award titled ‘Latin American Testimony’. In the words of the Uruguayan scholar
Ángel Rama, who participated in the decision:
“I don’t know what experience the other jurors have, but I do know the one we’ve
had in the field of the novel. There exist, among other good and interesting literary
works, those that do not meet the quality of an award […] yet whose value is not only
literary, but in what testimony they give of the Latin American process. So I will
suggest […] if we can propose to the Casa […] that it establish a collection called
Testimonio Latinoamericano; that is to say, a collection in which a novel, an essay, poetry,
a story, gives testimony of what is happening in Latin America and of what is being
done” [my translation] (Rodríguez Freire, 2010, p. 122).147
Arias reads Rama’s account and concludes, against critics and commentators who emphasized
testimonio’s link to the (Spivakian) subaltern and its claims of access to a more unmediated reality, that
the origins of testimonio were always, from the beginning, “eminently literary” (2016, p. 254). Or at
least, in my reading, they were fully compatible with more traditionally conceived literary endeavors.
Among other pieces of evidence, Rama’s story of the award suggests that testimonio was, from its
inception, focused on drawing out the testimonial aspects, features, or dimensions of already prevalent
literary forms, and not so much on establishing a complete ‘break’ with those forms. This relatively
hidden history of testimonio flies in the face of thinkers like Zimmerman, who had envisaged testimonio
much more starkly as “the discursive wing of the armed struggle” (Thakkar, 2019, p. 26), or Yúdice
(1985), who sought to present testimonio primarily as an artifact of “popular struggle initially conducted
within the frame of Cuban and then more generally Latin American literary discourse against the force
of ‘bourgeois’ boom literature and Western postmodernism” (as quoted in Zimmerman, 1996, p. 101).
Contra Zimmerman, testimonio had a political orientation, but could not be reduced to it; contra Yúdice,
testimonio challenged literary conventions, but tokens of the genre did not emerge ex nihilo from
disagreements among literary scholars (as opposed to organically, from responses to lived conditions).

Raúl Rodriguez Freire found the original Spanish text of Rama’s words in a 1995 publication of documents describing
the 1969 creation of the award. Rama’s words, quoted here, are from the late 1960s.
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If the ‘establishment’ of this genre can be located more straightforwardly in the intentions
behind the creation of the prize introduced by Casa de las Américas in 1969, then testimonio was, it
seems, never actually limited to the representation of subaltern subjects only.148 Given the historical
context and political leanings of members of the Casa, the prize judges for Testimonio Latinoamericano
were certainly willing to reward narratives that broke ranks with established conventions and
highlighted the subjectivity of the ‘voiceless’. Even in their eyes, however, testimonio was from the very
beginning also the name for a long series of “narratives about, or written by, guerrilla combatants or
revolutionary militants” (who were by no means powerless) as well as texts composed by already
established writers of the period.149
Now, it is true that the invention of the award for Testimonio Latinoamericano is supposed to
have occurred only after a “rupture,” prompted by the Padilla affair, between Cuban revolutionary
thinkers and politically liberal Latin American intellectuals (Thakkar, 2019, p. 20).150 The timing here
might lead one to think the Casa was, in fact, encouraging a thorough break with previous literary
forms. After the Padilla affair, and believing that traditional literary forms no longer functioned to
adequately capture the totality of the Central and South American revolutionary spirit—as well as the
despair of those whose exploitation provided a warrant for armed revolution—Casa de las Américas

The Casa maintains that “it is obvious that la Casa did not ‘create’ the genre, but in taking it under consideration granted
it a new mark of reference and gave it, at least in our language, a personality which it lacked” [translation mine] (Casa de
Las Américas, 2011, p. 83). I interpret this statement as an assertion that the genre-form of testimonio existed prior to the
establishment of the award; Ángel Rama’s remarks, as quoted above, suggest as much. In my view, however, this is still
compatible with the idea that the Casa did in some important sense ‘create’ the genre, if we understand literary genres as
forms whose boundaries are determined not only by the organic creations and intentions of authors but also by the
institutional parameters set by communities of literary practice (communities of reading, editing, publication, teaching, and
so on) in historically and culturally specific circumstances. Casa de Las Américas could indeed have established testimonio
as a genre within an existing literary ecosystem, even if tokens of this genre existed prior to the founding of the award and
the formal ‘establishment’ of the genre.
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Early texts that won the award included Gilio (1970), Cerda (1977), Galeano (1978), Payeras (1980), Cabezas (1982),
and Bosque (1985). None of these authors could have been classified as subaltern subjects under testimonio’s narrower,
preliminary definition.
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Heberto Paddila, a Cuban poet, was imprisoned by the Castro regime in 1971 for openly criticizing aspects of the Cuban
Revolution.
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did wish to honor other forms of literary expression. As noted above, it instituted the testimonial prize
and sought out authors with more clear-cut revolutionary sympathies. Importantly, however, few of
these authors would have technically counted as ‘subaltern’ by the criteria set in many of the first
phase’s traditional definitions offered by Beverley, Yúdice, and others. Furthermore, the Casa
continued to offer prizes in the traditional literary forms of poetry, novel, essay, short story, and so
on. Its selection of authors for the prize, as well as its continuation of other prize categories, thus
undermines the account of testimonio as a genre that rejected literary production altogether and
privileged the subaltern voice exclusively.
Over time, Menchú’s testimonio would go on to become most popular not in Guatemalan
indigenous or revolutionary circles, but in American colleges and universities, where it fit neatly into
the push-and-pull of an emerging identity politics, a “theoretical turn” in the humanities, and a newly
founded “cultural studies” approach wherein scholars could more freely “work across linguistic,
national, ethnic, and cultural borders” (Arias, 2016, p. 256). It’s not that testimonio wasn’t an important
platform for counter-hegemonic discourse in the Latin South. It was important, and especially in
Central America, where literacy and education rates were not only much lower than in the Southern
Cone (testimonios are typically quite easy to follow), but where one could also find a certain aversion to
literature generally and literary fiction especially, which were seen by many as social practices belonging
to an elite neocolonialist class (Thakkar, 2019, p. 22). As Beverley and Zimmerman suggest, “testimonio
begins to flourish in Central America only in the course of the revolutionary process itself, and then
to an extent in the 1960s as a Cuban import, through the contacts of Carlos Fonseca, Roque Dalton,
and other Central American writers and journalists with Casa de las Américas and the Cuban writers”
(1990, p. 179). The point however, is that although testimonio was indeed, for Zimmerman, Yúdice, and
Pratt, “political first,” in the sense that “many might have agreed to understand testimonio in terms of
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its relationship to subalternity,” it was not perceived so homogenously by critics and intellectuals
across the Americas (Thakkar, 2019, p. 27).
In the broader view of many Latin American theorists, testimonio’s true antecedents existed,
instead, in the crónicas of the Conquest-era, in the Russian literary realism prevalent at the turn of the
20th century, and in Central American poetry of the 1930s and ‘40s. Its development into a delineated
genre focused exclusively on the experiences of the subaltern really only came into sharp focus in the
1970s and 1980s in the Global North, “at the moment of a crisis of representation, as the thendominant narrative structure could not (it was felt) adequately represent the political and social
conditions of the region” (Thakkar, 2019, p. 24). In other words, only later, years after the creation of
the prize, and after a gradual process of academic canonization in the Global North, did testimonio
become understood primarily as “a genre that provided a platform for the subaltern to speak” (ibid).
For critics like Rodríguez (2001), such efforts to diversify canons and institutionalize
testimonial texts often came at the cost of fetishizing or exploiting, rather than ‘genuinely’ engaging
with, testimonios like Menchú’s and the “poetics of solidarity” that came along with them. Many of the
interesting philosophical debates about the nature and function of testimonios, and their educational
potential, were overshadowed by a proxy battle, at the twilight of the Cold War, “between progressive
and conservative US academics about the future of the humanities in light of the neoliberal turn”
(Arias, 2016, p. 256). Or, put another way, it was precisely such proxy battles that fueled the
philosophical debates about what constituted the boundaries of testimonio as a genre, its pedagogical
value, and its relationship to the goals of the humanities and higher education. In any case, it became
apparent that testimonio lost its galvanizing power and became yet another literary practice that was
more or less happily integrated into the educational establishment, which welcomed and consecrated
it as a literary genre and abstract object of study. We can imagine this as a disappointingly ironic
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conclusion for both the advocates of the preliminary definition and those sympathetic leftists who
had nonetheless always conceived of testimonio as ‘eminently literary’.
Already in the late 1980s, John Beverley, in a particularly prescient moment, warned his readers
that “because testimonio is by nature a protean and demotic form not yet subject to legislation by a
normative literary establishment, any attempt to specify a generic definition for it, as I do here, is at
best provisional, and at worst repressive” (1989, p. 31). If recent commentators are correct, then such
‘repressive legislation’ is precisely what happened to testimonio. Fueled by Cold War anxieties, testimonio
became yet another arena for a curricular fight between liberal multiculturalists and ‘Great Books’
traditionalists. Readers took, in Thakkar’s view, provisional definitions to be permanent, digging in
their heels to celebrate or attack testimonio’s presumably subversive characteristics (2019, pp. 46-47).
Testimonio discourse turned into an exhausted taxonomic debate, focused on cementing certain features
of the genre in the service of offensive or defensive maneuvers, and led a good deal of readers and
teachers away from testimonio altogether.

4.5 Minor Problems with Expanding Testimonio
In light of the historical overview provided above, it may come as a surprise to learn that the
ascendency of testimonio’s third phase of discourse hasn’t, by my lights caused a reduction in the
production of or interest in testimonio. Judging by the quantity of recent work coming from young
scholars, the idea of testimonio still attracts a good deal of academic interest, as do written testimonios
themselves, whatever they now may be.151 What the third phase of testimonio discourse has done is help

Reyes & Rodríguez (2012) claim that during 1990-1999, the term ‘testimonio’ appeared in 36 dissertations and theses, and
that during 2000-2009, this number “explodes” to 835 (p. 169). My replication of their method yields more modest results.
A simple “full text” keyword search for English-language entries in ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global does indeed
produce impressive numbers: 1,067 entries during 1990-1999; 2,102 entries during 2000-2009; 2,438 entries during 20102019. However, such a wide net can capture even the most minor mentions of the term (a single citation, for example). A
more focused search within abstracts, titles, and index terms gives a much better indication of research output dedicated
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foster a certain ‘breakdown’ of the traditional boundaries of the genre—a breakdown that was no
doubt already in play as the genre became more integrated into university syllabi and the presses of
academic publishers in the 1990s. In my view, this breakdown has allowed testimonio discourse to
expand in at least two directions.
First, testimonios that are extratextual, or not necessarily of a subaltern subject, or both, now
widely ‘count’ (or, at least, no one bothers to undermine them for failing to adhere to the more
traditional criteria).152 Similarly, testimonios produced both before and after the Central and South
American political struggles of the mid-to-late 20th century also ‘count’, as do testimonios produced
outside of that geographic region.153 Further, whereas Beverley once proposed that testimonial texts
such as the colonial crónicas, the ‘national’ essay, and the diaries of Simón Bolívar or José Martí
represented merely the ‘roots’ of testimonio, at least some recent scholars regard such texts as testimonios
in their own right.154 In short, the first expansion has pushed the testimonio genre by dissolving some
of its boundaries related to form, time, and geography.
The second expansion of testimonio is somewhat more transformative and specific to its
newfound popularity in educational research. Here, the bulk of secondary work no longer seems to
be genealogical, critical, or philosophical treatment of the very concept of testimonio. Rather, this new

to the topic: 22 entries during 1990-1999; 55 entries during 2000-2009; 129 entries during 2010-2019. So, although there
is certainly a strong growth in interest in testimonio among young scholars (a 486% increase from the 1990s to the 2010s), in
terms of absolute numbers the degree of interest is not nearly as dramatic as Reyes & Rodríguez make it out to be.
E.g., Scholz (2012), who interprets Mayan embroidered fabrics and weavings as testimonios, or Breckenridge (2012), who
reads graphic novels and comics depicting the Spanish Civil War as testimonios.
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E.g., Galván (2017), who relies on the testimonios of Latino engineering students in the Los Angeles metropolitan area.

E.g., García (2003), who reads the Conquest-era writings of Christopher Columbus, Bartolomé de las Casas, Bernal
Díaz del Castillo, and Garcilaso de la Vega as testimonios. To be clear, there is still a good degree of wariness around these
sorts of projections into the past. For instance, although she has been willing to include many non-collaborative testimonios
in her analysis, Nance (2006) maintains that texts such as Las Casas’s Brevísima relación de la destrucción de las indias [A Short
Account of the Destruction of the Indies] (1552) and Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz’s “Respuesta a Sor Filotea” [Response to
Sor Filotea] (1691) differ too greatly from contemporary testimonio either because the subjects are already relatively wellknown figures, because they experience injustice from the perspective of a third-person observer, or because they
document rather than call for action (p. 167).
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terminology emphasizes the direct ‘implementation’ of testimonio in the context of social scientific
research.155 In this new tradition, testimonio has come to be framed less as a type of text with conceptual
parameters that help to distinguish it from other types of texts (i.e., a testimonio vs. a short story vs. a
newspaper article) and more as a ‘method’ used to uncover a set of truths about a group of
‘experimental subjects’ (i.e. a testimonio vs. an interview vs. a survey). In the discourse of recent
educational research, testimonio is not quite what a bookstore owner might write on a label under a
shelf; it is, rather, the title of an entry one might find in an introduction to various research
methodologies.
In my view, there are minor and major problems associated with both of these expansions of
testimonio. The minor problems are worth mentioning briefly, but it is the major problem that I wish
to focus on for the remainder of this section. The minor problem with the first expansion is that as
the genre expands to include various types of cultural productions—e.g., films, comics, embroideries,
and the autobiographies of tenured professors—there ceases to be anything really at stake in calling
any given piece of testimonial work a testimonio. If any work that testifies to something or other counts
as a testimonio, regardless of geographic or temporal specificity, then everything and nothing is a
testimonio in some limited sense. One could double-down here and try to justify this first expansion by
conceiving of testimonio as a genre dedicated entirely to bringing out the testimonial features of other
genres, but this would require stretching the commonsense understanding of a ‘genre’ much too thin.
It would be akin to defining poetry as ‘the genre that brings out the poetic features of other literary
genres’, a rather tepid account that makes poetry derivative of other written forms and does nothing
to highlight poetry’s original contributions or unique mode of expression. Early advocates of the
preliminary, narrower definition of testimonio were no doubt concerned about a similar emptiness.
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See, for example, Bernal, Burciaga, and Carmona (2016), pp. 3-5, and Jupp, Berumen, and O’Donald (2018), p. 22.
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The minor problem with re-imagining testimonio as a social science method is that, so far, it is
difficult to see how it could be adequately distinguished from other methods of ‘data collection’ such
as the case study, the survey, the observation, the interview, the focus group, or the phenomenological
study (Mertens, 2010). Thus, this second minor problem shares somewhat of a parallel structure to
the first one described above. The confusion inherent in this approach is revealed when one examines
the different ways testimonio scholars attempt to discuss testimonio as a ‘method’. For example,
Cervantes-Soon (2016) begins her account of femicide and other gender-based forms of violence in
Juárez, Mexico by framing testimonio as a “method” and a “tool” for collecting and sharing the
experiences of the young women in her study (p. 12). However, Cervantes-Soon then shifts to
describing the actual details of her process of inquiry in much simpler terms: she discusses how the
“testimonios emerged from a year-long ethnography,” mentions her “informal interviews” with students
and teachers at a local school, recalls her classroom “observations,” and justifies decisions she had to
make about how to best transcribe, translate, and edit the “oral accounts” (p. 13-14). What she in fact
does is rely on a pre-existing conception of testimonio as a type or genre of narrative (the thing that her
subjects ‘possess’ or are capable of ‘producing’), and only then does she propose different methods
of ‘accessing’ these narratives. The ‘different methods’, however, just are the familiar ones. Other
recent studies mirror this pattern of beginning with a hopeful gesture towards testimonio-as-method,
followed by a description of the researcher’s actual activities: using already established social science
methods to ‘gather’ or ‘collect’ existing narratives. Prieto & Villenas (2016), for instance, seek to
describe a process of “testimonial co-creation between two teacher educators” (p. 49). In explaining
how they go about this process, they frame testimonio as their “methodology” (p. 52), but the most
concrete description of what they actually did takes the following form: “over the course of two years,
we recorded our narratives and reflected upon them together and in individual transcriptions and
writing” (p. 54). The worry here isn’t at all that testimonio-as-method may not reveal anything valuable,
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important, or original. (Indeed, it is critical that the experiences described in these studies be brought
to light.) Rather, the minor problem here is a narrowly technical one: it is not clear what, in practice,
distinguishes testimonio-as-method from other more straightforwardly described qualitative methods
(e.g., as in Creswell & Creswell, 2018).156

4.6 The Problem of Marginality
Leaving these minor problems with the two expansions aside for a moment, the major
problem I see with all three conceptions of testimonio—the preliminary account, the expanded genre,
and testimonio-as-method—is that none are truly capable of responding adequately to what I call ‘the
problem of marginality’. The problem of marginality emerges as a pedagogical challenge in the context
of curriculum construction whenever an educator tries to select texts in order to accomplish the goals
that advocates of testimonio (as genre and method) have tried to pursue: human liberation, protecting
the marginalized, social justice advocacy, and so on. For our purposes, the problem of marginality
emerges wherever and whenever a teacher—of educational philosophy, say—attempts to grapple
honestly with the decision to liberalize and diversify the canon of texts she is used to working with. It
comes from the teacher’s confrontation with the seemingly simple question: who is the victim?
Now, I wish to be clear that I am employing the controversial term ‘victim’ here quite
deliberately to refer to a person who has been harmed, injured, or killed as a result of a crime or other
action. The etymology of the word ‘victim’—a creature killed as a sacrifice—works in my favor
because it helps evoke the sense in which victims are actively dehumanized in order to justify their
deliberate exploitation or violent expropriation. See, for example, Nancy Fraser and Rahel Jaeggi’s
I will return to this point, because it seems to me that many other recent studies in social scientific educational research
have articulated, in their ‘methodology’ sections, descriptions of activities that approach something like the conception of
testimonio as a contemplative practice that I wish to pursue. However, in these studies, testimonio-as-method still seems to
be thought of primarily as an instrumental means toward a secondary goal (e.g., academic publication).
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(2019) analysis of capitalism as dependent on accumulation through deliberate exploitation and
expropriation in a number of economic and non-economic spheres of life. Exploitation doesn’t
happen in an abstract, accidental manner; specific individuals are exploit-ed. Similarly, despite worries
about the possible denial of agency tied to a concept like ‘the victim’, feminist scholars such as Linda
Martín Alcoff (2018) have insisted on using the language of victimhood (e.g., as in ‘the victimsurvivor’) to remind readers that those who suffer, for instance, extreme sexual violence are often best
understood as survivors of a specific action taken against them: sexual victimization. To assert that
victimhood actually exists is therefore to push against accusations that individuals and groups with
legitimate grievances are, in an opportunistic or haphazard fashion, merely ‘playing the victim’. It is to
be upfront about the fact that perpetrators also exist.
When the teacher seeks, in good faith, to identify which authors are victims or to represent a
group of victims, it is often because she is, for instance, responding to challenges issued by others to
liberalize and ‘decolonize’ her course of study.157 Part of responding to this challenge will involve the
selection of materials for a course, including, most importantly for this discussion, a selection of texts
for students to read. When we choose texts for a course of study, we are paying attention to a range
of considerations. First and foremost, we wish to give our students an educational experience—to
create the conditions so that they engage in some worthwhile inquiry and transformation. But once

