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EDUCATIONAL THEORY

EMBODIMENT AND THE RISK OF READING
Anders Ohman

Department of Culture and Media Studies
Umead University

ABsTrRACT. In this article, Anders Ohman discusses Gert J. J. Biesta’s concept of the risk of education
and what it could mean for the study of literature in the classroom. The article’s point of departure is
Bakhtin’s theory of the utterance. The utterance, for Bakhtin, has to be embodied, that is, it has to be
governed by a purpose: it must be uttered by someone, or at least the reader or listener must imagine
that it is uttered by someone that speaks with an intent. A grammatical sentence that is not an utterance
has no author and no direction or intention; it is therefore abstract and belongs to no one. Reading on
the Internet, or digital reading, often consists of short passages or text fragments for which it is difficult
to identify an author. These fragments are not embodied and thus the reader does not feel addressed
by the text. Although Biesta does not reckon with Bakhtin’s theory, his critique of “strong education”
provides an analysis that runs along similar lines. According to Biesta, the notion of strong education and
what he calls the “language of learning” regard knowledge as free of values thus rendering it abstract. In
bringing together Bakhtin’s and Biesta’s analyses, Ohman concludes that in order for knowledge to elicit
valuation, it must first become embodied; this process, in turn, is important to creating the conditions
necessary for a dialogue to occur between the content of teaching and the students.

Key Worps. Gert J. J. Biesta; embodied knowledge; valuation; Mikhail Bakhtin; language of learning;
teaching of literature

In this article T discuss Gert J. J. Biesta’s argument regarding the risk of
education and what it could mean for the study of literature in the classroom.
Like Biesta, I argue that it is important for knowledge to become embodied — that
is, one must feel that it comes from someone, that it has a purpose — in order to
elicit valuation, which, in turn, is necessary for a dialogue to occur between the
teacher, the content being taught, and the students.

This dialogue is threatened by what Biesta labels “strong education”: an
education that is secure, predictable, and constructed as the “effective production
of pre-defined ‘learning outcomes.””! However, I think that it is also threatened by
more progressive ideas of education that focus too heavily on students’ background
and experiences. This emphasis reduces the chances for a meeting between the
teacher’s purpose, the content of teaching, and the student’s valuation. In order
to reinforce and strengthen Biesta’s argument for the need of purpose and content
in education, I will draw on the Russian scholar Mikhail Bakhtin and his theory
of the utterance. The risk in education that Biesta identifies is, at its core, about
the need to feel addressed and to elicit an answer, although the outcome of this
educational exchange can never be predicted or guaranteed. This is quite similar
to what Bakhtin has defined as a responsive understanding, a concept I will explain
in some detail later in the essay.

1. Gert . J. Biesta, The Beautiful Risk of Education (Boulder, CO: Paradigm, 2013), 2. This work will be
cited in the text as BRE for all subsequent references.
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In his book The Beautiful Risk of Education, Biesta criticizes the contemporary
trend in the discourse of teaching that he calls “the ‘learnification’ of Education.”
As an example of this trend, he points to the Common European Principles for
Teacher Competencies and Qualifications, a document issued by the European
Commission’s Directorate-General for Education and Culture,®> arguing that in
this document education is “predominantly described in terms of learning” (BRE,
126). The document is yet another example of the rise of “the new language of
learning” that he refers to in a previous chapter of the book (see BRE, chapter 4).
This educational discourse is recognizable in the tendency to refer to students,
pupils, children, or adults as “learners,” to speak of “learning environments,” and
even to talk about “lifelong learning.”

The problem with a “learnification” approach, and what this discourse
neglects, Biesta argues, is that “the purpose of education is not that children and
students learn, but that they learn something and that they do so for particular rea-
sons and with reference to particular purposes” (BRE, 126, emphasis in original).
Biesta claims that, for him, the real problem with the language of learning is that it
is a language of process, not a language of content and purpose. Also, it is an indi-
vidualistic language because it assumes that learning is something you can more
or less manage on your own. He concludes that the problem with the language of
learning is threefold:

[I]t is a language that makes it more difficult to ask questions about content; it is a language

that makes it more difficult to ask questions of purpose; and it is a language that makes it

more difficult to ask questions about the specific role and responsibility of the teacher in the
educational relationship. (BRE, 127)

