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   Introduction    

 The approach I am trying to work for is rigourously committed to testing and  attesting. To 
engage in and understand that this is always an interpretative, engaged, contingent, fallible 
engagement. It is never a disengaged account (Haraway  2000 : 160). 

 The crucial philosophical question pertaining to reality was;  how can we be sure ? Now, 
after the turn to practice, we confront another question;  how to live with doubt ? (Mol  2002 : 
165, emphasis in original). 

 This chapter is a thing, a gathering around a matter of concern. There is a gather-
ing in the writing of the text, its editing and publication and its reading. It is there-
fore a gathering across space and time, a thing which changes, translates and betrays 
(Latour  1996  )  in the process of its gathering, of thinging   . 

 A strange beginning for a chapter on lifelong learning perhaps… One that may 
not encourage gathering – you may skip to the next chapter. However, I hope by the 
end of this experiment that the concerning matter has become a gathering, a thing to 
be referenced perhaps. 

 Freud once wrote that education is an impossible profession as it is unable to 
mandate the future. This inability is now manifested in some of the contemporary 
discourses of lifelong learning as a constant form of apprenticeship (Edwards  2008  ) . 
While, for some, lifelong learning is integrally linked to the now seemingly failed 
project of neo-liberalism, this chapter will explore lifelong learning as possibly a 
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post-human condition. It is important that the ‘post-’ is not read as ‘anti-’, but that 
will depend on what and who are gathered in the writing and reading of this chapter. 
This then is my matter of concern. 

 The chapter will suggest that, while Lyotard  (  1984  )  argued that the  post-modern 
condition of knowledge was one of incredulity to grand narratives, this could be 
extended to an ontological condition, the lifelong learning condition. Here, even as 
they continue to be articulated ever more stridently, there is an incredulity to the 
notion that there are over-arching justifi cations for human existence – we need to 
learn to exist. This arises not least because of the ecological and material uncertain-
ties to which worldly – human and non-human – existence is subject, what Beck 
 (  1992  )  referred to as a risk society. What I want to suggest is that Lyotard’s  argument 
for the post-modern condition of knowledge points to the collapse of representa-
tionalism as an a priori worldliness and signifi es a post-human  condition of exis-
tence, wherein lifelong learning could be a conditional set of ontological practices 
 within  the world, rather than a set of meanings or understandings  about  the world. 

 Here I am not using post-humanism as simply referring to a gathering 
 after-humanism and the death of the Renaissance subject. Nor am I using it to refer 
to those who advocate a dys/u-topian future of genetically modifi ed embodied 
 technologies, although both have resonances in what follows. In this chapter, post-
humanism refers to an enactment that deconstructs the separation of subjects and 
objects, the human and the material and with that the focus on the human subject as 
either a representative of an essentialised human nature or in a state of constant 
becoming. However, it is also the case that the deconstruction requires a subject and 
object to deconstruct. As with Lyotard’s  (  1992  )  refl ections on the ‘post-’ in 
 post-modernism therefore, the ‘post-’ in post-humanism is constantly at play with 
precisely that which it deconstructs. It is not ‘after’ in terms of going beyond, but in 
terms of offering a constant experimentation with (Badmington  2003  ) . In one sense 
then, I am engaging in a form of science fi ction that has prefi gured much of the 
contemporary discussion of post-humanism. 

 This argument follows work derived from and which gathers together aspects of 
pragmatist philosophy, the work of Heidegger, post-structuralism, actor-network 
theory and feminism. It is an argument that, in attempting to gather many actants 
seeks to engender a solidity and stability to the thing to be enacted. Too simply, it is 
an argument that follows from a focus on ontology – be(com)ing – rather than rep-
resentation – know(legd)ing. However, the focus on ontology is not human- or sub-
ject-centric, but points to lifelong learning as a condition of the entanglement of the 
human and non-human, as without the non-human, humans would neither exist nor 
be able to act as part of world existence. People are always already in assemblage 
within worlds. As Haraway  (  2003 : 54) puts it, ‘humans are already congeries of 
things that are not us. We are not self-identical’. In our age of ubiquitous digitalisa-
tion, this is sometimes referred to as a cyborg condition (Gough  2004  ) , which points 
to the entanglement of the fl eshy and technical – the materiality of things. 