I put ‘decolonize’ in single quotes in order to signal competing interpretations of that term. Some scholars argue that
the term can be used broadly in, for example, the context of curriculum construction, to refer to the inclusion of authors
who are members of groups that have been historically underrepresented in the given field of study, due to the legacy of
colonialism. This would amount to a kind of cultural decolonization. Others argue that the term should be reserved to
describe much more specifically legal efforts aimed at, for example, land repatriation, reparations for the descendants of
enslaved persons, removal of public monuments and memorials that honor supporters of colonial practices (e.g.,
Confederate Army generals), and the enforcement of U.S.-Native American treaties. See Tuhiwai Smith (2012) for a
discussion of these two orientations to decolonization. I am using the term ‘decolonize’ in the former, broader sense. I
recognize that doing so may create some tension in light of my argument, in Chapter 3, that mindfulness is apolitical (in a
Gramscian sense). To be consistent here, I would have to concede that cultural decolonization runs the risk of being
apolitical as well, though I am comfortable with this also resulting in (at least) a weakly supportive relationship to political
activity.
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we accept that a wide selection of texts can facilitate educational experiences, the problem of
marginality sets in.
The effort to liberalize, diversify, or decolonize our curricula emerges from an understanding
that certain authors and voices have been left out of the historical conversation. This is often
accompanied by a realization that this exclusion doesn’t merely create ‘unexplored’ areas of research,
it also constitutes a kind of moral and epistemic harm toward those whose experiences have been
excluded,158 as well as toward those whose experiences haven’t.159 In response, educators building
programs of study must make decisions about new voices to include, which have hitherto been
excluded, and orthodox voices to discard, which have hitherto been ‘privileged’. I take it that the
problem of marginality arises during this selection process, and often takes the form of questions the
educator may pose to herself or her co-teachers. Is this author sufficiently victimized? Is this author representing
only herself or also a group of people? Have I ascribed moral authority to this author because she speaks on behalf of
other, even more marginalized people, and if so, is it possible to read their voices instead? Has this author undergone
enough exploitation or expropriation such that her hitherto excluded experience deserves our attention?
I frame the ‘problem of marginality’ as a problem in this context not because the educator’s
search for victim-authors is a waste of time, but rather because (in the context of our discussion) it
cannot be adequately solved as long as the educator thinks of testimonio in any of the three conceptions
outlined above. Consider, for example, what the search for a victim under the first conception of
testimonio, the preliminary account, might look like. In the service of this consideration, it may help to
take up, as a motif, David Stoll’s notion of the ‘chain of substitutions’, which he develops in a response
to John Beverley’s critique of his work. In an essay exploring the ascription of moral authority among
Latin Americanists, Stoll suggests—in light of modernity’s relative lack of faith in religion, the nation-
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See, e.g., Miranda Fricker’s (2007) analysis of testimonial and hermeneutical injustice.
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See, e.g., Charles Mills’s (2017) analysis of white ignorance, which harms white subjects by concealing truth from them.
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state, or the inexorable march of scientific progress as our moral foundations—that scholars
increasingly turn to victims as sources of moral authority. The problem with this move, for Stoll, is
that in practice the sources of moral authority are not “the most helpless victim that you can imagine—
a child dying of malnutrition, a pregnant 15 year-old without anyone to help her, or a massacre survivor
who can barely speak Spanish” (2008, p. 351) Such people are, in his view, “so focused on the
rudiments of survival that they do not have the caloric intake required for the possibilities of identity,
resistance and transformation that attract a crowd” (ibid). What emerges instead is what he (rather
bluntly) calls the ‘chain of substitutions’:
“For visions of transformation, you need to move upward in the social structure, to
people whose lives are less shoulder-to-the-wheel, because it is only they who have the
maneuvering room, education and linguistic skills required to impress an international
audience…So while victims of oppression may be a source of moral authority, how
this authority-generating contraption operates is through substitutions, in which a
succession of intermediaries appropriates the precious gift of the right to be heard and
passes it on to the next. Thus Rigoberta derives her authority from the fact that Mayan
peasants have been badly treated for centuries and that four members of her family
died at the hands of the Guatemalan security forces. Ever since, activists and
intellectuals have derived moral authority from Rigoberta’s vision of the Mayas, as
have Guatemalan governments and international institutions who give her honorary
doctoral degrees” (pp. 351-352).
For a reader like Stoll, the authority-conferring chain of substitutions makes it impossible for an
educator to select a text written by someone who represents the most fundamental source of moral
authority, for precisely the same reason that Spivak found it impossible for the subaltern to ‘speak’.
The subaltern subject, whom Stoll somewhat dismissively thinks of as the ‘ultimate’ and most
‘fundamental’ source of moral and epistemic authority, is categorically inaccessible. The educator can
never adequately fulfill her obligation to decolonize and diversify the curriculum because she cannot
access this ‘ultimate’ source. Similarly, in his view, the authority-conferring chain of substitutions
would continue naturally through the first and second expansions of testimonio. The chain of
substitutions indirectly, not the ‘greatest victim’ directly, is what would grant moral authority to, for
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instance, the Latina Feminist Group’s (2001) Telling to Live (a collection of testimonios written by Latina
academics), as well as the decision by Prieto & Villenas (2016) to ‘implement’ testimonio-as-method
(which in practice merely describes the attempt to ‘collect’ the testimonios of subjects). The chain would
continue and grant authority to the provosts and presidents of the universities that employ the
academics publishing these studies, and onward to the hedge fund managers in charge of the
investment portfolios of these same universities.
Stoll’s reading, while overly cynical, points to something educators face on a regular basis as
an actual practical problem in pedagogy. Stoll’s reading is too cynical because he assumes that the
reference to victims ‘down the chain’ is the singular act pulling most of the intellectual weight in a
given piece of scholarship, or alternatively that references to victims are only made as part of an
opportunistic maneuver tantamount to ‘virtue-signaling’. It is true, he might say, that scholars—
university graduates and professors—who draw from testimonio discourse to describe their experiences
may have faced some hardship throughout their lives. Nonetheless, he might continue, the invocation
of the concept testimonio makes our ascription of moral and epistemic authority to them somewhat
suspect.
We do not, however, need to agree with the cynical reading, which in effect argues that appeals
to the moral authority of victims is the only source of moral authority. Nor do we need to buy the
suggestion that such appeals are merely self-serving. More to the point, however, we should in fact
take seriously the search for victims because in the course of maintaining governments, communities,
and personal relationships, we absolutely must make practical determinations about who has suffered
relative to another, even if we aren’t speaking directly about an ‘ultimate’ or ‘absolute’ victim. In any
given case where a violation of equal treatment has been thought to occur, we must identify, to borrow
from hooks once more, who is in the ‘margin’ and who is in the ‘center’. This is true whether we speak
of reparations for slavery or fights between siblings. Any social project that aims at peace, even in its
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most minimalist conception, will have to rely on valid epistemic methods for discovering legitimate
subjects of social injustice (i.e., legitimate victims). There are of course moments when two aggrieved
parties can apologize for their respective roles in a conflict and move on, but quite often, and especially
in cases of severe harms and violations of dignity, fault does not distribute evenly. Even relatively
progressive, punitive-averse models of restorative justice, which focus on reconciliation between
perpetrators and victims, depend throughout the process on the proper identification of perpetrators and
victims. Educators sensitive to issues of social justice, then, will eventually encounter the problem of
marginality. Furthermore, educators may come to see that a cynical reading of victimhood, such as
Stoll’s, however flippant it may be, raises a reasonable pedagogical problem that deserves a response.
If testimonial and hermeneutical justice grows as the chain of substitutions gets shorter, why shouldn’t
educators tasked—morally or institutionally—with diversifying their curricula go right to the ‘source’
and attempt to break the chain of substitutions altogether?
One way of responding to this question in order to attempt to overcome the problem of
marginality is to bring up the reality of external constraints and competing obligations. I do not think
that this approach offers a sufficiently satisfying response to the problem of marginality, but I will
discuss it briefly order to help illustrate my own alternative. To consider the reality of external
constraints and competing obligations, imagine an educator in a college of education in New York
City who designs a curriculum for an introduction to Latin American philosophy of education. This
curriculum may well include, for example, the careful, reconstructive scholarship of Miguel LeónPortilla (1990), who first transliterated the Codex Mendoza and the Florentine Codex to describe, among
other features of Indigenous thought and culture, the Aztec educational practices of Tlacahuapahualiztli
(the art of strengthening or bringing up men) and Neixtlamachiliztli (the act of giving wisdom to the
face). But such a course would almost certainly not, to Stoll’s point, include any instruction in how to
read the Nahuatl language or interpret Aztec pictograms. It would still, in other words, depend on a
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chain of substitutions. Now, there probably isn’t enough time in a standard academic semester for a
group of tired, working teachers in New York City, most of whom study only part-time, to properly
learn an Indigenous language used almost exclusively by people living in central Mexico. Further, for
most students who study in an American college of education, and who will almost certainly go on to
work in the United States, it is highly unlikely (though of course not impossible) that Nahuatl will
prove professionally useful in any future context. This means that studying Aztec texts and codices in
their original pictographic or textualized forms becomes, in a very significant sense, impractical.
(Perhaps such study would still be considered practical in the sense that a liberal arts education is
‘practical’ for the goal of living a ‘free’ and ‘leisured’ life, but this would be a hard sell for a dean at a
contemporary college of education.) Further, such study may begin to infringe on the teacher’s
capacity to execute other competing obligations if, for example, it is empirically true that the immediate
goals of a teacher in Washington Heights (a predominantly Hispanic neighborhood in Manhattan) are
better served by studying Gabriela Mistral’s poetry than by studying Nahuatl. To take another example,
there may simply not be enough funding to invite a visiting professor with Aztec heritage who also
reads Nahuatl, even though this would help shorten the chain of substitutions. Through this kind of
deliberative process, constraints of time, resources, and energy will all typically be brought forward to
try and justify a longer chain of substitutions. If we decide, then, to include León-Portilla because we
seek at least some form of Indigenous representation in the curriculum, the chain of substitutions gains
a link.
All sorts of justifications can be made for adding more and more links to the chain of
substitutions, to push further away from the victim, but the educator’s sensitivity to the moral and
epistemic authority of victimhood will pull her in the opposite direction. The teacher will experience
this push and pull, and the problem of marginality will get resolved (i.e. will cease to appear as an
immediate practical problem) when the teacher stops deliberating and finalizes a set of texts. Crucially,
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however, the teacher’s decision to stop deliberating will not depend on a fixed, commonsense
understanding of what counts as a legitimate external constraint. After all, what counts as a legitimate
external constraint will be largely up to the imagination and deliberative process of the individual
teacher. Teacher A will select mostly male authors because ‘most Latin American philosophers have
been men’ and because most of his students are men; Teacher B will seek some form of gender parity
in the curriculum because that is what it takes to respond adequately to the historical exclusion of
women. Teacher A will select mostly white authors, because ‘most Latin American philosophers have
been white’ and because most of her students are white; Teacher B will strive to include black and
brown authors, because that is simply what justice demands in this case. Teacher A will ignore preColumbian educational philosophies altogether; Teacher B will find creative ways to weave Aztec
history in the course of study, and to ‘sell’ this to the skeptical dean, so that students are more attuned
to how Conquest-era friars, such as Bernardino de Sahagún, may have interpreted Aztec educational
practices. What counts as a legitimate external constraint or a competing obligation, in other words,
will depend to a significant degree on the teacher’s experienced sense of what will contribute to social
justice, what will foster the most educative experience, as well as her willingness to push beyond her
institution’s comfort zone. It will depend on the teacher’s willingness to strive more than any predetermined sense of which institutional barriers are inflexible and which can be challenged. It will
depend on the teacher’s ability, gained through experience and recognition, to be attuned not only to
the right texts, but to foresee how her students will interact with those texts given the existence of
constraints and given other factors such as the demographic and linguistic composition of the class.
The teacher’s preparation is really what’s at issue; it is the teacher’s preparation in courage, attunement,
expertise, and so forth, which will all determine how far she is willing to go ‘down’ the chain of
substitutions.
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Allow me to approach this same point in a different way. Assume that the Spanish colonization
of the Americas (and neo-colonial relations since then, especially with respect to the Global North)
was a violent, disruptive event of such gargantuan proportions that its legacy continues to impair the
material conditions, opportunities, self-determination, and quality of life of Nahua people across
Central America, let alone many Latin Americans more broadly. Assume further that expressions of
Nahua experience are, on average, mistrusted (testimonial injustice), and that the near-total destruction
of Aztec artifacts during the Conquest-era has made it relatively more difficult for Nahua people to
interpret their own lives in light of this fragmented history (hermeneutical injustice). It would thus
make sense, from a certain perspective, to argue that what students should therefore read in an
introduction to Latin American philosophy of education just are the originary educational
philosophies of the Nahua people, who certainly count as among the most victimized groups in
Central America. Does a course of study focused on Indigenous Aztec philosophies of education not
stand the best chance of maximizing our collective, corrective response to the aforementioned
epistemic injustices? If properly engaging in this course of study requires that students in the class take
up the study of Nahuatl, so be it, that is what the response to epistemic justice demands. If there are
external constraints of time, resources, or energy, they are not moral constraints—for the moral thing
to do is to respond to the immediate epistemic injustice—but rather constraints of convenience. In
some cases, certainly, a constraint of convenience may pass a certain threshold of inconvenience and
begin to constitute a properly moral constraint, but the proper identification of such cases will, again,
depend on the teacher’s assessment of what is possible. Teacher B will either find creative solutions to
constraints of convenience or will identify properly moral constraints on curricular decolonization.
The problem of marginality cannot be resolved by adopting one of the three aforementioned
conceptions of testimonio because there is nothing inherent in any of them that will offer the teacher
an obvious, pre-packaged solution to the problem. Teacher B knows which texts to select and how to
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teach them because Teacher B has a better understanding not just of what justice demands but of who
her students are, where they are coming from, what they already do or don’t know, what impact the
texts will have on them specifically, what their goals are, and so on. It is not in the knowledge of what
type of text something is that we ultimately address epistemic injustices but rather in the kinds of
experiences cultivated in the classroom. We do not ‘decolonize our minds’, to use the popular phrase,
by submitting our final syllabus for departmental review, but by engaging in the slow process of inquiry
and self-transformation, facilitated by the ‘right’ texts, yes, but ultimately dependent on a variety of
other features of the classroom and its participants.
One might agree with this critique, but object by saying that while the critique applies to the
first two accounts of testimonio—i.e., the preliminary account and the expansion of testimonio as a genre
beyond its original temporal, geographic, and formal boundaries—it does not apply to the third
account, which renders testimonio into a social scientific method. The problem with this objection goes
beyond the ‘minor problem’ I articulated above, which suggests that testimonio-as-method cannot be
adequately distinguished from other standard social scientific methods. The major reason testimonioas-method also cannot respond to the problem of marginality is because it presupposes the
researcher’s ability to be adequately sensitive to features of the world (including the researcher’s own
subjectivity) that have been shaped by the legacy of colonialism. In other words, if the researcher sets
out to ‘collect’ the experiences of victims, she must first successfully identify them, and this
identification is itself dependent on an experienced sensitivity and ability to weigh competing
considerations, to empathize with both living individuals and historical narratives, to balance the
‘desire for objectivity’ with the ‘desire for solidarity’, and to respond effectively rather than be
paralyzed by the magnitude of the demands of justice. Success in these prior steps will have depended,
crucially, on how she has been shaped such that victims will appear clearly to her as such.
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My concern with testimonio discourse so far is that the very act of thinking of testimonio as a
genre or as a social scientific method seems to generate a rather vexatious centripetal force. The
framing of testimonio as a genre, for example, makes it attractive to get pulled into arguments about
whether or not subalternity is a proper inclusion-exclusion criterion. This attraction serves, I believe,
an anti-liberatory function by drawing scholars into cloistered discussions at the cost of exploring how
it is that we might actually accomplish what testimonio scholars claim to want: the ability to bear witness
to social injustice and then do something about it. As educators, we must be cautious about our
impulse to describe testimonio by an appeal to ‘facts’ about what sort of experience the concept should
seek to represent, and instead move toward what we might call an ‘inquiry-first’ or ‘practice-first’
account of testimonio: an account of how we might prepare ourselves for the experiences we’re meant
to be representing. Teacher B is attuned to the right ‘facts’ about victims and injustice—and these
‘facts’ may serve as the criteria for a genre called ‘testimonio’—but she has developed this attunement
only because of experiences, prior to designing a syllabus, that have allowed her to discover these facts
on her own.
The conceptual metaphor that reflects this insight about what the educator needs isn’t testimonio
as a type of ‘bounded thing’ in the way a literary genre is a ‘bounded thing’, or the way an experience
is a ‘bounded thing’ that a social scientific method may unearth. Testimonio is not usefully understood
as a thing someone else has defined prior to reading, or experienced prior to scientific investigation;
rather, testimonio is a type of activity or practice with goals internal to that activity or practice, which
get revealed over time as participants engage in it. The view I’m proposing here is that testimonio is best
characterized by its fundamental practice-based component. In other words, the dimension of
testimonio that really matters is the part that teaches us how to pay attention, and to what and whom,
and then in turn how and when and to whom we testify. Further, it is in drawing out the ways in which
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testimonio is best described as a practice, or activity, that we see more clearly how it dovetails with my
overall focus on Contemplative Education.

4.7 Testimonio as Practice
In the view I wish to promote as a replacement for the three aforementioned conceptions,
testimonio, properly conceived, is not a static thing that you read, or a method that you employ in order
to collect data—it is something you do with the things that you might read, see, or hear. Teacher B
isn’t a good teacher because she understands in some abstract sense what texts or method the word
testimonio picks out; she is a good teacher because she has been shaped, by a process of testimonio, to be
attuned to what features of the colonial legacy can be effectively explored by her specific students in
her specific classroom.160 Imagine a teacher educator who gives an aspiring teacher a list of texts and
says something like, “Here is a list of texts that speak to the legacy of colonialism, now choose the
authors who have been most victimized by colonialism and introduce those authors to your students.”
Our aspiring teacher will not necessarily be well-served by a sub-list of texts, prepared by someone
else—call this sub-list a list of testimonios—that purport to identify the most victimized members of
the larger list, individuals who are so victimized that they literally cannot speak for themselves. Having
this sub-list in her possession will do next to nothing when it comes to understanding what kind of
relationship her specific students will have with the texts in the sub-list, or when it comes to planning
activities for her students that use the texts on the sub-list to foster experiences of deep personal
inquiry and self-transformation. In fact, our teacher may end up fostering a miseducative experience
for some of her students if she, in an unthinking manner, requires that they read the texts while she
I want to thank Dafney Dabach for emphasizing the importance of being attuned to classroom composition during a
presentation of some of these ideas at the University of Washington College of Education. Testimonio in an all-white
classroom in rural New Hampshire, for example, would look quite different from testimonio in a multiracial, multiethnic,
and mixed-citizenship classroom on a border town in Texas.
160

171

herself has not undergone any process of inquiring into how her own identity owes its formation to an
ongoing legacy of colonialism. Her instruction would be rote and sterile, infused with none of the
passion, urgency, and empathetic curiosity that would emerge naturally from a process of situating her
own self-formation in a broader historical context.
In this conception, testimonio is not the thing you read when you pick up Rigoberta Menchú’s
text. It refers more productively to the activity that Menchú and Elizabeth Burgos did together, over
a period of two years, as Burgos bore witness to the full reality of Menchú’s humanity, and Menchú
leveraged a platform for sharing the reality of Guatemala’s treatment of its intellectuals, democratic
reformers, and Indigenous people.161 Similarly, testimonio more productively refers to the work Randall
and Tijerino did on themselves in order to publish Doris Tijerino: Inside the Nicaraguan Revolution, as well
as the work Randall did with dozens of women to prepare and publish Sandino’s Daughters: Testimonios
of Nicaraguan Women in Struggle. More precisely, as hinted above, I suggest that testimonio be considered
a decolonial (in the broad sense) set of practices of reading, seeing, writing, and listening because what
the practices should do is cultivate one’s ability to be critically aware of when we and the experiences
we undergo, in the present day, have been shaped by the ongoing legacy of colonialism—
environmental degradation, land theft, genocide, new forms of ethnic and racial categorization and
discrimination, erasure of gender diversity, deep economic inequality, political instability, and forced
migration. Problems that outlast any one group’s colonial rule.
Furthermore, the practice of testimonio shouldn’t stop at taking in testimony, but should
implicate us and turn us into collaborators, comrades, and abolitionists, by virtue of the cooperation
we owe victims whenever and wherever they exist. So, testimonio doesn’t seek to bear witness for its

161 I should

clarify here that it is possible to retain a conception of testimonio as a genre, as long as one maintains an awareness
that testimonio’s status as a genre is of a secondary order. Testimonio’s primary status is as a practice, though we may still refer
to tokens of testimonio-as-genre as historical artifacts that provide a record of when testimonio-as-practice occurred. The clear
analogy here is to philosophy as the practice of inquiry and way of life, and philosophy as the written record that the
practice of philosophizing took place at some point in history. Thanks to Daniel Friedrich for pushing me to clarify this.
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own sake, but bears witness in a way that nudges us toward how we can respond to the asymmetries
of power and material condition that result from the colonization of the Americas, which create the
ongoing need for testimonio in the first place. I argue that it’s this special feature of bearing witness to
injustices borne out of European and North American colonialism and neo-colonialism specifically,
which marks out testimonio as a unique ethical and educative practice. Such a practice can, it seems to
me, respond to the problem of marginality because the only way one can ensure that one will respond
adequately to a question such as Who among us has suffered the greatest harm? is to make sure one is
preparing oneself to properly ‘see’ harm—through historical research, social science, philosophical
inquiry, respectful communication, humility, and the exercise of moral imagination.
To help illustrate this point further, I would like to return to a brief comment I made earlier:
that some recent studies in social scientific educational research have inadvertently approached
something like the conception of testimonio as a practice of inquiry and self-transformation that I wish
to pursue. Consider, as a representative example, that way that Norma Cantú (2016) has recently
“utilized” testimonio as a “tool” to gather the first-person accounts of eighteen Latina administrators,
professors, and doctoral students in STEM fields (pp. 111-115). A veteran of the Latina Feminist
Group, Cantú drew from the approach to testimonio in Telling to Live (2001)162 to produce her new book
project, Paths to Discovery (2008), in which she guided the group of Latina scientists, engineers, and
mathematicians in the writing of their own testimonios.
One goal of Paths, and the women’s narratives expressed therein, was to encourage other
Latinas to seek careers in STEM fields: “Paths to Discovery teaches us all—the students, the faculty, and
the policymakers—what an invaluable resource Chicanas/Latinas are and what values, cultural and

In 2001, a large group of Latina academics—professors, administrators, and graduate students—published Telling to
Live, a polyphonic collection of testimonios intended to “make visible and audible our papelitos guardados—the stories often
held from public view—and to express the full complexity of our identities, from the alchemies of erasure and silencing
to our passions, joys, and celebrations” (p. 20). The book represented the culmination of the group’s workshops, held
throughout the 1990s, aimed at theorizing feminist Latina identities, or “latinidades” (p. 21).
162
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otherwise, inform their success stories” (Cantú, 2016, p. 114). Prior to writing, Cantú had her group
read Telling to Live in order to help establish trust and “come to an awareness of what testimonio entails”
(p. 113). She notes quite straightforwardly that her account reframes the way Beverley and others have
deployed testimonio, using it here as a “methodology for investigating and analyzing oral histories or
interviews of specific populations” (p. 115). While Beverley suggests, as we have seen, that the
narrative of testimonio is that of “an abject subject whose voice is mediated by an interlocutor,” the
women in Cantú’s group, university professors and scientists, “no longer belong in that [abject]
position” (ibid). Because testimonio cannot, with these women, refer to the authenticity of
subalternity—something Cantú herself points out—it is used instead to refer to a sort of process of
inquiry.
Conceived as a ‘method’, the concept testimonio guides Cantú’s actions as an educatorresearcher, acting as a kind of regulative ideal—she introduces the novices in her group to a ‘tool’:
candid, conscience-driven first-person accounting. It also guides the actions of her group members—
immersion in the tradition of the use of this ‘tool’ builds mutual trust and they allow themselves to
explore its use, becoming both subjects and objects of communal inquiry. As a result, a new group
identity emerges in the process. In particular, the participants observed how, in their reading of Telling
to Live, members of the Latina Feminist Group connected their own experiences of racial, ethnic,
gender, and linguistic discrimination not just to the experiences described by South American
testimoniantes of the 20th century, but also to the experiences described by Aztec, Mayan, and Incan
communities as they grappled with the violence and erasure of the Conquest-era. In this way of
inquiring into one another’s experiences, in light of history, a deep trans-historical consciousness
began to emerge as the basis of their group identity. With this dawning sense of identity came deep
transformations: moments of pain, healing, tears, wonder, laughter, self-understanding, and newly
forged determination. To underscore testimonio’s power as a process of inquiry, Cantú speaks of how
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“the tears and the laughter they shared, as well as commonality of experience, soon soothed any rough
edges or misgivings of some members of the group about displays of emotion” (p. 113).
Now, none of the women in the Latina Feminist Group, let alone the women in Cantú’s study,
suffered the degree of hardship faced by testimoniantes in more traditionally conceived testimonios, such
as Menchú’s Me llamo Rigoberta Menchú. It is true that throughout childhood and adolescence, and as
adults, many were subject to economic disadvantage and serious racial and sexual discrimination.
However, none were at risk of being literally ‘erased’ from the annals of history, or of being seen as
ungrievable by the mass of society. To paraphrase Spivak once more, they were oppressed, but not
subaltern. So why should the experiences of, for example, the members of Cantú’s group form the
basis of an articulation of a practice of testimonio, and not the experiences of other individuals who
have borne a greater weight of social injustice?
My response, as indicated above, is that the proper identification of victims itself depends on
the prior formation of a type of self that has the disposition to locate harm and understand its historical
sources. An assertion that someone has endured relatively greater harm than another is less
pedagogically useful, for the educator, than an understanding of how to create the conditions such
that a student will become the sort of person who will care deeply about social harm and understand
how harms are contextualized in a larger historical scope. This work is not necessarily done best by
reading testimonios, traditionally conceived. The person who is in the best position to know how to
create these conditions just is the experienced teacher, who may rightly judge that a different sort of
text is more likely to resonate with her students, their set of experiences, as well as her own ability and
expertise, prior to joining her classroom.
In this vein, notice what Cantú’s group did succeed in doing, despite not reading testimonios, as
traditionally conceived. Every woman in the group, feeling alienated in academia, came together with
the vague intention of helping a younger generation find an easier path toward the fulfilment of the
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love of learning. Having faced decades of injustice, each one had her guard up, and understandably
so. Each immersed herself in a tradition of intellectual activity aimed at communicating some deeply
held truth about experience. They read other testimonial texts, allowing themselves to be shaped by
them, to absorb the intentions and nuances of the form. They discussed these texts and through sheer
force of empathy, conversation, and moral imagination began to identify themselves as persons who
could do the same; as persons who were able and willing to testify to how the legacy of colonialism
still shaped their own experiences, identities, and security. But in overcoming this epistemic injustice
and cultivating these new virtues of character, they had to first go through a process of identifying
blockages that were getting in the way. For example, internalized racism and Eurocentric tropes had
to be identified and uprooted, and what partly helped in identifying these internalized biases was the
process of locating themselves as Chicanas/Latinas in a historical trajectory that included other Latina
women comping to grips with the same kind of injustices, traced backwards in time to the African
slave trade and the colonization of the Americas.
As a set of activities and practices of reading, speaking, writing, and listening, and with the
right teacher—one who had undergone the same sort of process—testimonio created a space for selfunderstanding and self-transformation. It wasn’t merely reading vignettes called ‘testimonios’ in the
traditional sense; it was doing testimonio that created the space for this meaning and transformation, a
space we cannot assume would have arisen had the group met merely to, for instance, read Menchú’s
testimonio together but do nothing else with it. Critical to the success of Cantú’s workshop was that the
reading and discussion created a sense of group identity that fueled the women’s own activities of
writing, speaking, and listening. Each was writing, speaking, and listening for herself, yes, but also to
honor historical testimoniantes, for one another, and for future readers they might never meet.
“Something is asked of us by testimonio,” says Beverley (2004), and if we choose to respond, “we are
in effect interpellated from the subaltern” (pp. 1-2). In this case, as we have seen, it was not the subaltern
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bringing this group of women into a new kind of being and identity, but rather they themselves. At
most, we could suggest that the subaltern, acting as a regulative concept, guided this group of women
into a new kind of being and identity. They did draw inspiration from an existing set of testimonial
texts as well as from Cantú, but this group of women underwent significant educational experiences
of self-inquiry, self-knowledge, and self-transformation largely by working together and reinforcing
one another in light of what they had learned about the past. Furthermore, the experiences of these
women, trained in STEM subjects, sharpened their ability to locate injustice not just in their own lives
but in the scientific spaces in which they worked and lived in the present.
What emerges here is the possibility of seeing how testimonio requires commitment to an
ongoing practice, which cultivates a critical subjectivity (a term I will explore in Chapter 5), develops
one’s character, and transforms the way one sees and behaves in the world. As I will explore further
in my concluding chapter, the practice of testimonio is deeply contemplative in fulfilling many of the
traditional features we think of as distinctively ‘contemplative’: it demands attentiveness to the
experiences of oneself and others, presence of mind when receiving testimony (which may well require
extended periods of respectful silence), and awareness of empirical realities, such as contingent facts
about dominant and nondominant groups given to us by history and the social sciences, as well as
awareness of one’s own thoughts and emotions as we consider and discuss these empirical realities.
The practice of testimonio may well transform one’s sense of meaning and purpose, as evidence by the
transformations reported by the women in Cantú’s working group. More importantly, however, as I
will argue, testimonio is contemplative in the sense that it cultivates reverence for oneself and others as
moral equals.
Further, because practices of testimonio do not in any obvious way threaten our commitment
to secularism in education, or risk distracting us away from the structural conditions that shape
opportunities for individual flourishing in schools—two potential problems with certain forms of
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contemporary mindfulness discussed in Chapter 3—testimonio is at the very least a strong contender
for teachers and school leaders searching for a contemplative practice to introduce into schools and
classrooms. Evidenced by the sorts of transformation described in the methodology sections of recent
empirical papers163, the activities of this sort of testimonial practice may be highly compelling (if
controversial) for students, teachers, and parents. In a crucial contrast with these papers, however,
testimonio need not be conceived as an empirical tool for generating data for the sake of academic
publication. Like empirical tools, testimonio may certainly be described in terms of an external good it
seeks to actualize (e.g., political decolonization). But like a practice in a more technical sense, it may
be equally well-described in terms of goods internal to the practice, which become familiar to
practitioners as they develop their ability to engage in it.

