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Written text and living talk

Mike Garfield

The significant conclusion of Keith's report for me was that section which suggests that the benefits of online 
resources and support may be limited in the way that he has just outlined to us this afternoon. When I originally read 
his report, shortly before being sent off for publication, I immediately said to him that, for me at least, this did raise the 
question about the relative merits of text based web interfaces with students and the more traditional face to face 
methods which most of us I assume are still, at least at the moment, used to. What are the differences, then, or what 
might we think are the differences between the two approaches? That query was raised in the report as a topic that 
might merit further consideration, but it was not developed there. Keith, however, did remember what I had said then 
and has managed to persuade me to begin, at least, that consideration here today. My remarks should be taken in 
the spirit of an initial inquiry, hopefully both philosophical and practical, and with some possible answers. At the very 
least I hope to do the philosophical underlabourer's job of articulating what the concerns are.

Many universities, like mine here, are investing heavily in various kinds of Web based technical support for student 
studies. Staff are encouraged to put lecture notes, whole lectures, support material, links and even assessment onto 
for example WebCT. Students themselves have, over the past few years, begun increasingly to complain if such 
material is not available online. At the same time some subject areas that I know of have removed lectures from 
being available on WebCT because they found student attendance at actual lectures and seminars dramatically 
reduced. At a recent day conference put on by my university I heard students make a consistent plea that they 
wanted more contact with teaching staff and more information directed through them rather than through the web 
pages of the university. According to press reports students from a number of universities are demanding more face 
to face contact with their tutors. Fee payments seem to demand faces and bodies, not the substitute of online 
information.

So what is the concern, or more specifically, I suppose, what is my concern? Let me make it clear that my concern is 
not with the straightforward provision of information. This is what I call the 'minimalist provision' position; the phrase 
is not intended to show the inferiority of this provision, but merely its contrast conceptually with what I shall later call 
the 'extended provision'. I am old enough to remember when reading lists had to be cyclostyled on a bander machine 
and when handouts were few and far between. Lectures were precisely where you learned to take notes not have 
them provided for you. But that was some considerable time ago. Now we have online resources and Intranet 
systems. WebCT and similar systems have the clear advantage of providing a very easy resource mechanism for 
making lecture notes, reading lists and links to libraries and articles wonderfully and easily available. For the student 
who knows and wants to know more, this is an incredible resource. I take this idea of the provision of web based 
resources to be uncomplicatedly both minimal and of great utility; it is the provision of a personal library and search 
system for what you want to learn about. I personally do not see any great virtue in getting students to venture forth 
themselves to library bookshelves and searching for references via books. If you can do this on screen or on-line, so 
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much the better. Many promoters of online student resources would be happy with my seeing their provision in this, 
what I call 'minimalist', way. But my suspicion is that they do think my use is far too minimalist; really they think their 
idea of an extended provision could replace the face to face real, not virtual, teacher in the classroom. Here lies the 
question, I suppose, about which my problem revolves. What is my worry about this extended non-minimalist version 
of the web teaching/learning vision which I believe is implicit in such programmes? What is the tension that I would 
suggest exists between the idea of learning and the provision of on screen textual information, that does not, at least 
in principle, exist, I would want to claim, between face to face teacher and learner? What is in a face and a voice
that is not on the screen or in the book on the surface of a page? Here we have to briefly counter the Turing figure 
who might want to claim that at some point in the future machines and machine faces will be indistinguishable from 
human fleshy faces and voices. The answer, when and if that time comes, is that we shall have successfully 
transmuted the machine into something less machinic and more human in voice, response and intonation, but that 
time is not yet and to conceive of such a possibility is already, perhaps, to concede that there is something important 
about non-machinic/technological interaction between student and teacher on which the machine itself needs to get 
up to speed. Until that time, however, we have machines that do not do at least as well as what humans with faces, 
voices and other capacities can do. What are these capacities? I want at this point to bring in for my support 
Socrates' brief comments in the last few sections of his dialogue with Phaedrus as recorded by Plato.