With respect to the educational discourse in Sweden, I believe one could say
that not only is the language of learning on the rise, but it has already achieved
an influential position, predominantly in the areas of educational research and
teacher training. The growing hold of this discourse is visible in the fact that
some universities have changed the name of their education departments from
the “Department of Education” to the “Department of Education and Learning.”
This change has been prompted not only by educational positivism and new
public management, but also by progressive ideals of education that emphasize
the social and cultural experiences that are necessary for students to become
“learners.” Put more directly, even progressive ideals of education increasingly
disregard the importance of content and purpose because they are too focused on
how students, based on their personal experiences, process knowledge. Therefore,
even progressive educators, as a result of their legitimate concerns regarding the

2. Directorate-General for Education and Culture of the European Commission, Common European
Principles for Teacher Competencies and Qualifications (Brussels, Belgium: European Commission,
2004).

ANDERS OHMAN is Professor of Literary Studies in the Department of Culture and Media Stud-
ies at Umed University; e-mail anders.ohman@umu.se. His primary areas of scholarship are the
nineteenth-century Scandinavian novel, cultural studies, and the teaching of literature.
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student’s needs and experiences, tend to overlook the content and purpose of
teaching.

In my field of research, which is mother-tongue education and the teaching
of literature in Sweden, methods such as reader-response criticism and cultural
studies have been highly influential in promoting the language of learning. My
own intellectual training is rooted, in part, in the tradition of cultural studies,
and I think it is possible to discern a rather surprising alliance between cultural
studies and reader-response theories: both emphasize the experiences of individual
learners, implicitly promoting a neoliberal focus on the individual. The reason for
this, I suspect, is a shared tendency to separate the content of teaching, and possibly
the role of the teacher, from the students’ experiences.

Since the 1980s, perhaps the most influential approach in Sweden that focuses
on students as learners is the work of the so-called “pedagogic group” in the
Department of Literature at Lund University. This group was formed by progres-
sive, left-wing educationists and literary scholars reacting against what they per-
ceived as a long tradition of authoritarian teaching in mother-tongue education.
Lars-Goran Malmgren, a prominent member of the group, described three differ-
ent approaches to the teaching of Swedish in schools.? These approaches have since
been commonly used to describe the teaching of literature in Swedish schools.

The first approach Malmgren describes is what he refers to as Swedish as
a proficiency subject. This method focuses mainly on making students practice
language skills; according to this view, education should, first and foremost, have
an instrumental value. The study of literature plays a relatively small role in this
form of pedagogy, the primary function of which is to support the acquisition
of language. Malmgren labels the second approach Bildung in literary history.
This method focuses primarily on the reproduction of literary heritage and the
promotion of cultural identity. Literary heritage consists of the study of a selection
of writings regarded as the most valuable literary works in Swedish — in other
words, a literary canon. Malmgren calls the third approach to the subject of
Swedish Experience-based pedagogy. This differs from the other two approaches
by placing special emphasis on the social background and experiences of the actual
group of students being taught. The purpose of this approach is to develop the
students’ social and historical understanding of important human issues. From
this perspective, literature is important not because it is part of the cultural
heritage, but because it represents all kinds of human experience. Malmgren’s
three approaches were certainly influenced by Stephen Ball’s four forms of English:
English as a skill, English as the great literary tradition, progressive English, and
English as critical literacy.*

3. Lars-Goran Malmgren, Svenskundervisning i grundskolan [Teaching in Swedish Primary Schools]
(Lund, Sweden: Studentlitteratur, 1996), 89.

4. Stephen J. Ball, Alex Kenny, and David Gardiner, “Literacy, Politics and the Teaching of English,”
in Bringing English to Order: The History and Politics of a School Subject, ed. Ivor Goodson and Peter
Medway (London: Falmer, 1990).
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Among more progressive teachers, Swedish as experience-based pedagogy has
become the ideal, often in strong opposition to the other approaches. It is under-
standable that this approach has come to be seen as a reaction against traditional
teaching, which was both authoritarian and monologic, although I believe that the
experience-based approach, and possibly the whole idea of categorizing different
approaches in this way, also tends to encourage the separation of content from
learning.

