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I want to spend some time discussing the need for guiding metaphors as part 
of our mental habits as teachers and learners, and developing one such metaphor -- 
conversation -- in directions that may help guide educational decisions.

In this market-oriented society, especially in this era of triumphant capitalism, 
a natural source of questions and answers about situations of any kind is business. Is 
someone not happy with you? Think about the problem as if you were in business. 
Are they like customers? like suppliers? like a bank? A large, well-tested set of 
categories is ready at hand. For higher education in particular, the overarching 
question of whether colleges or universities are giving value for money suggests 
itself at once. 

I will not unfold the workings of this system of metaphors here. I propose to 
explore quite a different system, which does some important work I believe the 
business or market metaphor cannot do. Notice, though, how useful the latter is 
proving to many people throughout higher education. It mobilizes and organizes 
thoughts in powerful ways. It generates passions and logics, directs actions and 
resistances, sets up resonances and dissonances of far-reaching effect (and affect). 

Among the sources of energy for market talk in higher education, I think we 
college teachers, staff and administrators have to acknowledge bad or unsatisfactory 
experiences people have had with higher education in their lives, that is, with higher 
education as we have been practicing it over the past forty years or so. There is 
disenchantment, and people are resorting to market language as a way of giving 
form and direction to their dissatisfaction.  

If a student goes to college and encounters a string of impersonal regulations, 
weakly produced lectures or classes, unexplained delays or additional required 
activities, arbitrary-seeming evaluations, and so on -- and we all know this can 
happen to students -- it is not surprising for people to think that no business would 
dare treat its customers that way, and to consider their possible actions as if they 
were dealing with a business. Where is the complaint desk? who handles customer 
service? or maybe I should take my business elsewhere. 



Not only are business categories readily available, but in situations like this, 
they address legitimate needs. The market metaphor can point toward needed 
reforms, and can mobilize energy for carrying them out. I believe that many faculty 
members, and in effect many colleges and universities, have indeed been self-
satisfied and willful in relation to their students in important ways over the past 
years -- especially, I would say, in abdicating the need for education to speak to 
whole lives and not just be a special kind of car people get out of the garage once in a 
while and drive around in. 

Good educational thinking these days needs to address student experience as 
it has been and should be. The market metaphor cannot, however, do the job reliably. 
Despite its ability to mobilize attention to undoubted problems, it is flawed and 
wrongheaded in the direction it points. My goal here is to explore an alternative, so 
instead of extended discussion, I offer only a one-line critique, based on the following 
anecdote, from the Santa Fe Community College web page:

“Higher education has never been accountable before,” 
Rockland Community College president Neal Raisman was 
quoted in 1995 as having declared. “We tell the public, ‘Give us 
money, and we will guarantee you nothing.’ I would never buy 
a toaster like that!”1

With all due respect to those trying to use market metaphors thoughtfully and in 
good faith, I think my response must be this: if Neal Raisman has his way, his 
students are toast.

So much for where the market metaphor is likely to get us. But what can take 
its place? We in higher education really do need good guiding language. Moments of 
disorientation, muddle, and conceptual stalemate really do arise often these days. 
How are we to get a sense of direction?

Two standard moves are to write mission statements and to establish goals. 
These can both help, but they have intrinsic limitations. I will just indicate the 
difficulty by quoting the 1996 mission of the University of Texas at Austin, and leave 
further discussion to an appendix.

The mission of the University is to achieve excellence in the 
interrelated areas of undergraduate education, graduate 
education, research, and public service.2

There is almost no information in this, and almost no directive force: the categories 
are so large and amorphous that nothing is settled by announcing them. What is 
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needed for directing education is not a category or pigeonhole, but something that 
gives the character or tonality or feel of what is desired (or opposed), down to the 
finest scales. Metaphor does this. A college is a market, a city on a hill, a factory, an 
ivory tower, a community of scholars. In the end, the strongest evidence of the need 
for metaphor is that we resort to it all the time. Hence the importance of prospecting 
for metaphorical systems that take us where we want to go.

Working consciously with language puts us in unholy company, of course -- 
spin doctors, flacks and pitchmen of all kinds, many deconstructors, and of course 
the well-oiled Disney apparatus. Perhaps even worse, conscious attention to 
metaphors puts us all too close to the spiritless, sentimental preachers memorialized 
in the old Beyond the Fringe mock sermon that started, “Life is like a can of sardines 
-- we’re always looking for the key.”

There’s no help for it. As George Lakoff and Mark Johnson among many 
others have made clear, metaphors are what we live by. They are the living, dancing 
flowers and foliage of what we say and write, and the branching woody skeleton that 
holds the flowers to the light, and the roots that anchor the whole tree of language to 
the planet of lived experience and natural process. As academics, we are no better 
able to speak in direct, non-associative ways than any other users of language; 
however much we try to make crystalline, transparent meanings, we find like 
everyone else that our words are made of mud and clay and grit, and bring with 
them unavoidable odors, textures, and colors of the swamps, deserts, forests, and 
barnyards from which they come.

