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Talmadge Guy, in his dissertation on Alain Locke, asserts that "adult education ought to be understood in terms of its complexity and richness rather than in terms of its essence or mainline themes" (1993, 6). The goal of this paper is to contribute to a rich adult education by contributing to the construction of a rich epistemology.


208 doctoral dissertations were produced in Adult and Continuing Education at Northern Illinois University from 1974 through 1993, according to UMI's dissertation abstracts database. This paper summarizes the results of two studies I carried out fall semester of 1994 using this database as the starting point. Both studies addressed the same question, Have the doctoral dissertations written at NIU in the ACE program enriched the epistemological discourse of adult education significantly? 


There are no abstracts for the first eleven dissertations, produced between 1974 and 1980. Thus the primary evidence for what follows consists of abstracts for 197 dissertations. Supplementing the abstracts, I read in their entirety fourteen dissertations (Collins, 1980; Ilsley, 1982; Murphy, 1986; Quigley, 1987; Colin, 1989; Golbedale, 1991; Hawking, 1991; Schied, 1991; Davis, 1992; Sheared, 1992; Stokes, 1992; Braden, 1993; Guy, 1993; LaPaglia, 1993), parts of several others, and articles published by the authors of five of the dissertations which summarized their findings.  


Behind the query after a rich epistemology are at least the following four assumptions: (1) that one dimension of change global society is going through today, a dimension of vital significance for adult education, is epistemological; (2) that adult education requires a richer epistemological self-understanding to live up to its mission; (3) that adult education has much to learn from outside sources; (4) and that adult education has, as well, something significant to contribute to a rich epistemology.


Adult education has something significant to contribute from its angle of vision on the practices of instruction and learning, which are epistemic processes, significant forms of knowledge in motion. More specifically, the assumption that the NIU program specifically would be worth investigating was based on its aggressive outreach program to urban, rural, suburban and international communities as an expression of its commitment to epistemological diversity (Cunningham and Smith, 1994). 


The purpose of the studies was constructive, that is, to contribute to a richer epistemology to undergird adult education theory, policy and practice. Given this starting perspective I defined operationally what I meant by a "rich" epistemology at the outset. I proposed seven criteria.


The first criterion was simply whether or not what is meant by knowledge and knowing is taken for granted. Dissertations which thematize ways of talking about knowledge and knowing explicitly were selected for closer attention. 


A second criterion of richness has to do with the extent to which attention is paid to knowing as process, the extent to which the content of knowing is embedded in concrete processes of knowing. One might expect that adult education, with its emphasis on learning, experience, and practice, would be especially sensitive to this aspect of knowledge. Yet by and large, as an organized academic enterprise, adult education has followed the mainstream paradigm which tends to abstract knowledge from knower, content from lived processes of knowing. A major exception to this generalization is the emphasis on technical processes of learning and knowing. 


A third criterion of richness is diversity; of perspective, population, language, content, but especially diversity as regards ways of knowing and aspects of knowing, such as its quality or "texture." There appears to be a correlation between this and the next criterion which has to do with the relationship between knowledge and power. Where the interrelationship between knowledge and power is recognized and addressed explicitly there seems to be a greater openness to varieties of epistemology.


A fourth criterion, as noted, is whether a relationship between knowledge and power is recognized. While I am firmly committed to the liberatory intent which originally gave birth to the pursuit of scientific objectivity I am equally committed to the view that in a society where science has become the established way of knowing the interactions between knowledge and power require explicit attention by a responsible epistemology. Dissertations which deal with policy, politics, power, hegemony received special attention based on this criterion. 


A fifth criterion is the extent to which the societal context of adult education and learning was explicitly identified. I believe that adult education as an organized enterprise must understand its role in societal terms and therefore must be grounded in a social theory of education and learning. This, in turn, requires a societal epistemology, that is, an understanding of knowledge and knowing that recognizes its political, economic, cultural, ethnic, gender, and class contexts. Conversely, I believe that a rich epistemology is only possible if it is societal, rather than individual. 


A sixth criterion is the extent to which the whole range of human experience and personhood is recognized at all, first of all, and then is recognized as having "cognitive" or epistemological relevance. This criterion involves attention to themes such as feelings, attitudes, spirituality, the self, identity, individuality, personhood, interiority, as well as concepts such as self-understanding, self-esteem, self-respect, self-direction, reflection, subjectivity. It was assumed that the use of the phenomenological method and ethnography would be a major source of contributions in this respect, and therefore special attention was made to studies drawing on these approaches. At least twenty dissertations were identified that explicitly made use of phenomenological methods. 


