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Cornel West has said that the best kind of education is one in which a student
realizes that his or her “worldview rests on pudding.”1 He is also fond of describing
the same notion as a necessary and good kind of “unhousing” of parochial beliefs.
This seems to be related to what Peter Roberts has in mind in his description and
defense of despair’s role in education. He says, “Education promotes not greater
certainty but greater doubt — and with doubt can come despair.” Roberts’s essay,
“Education, Faith, and Despair: Wrestling with Kierkegaard,” successfully exam-
ines this seminal notion of Kierkegaard’s in light of philosophical thought in
education. That there is some kind of relationship between education and despair
that is worthy of exploration is made clear through the essay. Ultimately, Roberts
makes three arguments related to despair and education: (1) Contrary to a common
belief, despair is not a problem requiring a solution. (2) Education, rather than
assisting us in averting despair, can be a force that deepens it. And (3) this is not a
reason to avoid education. On the contrary, it provides an impetus for pursuing
education all the more.

Roberts suggests that the despair associated with education is a kind of
despairing of the self. He says, “In becoming educated, it is expected that we will
come to question much that was hitherto taken for granted, such that we will never
be the same again. Education renders the world problematic; it treats not only the
objects to be known but knowers themselves as subjects for investigation,” and later
he asks, “What … is at risk when we submit ourselves to the process of education?
It is, as Kierkegaard recognized, ourselves.” In The Sickness Unto Death, Kierkegaard
states, “The self is a relation that relates itself to itself or is the relation’s relating itself
to itself in the relation; the self is not the relation but is the relation’s relating itself
to itself.” The idea here is that the self comes onto the scene as an activity of relation.
We might say that the self is not so much a thing, but an action. When there is an
imbalance in this activity, we experience despair. And this imbalance (here I am
taking the liberty of steering around God or “the power which posited” the self as
Roberts and Michael Theunissen claim is permissible) refers either to desire for too
much finitude or desire for too much infinitude. As Theunissen describes,

We do not want to be what we are as human beings who are defined by both necessity and
finitude as well as possibility and infinitude, and we want to be what we are not, that is, a pure
possibility and infinitude, which in its purity is inhuman, or a pure necessity and finitude,
which alienates us from our being human.2

Roberts says that there is a sense in which “we risk it all” in the educative process
because “we can never go back” to not knowing what we now know about the world
and about ourselves. “Our despair resides, then, in the imprisonment we face as
hostages to our own memories, our own heightened awareness of injustices that were
hitherto obscured for us, our own minds full of accumulated knowledge,” he claims.
Perhaps this is related to our not wanting to be ourselves in that awareness of
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injustice and newly accumulated knowledge leave us with a distaste for the facticity
that truncates our responses to the world’s problems that we become clear-eyed
about through education; and also for the transcendence that burdens us with the
possibility of acquiring the knowledge in the first place. The despair of not wanting
to be ourselves becomes so enveloping that Theunissen claims, “we do not even
begin to want to accept ourselves,” and that all Kierkegaardian despair is the despair
of wanting to be rid of ourselves.3

But it might be possible that this is going a bit too far for Roberts’s educational
despair. The despair that education brings through the accumulation of doubt is
valuable and productive according to Roberts and this must mean that it cannot
ultimately center on wanting to be rid of ourselves. The kind of despair education
produces, for Roberts, is generative in two ways. First, it provides us with a kind of
coping mechanism. Education may be risky because it opens us to an existence of
perpetual unease, but it also offers compensation in the form of a way to navigate the
despair into which it leads us. Roberts says that in addition to creating or deepening
despair, “education also allows us to work with our despair in new ways. Education
can assist us in understanding the despair we experience, allowing us to identify,
consider, and discuss its different forms.” Education works both to deepen our
despair and help us embrace and manage it. Second, it provides us with the capacity
to distinguish between addressing problems and completely solving them. Roberts
uses the notion of commitment to illustrate this. We educated humans may be
despairing, but this does not preclude us from engaging in forms of commitment. He
says, “Commitment does not overcome despair; it responds to it and in this respect
addresses it. We can address a problem without having to ‘solve’ it, recognizing that
through the act of addressing the problem, it may be transformed, creating further
problems to be addressed.” This, then, is liberatory in the sense that we disabuse
ourselves of the desire to “seek constant ‘doses’ of commodified happiness, often
marketed to us as a necessary tonic in an otherwise unbearable world.”