Since metaphor is so much a part of language at all levels, you would expect 
to find an active metaphorical life everywhere you find people talking about 
education, for example on the World Wide Web. You would be right. One Friday in 
1997, an hour or so of Web work garnered the following:

• Notice of a speech by Alice B. Hayes, President of the University of San 
Diego. “From her unique perspective as both scientist and leader of a Catholic 
institution of higher education, she used the leaf as a metaphor for the personal and 
professional growth of a scientist and expanded it to discuss biological patterns of 
growth that also apply to the process of living productive lives in society.”3

• Notice of a special lecture by Professor Ted Wragg (University of Exeter, UK) 
on “a curriculum for the twenty-first century”: “Illustrating his argument with wit 
and frequent observations drawn from classrooms, Professor Wragg suggested that a 
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sort of three-dimensional Rubik’s Cube was a useful metaphor, or image, for thinking 
productively about the curriculum of the twenty-first century.”4

• Remarks of Dr. Clara Lovett of the Arizona Task Force on the Western 
Virtual University concluded as follows: “Governor Symington made reference to the 
daring feats of the Wright brothers and the significance of Kitty Hawk. The metaphor 
is exactly right for the WV experiment. We cannot predict how far the concept of a 
Virtual University will take us. We need to concentrate on making it take off. The 
future will take care of itself.”5

• In some ways most illuminating of all, Chip German of the University of 
Virginia Office of Information Technologies launched an essay about organizations 
by ruminating: “Every person struggles daily with the challenges of locking his or 
her attention on what it is that he or she is supposed to do. . . . I guess that’s part of 
the human condition. But for some people, that struggle is a constant wrestling 
match with their basic nature. These are the people modern medical science has 
categorized with attention-deficit disorder (ADD). Because someone close to me has 
been diagnosed with ADD, I’ve recently become more familiar with its 
characteristics. . . . I am struck that it offers a metaphor for thinking about modern 
organizations, too.”6

What guidance are we looking for? Closest to me are those occasions when I 
and some colleagues need to ask what liberal education is really about. As a faculty 
member at Evergreen State College, where we revise the curriculum yearly and have 
a thriving independent study option, I confront this question very often. A science 
student asks why I am insisting she take part in a weekly book seminar instead of my 
using the time to cover some more material which is technically interesting and 
important. Or another student wonders why the weekly problems aren’t more about 
the “real world.” Or earlier, in the design phase of this program, two other faculty 
members and I, the teaching team, are wrestling with how much of which activities 
to include in each week. What helps us make our choices coherent and 
comprehensible? And, recognizing that the medium is the message, what helps us 
choose the right ways to convey our choices to the students?
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At other times, the question at hand is not obviously such a philosophical one. 
Maybe it is about requirements, exam formats, allocation of space, or some other 
operational matter. At these times, one often forgets that large educational values are 
in play, and that the framing of the question needs to recognize these.

A current Evergreen issue of this sort concerns “math across the curriculum.” 
For years, we have made writing a nearly universal features of our programs. 
Regardless of main subject matter, students can expect to find substantive writing of 
some sort in each program. It might seem that a similar approach would be possible 
for mathematics or quantitative reasoning, but we have had little or no success in 
figuring out what to do or how. As a result, too many of our students leave with 
inadequate exposure to college-level quantitative reasoning. Yet every time a group 
of Evergreen faculty try to talk about this, they get muddled, talk from widely 
different starting points, go in circles, and pursue incommensurate goals. We could 
use help in achieving coherence and direction in this area.

The current environment of disenchantment with higher education, and 
especially with its cost, present most of us with recurrent instances of this kind of 
disorientation. Public institutions hear from their legislatures in both rhetorical and 
material ways that doubts are rampant about whether they deserve state support at 
usual level, or at all. Private institutions get the same message in the form of a 
tightening contradiction between what they need to offer to maintain standing -- and 
enrollment -- and what they dare ask in tuition to pay for it. Some colleges and 
universities are currently managing to escape this squeeze, but most are emphatically 
not. How to respond?

I think these moments of disorientation and muddle are strategically 
important. They arise because the question at issue refuses to be ignored, yet exceeds 
the capacity of the people present to manage it. This is uncomfortable. In these 
moments, we academics, like most people, resort to metaphor and projection more 
fervently and far less critically than when matters are comfortably settled. What 
happens next depends crucially on what metaphors we resort to.

