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Ontology is interested in answering the question: What does it mean (for a human being, in this 
case) to exist? Educational theory, in turn, needs a theory of the human individual. Understanding 
the self as dialogical in nature is for me an important bridge from philosophy to educational theory. 
  – Alexander Sidorkin (1999). Beyond Discourse: Education, the Self, and Dialogue.  NY: 
 State University of New York Press, p. 43. 

In our refigured portrait of the self after postmodernity, the who of discourse remains present to 
itself in its multiple forms of speech, diverse language games, and variegated narratives. It is 
precisely this presence of the who of discourse, illustrating species of self-identity, that has been 
found to be so odious by the adherents of postmodernism. So how are we to respond to the 
postmodern challenge on this specific issue? What is to be said about self-presence and self-identity 
in the story of the self after postmodernism? 
       – Schrag, Calvin (1997). The Self After Postmodernity. New Haven, CT: Yale 
         University Press,  p. 32-33.

It appears there is hardly any work that uses an emergentist perspective on subjectivity in order to 
theorize education.
 – Deborah Osberg and Gert Biesta (2008). The emergent curriculum: Navigating a complex 
 course between unguided learning and planned enculturation. Journal of Curriculum  
 Studies, 4(3), p. 323. 
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Emerge: to become manifest; become known / to rise from or as if from an enveloping 
fluid; come out into view / to rise from an obscure or inferior position or condition / 
to come into being through evolution. (Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary)

 As I reflect upon my doctoral writings, I observe a constant interest in the idea of 

‘emergence’ – first in the knowledge that is formed in the teaching and learning experience, then 

in the identity of the individual teacher/learner, and most recently with the methods used to 

conduct qualitative research. One could argue that nothing, in fact, emerges but is instead 

constructed. I do not disagree with this statement. Yet perhaps we need to look more closely at 

that which emerges and that which is constructed in the experience of education – is it even 

possible to distinguish between the two or am I merely arguing with myself over semantics? The 

paper below incorporates a self-reflective account of the encountering of emerging selves 

constructed within the temporal process of learning.

 Within my recent papers, I have theorized dialogical learning experiences that occur 

within the “space of emergence” (Osberg & Biesta, 2008) and, most recently, self-knowledge 

brought forth in the “active interview” (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995). In the latter, I propose a 

methodology for interview research that not only examines the content of knowledge but also 

“foregrounds issues of encountering the self through the otherness of knowledge…that moves 

into the general realm of the psychical dynamics that animate teaching and learning” (Pitt & 

Britzman, 2003, p. 755). I suggest a theoretical framework based on “temporal epistemology,” a 

quest for knowledge that is not based on developing accurate understandings of a finished reality 

but rather, “discovering more and more complex and creative ways of interacting with our 
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reality” (Osberg, Biesta & Cilliers, 2008, p. 215). In my doctoral research, I am exploring how 

the internet is being used to foster creative processes and collaborative discourse within the 

teaching and learning of post-secondary art courses. I intend to examine how a networked 

curriculum space effectively contributes to collaborative projects and critical dialogue within the 

art institution. However, the majority of my research will focus on individual learning 

experiences with self-reflective practices that occur in art education online. For this reason, I 

need to dig deeper into the role subjectivity plays in online, and offline, teaching and learning. 

When researching specific experiences of teaching and learning, I argue that researchers may 

need to move away from a preoccupation with content or data to an examination of the 

theoretical and narrative process of the research itself (Pitt & Britzman, 2003) – a focus on 

process and experience versus object and proof.

 This paper functions as a place for me to work towards a theoretical framework for my 

dissertation. As I currently strive to position myself as a researcher, I find myself asking, “What 

type of knowledge do I want to examine from my subjects?” Some questions that have surfaced 

in my recent work include, “How are we to understand the self when confronted with a virtual 

existence that is public yet private at the same time? How does this dialogue between the self and 

the virtual space occur? and, Does interacting with the internet help us understand ourselves and/

or our existence in visual culture?” (May, 2009). It has become apparent that I need to further 

examine the subject, or the self, as situated within a temporal epistemology. The word “self” 

alone can be perceived as somewhat problematic in empirical research, therefore I reflect upon 

this predicament by using the language of self, subject and subjectivity throughout the text. The 

structure of this paper is influenced by Calvin Schrag’s “The Self After Postmodernity,” (1997) 
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in which Schrag conducted explorations of the self in discourse, the self in action, the self in 

community, and the self in transcendence. Inspired also by Somerville (2007), an article in which 

the author proposes elements of a new research methodology defined as “postmodern 

emergence.” Somerville applies the terms wondering, becoming, and generating as alternative 

ways for thinking (wondering) about ontology (becoming) and epistemology (generating).  