 I will argue that central to this post-human condition could be entanglements in 
the world that entail practices of conditionality – what could be rather than should 
be – fallibility – experimentation and the possibility of failure, i.e. things falling 
apart – and responsibility – responding in particular ways to others and otherness. It 
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is these which are the practices that can be developed as a response to the  incredulity 
there can be towards grand narratives of human existence. In gathering this 
 discussion, I shall also make the claim that a post-human condition could point to 
the end of lifelong learning rather than the latter being a part of that condition. If the 
practices of learning have been integral to the centring of the human subject (Rose 
 1998  ) , I shall argue that a post-human condition may not be one of learning as we 
have tended to understand it. 

 This chapter then is an experiment, itself fraught with conditionality, fallibility 
and responsibility. It is an attempt at an intervention and interruption into the prac-
tices of lifelong learning, including the practices of representing lifelong learning. 
It is too simplistic to suggest that it is a shift from epistemology to ontology as each 
entails the other. What I want to suggest is that the type of debates that have been 
going on  about  lifelong learning arise from positioning it solely within a represen-
tational binary that separates matter and meaning, substance and signifi cance, object 
and subject, where the latter is grounded in some sense of human nature purifi ed of 
other matters. I will outline this argument in the next section. I will then go on to 
suggest that lifelong learning could be re-positioned within a certain performative 
post-human ethico-epistem-onto-logy (Barad  2007  ) , wherein there is an entangle-
ment of things; ‘things as question, as provocation, incitement, or enigma’ (Grosz 
 2009 : 125). However, insofar as it is entangled, then the practices of learning by 
subjects are themselves troubled. This entails approaching what we do differently in 
order to make a difference. It entails more gathering, less objecting – enacting a 
post-human condition as a thing.  

   Representing and Experimenting: From Objects 
to Things and Back Again? 

 There is often a tendency in the discussion of lifelong learning and education more 
generally to have to start from the beginning in everything that is written. Of course, 
origins are myths and any such requirement is itself always already part of the regu-
latory practices in knowledge production, placing constraints on experimentation 
on the basis of a rigour that can come close to ‘rigor mortis’ at times. I write this not 
out of arrogance, but out of frustration that debates in the wider intellectual environ-
ment seem mostly to be  purifi ed  from the discussion of lifelong learning or to be 
marginalised to those with an interest in philosophy or theory. As a result, lifelong 
learning largely remains an impoverished under-theorised object. Thus, for this 
section of the chapter, while rehearsing some footings for my overall discussion, 
I claim little original or seek the origins to what I write. I gather words, discourses 
and concepts. 

 There has been sustained critique over decades now of the binaries that shape a 
crudely Western sensibility. These binaries are held to structure our ways of theoris-
ing and intervening, providing the conditions of possibility for how we might act in 
the world. A critical philosophical binary is that between epistemology and ontol-
ogy, where the former, of how we can know something, has been the primary focus 
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of concern. Yet, such binaries already assume what they produce, insofar as the 
focus on knowing already presumes a relationship between matter and meaning, 
object and subject, which themselves are positioned as separate; this is to see them 
as related but in different ways from other theoretical positions from each other 
rather than related in specifi c ways. 

 A number of binaries can be found in the discussions of and research in life-
long learning which already assume an epistemological-ontological separation. 
For instance,  

 Epistemology     Ontology 
 Meaning  Matter 
 Signifi cance  Substance 
 Ephemerality  Stability 
 Subject  Object 
 Theory  Practice 
 Knowing  Becoming 
 Apparent  Real 
 Refl ecting  Intervening 
 Thinking  Doing 
 Representing  Experimenting 

 Such binaries establish the terms of debate. Insofar as matter is separated from 
meaning, then the question arises over how we can represent the former in a mean-
ingful way. Anthropologists explore these issues in their studies of cultural artefacts 
and their signifi cance (Henare et al.  2007  ) . However, meaningful is not necessarily 
truthful in the senses we have come to associate with the practices of the sciences – 
natural and social. Much space has been given to pursuing the ways in which humans 
can establish the truthfulness of meanings representing matter. This in itself pre-
sumes a separation of subject from object with the associated issue of how to fi ll the 
gap. The world is full of attempts at such a fi lling, yet the gap remains. Objects 
object. They remain the other to the subject, separate. 