This tendency was amplified by the influence of reader-response theory,
and especially the theory of transaction, found in Louise Rosenblatt’s writings,
including her highly influential book Literature as Exploration.® Rosenblatt herself
does not support reader-response theory, even though she has generally been seen
as one of its proponents; in fact, she is ambivalent about this theory. In her essay
“The Transactional Theory of Reading and Writing,” included in the collection
of articles Making Meaning with Texts, she certainly argues that it is the reader
who creates meaning in a text solely from the signs that are found on the page.
“Far from already possessing a meaning that can be imposed on all readers,”
she writes, “the text actually remains simply marks on paper, an object in the
environment, until some reader transacts with it.”® However, in an interview
by Nicholas Karolides, included as an introduction to the collection, Rosenblatt
is asked how she deals with the issue of respect for the author’s intentions.
Her answer is that it is only possible to reckon with “the author’s probable
intention, since we can never enter into the author’s mind.” Despite this, the
reader tries to find a coherent organization for what the signs on the page mean:
“We look for clues that may reflect the intention that guided the actual writing
process.””

The key word here is process. Rosenblatt not only describes reading as
a back-and-forth movement or transaction between reader, text, and context
— a transaction that eventually leads to the appearance of a synthesis or an
arrangement of the text — she also describes the author’s own writing as a
movement back and forth between what is already written and what is going to be
written. According to Rosenblatt, “[p]urpose or intention should emerge from, or be
capable of constructively engaging, the writer’s actual experiential and linguistic
resources.”8 That is, even the writer interprets his or her own words and has
associations and ideas from which the intention and the purpose arises.

Rosenblatt’s transactional theory is in many ways sympathetic and may
function as a counterpoise to an authoritarian form of teaching. This is probably

5. Louise M. Rosenblatt, Literature as Exploration (New York: Noble and Noble, 1968).

6. Louise M. Rosenblatt, Making Meaning with Texts: Selected Essays (Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann,
2005), 7.

7. Rosenblatt, quoted in Nicholas Karolides, “Theory and Practice: An Interview with Louise M.
Rosenblatt,” in Rosenblatt, Making Meaning with Texts, xxiii (emphasis in original).

8. Rosenblatt, Making Meaning with Texts, 18.
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the reason it has been influential in teaching literature for such a long time.
Without neglecting this point, however, the shortcomings of the theory must
also be acknowledged. The first of these concerns the individualism inherent in
Rosenblatt’s theory, which is exemplified by her insistence that the literary “work
— ideas and experiences linked with the text — can be found only in individual
readers’ reflections on the reading event, the evocation and responses to it during
and after the reading event.”’

There is also a possibility that if both reading and writing are regarded as
a process, the utterance will be fragmented, and there can only be individual
responses to different fragments of the text. From this perspective, transactional
theory resembles the language of learning, as described by Biesta, in this sense: both
make it difficult to ask questions about content and purpose. Also, the notion of
reading and writing as processes is the reason that Rosenblatt denies the occurrence
of genres, with respect both to types of readers and to literary genres. She starts
“The Transactional Theory of Reading” with a quotation from her 1938 book
Literature as Exploration: “There is no such thing as a generic reader or a generic
literary work; there are in reality only the potential millions of individual readers of
individual literary works. ... The reading of any work of literature is, of necessity,
an individual and unique occurrence involving the mind and emotions of some
particular reader.”10

In his 2017 book The Rediscovery of Teaching, Biesta proposes that the idea
of learning as a process is a fundamental problem with the language of learning.
The point of teaching, and of education more generally, “is never that students
‘just’ learn, but always that they learn something, that they learn it for particular
reasons, and that they learn it from someone. The problem with the language of
learning is that it is a language that refers to processes that are ‘open’ or ‘empty’
with regard to content and purpose.”!!

Contrary to the view of the text as a process in relation to reading, I argue that
in order for there to be a real meeting between a reader and a text, there has to be
a notion of the text as a finalized utterance. It is only when the text is understood
this way that the reader can relate to the content of the utterance and imagine the
purpose of the utterance or the text. More specifically, it is only when the reader
feels him- or herself addressed by the text — and to feel addressed is to take a
position toward both the content and the imagined purpose of the text — that the
reader is able to react to its utterance, to answer its propositions. Only in this way
can a real dialogue develop, a dialogue that, as Bakhtin would define it, not only
mirrors the self, but also implies friction and difference.

Although Rosenblatt is correct in not regarding authorial intention as some
kind of mental process beyond language, her view of the text as “simply marks

9. Ibid., 14.
10. Thid,, 1.
11. Gert J. . Biesta, The Rediscovery of Teaching (New York: Routledge, 2017), 28.
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on paper” deprives the words and language of content and purpose. Words are
not devoid of meaning before they confront the reader; they are already replete
with different aspects of the world. This is also basically Biesta’s critique of the
language of learning in general. By not considering that students learn something
from someone, education tends to become empty and abstract.