Finally, in Roberts’s version of despair associated with education, we do take
a leap of faith, though it is quite different than Kierkegaard’s. For Kierkegaard, the
constant repetition of an avowal of faith in the power that posited the self is
constitutive of such a leap. For Roberts, the leap is more Sisyphean in that it is
constituted by “going on” in the face of defeat and absurdity. This “going on” can
be understood as a kind of hope; not the pie-in-the-sky version of hope, but
something more like what West calls an “earned hope” or a “blood-stained hope”
that sits in contrast to blind optimism. Roberts claims that this is what allows us to
see despair that comes through education not as something to be avoided, but as
something to pursue. In so doing, we can understand the relationship between
despair and joy and experience both more fully.

Exploring the relationship between despair and education has merit exclusive
of an evaluation of particular conclusions about that relationship. This is an
important discussion. Yet, while I am sympathetic to Roberts’s conclusions and his
version educational despair, I am somewhat troubled by claims made along the way.
If we go back to the originary scene of Roberts’s educational despair, we see a human
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being “risking it all” in the process of becoming educated. She will “never be the
same again.” On its face, this may resonate with those of us whose vision of
education centers on the development of critical faculties and the capacity to
accumulate knowledge of and reflect on complex problems in the world. But, I think
this may be overstating the case. Most of us who have spent at least some amount
of time working with graduate students have likely experienced the phenomenon of
a student who begins down the path of developing a more sophisticated worldview
and critical facility, only to at some point be exposed to new ideas that are so
challenging and overwhelming that the student retreats back into her or his parochial
cocoon. Perhaps Roberts might say that this person has not really experienced
education, but I think many of us have witnessed students who have actually
accumulated new knowledge, developed critiques of the status quo, and then
decided that the stakes were too high to continue on in that direction. This suggests
that one can be the same again after education, or at least return to a safer and more
familiar place.

In an essay about Kierkegaard’s despair, the differences between Kierkegaard’s
concept and the author’s are noteworthy. I am more than sympathetic to the notion
that one need not take up Kierkegaard’s commitment to faith in God in order to
appropriately use his ideas. One can certainly understand despair outside of
Kierkegaard’s religious context — the despairing self is possible without God. But
what exactly does Roberts’s despairing self have in common with Kierkegaard’s?
As mentioned, it does not seem to be the wanting to be rid of one’s self, which is the
linchpin of Kierkegaard’s self in despair. Roberts’s despairing self continues to
pursue educational despair for the benefits it provides. It turns out that despair is
meliorative. Without it, we end up falling for cheap antidotes to our problems and
sufferings. With it, we press on like Sisyphus, willing to commit ourselves to noble
ends even though we never reach them. It also helps us to not confuse our inability
to fully solve problems in the world with our ability to address them. Roberts’s
version of despair, I think, is apt and helpful for education. Anyone who has worked
in the field for any length of time understands that policies in education more often
than not reflect the perception that problems can be easily and summarily solved
without fully exploring their depths. It is for this reason that Roberts’s notion of
despair in education is attractive and useful. I am, however, not convinced that it
needs Kierkegaard.

1. Cornel West, “Cornel West’s Opening Remarks,” Coalition of Essential Schools Fall Forum, 2000,
http://old.essentialschools.org/pub/ces_docs/fforum/2000/speeches/west_00.html.

2. Michael Theunissen, Kierkegaard’s Concept of Despair (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
2005), 18–19.

3. Ibid., 20.

doi: 10.47925/2013.286



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