 From a range of positions, the assumption of foundational separations has been 
subject to sustained critique. This critique entails not simply an attempt to privilege 
ontology over epistemology, reversing the binary, but to reframe our whole entan-
glements within the world. Writers associated with these moves include Judith 
Butler, Donna Harraway, Ian Hacking, Bruno Latour and Karen Barad. Yet, these 
are unfamiliar names in the writings of lifelong learning. Their works are distinctive 
if overlapping, and I would suggest contributing to what I am calling a post-human 
condition insofar as the knowing human subject is decentred by a concern for ways 
of enacting within the world. 

 Barad  (  2007 : 137), a quantum physicist turned feminist philosopher, provides a 
succinct critique of the problem with a representationalist epistemology:

  Representationalism takes the notion of separation as foundational. It separates the world 
into the ontologically disjunct domains of words and things, leaving itself with the dilemma 
of their linkage such that knowledge is possible… representationalism is a prisoner of the 
problematic metaphysics it postulates.   
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 She is drawing upon a distinction made by previously made by Hacking  (  1983  )  
between representing/theorising and intervening/experimenting as orientations in 
the world, where the former has been separated out and given primacy over the 
latter. This separation results from and in the dividing of matter from meaning and 
further divides the material into, for instance, the social, the human, the natural, 
the technological, the cultural and the economic. These distinctions are then taken 
to be foundational and a priori rather than themselves being forms of enactment, 
the manifestation of what Latour  (  1993  )  would refer to as  purifying practices . For 
Barad  (  2007 : 53), ‘representationalism is a practice of bracketing out the signifi -
cance of practices, that is, representationalism marks a failure to take account of 
the practices through which representations are produced’. Representations are 
taken to be objects that are then black-boxed and taken for granted. 

 This might look like a social constructivist view, but it is important to distinguish 
it from such, as realism and social constructivism are held to rely on the same rep-
resentationalist separation of matter/object and meaning/subject. Meaning may be 
constructed rather than simply refl ect reality in a mirror-like way, but it remains 
separated out from matter, leaving untroubled the fundamental binaries informing 
them. It is for this reason that both Hacking  (  1999  )  and Latour  (  1999  )  are highly 
critical of the supposed radicalness of social constructivist approaches to research. 
Both realism and social constructivism remain human/subject-centric, because of 
an a priori separation of meaning and matter. 

 By contrast, the writers I am drawing upon formulate performative or enacting 
framings of worldliness, a world of thinging. Within such framings, meaning is not 
separate from matter. Indeed, an a priori assumption is that rather than separation as 
foundational to enacting a purifi ed human condition, entanglement is materially and 
practically fundamental to a hybridised post-human condition. Objects are not 
entirely separate entities, but are mixings, gatherings, things, what Latour  (  1993  )  
refers to as ‘quasi-objects’ in his argument that we have never been modern, i.e. 
purifi ed. In other words, separations are particular enactments of gathering and 
 mixing. Thus, for instance,

  to theorise is not to leave the material world behind and enter the domain of pure ideas 
where the lofty space of the mind makes objective refl ection possible.  Theorising, like 
experimenting, is a material practice … both theorists and experimentalists engage in the 
intertwined practices of theorising and experimenting…  experimenting and theorising are 
dynamic practices that play a constitutive role in the production of objects and subjects and 
matter and meaning  (Barad  2007 : 55–6, emphasis in original).   