See, e.g., Machado-Casa, Ruiz & Cantú (2013) and Espino et al. (2012). See also Huber & Cueva (2016), wherein the
term ‘focus group’ is used to describe the types of interviews conducted with subjects, but where the description of
activities underwent by subjects conforms to my account of testimonial practice. The purpose of these groups was to
provide a space for participants to collaboratively reflect on and theorize their experiences.
163
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Chapter 5: Egalitarian Reverence
5.1 Introduction
‘Liberté, Egalité, et Fraternité’ was the rallying cry of the French Revolution, spelling out the
“three basic ideals of the modern democratic age” (Kymlicka, 2001, p. 208). By now, however, it has
become commonplace to point out that the United States and other “nominally democratic” societies
(Dewey, 1916, p. iii) have bargained away their aspirations to the second and third ideals—equality
and solidarity—in favor of a narrowly individualistic version of laissez-faire freedom, or what Isaiah
Berlin (1969) once famously described as “negative liberty.” This myopic tradeoff has yielded neither
lasting nor valuable dividends, as rising intra- and international inequalities, as well as the global
emergence of a more radical right-wing authoritarianism in recent years, threaten even this brittle
conception of liberty (Gilens & Page, 2014; MacWilliams, 2016; Taub, 2016; Human Rights Watch
2017; Albright, 2018; Stanley, 2018; Piketty, 2020).
In the United States, the dramatic intensification of a politics controlled by extraordinarily
wealthy individuals and corporations—the ‘new gilded age—has resulted in social conflict and a
widespread recognition, especially in the decade after the financial crash of 2008, that average
Americans are subject to gross structural injustices, let alone the magnitude of abuses faced by the rest
of the world’s poor and disenfranchised (Grusky & Kricheli-Katz, 2012; Glasser, 2014; Krugman,
2014; Jones, 2018). Racial, ethnic, religious, and gender-based injustices have always intersected with
economic injustice in complex ways, yet recent American progressive movements such as The
Movement for Black Lives (M4BL), Me Too, and the Sunrise Movement have drawn fresh and sorely
needed popular attention to the sheer scale of violence and inequality that disproportionately affects
women, Muslims, LGBTQ people, those with disabilities, and non-whites in the United States (e.g.,
Blum, 2016; Cobb, 2016; Lebron, 2017; Frye, 2018). This all takes place against the stark backdrop of
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our ongoing failure to mount an effective response to “the current trajectory of potentially
catastrophic climate change” (Ripple, et al., 2017, p. 1026).164
In response to a political climate suffused with problems such as those outlined above,
educators in schools and universities are often propelled into action outside of that traditional
boundary—the classroom—in order to safeguard their increasingly precarious positions and fulfill a
professional responsibility toward their students, themselves, and society at large (Perrillo, 2012;
Ashby & Bruno, 2016; McAlevey, 2016). To take just one recent, conspicuous example, school
teachers in West Virginia, Oklahoma, Arizona, Colorado, North Carolina, and Illinois threw, at various
points during 2018, a remarkable counter-punch against powerful and destructive trends in formal
education by organizing and striking for higher wages, smaller classroom sizes, equitable school
funding, and other improvements in working conditions (Snow & Tang, 2018; Goldstein & Dias,
2018; Krieg, 2018, Rios, 2018; Pearce, 2018). Organized action in this vein expresses a demand for
(and often succeeds in materializing, at least for periods of time) a more comprehensive and socially
engaged vision of democratic life and education, one that over the past century has been famously
articulated in the works of classic educational philosophers such as John Dewey (1916, 1934) and
Paulo Freire (1970/2009), and more recently in prominent contemporary educational thinking such
as that of Amy Gutmann (1999), Elizabeth Anderson, (2010), Diana Hess & Paula McAvoy (2014),
Meira Levinson (2014), Dana Goldstein (2015), and Martha Nussbaum (2016), among various others.
In light of all this, it should be obvious to any clear-eyed observer that more intelligent and
active democratic participation, not less or the same amount, is what’s needed in an era where
complacency in the face of rising authoritarianism, violent inequalities, and an expanding climate crisis

Recent and authoritative assessments make it clear that the only effective course of action to mitigate the climate-driven
disaster would be a drastic and immediate freeze on the use of fossil fuels (IPCC, 2018; NCA, 2018). As of this writing,
we are on a fast-track to failure, partly because of reactionary denial of climate science, yet mostly as a result of
countervailing short-term economic incentives and the lack of organized political willpower that would be necessary to
dismantle the fossil fuel industry and the entrenched political and economic associations that enable it.
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cripple our ability to sustain a viable vision for the future. Consequently, and given the importance of
focusing on what we might call the ‘active’ elements of democratic life and education, valid questions
and concerns can be raised about the role of the ‘contemplative’ in democratic life and education.
Quite simply put: Is there any sense in which Contemplative Education, as a field of practice and
scholarship, is not an audacious waste of precious time? After all, the sheer intensity of the imperative
to engage in active citizenship, paired with the power that educators wield when they organize
collectively, naturally calls into question, as Margaret Buchmann asked nearly thirty years ago, why
“researchers and teacher educators ought to consider teaching as an occasion for contemplation at
all” (1989, p. 36). Now, more than three decades after Buchmann posed this problem in the American
Journal of Education, our current political moment only heightens the need to clarify the nature and
proper place of contemplation in education.
Buchmann’s response in 1989 was to argue for the fundamental practicality of contemplation
for teachers—no small task, given especially that she begins by defining contemplation as a kind of
“careful attention” and “wonderstruck beholding” (p. 35), an articulation that evokes the disinterested,
pseudo-Aristotelian conceptions of theoria and contemplation discussed in Chapter 2. In line with the
‘inclusivist’ interpretation of Aristotle, Buchmann articulates “a concept of the practical that goes
beyond defining practice as production” (p. 41), in the context of a larger argument that is grounded
in the observation that “human flourishing—acting, thinking, and living well—is not single or solitary,
or a simple production” (p. 44). For Buchmann, careful attention and wonderstruck beholding
reinforce, or are otherwise bound up with, our capacities to express the socially engaged virtues of
care and concern. These virtues are constitutive of flourishing, and to the extent that they are, then
attention and beholding will be fundamentally practical, not in the sense that they will result in virtuous
action as a kind of socially useful commodity or ‘product’, but rather in the sense that they will help
actualize activities worth engaging in because they help constitute an intrinsically valuable way of life.
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Buchmann then expands on this broadly Aristotelian point by examining how the very idea of
committing oneself to a practice entails the formation and appreciation of ideas of perfection related
to the exercise of the practice and its internal goods (p. 46).
To take up her own example, being committed to the practice of teaching implies a
commitment to the virtues of truthfulness and courage as (perfectionist) ideals and a corresponding
commitment to cultivate these virtues as dispositions in oneself. For her, contemplative thinking
becomes ‘practical’ in this internal way to the extent that attention and beholding help people become
“attached to ideas of perfection in their field” (ibid). For teachers, then, contemplative thinking is a
“vital practical task” that helps us recall what the practice of teaching is all about in the first place
(ibid). Our cognitive and affective powers are activated, strengthened, and directed—in a kind of
secular devotional exercise—when we contemplate (i.e., pay careful attention to and experience
wonder at) the goods internal to teaching. In this way, our contemplation of the virtues that constitute
the practice of teaching helps sustain the very possibility of teaching as a practice (as opposed to, for
instance, teaching as a process of indoctrination or of aimless instruction-giving). Buchmann thus
succeeds, I think, in articulating a notion of contemplation that resolves the tension, described at the
beginning of Chapter 1, between a vision of contemplation as ‘beholding’ and a vision of
contemplation as ‘problem-solving’. In her account, as in Rorty’s (1980), careful attention and
wondrous beholding actualize flourishing with respect to our chosen practice, life project, or way of
life, while at the same time helping us to cope with the challenges of teaching, a profession dedicated
to social reproduction.
Despite the elegance of Buchmann’s view, there are a few relevant limitations to her approach
given the scope and context of my study. These limitations preclude me from taking up her model
wholesale as a guide for interpreting what is ‘contemplative’ about the practices explored in Chapters
2-4 and furthermore compel me to offer a different account of what is ‘contemplative’ about
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Contemplative Education. First, I have not been articulating an account of what is practical about
contemplation in teaching specifically, but rather doing spadework to try and broaden the conversation
about contemplative practice, more generally speaking, within the field of Contemplative Education.
Further, since I am fully subscribed to Buchmann’s broadly Aristotelian notion of divorcing
practicality from production, I am not really interested in defining what is ‘practical’ about
contemplation for the same reason I do not see the need to spend time defending the practicality of
any intrinsically valuable activity. I will, in fact, conclude that contemplation is practical through and
through, in the sense that it is both intrinsically and extrinsically valuable, but I do not spend time
defending the notion, which I already agree with, that intrinsically valuable activities are fundamentally
practical.
Second, although Buchmann gives us a picture of contemplation (in teaching) that highlights
its social dimensions—because her notion of contemplative thinking targets the excellences internal
to a practice, such as teaching, which she views as fundamentally intersubjective—her approach does
not quite respond to the urgency of our political moment in the way I would like it to. Buchmann’s
contemplative thinking may be an intrinsically valuable activity that also has social dimensions, but are
the virtues and social dimensions highlighted by her analysis the right ones to meet the needs of our
time? Granted, our political moment requires truthfulness and courage in teaching, but it requires
more than this from educators as well. An account of contemplation that cannot show clearly how it
allows practitioners (including non-teachers) to cope with the scale of our contemporary social
problems is not an account that I think ought to take precedence in Contemplative Education.
Towards what objects, precisely, and given the scale of our problems, ought careful attention and
wondrous beholding be directed, if that is indeed the right characterization of contemplation?
Third, and perhaps most fundamentally, this study did not assume, from the beginning, any
particular definition of the concept ‘contemplation’. Rather than start, as Buchmann does, by equating
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the concept of contemplation with the notion of a pseudo-Aristotelian ‘pure beholding’—an
equivalence that scholars in Contemplative Education also often extend to theoria—I sought instead
to highlight a tension between Aristotle and Dewey’s perspectives on the purpose of thinking itself.
As sketched out in Chapter 1, this is the tension between a vision of thinking as reflective of an
inherently solitary process, associated with notions of individual fulfilment, privacy, ‘stilling the will’,
and ‘pure beholding’, in contrast with a notion of thinking as reflective of something inherently public,
associated with experimental, group-based learning and Deweyan social problem-solving. The
distinction between these two views is not so much the practical vs. non-practical distinction that
Buchmann grapples with, but rather the tension between thinking conceived as practical because it
fulfills the criteria for one’s own flourishing, and thinking conceived as practical because it helps us
grapple with social problems together.
In discussions of theoria, this tension can be located in Plato and Aristotle’s competing
appropriations of the Ancient Greek institution of diplomatic pilgrimage. Both conceptions of theoria
are ‘practical’ within their respective philosophies, yet Plato’s appropriation wholly embraces the social
and transformative dimensions of pilgrimage while Aristotle’s does not. In discussions of mindfulness,
the tension is located in contemporary debates about whether or not this Buddhist-based practice can
be conceived as politically effective. In response to a critical backlash, which argues that mindfulness
practices are ill-equipped to solve social problems and serve merely to reinforce one’s pre-existing
conception of individual flourishing, some educational philosophers have tried to argue the opposite,
placing mindfulness squarely in the service of Deweyan and Freirean social goals. And in discussions
of testimonio, I see this tension emerge in different ways of understanding what is most fundamental
about testimonio. As I sought to show, holding onto a pre-determined, genre-based conception of
testimonio generates a kind of centripetal force that may drive individual scholars away from doing the
kind of inquiry and self-cultivation that transforms the subject into the type of person who will
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recognize morally relevant facts about herself and the social world. Testimonio scholars all seem
united in desiring solutions to social problems; thinking of testimonio as a group-based practice may
help further that goal, while defending rigid boundaries of testimonio as a genre will not.
This much may be fine, but in eschewing a definition of contemplation ‘upfront’, one might
rightfully claim that—even if there is some coherency in locating, in the discourse surrounding these
three practices, tensions having to do with competing conceptions of the purpose and value of
thinking—I had no right to pretend these practices were all ‘contemplative’ in any sort of unified
sense. At least, not until I clarified my own sense of the term ‘contemplative’. Certainly, a reader should
protest, some feature must unify the three modes of thinking cultivated by these practices as uniquely
contemplative modes of thinking, for this feature is what will allow me to distinguish contemplative
modes of thinking from other, presumably non-contemplative modes. Although I wished to delay a
definition of ‘contemplation’ with the hope of bringing forth new perspectives and themes for scholars
and practitioners in the field of Contemplative Education, it is now appropriate to say something
about both the nature of contemplation as a type of thinking distinct from other types of thinking,
and the aims of contemplative practice as a sub-set of other educational practices.
As indicated in Chapter 1, my response will begin by returning to Komjathy (2018), who has
done some excellent work to sketch out a pluralistic framework for understanding contemplation as
a distinct type of thinking. Komjathy’s framework opens up a space for sorely needed cross-cultural
understanding and analysis but at the same time contains a relevant weakness precisely because of
how he conceives of what it means to have a commitment to pluralism. His pluralistic vision of
contemplative practice leads Komjathy to his ‘family resemblances’ model, but this model fails to be
pluralistic in the right way and risks rendering the concept ‘contemplative’ empty of meaning. Sensing
the possibility of a sort of conceptual collapse around the idea of contemplation, Komjathy appeals
to a more exclusive notion of critical subjectivity, itself constituted by sub-processes of autoethnography,
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alterity, and intersubjectivity (p. 291). Although I locate processes of autoethnography, alterity, and
intersubjectivity throughout my discussions of theoria, mindfulness, and testimonio—and for this reason
find compelling resonances between critical subjectivity and the themes I bring out in my discussion—
I end by suggesting that critical subjectivity is better understood in terms of an evaluative attitude that
it aims to actualize in the world: egalitarian reverence, or deep, devotional respect for oneself and others
as equally deserving of freedom and dignity. Because we engage in critical subjectivity partially out of
an act of faith in democratic equality, reverence includes the motivational components of loyalty and
awe, which a more basic conception of respect might not.
This notion of contemplative practice as involved in cultivating egalitarian reverence does
indeed point to a mode of thinking that is sufficiently and reliably distinct from other modes. As such,
the notion already marks an improvement over the family resemblances model that Komjathy
implicitly departs from, and, for what it’s worth, also echoes key aspects of Buchmann’s account.
Having a conception of egalitarian reverence as an ideal does not, however, by itself conclusively settle
the debate between ‘beholding’ and ‘problem-solving’. Given that egalitarian reverence is described in
terms of the way it helps us cope with a problem faced by individuals who do not live under conditions
of democratic equality, one might reasonably think that my conception of contemplation as a mode
of thinking is fundamentally Deweyan—my endorsement of the Platonic appropriation of theoria, my
sympathy with the mindfulness backlash, and my insistence that testimonio be thought of as a decolonial
practice would all seem to suggest that I favor a conception of thinking that locates its fundamental
value in its ability to help us identify and solve social problems together. This is true, but I also think
of egalitarian reverence as a necessity for the promotion of individual flourishing, precisely because of
what it means to take up egalitarian commitments as part of one’s way of life. The commitment to
democratic equality entails that one does not see one’s individual flourishing as somehow distinct from
the promotion of democratic values. For example, committing oneself to the ideal of living an
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‘unalienated life’ helps us conceive of egalitarian reverence as an evaluative attitude that allows us to
simultaneously behold truths about the relationship between ourselves and others, which contributes
to our flourishing, and see how this same beholding contributes to the solution of a social problem.
I end by considering one additional consideration in favor of egalitarian reverence: as an
evaluative attitude, it can serve Contemplative Education’s fundamental pluralistic, multicultural, and
cosmopolitan commitments, without suffering the potential weaknesses of adopting a family
resemblances model. The cosmopolitanism implicit in the commitments of those working under the
banner of Contemplative Education can only be supported by a conception of contemplative practice
wherein the practices in question themselves allow us to recognize and adopt this same cosmopolitan
spirit. In the same way that tolerant societies survive in part by reducing, out of necessity, the
popularity of intolerant views, a conception of Contemplative Education as a cosmopolitan field of
scholarship and practice must devalue and exclude, to some extent, practices that do not cultivate
egalitarian reverence. This is, at the very least, a more sustainable view of what is ‘contemplative’ about
contemplative practice than is offered by some alternative accounts.

5.2 Family Resemblances
It is difficult to articulate what might unify the practices of theoria, mindfulness, and testimonio
explored in the three preceding chapters. It is not clear, at first, how these three practices fit together,
for my discussions of them do not seem to be about the same sort of thing. Chapter 2 argued that,
insofar as scholars wish to look to Ancient Greek conceptions of theoria for inspiration for a
contemporary contemplative practice, they should take up Plato’s appropriation of diplomatic-theoria
rather than Aristotle’s, for it is Plato’s transformation of this institution which retains certain elements
that can be ‘practiced’. The idea of a diplomatic pilgrimage offers the practitioner a viable model for
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practice. It implies a preparation for a journey, the journey itself, the possibility of transformation in
one’s experience of the world upon arriving at one’s destination (e.g., one must observe the world
differently in order to cultivate inter-national cooperation), and an eventual reintegration into one’s
home community whereupon one provides an informative and trustworthy account, proving some
degree of loyalty to one’s group. Such a model helps make it intelligible to speak of certain variations
of activities such as fieldtrips or bearing witness as theoric in this Platonic sense.
Chapter 3 demonstrated, among other things, that practices are inextricably embedded in
worldviews and that the connections between a practice, its effects, and the ideals animating any
exercise of said practice do not always come together in comfortable or coherent ways. It is not enough
to point to an existing practice (e.g., contemporary mindfulness) and say that it will necessarily or (even
likely) support one’s desired social and political ends, if the existing practice is so vaguely and multiply
defined by different groups in society, who themselves may have competing (political) goals and
worldviews. To claim the political effectiveness of a practice without spelling out definitively what
that practice ought to promote—and then to clearly show how one’s means promote one’s ends—is
to conceive of a practice without the possibility of failure. A practice must always be surrounded by a
robust critical discourse that continually aims to clarify the proper ends of said practice, such that we
can determine whether a practice is ‘working’ by pointing to evidence that those ends are in fact being
actualized. For instance, defining mindfulness as inherently Deweyan or Freirean, and then pointing
to a private school or a corporate-owned charter school as an exemplary ‘mindful school’, showcases
a serious disconnect between one’s political ends and one’s understanding of how one’s practices
actualize or support those ends.
Chapter 4 showed that, in the case of testimonio, there is a certain teleological priority of practice
over genre when educators are tasked with helping students develop a sensitivity to social harm. A
teacher must have undergone a certain preparation, and be intimately familiar with her students, if she
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is going to successfully help them cultivate the skills to identify social harms that are causally related
to the colonization of the Americas (e.g., the racial wealth gap) and understand how their own identityformation (e.g. being a ‘white’ person) remains caught up in the legacy of that same event. For a period
of time, testimonio-as-genre promised to reveal the hidden narratives of subjects who had been most
victimized by this legacy. A teacher, however, ought to privilege educational experiences that help
students prepare themselves to uncover these narratives for themselves. While such experiences may
certainly involve reading testimonios, conceived traditionally as a specific genre of literature, they may
also not. A conception of testimonio-as-practice, however, honors both the ongoing victimization
causally connected to colonialism and the need to allow teachers to draw from their own experience
and intimate knowledge of their students.
In what sense do these disparate threads constitute a discussion of practices that are
‘contemplative’, or point to a mode of thinking that is distinctively ‘contemplative’? I have invoked,
at various points in Chapters 2-4, the idea that theoria, mindfulness, and testimonio can all be practiced
when one wishes to engage in deliberate self-cultivation. The practices are all educational, following
the brief sketch of education in the beginning of Chapter 1, in the sense that they all offer the
possibility of newfound meaning and transformation. But is this sufficient to make them all also
contemplative? What is added here by the use of that word? After all, one is transformed by, and finds
new meaning in, the practices of baking, weightlifting, knitting, car repair, nursing, dance, and so on.
In this sense, all practices are necessarily educational and all can be taken up with the intention of
cultivating oneself, and that seems appropriate enough.
The problem arises in recognizing that if all practices are also contemplative, then there will
be no unique form of practice that is contemplative, because the word ‘contemplative’ will add
absolutely nothing to our working conception of ‘educational’. The word ‘contemplative’ here risks
being an empty signifier in the same way that Wallis (2016), in Chapter 3, worried ‘mindfulness’ might
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be. Just as observing that some practice is ‘mindful’ may, under certain conceptions of mindfulness,
indicate nothing other than that the speaker believes the practice is ‘good’ or ‘effective’, we risk the
possibility that the adjective ‘contemplative’ makes no substantive addition to our concept of an
educational practice.165
As indicated, one direction we can take to prevent this sort of void in meaning is to point to
a feature that unifies contemplative practices as a subset of educational practices without having to
encompass all educational practices. Komjathy (2018) does something close to this when he suggests
that all forms of contemplation share not so much any one feature but rather partake in a family of
features. Contemplative practices demonstrate, for him, ‘family resemblances’, in the same way that
all members of an extended family will share at least some features with many other members (e.g.,
most may be tall, with red hair and poor eyesight) and yet no one feature will be shared among all
members (e.g., some individuals may be short, or have blonde hair or good eyesight, and yet still count
as members of that same family).
So, what unifies contemplative practices in the field of Contemplative Education will not be,
for Komjathy, any singular worldview (e.g., a Christian cosmology), specific goal (e.g., the cessation
of suffering), or particular experience elicited through practice (e.g., the feeling of communion with
nature), but rather a network of “connective strands” or descriptive features that include, most
prominently, “attentiveness, awareness, interiority, presence, silence, transformation, and a deepened

Terence McLaughlin (1999) expresses the exact same worry about the concept ‘reflective’ in discussions of ‘reflective
teaching’, which were popular in the United Kingdom during the 1990s. It is obvious, he argues, that forms of reflection
on action arise naturally from engagement in any activity. The activities that make up teaching are no different. For
McLaughlin, to be a teacher just is to be a reflective teacher, and even though “teaching involves more than reflection” (p.
17), it is also true that “the notion of a wholly unreflective teacher is somewhat incoherent” (p. 12). I will not rehearse his
entire discussion of the nature and value of reflection, but he concludes that we must go “beyond ‘the reflective teacher’
as a distinct concept” (p. 22). If we cannot land on a workable conception of the ‘the contemplative teacher’, we should
also move beyond it as a distinct concept.
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sense of meaning and purpose” (p. 51).166 Indeed, he makes it clear that “definitional parameters
should be explored and discussed, rather than rigidly defined” (p. 52). This open-minded approach
seems appropriate for Komjathy, given his self-identification as a “pluralist” about contemplative
practice, his “emphasis on diversity and difference,” and “acceptance of multiculturalism and religious
pluralism that is both committed and open” (p. 6). However, the approach may also contain hidden
problems and result in a lack of clear guidance for Contemplative Education as a field.
One problem, within the context of this discussion, is that Komjathy’s family resemblances
model does not offer us a useful and reliable way of distinguishing a sub-set of educational practices
that are contemplative from all other educational practices. ‘Attentiveness’ and ‘awareness’, for
instance, are cultivated by any practice, since it is in the nature of any practice to have a subject
voluntarily maintain attention on the object or objects involved in the practice. ‘Silence’ may have
been exercised by Marcus Aurelius during his meditations on death, but not by meditators who
continually vocalize a mantra. ‘Presence’ and ‘interiority’ evoke feelings and intuitions that resonate
with our commonsense notion of the word contemplation, but they are also contrasts (in at least some
important respects) to the ecstatic and ergotropic practices that Komjathy also wants to embrace in
his inclusive framework.167 Every feature in the resemblances model can either be used to describe all
practices, not just contemplative ones, or creates divisions within the set of practices that Komjathy
wants to designate as ‘contemplative’. Thus, because a family resemblances model cannot, by its very
nature, provide clear and consistent guidance for distinguishing uniquely contemplative practices from
a broader set of educational practices, it will be left up to the intuitions of individual judges to

I wish to be clear that Komjathy’s family resemblances model represents a norm within Contemplative Education.
Though I use Komjathy as a foil throughout this chapter, the model of contemplation he describes is quite common
throughout the field. See, for instance, Gunnlaugson, Sarath, Scott & Bai (2014), p. 5, as well as Davidson, et al. (2012),
pp. 1-2. Komjathy has merely made explicit something that is implicit in almost all contemporary accounts of
contemplative practice within Contemplative Education.
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Ecstatic and ergotropic techniques involve high degrees of arousal and are characterized by “high levels of physiological
activity” (p. 57).
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determine what counts as properly contemplative. The resulting problem echoes the one faced by
Justice Potter Stewart, who in Jacobellis v. Ohio (1964) was asked to describe his threshold test for what
constituted sufficiently ‘obscene’ pornography. In his famous response, he answered simply that “I
shall not today attempt to define the kinds of material I understand to be embraced within that
shorthand description…but I know it when I see it” (p. 197).
The ‘I know it when I see it’ approach risks establishing arbitrary guidelines, and as a result
does not offer a compelling framework for understanding what ought to count as a contemplative
practice. It is the same kind of arbitrariness that leaves us without a good answer when we are asked
why we chose to define the boundaries of an extended family by pointing to this set of nuclear families,
or this set of resemblances, and not that set. All of humanity shares in certain family resemblances, and
so the choice to focus on a certain subset of resemblances is arbitrary unless one can specify precisely
why one has widened one’s scope to include only this or that set. We must give, in other words, some
goal-oriented or functionalist account of why we’ve chosen to focus on any given set of family
resemblances. For example, it may make sense to focus on certain physical or genetic markers (e.g.,
the HEXA gene on chromosome 15) as features that help distinguish between subsets of human
beings if our goal is to understand why one subset of humans faces a relatively greater incidence of a
certain disease than another (e.g., Tay-Sachs, which results from a mutation in the HEXA gene, is
more prevalent among Ashkenazi Jews). But without some specific goal or end (e.g., the medical goal
of health and well-being, or the political end of maintaining a stable community) that justifies and
makes intelligible our decisions to focus on certain features that define groups of individuals (e.g.,
family resemblances, or matriarchal birth lines, or genetic markers), our selection of features will be
entirely arbitrary. Thus, the heart of the problem in the lack of clear conceptual parameters for what
defines a contemplative practice, within the context of Contemplative Education, is that the goals of
Contemplative Education (as described by its advocates) are somewhat at odds with the resemblances
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its advocates see connecting different contemplative practices. The lack of clear conceptual parameters
in Komjathy’s model is a problem, in this case, because it effectively undermines a core animating
principle behind Contemplative Education: its commitment to pluralism about practice. In an ironic
twist, this core animating principle simply cannot be upheld by Komjathy’s family resemblances
model, which has, one might reasonably argue, arbitrarily chosen one set of features as a way of
distinguishing specifically contemplative practices from educational practices more generally.
The problem with Komjathy’s family resemblances model, for the field of Contemplative
Education, is that the features he has selected (silence, interiority, attentiveness, etc.) are very clearly
inspired by the forms of practice he, as a committed Daoist, seems predisposed to count as such. But
Komjathy cannot, in one and the same breath, critique Contemplative Education’s overreliance on
Asian religious practices (e.g., pp. 256-262) and go on to offer a model that sets the stage for a
perpetuation of this overreliance by picking out defining features of, for example, sitting-based
breathing practices. Komjathy asserts he is “not a perennialist” because he does not want to claim that
“contemplative practice has a shared set of characteristics and aspirations, or at least that experientially
it is ‘about the same thing’” (p. 6).168 This seems like a perfectly inoffensive position to take, and is in
line with his good-faith multiculturalism, but one consequence of taking it is that we are left somewhat
lost when it comes time to provide a coherent account of what we are up to when we, for example,
convene a conference of scholars and practitioners dedicated to the study and practice of
contemplation, or propose a collection of chapters on the theme of Contemplative Education.
“What,” an observer might justly ask, “are you studying that isn’t already studied by theorists and
practitioners of education writ large? What is your unique goal here?” With a family resemblances model

This claim by Komjathy is a bit confusing to interpret. Clearly, if Komjathy subscribes to a family resemblances model,
then he also must think that all contemplative practices share, to some extent, in a set of ‘characteristics and aspirations’.
To avoid reading Komjathy as contradicting himself here, we should assume that what he dislikes about the perennialist
view is the suggestion that all contemplative practices can be characterized by all of the features of silence, interiority, etc.
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as the only threshold test, Contemplative Education as a field cannot coherently maintain its pluralistic
commitments and move away from its overreliance on mindfulness-based practices. Because most of
the scholars and practitioners working in that field already do conceive of their interests with reference
to mindfulness-based practices (which are quite similar in various respects to Daoist practices) they
will, like Judge Stewart, ‘know it when they see it’ only when they see practices that more or less
resemble what a Buddhist or a Daoist monk does on a meditation cushion. But if that is true, then we
are merely operating cynically, deceptively, or in bad faith when we affirm the inclusiveness and
pluralism of the field. Instead, we ought to bite the bullet and say that what we are interested in, when
we say we are interested in ‘contemplative practice’, just is the particularity of our own individual
practice, as well as the promotion of its corresponding goals, worldview, and experiences.