In the Phaedrus in a notorious passage, Socrates raises and discusses the question of the written text. Now, I am 
not committed to Socrates as an authoritative voice on such matters, but he does raise, it seems to me, some issues 
of significance to today's discussion. At Phaedrus 274c Socrates records the mythical story of Theuth the god of 
many inventions, skilled activities such as number, calculation, geometry and astronomy and draughts and dice. But 
above all we are told the God Theuth had invented writing. Theuth visited Thamus, king of Upper Egypt, and 
revealed all his arts to him so that he might benefit of all his people. On most of his skills, Socrates tells us, Theuth 
spoke both of their benefits and their disbenefits, but on the topic of writing Theuth had only benefits to speak of: 
The God says: "Here, O king, is writing, a branch of learning that will make the people of Egypt wiser and improve 
their memories; my discovery provides a recipe for memory and for wisdom." I am not suggesting that we should see 
the God Theuth precisely as an early Bill Gates or some university Pro-vice-Chancellor in charge of Student IT 
provision, but the possible links provide some food for thought in answering our question of what, if anything, 
underlies certainly mine and I think many students' and some staff's feelings about supplanting human faces and 
voices with ever more sophisticated versions of Theuth's 'writing'. Having heard Theuth's praises of the new techne
of graphein, the science or skill of writing, the clearly smart king Thamus responds with two immediate of problems. 
He says to Theuth, "You have in fact declared the very opposite of its true effect. If men learn this new skill of writing 
for which you have such a tender regard, it will in fact implant forgetfulness in their souls; they will cease to exercise 
memory because they will rely on what is written, calling things to remembrance no longer from within themselves, 
but by means of external marks. What you have discovered is a recipe not for memory, but for reminder. And it is no 
true wisdom that you offer your disciples, but only its semblance, for by telling them of many things without teaching 
them you will make them seem to know much, while for the most part they will know nothing, and as men filled, not 
with wisdom, but with the conceit of wisdom, they will be a burden to their fellows." Knowing for Thamus is clearly not 
simply an ability to put the right information together from textual reminders. We might perhaps remember here those 
students who eclectically trawl the web for gobbets of information which they reword and collate together into an 
essay without any proper understanding.

Socrates continues and fills out Thamus' first worry that Theuth's writing-science is a kind of second order activity; 
what he calls a reminder of some more originary activity. Writing is secondary to and parasitic upon a more originary 
speaking, a discourse between two voices that do more than simply read each other as a text but interact with word, 
with change of word and intonation and facial expression and all the other things that go on in discussion. Here we 
might note that it has been raised as an objection to Socrates that in fact written and spoken texts are all the same; 
the written text is merely marks on a particular surface while the voice is merely an acoustic text. So the attempted 
distinction between the two is spurious. Jacques Derrida has made such a claim that both spoken and written word 
are all grammata. But I think that, in an important sense, this is to miss, perhaps, Socrates' point that, while both the 
written and the spoken are both texts in the sense of both being kinds of marks, nevertheless, in the originary
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speaking there are resources which are not available in the written. Clearly, for Socrates at least, writing is 
essentially an inferior mode of access to whatever it is that speaking with voice reveals and allows us to enter into. 
We shall see shortly what he is driving at.

Socrates continues his development of Thamus' critique of writing by comparing it by analogy with painting. Both the 
painting and the written word lack 'aliveness' , as Socrates puts it, and the particular feature of aliveness to which he 
draws our attention is the silence of the written text in response to questions. The Greek is quite explicit here; speech 
is spoken of as living and having soul within it and soul means in Greek not some mysterious entity but that which 
can spontaneously move another thing. In this sense written texts are not not-alive in the sense that they are dead, 
but in the sense that they are mute; they do not generate their own responses or, perhaps more importantly, they do 
not spontaneously move us and demand responses of us. If philosophy, as Keith and I have argued elsewhere, 
following Socrates, is essentially a disposition to question our experience with the end of discovering what there is (in 
that peculiar philosophical sense of what there is) then responses are essential to that activity. Questions raise the 
internal logical demand for an answer. Philosophy might properly be called the activity of asking questions of what 
we don't know or of what puzzles us to provoke answers that appear at least to offer us some kind of satisfaction. 
Written texts, unless they are dialogues, do not afford us, Socrates is suggesting, spontaneous responses nor do 
they, empsychically, provoke responses of us. I suppose, as a matter of fact, good, well written texts often do 
incorporate responses of the usual kind: "it might be objected here that..." as if someone had actually made such a 
response or asked such a question of us. If the text is purely exegetic then we might even find ourselves 
imaginatively inventing questions for the text and trying to see if the text itself has some tacit response within it; built 
in answers to questions raised as it were. But however much we bring questions to the text and force responses from 
it, the text itself offers no spontaneous voice to us; "What do you mean by brave in what you said?" or "I don't see 
how that follows" or "what you are saying seems to be ambiguous between X and Y" or "have you realised that if you 
articulate the point like that then all sorts of other consequences would follow that contradict what you seem to want 
to say" or "I just don't see the problem or the argument here; what exactly is it?" But, as you may have noticed, these 
are not just the cut and thrust of philosophical dialogue but of pedagogical interaction with our students. If we are to 
induct our students into the skilful activity that is the disposition to philosophically interrogate our world then students 
need not a silent written text but an alive, spontaneous, respondent. Socrates says: "The painter's products, like the 
written text, stand before us as though they were alive, but if you question them they maintain a most majestic 
silence. It is the same with written words; they seem to talk to you as though they were intelligent, but if you ask them 
anything about what they say, from a desire to be instructed, they go on telling you the same thing forever." 