 Similar positions have also been developed in the discussion of material culture 
in anthropology. For instance,

  discourse can have effects not because it ‘over-determines reality’, but because no ontologi-
cal distinction between ‘discourse’ and ‘reality’ pertains in the fi rst place. In other words, 
concepts can bring about things because concepts and things are just one and the same. 
(Henare et al.  2007 : 13)   

 Things as gatherings should not be confused with a concept of separate objects with 
properties. The latter is seen as very much tied to a representationalist  epistemology 
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within which the world is made up of objects ‘out-there’ that we try to know ‘in-here’ – 
within the knowing subject. These objects are the ‘matters of fact’ of which Latour 
 (  2004, 2005,   2008  )  is critical as an adequate basis for critical political action. Matters 
of fact assume and enact a representationalist epistemology of separation untangled 
from the practices through which they are performed. They are the property of the 
human subject who knows. 

 By contrast, for Latour, things are gathered and negotiated as ‘matters of  concern’. 
This argument draws upon and extends earlier work by Heidegger  (  2009 : 118) on the 
nature and etymology of things and objects: ‘the Old High German word “thing” 
means a gathering, and specifi cally a gathering to deliberate on a matter under dis-
cussion, a contested matter’. Things are a mixing, an entanglement. They gather the 
human and non-human in their enactments. They are material and they matter. They 
cannot simply be represented as there are practices associated with their gathering or 
enactment, and represented. By contrast, objects are represented as existing separate 
from one another a priori, and the practices through which they have been gathered 
are naturalised or lost. ‘Naturalisation means  stripping away the contingencies of an 
object’s creation and its situated nature. A naturalised object has lost its anthropo-
logical strangeness’ (Bowker and Star  1999 : 299). 

 It is this view of things that led Heidegger  (  2009 : 122) to argue that there is a need 
to ‘step back from the thinking that merely represents – that is, explains – to the think-
ing that responds and recalls’. This notion of responding informs the sense of respon-
sibility that I will argue could be part of a post-human experimental condition. 

 Where does this leave us? Crudely, we might say that, within a  representationalist 
enactment of the world, practices produce matters of fact through the representation 
of objects with properties by the knowing subject. This arises from and contributes 
to a Newtonian notion of matter. By contrast, in a post-human enactment of the 
world, practices gather different things as matters of concern through their own 
forms of experimentation. This arises from and contributes to a quantum notion of 
matter. Of course, matters of fact might be considered a particular form of gather-
ing, a particular mattering (Law  2004  ) , as the practices through which they are 
gathered and assembled become part of the topography to be explored. Things may 
be gathered and separated as objects, but, in examining their gathering, objects 
become things. Thus, I am not using matters of fact and concern as a binary. Matters 
of fact might be said to be a particular way of enacting concern. Here, as Latour 
 (  2004 : 232, emphasis in original) argues

  Matters of fact are not all that is given in experience. Matters of fact are only very partial 
and, I would argue, very polemical, very political renderings of matters of concern and only 
a subset of what could be called  states of affairs .   

 Those matters of fact are based upon drawing distinctions and objectifying the 
other, while matters of concern might be thought of as entailing entangling with the 
other through, what Barad refers to  (  2007  )  as particular apparatuses.

   Practices of knowing are specifi c material engagements that participate in (re)confi guring 
the world . Which practices we enact matter – in both senses of the word. Making knowl-
edge is not simply about making facts but about making worlds, or rather it is about making 
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specifi c worldly confi gurations – not in the sense of making them ex nihilo, or out of 
 language, beliefs, or ideas, but in the sense of materially engaging as part of the world in 
giving it specifi c material form. (Barad  2007 : 91, emphasis in original)   

 The enactment of lifelong learning as a thing, a gathering, as post-human forms 
of experimentation and intervention, does not necessarily sit comfortably with the 
hegemonic discourse we face in much educational and other research where the 
knowing subject is privileged. It is important therefore, in reconfi guring our entan-
glements of the world, to consider whether a post-human condition can be one of 
lifelong learning or whether, in enacting the post-human, we need less learning and 
more responsible experimenting. 

 Rather than the subject representing the object through sense data of, for instance, 
observation, we enter into the spatio-temporal practices of gathering and experimenta-
tion. Knowing is not separate from doing but emerges from the very matterings in which 
we engage. This relies on apparatuses, which  ‘are not mere observing instruments but 
boundary-drawing practices – specifi c material (re)confi gurings of the world – which 
come to matter’  (Barad  2007 : 140, emphasis in original). To gather is also to draw 
boundaries, to include and exclude. Here, Barad is drawing upon and attempting to 
extend the performative epistemology of Judith Butler  (  1993  ) . It is through the specifi c 
forms of boundary-drawing that enactments gather the world as particular things and 
objects. This form of work is a way of dwelling materially  within  the world and not 
simply another way of representing views  about  the world. Differences are not simply 
about matters of opinion and truth, but about ways of experimenting and gathering.  