5.3 Critical Subjectivity
Although Komjathy does not identify this contradiction at the heart of Contemplative
Education’s pluralistic commitment, he does make a conceptual move that indicates some implicit
dissatisfaction with the family resemblances model. The move is introduced in the final chapter of his
book, where Komjathy highlights what he sees as three “primary, defining characteristics” of
‘Contemplative Studies’ (p. 282).169 These include, in his view, (1) practice commitment, (2) critical
subjectivity, and (3) character development. The first and third characteristics will not help us resolve
the contradiction I have just spent some time discussing, simply because (a) a commitment to a

Komjathy (2018) presents his study as an inquiry into Contemplative Studies, which he subdivides into separate but
related analyses of contemplative practice, contemplative experience, contemplative traditions, and contemplative
pedagogy. Because Contemplative Education is presumed to be an approach to education that highlights the same three
defining characteristics, there are no relevant differences between Komjathy’s conception of the features that characterize
Contemplative Studies and his conception of the features that characterize Contemplative Education, at least not for the
purpose of this discussion. So, I will take the three primary, defining characteristics to represent Komjathy’s view of the
uniqueness of Contemplative Education as well.
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practice will be a defining element of what it means to take up any organized series of actions as a
practice rather than as an occasional activity, and because (b) a commitment to a practice will just, over
time, develop one’s character in ways that are directly relevant to what it means to excel at the practice.
In the same way, as Aristotle noted, that we become brave by doing brave actions, an extended
commitment to a practice, which asks us to engage in specific activities on a regular basis, just will
shape our character in corresponding ways. This is true of any practice, all of which create meaning
and cultivate transformation.
However, Komjathy is able to do some compelling work with the second defining
characteristic—critical subjectivity—which we can reasonably argue is not a disposition cultivated by
all practices. If so, then Komjathy may have successfully located a contender for a defining feature of
contemplative practice that does not necessarily apply to all practices. Komjathy suggests, for instance,
that “a contemplative approach brings attention to individual intention, motivation, and behavior
patterns” (p. 307), evoking the kind of meta-cognitive awareness and narrative-building of one’s own
self that is encouraged during, for example, the processes of psychotherapy and psychoanalysis. It
seems possible to say of one practice, and not all others, that it cultivates a fine-grained attention to
one’s own motivations, intentions, and patterns of behavior during moment-to-moment experience.170
For instance, one can practice and excel at pottery without needing to cultivate, as part of one’s
commitment to pottery, a great degree of attention to or examination of one’s intentions or
motivations to engage in pottery.
One objection to this proposal is to point out that certain kinds of motivations will, over time,
tend to result in a better commitment to pottery, and so some degree of attention to motivation will be
necessary in any given practice. If one is motivated to engage in pottery because it sounds like a

170 I agree

that the selection of ‘critical subjectivity’ as the defining characteristic of contemplation or contemplative practice
may, at this point in the discussion, seem as arbitrary as the selection of, say, ‘silence’. My hope is that it will appear far
less arbitrary by the end of section 5.5.
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pleasant Saturday morning activity, this may indeed result in a pleasant experience, but it will not
necessarily sustain a practice of pot-making over time. In the long run, keeping up the practice of
pottery will depend on deeper and more sustainable motivations than the desire to entertain oneself
on a weekend, if only because a wide range of activities can satisfy the desire for entertainment. What
brings one back to the choice of pottery over time will not be the search for satisfaction per se. A
commitment to pottery at the expense of other potentially satisfying activities will depend on the
subject’s recognition that making pottery has become an important part of what it means to spend
time valuably or to live a fulfilling life. Fred must develop a certain loyalty to pottery, a kind of wonder
and awe toward it, if he is going to commit to it as a practice. Thus, if Fred becomes frustrated because
he has set the intention of adopting pottery as an ongoing practice but finds himself avoiding the kiln,
one possible obstacle may be that an insufficient degree of attention has been put towards an evaluation
and transformation of his own motivations. Dissolving Fred’s state of frustration will require that he
either abandon his commitment to practicing pottery, which failed because it was not supported by
the right motivation, or it will require his recognition of, and compliance with, a new motivation.
However, this sort of attention to motivation is just one component of the practice of pottery.
It arises in the course of cultivating a sustainable commitment to the practice and does not define the
practice as such. A specifically contemplative practice may, on the other hand, be defined precisely by
this sort of high-resolution attention to the nuances of moment-to-moment experience. As we did in
Chapter 3, we might here recall William James, who believed that the ability to voluntarily direct one’s
attention was the root of all judgment, character, and will. If all practices involve giving some attention
to intentions, motivations, and behavior patterns, then perhaps contemplative practices can be
coherently described as a sub-set of practices that devote themselves almost entirely to the project of
cultivating attention to one’s own intentions, motivations, and behaviors. This would indeed pick out
something unique about a contemplative practice.
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Given problems inherent in the family resemblances model, it thus seems like a sensible move
for Komjathy to transition to a more exclusive conception of contemplation as defined by a kind of
careful and sustained attention to specific features of one’s inner life. This conception of what it means
for something to be ‘contemplative’ is, I believe, what Komjathy has in mind when he equates ‘critical
subjectivity’ with the “systematic exploration of and reflection on one’s entire psychosomatic
experience” (p. 288). Importantly, such an approach is defined, for him, by the “consideration of
unquestioned assumptions, uninformed opinions, and unrecognized biases” (ibid). The kind of
sustained attention to the self that is described here certainly evokes, as mentioned above, processes
of psychotherapy and psychoanalysis, but also the Foucauldian notion of spiritual exercise mentioned
in Chapter 2, and, as Komjathy notes, testimonial practices such as autobiography, certain
philosophical practices in the mold of Socratic inquiry, and contemporary research methods such as
participant-observation ethnography (p. 289). Perhaps, then, following this line of inquiry, the sub-set
of practices which are self-oriented, or take the self as their primary object of attention and analysis,
can be described as exercising critical subjectivity, and therefore as properly contemplative.171
Now, in order to help make sense of what it might mean to engage in a “systematic exploration
of and reflection on” one’s experience, Komjathy proceeds by appealing to three interrelated concepts:
autoethnography, alterity, and intersubjectivity. Komjathy does not state clearly whether he thinks of these
three concepts as exhausting what it means to exercise critical subjectivity, but a brief review of how
the three operate in tandem should help draw the connection to Chapters 2-4 in this study. Recall that,
above, we dismissed the suggestion that the first and third characteristics of Contemplative Education
introduced by Komjathy—‘practice commitment’ and ‘character development’—were sufficiently
distinctive, but left open the possibility that ‘critical subjectivity’ might refer to something distinctively

Importantly, such a conception would effectively exclude a wide range of practices that Komjathy wants to count as
contemplative, such as devotional-dualistic techniques focused on an external deity.
171

197

‘contemplative’, and therefore something appropriately unique about Contemplative Education. If the
kinds of processes described in Chapter 2-4 can be described in terms of autoethnography, alterity,
and intersubjectivity, then it seems they should all be able to count as belonging to a Contemplative
Education, at least in Komjathy’s view.
Komjathy clearly thinks of persons as fundamentally fallible beings who can come to be
shaped in ways that are detrimental to their own well-being and the well-being of others. His
suggestion that we can have unquestioned assumptions, uninformed opinions, and unrecognized
biases seems utterly uncontroversial, and an educational program focused on practices that critically
target these fallibilities (e.g., a Komjathian contemplative program) would seem highly desirable in this
light. More specifically, the types of assumptions, opinions, and biases that interest Komjathy are
related to features of personal identity that “have yet to be adequately acknowledge or addressed
[within Contemplative Education], including with respect to issues of access, participation, and
privilege” (p. 289). Using this kind of frame, Komjathy casts critical subjectivity in terms of
contemporary notions of social justice. It is not necessarily any and all dimensions of beliefs or
dispositions that form the targets of critical subjectivity, but false beliefs and harmful dispositions
related to disability status, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, nationality, age, race, class, and so on.172
Komjathy draws from Ellis, Adams & Bochner (2011) to establish ‘autoethnography’ as “an
approach to research and writing that seeks to describe and systematically analyze (graphy) personal
experience (auto) in order to understand cultural experience (ethno)” (as quoted on p. 291). As a form

I am aware that including ‘class’ as an identity-based marker rubs up against certain views in political theory that wish
to maintain stronger distinctions between the problematic forms of identity politics associated with the politics of
recognition, and the more traditional socialist or social democratic forms of class-based politics associated with the politics
of redistribution. I don’t have space here to fully address this point, but I more or less agree with Nancy Fraser’s recent
work (e.g., 2003, 2019; with Rahel Jaeggi, 2018), which seeks to reconcile the politics of recognition, redistribution, and
representation. The point I wish to make here is that one can come to ‘identify’ with one’s social class in ways that are
harmful to class liberation (e.g., wealthy children can come to identify themselves as deserving of wealth and its comforts if
they believe that they are, in some essentialist way, ‘wealthy persons’; working-class children can come to identify as
working-class adults who think of themselves as somehow deserving of their own exploitation and relative poverty).
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of self-reflection that “explores one’s own personal experience and connects this autobiographical
story to wider cultural, political, and social meanings and understandings” (ibid), autoethnography is
a process that is also intrinsically related to what Komjathy calls ‘alterity’. Drawing from Taylor (1987)
and others, Komjathy equates alterity with more common notions of “otherness” and the idea of
those who are socially ostracized, marginalized, or otherwise categorized as ‘not us’ (p. 294). To engage
with alterity is, for Komjathy, to engage with radical difference, an engagement that also requires some
prior or parallel autoethnographic work because one must, presumably, be able to properly recognize
in oneself the features of one’s identity that set one apart from others.173 Finally, ‘intersubjectivity’
combines the processes of self-awareness associated with autoethnography and the processes of otherawareness associated with alterity. Komjathy defines intersubjectivity as “a second-person form of
discourse” that draws attention to our relational dimensions, pointing to intentionally dialogic
exercises of “listening and being listened to” as an example (p. 296).
This very brief sketch of critical subjectivity is all we really need to see the connections between
these broad themes of autoethnography, alterity, and intersubjectivity on the one hand, and the
conceptions of theoria, mindfulness, and testimonio discussed in Chapters 2-4 on the other. Diplomatic
theoria, as a tri-partite model for practice, emphasizes the experience of engaging with different others
with a pacifying, or peacebuilding, goal in mind. The alterity a theoros would have experienced during
a diplomatic pilgrimage referred not just to the foreign individuals, customs, and beliefs he would
inevitably encounter, but to the pilgrim’s own sense of self as he suspended his usual mode of
perception. The ritualistic observation encouraged by theoric spectacles prompted the observer to see
the world in ways that highlighted beliefs shared across nationalities, thereby suspending, for a period
I believe Komjathy includes this as part of the process in an effort to try and preclude the kind of perennialism he
rejects, the kind that seeks to erase diversity and difference in its quest for universalism. So, to have a sense that there are
differences between us that substantively affect your or my quality of life is to avoid, for example, the kind of ‘color blind’
approach to racial justice that effectively denies the impact of race on well-being. This would be to reject a kind of racial
perennialism. Komjathy also rejects perennialism about contemplative practice, because he thinks that to do so would be
to effectively deny substantive differences in experiences, worldviews, and goals associated with different practices.
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of time, the emphasis placed on loyalty to one’s home community. At the same time, the return to
one’s home community created an opportunity for autoethnography, as the account a theoros would
provide to the magistrates of his city included important signals about his inner life (e.g., that he
remained a loyal citizen) just as much as it included a description of events observed during the
pilgrimage. For Plato, at least, alterity and autoethnography of this sort is retained in his conception
of what it means to engage in philosophical work. Likewise, theoria as a model for contemplative
practice today may help guide philosophy, but it may also be used as an inspiration for activities such
as the field trip or bearing witness, which can also be thought of as successful to the extent that they
create experiences of alterity and autoethnography.174 A field trip may or may not include the kinds of
intersubjective exercises (e.g., ‘intentional dialogue’) that Komjathy points to, but at least some
conceptions of bearing witness as an orientation to educational research take careful, open-ended
conversation between researchers and subjects to be a core component of bearing witness (e.g.,
Hansen, 2017a, 2017b).
The alterity and autoethnography associated with practices of theoria are echoed in Hyde &
LaPrad (2015) and Comstock’s (2015) descriptions of what the ‘mindful teacher’ does in the
classroom, as reviewed in Chapter 3. Their notion of a teacher who pauses to assess her “mental
script” in real time, as she stands in front of the classroom, recalls Komjathy’s focus on the beliefs
and dispositions he suggests are the proper targets of critical subjectivity. If a mindfulness-based
practice can cultivate in a teacher a sensitivity to, for example, her own internalized misogyny and
racism, this ought to count as the kind of autoethnographic work that Komjathy believes paves the

Komjathy himself points to a colleague’s fieldtrip exercise in San Diego, wherein students are taken to behold the
artistic murals of Chicano Park in the Logan Heights neighborhood. There, “the mural art represented in the park
embodies the deep and rich history of resistance and identity tied to the community, and serves as a basis for knowledge
and contemplative reflection for students of color, enabling them to explore and affirm their identities through
autoethnographic reflections evoked by the art” (p. 190). At the same time, at least one Native American student “objected
to the appropriation and adaptation of Native American imagery,” highlighting the stakes of, and opportunities for, a
conception of the fieldtrip as theoric (ibid).
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way for a proper experience of alterity, and which Hyde & LaPrad and Comstock argue are important
for upholding Deweyan and Freirean ideals. The autoethnographic piece corresponds to the teacher’s
practice of consciously recognizing her own behavioral patterns and their causes, rooted in social
conditions and expectations. The alterity piece corresponds to the teacher’s understanding of how she
has become accustomed to working with limited conceptions of who her students actually are—and
perhaps a limited conception of who she is—which leads, at least for Hyde & LaPrad and Comstock,
to an improved ability to engage with others in the fullness of who they are. Presumably, given his
own brief account, Komjathy might then agree that such processes open a door for improved
intersubjectivity. We come to know ourselves and others through communication, but our
communication with others is also enhanced to the extent that we have cultivated more refined
accounts of our own personal experiences.
Finally, testimonio seems a perfectly suitable candidate for a practice that cultivates critical
subjectivity, in accordance with all three of its sub-processes. The practice, as described in my reimagining in Chapter 4, asks practitioners to engage in sustained reflection—through reading, writing,
listening, and dialogue—on who they are in light of a parallel inquiry into the history and legacy of
colonization. It asks them to face harsh realities about how features of their own identities are
inextricably caught up in patterns of victimization (e.g., past racialized slavery, current land
dispossession, rising wealth inequality, unearned privileges) that remain starkly prominent despite
various interventions and liberal reforms over the past 500 years. Testimonio is by no means a silent
practice, though it may include periods of silent reading and listening, and indeed its conversational
component is a core aspect of the practice in my conception. Within groups of persons who share
identities that form the targets of patterns of victimization (e.g., the Latina women in Cantú’s research
group), this intersubjective, conversational component facilitates the emergence of a new transhistorical group identity. In more mixed groups of persons, where some are members of historically
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victimized sub-groups and others are members of historically oppressive groups, the conversational
component is key to determining whether others in the group have properly recognized themselves
and others as such. This self- and other-recognition is not in the service of promoting identity politics
for its own sake, but rather because a “politics of recognition,” to borrow once more from Fraser
(2003, 2019) and Fraser & Jaeggi (2018), forms an inextricable part of a liberatory project insofar as
material resources are distributed unequally in accordance with the aforementioned features of
identity.175
It would be possible, I think, to end our discussion here having affirmed the points of
connection between the sub-processes of critical subjectivity and certain variations of the practices of
theoria, mindfulness, and testimonio described in Chapters 2-4. Critical subjectivity—conceived as a kind
of fine-grained attention to one’s own self and personal experience for the sake of promoting social
justice—seems to be cultivated by versions of all three practices I examined, and therefore counts as
something that may unify them conceptually. It also counts as something more stable that we could,
in principle, point to as part of a process of inquiring into whether a contemplative practice is
‘working’: it ‘works’, in principle, if it cultivates critical subjectivity, even if we have yet to fully
determine how to empirically assess the quality or success of someone’s critical subjectivity. Such a
conception seems to pick out a feature of certain practices without referring to all practices, and to
the extent that this is true we may as well call that sub-set of practices ‘contemplative’. Such a
conception of ‘contemplative’ would, to be sure, exclude many if not most of the religious practices
(e.g.) that Komjathy had originally wanted to retain in his pluralistic vision. (Or, to be more precise,

For instance, it is not mere ‘identity politics’ to point out, as Fraser & Jaeggi (2018) do, that it is “overwhelmingly
racialized populations who lack political protection in capitalist society and who are constituted as inherently expropriable”
(p. 41). It is also not merely identity politics for Native Americans, for example, to then organize collectively in the service
of gaining protections for themselves within a capitalist society, even if it is unlikely that the perception of Native
Americans as inherently expropriable will completely dissolve as long as they live within a capitalist society. Such
protections not only represent worthwhile victories for Native American welfare, they also help create more sustainable
conditions for future between-group collaborations and broader political alliances. I acknowledge that this is a reformist
perspective that will not persuade, for example, revolutionary accelerationists.
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such a conception would exclude them to the extent that practitioners have some goal for their practice
other than fine-grained attention to one’s own self and personal experience for the sake of promoting
social justice.) Komjathy would no doubt reject this conclusion, judging it to be far too constrictive,
but it remains, as I see it, a more coherent and action-guiding framework than what we might conclude
if we commit ourselves to the family resemblances model.
Nonetheless, one reason I don’t wish to end the discussion here is that it is possible to offer
at least two improvements over the account of critical subjectivity sketched out above. First, it doesn’t
seem to me that ‘critical subjectivity’ offers the most precise description of what contemplative
practice, even under this new conception, seeks to promote. Critical subjectivity may be better
described, I will suggest, in terms of the end it seeks to promote. However, although the end of critical
subjectivity, for Komjathy, is social justice, social justice depends importantly on an entire gamut of
other practices, institutions, material conditions, individual capacities, and processes of collective
organization. What critical subjectivity can do, as a disposition to engage critically with reality in a
certain way, is reinforce a kind of parallel evaluative attitude that is a necessary but not sufficient
condition for social justice. I identify this evaluative attitude as egalitarian reverence: a kind of
devotional, awe-inspiring recognition and respect for oneself and others as moral equals. One
additional benefit of framing the end of contemplation in terms of reverence is that it helps highlight
the motivational and affective dimensions of deep respect.
Second, assume for the sake of argument that someone committed to Contemplative
Education does not wish to promote social justice, as conceived in the terms used above, and therefore
rejects this account of critical subjectivity as the defining feature of contemplative practice and
therefore of Contemplative Education. In other words, assume that someone rejects the initial
description of contemplation in terms of ‘critical subjectivity’, judging that this choice of characteristic
as the defining feature of contemplation and contemplative practice is as arbitrary as any other. Without
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this lynchpin, the entire edifice of Contemplative Education would seem to collapse.176 One final
approach I offer here is to highlight the fundamental pluralistic, cosmopolitan, and multicultural
commitments already expressed by proponents of Contemplative Education. If proponents wish to
maintain this cosmopolitan worldview, they cannot then coherently promote practices that would
undermine it. If they wish to promote this cosmopolitan worldview, they are implicitly committed to
practices that would promote it. The uniqueness of Contemplative Education, as compared to other
approaches to education, would seem to refer to its cosmopolitanism more than anything else.
Accordingly, the practices that maintain or promote this approach to education would be practices
that maintain or promote the field’s cosmopolitan commitments. Egalitarian reverence is an attitude
that both maintains and promotes cosmopolitan commitments and should thus be valued especially
by advocates of Contemplative Education.
Thus, the remainder of my concluding chapter offers two ways of exploring egalitarian
reverence, which can be considered independently or as reinforcing one another. Section 5.4 discusses
the move from critical subjectivity to egalitarian reverence, arguing that the latter is a more precise and
inspiring account of what the former intends to promote. Section 5.5 discusses egalitarian reverence
as a necessary goal for practice in light of Contemplative Education’s pre-existing commitments.
Section 5.6 invites the reader to consider these concluding thoughts in light of the distinction, raised
in Chapter 1, between ‘beholding’ and ‘problem-solving’ as the ultimate purpose of thinking.

Alternatively, one might want to retain the conception of contemplative practice as promoting critical subjectivity but
argue that the proper targets of critical subjectivity are not related to contemporary leftist notions of social justice. For
example, one might argue that the cultivation of critical subjectivity is the defining feature of contemplative practice, but
that the proper target of critical subjectivity is, say, one’s own lack of faith in a god who loves conservative social mores.
After all, it does seem somewhat arbitrary that Komjathy picks social justice-related beliefs and dispositions to serve as the
targets of critical subjectivity, as opposed to other beliefs and dispositions. Section 5.5 responds to this objection.
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5.4 Egalitarian Reverence
Let us assume that critical subjectivity can be conceived coherently as a disposition to engage
in the critical inquiry of one’s unquestioned assumptions, uninformed opinions, and unrecognized
biases.177 Let us assume further, following Komjathy, that the proper targets of critical subjectivity are
false assumptions, opinions, and biases that one may have developed with respect to a cluster of
identity-based features of the self, including but not limited to race, religion, ethnicity, sexuality,
gender, age, primary language, nationality, disability status, social class, and so on.178 In other words,
include in this cluster any identity-based feature of the self that can serve as the locus of a relational
inequality between two people. There are, to be sure, features of the self that one can be critical of
that are not necessarily associated with beliefs that are more directly relevant to social justice. For
instance, we can imagine someone who cultivates in himself a disposition to be critical toward his
superstitious beliefs regarding magic, luck, prophecy, and so on, yet compartmentalizes this critical
disposition and does not extend it to his view of his own aforementioned identity-based beliefs. Or,
we can imagine, as I suggested above, a critical subjectivity that targets one’s lack of belief in a
conservative god, or one’s lack of pleasure in the acquisition of raw power. Because we can imagine
other such features of the self and experience that one can be critical of, we must ask whether
Komjathy has arbitrarily chosen identity-based features of the self and experience to constitute his
conception of critical subjectivity in the service of social justice. My suggestion is that, although
Komjathy does not defend the political and moral assumptions behind this social justice-oriented

I say ‘conceived coherently’ because there is an obvious transparency problem here: it will not be immediately clear to
a given subject which of her assumptions are unquestioned, opinions uninformed, or biases unrecognized. We can safely
assume that we will require help from other persons, as Alcibiades did from Socrates, in the course of figuring out at least
some, if not all, of our own fallibilities.
177

A few representative and obvious examples of these will suffice: the assumption that Arab men are inherently more
prone to violence, which is unquestioned because inquiring into whether it is true reveals that it is false; the opinion that
lesbians make for bad parents, which is uninformed because empirical evidence does not support the opinion; the bias
against seeing elders as complex, multidimensional, and dynamic beings, which will be unrecognized as long as one sees
aging only in terms of loneliness, dependency, and deteriorated functioning.
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conception of critical subjectivity, he is right to land on these identity-based features. He is right to
land on them not necessarily because his political and moral commitments are necessarily right
(though I think that at least some of them are), but because cultivating a critical subjectivity in this
sense is necessary for upholding the implicit commitments of the field of Contemplative Education
in a way that is not necessarily true for other features included in the family resemblances model. This
is a point that I will explore more fully in 5.5.
Before we get there, however, I would like to suggest in this section that the goal Komjathy
actually has in mind, when he emphasizes critical subjectivity, is a kind of evaluative attitude or
disposition that we ought to have, which we might fail to have, but which critical subjectivity is set up
to correct for or promote. This attitude is, I think, a kind of recognition of oneself and others as moral
equals with respect to the aforementioned identity-based features of personhood, in spite of the fact
that those features serve, at the same time, as the locus for certain kinds of relational inequalities. This
recognition is corrupted or undermined when material conditions and power imbalances lead us to
see others as morally unequal (i.e. as undeserving of the same degree of dignity and opportunities to
live a good life, participate in social co-creation, and seek truth together). This recognition is corrupted
when we take inequalities across one axis—inequalities in rights, material resources, power, privilege,
and esteem—to be somehow equivalent to inequalities across another axis—inherent moral worth.
The notion of democratic equality that motivates my comments here is inspired by Elizabeth
Anderson’s (e.g., 1999, 2007) work, much of which has focused on moving us from a view of equality
as the equal distribution of material resources (whether in the form of initial ‘opportunities’ or in the
form of material ‘outcomes’) to a view of equality as fundamentally relational. For Anderson, to be an
egalitarian—to be someone committed to democratic equality—means being committed to the notion
that all of us are equally deserving of freedom. The corresponding conception of freedom is not
equivalent to the libertarian’s negative liberty, conceived as freedom from unwarranted violence and
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coercion. The libertarian’s freedom from violence and coercion certainly plays a role in democratic
equality, but the latter is primarily concerned with setting up the conditions for individuals in a society
to do more than merely function as human beings in the absence of violations of the harm principle,
weakly applied.179 Democratic equality seeks in addition to enable individuals to participate in
production and social reproduction, and perhaps most fundamentally, to participate on equal terms in
the co-determination of their own society.180 A society where each individual is given a ‘fair shot’ at
competing for material resources (e.g., a society that operates under the rules of Rawlsian fair equality
of opportunity) or is guaranteed, throughout life, the same exact material benefits as everyone else
could still be one where certain individuals do not have the capacity to engage freely in human
functioning, production, social reproduction, or democratic self-governance. Just as Habermas saw
that an ‘ideal speech situation’ could be corrupted if morally arbitrary advantages such as power,
academic status, or communicative ability could interfere with the force of someone’s argument,
Anderson notices how quadriplegic adults can be “blocked from civil society if buildings weren’t
required to have ramps” (Heller, 2019, p. 49). The very wealthy quadriplegic individual can still be
barred from certain kinds of democratic participation, as can others if democratic self-governance
depends effectively on the possession of certain capacities, or is dominated effectively by one sub-

I say ‘weakly applied’ because it is possible to imagine a more robustly egalitarian society resulting from a stronger
application of the libertarian’s harm principle. For example, the United States military alone emits more greenhouse gas
than most countries around the world. Given what we know about the effects of greenhouse gas on climate change, in
what sense do these emissions not constitute a harm (indeed, an existential threat) directed toward me?
179

What it means to ‘participate on equal terms in the co-determination of one’s own society’ is certainly a contested idea.
I don’t have space to explore a full conception of what that might mean, but I take inspiration from strains of democratic
socialist thought in the vein of John Dewey, W.E.B. Du Bois, Elizabeth Anderson, Nancy Fraser, Axel Honneth, and
Martin Hägglund, among others.
180

207

group of persons, or is considered to be of secondary importance relative to opportunities to compete
in labor markets.181
Because she sees democratic equality as the standard that measures and guides distributive
justice, one risk Anderson (2010) sees in material inequality is that it can reinforce and perpetuate
practices of social closure (e.g., opportunity hoarding, exploitation, spatial segregation, role
segregation), which in turn reinforce cognitive processes that “exaggerate between-group differences
and within-group homogeneity” (p. 45).182 In other words, material inequalities (in housing, wealth,
food security, access to jobs, education, and healthcare, bodily safety, etcetera) reinforce and are driven
by practices of social closure, whether in housing, occupation, accumulation of wealth, policing of
social roles, etcetera, and in turn end up reinforcing stereotypes, conceived as superficial “schemas
about classes of objects, used to make inferences about particular objects once they are recognized as
a member of a particular class” (ibid). Once we impute “dishonorable meanings to stereotypes of group
difference” (ibid), which demean the members of the stigmatized group, we are well on our way to