Within what I consider to be just the beginning of a larger investigation into what happens as we 

(our selves) emerge within the reflective screen/space of online learning environments, this paper 

will focus on how selves exist in temporal ways of knowing. I will explore the concept of 

temporal epistemology, the space of emergence, dialogical and active selves, and how the 

subject/self emerges in temporal spaces of learning. 

Temporal Ways of Knowing

 In discussing the act of learning, Elizabeth Ellsworth writes that the “grid of knowledge 

already known” can not see knowledge in the making: “It has no faculty to sense the movement/

sensation out of which knowledge itself emerges, the experience of the learning self in the 

making” (Ellsworth, 2005, p. 120). My research is about what happens in the process of learning 

within the act of art-making and collaborative discourse. Recall based questionnaires and survey 

interviews are one way to research knowledge comprehension but as Rothkopf (1970) has stated, 

major differences exist between meaningful learning and rote learning, which often “depend less 

on what teachers or instructional designers plan or want to happen in situations than on what the 

learners themselves actually do” (cited in Gerjets & Kirschner, 2009, p. 254).  Temporal 
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epistemology extends upon principles of complexity theory1 and contrasts a representational, or 

spatial, way of knowing. The authors of “From Representation to Emergence: Complexity’s 

Challenge to the Epistemology of Schooling,” (Osberg, et al., 2008) state that a representational 

understanding of knowledge presents a divide between the world and our knowledge of it, 

further arguing knowledge is instead emergent from transactions with our environment. These 

researchers react against the notion that knowledge merely exists in order to be acquired, stating 

that we construct knowledge through our encounters with environments and through our 

“participatory actions” (Osberg & Biesta, 2008, p. 313).  

 Differing perceptions of various forms of knowledge are made apparent in qualitative 

studies that explore how participants feel when confronted with learning that requires a shift in 

previous knowledge. Pitt and Britzman (2003) speculate on this ‘crisis of representation’ in 

narration, which ultimately led them to transform a somewhat static research question into one 

that deals with temporal experiences. The authors discuss how their research project, which 

included attempts to interview university teachers and students on how they think about 

‘difficult’ knowledge, wavered between two questions and the theoretical issues prompted by 

each: “1) What makes knowledge difficult? and 2) What is it to represent and narrate ‘difficult’ 

knowledge?” (p. 755). The second question inquires into the construction or production of 

knowledge and relates to the poetics of experience that Britzman has discussed in other writings. 

The authors describe how the first question explores the content of knowledge, whereas the 

second question deals with issues of encountering the self, yet they still remain interested in the 
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machine-based metaphors. Teaching and learning is described as moving away from the concept of one individual 
passing established knowledge on to another, to the concept of collectives elaborating emergent knowledge (See 
Davis, Sumara & Luce-Kapler, 2008). 
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oscillations between the two. It is important for a researcher to be willing to shift positions 

within the inquiry process, depending on the type of knowledge they are exploring, as 

demonstrated by Pitt and Britzman. 

 In the developing stages of a research methodology termed “postmodern emergence,” 

Somerville (2007) chose to adapt the word ‘generating’ over ‘knowing’ to her epistemological 

vocabulary since she did not want her work to be perceived as an understanding of fact or truth, 

but rather a focus on the creation of products and assemblages. An assemblage of multiple 

formats of representation in research, perhaps encompassing different media, allow for the reader 

to focus on the relationships between the different parts, possibly leading to new insights that 

would otherwise not emerge. In addition to the forms of research, the engagement we have with 

curriculum itself needs to be shifted away from understandings of solely representational 

knowledge. Temporal epistemology requires us to think about how knowledge will be actively 

generated rather than merely represented: “The epistemology of emergence therefore calls for a 

switch in focus for curricular thinking, away from questions about presentation and 

representation and towards questions about engagement and response” (Osberg, et al., 2008, p. 

213). The place or space for learning, the physical and psychological environment, can 

contribute to the level of engagement and what or who emerges from the experience.