Turning from the Web to a thoughtful and provocative recent book on 
directions in higher education, we find in Bill Reading’s The University in Ruins a 
metaphor (the university is a ruin, like the Roman Forum) used for a good deal more 
than a quick injection of color. As Readings claims in the course of an extended 
argument about changes in universities’ place in individual lives and national 
politics, “we need to recognize the University as a ruined institution, one that has lost 
its historical raison d’être. At the same time, the University has, in its modern form, 
shared modernity’s paradoxical attraction to the idea of the ruin [e.g. in Romantic 
fiction, music, and architecture], which means that considerable vigilance is required 
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in disentangling this ruined status from a tradition of metaphysics that seeks to re-
unify those ruins, either practically or aesthetically.”7

This metaphor (the University is a ruin) is not one I find helpful, but without 
working with it very fully, one can perhaps see that it has two qualities needed by a 
good guiding metaphor. First, it invites us to look for spin-off’s, and they are not far. 
If the University is a ruin, who are the people who are carting off the stones, what use 
are they making of them, and what constitutes the stones themselves? There is a 
whole family or cluster of metaphors here, which inform each other. We need this 
kind of richness if we are to deal adequately with something as complex as 
education. 

Second, the ruin metaphor has internal structures which naturally lead to 
perspectives and implications not evident on the surface of the summary image. 
Readings reminds us that ideas of ruins not only evoke feelings of grief and 
admiration when one contemplates them directly, but also have moved some people 
to great efforts of restoration, while moving others to great efforts to construct brand-
new ruins, like the gloomy towers and so-called “follies” of early 19th-century British 
estates. Might this not be the character of many honors programs, interdisciplinary 
centers, and study-abroad options? The metaphor of ruin can be unfolded 
considerably. It contains narratives which can suggest courses of analysis and 
initiative, in other words directions for the perplexed. 

With these considerations in mind -- a need for guiding metaphors which 
come in clusters and unfold richly -- I want to go (finally) to my favorite. It is old and 
borrowed, not new and blue; it has at least one serious flaw; nevertheless it has 
proved very helpful to me. It has to do with conversation. Specifically, when I get 
puzzled about educational choices, a slogan I keep going back to is “joining the 
conversation.” 

At the risk of overplaying things, I want to unfold this idea somewhat and 
indicate the shape of the cluster of images it belongs to. To put it another way, I want 
to sketch some of what it suggests to me about the character or spirit of what colleges 
should be striving for. Simultaneously, I will try to demonstrate ways in which a 
guiding metaphor can be a tool of thinking, not just a means of expression. My 
apologies go to innumerable prior and present explorers of this idea.8
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The starting point is the fairly natural one that discourse, dialogue, intellectual 
give and take are at the heart of what colleges are trying to introduce students to. 
Notice that I am not quite saying that college education is conversation: higher 
education is about joining the conversation. Working actively with ideas and 
powerful expressions of human life, bringing them to bear on pressing issues, 
discovering in some interactive way what they mean -- I think  these are what higher 
education should enable people to do.

So I would start a manifesto like this:

JOINING THE CONVERSATION: There is a world-wide conversation, a many-voiced, 
complex, often disorderly, distinctly co-evolving interchange of thoughts and 
actions. It is grounded in the constraints and opportunities of human life, material 
and spiritual, but it is not determined by these things. It works by its own internal 
dynamics as much as by external influences. It is carried on by innumerable groups 
and subgroups, all working simultaneously, often apparently separate from each 
other, but never really so. It is this college’s job to help its students become 
participants in this conversation, and to do so in a way which supports the widest 
participation of all people, whether traditionally recognized as voices or not.

"Conversation" may sound too casual a way of naming these central activities, 
but with the help of an older, more provocative meaning, I find it takes me closer to 
the full range of their implications than more formal words like "discourse." The 
older meaning (current up to the 17th century) is this9:

 conversation is "the action of living or having one's being in a place or among 
persons." 

You've heard of being "conversant" with a subject, which we generally take to mean 
acquainted with it, knowledgeable about it, knowing something of its in's and out's. 
The older meaning is much more emphatic, and it calls attention to the communal 
side of knowledge. Intellectual life involves one's being and the actions of one's 
living. 

This central image suggests a series of others -- the start of a cluster. My manifesto 
might continue as follows:

ACQUIRING A VOICE, LISTENING IN, CONVERSING: To take a productive part in the 
world's conversation, students have to  become able to express themselves 
authentically and with authority. That is, they need to learn (or discover) how to 
write and speak in accord with their inner selves and also with the outer realities 
that surround them. In this multivalent time, this is an individual, not a collective 
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task: to put it another way, each person needs to work out an individual relation to 
the multiple calls and identities available to him or her. This is not only true for the 
classic white, middle-class liberal arts student, but for students from indigenous 
cultures, from the working class, from all the backgrounds that have generally 
received labels from society's dominant segments rather than being allowed to 
characterize themselves.