   The End of Lifelong Learning? 

 The concept of lifelong learning has been much represented, debated, discussed and 
critiqued over the last 15 years. For some, it has been the ideological weapon of 
neo-liberalism. For others, it is a sham or an irrelevancy. For yet others, it has pro-
vided an opportunity to insert different practices into the framing of education. A lot 
of the discussion of lifelong learning has focussed on its political and ideological 
signifi cance. Foucauldians and neo-Marxists have each in their different ways 
explored the exercises of power within lifelong learning. Philosophers of education 
have attempted to frame lifelong learning as an aspect of, or integral to, the good or 
worthwhile life. The terrain of lifelong learning is therefore littered with a huge 
biodiversity of meanings. But do any of them matter? Or matter that much? Who 
and what are gathered in the concerns of and for lifelong learning? 

 From the discussion above, we can experiment with lifelong learning as a 
 post-human condition and the post-human condition as one of lifelong learning, but 
not as we currently represent it. Post-human lifelong learning can be positioned as an 
entanglement of the human and non-human. Gathering lifelong learning, enacting the 
thinginess of lifelong learning, could be a fertile mixing. It could become a matter of 
concern. While some, such as Gough  (  2004  ) , have experimented with post-human 
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experiments in education, in particular, the technological extensions of the human in 
curriculum and pedagogy, little if any of the thinging of lifelong learning has addressed 
the issue beyond metaphorical uptakes of the cyborg. In this section of the chapter, 
I want to gather what could be some of the practices of a post-human lifelong learning. 
In the process, I will speculate that a post-human condition cannot be one of learning, 
despite what is said and the extension to education to which humans are being subject. 
The latter rests upon a continued humanist and representationalist separation of 
 subjects and objects. A post-human condition could be one of experimentation, of 
gathering humans and non-humans. This is an educational purpose beyond the 
 representationalism that has suffused major educational discourses and practices. 

 Despite Freud’s warning, in education, we are familiar with the desire for pre-
dictability and the capacity to master or mandate the future. Audit and accountabil-
ity are merely contemporary enactments of those desires. At the heart of much 
educational policy making in Europe and elsewhere in recent years are attempts at 
mastery of the future, of the knowledge economy and social inclusion, with lifelong 
learning often positioned as the or one of the means to achieve these. The obligatory 
passage point for education policy becomes the knowledge economy and education 
in the form of lifelong learning is duly harnessed and reduced to service its produc-
tion. It is through the uptake of lifelong learning to support the knowledge economy 
that seemingly the future can be mastered. Here, lifelong learning is the simple 
service response to globalised complexity and uncertainty. The more challenges and 
uncertainty in the world, the more one must learn. Learning here might be seen to 
reduce unpredictability and that is across the life course by humans. Lifelong learn-
ing is represented as a matter of fact for and by humans, a way of representing the 
objective world to which the separate subject must adapt. The human subject is 
centred as that which must learn about the world. 

 However, to learn, humans have to gather and experiment. Learning emerges 
from the entanglement with the non-human. Thus, while humanism focuses on the 
mind and learning as a form of refl ection, contemplation, abstraction and represen-
tation to establish matters of fact, I am suggesting that a post-human condition could 
position learning as a gathering of the human and non-human in experimentation to 
establish and engage with matters of concern. However, it could also be that rather 
than gathering differently, we might want to do away with learning altogether as the 
role for education. Here, a post-human condition could position experimentation as 
a gathering of the human and non-human to establish matters of concern –  education 
as practices. This provides an educational purpose different from much of that 
which is familiar. It is not the human subject who learns through experimenting 
rather than representing, but a thing that is gathered. 