A seventh criterion has to do with the extent to which the previous themes, explicit questioning of taken-for-granted assumptions about knowledge and knowing, attention to epistemic processes, diversity, knowledge and power, societal context, the whole of personhood, were integrated. To what extent is identity viewed in relation to the societal contexts of culture, power, class, gender? To what extent do studies of power and societal contexts take into account the rich and complex dimensions of subjects? 

Explicit Attention to Epistemological Themes


The term "epistemology" does not appear in the abstracts until 1991. Thereafter it appears only twice. I believe it is significant that both occurrences are in dissertations by women, a 1991 study of "the epistemological development of family therapists" by Scheffner, and a 1992 study of Federal welfare/workfare policy making by Vanessa Sheared based in part on an "Afrocentric feminist epistemology."  Scheffner is explicitly interested in the "unofficial body of knowledge," the "unacknowledged foundations" of therapy. Her definition of epistemology is highly personal. The role of Sheared's alternative epistemology is to communicate an oppositional world view to the dominant group and to construct a mode of seeing to sustain an alternative sense of self on the part of a marginalized population. 


A wealth of epistemological themes appears in the abstracts. For example, Schlachter (1991) draws on "narrative knowing" in her study of national policy affecting education for older adults. LaPaglia (1993) makes use of "stories" in her study of the image of the community college. Dortch (1993) talks of the "inner and outer voice." Other themes include ideology, myth, illusion, consciousness, silencing, invisibility, legitimization, discourse, knowledge producers, subjectivity. These and other themes are best considered as we consider each of the richness criteria in turn. 


Every dissertation contains an implicit view of knowledge since a dissertation by definition is considered to be a contribution to 'knowledge' in some sense. This paper has not attempted to identify the indirect epistemologies expressed in the abstracts, knowledge as practice or competency (how-to knowledge), knowledge as theory, knowledge as predictive power, knowledge as language, as empowerment, as public policy, as self-understanding, with one exception. On the basis of the asbtracts it is possible to estimate that in the first ten years of the program (1974-83), 60% of the dissertations can be characterized as quantitative (25 out of 42), whereas in the second ten years (1984-93) that number dropped to 31% (51 out of 164). 

Knowing as Process

One could take learning as a knowing process and consider dissertations such as Isaacson's study (1987) of cognitive learning processes, Canan's study (1990) of intentional learning processes, or Keir's study (1991) of learning how to teach under this heading. However, unless a study explicitly addresses the connection between learning and knowing, it tends to re-enforce a prevailing dissociation between the study of learning and the study of what we mean by knowledge and knowing, and hence tends to leave in place dominant epistemologies. 


The most important contribution to an understanding of knowing as process is Collins's dissertation (1980), a phenomenological inquiry into competence which makes use of Schutz's theory of relevance. Collins challenged a banking epistemology on the basis of the idea that knowledge cannot be separated from the intentional projects or actions of an agent. We are active agents in the construction of our life-worlds. Our relationship to our life-world is not one-way. We are born into it and it shapes and forms us. But we in turn act back upon it and form it through our selection of purposes, our choice of projects or projections upon it, through our actions and interpretations. Theorizing, doing philosophy, knowledge and learning processes, cannot be separated off sharply from everyday living. "Knowing and action are not separate events" (p. 260).

Diversity

Diversity is one of the primary characteristics studied by Cunningham and Smith in their report on the program. They note that recruitment of students of color started at the beginning of the program and call attention to the emphasis in the international program on students from Asia, Africa, the Caribbean or Latin America. They also point to the ways in which students have had an impact on the program. They note that gender and race in particular and at times social class as "constructed privilege" appeared as overt topics in over one third of all courses taught in 1993. 


Of particular relevance is their observation that "[t]he diversity in the student body has caused changes in the doctoral research being done" (112). They note that in the first five years of the program 64% of the dissertations were about learning or institutional analysis. In the next five years these two topics, together with continuing professional education account for 58%, whereas in the last four years (90-93), the three topics together were down to only 22% whereas new topics that appeared included racial and ethnic concerns (19%), feminism (5%), and "internal analyses of personal phenomena (5%).


The shifts in content were accompanied by shifts in methodology and perspective. Cunningham and Smith found that most of the dissertations done in the first five years were in a logical positivistic paradigm. By contrast, "Afrocentrism" informs six of the dissertations done more recently. As we have seen already in the case of Sheared's dissertation, this shift in perspective has been accompanied by explicit attention to epistemology. 