Embracing Tension in the Space of Emergence

 This curriculum ‘space’ has been written about by various educational theorists, albeit each 

defining the phenomenon with different language to describe its intangible qualities. Aoki wrote 

about the live(d) curriculum as something in opposition to planned curriculum and explained the 

concept as a “rhizomean curricular landscape” (Pinar & Irwin, 2005). Aoki suggests that the 
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rhizomean landscape signifies the multiplicity of curricula that occurs in the learning space and 

the relationships that happen ‘between’ the participants – the exchanges of communication. In 

citing Deleuze and Parnet (1987) he draws attention to the term ‘multiplicity’ not being a noun, 

since within multiplicity it is not the elements that matter but what is in between them, “…as a 

site of relations which are not separable from each other” (Pinar & Irwin, 2005, p. 420). The 

‘space in-between’ explored by Aoki is significant to the space of emergence.

 Osberg and Biesta (2008) discuss the ‘space of emergence’ in which meaning and 

knowledge is formed in the classroom, however, they argue that the logic of emergence be not 

only applied to knowledge but to human subjectivity as well. Their concern is that even though 

the teacher structures the curriculum to allow for emergent knowledge to occur in this space, the 

problem of planned enculturation still exists. Influenced by complexity thinking and research 

that has examined how educators can encourage the emergence of meaning in the classroom 

(Davis, Sumara & Luce-Kapler, 2008), the authors are less interested in the pedagogical methods 

that create emergence of meaning and more interested in the kinds of meaning that are allowed to 

emerge in the classroom: 

“This question is important because, if meaning is understood as emergent, and if educators wish to 
encourage the emergence of meaning in the classroom, then the meanings that emerge in the 
classrooms cannot and should not be pre-determined before the ‘event’ of their emergence. This 
raises the question of whether it is possible to maintain an emergentist conception of meaning in an 
‘educational’ context, which in turn raises the question of what is meant by ‘education’ (Osberg & 
Biesta, p. 314; italics in original). 

Osberg and Biesta argue that emergence must be used on two levels – for knowledge/meaning 

and for human subjectivity. They suggest that we need to abandon pre-conceived notions of what 

constitutes a human subject in order to understand who we are in relation to each other, and that 

if this process occurs as knowledge emerges in the educational space than it is possible to have 
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curriculum that is free of enculturation. In referring to Hannah Arendt’s book The Human 

Condition (1958), the authors underline the importance of maintaining individual uniqueness in 

students by keeping “frustrations” and differences within the dialogical classroom experience. 

They state that it is the relationship to others that allows our “unique distinctness” to emerge: 

“For Arendt, who we are is not something that exists before the other, nor is it something that 

appears because of the other. Rather it appears only in relation to the other (neither before no 

after)” (Osberg & Biesta, 2008, p. 322).  Osberg and Biesta conclude that the ‘space of 

emergence’ for knowledge and subjectivity requires that differences amongst participants be 

maintained in the classroom. The premise of a space that allows for knowledge and subjectivity 

to emerge is central to the research I will propose for my dissertation. In response to this theory, I 

ask, If knowledge and subjectivity were to emerge in a place of learning would we be able to 

isolate and examine the “poetic construction” (Freeman, 1999) of an emergent self?

Keeping Up with our Selves

 Is there a way of understanding the poetic construction of selfhood, as it occurs in 
 autobiographical narration, while recognizing the passion, purpose, depth, and personal 
 significance that frequently accompanies it, without positing that sort of autonomy 
 Author-Origin enshrined in romantic thought? (Freeman, 1999, p. 110)

 I have a habit of complicating matters, making things more difficult than they need to be. 

My research supervisor told me that I like to argue with myself, which I perceived as a 

complement towards my hermeneutic skills as a graduate student. My research self is lost within 

the borderlands…Can I be a constructionist without always attaching the ‘socio’ prefix? Can I 

move back and forth between phenomenological and constructionist points of view? Perhaps it 

comes down to defining my theory of the self. Mark Freeman (1999) writes that by privileging 

the social over the individual, a vision of selfhood has been created that is problematic in its own 
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right. He further states, “even though the “tools” employed in the construction of selfhood are 

social in nature, the configurational acts through which this construction occurs are better 

conceived in poetic terms, as imaginative labor seeking to give form and meaning to 

experience” (Freeman, 1999, p. 99). Denzin (1985) expressed concerns about sociological 

research that places too much emphasis on ‘outer’ experiences, fostering a view of self as being 

totally socially constructed, “a precarious entity fashioned through social discourse” (Denzin, 

1985, p. 233). Denzin calls for “an interpretive perspective, which includes within its purview 

the rich and elaborated world of the inner self” (p. 233). 