In order to further the argument regarding the importance of the finalized and
embodied utterance, I need to turn to the theory of the utterance that Bakhtin
developed in his essay “The Problem of Speech Genres.”!> Bakhtin writes that for
an utterance to become part of a dialogic chain, it has to appear to be finalized.
In other words, it has to be perceived as being in some ways complete and whole
in order to elicit a response. The length of a finalized utterance may vary widely,
Bakhtin writes, ranging from a one-word exclamation to a long novel. There are
three aspects that together make it possible to recognize or understand an utterance
as a complete whole. First, there is the semantic exhaustiveness of the theme;
the second aspect is the speaker’s or writer’s speech plan or speech will; and
the third aspect comprises compositional and generic forms that typically signal
finalization.

The first aspect — the referential and semantic exhaustiveness of the theme
of the utterance — varies a lot in different spheres of communication. In certain
spheres of everyday life, this exhaustiveness can be almost complete, while in
creative and scientific spheres the semantic exhaustiveness can only be relative.
In these latter spheres it is not possible to objectively exhaust the subject,
although the theme could achieve a relative finalization under certain conditions,
particularly, Bakhtin argues, within the boundaries of a specific authorial intent.

Thus, we reach the second aspect of recognizing an utterance as whole, which
is closely linked to the first. According to Bakhtin,

In each utterance — from the single-word, everyday rejoinder to large, complex works of

science or literature — we embrace, understand, and sense the speaker’s speech plan or

speech will, which determines the entire utterance, its length and boundaries. We imagine

to ourselves what the speaker wishes to say. And we also use this speech plan, this speech will
(as we understand it), to measure the finalization of the utterance.!3

The third aspect is the generic forms of the utterance. The speaker’s speech will
manifest itself primarily in the choice of a particular speech genre. Bakhtin uses
this aspect to explain how the individual intent merges with meaning on a more
collective level: “And when the speaker’s speech plan with all its individuality and
subjectivity is applied and adapted to a chosen genre, it is shaped and developed
within a certain generic form.”!*

12. Mikhail Bakhtin, “The Problem of Speech Genres,” in Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, ed.
Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist, trans. Vern McGee (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1986).

13. Ibid., 77 (emphasis in original).
14. Thid., 78.
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The reason that it is so important for the utterance to be perceived as finalized
in order to elicit an answer is that, for Bakhtin, it is not the grammatical sentence
that determines the length of an utterance, but the change of speaking subjects.
A single word, a metaphor, a grammatically correct sentence, or other aspects
of communication and language cannot cause a responsive understanding. The
grammatical sentence is not an utterance in the way Bakhtin conceptualizes it. The
sentence can be complete and grammatically correct, but, due to its nature, it is
abstract. It is the finality of the part, not the whole. This is because the grammatical
sentence does not have an author, and therefore it has no evaluative position —
that is, it has no purpose, no intention, no speech will. As long as it is not an
embodied utterance, it remains abstract:

The sentence, like the word, has no author. Like the word it belongs to nobody, and only by

functioning as a whole utterance does it become an expression of the position of someone

speaking individually in a concrete situation of speech communication.!®

Despite the fact that the utterance must be tied to an author’s evaluative position,
it does not result in an individualism that is free from genre, as Rosenblatt implies
is the case with reading. On the contrary, the speech plan that finalizes an utterance
includes the choice of a particular speech genre. The degree to which we master a
genre, according to Bakhtin, determines how easily and effectively we are able to
use it in order to express our individuality. That is, the utterance is a mixture of
genres and the individual mark is the unique evaluative position we lend it. Every
utterance is individually intonated, but each also fits within a range of relatively
stable kinds of utterances, that is, genres.

Bakhtin would never agree with Rosenblatt’s idea that a literary work simply
consists of marks on paper from which the reader creates his or her individual
meaning. To Bakhtin, it is of utmost importance that there is already a purpose,
a speech will, on the paper. The words on the page are already inhabited with
intentions; they taste of age, social class, worldview, occupation, and so on. It is
these intentions that create the dialogue with the reader. From his or her own
position, experiences, and context, the reader answers by relating to what is read.
Bakhtin calls this a responsive understanding.