Some have disagreed with this characterization of Rawls, thinking that the full application of his fair equality of
opportunity principle would actually result in precisely the kind of democratic equality that interests Anderson. For
Tommie Shelby (2004), for instance, the Rawlsian fair equality of opportunity principle is so robust that it would, if actually
applied, fully correct for the legacy of racial disadvantage in a society with a history of race-based discrimination, therefore
creating the conditions for full and equal democratic participation (at least with respect to race). He further believes that
no modern democratic nation with a history of severe racism currently implements anything close to the level of fair
equality of opportunity that would be required to satisfy the demands of racial justice under Rawlsian principles. The point
here is to suggest that for some thinkers, a proper conception and execution of distributive justice does result in the kind
of democratic equality Anderson is after. On the other hand, Anderson might say that this simply proves her point: we
measure the success of distributive justice by the quality of the democratic equality it secures for us. Bernard Williams
(1973) makes a similar point, without reference to Rawls, when he wonders how far a society can reasonably go in
equalizing opportunities to compete for merit-based goods before ‘equal opportunity’ and ‘pure equality’ seem to coincide.
If, for instance, “an individual’s characteristics could be pre-arranged by interference with the genetic material” (p. 256), why
should we stop at the ‘boundaries of heredity’ in our quest to equalize opportunity? In Anderson’s conception of
democratic equality, however, we need not strive for this degree of ‘pure equality’ before being able to say that we have
secured the conditions for each individual to participate in society freely. We are still, though, a long way from democratic
equality, and it is a further question whether democratic equality is possible in a capitalist social democracy, assuming even
the presence of robust, Rawlsian fair equality of opportunity.
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Anderson (2010) follows Max Weber in suggesting that social closure is also responsible for generating these inequalities
in resources, rights, privileges, power, and esteem in the first place (p. 7).
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disregarding the initial and essential dignity of individual members of disadvantaged groups.183 This,
in turn, makes it even less likely that we will welcome them into our practices and institutions of
democratic self-governance. It is, furthermore, wholly unethical to treat people based on the
stereotypes used to make quick inferences about them, and not just because of the way it diminishes
their ability to participate freely in society. The lack of ethics in stereotyping is also due to the irrational
(in the sense of illogical) error of assuming that every member of a group exhibits the characteristics
of every other member of that group, as well as because, as Williams (1973) pointed out, choosing to
differentially treat people with respect to welfare on the grounds of something like racial, gender, or
nationality bias is not so much to choose a special sort of moral principle but rather to engage in “a
purely arbitrary assertion of will, like that of some Caligulan ruler who decided to execute everyone
whose name contained three ‘R’s” (p. 233).
When Komjathy claims, then, that “individuals from African American, Latino/a American,
and Native American [for example] backgrounds are largely unseen and unheard” in the field of
Contemplative Education, I take him to be implicitly agreeing with the Andersonian notion that
inequalities, which reinforce practices of social closure and stigmatized stereotypes, have resulted in a
state of affairs wherein a field of practice and study has effectively excluded members of certain groups
from participating in that field freely.184 Furthermore, when Komjathy presents critical subjectivity as
a kind of antidote to this state of affairs, I interpret this not as an interest in our ability to be critically

As exemplified by, for instance, the examples of bias I gave in fn. 178. Anderson’s point is not that practices of social
closure and the stereotypes they create and reinforce are in themselves the reason why material inequalities are unjust.
Housing segregation (e.g.) and stereotyping, especially when they are normalized and institutionalized through the use of
state power, have the effect of precluding disadvantaged groups from participating substantively in democratic selfgovernance. Material inequalities are justified, for Anderson, to the extent that they do not result in this kind of corruption.
But because even slight material inequalities can result in this kind of corruption (e.g., Maria contributes $20 to a political
candidate’s campaign while her neighbor Karen contributes $2,000 to the opposition), only very small degrees of material
inequality will end up justified.
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This should be wholly uncontroversial. The same thing is clearly true about, for instance, academic philosophy. See the
American Philosophical Association’s (2019) report on the demographic features of APA members from 2016-2018.
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aware of cognitive biases for its own sake, but because this critical awareness ought to usher in a way
of seeing oneself and others that he assumes would have been operative prior to our (entirely
metaphorical) ‘fall from grace’. In other words, it is precisely because we can fail to appropriately
recognize others as existing in states of baseline moral equality to us that we need something like
critical subjectivity as a counter. The assumption here is that the closer we move to democratic
equality, the less present and pervasive biases like stereotyping will be.
But what Komjathy wants here, or what Komjathy and others who are concerned about
inequality in Contemplative Education implicitly want, is a state of affairs wherein his version of critical
subjectivity isn’t required in the first place. Critical subjectivity is remedial in the same way that
practical-political activity is rational (and therefore valuable) yet at the same time ‘merely remedial’ in
dominant-exclusivist interpretations of Aristotle’s ethics. What guides us, as an ideal, when we
emphasize the importance of critical subjectivity, is a vision of life and society wherein everyone is
already exhibiting the proper degree of respect, extended equally to all others, in the sense that we are
attentive to, as Chris Lebron (2019) has described in his account of the ‘sense of equality’, “the
circumstances surrounding both one’s own and others’ capacities for action, opportunity for
reflection, and practical reasoning” (p. 40). What we should want, in other words, is for others to
already have the disposition to treat us with dignity, where treating us with dignity means more than
having affective sympathy for us—it includes, in addition to this baseline sympathy, as Lebron points
out, being attuned to whether we have capacities and opportunities to participate meaningfully in
human functioning, production, social reproduction, and self-governance.185 To the extent that others
do not have the disposition to treat us with dignity, we should wish for them to cultivate some kind
185 Understanding

that someone has not had the opportunity to participate meaningfully in human functioning, production,
social reproduction, or democratic self-governance should temper our disposition to blame them for their lack of success
in these realms. It should also temper our practices of praising those who have had relatively greater opportunities to
participate in these realms, since their success is attributable in no small part to dumb luck. Tempering praise and blame
along these lines is one small but real way that the attunement Lebron talks about translates to the extension of equal
dignity toward others and the cultivation of humility in oneself.
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of critical subjectivity, so that they can begin to correct for the lack of due respect and recognition.
Call this kind of respect, characterized by equal ascription of dignity to all, egalitarian respect.
Notice, however, that I have previously used the term egalitarian reverence, and not ‘merely’
respect. The reason for this shift from respect to reverence is because of something I find quite
compelling about Buchmann’s own conception of contemplation in teaching. Recall that Buchmann
rendered her conception of contemplation—careful attention and wonderstruck beholding—into a
fundamentally practical endeavor because of the way that wonderstruck beholding allows us to
become attached to ideals of perfection internal to the practice of teaching. In her account, the risk
we take when we deny teachers time and space for careful attention and wonderstruck beholding is
that their commitment to ideals of good teaching might deteriorate. Though I don’t agree with the
precise way that Buchmann has characterized contemplation, I wish to borrow her insight about the
motivational importance of becoming attached to ideals and standards of excellence internal to a
practice.
What reverence picks out that respect does not is the sense in which one can, in addition to
respecting someone or something, exhibit devotion toward, and experience awe in light of, the object or
subject of respect.186 In this way, reverence offers an additional motivational layer on top of respect
because of a kind of loyalty (as a result of devotion) and humility (as a result of awe) we can cultivate
with regard to the object of respect. Egalitarian respect properly refers to an evaluative attitude
wherein we see all other persons as equally deserving of dignity for their own sake. There is something

I wish to set aside here the Kantian conception of respect for moral law, which in his view we are motivated to comply
with precisely because of the combination of awe and fear we experience when we recognize the moral law as the source
of our moral requirements (Johnson & Cureton, 2016, para. 25; Kant, 2010, p. 14). Though I share Kant’s conception of
marrying respect for persons with the notion of respecting the inherent dignity of persons, I am not pointing here to
Kant’s motivational mechanism. Whatever the reason for why respect might motivate us, when I speak of reverence, I am
pointing specifically to an added motivational layer that sits on top of whatever motivates us when we respect others. The
awe I wish to speak of is thus, I think, somewhat different from the awe Kant speaks of, which is bound up in his specific
conception of recognizing one’s moral duty. In other words, I think we can still be substantively motivated by devotion
and awe in ways that do not commit us to the entirety of Kant’s ethics.
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about them that we recognize and which motivates us to treat them in a certain way. Egalitarian
reverence, as mentioned, adds two motivational components to this picture of respect. First, a devotion
we might have toward others and the dignity we see in them, and perhaps also toward the ideal of
democratic equality itself. These may be felt experientially as a kind of loyalty. Second, an awe we
experience when in the presence of the dignity of others, or when beholding the very ideal of
democratic equality itself. These may be felt experientially as a kind of humility, conceived as an
attitude that regards our own worth as equal to that of other persons.
The devotional component of egalitarian reverence is similar, in my view, to what Buchmann
wants to emphasize when she emphasizes the importance of becoming attached, or in some way loyal,
to ideals internal to a practice (in this case, the practice of being an egalitarian person). The attitude of
egalitarian reverence is, partly, a matter of attaching oneself to the ideal of democratic equality. This
may take the form of cultivating a certain loyalty to concrete others after we begin to conceive of
ourselves as responsible for their well-being, or because we begin seeing the ways in which our own
fate is inextricably bound up in theirs.
The awe and humility component of egalitarian reverence is important, in my view, because
cultivating humility in the context of striving for social justice will require doing the work of critical
subjectivity much in the sense described above. Practices that cultivate critical subjectivity operate on
selves that are insufficiently humble; they may help lead the subject to an awareness of previously
unquestioned assumptions, opinions, and biases, which may perhaps, have been precluding one from
extending dignity to others or cultivating loyalty to them.187

I want to be clear that I am not equating the feeling or experience of humility with that of shame. I am not here trying
to describe an attitude that encourages feelings of shame, which I think are, for the most part, unproductive responses to
injustice (e.g., in the same way that ‘white guilt’ is an unhelpful response to racial inequality). Shame may certainly be felt
by certain individuals who come to recognize they have been acting in unjust ways, but that is a feeling to sort out and
overcome on the way toward adopting the much more sustainable and constructive stance of humility: of recognizing
one’s own worth as equal, not superior or inferior, to that of others.
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The shift from egalitarian respect to egalitarian reverence—in other words, the process of
adopting sustainable motivational attachments to certain ideals related to egalitarian respect—is
important once one reflects on the fact that critical subjectivity is always operative in conditions where
democratic equality is not yet realized. Recall, following Anderson, that if we are in conditions of
democratic inequality, we are also necessarily in conditions of material inequality and social closure.
We also operate, in conditions of democratic inequality, with a range of cognitive biases, including
stereotypes, which preclude us from fully respecting others in the fullness of their inherent dignity.
These biases and stereotypes may be large or small in force and number, depending on the individual
person, but they will be rather inescapable as long as we operate in conditions of democratic
inequality.188 Because these biases and stereotypes will be rather inescapable, and because we have no
experience of living in a world without the kinds of material inequalities that reinforce them, we engage
in critical subjectivity partly with a kind of background faith in the ideal world (of free and equal
relations) we envision ourselves living in when we are committed to democratic equality. This ‘faith
in equality’, or the promise of equal relations among equally free persons, can be reinforced by the
cultivation of a reverential attitude toward both the ideal of equality and toward others as persons
deserving of dignity, even if we will inevitably fail to see them as such part of the time.189 The loyal devotion we
extend to that ideal and to others, and the awe and humility we experience when we behold the ideal

I take this view to be compatible with, and informed by, work on concepts like white ignorance (Mills, 2017) and
epistemic injustice (Fricker, 2007). When I say that these biases will be ‘inescapable’ under conditions of democratic
inequality I am referring to the somewhat controversial thesis that, for example, at least some of the time, white people
cannot fail to exhibit racist patterns of thought and behavior, men cannot fail to exhibit sexist patterns of thought and
behavior, able-bodied persons cannot fail to exhibit ableist patterns of thought and behavior, and so on. This thesis departs
from the more traditional conception of something like racism as referring only to violent, virulent expressions of racial
hatred. It would also seem to raise the question of whether members of materially disadvantaged groups need to cultivate
egalitarian reverence, or just members of materially advantaged groups. I will respond to this concern.
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Here is the analogy to Buchmann: a good teacher, in her view, practices wonderstruck beholding of the perfectionist
ideals of good teaching, though she will certainly fail to uphold these ideals some of the time. Her commitment to
wonderstruck beholding is an expression of her faith in the possibility of good teaching. An egalitarian adopts a reverential
attitude toward others as persons who are equally deserving of freedom, though she will certainly fail to uphold these
ideals some of the time. Her commitment to the cultivation of egalitarian reverence is an expression of faith in the
possibility of approaching democratic equality.
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and others in this way, is a matter of faith precisely because we have no historical evidence of
communities operating under full democratic equality. Our faith in equality may certainly be reinforced
by small-scale examples of egalitarian respect extended to those who are different from us (e.g., I invite
my neighbor, whose religious beliefs I find strange, to have dinner), or by historical evidence of social
progress that approaches yet does meet democratic equality (e.g., the passage of the Voting Rights Act
of 1965). Nonetheless, to keep in view our ideal of full democratic equality, including our ideal of
constant recognition of others as deserving of freedom and dignity, despite a lack of evidence that it is fully
possible, requires a kind of faith, and in my conception this faith is precisely what is cultivated by
practices of egalitarian reverence. Furthermore, what sustains practices of critical subjectivity (i.e.,
Komjathian contemplative practices), in this conception, just is the faith we have in democratic
equality, conceived either as a reverential devotion to the abstract ideal of democratic equality, or a
reverential devotion to others as equals despite biases that try to convince us that they are not, or a
combination of both.
Now, does egalitarian reverence need to be cultivated by all persons equally? The answer will
depend, in part, on which component of the attitude we focus on. The extension of equal dignity is
certainly non-negotiable. The loyalty or devotion to the freedom of others as an expression of faith in
democratic equality is also, I think, something expected of all. The humility component, on the other
hand, would seem to admit of a gradient, and in the following way. When members of historically
advantaged groups find it difficult to recognize others as deserving of equal dignity it is sometimes, if
not always, because they harbor beliefs and feelings about themselves as inherently superior in value
or worth. The problem is at least partly a lack of humility, conceived not as a disposition to undervalue oneself or to express kneejerk deference to others, but rather as “an attitude which assumes that
your worth as a human is similar to, and in any case no higher than that of, other humans” (Ben-Ze’ev,
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2020, para. 4).190 Under this view, it is especially members of historically and materially advantaged
groups who will find it necessary to cultivate egalitarian reverence. Members of historically and
materially disadvantaged groups will find themselves living with the opposite problem: waiting for
others to prove they are able and willing to exhibit egalitarian reverence. At the same time, we need
only recognize that we are rarely members of historically disadvantaged groups across all possible
vectors of disadvantage. The humility component of egalitarian reverence can be targeted to those
vectors of disadvantage where we are the beneficiaries of the advantage, in the sense that we will tend
to benefit materially from the existence of the structural inequality. This will apply even to those who
suffer materially from the existence of inequality across some other vector of disadvantage.
Now, I want to make two additional points here. Above, I suggested that conceiving of
egalitarian reverence as the goal of contemplative practice is an improvement over thinking of critical
subjectivity as the goal of contemplative practice. This is partly because, as I explored above, critical
subjectivity is a way of describing a remedy for a deficit of egalitarian reverence. Granted, social justice
and democratic equality are, under this conception, the more ultimate goal of egalitarian reverence, but
I also pointed out that both of these will depend on much more than what a singular practice can
promise to actualize. Egalitarian reverence refers to an evaluative attitude or disposition, bound up
with a notion of faith, that critical subjectivity helps cultivate; social justice and democratic equality
refer to an ideal state of affairs. The former is necessary for the realization of the latter, without, of
course, being sufficient for it. As shown in my discussion of mindfulness, for example, such practices
can generate evaluative attitudes without changing material inequalities and practices of social closure.

I will set aside for the moment the difficult question of how to include non-human animals within this conception of
humility and egalitarian reverence. The answer will have to balance, on the one hand, the observation that human animals
participate in self-governance using practices and institutions of self-organization that non-human animals do not, with,
on the other hand, the observation that non-human animals both contribute meaningfully to human society and have
interests of their own (Korsgaard, 2018). We have obligations to other animals, which we can certainly fail to uphold if we
fail to see that they deserve some of the dignity we extend to persons, but I do not yet know how to fully incorporate this
insight into the account offered here.
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These conditions can only be changed through political work and technological advances, but the ends
to which we leverage these can be directed through our commitments to certain ideals over others.
The validity of egalitarian reverence depends partly on the assumption that the egalitarian goals of
democratic equality are the right ones to strive toward through critical subjectivity, political
engagement, and technological progress. In turn, the examination of whether these are the right goals
to adopt and strive toward will depend on other practices and processes of inquiry, including empirical
science, economic research, political philosophy, and so on. The aforementioned egalitarian goals
certainly coincide with my own political leanings, but I wish to suggest that egalitarian reverence is a
worthwhile goal even if one is not yet convinced by my own background assumptions about ideal
forms of political and economic organization. At the very least, certain elements of it will be
worthwhile for any advocate of Contemplative Education who sees herself as a member of that
community with an interest in its sustainability.

5.5 Contemplative Education’s Cosmopolitan Commitment
Allow me to begin this final section with an extended narrative—a sort of thought
experiment—which I think will go most of the way toward presenting the penultimate idea in this
study. Imagine you have accepted an invitation to serve on the program committee for the upcoming
annual conference of the Association for Contemplative Mind in Higher Education. You have never
encountered the words ‘contemplative’ or ‘contemplation’ before in your life. The invitation is a total
fluke, but you are curious and have some time on your hands. You are told that the theme of the
conference will be ‘Implementing Contemplative Practices in Classroom Settings’. The program chair
is curious to know how educators have been experimenting with the use of such practices in the course
of their regular teaching. There is enough time in the proposed schedule for 100 paper presentations,
and you have been tasked with an important initial screening process. You must do the first read216

through of all submissions and then separate the proposals that discuss contemplative practices from
proposals that discuss practices more generally. Assume that the call for papers elicits thousands of
submissions, an overwhelming number, but that they are all of a decent and scholarly quality. Every
proposal claims to discuss a contemplative practice, but you realize quickly that not all of them seem
to want to discuss the same exact practice. Obviously, you only want to invite participants who will
be discussing distinctively contemplative practices. You need a non-arbitrary method for doing this.
Something must guide your choices.
You begin with a dictionary definition, which tells you that contemplation is ‘the action of
looking thoughtfully at something for a long time’. You end up selecting 100 proposals for papers that
will discuss how to best incorporate 5-10 minutes of birdwatching at the beginning or end of each
classroom session. And why not? The practice of birdwatching certainly requires thoughtful looking—
at the trees, at the sky, at the brush, at the birds—for extended periods of time. You consult a second,
etymological dictionary, and learn that, in a rather charming coincidence, contemplation has a
historical connection with the prophetic observation of birds. You submit these proposals to the rest
of the committee for evaluation and the chair promptly rejects the set. You are told that this is not
what they are looking for. Sure, they say, we think there is something contemplative about
birdwatching, but if we had wanted 100 presentations on birdwatching, we would have selected a
different theme: ‘Implementing Birdwatching in Classroom Settings’.
Try again, they say, but keep this in mind: a contemplative practice is not defined by any one
universal feature, such as thoughtful looking, but rather by a set of features. The chair tells you that,
given his many years of experience in the field of Contemplative Education, he is well-equipped to
reveal to you which features you should use to guide your second attempt. He tells you that
contemplative practices may (i) cultivate your ability to engage in focused attention; (ii) be practiced
silently; (iii) allow you to engage in non-judgmental awareness of all your fleeting mental content (your
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thoughts, emotions, sensations, perceptions, and so on); (iv) generate a state of equanimity; (v) relax
you; (vi) prompt you to feel compassion toward all living beings; and (vii) help you keep in mind your
devotion to a moral principle. You ask, “Why these features?” The chair replies, “Precisely because of
my experience, I know a contemplative practice when I see one.” You ask whether this list of features
is comprehensively exhaustive. The chair tells you that it is not; there are many more features on the
list, but he is happy to give you a copy. You read through the thousands of proposals a second time
and, dejected, report that there isn’t a single submission that promises to discuss a practice that exhibits
every single feature on the list. The committee erupts into laughter, tickled by your thick-headedness.
Of course, they say, there won’t be a single proposal about a practice that exhibits all of the
features on the list. Contemplative practices all resemble one another, the chair tells you, because every
single practice will share some features with some other practices, but not all of its features with every
other practice, nor any one feature with every other practice. The chair adds, “You must think of
contemplative practices the way Ludwig Wittgenstein thought of languages and games: as a group
related by family resemblances.”191 You see the sense in this and recognize immediately how it will
help you avoid accidentally picking 100 proposals on the same practice, while also empowering you
to select at least some proposals. You ask again, just to affirm you are on the right track: “Are you
sure that there is no single universal feature that must be exhibited by a practice in order for it to count
as a contemplative practice?” “Correct,” replies the chair, “for to select one feature that defines all
contemplative practices would make us perennialists about contemplation, and we reject this
authoritarian approach, for it merely perpetuates the dominance of popular practices.”

Wittgenstein (1973), §66-§71. “Consider for example the proceedings that we call ‘games’. I mean board-games, cardgames, ball-games, Olympic games, and so on. What is common to them all?—Don’t say: ‘There must be something
common, or they would not be called ‘games’ ‘—but look and see whether there is anything common to all, but similarities,
relationships, and whole series of them at that. To repeat: don’t think, but look!” (§66)… “I can think of no better
expression to characterize these similarities than ‘family resemblances’” (§67).
191
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With this new guidance in mind you take a third crack at it. Days later you meet with the
committee and, with a satisfied smile, drop 100 proposals on the table in front of them. 80 of the
proposals promise to discuss how to teach undergraduates to properly enunciate the sacred Hindu
syllable ‘Om’, which, the submissions all explain, will be recited out loud during 5-10 minutes of mantra
meditation before class, in order to help students maintain an awareness of Brahman, the supreme
consciousness. The remaining 20 submissions propose papers that instruct undergraduates on the
proper technique for kneeling in prayer before class begins, in order to confess one’s sins privately to
god and ask for forgiveness. You suggest that this distribution has the added bonus of not perpetuating
the dominance of a practice that is already popular in the United States (after all, 80% of the
submissions will discuss a practice familiar only to a small minority of Americans). The committee
members cringe and look at one another awkwardly before explaining, slowly, that the title of the
conference is not ‘Implementing Religious Practices in Classroom Settings’. You are annoyed because
you have certainly acted upon their guidance in this third round and yet still you have failed. Mantra
meditation is not practiced silently (ii), but it does promote relaxation (v), generates a state of
equanimity (iv), cultivates attention (on the mantra) (i), and indeed exhibits many of the other features
on the list (which are also exhibited by many other practices in the full set of submissions), yet without
exhibiting all of the features on the list. Kneeling prayer is silent (ii), helps students stay devoted to
their moral principles (vii), and cultivates attention (on their moral failings) (i), even though it certainly
does not encourage non-judgmental awareness (iii). Nonetheless, you felt that the two practices were
in the same family; they resembled one another across at least some features on the list, and besides,
the professors who proposed the practices referred to all of them as contemplative. You also took
extra care to avoid over-selecting for practices that were already prevalent in the United States, to
respect the anti-authoritarian preferences of the committee.
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You try one more time. You notice that a rather astounding number of submissions promise
to discuss how to implement ‘mindfulness-based practices’, and that, judging by the descriptions,
mindfulness-based practices bear at least some resemblances to birdwatching, mantra meditation, and
confessional prayer. They seem to be in the same family, at least according to the chair’s guidelines.
However, not wanting to make the same mistake as before, you consult a historian of mindfulness,
who assures you that although formal mindfulness practices used to be exclusively practiced by
Buddhist monastics—and for most of their history were inextricably tied to Buddhist ethics,
metaphysics, and soteriology—many (perhaps most) Americans today conceive of them within a
framework of secular, scientific naturalism. That mindfulness practices can be conceived in this way
soothes your worry, and besides, the committee did not tell you to avoid religious contemplative
practices altogether but rather to avoid selecting religious contemplative practices exclusively. Even if
the chair thinks that some conceptions of mindfulness are religious, not all conceptions of mindfulness
will be religious. You are moments away from selecting 100 submissions on the topic of mindfulness
practice in the classroom before smacking your head and realizing what kind of response this would
inevitably elicit—the title of the conference is not ‘Implementing Mindfulness Practices in Classroom
Settings’. So, for your fourth attempt, you choose 85 proposals that discuss mindfulness, five that
discuss Hindu mantric meditation, five that discuss confessional prayer, and five that discuss
birdwatching. You present the selection to the committee and the chair breathes a sigh of relief.
“Perfect!” he exclaims. He casually mentions that the 85 proposals on mindfulness happen to be
authored by many of his closest friends and colleagues, who have, as it happens, also benefited from
many years of experience in the field of Contemplative Education. “This is more or less what we
wanted from you,” he says. (You realize, now, where the chair acquired his list of features.)
Before voting and finalizing the selection, another member of the committee chimes in. She
points out that a wide variety of practices included in the full set of submissions have never been
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discussed at this conference, even though many resemble many of the practices included in the nearly
final selection. “Look,” she says, “here is one on theoria, and here is another on testimonio, and many
more like them, all in the same family.” There is no discernible reason for this exclusion, she argues,
other than the fact that, historically speaking, proposals tend to be submitted by friends of members
of the program committee. She suggests that it seems an awful lot as though the concept
‘contemplative practice’ gets defined by reference to many of the defining features of ‘mindfulness
practice’, such that those who will be compelled to submit proposals to a conference on contemplative
practices are already thinking in terms of the features of mindfulness practices. The chair sits back and
is silent. After a while, he clears his throat and makes a short speech.
“I admit that what you say is true. In recent years, the vast majority of submissions to
conferences in Contemplative Education, or chapters and articles written on the theme of
Contemplative Education, simply are, if we are being honest, talks, chapters, and articles on
mindfulness practices. That is what most of us—me and my friends—are interested in. We wish to
promote mindfulness throughout higher education, including in colleges of education, so that K-12
children everywhere will begin practicing mindfulness. I do not deny this interest of ours. Mindfulness
is what we are committed to. However, we do not wish to exclude; we do not wish to risk having
people think of us as a religious organization; and we are genuinely interested in practices that bear
some resemblance to mindfulness practices yet are sufficiently distinct from them, by which we mean
different enough that we can learn new things from other practices and the goals, worldviews, and
experiences associated with them. We are not infallible; we know we must be exposed to difference
in order to learn and grow. And like I said before, we are not perennialists, or at least do not wish to
be. We wish to be inclusive, even if most of us are, at the end of the day, committed to mindfulness.
That is why we call ourselves the Association for Contemplative Mind in Higher Education, and not
the Association for Mindful Mind in Higher Education.” He turns to you. “Please, try once more.”
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You sigh, pour yourself a stiff drink, and make your fifth and final attempt. You write the code
for a computer program that randomly selects proposals from the full set of submissions. The program
aims to select proposals that, together, will collectively discuss a vast array of practices, all of which
are deemed ‘contemplative’ by their authors. But because many of the authors will have submitted
proposals with the chair’s list in mind, given that so many of them are his friends, the program, even
though it selects randomly, is at risk of recreating a set of 100 proposals wherein the majority of
proposals promise to discuss mindfulness. So, you have the program set a limit to the number of
proposals it can select on mindfulness: a maximum of 25. If the computer randomly selects a proposal
on mindfulness after reaching this maximum, it will discard them and select another proposal, and so
on until it reaches a set of 100 proposals. Surely, you think, this will please the committee. By creating
the computer program, you have, effectively, left it entirely up to the community of self-identified
contemplative practitioners and proposal authors to articulate for themselves what counts as
‘contemplative’. The only thing that makes this random selection not entirely arbitrary is that you have,
at the same time, tried to control for certain biases within the community by setting a quota on
mindfulness-related proposals. You present the set for approval and are shocked to see the committee
members frowning and shaking their heads. Astounded, you ask the committee members to explain
their dissatisfaction. The chair says the following.
“You did nothing wrong, at least not directly. The parameters you built into your computer
program were the right ones. We see that the program granted the community of practitioners full
control over the definition of ‘contemplative practice’. We recognize that, given the existence of the
list of features I gave you, many of the submissions were in conformity with that list. Further, we
know that, also because of the list, many of the submissions were for proposed talks on mindfulness.
But given that we wish also to learn from what other people, who are not committed to mindfulness,
have to say about contemplation, we appreciate the quota you built into the program.
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Here is the problem. The program has randomly selected three proposals we find totally
unacceptable. The first proposal suggests a talk on Neo-Nazi vigils, and invites participants to join the
author in one such ‘contemplative vigil’ on the first night of the conference, in honor of David Duke,
the former Grand Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan. The author has a lot of experience organizing,
preparing, and attending these vigils, and would like to share her experience. She is not, herself, a NeoNazi, but explains that these vigils, in honor of Neo-Nazis, help practitioners recognize the full
humanity of Neo-Nazis. The second proposal promises to introduce attendees to a ‘contemplative
visualization’ practice meant to cultivate compassion for men. The author explains that in order for
the visualization practice to work properly, practitioners are first asked to imagine all the women who
have ever wronged them in their lives; this generates a sense of righteous indignation toward women,
which the practice then transforms, through further visualizations and ‘energetic channeling’, into
sympathy for all men. The third proposal is for a talk on a novel ‘contemplative listening’ practice that
trains practitioners to immediately divert their attention to a pleasing stimulus in the environment as
soon as they recognize propositions that challenge their own beliefs. The practice leverages Pavlovian
techniques, encouraging newcomers to apply very small yet sufficiently unpleasant electric shocks
whenever they encounter someone whose speech seeks to challenge their own. Over time, the author
suggests, practitioners become so adept at predicting and preemptively avoiding challenges to their
worldview that they begin to report profound feelings of peace and equanimity.”
Personally, you find the three proposals abhorrent. You reject racism and anti-Semitism, you
think of yourself as a feminist, and your conception of what it means to receive an education certainly
does not include the intentional avoidance of opposing views. Nonetheless, you have a principled
commitment to academic freedom and you bring this commitment up as a possible consideration.
Surely, as academics who aspire to live in a free society, we must uphold our commitment to this
principle. Besides, the three authors show clearly how their conception of contemplative practice bears
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at least some resemblances to the mindfulness practices the committee already endorses. The chair
considers your arguments, sighs, and replies, “Well, that may be their definition of contemplation, but
it isn’t ours.”
~
What has the chair done here? My reading is that you have forced the chair to show his hand.
He is, in the final scene, choosing between two fundamental commitments: on the one hand, his
commitment to the family resemblances model of contemplative practice, on the other hand, his
commitment to the well-being of his community. Further, the chair, and the other committee
members, reveal themselves to be cosmopolitans, even as they struggle to uphold the ideals (as well
as honor the limits) of this commitment. They seem to have a loyalty to a certain local practice
(mindfulness) and a corresponding loyalty to a set of goals, experiences, and worldviews associated
with the practice. It is a reflective loyalty, for they recognize it (eventually) as a loyalty and are
reasonably open to being challenged, suggesting a recognition of their own fallibility. They recognize
that, out in the world, other individuals engage in practices that resemble mindfulness, but which may
be associated with different (and in some cases conflicting) goals, experiences, and worldviews.
Nonetheless, to think of these other individuals—the birdwatchers, the chanters, the confessors, and
so on—as candidates for membership in a single community that the mindfulness advocates may also
belong to—a ‘contemplative community’ as opposed to a ‘mindfulness community’—is to think as a
cosmopolitan does. It is to exercise also a kind of reflective openness to difference; and openness to
thinking of oneself as part of a community of people who identify with one another despite the
existence of at least some fundamental differences. It is to recognize, as Thompson (2020) points out
in his discussion of cosmopolitanism, that “the values worth living by are many, not one; different
people and societies can and should embody different ways of life; we ought to care about the welfare
of the individuals engaged in those different ways of life” (p. 21).
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In light of the committee’s openness to a more global identity (i.e. their openness to thinking
of themselves as ‘contemplatives’ and not only as ‘mindfulness advocates’), it is curious that the chair
says that the three proposals in question promote practices that do not conform to ‘our’ definition of
contemplation. After all, the only thing that ‘we’ (us on the committee) have said is that a contemplative
practice must bear some resemblance to other practices, toward which members of our community
of practice and scholarship (i.e., everyone who submitted a proposal and might attend the conference)
have formed commitments. The vigil, visualizations, and attention-training in the three proposals will
exhibit many features also shared by many other practices that are popular in the community. So, their
definition of contemplation really is ours, though at the same time there is a claim being made that they
are not one of us. How can the chair square this circle?
To balance his commitment to the openness inherent in the family resemblances model with
his commitment to the wellbeing of his community, the chair relies on an implicit distinction between
contemplative practices conceived generally, and contemplative practices conceived for the purposes of this
community. The difference between contemplative practices and Wittgenstein’s games is that the chair
realizes, upon reading the three proposals, that he can no longer speak to contemplative practitioners
in general; he can only speak to his loyalty to his own community and its own needs and
commitments.192 He is actually only interested in contemplative practices insofar as they are practiced
by members of this community—in other words, insofar as they are practiced by the individuals around
him, who express loyalties to their particular practices while at the same time maintaining a reflective
openness to different practices, worldviews, goals, and experiences.