Some are familiar with this notion of “voice” from literature. An example of a 
less familiar use is this: a chemistry instructor allocates time in the last weeks of a 
year-long introductory course for students to research and present small reports on 
current chemical topics. Unsure how best to define the task, but stimulated by the 
notion of voice, the instructor chooses the poster session format, in which each 
student lays out the report’s text and graphics on a 24”-by-36” poster board and all 
are displayed in a large room where the class assembles to stroll around, view the 
reports that interest them, and possibly discuss them with the author during an 
assigned time period when he or she is stationed by the poster. The student work is 
done for an audience wider than just the instructor; it is presented in a format widely 
used in the profession of chemistry; the presentation is in a semi-protected setting 
where feedback is easy and the stakes are modest -- this combination of things tends 
to move students toward finding language and content that they can stand behind 
and that make sense in the larger world. One need not have a metaphor to conceive 
this teaching tactic, but the voice metaphor nudges one in this direction when one 
might have stayed with a call for conventional short writing in plastic sleeves. 

The image called Listening In comes up in a natural way as one tries to unfold 
the very general idea of conversation, and begins to connect it to the specific 
teaching/learning activities that occupy a student's week.

To speak and be heard in the world's conversation, students need to learn the terms 
and tonalities in which it is carried on. This requires learning to listen well, to take 
into memory (or even habit) the often unfamiliar and sometime unwelcome patterns 
in which the world outside the student expresses itself.

Listening In describes what is going on when people are receiving the facts 
and tonalities of conversations (e.g. the mind/body conversation, or the one about 
justice) that began before they arrived and that have their own life with or without 
students' participation. Listening In is what many lectures are for.10

(Why capitalize the terms? Even though I am working with images, I think 
they are definite enough, directive enough, to be treated as things, and not just as 
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turns of phrase. Capitalization is an attempt to resist the dissolving effect of normal 
usage.)

In addition to simply listening (of course, it’s not actually that simple to listen 
well), there are other conversations whose whole existence and continuance depends 
on a student's presence and participation. For example, most Evergreen study 
programs contain, as a central feature, weekly sessions called “seminars”  in which 
20-25 students and a faculty member discuss a common reading. These are 
multilateral sessions: the emphasis is on what students have to say to each other, and 
the faculty member is as much a facilitator as a leader. 

Students can't productively be governed in such conversations by Listening 
In. Instead, they need to do things organized around the image of Conversing.

To join a significant conversation significantly, one must bring responsiveness to 
evolving moods, needs, and openings. 

In his fascinating Finite and Infinite Games, philosopher James Carse -- 
developing games as his own guiding metaphor -- introduces the notion of an 
“infinite game,” one where the object of play is to keep the game going. The world’s 
conversation, concerned as it is with the largest issues of human existence, has the 
same quality. Rather than bring it to a halt in some partially ordered state of finite 
understanding, I think one’s goal has to be to participate in a way that sustains 
conversation. To do this, one needs to acquire skill in generative responsiveness to 
other participants, and a certain hospitality in establishing circumstances in which 
give-and-take can occur, rather than fight-or-flight.

Conversing doesn't only happen in seminar. It can also happen in independent 
study work, in projects, in community service. The Evergreen seminar is a place 
where it is center stage as a task, challenge, focus of attention, unlike the other study 
settings mentioned, where other important things are also going on. It can happen 
that seminars work badly  for some students, because of psychological safety, 
cultural disjunctions, and so on. commitment to the image of Conversing then urges 
us on to arrange other settings where Conversing is also the main work.

As a sample of ways a guiding metaphor can continue to unfold itself, I offer 
the following journal entry from the time when I was composing this essay: “October 
3, 1997: I also notice that within the general activity of listening there are several 
distinctions to be made, according to the role the listener adopts:

“LISTENING AS BEGINNER: This takes in such occasions as lectures, writing 
conferences, lab demonstrations. I originally thought of it as Listening to Authority, 
but I like Listening as Beginner better, because the "as" puts the choice of role more 
squarely in the student's hands; it makes the student an agent, even though he or she 
is less tutored than the person being listened to, and is primarily absorbing 
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information, values, and atmospherics in the way that person chooses to put them 
forward. The student takes little overt initiative in this form of listening, though there 
is a definite use for active internal work on what he or she hears.

“Next comes LISTENING AS PEER: this refers to collaborative settings such as 
seminars and project groups, and to study groups. Much recent testimony indicates 
that these settings often make the difference between academic success and failure, 
and even more often between engagement/satisfaction and its absence. (Listening is 
only part of peer-group work; there is more unfolding to do here.) The etiquette of 
this kind of listening is quite different from that of apprentice/master relation; the 
whole setting is much less under traditional faculty influence, though faculty who 
accept its importance may find ways to foster peer listening. 