 Here I think the works of people like Gert Biesta and Tara Fenwick are useful. 
Both are concerned with educational purposes and responsibilities. While they 
would not necessarily position their own work as post-human, the more general 
‘post-’ thing is part of their matters of concern. Biesta draws upon pragmatic and 
post-structuralist theories in much of his work, and some of his ideas can be gath-
ered to the post-human condition I am positing. For instance, in his critique of criti-
cal pedagogy’s desire for a language of possibility, Biesta  (  1998  )  extends Freud’s 
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idea of the impossibility of mandating the future to all human interactions and 
 suggests, drawing on Derrida and Foucault, that practices need to be developed 
around an ‘emancipatory ignorance’.

  It just is an ignorance that does not claim to know how the future will be or will have to be. 
It is an ignorance that does not show the way, but only issues an invitation to set out on the 
journey. It is an ignorance that does not say what to think of it, but only asks, ‘What do you 
think about it?’ In short it is an ignorance that makes room for the possibility of disclosure. 
(Biesta  1998 : 505)   

 Biesta’s argument is related specifi cally to critical pedagogy, but it is relevant to 
the reformulation of a discourse of education more generally. He and Osberg 
(Osberg and Biesta  2007  )  suggest that this calls for a pedagogy of invention. An 
emancipatory ignorance and a pedagogy of invention (experimentation) sit well 
within the post-human condition I am attempting to gather. 

 Similarly, in his critique of the language of learning and argument for a specifi -
cally educational discourse, Biesta  (  2004 : 76) has argued for three interlocking 
principles: ‘trust without ground, transcendental violence and responsibility with-
out knowledge’. With regard to the fi rst, his suggestion is that education involves the 
unexpected and that this entails trust because there is risk involved. His second 
principle involves challenging and confronting students with otherness and differ-
ence. This entails ‘interrupting’ them, what he refers to as coming into presence, 
and the possibility of openness to difference. This approach involves transcendental 
violence as it creates diffi cult situations, but it is only through these that coming into 
presence become possible. The third principle, responsibility without knowledge, is 
based on the notion that educators have unlimited responsibility for the subjectivi-
ties of students, but that this is not based on any practice of calculation. In later work 
with Osberg that draws upon complexity theory (Osberg and Biesta  2007 : 47), they 
suggest that ‘teachers are responsible  both  for the emergence of the world (the 
future)  and  for the emergence of human subjectivity’. 

 These ideas signify notions that are a far cry from any certainty about the teleo-
logical goals of education and how they are to be achieved, although they remain 
primarily concerned with the education of the human subject and less with the mate-
riality of education. Nonetheless, the practices identifi ed could be said to be enacted 
through practices of constant experimentation in response to others rather than 
aimed at fulfi lling ultimate purposes as ends. While Biesta is interested in these 
notions as educational, it is a reconfi gured understanding of education as not 
restricted to educational institutions. They rely on emancipatory ignorance, inven-
tion, risk, otherness, interruption and the joint enacting of worlds and subjectivities. 
The latter in particular points to the entanglings of the human and non-human 
through which matters of concern can be gathered. 

 Formulating lifelong learning in this way may seem absurd. When outcomes, 
standardisation, audit and outputs are to the fore, what spaces are there for educa-
tional discourses around post-human experimentation in matters of concern? It is 
here that I fi nd the concepts of fallibility and conditionality in addition to impossi-
bility helpful. Fallibility because it points to the notion that, even if we practise upon 
the basis of the best available evidence we have, we know full well it is not perfect, 
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that we cannot mandate. This in turn results in and from a position of conditionality, 
that is, that we  could  do something rather than we  should  do something. Thus, my 
use of the conditional in relation to lifelong learning being a post-human condition 
or a post-human condition of after-learning or experimenting, as I am not saying it 
should be or is. It could be if we respond and experiment responsibly in specifi c 
ways. Our practices are only as good as we currently can establish, and they are a 
process of experimenting in gathering concerns, rather than any simple exercise in 
mandating and mastery and representing matters of fact. However, we might also 
consider lifelong learning as too capable of being recouped into a familiar represen-
tationalist epistemology, in which case we carry on as before. 