But there is a further point; pedagogy is also about helping students to 'get it right' by refining a student's 
understanding or articulation of what they mean or of what they are reading. It is worth remembering, as Socrates 
was very well aware, that philosophical problems do not exist apart from their instantiation within a particular 
articulation. That is one of the reasons why we here at the MMU spend a good deal of time with our own students 
looking at original texts. Students have to learn that it is not enough to 'inwardly know' what the philosophical 
issue/problem is; it has to be articulated in a particular form for it to exist as an argument or problem. They have to 
learn that the words have to be articulated in a particular way for the argument to work at all. Without a live 
respondent it is not clear how a student's particular articulation can be interrogated or modified. In this sense live 
philosophical dialogue is spontaneously (if often with great difficulty) self-correcting or self-modifying. Without that 
dialogical interpersonal structure, the written text becomes both ungrounded and incapable of informing its own truth. 
Socrates puts it like this: "Once a thing is put in writing, the composition, whatever it may be, drifts all over the place, 
getting into the hands not only of those who don't understand it, but equally of those who have no business with it; it 
does not know how to address the right people, and not address the wrong. I take it that what he is saying here 
is that living speech allows for a kind of corrigibility to be accomplished between the speakers "What exactly did you 
mean by X when you said ...?" Corrigibility within a written text can only come as Dilthey realised through a 
hermeneutic inquiry within the rest of the text and that assumes that the answer to the question is there somewhere 
in the rest of the text. Of course it may not and then we require live discourse to answer our question. And, obviously, 
if the author is dead then the answer may never be made available to us. When Socrates talks about "knowing how 
to address the right people and not address the wrong" he seems to be drawing attention to this inability of a text by 
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itself to fix or properly reveal its meaning where the public meaning of the words by itself does not resolve the 
question we want to ask of it. This living speech Socrates tells us "goes together with knowledge and it can defend 
itself and does know to whom it should speak and to whom it should say nothing."