“Next comes the kind of listening people do as part of exercising some 
mastery. I first thought of this in the context of performing a service for someone, and 
wanted to call it Listening to Client; but again, it seemed better to find a phrasing 
that gives some clear kind of agency to the listener. As of now, I'm using LISTENING 

AS AUTHORITY. In this role, the listener (perhaps an advanced student interviewing 
for a research project or gathering background for a public service activity) already 
possesses a structure for organizing and using what he or she hears, and is using 
listening as a way of settling on what specific moves to take.”

What I gained from this rumination went beyond a sense that traditional class 
activities have suitable places in this metaphorical system and thereby it connects 
with teaching practice, not just lofty ed-rhetoric. I also found a sharper 
understanding of important distinctions in student roles, and of the possible 
usefulness of orienting students to them more explicitly.

Moving back to the elaboration of the main metaphor, Joining the 
Conversation, I found myself thinking about the relation of one course or  study 
setting to another.

NETWORK OF CHOICES AND CHANNELS: Participating in the world's conversation 
is not just a matter of words, but also of actions. The character of the college comes 
as much as anything from the nature of the network of choices and channels it 
establishes for students.

Students define themselves, direct their talents, and nurture their skills 
by choices they make, large and small. As they enter college, they face a set of 
major choices -- which program, what housing, what and how much 
employment. Each choice sets the student within a more or less constraining 
channel. (Even the choice to come to this college, rather than another, or none, is 
like this.) Within each choice lie further, more detailed choices, and from each 
choice sprout later arrays of choice. 
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This item is not directly to do with conversation. The point is not to find a 
master metaphor that contains all within it, but to be engaged in a process of 
unfolding which clarifies the nature and connections of the key aspects of 
teaching and learning.

Other recent writers have used conversation as a guiding metaphor. 
Their unfoldings head off in a variety of directions. George Allan11 is most 
interested in what constitutes the essence of a college. He uses the centrality of 
conversation in intellectual life and moral development, and the 
uncontrollability of true conversation, as cornerstones in his argument that 
colleges will wither unless they attend to the character of their activities more 
than to any overarching mission. Elsewhere in this volume, Robert 
DeBenedetti12 has suggestions about the kind of community best suited to 
conversation of the kind I am urging, and concludes that the city or small 
republic is the right model. Here a second rich metaphorical system would 
come into play.  Parker Palmer works from thoughts about the psychology of 
teaching to pose a related question to DeBenedetti’s: what kind of community is 
best suited to teaching and learning? His ultimate answer, the “community of 
truth,” centers on “an eternal conversation about things that matter, pursued 
with passion and discipline.”13  Palmer’s direction of unfolding the metaphor 
takes him toward the emotions and values of the participants. A final example is 
Donald Schön,14 who seeks to understand the character of work in professions 
like architecture and psychological counselling. He finds important assistance in 
the idea that what professionals work with -- buildings, the mind, and so on -- 
reacts to them as a conversational partner might. For Schön, the world 
conversation includes more than other human subjects, it includes physical and 
even conceptual entities that turn out to respond with surprises, resistances, and 
independence that is best understood as coming from a subject.

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%

With these images and commentary, you have a sample of how this guiding 
metaphor might begin to direct choices about teaching and learning. Part of my own 
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interest in the notion of conversation is already clear, I hope -- I find it guides me 
toward sharper understanding of my own teaching practice. Next come some more 
general remarks about what work the central image of Joining the Conversation does 
and doesn’t do, in relation to my hopes for liberal education.

The guidance offered by the conversation metaphor is undoubtedly slanted 
toward the liberal arts -- and toward a particular way of understanding that term. By 
imagining that students take up active roles in a world conversation about human 
material and spiritual life, it helps move teaching and learning away from the idea 
that “liberal arts” means vaguely broad, generalized studies, and toward the idea 
that liberal education is to put people in touch with the profound issues that life 
presents.

I confess that my personal slogan for the content of the liberal arts is simplistic 
to the edge of caricature: the liberal arts are about the Big Eternal Questions. Yet I 
find this slogan unfolds usefully for my teaching, as follows. Human life generates 
questions about its meaning and potentials; it always has, and still does; these 
questions come up in new ways in each time and culture, but there are recognizable 
themes, including the origins of evil and suffering, the nature of allegiance, the 
nature of the non-human world, and many others; these are the Big Eternal 
Questions. They keep recurring because life keeps confronting us with them and 
because there are no answers to them, except local and provisional ones. An 
important part of maturing as a human being is to recognize all this in some fashion, 
and to work out some stance in relation to it.

If these questions are inescapable, it is natural to ask how others have 
understood them and dealt with them; if there turn out to be no cribsheets to 
memorize, it is natural for inquiry to take the form of exchanging what information 
and insights people have been able to gather  -- conversation, in short. 

