TEACHING STATEMENT

Stefan Dolgert

I derive my belief in the purpose of teaching from a commitment to political theory understood as a thoroughly Socratic endeavor.  This means that I want to make students not just “critical thinkers,” which is surely one of the most overused terms in the teaching profession, but also better people – better scholars, better citizens, better friends – by asking them to continually re-examine their core beliefs in light of the texts we read in class and the arguments we encounter in discussions.  This re-examination is tied back to another concept that we inherit from the Greeks, the original understanding of “theory” as theoria – vision.  The Greek term for “theorist” originated from the practice of sending ambassadors to other cities to observe their rituals and report back to the home city.  The first theorists were thus those who learned how to be keen observers of the foreign and the strange, but who were also expected to bring these alien practices into a dialogue with the traditions of their own city.  They had to learn to see in a new way, and also use what they saw as a way of expanding the possibilities of politics in their native land.  For them, and for the notion of theory that I draw from them, the ability to critically reflect on our current practices is dependent upon envisioning the bounds of the possible with a new set of eyes.

Let me illustrate by quoting from an email a student wrote to me last semester.  In it she related that the discussion in class that day (concerning our duties in the developed world to assist the malnourished across the globe) had left her in tears for the afternoon.  She had been thinking for a while about “doing something to help the injustice of the world,” but had been unable to overcome the feeling that she couldn’t make a difference given the enormity of the problems.  She wanted to do something, but until that day had not faced up to the implications of what this would require of her.  She then said in her email:  “With all this abstraction, all this philosophy I am left without a path to turn it around.  I mean to say WHAT does one do? and HOW?”  This began a correspondence between us as to how she could actually begin working in the area of human rights without feeling overwhelmed and depressed.  I suppose for me this experience can be summed up as the moment that Socrates looks for but never really finds in his interlocutors.  He shows them time and again that their beliefs are incoherent or that they do not correspond to their actions, but in spite of creating this tension as a build-up to an intellectual crisis his interlocutors never really perceive things any differently.  I was privileged enough to see something that looks like the beginning of such a change (though who knows what my student will eventually choose to do), and it seems to me that learning, at least in my vocation of political theory, looks a lot like the crisis my student went through.
I do not want to make a fetish of this notion of “intellectual crisis,” as it surely has its dangers and pitfalls if taken to extremes – and in particular the task of the teacher is to use it to build upon rather than simply abandoning the student in their newfound perplexity.  Still, I cannot think of a better illustration of what teaching means to me and why I think it is important.  To be able to engender in students those “aha” moments – moments when things that have been buzzing around in their heads but which have been unclear or inchoate until that time suddenly appear in a new light – this to me encapsulates the best of teaching and the goal toward which I direct my course texts and lectures and discussions.  As a political theorist I am of course interested in seeing my students eventually become more thoughtful citizens, but I have come to believe that this goal requires that students experience something like this kind of learning-through-crisis as a prerequisite. 

So, how to lead students in this direction?  I use a variety of methods, and the concept that unifies these diverse methods is activity.  For many students the subject matter is too abstruse or distant from their everyday experience for them to adequately grasp the issues by ratiocination alone.  Thus, to bring matters closer to them I use several interactive techniques, including Socratic question-and-answer, small group discussions, performing plays, formal debates, and structured role-play.  I also regularly include films and music (in small doses) and team “quiz-bowl” competitions to appeal to different learning registers (and yes, make things fun sometimes), and I also try to include a fieldtrip or service learning component so that the students more readily make the connection between the subject of the course and the “real world” that is our main concern.  In my “Violence” class we went on a tour of the Durham County Jail to study crime within prisons, and in my current “Human Rights” course the students are devising and implementing a novel strategy for educating their community about a particular human rights issue.  One group will be employing local school children in military dress as a way of publicizing the issue of child soldiers in Africa, while another will be costuming themselves as Zapatistas in a set-piece at the student union.  

In addition to these conventional methods I sometimes use a little misdirection in my teaching.  In my summer class on modern ideologies, for instance, I demonstrated Marx’s concepts of species-being and alienation by asking the students to take 15 minutes to draw a picture (of anything they wanted), and then arbitrarily praising, condemning, and destroying their mini-creations.  We then discussed the way that my actions with respect to their products were comparable to Marx’s vision of the capitalist factory owner.  While this is hardly the only way to teach Marx the exercise gives students a concrete, visceral experience of a set of concepts that most initially find vague and utopian.  They can begin to better understand the Marxist concepts because they (the students) embody, for a moment, the vantage point of the Marxist worker.  This focus on action and visceral learning does not preclude lectures, of course, but I believe that lecturing must be used in concert with these other techniques rather than being the presumed teaching mode.  In sum, I have experienced that students enjoy and benefit most from classes using multiple teaching methods in a single class, and different methods used between one class and the next.

I hardly think all this qualifies me as a perfect teacher, as I am constantly aware that I learn as much through teaching as my students learn from me.  Also, each class is different, and the same things that work one semester may not work the next – it is crucial to be flexible and not too wedded to a pet teaching strategy.  To this end I make sure that I meet with all my students outside of class during the first weeks of the term, and I regularly ask them to submit an anonymous evaluation of me in the middle of the semester.  I have found that this allows for corrections in mid-stream that help to alleviate problems later, and it also invests the students more in the classroom environment by giving them a form of democratic voice.

There is also a final reason I would add about the import of teaching, in particular as it relates to the place of political theory in the current American political landscape.  It is often lamented that America no longer has “public intellectuals,” and that this stems from the fact that intellectuals are now for the most part career academics.  In general I would say that this is true, but I believe that a serious commitment to teaching can serve as a partial antidote to this.  In teaching we do not speak to other academics in our private disciplinary jargon.  We speak to students who are fledgling citizens, and whom we can teach only if we are able to translate ourselves intelligibly into their vernacular.  This is not unlike the translation that is part and parcel of the vocation of the public intellectual, where abstract theoretical concepts are rendered in the vocabulary of the educated layman.  Teaching seems to me to be an invaluable training ground for this vocation, leaving me in the end always indebted to my students and thus always a co-learner with them.
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