By analogy, if Wittgenstein were seeking to describe children’s games, and not just games in general, he would have to
abandon his argument that games can only be defined in terms of family resemblances. Children’s games would have to
have at least some minimal universal feature (e.g., age-appropriateness) by virtue of the fact that they serve the needs of a
specific community.
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An internal limit to this openness, however, is brought to light by the three abhorrent
proposals, which, if embraced by the community of cosmopolitan contemplatives, would threaten to
devalue the inherent dignity of some of its members and undermine the very cosmopolitanism that
animates and serves as the ideological container for the community in the first place. The problem
faced by the chair is quite similar to the one described by Karl Popper (2013) in what he called the
‘paradox of tolerance’. We cannot extend unlimited tolerance to those who are intolerant, he claims,
for “if we are not prepared to defend a tolerant society against the onslaught of the intolerant, then
the tolerant will be destroyed, and tolerance with them” (p. 581). A society has, in other words, a
reasonable right to self-preservation, and the freedom of its members are justifiably restricted, at least
according to Rawls (2003), when “the tolerant sincerely and with reason believe that their own security
and that of the institutions of liberty are in danger” (p. 193). The threshold for what threatens the
security of a private community of educational practice and scholarship is, I think, quite a bit lower
than what would threaten a free (nation-state) society in general. Accordingly, the threshold for
limiting free speech in a free society is much harder to reach than the threshold for limiting it in a
private academic community, such as the Association for Contemplative Mind in Higher Education.
Though the chair respects—to a point—your commitment to academic freedom, this commitment
cannot be allowed to threaten the even more fundamental cosmopolitan commitment that is implicit
in the very idea of the Association for Contemplative (as opposed to ‘Mindful’ or ‘Hindu’ or
‘Confessional’ or ‘Birdwatcher’) Mind in Higher Education. Further, the three proposals don’t just
threaten to undermine the (narrow) cosmopolitan commitments of the Association, which seeks
openness to different practices while allowing each participant to practice loyalty to her own preferred
practice. They also undermine the (broader) cosmopolitan commitment to upholding the shared
humanity and dignity of all persons, even as we pursue our special commitments to “members of
particular communities with collective memories and shared histories” (Thompson, 2020, p. 175).
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The chair’s commitment to the well-being and sustainability of his budding community of
cosmopolitan contemplatives is the only thing that gives intelligibility to his final claim that the
contemplative practices of the three abhorrent proposals do not accord with the definition adhered
to by the community (i.e., the list of features), despite the obvious fact that there is nothing explicit in
the list that would exclude them. One would have to make explicit some added feature of
contemplative practice, such as ‘a contemplative practice cannot in any case undermine the dignity of a person’, but
to do so would be to think of oneself as a perennialist about contemplative practice. At the very least,
as long as one thinks of oneself as a member of the community of practice and scholarship called
Contemplative Education, and is committed to the sustainability of the community and its
cosmopolitanism, then one would have to be a perennialist about at least one feature of contemplative
practice.
My suggestion here is that this one universal feature of contemplative practice, to which we
must be committed if we are committed to Contemplative Education as a field of practice and
scholarship, just is the way a practice might promote (or at the very least not undermine) one’s disposition
to be a cosmopolitan. This would be a way of recognizing how contemplative practices are, as
Komjathy himself points out time and again, inextricably bound up in specific goals, worldviews, and
experiences. If we identify ourselves as members of Contemplative Education, we are undermining
our own implicit (cosmopolitan) goals and worldview if we allow (in the name of cosmopolitan
openness) for the promotion of practices, within our community, that would threaten the core
cosmopolitan commitment to the idea that all of us belong to a shared moral universe within which
we are all deserving of equal dignity.193

Can the committee accept a proposal that offers a reasoned critique of the conference’s theme, or of the cosmopolitan
commitments that undergird it? Certainly, for a critique committed to being responsive to reasons is one that takes itself
to be neither infallible nor committed to the morally arbitrary exclusion of members of the community at the expense of
being reasonable.
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Notice, now, the kind of attitude that the chair had to display at two points in the deliberations.
First, after you made your fourth attempt, the one committee member chimed in to point out how
the prevailing (implicit) definition of contemplative practice seemed to simply mirror the defining
features of mindfulness-based practices. As such, what it meant to be thought of as a member of the
community was over-determined from the beginning. The implicit norms of the concept served
effectively to exclude certain practices (and, by extension, certain potential new members) from due
consideration by longstanding members of the community. In recognizing how this implicit normsetting functioned, the chair was able to step back and suggest that you try a different way of bringing
in new members and perspectives into the community. Second, after your fifth attempt, the chair
rejected a number of proposals, even after shifting his primary commitment away from his loyalty to
his local practice and identity. He rejected these three proposals because he recognized that if he were
to embrace them, the practices they endorsed and sought to promote would effectively threaten the
security of the new community he was trying to secure. His newfound commitment to a kind of
reflective openness to difference, and his commitment to protecting the dignity of members of his
community, could not be realized through the acceptance of the three proposals. The effect of the
three abhorrent practices would have been to make it harder for certain kinds of people to participate
fully and freely as members of the contemplative community, because the practices target them
specifically as members of historically disadvantaged groups.
To recognize all of this and to act accordingly, by upholding one’s commitments to the
cosmopolitan container that is the Association, is to act from an attitude of egalitarian reverence. It is
to be devoted to the ideal vision of a community wherein each member can participate fully and freely
among all other members, and to interact with each member out of a kind of devotion to that ideal.
This is what it means to extend dignity to them. Being devoted to this ideal also entails minimizing or
devaluing the influence of one’s local loyalties and practices, if it is the case that one’s loyalties and
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practices effectively undermine the possibility for other members to participate fully and freely. This
is what it means to be in awe of others despite one’s local loyalties; such awe runs parallel to the exercise
of a kind of humility with respect to one’s own loyalties and practices. And, to do all of this despite a
lack of evidence that it is possible to fully and sustainably embrace the full range of practices of the
community194 is to exercise this attitude as an act of faith in one’s ideals.
For these reasons, I think there is something not entirely arbitrary about Komjathy’s
suggestion that we think of contemplative practices, at least within Contemplative Education, as
defined by the cultivation of critical subjectivity. Because critical subjectivity is cultivated with the
intention of adopting an egalitarian attitude or disposition, it is set up to help us create the conditions
for the kind of cosmopolitan society that ‘contemplative’ communities are implicitly committed to. It
is through our commitment to democratic equality (i.e., through our egalitarianism), that we create the
conditions and opportunities for cosmopolitan exercises of coming into contact and appreciating
different others, under the banner of a global identity, while at the same time maintaining our local
loyalties and identities.195 The cosmopolitan dream of membership in a global moral community is
possible only if different (especially marginalized) others are capable of participating in that
community on equal terms (i.e., if their marginalization ceases). Short of that goal, what we have is
not a global moral community but a global community wherein some are afforded more dignity than
others.
If we wanted to argue that contemplative practices in general had to promote (or at least not
undermine) egalitarian reverence, we would have to argue that we should all be egalitarians or
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Minus the ones that would threaten the community’s conditions of self-preservation.

This reflects part of Nussbaum’s (2019) view in The Cosmopolitan Tradition, where she argues that the commitment to
dignity, capabilities, and justice implicit in the cosmopolitan ideal cannot be bifurcated from duties of material expenditure,
which need to be fulfilled in order to realize dignity, capabilities, and justice. “All entitlements [to dignity, justice, and
opportunities to exercise capabilities] cost money to convey and protect” (p. 245), says Nussbaum. To create the conditions
under which persons will convene as equals to deliberate over the allocation of scarce resources also costs money.
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cosmopolitans, and that by extension our practices of self-cultivation ought not undermine this
worldview. I have not argued this larger point even though I agree with it; I have relied only on the
observation that Contemplative Education, as a field of practice and scholarship, already has an
implicit cosmopolitan commitment, and is therefore internally constrained in what it can take a
contemplative practice to be.

5.6 Beholding or Problem-Solving?
Everything I have said so far about contemplation—in other words, a mode of thinking that
involves critical subjectivity, which cultivates an egalitarian, reverential attitude—would seem to
present egalitarian reverence as purely devoted to solving a social problem. It would be reasonable to
conclude, then, that I have sided conclusively with Dewey in locating the value and purpose of this
mode of thinking in its ability to help us cope with problems together. This is true, but only to the
extent that being an egalitarian does not entail seeing one’s own individual flourishing as inextricably
bound up in the flourishing of others.
But being an egalitarian—to take up egalitarianism as a way of life—does entail this view of
relations between self and other. To be an egalitarian is to live in accordance with the ideal that, as
Akeel Bilgrami has put it, “nobody in society is well off if someone is badly off” (p. 2014, p. 165).
Living in accordance with this ideal entails more than adopting the mentality of a concern for others
who are less well off; it relies on more than sympathy and compassion for others. Being an egalitarian
is to experience, quite acutely I think, if one is paying attention to empirical reality, a kind of pervasive
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malaise and alienation, a “generalized unease of the mind…which affects all social relations” (p. 166)
under conditions of inequality.196
To see one’s way out of this malaise and alienation one needs to create conditions under which
people can detect potential for social renewal, but these can only be discovered, as Axel Honneth
argues, “through a process of communication which is as unrestricted as possible” (2017, p. 96). Thus,
Honneth identifies Dewey as having systematically addressed the matter of how the ‘public sphere’,
in which all participants take part as freely as possible, is the social organ “best suited to the task of
reflexively steering overall social reproduction” (ibid). Democratic equality, in other words, Honneth
might say, is steered by a public sphere in which members of society communicate and participate
freely. In the terms I have used to describe egalitarian reverence, it is an evaluative attitude—conceived
as the disposition to extend basic respect, plus devotional loyalty and humble awe exercised as acts of
faith—which enables one to become attached to ideals internal to being an egalitarian.
It is this last consideration which, inspired by Buchmann, makes me move, not so much away
from Deweyan problem-solving as the source of value in thinking, but at least somewhat toward the
kind of beholding of knowledge described by Aristotle. Perhaps contemplation has one hand in each.
It is not so much that egalitarian reverence is equivalent to contemplation in Aristotle’s philosophy,
but rather that the kind of imagining and beholding of free and equal relations that one engages in as
an egalitarian is necessary for living that sort of life. The faith that one has in democratic equality,
one’s beholding of ideal relations in such a world, acts as a sort of palliative to the brutal realities
unearthed by critical subjectivity. But to express this kind of reverence is not to choose a view of

The ideal that Bilgrami is exploring in his chapter is that of living an ‘unalienated life’, which he argues is the more
fundamental and more intelligible framework for making sense of how to dissolve the tension between liberty and equality.
But since being an egalitarian will involve a commitment to protecting people’s liberties, I see Bilgrami’s analysis as
compatible with what I have explored above. For him, the commitment to living an unalienated life will entail a
commitment to negating the conditions of unfreedom and inequality. We can say something similar here about a
commitment to egalitarianism as expressed by the evaluative attitude of egalitarian reverence, which draws on the
unfreedom-negating and inequality-negating impulses of critical subjectivity.
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contemplation as primarily instrumental; it is to recognize how one’s own flourishing and well-being,
from a first-personal point of view, is inextricably bound up with that of all others.197
Implicit in the very concept of a Contemplative Education is, as I have tried to show, a
commitment to the cosmopolitan’s desire to balance local and global identities, allegiances, practices,
goals, and worldviews. But to create the conditions for such a community commits one to some vision
of democratic equality. What would undermine the conditions for this community is the proliferation
of ‘contemplative practices’ which aim to undermine the very cosmopolitan commitment that
animates Contemplative Education in the first place. For the purposes of that community, then,
‘contemplative practice’ can indeed encompass a very wide range of practices, but none in that range
can be coherently conceived as promoting goals, worldviews, or experiences that threaten the selfpreservation of Contemplative Education. What would enhance the conditions of possibility for
Contemplative Education is a view of contemplative practice wherein the aim of practice is to cultivate
egalitarian reverence. Egalitarian reverence includes a kind of beholding, and is practical for the
flourishing of individuals who try to live as egalitarians, but for that same reason it is practical in
helping us solve the problem of how to cope with a world where dignity is not extended equally to all.
If they are to be conceived as contemplative practices, then theoria, mindfulness, and testimonio—like all
contemplative practices—ought to cultivate egalitarian reverence. At the very least, they will be careful
not to undermine egalitarian reverence, which is, after all, the same as saying they will leave open the
possibility of a cosmopolitan, democratic equality.

Martin Hägglund says something similar about love. “When you love someone—e.g., as a friend, as a parent, as a life
partner—your dependence on the other is not a restriction that prevents you from being free. Rather, your dependence
on the other belongs to the life you affirm as your own. Acting on behalf of the one you love is not an alien purpose but
the expression of a commitment in which you can recognize yourself, since caring for the interests and the well-being of
the other is part of your own understanding of who you are” (2019, p. 23).
197

232

Works Cited
Acedo Alonso, N. (2017). El género testimonio en Latinoamerica: Aproximaciones críticas en busca de su
definición, genealogía y taxonomía. Latinoamérica: Revista de Estudios Latinoamericanos, 64(39), 39-69.
Achugar, H., & Beverley, J. (1992). La voz del otro: Testimonio, subalternidad y verdad narrativa. Latinoamericana
Editores.
Adami, R., & Hållander, M. (2014). Testimony and Narrative as a Political Relation: The Question of Ethical
Judgment in Education. Journal of Philosophy of Education, 49(1), 1–13.
Adler, J. (2012). Epistemological Problems of Testimony. In E. N. Zalta (Ed.), The Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy (2012 ed.). Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University.
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2017/entriesestimony-episprob/
Agamben, G. (2002). Remnants of Auschwitz: The Witness and the Archive (D. Heller-Roazen, Trans.; Revised
edition). Zone Books.
Ainsworth, T. (2020). Form vs. Matter. In E. N. Zalta (Ed.), The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer
2020). Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University.
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2020/entries/form-matter/
Albrecht, N., Albrecht, P., & Cohen, M. (2012). Mindfully Teaching in the Classroom: A Literature Review.
Australian Journal of Teacher Education, 37(12), 1-14.
Albright, M. (2018). Fascism: A Warning (First Edition edition). Harper.
Alcoff, L. M. (2018). Rape and Resistance (1 edition). Polity.
American Philosophical Association. (2019). Demographic Statistics on the APA Membership, FY2016 to FY2018.
https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.apaonline.org/resource/resmgr/data_on_profession/fy2018demographic_statistic.pdf
AMRA. (2020). Resources. American Mindfulness Research Association. https://goamra.org/resources/
Anderson, E. (1999). What is the Point of Equality? Ethics, 109(2), 287–337.
Anderson, E. (2007). Fair Opportunity in Education: A Democratic Equality Perspective. Ethics, 117(4), 595–
622.
Anderson, E. (2010). The Imperative of Integration (Reprint edition). Princeton University Press.
Anderson, E. (2012). Epistemic Justice as a Virtue of Social Institutions. Social Epistemology, 26(2), 163–173.
Annas, J. (1999). Platonic Ethics, Old and New. Cornell University Press.
Arcilla, R. (1995). For the Love of Perfection: Richard Rorty and Liberal Education. Routledge.
Arendt, H. (1998). The Human Condition, 2nd Edition (2nd edition). The University of Chicago Press.
Arias, A. (Ed.). (2001). The Rigoberta Menchú Controversy (1st edition). University of Minnesota Press.
233

Arias, A. (2016). Enunciating Alleged Truths: A Response to Ana Forcinito. In Y. Martínez-San Miguel, Ben.
Sifuentes-Jáuregui, & M. Belausteguigoitia (Eds.), Critical Terms in Caribbean and Latin American Thought:
Historical and Institutional Trajectories (pp. 253–259). Palgrave Macmillan US.
Aristotle. (1984). The Complete Works of Aristotle: The Revised Oxford Translation, Vol. 1 (J. Barnes, Ed.; 6th Revised
ed. edition). Princeton University Press.
Aristotle. (1984). The Complete Works of Aristotle: The Revised Oxford Translation, Vol. 2 (J. Barnes, Ed.; 6th Revised
ed. edition). Princeton University Press.
Aristotle. (1999). Nicomachean Ethics (T. Irwin, Trans.; 2nd edition). Hackett Publishing Company, Inc.
Ashby, S. K., & Bruno, R. (2016). A Fight for the Soul of Public Education: The Story of the Chicago Teachers Strike.
Cornell University Press.
Ashuri, T. & Pinchevski, A. (2009). Witnessing as a Field. In Media Witnessing (pp. 133–157). Palgrave Macmillan,
London.
Baer, R. A. (2011). Measuring mindfulness. Contemporary Buddhism, 12(1), 241–261.
Baracchi, C. (2006). On Heidegger, the Greeks, and Us: Once More on the Relation of Praxis and Theoria.
Philosophy Today, 50(Supplement), 162–169.
Barbezat, D. P., & Bush, M. (2013). Contemplative Practices in Higher Education: Powerful Methods to Transform Teaching
and Learning (1 edition). Jossey-Bass.
Barnet, M. (1966). Biografia de un cimarron. Casa de las Americas.
Bartenberger, M. (2015). John Dewey and David Graeber: Elements of Radical Democracy in Pragmatist and Anarchist
Thinking (SSRN Scholarly Paper ID 2408571). Social Science Research Network.
Bénatouïl, T. & Bonazzi, M. (2012). Theoria and Bios Theoretikos From the Presocratics to the End of
Antiquity: An Overview. In T. Bénatouïl & M. Bonazzi (Eds.), Theoria, Praxis, and the Contemplative Life
After Plato and Aristotle (pp. 1–14). Brill.
Benefiel, M., & Lee, B. K. (Eds.). (2019). The Soul of Higher Education: Contemplative Pedagogy, Research and
Institutional Life for the Twenty-first Century. Information Age Publishing.
Ben-Ze’ev, A. (2020). Is Dignity More Important Than Humility?: On Martha Nussbaum’s “The Cosmopolitan
Tradition.” Los Angeles Review of Books. https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/is-dignity-more-importantthan-humility-on-martha-nussbaums-the-cosmopolitan-tradition/
Berlak, A. (1999). Teaching and Testimony: Witnessing and Bearing Witness to Racisms in Culturally Diverse
Classrooms. Curriculum Inquiry, 29(1), 99–127.
Berlin, I. (1969). Two Concepts of Liberty. Clarendon Press.
Bernal, D. D., Burciaga, R., & Carmona, J. F. (Eds.). (2016). Chicana/Latina Testimonios as Pedagogical,
Methodological, and Activist Approaches to Social Justice (1 edition). Routledge.