Contrary to the process that the language of learning assumes, students must
feel that they are being addressed by someone or something that has an intention, a
direction, in order to be able to ask questions about content or purpose. It is equally
important that they feel that the teacher has a purpose, an evaluative relationship
to what he or she is teaching. The teacher must have intonated his or her teaching
material in order to enter into a dialogue with the students and their intonation.
The following short paragraph from the Bakhtin’s 1970-1971 Notes gets at the
core of this dynamic: “Understanding and evaluation. Understanding is impossible

15. Ibid., 83-84 (emphasis in original).
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without evaluation. Understanding cannot be separated from evaluation: they are
simultaneous and constitute a unified integral act.” !0

So-called strong education is almost the opposite of Bakhtin’s view that under-
standing happens simultaneously with evaluation. Strong education, according to
Biesta, tends to look at knowledge as something that focuses on facts rather than
values and that can be tested and measured. Bakhtin would probably call it “infor-
mation without a sender,” and, for this reason, it tends to become abstract (BRE,
119-120).

On the other hand, as Biesta argues, we need a form of education that sees
students not “as objects to be molded and disciplined, but as subjects of action
and responsibility” (BRE, 1). It is my belief that in education literature can play an
extremely important role in achieving this subjectification, which should be the
goal for, in Biesta’s terms, a weak form of education. The reason is that reading a
work of fiction, a novel or a short story, has several characteristics that promote the
encounter with what could be called “embodied values.” Reading a work of fiction
always involves a risk — the essential characteristic of a weak form of education,
according to Biesta — because the outcome can never be predicted.

First, plots in works of fiction are imbued with both intention and value. This
has the effect of addressing the reader in a manner that elicits a reaction and answer.
In his book Reading for the Plot, Peter Brooks argues that that what lies behind the
plot (or plots) as an organizing force in narrative works is an intention, a purpose:
“Plots are not simply organizing structures, they are also intentional structures,
goal-oriented and forward-moving.”!” Plot, therefore, appears to be “one central
way in which we as readers make sense, first of the text, and then, using the text
as an interpretive model, of life.”18

As a consequence of this, and of Bakhtin’s theory of finalization of utterances,
it is important that a reader may at first receive the utterance before taking a
position toward it. Instead of studying only the rhetorical features of a text — its
metaphors, style, symbols — one must initially become lost in the book, so to
speak. The reader really has to take part in and listen to the utterance before he or
she can respond to it.

This is also why it is important to read the whole of the text, not just parts
or fragments of it. In reading only bits and pieces of a text, there is a strong
possibility that the inherent purpose of the plot will tend to get fragmented into
partial scraps that the reader is then expected to use as a mirror for his or her own
experiences. This practice is common in the language of learning approach, which
regards reading as a process that is possible to stop at different stages in order to

16. Mikhail Bakhtin, “From Notes Made in 1970-71,” in Speech Genres & Other Late Essays, ed.
Emerson and Holquist, trans. McGee, 142.

17. Peter Brooks, Reading for the Plot: Design and Intention in Narrative (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1984), 12.

18. Ibid., 19.
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reflect upon the feelings and thoughts that isolated portions of the text trigger in
individual readers.

Taking part of the whole utterance and discerning a purpose in the text, which,
in turn, elicits an answer, a response, makes the reader intonate the text. This is
more important than ever living in a world in which digital reading has become
widespread. The Internet is of great benefit in providing us with information and
facts from all sorts of databases. At the same time, however, it is possible that
this benefit is diminishing our ability to practice concentration and immersion.
The pieces of texts and the information that the reader encounters on the Internet
usually have no embodied position. The reader, then, does not feel addressed by
these texts and it becomes increasingly more difficult for him or her to react and
voice an opinion.

If the possibility of responding to an utterance largely depends on our ability
to imagine an evaluating position, the fragmented bits and pieces of texts on
the Internet must ultimately become abstract and shattered. In order to achieve
a responsive understanding, we have to feel that the texts are embodied, which
means that they have a discernible position, a sender with a purpose, a value. The
same problem applies to the language of learning, as Biesta notes, where there is
only “a language of process, but not a language of content and purpose” (BRE, 126,
emphasis in original). What the answer and responses to an utterance might be,
given that it is whole and finalized, we can never, as teachers or scholars, predict.
The answers and responses may have many different and shifting values and
intonations. And, to paraphrase Biesta, this is truly the beautiful risk of reading.
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