 I am interested in the philosophy of the self and how it has been explored within 

qualitative research, particularly the significant moments of self-development that occur within 

the educational process. Although I am fascinated by this continual desire we have to connect 

with the self, I do not believe a unitary self exists. On the other hand, I concur with Denzin in 

that the self is not constructed entirely by social forces. I also agree with Alexander Sidorkin, an 

educational research, who was inspired to extend Bakhtin’s theory of the polyphonic, 

multivoiced novel to an understanding of the self. In Beyond Discourse: Education, the Self, and 

Dialogue he writes: 

 Every voice within me has its own position, and can develop a convincing worldview, if only 
 allowed to express itself. All these voices should be treated with respect;…The criteria of 
 authenticity are found in the way different voices, inner and outer, interact in defining the self. It 
 is not to be found in deciding which voices are given priority (Sidorkin, 1999, p. 43 and p. 69). 

Sidorkin describes the condition for understanding the self as the “plurality of simultaneous 

representations...a multitude of mutually contradicting yet addressed-to-each other 

statements” (p. 43). This perspective aligns with Denzin’s notion of the process of embodied 

experience as “situated, circular, temporal and dialectial…turn[ing] back upon itself, affirming, 
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denying and elaborating what is and is not felt” (p. 227). These words suggest an experience of 

self/selves that generates and feeds back into itself in a circular manner, constantly processing 

new information, a feedback loop. Within complexity theories of education, the principle of 

feedback is described as “any influence on a system that results from its own activity; both an 

effect of a system’s past activity and an influence on its future activity – an output and an input 

(See www.complexityandeducation.ualberta.ca/glossary/g_feedback.htm).  With this in mind, we 

might consider the emergent self as a temporal system that builds upon itself and its connections 

with other selves in a dialogical manner.

 As researchers exploring the self, we should not be completely immune to personal 

experiences with our selves. I cannot help but relate the inner working of my own selves to the 

words these authors write. The extent to which a self is constructed, by inner and outer voices 

and acts, is a dilemma for all social researchers to embrace. Our selves are informed by the 

environments we learn within, and the actions we perform in these spaces. Our selves are 

temporal and never complete, similar to the knowledge we continue to search for and grasp. 

Active, Dialogical and Temporal Selves in Process

With word and deed we insert ourselves into the human world, and this insertion is like a second 
birth;…its impulse springs from the beginning which came into the world when we were born and 
to which we respond by beginning something new on our own initiative. (Arendt, 1958, 
p. 176-177)

Many people state that of course, an individual is always in progress, always unfinished. But 
Bakhtin places this fact into the very definition of what it means to be human. (Sidorkin, 1999, 
p. 43)

When discussing Paul Ricoeur’s philosophy of one’s understanding of oneself, Madison 

(1995) states Ricoeur felt “[a] reflexive philosophy must not allow itself to be a philosophy of 

immediate consciousness. The reflexive subject has meaningful access to his own existence only 
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through the signs in which get expressed his effort to exist and his desire to be” (Madison, 1995, 

p. 79). Within the hermeneutics of the subject, Ricoeur focused primarily on signs of textuality, 

however, in a reply to Madison’s paper, he discusses in detail the inseparability of text and action 

when it comes to self-understanding (Ricoeur, 1995). The self emerges not merely through self-

interpretation but through its relations with others, through his or her actions and narratives. 

Earlier in this essay I argued for an emergence of both knowledge and subjectivity within 

the ‘space of emergence.’ I referred to Osberg and Biesta (2008) who cite Arendt’s theory of 

subjectivity – the subject appears and exists only in relation to others – of which they describe as 

the closest theory that connects human subjectivity with the idea of emergence. Hannah Arendt 

writes,

Action and speech are so closely related because the primordial and specifically human act must 
at the same time contain the answer to the question asked of every newcomer: “Who are you?” 
This disclosure of who somebody is, is implicit in both his words and his deeds…Without the 
accompaniment of speech, at any rate, actions would not only lose its revelatory character, but, 
and by the same token, it would lose its subject, as it were…(1958, p. 178).  