By organizing themselves around the idea of Joining the Conversation, 
colleges can align themselves with the true grain of the liberal arts. The metaphor 
encourages learning from the past, but finds high significance in the present, the 
moment in which people recognize the questions that confront them and take their 
stands. It directs attention to the social processes of knowing as well as to the content 
of knowledge, and thereby supports the idea that knowledge can be both definite 
and continually in flux. It encourages interactive teaching and learning, and thereby 
supports intellectual empowerment of students.

The idea of conversation can also enhance the acquisition of techniques and 
skills. At least as far back as Michael Polanyi’s discussions of “tacit knowing,” close 
observers have noticed the important ways that technical knowledge cannot be 
reduced to a collection of rules, but seems to have an essential component of 
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judgment based on experience with the sphere in which the knowledge is applied, 
whether it is the interpretation of X-ray photographs, the conduct of psychological 
counseling, the design of school buildings, or wherever. Often this is organized 
through a mentor or a master-apprentice relation; it can be done solo. In any case it 
involves some process of give and take between the learner and the situation under 
study, and observers such as Donald Schön have found it natural to call this process a 
conversation.

%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%%

I said earlier that I find one serious flaw. It has to do with conflict. 
“Conversation” has an air of politeness about it which does not easily make room for 
the full range of struggles present in the world, or even in some classrooms. Going 
straight to an extreme, do I include the jungle war in Vietnam as part of the “world 
conversation?” Can a fight be a conversation, in any reasonable sense? Isn’t 
conversation-oriented education likely to shrink its scope to a tweedy civility among 
intellectual clones?

The answer to the last question is No, because the answer to the one before is 
Yes. Leaving extreme cases for the moment, let us recognize that much significant 
fighting is conducted in clearly conversational terms, from labor negotiation to 
marital conflict across the dinner table. The interchange is not just in words, but also 
in actions. It is among persons who live or have their being together, in the words of 
the old definition. In the nature of living among persons, conflict will arise and be 
part of the conversation. 

The presence of violence is not the end of conversation in this wide sense. 
Police know this. So did most of those engaged in the voting rights movement of the 
1960’s, on both sides. The Vietnam War did encompass some of what lies outside 
conversation -- impersonal assault, the blind rage of battle, or the radically silencing 
intent of extreme torture. But Vietnam, in both its Indo-Chinese and domestic U.S. 
aspects, was far more about interchange of words or actions between parties who 
could not escape each other, however much they may have wished to. It was an 
extended negotiation, not only formally but also in multidimensional informal ways. 
It was a conversation in many senses. 

I open this enormous topic only to make room for a fairly small claim. If the 
scope of the world’s conversation can include the words and actions of things like the 
voting rights movement, then the work of higher education, which I want to call 
conversational, can certainly include them. There can be disagreements, arguments, 
even fights in education. There had better be something of this kind, if colleges are to 
do their job of preparing students to understand the world they inhabit. The 
conversation they are joining has plenty of conflict in it. Blindness by colleges to this 
is always a danger, but it is not required by the guiding metaphor.
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I connect the question of conflict in conversation with one that at first glance 
may seem distant, namely participation. The question of who gets admitted to a 
given conversation, and on what terms, can in fact  be hotly contested. Even when it 
has been answered in a prima facie way by the convening of a group in a classroom, 
damaging differences in participation can still be present, arising from race, class, 
gender, and other dimensions of differential power. This is an occasion of conflict, 
whether acknowledged or not -- and whether to acknowledge it may be a further 
occasion of conflict.

We should think of today’s conversations in relation to what Mary Louise 
Pratt has called “contact zones”: “social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and 
grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power, 
such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out in many parts of 
the world today.”15 The language calls to mind images of the waterfront districts of 
trading cities -- many languages and customs rubbing shoulders; transient 
engagements; only a rough and ready social contract at best. Pratt suggests that 
college teaching these days can and should recognize how incommensurate are the 
personal histories and modes of understanding that students can bring to their 
college work. Where once an instructor might teach to a generic imagined student, in 
effect asking all his real students to place in suspended animation any divergences in 
purpose or sensibility from the generic image, here is Pratt writing about one of 
today’s offerings, a course on cultural histories in the Americas:

All the students in the class saw their roots traced back to legacies of both glory 
and shame; all the students experienced face-to-face the ignorance and 
incomprehension, and occasionally the hostility,  of others. [At the same time,] 
virtually every student was having the experience of seeing the world described 
with him or her in it.  Along with the rage, incomprehension, and pain, there 
were exhilarating moments of wonder and revelation, mutual understanding, 
and new wisdom -- the joys of the contact zone..16

The prospect of teaching in such a contact zone is likely to awaken the 
American anxiety about conflict, whether the response is belligerence or denial. What 
is available to us as college professors of the liberal arts is in fact something exciting: 
the lively appearance of some of the Big Eternal Questions in the shared, lived 
experience of our students and ourselves. This kind of teaching is certainly not easy 

 Conversation //  14

15  Pratt originates this usage in Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation  (Routledge, London, 
1992) and transfers it specifically to college teaching and learning in  “The Arts of the Contact Zone,” 
Profession 91 ( MLA, New York, 1991). Actually, the phrase was already in acrtive use in geology, 
ecology, and other fields where metaphorically similar encounters are important.