234

Berry, D. R., & Brown, K. W. (2017). Reducing Separateness with Presence: How mindfulness catalyzes
intergroup prosociality. In J.C. Karremans & E.K. Papies (Eds.), Mindfulness in Social Psychology (p. 153166). Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group.
Berryman, S. (2019). Aristotle on the Sources of the Ethical Life. Oxford University Press.
Beverley, J. (1989). The Margin at the Center: On “Testimonio” (Testimonial Narrative). Modern Fiction Studies,
35(1), 11–28.
Beverley, J. (1993). Against Literature (First edition edition). University of Minnesota Press.
Beverley, J. (1996). The Real Thing (1995). In G. M. Gugelberger (Ed.), The real thing: Testimonial discourse and
Latin America. Duke University Press.
Beverley, J. (2004). Testimonio (First edition edition). University of Minnesota Press.
Beverley, J. (2008). Testimonio, Subalternity, and Narrative Authority. In A companion to Latin American literature
and culture. Blackwell.
Beverley, J., & Zimmerman, M. (1990). Literature and Politics in the Central American Revolutions (1st edition).
University of Texas Press.
Bilgrami, A. (2014). Secularism, Identity, and Enchantment. Harvard University Press.
Black, L. I., Barnes, P. M., Clarke, T. C., Stussman, B. J., & Nahin, R. L. (2018). Use of Yoga, Meditation, and
Chiropractors Among U.S. Children Aged 4-17 Years. NCHS Data Brief, 324, 1–8.
Blackburn, S. (2018). On Truth (Reprint edition). Oxford University Press.
Blum, L. (2016, November 1). White Privilege, Injustice, and the “Black Lives Matter” Movement. Radical
Philosophy Review, 19(3), 681-688.
Bodéüs, R. (1982). The Political Dimensions of Aristotle’s Ethics. State University of New York Press.
Bodhi, B. (2011). What does mindfulness really mean? A canonical perspective. Contemporary Buddhism, 12(1),
19–39.
Bonazzi, M. (2012). Theoria and Praxis: On Plutarch’s Platonism. In T. Bénatouïl & M. Bonazzi (Eds.), Theoria,
Praxis, and the Contemplative Life After Plato and Aristotle (pp. 139–161). Brill.
Bonefeld, M., & Dickhäuser, O. (2018). (Biased) Grading of Students’ Performance: Students’ Names,
Performance Level, and Implicit Attitudes. Frontiers in Psychology, 9, 1-13.
Bosque, J. A. (1985). Contra El Agua y El Viento. Casa de Las Americas.
Braun, E. (2017). Mindful but Not Religious: Meditation and Enchantment in the Work of Jon Kabat-Zinn. In
D. McMahan & E. Braun (Eds.), Meditation, Buddhism, and Science (pp. 173-197). Oxford University
Press.
Brazier, D. (2016). Mindfulness: Traditional and Utilitarian. In R. E. Purser, D. Forbes, & A. Burke (Eds.),
Handbook of Mindfulness: Culture, Context, and Social Engagement (pp. 63–74). Springer International
Publishing.
235

Breckenridge, J. (2012). Drawing the Line between Memory, History, and Artistic Re/creation: Miguel Gallardo
and Carlos Gimenez’s Graphic Testimonies. In L. Detwiler & J. Breckenridge (Eds.), Pushing the
Boundaries of Latin American Testimony: Meta-morphoses and Migrations (2012 edition). Palgrave Macmillan.
Brewer, T. (2009). The Retrieval of Ethics (1 edition). Oxford University Press.
Brighouse, H., Ladd, H. F., Loeb, S., & Swift, A. (2017). Educational Goods. University of Chicago Press.
Brindley, T. A. (1977). Environmental Education and the Philosophy of Education. Journal of Thought, 12(2),
152–160.
Brown, C. G. (2016). Can “Secular” Mindfulness Be Separated from Religion? In R. E. Purser, D. Forbes, &
A. Burke (Eds.), Handbook of Mindfulness: Culture, Context, and Social Engagement (pp. 75–94). Springer
International Publishing.
Brown, W. (2015). Undoing the Demos: Neoliberalism’s Stealth Revolution. Zone Books.
Buchmann, M. (1989). The Careful Vision: How Practical Is Contemplation in Teaching? American Journal of
Education, 98(1), 35–61.
Buddhadasa. (1997). Mindfulness with Breathing: A Manual for Serious Beginners (Santikaro, Trans.; Revised edition).
Wisdom Publications.
Cabezas, O. (1982). La montana es algo mas que una inmensa estepa verde (1a ed edition). Siglo XXI.
Cabieses, M. (1975). Chile: 11808 horas en campos de concentración. Rocinante.
Cantu, N. (2016). Getting There Cuando No Hay Camino (When There Is No Path): Paths to Discovery
Testimonios by Chicanas in STEM. In D. D. Bernal, R. Burciaga, & J. F. Carmona (Eds.),
Chicana/Latina Testimonios as Pedagogical, Methodological, and Activist Approaches to Social Justice (1 edition).
Routledge.
Cantu, N. E. (Ed.). (2008). Paths to Discovery: Autobiographies from Chicanas with Careers in Science, Mathematics, and
Engineering. UCLA Chicano Studies Research Center Press.
Casa de Las Americas. (2011). Casa de las Americas: 1959-2009. Casa de Las Americas.
http://www.casadelasamericas.org/casa.php
Castillo, L., & Gallegos, F. (2019). Metaphilosophy: Defining Latin American and Latinx Philosophy. In Latin
American and Latinx Philosophy: A Collaborative Introduction (1 edition). Routledge.
CEH. (1999). Guatemala: Memory of Silence. https://assets.documentcloud.org/documents/357870/guatemalamemory-of-silence-the-commission-for.pdf
Cerdo, A. Q. (1977). Cerco de Puas (First Edition edition). Casa de Las Américas.
Cervantes-Soon, C. (2016). Testimonios of Life and Learning in the Borderlands: Subaltern Juarez Girls Speak.
In D. D. Bernal, R. Burciaga, & J. F. Carmona (Eds.), Chicana/Latina Testimonios as Pedagogical,
Methodological, and Activist Approaches to Social Justice (1 edition). Routledge.
Chinnery, A. (2010). “What Good Does All This Remembering Do, Anyway?” On Historical Consciousness
and the Responsibility of Memory. Philosophy of Education Archive, 2010, 397–405.
236

Chinnery, A. (2011). On History Education and the Moral Demands of Remembrance. Philosophy of Education
Archive, 2011, 127–135.
Chinnery, A. (2013). Caring for the past: On relationality and historical consciousness. Ethics and Education, 8(3),
253–262.
Chinnery, A. (2014). On Timothy Findley’s The Wars and Classrooms as Communities of Remembrance. Studies
in Philosophy and Education, 33(6), 587–595.
Cobb, J. (2016, March 7). The Matter of Black Lives. The New Yorker.
Colebrook, C. (2003). Happiness, Theoria, and Everyday Life. Symploke, 11(1), 132–151.
Comstock, P. (2015). The Politics of Mindfulness. A Response to “Mindfulness, Democracy, Education.”
Democracy and Education, 23(2).
Condon, P. (2017). Mindfulness, Compassion, and Prosocial Behaviour. In J.C. Karremans & E.K. Papies
(Eds.), Mindfulness in social psychology (pp. 124-138). Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group.
Condon, P. (2019). Meditation in context: Factors that facilitate prosocial behavior. Current Opinion in Psychology,
28, 15–19.
Cooper, J. M. (1999). Reason and Emotion. Princeton University Press.
Coronado-Montoya, S., Levis, A. W., Kwakkenbos, L., Steele, R. J., Turner, E. H., & Thombs, B. D. (2016).
Reporting of Positive Results in Randomized Controlled Trials of Mindfulness-Based Mental Health
Interventions. PLOS ONE, 11(4)
Craps, S. (2013). Postcolonial Witnessing: Trauma Out of Bounds. Palgrave Macmillan.
Crenshaw, K. (1991). Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence against Women of
Color. Stanford Law Review, 43(6), 1241–1299.
Creswell, J. W., & Creswell, J. D. (2018). Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods Approaches
(Fifth edition). SAGE Publications, Inc.
Crisp, R. (1994). Aristotle’s Inclusivism. In Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy: Volume XII: 1994. Oxford
University Press.
Dalton, J. E. 1. (2018). Lectio Divina and meditation: Exploring identity through contemplative practices. Visual
Inquiry: Learning & Teaching Art, 7(3), 251–256.
Davidson, A. I. (1990). Spiritual Exercises and Ancient Philosophy: An Introduction to Pierre Hadot. Critical
Inquiry, 16(3), 475–482.
Davidson, R.J., Dunne, J., Eccles, J.S., Engle, A., Greenberg, M., Jennings, P., Jha, A., Jinpa, T., Lantieri, L.,
Meyer, D., Roeser, R. & Vago, D. (2012). Contemplative Practices and Mental Training: Prospects for
American Education. Child Development Perspectives, 6(2), 146–153.
Davies, W. (2015). The Happiness Industry: How the Government and Big Business Sold us Well-Being. Verso.
de Chungara, D. B. (1977). Si Me Permiten Hablar: Testimonio de Domitila (2 edition). Siglo XXI Editores.
237

de Jesus, C. M. (1960). Quarto de Despejo: Diário de uma Favelada (1 edition). Tica.
de Kock, L. (1992). An Interview with Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. ARIEL: A Review of International English
Literature, 23(3), Article 3.
Denby, D. (2016). The Limits of “Grit.” The New Yorker. https://www.newyorker.com/culture/culturedesk/the-limits-of-grit
Dewey, J. (1916). Democracy and Education. The Free Press.
Dewey, J. (1934). The Need for a Philosophy of Education. The Collected Works of John Dewey: The Late Years, 9,
194-204.
Dewey, J. (1960). The Quest for Certainty: A Study of the Relation of Knowledge and Action. Capricorn.
Donald, J. N., Sahdra, B. K., Zanden, B. V., Duineveld, J. J., Atkins, P. W. B., Marshall, S. L., & Ciarrochi, J.
(2019). Does your mindfulness benefit others? A systematic review and meta-analysis of the link
between mindfulness and prosocial behaviour. British Journal of Psychology, 110(1), 101–125.
Dotson, K. (2014). Conceptualizing Epistemic Oppression. Social Epistemology, 28(2), 115–138.
Duerr, M., Zajonc, A., & Dana, D. (2016). Survey of Transformative and Spiritual Dimensions of Higher
Education. Journal of Transformative Education, 1(3).
Dunne, J. D. (2011). Toward an understanding of non-dual mindfulness. Contemporary Buddhism, 12(1), 71–88.
Dunne, J. D. (2015). Buddhist Styles of Mindfulness: A Heuristic Approach. In B. D. Ostafin, M. D. Robinson,
& B. P. Meier (Eds.), Handbook of Mindfulness and Self-Regulation (pp. 251–270). Springer New York.
Dunning, D. L., Griffiths, K., Kuyken, W., Crane, C., Foulkes, L., Parker, J., & Dalgleish, T. (2018). Research
Review: The effects of mindfulness-based interventions on cognition and mental health in children
and adolescents – a meta-analysis of randomized controlled trials. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry,
60(3), 244–258.
During, I. (1966). Aristoteles. Darstellung und Interpretation seines Denkens. Carl Winter.
Dustin, C., & Ziegler, J. (2005). Practicing Mortality: Art, Philosophy, and Contemplative Seeing. Palgrave Macmillan.
Dutro, E. (2019). The Vulnerable Heart of Literacy: Centering Trauma as Powerful Pedagogy. Teachers College Press.
Eberth, J., & Sedlmeier, P. (2012). The effects of mindfulness meditation: A meta-analysis. Mindfulness, 3(3),
174–189.
Ellis, C., Adams, T. E., & Bochner, A. P. (2010). Autoethnography: An Overview. Forum Qualitative
Sozialforschung / Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 12(1), Article 1.
Engels, F. (1893). On Historical Materialism.
https://www.marxists.org/history/etol/newspape/ni/vol01/no03/engels.htm
Epstein, M. (2008). Psychotherapy without the Self: A Buddhist Perspective. Yale University Press.

238

Ergas, O. (2018). A contemplative turn in education: Charting a curricular-pedagogical countermovement.
Pedagogy, Culture & Society, 27(2), 251–270.
Ergas, O., & Todd, S. (Eds.). (2016). Philosophy East / West: Exploring Intersections between Educational and
Contemplative Practices (1 edition). Wiley-Blackwell.
Eriksen, T. (1976). Bios Theretikos: Notes on Aristotle’s “Ethica Nicomachea,” X, 6-8. Universitetsforl.
Espino, M., Vega, I., Rendón, L., Ranero, J., & Muñiz, M. (2012). The Process of Reflexión in Bridging
Testimonios Across Lived Experience. Equity & Excellence in Education, 45, 444–459.
Felman, S., & Laub, D. (1992). Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis and History. Routledge.
Forbes, D. (2012, July 1). Occupy Mindfulness. Publications and Research.
Forbes, D. (2019). Mindfulness and Its Discontents: Education, Self, and Social Transformation. Fernwood Publishing.
Forcinito, A. (2016). Testimonio: The Witness, the Truth, and the Inaudible. In Critical Terms in Caribbean and
Latin American Thought (pp. 239–251). Palgrave Macmillan.
Ford, D. R. (2017). Studying Like a Communist: Affect, the Party, and the Educational Limits to Capitalism.
Educational Philosophy and Theory, 49(5), 452–461.
Forrest, M. (2013). Practising Silence in Teaching. Journal of Philosophy of Education, 47(4), 605–622.
Foucault, M. (1986). The History of Sexuality, Vol. 3: The Care of the Self (R. Hurley, Trans.). Vintage.
Foucault, M., Davidson, A. I., Ewald, F., & Fontana, A. (2005). The Hermeneutics of the Subject: Lectures at the Collège
de France 1981--1982 (F. Gros, Ed.; G. Burchell, Trans.). Picador.
Fraser, N. (2003). Social justice in the age of identity politics: Redistribution, recognition, and participation. In
N. Fraser & A. Honneth (Eds.), Redistribution or Recognition?: A Political-Philosophical Exchange. Verso.
Fraser, N. (2019). The Old is Dying and the New Cannot Be Born: From Progressive Neoliberalism to Trump and Beyond.
Verso.
Fraser, N., & Jaeggi, R. (2018). Capitalism: A Conversation in Critical Theory. Polity.
Freire, P. (2009). Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 30th Anniversary Edition (M. B. Ramos, Trans.; 30th Anniversary
edition). Continuum.
Fricker, M. (2007). Epistemic Injustice: Power and the Ethics of Knowing. Oxford University Press.
Frye, J. (2018, January 31). From Politics to Policy: Turning the Corner on Sexual Harassment. Center for American
Progress.
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/women/news/2018/01/31/445669/politics-policyturning-corner-sexual-harassment/
Furman, C. E. (2019). Interruptions: Cultivating Truth-Telling as Resistance with Pre-service Teachers. Studies
in Philosophy and Education.
Gadamer, H.-G. (2004). Truth and Method (Revised edition). Bloomsbury Academic.
239

Gaggiotti, H., & Simpson, P. (2015). Should we teach students to theorize? Classical Greek philosophy and the
learning journey. In Developing Leadership: Questions Business Schools Don’t Ask. https://uwerepository.worktribe.com/output/833537
Galeano, E. (1978). Días y noches de amor y de guerra. Continental Book Co.
Galvan, D. (2017). Engineering My Community Cultural Wealth: Testimonios of Male Latino Community
College Engineering Students. In ProQuest LLC. ProQuest LLC.
Garcia, G. V. (2003). Literatura testimonial Latinoamericana/ Latin American testimonial literature: Representacion Y
Autoconstruccion Del Sujecto Subalterno. Pliegos.
Garfield, J. L. (Ed.). (2019). Wilfrid Sellars and Buddhist Philosophy: Freedom from Foundations (1 edition). Routledge.
Gawande, R., To, M. N., Pine, E., Griswold, T., Creedon, T. B., Brunel, A., Lozada, A., Loucks, E. B., &
Schuman-Olivier, Z. (2019). Mindfulness Training Enhances Self-Regulation and Facilitates Health
Behavior Change for Primary Care Patients: A Randomized Controlled Trial. Journal of General Internal
Medicine, 34(2), 293–302.
Gethin, R. (2011). On some definitions of mindfulness. Contemporary Buddhism, 12(1), 263–279.
Gethin, R. M. L. (1992). The Buddhist Path to Awakening. Oneworld Publications.
Gilens, M., & Page, B. I. (2014). Testing Theories of American Politics: Elites, Interest Groups, and Average
Citizens. Perspectives on Politics, 12(3), 564–581.
Gilio, M. E. (1970). La Guerrilla Tupamara (First Ed.). Ediciones de la Flor,
Gilliam, W. S., Maupin, A. N., Reyes, C. R., Accavitti, M., & Shic, F. (2016). Do Early Educators’ Implicit Biases
Regarding Sex and Race Relate to Behavior Expectations and Recommendations of Preschool Expulsions and
Suspensions? Yale Child Study Center.
Givoni, M. (2016). The Care of the Witness: A Contemporary History of Testimony in Crises. Cambridge University
Press.
Glasser, S. B. (2014). The New Gilded Age. POLITICO Magazine.
Goldman, A., & O’Connor, C. (2019). Social Epistemology. In E. N. Zalta (Ed.), The Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy (Fall 2019). Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University.
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2019/entries/epistemology-social/
Goldstein, D. (2015). The Teacher Wars: A History of America’s Most Embattled Profession (Reprint edition). Anchor.
Goldstein, D., & Dias, E. (2018, April 13). Oklahoma Teachers End Walkout After Winning Raises and
Additional Funding. The New York Times. https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/12/us/oklahomateachers-strike.html
Goldstein, J. (2016). Mindfulness: A Practical Guide to Awakening (Reprint edition). Sounds True.
Good, D. J., Lyddy, C. J., Glomb, T. M., Bono, J. E., Brown, K. W., Duffy, M. K., Baer, R. A., Brewer, J. A.,
& Lazar, S. W. (2016). Contemplating Mindfulness at Work: An Integrative Review. Journal of
Management, 42(1), 114–142.
240

Gordon, M. (2015). Between Remembering and Forgetting. Studies in Philosophy and Education, 34(5), 489–503.
Goto-Jones, C. (2013). Zombie Apocalypse as Mindfulness Manifesto (after Žižek). Postmodern Culture, 24(1).
Goyal, M., Singh, S., Sibinga, E. M. S., Gould, N. F., Rowland-Seymour, A., Sharma, R., Berger, Z., Sleicher,
D., Maron, D. D., Shihab, H. M., Ranasinghe, P. D., Linn, S., Saha, S., Bass, E. B., & Haythornthwaite,
J. A. (2014). Meditation programs for psychological stress and well-being: A systematic review and
meta-analysis. JAMA Internal Medicine, 174(3), 357–368.
Gramsci, A. (1971). Selections from the Prison Notebooks (Q. Hoare & G. N. Smith, Eds.; Reprint, 1989 edition).
International Publishers Co.
Grandin, G. (2010, September 8). It Was Heaven That They Burned. The Nation.
https://www.thenation.com/article/it-was-heaven-they-burned/
Grossman, P., & Van Dam, N. T. (2011). Mindfulness, by any other name: Trials and tribulations of sati in
western psychology and science. Contemporary Buddhism, 12(1), 219–239.
Gruber, H. (2020, February 7). I Should Have Known! N+1. https://nplusonemag.com/online-only/onlineonly/i-should-have-known/
Grusky, D., & Kricheli-Katz, T. (Eds.). (2012). The New Gilded Age: The Critical Inequality Debates of Our Time (1
edition). Stanford University Press.
Gugelberger, G., & Kearney, M. (2016). Voices for the Voiceless: Testimonial Literature in Latin America: Latin
American Perspectives.
Gugelberger, G. M. (Ed.). (1996). The Real Thing: Testimonial Discourse and Latin America. Duke University Press
Books.
Gunaratana, H. (2011). Mindfulness in Plain English: 20th Anniversary Edition (20th Anniversary Edition edition).
Wisdom Publications.
Gunnlaugson, O., Sarath, E. W., Scott, C., & Bai, H. (2014). Contemplative Learning and Inquiry across Disciplines.
SUNY Press.
Gutmann, A. (1999). Democratic Education: Revised Edition (Revised edition). Princeton University Press.
Hadot, P. (1995). Philosophy as a Way of Life: Spiritual Exercises from Socrates to Foucault (A. Davidson, Ed.; 1 edition).
Wiley-Blackwell.
Hadot, P. (2004). What Is Ancient Philosophy? (New Ed edition). Belknap Press: An Imprint of Harvard University
Press.
Hägglund, M. (2019). This Life: Secular Faith and Spiritual Freedom. Pantheon.
Hanh, T. N. (1996). The Miracle of Mindfulness: An Introduction to the Practice of Meditation (M. Ho, Trans.; 1st edition).
Beacon Press.
Hanisch, C. (1969). The Personal Is Political. http://www.carolhanisch.org/CHwritings/PIP.html

241

Hansen, D. T. (2012). W.G. Sebald and the Tasks of Ethical and Moral Remembrance. Philosophy of Education
Archive, 2012, 125–133.
Hansen, D. T. (2017a). Among school teachers: Bearing witness as an orientation in educational inquiry.
Educational Theory, 67(1), 9–30.
Hansen, D. T. (2017b). Bearing witness to teaching and teachers. Journal of Curriculum Studies, 49(1), 7–23.
Hansen, D. T. (2018). Bearing Witness to the Fusion of Person and Role in Teaching. Journal of Aesthetic
Education, 52(4), 21.
Hansen, D. T., Wozniak, J. T., & Diego, A. C. G. (2015). Fusing Philosophy and Fieldwork in a Study of Being
a Person in the World: An Interim Commentary. Studies in Philosophy and Education, 34(2), 159–170.
Hansen, D. T., & Zhang, H. (2017). Re-Imagining Educational Research on Teaching: An Interview with Dr.
David T. Hansen. In X. Zhu, A. L. Goodwin, & H. Zhang (Eds.), Quality of Teacher Education and
Learning: Theory and Practice (pp. 35–50). Springer.
Hart, T. (2004). Opening the Contemplative Mind in the Classroom. Journal of Transformative Education, 2(1), 28–
46.
Hasenkamp, W. (2019). [Photographs of recent covers of Time Magazine, Lion’s Roar, and Centennial Health].
Instagram. @whasenk
Hasenkamp, W., & White, J. R. (Eds.). (2017). The Monastery and the Microscope: Conversations with the Dalai Lama
on Mind, Mindfulness, and the Nature of Reality. Yale University Press.
Hasson, Y., Tamir, M., Brahms, K. S., Cohrs, J. C., & Halperin, E. (2018). Are Liberals and Conservatives
Equally Motivated to Feel Empathy Toward Others? Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 44(10),
1449–1459.
Heidegger, M. (1977). Question Concerning Technology, and Other Essays, The. Harper Torchbooks.
Heidegger, M. (1996). Being and Time. SUNY.
Heller, N. (2019). The Philosopher Redefining Equality. The New Yorker.
Hess, D. E., & McAvoy, P. (2014). The Political Classroom: Evidence and Ethics in Democratic Education. Routledge.
Heuman, L. (2014, October 1). “Don’t Believe the Hype,” Tricycle: The Buddhist Review.
Hickey, W. S. (2019). Mind Cure: How Meditation Became Medicine. Oxford University Press.
Hinsdale, M. J. (2014). Witnessing Across Wounds: Toward a Relational Ethic of Healing. Philosophy of Education
Archive, 2014, 81–89.
Honneth, A. (2017). The Idea of Socialism: Towards a Renewal (1 edition). Polity.
hooks, bell. (2000). Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center (2nd edition). South End Press.
Hsu, F. (2017, May 17). We’ve Been Here All Along. Lion’s Roar. https://www.lionsroar.com/weve-been-hereall-along/
242

Huber, L., & Cueva, B. (2012). Chicana/Latina Testimonios on Effects and Responses to Microaggressions.
Equity & Excellence in Education, 45, 392–410.
Human Rights Watch. (2017). World Report: The Dangerous Rise of Populism | Global Attacks on Human Rights Values.
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2017/country-chapters/dangerous-rise-of-populism
Hutchinson, D. S. (2007). [REVIEW] Spectacles of Truth in Classical Greek Philosophy: Theoria in Its Cultural
Context. Philosophical Review, 116(3), 482–485.
Hyde, A. (2012). The Yoga in Schools Movement: Using Standards for Educating the Whole Child and Making
Space for Teacher Self-Care. Counterpoints, 425, 109–126.
Hyde, A., & LaPrad, J. (2015). Mindfulness, Democracy, and Education. Democracy and Education, 23(2).
IPCC. (2018). Global Warming of 1.5C. An IPCC Special Report on the impacts of global warming of 1.5C above preindustrial levels and related global greenhouse gas emission pathways, in the context of strengthening the global response
to the threat of climate change, sustainable development, and efforts to eradicate poverty. Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change.
Islam, G., Holm, M., & Karjalainen, M. (2017). Sign of the times: Workplace mindfulness as an empty signifier.
Organization, 1350508417740643.
Jackson, K., Gibbons, L., & Sharpe, C. J. (2017). Teachers’ Views of Students’ Mathematical Capabilities:
Challenges and Possibilities for Ambitious Reform. Teachers College Record, 119(7).
Jacobellis v. Ohio, 378 U.S. 184 (1964)
Jacobo, T. (1980). Preso sin nombre, celda sin número (Other Ed.). El Cid Editor.
Jara, Rene. (1986). Prologo. In Literatura y Testimonio. Prisma Inst.
Jara, René, & Vidal, H. (1986). Testimonio y literatura. Institute for the Study of Ideologies and Literature.
Jha, A. P., Krompinger, J., & Baime, M. J. (2007). Mindfulness training modifies subsystems of attention.
Cognitive, Affective, & Behavioral Neuroscience, 7(2), 109–119.
Johnson, R., & Cureton, A. (2019). Kant’s Moral Philosophy. In E. N. Zalta (Ed.), The Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy (Spring 2019). Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University.
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2019/entries/kant-moral/
Joldersma, C. W. (2010). Who is the Teacher? Testimony, Uniqueness, and Responsibility. Philosophy of Education
Archive, 2010, 35–38.
Joldersma, C. W. (2014). Benjamin’s Angel of History and the Work of Mourning in Ethical Remembrance:
Understanding the Effect of W.G. Sebald’s Novels in the Classroom. Studies in Philosophy and Education,
33(2), 135–147.
Jones, S. (2018, June 13). Lessons From the Gilded Age. The New Republic.
Jupp, J. C., Berumen, F. C., & O’Donald, K. (2018). Advancing Testimonio Traditions in Educational Research:
A Synoptic Rendering. Journal of Latinos & Education, 17(1), 18–37.

243

Kabat-Zinn, J. (1994). Wherever You Go, There You Are: Mindfulness Meditation in Everyday Life (10 edition). Hachette
Books.
Kabat‐Zinn, J. (2003). Mindfulness-Based Interventions in Context: Past, Present, and Future. Clinical Psychology:
Science and Practice, 10(2), 144–156.
Kabat-Zinn, J. (2005). Coming to Our Senses: Healing Ourselves and the World Through Mindfulness (Reprint edition).
Hachette Books.
Kabat-Zinn, J. (2011). Some reflections on the origins of MBSR, skillful means, and the trouble with maps.
Contemporary Buddhism, 12(1), 281–306.
Kabat-Zinn, J. (2013). Full Catastrophe Living (Revised Edition): Using the Wisdom of Your Body and Mind to Face Stress,
Pain, and Illness (Revised, Updated edition). Bantam.
Kant, I. (2010). Kant: Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals (M. Gregor, Trans.; 2 edition). Cambridge University
Press.
Kavoulaki, A. (1999). Processional Performance of Dialogue. In The World of Athens: An Introduction to Classical
Athenian Culture. Cambridge University Press.
Komjathy, L. (2017). Introducing Contemplative Studies (1 edition). Wiley-Blackwell.
Korsgaard, C. M. (2018). Fellow Creatures: Our Obligations to the Other Animals. Oxford University Press.
Kraut, R. (1989). Aristotle on the Human Good. Princeton University Press.
Kraut, R. (2018). Aristotle’s Ethics. In E. N. Zalta (Ed.), The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2018).
Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University.
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2018/entries/aristotle-ethics/
Krieg, G. (2018). Is the West Virginia teachers’ strike the future of American labor? CNN.
https://www.cnn.com/2018/03/05/politics/west-virginia-teachers-strike-future-unions/index.html
Krugman, P. (2014, May 8). Why We’re in a New Gilded Age. The New York Review of Books.
https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2014/05/08/thomas-piketty-new-gilded-age/
Kruse, M., Tanchuk, N., & Hamilton, R. (2020). Educating in the Seventh Fire: Debwewin, Mino-bimaadiziwin,
and Ecological Justice. Educational Theory, 69(5), 587–601.
Kucinskas, J. (2018). The Mindful Elite: Mobilizing from the Inside Out. Oxford University Press.
Kymlicka, W. (2001). Contemporary Political Philosophy: An Introduction (Second Edition). Oxford University Press.
Laertius, D. (2018). Lives of the Eminent Philosophers: By Diogenes Laertius (J. Miller, Ed.; P. Mensch, Trans.). Oxford
University Press.
Larsen, N. (1995). Reading North by South (Minnesota Archive Editions ed. edition). University of Minnesota
Press.
Latina Feminist Group. (2001). Telling to Live: Latina Feminist Testimonios. Duke University Press Books.
244

Laverty, M. J. (2011). Can You Hear Me Now? Jean-Jacques Rousseau on Listening Education. Educational
Theory, 61(2), 155–169.
Lear, G. R. (2004). Happy Lives and the Highest Good: An Essay on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. Princeton
University Press.
Lear, J. (1988). Aristotle: The Desire to Understand (Reprint edition). Cambridge University Press.
Lebron, C. J. (2017). The Making of Black Lives Matter: A Brief History of An Idea. Oxford University Press.
Lebron, C. J. (2019). The Sense and Sensibility of Equality. Philosophy of Education Archive, 34–64.
León-Portilla, M. (1990). Aztec Thought and Culture: A Study of the Ancient Nahuatl Mind (J. E. Davis, Trans.;
Revised ed. edition). University of Oklahoma Press.
Leontis, A. (2001). Mediterranean Theoria: A View From Delphi. Thesis Eleven, 67(1), 101–117.
Levinson, M. (2014). No Citizen Left Behind. Harvard University Press.
Lewin, D. (2016). Heidegger East and West: Philosophy as Educative Contemplation. In Philosophy East/West
(pp. 68–89). John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
Li, H. (2017). Rethinking Vulnerability in the Age of Anthropocene: Toward Ecologizing Education. Educational
Theory, 67(4), 435–451.
Lin, J., Oxford, R. L., & Brantmeier, E. J. (Eds.). (2013). Re-Envisioning Higher Education: Embodied Pathways to
Wisdom and Social Transformation. Information Age Publishing.
Liu, W. (2011). An All-Inclusive Interpretation of Aristotle’s Contemplative Life. Sophia, 50(1), 57–71.
Livingston, A., & Quish, E. (2018). John Dewey’s Experiments in Democratic Socialism. Jacobin.
https://jacobinmag.com/2018/01/john-dewey-democratic-socialism-liberalism
Low, B. E., & Sonntag, E. (2013). Towards a pedagogy of listening: Teaching and learning from life stories of
human rights violations. Journal of Curriculum Studies, 45(6), 768–789.
Lukács, G. (1971). History and Class Consciousness: Studies in Marxist Dialectics (R. Livingstone, Trans.; MIT Press
edition). The MIT Press.
Lutz, A., Jha, A. P., Dunne, J. D., & Saron, C. D. (2015). Investigating the phenomenological matrix of
mindfulness-related practices from a neurocognitive perspective. American Psychologist, 70(7), 632–658.
Lynch, J. P. (1972). Aristotle’s School; a Study of a Greek Educational Institution. University of California Press.
Machado-Casas, M., Ruiz, E. C., & Cantu, N. E. (2013). “Laberintos y Testimonios”: Latina Faculty in the
Academy. Educational Foundations, 27, 3–14.
MacIntyre, A. (2007). After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, Third Edition (3rd edition). University of Notre Dame
Press.