One of the fundamental objectives of what I am calling a rich epistemology is that it incorporate, as a principle of continuing self-criticism, an explicit awareness of the blindness that accompanies every way of seeing. If we accept for the moment Kuhn's metaphor comparing paradigms to gestalt images, then it is clear that seeing from one paradigm means not seeing what is visible from another. This means that we need others, who see from different positions, if we are to grow beyond ourselves. And this means diversity. 

Knowledge and Power

Cornel West says that "there is a danger in reducing the talk about knowledge solely to a talk about power, just as there's a danger in talking about knowledge as if it's not linked to power" (West, 1993, 123). 


Prior to 1982 the words "power" and "politics" do not appear in any of the abstracts. "Power" appears several times thereafter with the meaning of personal empowerment (Ross 1985, Wagner 1989, Canan 1990, Scheffner 1991) and once in reference to statistical power (Dimmock, 1985). The word "hegemony" appears first in the abstracts in 1987 (Quigley), again in 1989 (Coffman), 1990 (Chapman), and 1992 (Pickens). This sort of word study suggests that there has been an increase in dissertations which address political topics. A closer examination of each abstract supports this conclusion. 


Since 1987 there have been several dissertations on political topics, including additional studies on the theme of resistance, professionalization and mandated continuing professional education, the role of adult education in social change, policy studies in education, the role of adult education in political movements, worker education, empowerment strategies of professional African-Americans, development in Third World countries. 


While all of these studies indirectly address the issue of knowledge and power, two dissertations which focus on knowledge and power in an explicit way are Murphy's 1986 study of resistance in the professions, and Quigley's study of non-participation in ABE (1987). Both adopt an explicitly sociological approach. Both make use of Giroux's theory of resistance which is based on Gramsci's concept of counter-hegemony. Both also make use of phenomenology.


Another way of addressing the relationship between power and knowledge has been to call attention to what Cunningham and Smith refer to as "the structured silences in adult education history on contributions to and participation of marginalized groups in adult education." Schied, in his study of German worker education in the nineteenth century, calls attention to the political role of definition. "The professional field," he points out, "has defined out some forms of adult education while including others" (Schied, 1993, xii). The political role of "history" is also explicitly expressed in his statement that "denial of past experiences is one of the central ways in which the dominant society limits the possibility of change" (Ibid). 

 
Pickens's 1992 study of African-American consciousness is important for several reasons. First, it investigates how African Americans use their "bicultural traditions--African and European‑‑to create their version of reality."  She calls for policy makers to "lift the veil and open up the mainstream to acknowledge knowledge produced by black female and male scholars." Second, it recognizes the politically charged character of culture and therefore its "counter hegemonic" potential. Finally it calls for "legitimizing literature" in multi-ethnic education. Multi-ethnic education is recognized as counter-hegemonic. Pickens's notion of bicultural tradition should be compared to Shaw's 1992 study of professional African-Americans, which identifies African Americans' "two ways of knowing" as a factor that may account for their empowerment. 

Societal Context

All of the dissertations addressing the interrelationship between knowledge and power also address the societal, collective context of adult education, some more explicitly than others. Courtney's 1984 study of participation is one of the most explicit.


The importance of cultural context is powerfully exhibited in two studies, Colin's study of Marcus Garvey and Guy's study of Alain Locke. Colin argues that Garvey's Universal Negro Improvement Association was first and foremost an adult educational movement, one which was committed to the construction of an alternative culture. 


In the case of Locke, the priority assigned to culture is equally clear. Locke's conception of adult education is "cultural education," by which Locke meant "popular" not "elite" culture.  "Real, essential culture," he said, "is baked into our daily bread or else it isn't truly culture." (87). Second, culture was not to be separated from politics and power. Culture was a means of social change. At the First Conference on Negro Adult Education, in 1938, held at Hampton Institute, Locke emphasized education for "political competence." He understood that "minority" status is a matter of cultural domination, not mere numbers (193). 


Third, his emphasis on culture is an expression of concern over technicism. He saw the culture of everyday life threatened by a "cultural crisis" of technicism, that is, the increasing distance between the requirements of daily life and the formal demands of education as a requirement for successful economic and political life (198). He was opposed to "specialized knowledge" separated from the routine of everyday life (197). 


This theme is developed in the context of a critique of science as a mediator of social relationships as this was expressed in the progressive education movement which emphasized the development of critical thinking skills as a means of achieving successful living. "Patently anti-technicist," according to Guy (199), he called for the restoration of "the normative element in education" (200).