 From the above, the normative basis for what we do becomes a more modest 
experimental affair (Haraway  1997  )  of mixing matters. Fallibility and conditional-
ity provide a basis for invention, for experimentation in practices, based upon how 
well and widely we enact things. It is in this spirit that I think Biesta’s suggestion 
that we adopt an approach of ‘responsibility without knowledge’ seems to have 
resonance. This

  requires that we give up, or at least hold back, all the ‘tricks of the trade,’ all the wisdom of 
the world, all national curricula and educational strategies, all recipes for ‘what works,’ in 
order to be able to approach newcomers without an agenda or pre-conception, but in a way 
in which we can ask them what they are bringing to the world. It is in this way that educa-
tors take a responsibility for something that they cannot know. It is a responsibility without 
knowledge. (Biesta, quoted in Fenwick  2009  )    

 Biesta is drawing upon Derrida  (  1992 : 41), in particular, his argument that ‘the 
condition of this thing called responsibility is a certain experience and experiment 
of the possibility of the impossible: the testing of the  aporia  from which one may 
invent the only possible invention, the impossible invention’. Invention is based in 
the tension in the impossibility of mandating the future. It is also based upon a 
decentred human subject, as to engage with the possibility of the impossible is to 
experiment and a subject experimenting with objects is left with a representational 
gap, while a post-human gathering provides practices for further experimentation. 

 Fenwick  (  2009  )  provides similar conclusions from her own concerns for educa-
tional responsibility. Her work is not explicitly post-human, but has become more 
focused on the socio-material, drawing upon actor-network theory and complexity 
theory. She follows the line of gathering that responsibility is about responding to 
others. The important thing to bear in mind is that others and otherness are not sim-
ply human subjects, but can be both human and non-human. For Fenwick  (  2009  ) , 
educational responsibility requires that ‘educators might think of doing less rather 
than more: focus on the immediate, open to possibility, leap into uncertainty, care 
without knowledge’. In other words, to be responsible is to experiment, to risk failure, 
including that some matters of concern may not become a thing with which to be 
engaged, and that things can fall apart. 

 For me, however unsatisfactory, the concept of lifelong learning could symbolise 
an educational expression of a post-human condition, precisely because it opens up 
possibilities for humans beyond their subjecthood. It could also gather responsible 
engagement with the non-human in our thingings. These provide conditions for 
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modesty in both the claims we might make and how we might proceed. However, in 
the process, I also think there could be an end to lifelong learning in such a gather-
ing, as experimental practices around matters of concern could take precedence over 
learning through the representation of matters of fact. The purpose of education 
would not be lifelong learning but experimentation.  

   Experimentation: The Post-human Condition? 

 Post-human experimentation, fallibility, conditionality and responsibility, these 
seem to be ways forward from the notion of education as an impossible practice and 
the limits arising from the separation of subjects from objects. They open up pos-
sibilities of course, but not on the notion of mandating the future or any strong 
normative view about what education can achieve or how it can achieve. They put 
us all in a position of experimenting, whether we are engaged in policy work, teach-
ing, leading or researching. And perhaps they are necessary if we are to sustain and 
develop modest democratic practices and the institutions to support them. Perhaps 
then some worthwhile things would be possible. 

 So could we then need to drop the notion of learning altogether? Perhaps, rather 
than a post-human condition of lifelong learning, we could enact a post-human condi-
tion of experimentation that embraces risk, responsibility and emancipatory ignorance. 
To suggest a future for education without learning and the knowing subject may seem 
strange. However, learning as a concept has evolved from the study of psychology 
which has at its heart precisely the centring of the human subject. In gathering lifelong 
learning as a post-human condition then, we could end up sacrifi cing the notion of 
lifelong learning itself, as it could be that the post-human cannot be one of learning, 
lifelong or otherwise. Educational purposes would be around responsible experimental 
gatherings of things that matter. Would that be such an irresponsible thing?       

      References 

    Badmington, N. (2003). Theorising posthumanism.  Cultural Critique, 53 , 10–27.  
    Barad, K. (2007).  Meeting the universe halfway . Durham: Duke University Press.  
    Beck, U. (1992).  The risk society . London: Sage.  
    Biesta, G. (1998). Say you want a revolution…. suggestions for the impossible future of critical 

pedagogy.  Educational Theory, 48 , 499–510.  
    Biesta, G. (2004). Against learning: Reclaiming a language for education in an age of learning. 