16 Pratt, “The Arts of the Contact Zone”



or smooth; nothing magical is achieved by attaching it to a winsome metaphor. What 
we can hope is that the contact zone idea keeps our eyes as teachers open to some 
important realities in our work with students and colleagues.

In running as hard as I am with the metaphor of conversation as a guide, there 
is a final pitfall to look out for: converting the guiding metaphor into a literal 
prescription. There are certainly modes of teaching, such as Evergreen’s seminars, in 
which literal conversation -- talk among a small group of people physically present to 
each other -- is a primary activity, but it would be unpardonable to constrict teaching 
and learning just to this. Laboratory teams, field project groups, ad hoc acting 
troupes, lecture audiences asked to compare answers to a quick question, writing 
support groups -- these are only a few of the other ways that the conversational 
approach can enter college education. The subjects can range across the whole of the 
arts and sciences, pure and applied. The key is reflective interchange, on terms of 
increasing equality, about human thoughts and actions that matter.

Taking conversation as a guide also does not mean that each educational 
moment needs to be one of interchange -- there is plenty of scope for simply 
Listening In --  or that it needs to address some Big Question overtly -- the balancing 
of chemical equations, French pronunciation, and other want-of-a-nail topics all need 
their due attention. A guiding metaphor is help we resort to, consciously or 
unconsciously, in putting all these disparate components of an education into right 
relation with each other. For me at present, regarding students (or taxpayers) as 
consumers of my services gives me little constructive help in making educational 
choices. (Actually, I find the consumer image pernicious, but polemics is not the 
point here.) The conversation metaphor, on the other hand, gives me direction and 
leads me on. It even reframes my academic’s dismay at how much is incomplete in 
the thoughts sketched here.
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Appendix 1: A Few Guiding Metaphors
Here are some other voices, some speaking about conversation, some about 

other metaphors of possible help to education:

Blair Kinsman: “In another aspect, and one that is of very practical concern to the 
beginner, science is a conversation. The conversation has been in progress for a long 
time -- in the case of ocean waves [the topic of Kinsman’s book], for a very long time. 
To make the analogy more exact, science resembles the babble at a very large 
reception. Most of the participants are more or less intoxicated. (Research, for those 
capable of doing it, is a very powerful stimulant; and it’s habit forming.) They act like 
any bunch of drunks. Some are euphoric, some saturnine, some quarrelsome, and 
some inspired beyond their usual capacity. Whatever else happens, the conversation 
cannot proceed systematically or at the level of humdrum sobriety. The participants 
in the conversation have sorted themselves into groups, subgroups, and sub-
subgroups, each dominated by a few brilliant conversationalists who set the subject 
and tone. Some scientists wander from group to group, while others remain fixed. 
Some groups talk about similar things, and occasionally scraps of conversation pass 
from one group to another. The analogy is quite exact, but we will not follow it 
further. You have arrived in the middle of the party. You have joined a little knot of 
very excited and exhilarated men who are talking about ocean surface waves -- not 
always with clarity, but always intensely. My job is to catch you up on the 
conversation and show you how to find your way to the bar.” -- from the Preface to 
Wind Waves  (Dover; New York, 1984 reprint) 

Donald Schön: "[The way professionals work on problems] resembles the familiar 
patterns of everyday conversation. In a good conversation -- in some respects 
predictable and in others not -- participants pick up and develop themes of talk, each 
spinning out variations on her repertoire of things to say. Conversation is collective 
verbal improvisation. At times it falls into conventional routines -- the anecdote with 
side comments and reactions, for example, or the debate -- which develop according 
to a pace and rhythm of interaction which the participants seem, without conscious 
deliberation, to work out in common within the framework of an evolving division 
of labor. At other times, there may be surprises, unexpected turns of phrase or 
directions of development to which participants invent on-the-spot responses. . . . In 
such examples, the participants are making  something." (The Reflective Practitioner,  
pp. 30-31)
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Michael Oakeshott: “The identity of a culture and of liberal learning remains obscure 
until we have some conception of the relationship of its components. . . . Perhaps we 
may think of these components of a culture as voices, each the expression of a 
distinct and conditional understanding of the world and a distinct idiom of human 
self-understanding, and of the culture itself as these voices joined, as such voices 
could only be joined, in a conversation -- an endless unrehearsed intellectual 
adventure in which, in imagination, we enter into a variety of modes of 
understanding the world and ourselves and are not disconcerted by the differences 
or dismayed by the inconclusiveness of it all. And perhaps we may recognize liberal 
learning as, above all else, an education in imagination, an initiation into the art of 
this conversation.” (The Voice of Liberal Learning,  pp. 38-39)