We will come back to Guy in the next section to look at the other side of his emphasis on culture, that is, his treatment of self. 

The Whole Person

A number of dissertations are directed against one or another form of reductionism, including many of those which draw on phenomenology (at least 20 dissertations), ethnography, and other forms of qualitative research. 


One surprise is that there is not more reference to Mezirow's theory of perspective transformation. Only two abstracts, Williams (1985) and Lytle (1989) make such a reference. A closer look at the actual text of the dissertations would, undoubtedly, reveal numerous citations and perhaps discussion of Mezirow. Guy, for example, in his conclusion links Locke's ideas regarding cultural commensurability and inter-cultural learning to Mezirow's transformative learning (218). 


I want to focus attention on what I would describe as reductionist individualism. This may sound, at first glance, like a contradiction in terms. Individualism, after all, is championed against collectivist reductionisms of all kinds. But what is meant by individualism or the individual is socially and historically constructed and can and does change as the context changes. I would argue that "individualism" has itself become reductionist in much of contemporary discourse. It has become reductionist to the extent that it abstracts individuality from context. "The" individual becomes a universal concept that in fact reflects some particular actual, contextualized class of individuals, some particular gender, or ethnic, national, or racial group, and therefore renders other individuals invisible. 


There is no question that studies which challenge the dogmas of positivism, objectivism, and rationalism both by focusing on the whole self (including feelings, spirit, attitudes, interiority) as an 'object' of knowing (reflexive knowing, self understanding) and as a source of valid knowledge (subjectivity, intuition, etc.) make an important contribution. However, the fundamental question here is the extent to which the person, the self, the individual is treated in abstraction from context, be it cultural, social, political, economic. 


I take the position that only an approach that starts from 'context,' from the positioned subject, can do justice to the full reality of individuality and personhood. The dissertations by Colin and Guy, cited already, support this approach. I want to return to Guy on Locke with this particular issue in mind. 


Locke approached self-understanding, self-knowledge, in terms of culture. His view that adult education "should foster a stronger sense of one's own cultural identity as well as the place of one's culture within the larger society" distinguished his position from that of Dewey and Kallen, for whom, for example, "the alternative to individualism is death" (112).  (203). 


He developed his views on the individual in the context of his theory of cultural pluralism. He called for "a basic reconfiguration of American individualism." (195). The problem is to promote a form of group pride that does not generate ethnocentric conceit (206). He took a dialectical approach that required change on the part of the majority and the minority. "As long as one group remains dominant--in terms of status and power rather than numbers--the fundamental social situation will not change. Cultural pluralism as a philosophy must recognize the fundamental problem of group relations as a societal rather than individual issue" (208).


There are two issues that need to be distinguished surrounding the concepts of self, person, identity, individuality. One is the issue of validating the whole person in relation to "interiority." The other is the issue of validating the whole person in relation to contexts. Both are epistemologically significant since both have to do with what it means to know oneself as a person and what it means to know other persons. While both Colin and Guy have, in their respective interpretations of Garvey and Locke, addressed these issues by insisting that understanding of self cannot be separated from understanding society, there is more that needs to be done towards "a basic reconfiguration of American individualism."


In connection with the criterion of 'the whole person,' the second study I undertook was to take a closer look at the dissertations that drew on phenomenology. Of these the concept of the life-world in Michael Collins's dissertation, already mentioned in connection with the criterion of process, calls for further comment. Related to life-world is the concept of the sedimented "stock of knowledge." Both concepts are closely related to the idea of culture. All three undermine the subject-object split. All three introduce concepts of quality, "texture," and motion to epistemology. All three can be used to validate degrees of plausibility "from the conviction of certainty through all the modalizations of opinion" (Collins, 204), of degrees of familiarity, ranging from intimate, detailed explicitness to "zones" of vagueness, obscurity, and ambiguity. 

Conclusions

At the time that I completed the two studies the point that impressed itself upon me most forcefully was the need for greater attention to culture. The premise of this study was that adult education must challenge one-dimensional, impoverished technicist epistemologies. It seemed to me that a theory of culture, informed by the life-world perspective of phenomenology, is an essential aspect of a rich epistemology.


The concept of culture is not one that has characterized adult education discourse in recent years, though I suspect that is already changing. A glance at the subject index of the 1989 Handbook of Adult and Continuing Education yields three references to the theme of culture, two referring to Bourdieu's concept of cultural reproduction (46, 64), one referring to Gramsci's concept of hegemony (56). Culture does not appear in the subject index of Peters and Jarvis's 1991 overview of the field.