 Nordisk Pedogogik, 24 , 70–82.  
    Bowker, G., & Star, S. (1999).  Sorting things out . Harvard: Harvard University Press.  
    Butler, J. (1993).  Bodies that matter . London: Routledge.  
    Derrida, J. (1992).  The other heading: Refl ections on Today’s Europe . Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press.  
    Edwards, R. (2008). Education – an impossible practice.  Scottish Education Review, 40 , 4–11.  



162 R. Edwards

    Fenwick, T. (2009). Responsibility, complexity science and education: Dilemmas and uncertain 
responses.  Studies in Philosophy and Education, 28 , 101–118.  

    Gough, N. (2004). RhizomANTically beoming-cyborg: Performing posthuman pedagogies. 
 Educational Philosophy and Theory, 36 (3), 253–265.  

    Grosz, E. (2009). The thing. In F. Candlin & R. Guins (Eds.),  The object reader . London: 
Routledge.  

    Hacking, I. (1983).  Representing and intervening: Introductory topics in the philosophy of natural 
sciences . Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

    Hacking, I. (1999).  The social construction of what?  Cambridge: Harvard University Press.  
    Haraway, D. (1997).  Modest_witness@Second_Millenium.FemaleMan_Meets_OncoMouse: 

Feminism and technoscience . New York: Routledge.  
    Haraway, D. (2000).  How like a leaf: An interview with Thyrza Nichols Goodeve . London: 

Routledge.  
    Haraway, D. (2003). Interview with Donna Haraway. In D. Ihde & E. Selinger (Eds.),  Chasing 

technoscience: Matrix for materiality . Bloomington/Indianapolis: Indiana University Press.  
    Heidegger, M. (2009). The thing. In F. Candlin & R. Guins (Eds.),  The object reader . London: 

Routledge.  
    Henare, A., Holbraad, M., & Wastell, S. (2007). Introduction: Thinking through things. In A. 

Henare, M. Holbraad, & S. Wastell (Eds.),  Thinking through things: Theorising artefacts eth-
nographically . London: Routledge.  

    Latour, B. (1993).  We have never been modern . Cambridge: Harvard University Press.  
    Latour, B. (1996).  Aramis . Cambridge: Harvard University Press.  
    Latour, B. (1999).  Pandora’s hope: Essays on the reality of science studies . Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press.  
    Latour, B. (2004). Why has critique run out of steam? From matters of fact to matters of concern. 

 Critical Inquiry, 30 , 225–248.  
    Latour, B. (2005).  Reassembling the social . Oxford: Oxford University Press.  
    Latour, B. (2008).  What is the style of matters of concern?  Amsterdam: Van Gorcum.  
   Law, J. (2004).  Matter-ing, or how might STS contribute?  published by the Centre for Science 

Studies, Lancaster University, Lancaster LA1 4YL, UK at   http://www.comp.lancs.ac.uk/
socioogy/papers/law-matter-ing.pdf    . Accessed May 15, 2009.  

    Lyotard, J.-F. (1984).  The postmodern condition . Manchester: Manchester University Press.  
    Lyotard, J.-F. (1992).  The postmodern explained to children . London: Turnaround.  
    Mol, A. (2002).  The body multiple . Durham: Duke University Press.  
    Osberg, D., & Biesta, G. (2007). Beyond presence: Epistemological and pedagogical implications 

of ‘strong’ emergence.  Interchange, 38 , 31–51.  
    Rose, N. (1998).  Inventing our selves . Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.    

http://www.comp.lancs.ac.uk/socioogy/papers/law-matter-ing.pdf
http://www.comp.lancs.ac.uk/socioogy/papers/law-matter-ing.pdf

	Chapter 11: Lifelong Learning: A Post-human Condition?
	Introduction
	Representing and Experimenting: From Objects to Things and Back Again?
	The End of Lifelong Learning?
	Experimentation: The Post-human Condition?
	References