Socrates continues and develops what he means by this aliveness of live question and answer dialogue with some 
interesting analyses. It is worth remembering that in teaching philosophy we are teaching a skill and, despite what 
often appears to be the case in much writing about skills in PDP work, skills are not the kind of thing that can be 
peeled off from their embedded skilful activities and taught in abstraction. The skill of knitting is not something 
separate from the activity of knitting; the skill of knitting is precisely knowing how to do it well or badly and it is 
something that can be practised and improved by its performance. Philosophy is no different. Skills are things that 
can be practised. To learn the skill of setting up an argument of one's own or articulating the argument of another 
needs a particular argument to practise setting up or articulating. If some Programme Skills Officer says to me that 
he knows I am teaching Aristotle's Physics or Prior Analytics but asks me where I am teaching the pure critical 
thinking or the pure skill of articulating an argument he has not understood the point that skills are necessarily 
embedded in those contexts. But those skills require help and assistance from someone who can show the initiate 
what is good and what is bad in that skill and what needs to be developed and what needs to be avoided. But the 
teacher guide may often need to build up an initial attunement (a term I borrow from Heidegger, but which is I hope 
reasonably self-explanatory) in the student to what philosophy itself as an activity is. Many of our students here have 
come to philosophy without A levels and in a kind of ignorance of what it is; located in their minds, I am sure, and 
derived from somewhere between the Paranormal and Psychology on the Dewey system on library shelves. You 
cannot, I believe, understand what philosophy is through some kind of instructional manual; there is something, as 
the later Wittgenstein reminds us in activities generally and like games in particular, about 'seeing the point' and 
'knowing that that is how you go on' in constructing an argument or demonstrating a contradiction or whatever. But 
still for many of our students who have never done philosophy before, and even for some who have, they have to be 
inducted into this 'seeing the point'. Philosophy is done and requires a feel for it. "No Philosophy is NOT the same as 
sociology or economics or modern languages" it is something in and of itself and like all games which are essentially 
pointless from some external sense of 'the point of them', nevertheless have an internal point to them which if we see 
that point we are attuned to their significance. So the game of squash which must seem absurd to someone who has 
no sense of what a 'game' is, is full of significance to the Squash player. But Philosophy teaching is no different in 
that respect, and I certainly spend a lot of my time with students trying to get them to be 'inside' the activity of 
philosophy; to enable them to have that felt-cognition of a philosophical problem. As Heidegger remarks in his 1930s 
lecture series The Essence of Truth, section 18, where he is concerned with elucidating Plato's Allegory of the Cave 
to his students: "The task and goal of the interpretation must be to bring the questioning of this dialogue to you in 
the actual proximity of your ownmost Dasein, so that finally you no longer have a foreign text and an accidental
edition in front of you, but have in yourselves a question that has become awake and inwardly awakened." 
Such an awakening, such an inducting into activities requires more than technical instruction or instruction through 
technological (implicit in what I am saying is a clear distinction generally between technological and interpersonal 
which I cannot explore further here) means, but all the resources that our lived bodies can bring to interaction with 
another, encouragement, smiles, no not that way, well done, that is right, can you see how what he says doesn't 
work if you think of it like that or, as I discovered doing Philosophy with young schoolchildren, simply asking what is 
the 'therefore' doing when Descartes says "I think therefore I am"? and so on. Socrates at Phaedrus 277 puts it thus: 
"The dialectician, the philosopher for us, selects a soul of the right type (souls are already in part attuned or not for 
Plato and so he doesn't have the initial pedagogical problem of attunement which I have outlined earlier) and in it he 
plants and sows his words founded on knowledge, words which can defend both themselves and him who planted 
them, words which instead of remaining barren contain a seed whence new words grow up in new characters, 
whereby the seed is vouchsafed immortality." We all know this experience of students who, after some time of 
receiving our teaching, spontaneously reveal to us that now they know how to go on and do philosophy themselves.

But there are others for whom philosophy is not this kind of practisable activity but rather a kind of telling us 'about' 
what has been said in a text, or what someone has said about another text, a kind of philosophy by footnote or 
quotation. In a passage which curiously presages some present-day students' preoccupation with 'cutting and 
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pasting' from books, the web or lecture notes Socrates reminds us at 278d that this is not doing philosophy but 
something else. He says: "On the other hand, one who has nothing to show of more value than the literary works on 
whose phrases he spends hours, twisting them this way and that, pasting them together and pulling them apart, 
will rightly, I suggest, be called a poet or speech writer or law writer." But he is not, the implication is clear, doing 
Philosophy.

Keith has said that this colloquium is the opening of a debate and my remarks should be seen in that light. I am not 
denying the place of technological resources for students and the many particular enriching values that they might 
have, but what I have attempted to highlight this afternoon are those parts of pedagogy that perhaps only two souls 
(and I use that term, not in any Cartesian metaphysical sense, but in the Greek sense of two living voices that can 
spontaneously move each other) can properly accomplish. Inducting a student into the activity of Philosophy, the 
questioning and answering, which I have called an attuning here seems to me to be one of those essentially 
interpersonal pedagogical activities. Students learn through sharing in the activity. Further, I have suggested that 
interpersonal pedagogical activity is required for refining, what I have called correcting, the different forms of and 
answers to that questioning and answering practice such that the student can learn the practised skill of questioning 
themselves and their answers in a way which helps them to improve and 'go on' by themselves. I have also wanted 
to make the strong claim that both these activities cannot successfully be completed simply through the written or 
online text but require essentially an interpersonal spoken pedagogy; the logos (the word, the speech), as Socrates 
says, needs to be alive. I hope I may have made some suggestions, with Socrates' help, which will take this 
important debate further.
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