The emergent subject that appears in the learning process can be traced in elements that remain 

following the actions performed and words narrated. The “in-between” space of the process of 

acting and speaking is intangible, however, Arendt describes this “in-between” as no less real 

than the visible world: “We call this reality the “web” of human relationships, indicating by 

metaphor its somewhat intangible quality” (Arendt, 1958, p. 183). In my research, I propose that 

the space/place of the internet be examined for its potential constraints and creative possibilities 

in revealing subjects that exist within the landscape of a networked public. The internet has been 

described as a place where people engage in identity work, and an important arena for inquiry 

into the production of postmodern selves (Broad & Joos, 2004). Perhaps this area of inquiry 

might be considered a more tangible image of Arendt’s “web”. 

Reflective Space for Emerging Selves



11

Schrag (1997) argues that we need to focus on the integration and entwinement of seeing, 

storytelling, and acting when understanding the self: “knowledge of self is as much the rendering 

of an account, the telling of a story…and indeed it is the telling of a story in which the self is 

announced as at once actor and receiver of action” (Schrag, 1997, p. 1). In this case, the subject 

provides both the input and output to his/her individual narrative, producing a form of feedback 

that continually informs the emerging self. Grumet (1987) describes how the logic of the stories 

we tell is hinged on time as the moments of the narrative are linked to the speaker, “an identity 

composed of whatever remains constant through change” (Grumet, 1987, p. 321). Bakhtin (1981) 

describes the self as emerging within the process of dialogue. He believed that dialogue could be 

external, between two different people, or internal, between an earlier and later self.  In “Task of 

the Teaching Life: Self Through Bakhtinian Dialogue and Ideological Engagement,” Douglas 

McKnight (2004) describes Bakhtin’s view of dialogue as part of a structure “within and through 

which we come to consciousness” (McKnight, 2004, p. 284) and through which we give 

meaning to our existence and begin to understand our connection to others. Perhaps this 

dialogical structure can be understood as the relation between one’s multiple selves – active, 

dialogical, and temporal. 

The selves that emerge within temporal knowledge experience an overlapping of past and 

future with the present, a “narrative temporality” (Schrag, 1997, p. 36). Ricoeur distinguished 

between “idem-identity” and “ipse-identity,” the latter acknowledging a personal identity that 

develops “with and in the temporal becoming of the self…by a recollection of that which has 

been and an anticipation of that which is not yet” (Schrag, 1997, p. 36). In this way, temporality 

enters into the actual construction of who the self is. I intend to investigate this particular area of 
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Ricoeur’s research in future writing while exploring how an online space functions as a place for 

human subjectivity to emerge. 

Conclusion

Play obviously represents an order in which the to-and-fro motion of play follows of itself…The 
structure of play absorbs the player into itself, and thus takes from him the burden of the initiative, 
which constitutes the actual strain of existence. This is seen also in the spontaneous tendency to 
repetition that emerges in the player and in the constant self-renewal of play, which influences its 
form (Gadamer, 1975, p. 105).

 …it is through our technologies, argues McLuhan, that we encounter our humanity. Mediation is 
 not “out there” but “in here”; not disembodied but embodied” (Cavell, 2008).

 Hans-Georg Gadamer described play as “the clue to ontological explanation” (Gadamer, 

1975, p. 102). The subject of the ‘space of emergence’ discussed in this paper, emerges while 

playing ‘in-between’ active, dialogical, and temporal selves. Our words and deeds construct who 

we are, yet do not always remain tangible in the midst of play. I am driven by a desire to 

understand the self-reflective moments in the process of learning…whether that learning occurs 

within the ‘space of emergence’ in the classroom or the research process. Within this paper, I 

have examined the concept of temporal epistemology in relation to the experience of subjectivity  

and to, what I have defined as, the emergent self. I intend to carry on with this research by 

examining our relationships with technologies, paying closer attention to the ‘space of 

emergence’ that exists on the internet. McLuhan (1969) stated that by understanding media as 

they extend man, we gain a measure of control over them. Cavell (2008) has brought McLuhan’s 

argument into contemporary discourse by elaborating on McLuhan’s notions of technology not 

only being an extension of the human but being human, stating, “McLuhan was arguing that…

technology is the pre-condition of thought insofar as it is the pre-condition of being, at which 

point technology and “being human” collapse into each other” (Cavell, 2008, Section 1, para. 4). 
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I intend to continue to contemplate the emergence of selves, and the extent to which selves are 

constructed by others, exploring the virtual space of a digital society. One question that lingers in 

me now is, If my own selves transform in the process of examining the selves of others, how will 

I account for this constant feedback that inevitably impacts the research?
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