James Carse: “ There are at least two kinds of games. One could be called finite, the 
other infinite. . . . A finite game is played for the purpose of winning, an infinite game 
for the purpose of continuing the play.” (Finite and Infinite Games,  p 3)

Harper’s Magazine, September 1997 [announcing a feature]: 
On the Uses of a Liberal Education:

I. As Lite Entertainment for Bored College Students

 By Mark Edmundson at the University of Virginia
II. As a Weapon in the Hands of the Restless Poor

 By Earl Shorris on New York’s Lower East Side

Paul Goodman: “ This book is a little treatise in anarchist theory. It can be regarded as 
a footnote to a few sentences of Prince Kropotkin on The State (1903):

With these elements -- liberty, organization from simple to complex, production and 
exchange by guilds, commerce with foreign parts -- the towns of the Middle Ages 
during the first two centuries of their free life became centers of well-being for all the 
inhabitants, centers of opulence and civilization, such as we have not seen since 
then . . . To annihilate the independence of cities, to plunder merchants’ and artisans’ 
rich guilds, to centralize the foreign trade of cities into its own hands and ruin it, to 
seize the internal administration of guilds and subject home trade as well as all 
manufactures, even in the slightest detail, to a swarm of functionaries -- such was the 
State’s behavior during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries

Looking at our colleges and universities, historically and as they are, by and large 
one must say of them what Kropotkin said of the towns that gave them birth.” (The 
Community of Scholars,  ii)
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Appendix 2: Mission Statements
The mission statement is a standard move. (Notice in passing that the appeal 

is partly metaphorical -- we are pilots or spies being briefed for our mission.) Mission 
statements usually help. They record the categories into which effort is to go, and so 
they narrow the range of uncertainty. Evergreen’s statement, for example, is clear 
about the importance of teaching relative to other faculty activities: “Teaching is the 
central work of the faculty at both the undergraduate and graduate levels.” When 
there is direct conflict at Evergreen between teaching and, say, research, it is clear that 
teaching will take precedence. The mission statement goes on to highlight 
interdisciplinary and collaborative study, active participation in learning, 
community-based learning, and a commitment to continual review of programs and 
services, among other items. The effect of the statement as a whole is to commit the 
college to certain categories of effort.

There are limits to what this can do. As a somewhat unfair illustration, here is 
the mission statement of the University of Texas at Austin:

The mission of the University is to achieve excellence in the interrelated 
areas of undergraduate education, graduate education, research, and 
public service.17

This conveys almost no information. It can’t, in a statement of manageable length, 
because UT Austin has a student body of 50,000, 12 major Schools and Colleges, over 
100 undergraduate majors, and a campus of 360 acres packed with bricks and mortar. 
It is a very complex place. If the set of categories is small, each must itself contain a 
great deal of complexity, too much to give clear direction to educational choices of 
the kinds we faculty need help with.

Actually every educational mission statement sooner or later reveals the same 
shortcoming. Evergreen is clear that it privileges teaching. But what kind of teaching? 
Are we after charismatics like Carl Sagan? sages like Don Juan? or like Socrates? 
activists? role models? Or do we judge our teaching by its results, not its personal 
style, and go for effective coaches or empathetic empowerers? or what? The point is 
that categories provide boxes that rule out certain things, the things that are clearly 
outside the box, but sooner or later we have to choose between various things that fit 
the box, and the mission statement doesn’t help with that.

Another move is to establish goals. As a soccer player, I deeply understand the 
possibility for the existence of simple, clear goals to give direction to actions of 
extraordinary vigor, variety, and imagination. But . . . here is the sort of thing that 
tends to happen (UT Austin again):

In pursuit of this mission, the University has established several goals, 
including the following: to educate students to their highest potential of 

 Conversation //  19

17 The Undergraduate Catalog 1996-98 (University of Texas at Austin; July 1996), p.1



intellectual achievement and personal growth; to develop scholars, 
professionals, artists, and scientists who contribute to the advancement of 
society nationally and internationally; to conduct research that advances the 
frontiers of knowledge; to engage in public service; and to support equal 
opportunity and develop programs that reflect the diversity of American 
culture in all activities of the University and to support the principle of equal 
opportunity in society as a whole.18

Once again, there is almost no information here.
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