245

MacWilliams, M. (2016). The One Weird Trait That Predicts Whether You’re a Trump Supporter. POLITICO
Magazine.
https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2016/01/donald-trump-2016-authoritarian213533
Malkin, E. (2013, January 28). Ex-Dictator Is Ordered to Trial in Guatemalan War Crimes Case. The New York
Times.
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/01/29/world/americas/ex-dictator-is-ordered-to-trial-inguatemala-for-war-crimes.html
Marinatos, N. (1993). What were Greek Sanctuaries? A Synthesis. In Greek Sanctuaries: New Approaches.
Routledge.
Marx, K. (1844). Introduction. In A Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right.
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1843/critique-hpr/intro.htm
McAlevey, J. F. (2016). No Shortcuts: Organizing for Power in the New Gilded Age. Oxford University Press.
McLaughlin, T. H. (1999). Beyond the Reflective Teacher. Educational Philosophy & Theory, 31(1), 9.
McMahan, D. L. (2008). The Making of Buddhist Modernism (1 edition). Oxford University Press.
McMahan, D. L. (2012). Buddhism in the Modern World (1 edition). Routledge.
McMahan, D. L. (2017a). Buddhism and Global Secularisms. Journal of Global Buddhism; Penrith South, 18, 112–
128.
McMahan, D. L. (2017b). How Meditation Works: Theorizing the Role of Cultural Context in Buddhist
Contemplative Practices. In Meditation, Buddhism, and Science. Oxford University Press.
McMahan, D. L., & Braun, E. (2017). Introduction—From Colonialism to Brainscans: Modern
Transformations of Buddhist Meditation. In Meditation, Buddhism, and Science. Oxford University Press.
Mehta, J. (2015). The Problem With Grit. Education Week - Learning Deeply.
Menchu, R. (1983). I, Rigoberta Menchu: An Indian Woman in Guatemala (E. Burgos-Debray, Ed.; A. Wright, Trans.;
Second Edition edition). Verso.
Mertens, D. M. (2010). Research and Evaluation in Education and Psychology: Integrating Diversity With Quantitative,
Qualitative, and Mixed Methods (Third edition). SAGE Publications, Inc.
Merton, T. (2015). Lectio Divina. Cistercian Studies Quarterly; Dubuque, 50(1), 5-37,103.
Miller, G., & Li, T. (2017). Toward a Dirty Environmental Ethics: From Theoria to Techné. Science and
Engineering Ethics, 23(5), 1453–1459.
Mills, C. (2017). White Ignorance. In Black Rights/White Wrongs: The Critique of Racial Liberalism (pp. 11–38). State
Univ of New York Press.
Mills, C. (2005). “Ideal Theory” as Ideology. Hypatia, 20(3), 165–184.
Moore, C. (2019). Aristotle on Philosophia. Metaphilosophy, 50(3), 339–360.

246

Moreiras, A. (1996). The Aura of Testimonio. In G. Gugelberger (Ed.), The Real Thing: Testimonial Discourse and
Latin America. Duke University Press Books.
Morgan, J. (2006). Leisure, contemplation and leisure education. Ethics and Education, 1(2), 133–147.
Morgan, P. F. (2015). A Brief History of the Current Reemergence of Contemplative Education. Journal of
Transformative Education, 13(3), 197–218.
Morton, J. M. (2017). Reasoning under Scarcity. Australasian Journal of Philosophy, 95(3), 543–559.
Morton, J. M., & Paul, S. K. (2019). Grit. Ethics, 129(2), 175–203.
Murdoch, I. (1970). The Sovereignty of Good. Routledge.
Nance, K. A. (2006). Can Literature Promote Justice?: Trauma Narrative and Social Action in Latin American Testimonio.
Vanderbilt University Press.
NCA. (2018). Fourth National Climate Assessment (pp. 1–470). https://nca2018.globalchange.gov
NCCIH. (2017). Mind and Body Practices. NCCIH. https://www.nccih.nih.gov/health/mind-and-body-practices
Ng, E., & Purser, R. (2015, October 2). White Privilege & the Mindfulness Movement. Buddhist Peace Fellowship.
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/white-privilege-the-mindfulness-movement/
Nightingale, A. (2004). Spectacles of Truth in Classical Greek Philosophy: Theoria in its Cultural Context (1 edition).
Cambridge University Press.
Nightingale, A. W. (1995). Genres in Dialogue: Plato and the Construct of Philosophy. Cambridge University Press.
Nightingale, A. W. (2001). On Wandering and Wondering: “Theôria” in Greek Philosophy and Culture. Arion:
A Journal of Humanities and the Classics, 9(2), 23–58. JSTOR.
Nightingale, A. W. (2004). Spectacles of Truth in Classical Greek Philosophy: Theoria in its Cultural Context. Cambridge
University Press.
Nightingale, A. W. (2007). The Philosopher at the Festival: Plato’s Transformation of Traditional Theōria. Oxford
University Press.
Nobel Media AB. (2020). Rigoberta Menchu Tum: Biographical. NobelPrize.Org.
North, A. (2014, June 30). The Mindfulness Backlash. The New York Times.
Nussbaum, M. C. (1986). The Fragility of Goodness: Luck And Ethics In Greek Tragedy And Philosophy (2 edition).
Cambridge University Press.
Nussbaum, M. C. (2011). Creating Capabilities: The Human Development Approach (Reprint edition). Harvard
University Press.
Nussbaum, M. C. (2016). Not for Profit: Why Democracy Needs the Humanities. Princeton University Press.
Nussbaum, M. C. (2019). The Cosmopolitan Tradition: A Noble but Flawed Ideal. Harvard University Press.

247

Orr, D. (2014). A Philosophical Framework for Contemplative Education. In Contemplative Learning and Inquiry
Across Disciplines.
Owen-Smith, P. (2017). The Contemplative Mind in the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning. Indiana University Press.
Palmer, P. J. (1998). The Courage to Teach: Exploring the Inner Landscape of a Teacher’s Life, 20th Anniversary Edition
(20th edition). Jossey-Bass.
Palmer, P. J., Zajonc, A., Scribner, M., & Nepo, M. (2010). The Heart of Higher Education: A Call to Renewal (1
edition). Jossey-Bass.
Payeras, M. (1980). Los Dias De La Selva. Libros Sin Fronteras.
Pearce, M. (2018). Red-state revolt continues: Teachers strike in Oklahoma and protest in Kentucky.
Latimes.Com. http://www.latimes.com/nation/la-na-teachers-spending-20180402-story.html
Perrillo, J. (2012). Uncivil Rights: Teachers, Unions, and Race in the Battle for School Equity. University of Chicago
Press.
Philip, J. A. (1967). Review of Aristoteles: Darstellung und Interpretation seines Denkens, Phoenix, 21(3), 226–
229.
Pickert, K. (2014). The Mindful Revolution. Time. https://time.com/1556/the-mindful-revolution/
Piketty, T. (2020). Capital and Ideology (A. Goldhammer, Trans.). Harvard University Press.
Plato. (1992). Republic (C. D. C. Reeve, Ed.; G. M. A. Grube, Trans.; 2 edition). Hackett Publishing Company,
Inc.
Plato. (1997). Plato: Complete Works (J. M. Cooper & D. S. Hutchinson, Eds.). Hackett Publishing Company,
Inc.
Popper, K. R. (2013). The Open Society and Its Enemies: New One-Volume Edition (New edition). Princeton
University Press.
Posner, M. I., & Petersen, S. E. (1990). The attention system of the human brain. Annual Review of Neuroscience,
13, 25–42.
Pozas, R. (1952). Juan Pérez Jolote biografía de un tzotzil. Fondo de Cultura Económica.
Press, G. A. (2018). The State of the Question in the Study of Plato: Twenty Year Update. The Southern Journal
of Philosophy, 56(1), 9–35.
Prieto, L., & Villenas, S. (2016). Pedagogies from Nepantla: Testimonio, Chicana/Latina Feminisms and
Teacher Education Classrooms. In D. D. Bernal, R. Burciaga, & J. F. Carmona (Eds.), Chicana/Latina
Testimonios as Pedagogical, Methodological, and Activist Approaches to Social Justice (1 edition). Routledge.
Purser, R. E. (2018). Critical perspectives on corporate mindfulness. Journal of Management, Spirituality & Religion,
15(2), 105–108.
Purser, R. E., Forbes, D., & Burke, A. (2016). Preface. In Handbook of Mindfulness: Culture, Context, and Social
Engagement. Springer Berlin Heidelberg.
248

Purser, R., & Loy, D. (2013). Beyond McMindfulness. HuffPost. https://www.huffpost.com/entry/beyondmcmindfulness_b_3519289
Randall, M. (1981). Sandino’s Daughters: Testimonies of Nicaraguan Women in Struggle. Rutgers University Press.
Ravitch, D. (2001). Left Back: A Century of Battles over School Reform (Edition Unstated edition). Simon & Schuster.
Rawls, J. (2003). A Theory of Justice (Revised Edition). Belknap Press: An Imprint of Harvard University Press.
Repetti, R. (2010). The Case for a Contemplative Philosophy of Education. New Directions for Community Colleges,
151, 5–15.
Reyes, K. B., & Curry Rodríguez, J. E. (2012). Testimonio: Origins, Terms, and Resources. Equity & Excellence
in Education, 45(3), 525–538.
Rios, E. (2018). Educators across the US are using the West Virginia teachers’ strike to inspire their own battle
plans. Mother Jones. https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2018/03/educators-across-the-us-areusing-west-virginias-teachers-strike-to-inspire-their-own-battle-plans/
Ripple, W. J., Wolf, C., Newsome, T. M., Galetti, M., Alamgir, M., Crist, E., Mahmoud, M. I., & Laurance, W.
F. (2017). World Scientists’ Warning to Humanity: A Second Notice. BioScience, 67(12), 1026–1028.
Ritter, M. J. (2007). The Significance of Finding a Witness in Liberatory Education. Philosophy of Education Archive,
2007, 359–366.
Robertson, E. (2011). The Role of Understanding in Meeting the Moral Demands of Remembrance. Philosophy
of Education Archive, 2011, 136–138.
Robin, C. (2018). The Reactionary Mind: Conservatism from Edmund Burke to Donald Trump (2 edition). Oxford
University Press.
Rocha, T. (2014, June 25). The Dark Knight of the Soul. The Atlantic.
Rodríguez Freire, R. (2010). Literatura y poder: Sobre la potencia del testimonio en América Latina. Atenea
(Concepción), 501, 113–126.
Rodriguez, I. (2001). Reading Subalterns across Texts, Disciplines, and Theories: From Representation to
Recognition. In I. Rodriguez (Ed.), The Latin American Subaltern Studies Reader. Duke University Press
Books.
Roeser, R. W., & Pinela, C. (2014). Mindfulness and compassion training in adolescence: A developmental
contemplative science perspective. New Directions for Youth Development, 2014(142), 9–30.
Roochnik, D. (2009). What is Theoria ? Nicomachean Ethics Book 10.7–8. Classical Philology, 104(1), 69–82.
Rorty, A. (1980). The Place of Contemplation in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. In Essays on Aristotle’s Ethics.
Rorty, R. (1979). Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1st edition). Princeton University Press.
Rorty, R. (1982). Consequences Of Pragmatism: Essays 1972-1980 (First edition edition). Univ Of Minnesota Press.

249

Rorty, R. (1985). Solidarity or Objectivity? In M. Krausz (Ed.), Relativism: Interpretation and Confrontation.
University of Notre Dame Press.
Rosenbaum, R., & Magid, B. (Eds.). (2017). What’s Wrong with Mindfulness (And What Isn’t): Zen Perspectives.
Wisdom Publications.
Rosenkranz, M. A., Dunne, J. D., & Davidson, R. J. (2019). The next generation of mindfulness-based
intervention research: What have we learned and where are we headed? Current Opinion in Psychology, 28,
179–183.
Roth, H. (2014). A Pedagogy for the New Field of Contemplative Studies. In Contemplative Learning and Inquiry
Across Disciplines.
Rutherford, I. (1995). Theoric Crisis: The dangers of Pilgrimage in Greek Religion and Society. Studi e Materiali
Di Storia Delle Religioni, 61, 276–292.
Rutherford, I. (2013). State Pilgrims and Sacred Observers in Ancient Greece: A Study of Theri and Theroi. Cambridge
University Press.
Ryan, T. (2012). A Mindful Nation: How a Simple Practice Can Help Us Reduce Stress, Improve Performance, and Recapture
the American Spirit. Hay House.
Sanjines C., J. (1996). Beyond Testimonial Discourse: New Popular Trends in Bolivia (1995). In G. M.
Gugelberger (Ed.), The real thing: Testimonial discourse and Latin America. Duke University Press.
Sarath, E. (2014). What Next?: Contemplating the Future of Contemplative Education. In Contemplative Learning
and Inquiry Across Disciplines.
Scholz, T. M. L. (2012). Embroidered Discourse/s Break the Silence: The CPR-Sierra of Guatemala (Re)vive
Testimonio. In L. Detwiler & J. Breckenridge (Eds.), Pushing the Boundaries of Latin American Testimony:
Meta-morphoses and Migrations (2012 edition). Palgrave Macmillan.
Schonert-Reichl, K. A., & Roeser, R. W. (2016). Mindfulness in Education: Introduction and Overview of the
Handbook. In K. A. Schonert-Reichl & R. W. Roeser (Eds.), Handbook of Mindfulness in Education:
Integrating Theory and Research into Practice (pp. 3–16). Springer New York.
Schwimmer, M., & McDonough, K. (2018, September 26). Mindfulness and “Educational New Ageism”.
Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Education. Retrieved 12 May. 2020, from
https://oxfordre.com/education/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190264093.001.0001/acrefore9780190264093-e-175.
Segall, S. (2013). In Defense of Mindfulness. The Existential Buddhist.
https://www.existentialbuddhist.com/2013/12/in-defense-of-mindfulness/
Seneca, L. (2017). Letters from a Stoic: Complete. Independently published.
Shapiro, S. L., Brown, K. W., & Astin, J. A. (2011). Toward the Integration of Meditation into Higher
Education: A Review of Research Evidence. Teachers College Record, 113(3), 493–528.
Sharf, R. H. (2017). Is Mindfulness Buddhist? (And Why It Matters). In Meditation, Buddhism, and Science. Oxford
University Press.

250

Shelby, T. (2004). Race and Ethnicity, Race and Social Justice: Rawlsian Considerations. Fordham Law Review,
72(5).
Sherman, J. (2014). Partakers of the Divine: Contemplation and the Practice of Philosophy. Augsburg Fortress, Publishers.
Sherman, J. H. (2014). On the Emerging Field of Contemplative Studies and Its Relationship to the Study of
Spirituality. Spiritus; Baltimore, 14(2), 208-229.
Silverman, A. (2014). Plato’s Middle Period Metaphysics and Epistemology. In E. N. Zalta (Ed.), The Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2014). Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University.
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2014/entries/plato-metaphysics/
Simmer-Brown, J., Grace, F., & Komjathy, L. (2011). Meditation and the Classroom: Contemplative Pedagogy for
Religious Studies. SUNY Press.
Simon, R. I. (2005). The Touch of the Past: Remembrance, Learning, and Ethics (First edition). Palgrave Macmillan.
Simon, R. I. (2014). A Pedagogy of Witnessing: Curatorial Practice and the Pursuit of Social Justice. SUNY Press.
Smith, L. T. (2012). Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (2 edition). Zed Books.
Smucker, J. (2017). Hegemony How-To: A Roadmap for Radicals. AK Press.
Snow, A., & Tang, T. (2018). Arizona teachers end walkout after governor signs off on 20 percent raise.
Chicagotribune.Com. http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/nationworld/ct-arizona-teacher-protests20180503-story.html
Sommerstein, A. (1997). The Theatre Audience, the Demos, and the Suppliants of Aeschylus. In Greek Tragedy
and the Historian. Clarendon Press.
Sourvinou-Inwood, C. (1990). What is Polis Religion? In O. Murray & S. Price (Eds.), The Greek City: From
Homer to Alexander. Oxford University Press, U.S.A.
Spivak, G. (1988). Can the Subaltern Speak? In Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture (Reprint edition).
University of Illinois Press.
Spivak, G. C. (2003). Death of a Discipline (p. 136 Pages). Columbia University Press.
Stanley, J. (2018). How Fascism Works: The Politics of Us and Them. Random House.
Steel, S. (2012). Recovering Ancient and Medieval Contemplative Taxonomies as an Alternative to Bloom’s
Taxonomy of Educational Objectives. Philosophical Inquiry in Education, 20(2), 46–56.
Steiner, D. (2016). [REVIEW] State Pilgrims and Sacred Observers in Ancient Greece: A Study of Theri and
Theroi by Ian Rutherford. Classical World: A Quarterly Journal on Antiquity, 109(4), 567–569.
Stephen, L. (2017). Bearing Witness: Testimony in Latin American Anthropology and Related Fields. The Journal
of Latin American and Caribbean Anthropology, 22(1), 85–109. https://doi.org/10.1111/jlca.12262
Stewart,

B. (2003, May 11). Retreats Where Friars Prayed. The New
https://www.nytimes.com/2003/05/11/nyregion/retreats-where-friars-prayed.html

251

York

Times.

Stoll, D. (1999). Rigoberta Menchu and the Story of All Poor Guatemalans (1 edition). Routledge.
Stoll, D. (2008a). Afterword to the 2008 Edition. In Rigoberta Menchu and the Story of All Poor Guatemalans: New
Foreword by Elizabeth Burgos (1 edition). Routledge.
Stoll, D. (2008b). Creating moral authority in Latin American studies: John Beverley’s ‘Neoconservative turn’
and priesthood. Journal of Latin American Cultural Studies, 17(3), 349–356.
Stone, M. (2014). Abusing the Buddha: How the U.S. Army and Google co-opt mindfulness | Salon.com. Salon.
https://www.salon.com/2014/03/17/abusing_the_buddha_how_the_u_s_army_and_google_co_o
pt_mindfulness/
Summit, J., & Vermeule, B. (2018). Action versus Contemplation: Why an Ancient Debate Still Matters. University of
Chicago Press.
Tanchuk, N. J. (2019). Is Inquiry Learning Unjust? An Ethical Defense of Deweyan Instructional Design [Ph.D., Columbia
University]. http://search.proquest.com/docview/2235423805/abstract/2A25F1F2AE304A24PQ/1
Tanchuk, N., Kruse, M., & McDonough, K. (2018). Indigenous Course Requirements: A Liberal Democratic
Justification. Philosophical Inquiry in Education, 25(2), 134–153.
Taub, A. (2016, March 1). The rise of American authoritarianism. Vox.
https://www.vox.com/2016/3/1/11127424/trump-authoritarianism
Taylor, C. (2007). A Secular Age (1st edition). Harvard University Press.
Taylor, M. C. (1987). Altarity (1 edition). University of Chicago Press.
Terence Aristotle/ Irwin, T. I. (2000). Nicomachean Ethics (2nd edition). Hackett Pub Co Inc.
Thakkar, U. (2019). Reading testimonio today: Central American literature from 1982 to the present [University of British
Columbia]. https://doi.org/10.14288/1.0377755
Thayer-Bacon, B. (2006). Beyond Liberal Democracy: Dewey’s Renascent Liberalism. Education and Culture,
22(2).
Thompson, E. (2017). Looping Effects and the Cognitive Science of Mindfulness. In Meditation, Buddhism, and
Science. Oxford University Press.
Thompson, E. (2020). Why I Am Not a Buddhist. Yale University Press.
Thoreau, H. D. (2004). Walden and Civil Disobedience. Simon and Schuster.
Tijerino, D., & Randall, M. (1977). “Somos millones ...”: La vida de Doris María, combatiente nicaragüense.
Extemporaneos.
Todd, S., & Ergas, O. (2015). Introduction. Journal of Philosophy of Education, 49(2), 163–169.
Valdes, H. (1974). Tejas Verdes: Diario De Un Campo De Concentracion En Chile. LOM Ediciones.
Valentini, L. (2012). Ideal vs. Non-ideal Theory: A Conceptual Map. Philosophy Compass, 7(9), 654–664.

252

Van Dam, N. T., van Vugt, M. K., Vago, D. R., Schmalzl, L., Saron, C. D., Olendzki, A., Meissner, T., Lazar,
S. W., Kerr, C. E., Gorchov, J., Fox, K. C. R., Field, B. A., Britton, W. B., Brefczynski-Lewis, J. A., &
Meyer, D. E. (2018). Mind the Hype: A Critical Evaluation and Prescriptive Agenda for Research on
Mindfulness and Meditation. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 13(1), 36–61.
Vasubandhu. (n.d.). Abhidharmakosa-Bhasya of Vasubandhu: The treasury of the abhidharma and its (auto) commentary
(L. de La Vallee Poussin & L. Sangpo, Trans.). Motilal Banarsidass Publishers Private Ltd.
Volpe, D. (2017, December 21). Victims of Guatemala’s Civil War Are Laid to Rest, 3 Decades Later. The New
York Times.
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/21/world/americas/guatemala-civil-war-burials.html
Wallace, B. A. (2006). The Attention Revolution: Unlocking the Power of the Focused Mind (1st Wisdom Ed edition).
Wisdom Publications.
Wallis, G. (2011, July 3). Elixir of Mindfulness. Speculative Non-Buddhism.
https://speculativenonbuddhism.com/2011/07/03/elixir-of-mindfulness/
Wallis, G. (2016). Criticism Matters: A Response to Rick Repetti. In R. E. Purser, D. Forbes, & A. Burke (Eds.),
Handbook of Mindfulness: Culture, Context, and Social Engagement (pp. 495–504). Springer International
Publishing.
Wallis, G. (2019). A Critique of Western Buddhism: Ruins of the Buddhist Real (1 edition). Bloomsbury Academic.
Walsh, Z. (2016). A Meta-Critique of Mindfulness Critiques: From McMindfulness to Critical Mindfulness. In
R. E. Purser, D. Forbes, & A. Burke (Eds.), Handbook of Mindfulness: Culture, Context, and Social Engagement
(pp. 153–166). Springer International Publishing.
Waters, L., Barsky, A., Ridd, A., & Allen, K. (2015). Contemplative Education: A Systematic, Evidence-Based
Review of the effect of Meditation Interventions in Schools. Educational Psychology Review, 27(1), 103–
134.
Wieczner, J. (2016). Meditation Is Now a Billion-Dollar Business, Thanks to the Fortune 500 | Fortune. Fortune.
https://fortune.com/2016/03/12/meditation-mindfulness-apps/
Wiesel, E. (1986). Nobel Prize Speech. https://eliewieselfoundation.org/elie-wiesel/nobelprizespeech/
Williams, B. (1973, June). The idea of equality. Problems of the Self: Philosophical Papers 1956–1972; Cambridge
University Press.
Williams, B. (1986). Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy. Harvard University Press.
Wittgenstein, L. (1973). Philosophical Investigations (G. E. M. Anscombe, Trans.; 3rd edition). Pearson.
Woodruff, P. (2001). Reverence: Renewing a Forgotten Virtue. Oxford University Press.
Woolf, R. (2006). [REVIEW] Spectacles of Truth in Classical Greek Philosophy. Theoria in its Cultural Context.
The Classical Review, 56(1), 49–51. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0009840X05000260
Wright, J. (2019). Using Lectio Divina as an in-class contemplative tool. The Journal of Contemplative Inquiry, 6(1),
Article 1. https://journal.contemplativeinquiry.org/index.php/joci/article/view/187

253

Yudice, G. (1991). Testimonio and Postmodernism (1991). In G. M. Gugelberger (Ed.), The real thing: Testimonial
discourse and Latin America. Duke University Press.
Zajonc, A. (2008). Meditation as Contemplative Inquiry: When Knowing Becomes Love. Lindisfarne Books.
Zajonc, A. (2013). Contemplative Pedagogy: A Quiet Revolution in Higher Education. New Directions for Teaching
& Learning, 2013(134), 83–94. https://doi.org/10.1002/tl.20057
Zajonc, A. (2014). Contemplative Pedagogy in Higher Education: Toward a More Reflective Academy. In
Contemplative Learning and Inquiry Across Disciplines.
http://www.arthurzajonc.org/publications/contemplative-pedagogy-in-higher-education-toward-amore-reflective-academy/
Zajonc, A. (2016). Contemplation in Education. In K. A. Schonert-Reichl & R. W. Roeser (Eds.), Handbook of
Mindfulness in Education: Integrating Theory and Research into Practice (pp. 17–28). Springer New York.
Zembylas, M. (2009). Bearing Witness to the Ethics and Politics of Suffering: J. M. Coetzee’s Disgrace,
Inconsolable Mourning, and the Task of Educators. Studies in Philosophy and Education, 28(3), 223–237.
Zenner, C., Herrnleben-Kurz, S., & Walach, H. (2014). Mindfulness-based interventions in schools—A
systematic review and meta-analysis. Frontiers in Psychology, 5.
Zeyl, D. (2003). Review of What is Ancient Philosophy? by P. Hadot]. https://ndpr.nd.edu/news/what-is-ancientphilosophy/
Zimmerman, M. (1996). Testimonio in Guatemala: Payeras, Rigoberta, and Beyond. In G. M. Gugelberger
(Ed.), The Real Thing: Testimonial Discourse and Latin America. Duke University Press Books.
Žižek, S. (2001). From Western Marxism to Western Buddhism. Cabinet Magazine.
http://cabinetmagazine.org/issues/2/western.php
Zoogman, S., Goldberg, S. B., Hoyt, W. T., & Miller, L. (2015). Mindfulness Interventions with Youth: A MetaAnalysis. Mindfulness, 6(2), 290–302.

254