Yet the concept of culture as it has been interpreted within the tradition of Gramsci, Raymond Williams, and Giroux, is epistemologically rich because it is a meeting point for knowledge and power, knowledge and knowing processes, on the one hand, and power relations and processes on the other. It is also a meeting point for the personal and the social.


A second conclusion of this study follows from the first. If richer theoretical reflecting on the theme of culture is required for a vital adult education enterprise, then it is time for adult education to take seriously the life work of Raymond Williams as an adult educator. Raymond Williams identified himself as an adult educator, wrote on adult education, was active in workers’ education for fifteen years, and active in adult education in the media most of his life. He is also considered to be one of the most important writers and thinkers on culture of the twentieth-century. Apart from occasional references to him in the literature, his influence on adult education theory and practice, certainly in the U.S., has been negligible.


Another adult educator who should receive new attention in this light is Alain Locke, whose conception of adult education as "cultural education" has recently been studied in Talmadge Guy's dissertation. Two points may be noted that suggest a fruitful comparison between Locke and Williams. Second, culture was not to be separated from politics and power. Culture was a means of social change. At the First Conference on Negro Adult Education, in 1938, held at Hampton Institute, Locke emphasized education for "political competence." 


A third conclusion is that the phenomenological tradition makes several important contributions to the kind of understanding of culture required by a robust adult education. 


First, it brings to the study of culture the concept of the "life-world" in the sense of the "everyday" world, the world of taken-for-granted reality. This immediately distinguishes this concept of culture from all partial concepts of elite, or popular, or mainstream, or subjugated cultures, embracing them all and focusing on their commonality as life processes. 


Second, phenomenology has experimented with a variety of original ways of breaking through the familiarity of everyday reality in order to see the phenomena of the life-world, the culture in which we live, with fresh wonder, surprise, attention and critical awareness. Thus, a phenomenological approach to culture brings to the word itself a rigorous setting aside of conventional interpretations. Phenomenology's reinstatement of intuition as an indispensable method of description, inquiry, research, reflection, thought is of fundamental importance in countering positivistic approaches to culture, to knowledge, and to learning and education. 


Third, phenomenology's emphasis on process, on lived experience, on agency, meaning, and intentionality, directs attention back from external behavior, techniques, procedures, algorithmic thinking, method, and structures to culture as a living, ongoing flow, and thus counters the tendency to see cultures as static, fixed orders. 


Reflecting on these two studies four months later, what impresses itself upon me is that they push back the walls and re-enforce the urge to extend the context of adult education. In this sense they pose the question of boundaries and scope and self-definition for adult education in acute fashion. 

  
I come to the conclusion, once again, that the single biggest mistake adult education can make in response to the question of self-definition is to try to fashion itself along disciplinary lines or as another academic field with its own distinctive content. Such a mistake invites itself to happen for survival reasons. It is the reigning academic paradigm. But adult education, I conclude, only makes sense if it is synthetic, integrative, hybrid, if its perspective is societal. Learning is "a dimension of life, like spirituality, relationships, or aesthetic sensibility" (Papert, 132). Learning is a dimension of societal processes. Understandings of learning abstracted from context are useful, important, but partial and require reintegrative effort. 


How then can adult education define itself if it is cross-disciplinary, integrative, synthetic, if its context is coextensive with society? How does it avoid dissolving itself out of existence as a 'dimension' of other fields or disciplines?


Relevant to this question is another phenomenon of our times. As the information explosion continues the need grows apace for perspective, wisdom, judgment, the ability to select, to choose, to filter, to exclude out, to discover what is missing, what is silenced, what is covered over by the information floods, what we are being blinded to by the blazing sun of information.


We are "awash in a sea of content often struggling to make sense of the world around us," to quote a Chicago Tribune article on the media from April 9, 1995. Adult education does not really need to engage, necessarily, in more "research," if what is meant is the production of more facts. It needs to take to itself the advice of Paul Saffo, director of the Institute for the Future, advice he gave to newspaper editors: "You say you're in the content business, but you're really in the context business." 


Context, perspective, is precisely what has been excluded from a traditional disciplinary approach to knowing.
The challenge for adult education is to engage concurrently in two efforts that seem to be contradictory, that seem to cancel each other out; to extend the boundaries of its context out as far as possible, and, at the same time, to focus more sharply than ever.
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