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Abstract  

Despite the traditional insistence in philosophy that it is not a set of facts to be transmitted and 

learned but rather a method of thinking to be cultivated, a lecture based approach persists. 

A University College Dublin (UCD) course called ‘The Hitchhiker’s Guide to Philosophy’ 

sought to break with this practice. This was a hands-on guide on how to philosophise. It was 

designed specifically for learners new to philosophy. We considered three standard philosophical 

questions: (1) Do non-human animals have rights? (2) Does the idea of life after death make 

sense? (3) What is art?  

Instead of providing lectures on each area, the learners, the lecturer (Professor Stout) and I (as 

Senior Tutor) collaborated in person and online to establish possible answers, uncover arguments 

in the philosophical literature, create new arguments of our own and construct a well directed, 

properly structured essay. My role was to facilitate, monitor, evaluate and if necessary provoke 

online discussions on the range of philosophical topics in a “virtual classroom” in addition to 

formal tutorials. 

As a practitioner my approach was informed by The Ignorant Schoolmaster; Five Lessons in 

Intellectual Emancipation by Jacques Rancière. Rancière argues that non-hierarchical learning 

can provide a way to break from the Platonic conception of learning which he regards as 

reinforcing inequality insofar as it maintains a split between pedagogue and learner. 

The alternative approach of ‘The Hitchhiker’s Guide to Philosophy’ was an innovative 

experiment in the delivery of academic courses and was certainly beyond the expectation of the 

learners. The Module Learning Outcomes (MLO’s) of the course were achieved insofar as there 

was a high level of philosophical understanding, academic engagement and overall enjoyment 

with the material. The MLO’s were assessed primarily by using assignment results and in-class 

participation. 

However there are limits to this approach, the role of the facilitator (as assessor) is still a 

hierarchical position and thus the equality that Rancière writes about could not be fully achieved. 

The learners remain, in an institutional context, hitchhikers and not drivers. 
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‘The Hitchhiker’s Guide to Philosophy’; the Role of the Pedagogue 

Introduction 

In this paper I will look at the politics of the role of the education practitioner. From my 

experience in delivering philosophy lectures, tutorials and seminars and the work of Jacques 

Rancière I will argue that the attempt to overcome the inherent hierarchical politics of the 

classroom, however difficult, is something that pedagogical practice ought to be measured for. 

This is due to the demand of contemporary education institutions to have a clearly identifiable 

academic voice in the form of a lecturer, tutor etc.  

I will specifically focus on the delivery of a particular philosophy module called ‘The 

Hitchhikers Guide to Philosophy’. 

Section 2: ‘The Hitchhiker’s Guide to Philosophy’. 

Despite the traditional insistence in philosophy that it is not a set of facts to be transmitted and 

learned but rather a method of thinking to be cultivated, a lecture based approach to the delivery 

of philosophy persists. This approach is problematic as it institutes a hierarchy of master and 

student and in so doing promotes an unequal politics detrimental to the practice of philosophy. 

The Module Objectives of a University College Dublin (UCD) course called ‘The Hitchhiker’s 

Guide to Philosophy’ sought to break with this practice. The goal of the course was to be a 

hands-on guide on how to philosophise. It was designed specifically for learners new to 

philosophy and was offered to a range of learners from 1
st
 to 4

th
 year with the only qualification 

being that the learner had not taken UCD philosophy modules previously.  

The Module Teaching and Learning Strategy of the course, instead of beginning with daunting 

texts filled with technical terms and academic jargon, considered three standard philosophical 

questions: (1) Do non-human animals have rights? (2) Does the idea of life after death make 

sense? (3) What is art? The explicit purpose of this approach was to ensure, where feasible, that 

the learners would be able to engage with the philosophical discussions independent of a 

background in philosophy.  



Furthermore, the Module Learning Outcomes, instead of focusing on content knowledge 

emphasised the experiential qualities of philosophical questioning. By reducing the module 

curriculum to three non-googleable questions the module sought to enable the learners to be 

‘problem finders’.   

The timetabled twelve 2-hour weekly lecture slots were used as loci for “problem-based 

learning”. These were not really lectures in the traditional sense. At the beginning of each lecture 

slot the learners were encouraged to offer questions and potential answers to the three topics. 

While Professor Stout prepared various selections of philosophical resources, such as short 

textual passages, videos and images, no set lecture was prepared. These materials were only 

utilised in response to the learner’s questions and verbal and written contributions. The lecturer 

did, however, decide what the specific topic of discussion was. 

The 2-hour lecture slots had some of the qualities of more traditional tutorials where learner 

participation is valued. The timetabled eight 1-hour weekly tutorial slots were used as support to 

the lecture slots. Like the lecture slots no specific lecture was prepared save for potential 

recourses that I deemed of value. 

The benefit of these periods was that students would know that the course was actually taking 

place during these 2-hour and 1-hour slots and that no amount of reading could take the place of 

attendance. The aim was for these 2-hour and 1-hour slots to be engaging and entertaining and 

above all active for the students. 

Students were required to submit work online to the Blackboard Virtual Learning Environment 

every week. The Blackboard Virtual Learning Environment is used to provide e-learning 

services to staff and students. It allows lectures to share course materials and announcements 

electronically. It includes a Virtual Classroom facility and discussion forums.  

This work was the main bulk of their assessed work. It consisted of potential solutions to the 

specific problems in question and explanations of how particular answers could be defeated or 

defended.  

As the bulk of the work was to be done ‘in class’ attendance was seen as key to module 

completion. For this reason I (as tutor) would immediately chase down students who did not 



submit anything: first by e-mail, then phone call and finally by letter. It was important that the 

students understood attendance mattered.   

The Module Learning Environment of the course, insofar as possible, sought to improve 

pedagogical practice in philosophy by avoiding the lecture based approach.  

Instead of providing lectures on each area, the learners, the lecturer (Professor Stout) and I (as 

Senior Tutor) collaborated in person and online to establish possible answers, uncover arguments 

in the philosophical literature, create new arguments of our own and construct a well directed, 

properly structured essay. My role was to facilitate, monitor, evaluate and if necessary provoke 

online discussions on the range of philosophical topics in a “virtual classroom” in addition to 

physical tutorials.  

In line with the three philosophical problems listed above the term was divided into three 4-week 

sections and the goal of each section the collaborative production of a very short essay on each 

of the three topics. This final work was stitched together by the lecturer but using the ideas 

produced by the students. Learners, as we shall see were not assessed on the final work but the 

input they contributed to the final work. These ideas would be presented by the students during 

these 2-hour lecture slots and also through the “Discussion Board” facility on Blackboard.  

For the ‘lectures’ learners were put in working groups. There were up to twenty groups with nine 

or ten to each group. In the tutorials, where there were no more than twelve learners, groups of 

three to four were used. Part of the reasoning here was that the dialectical group brainstorming 

would help to develop various essay writing skills and specifically to establish the particular way 

in which good philosophy essays get produced. 

Each 2-hour lecture slot would begin with the lecturer setting up the session (15 minutes), then 

each group would assemble to complete its tasks (40 minutes), finally everyone would reconvene 

back in the lecture theatre to present and discuss results (55 minutes). This model was replicated 

in the tutorials, albeit with less time for each section. 

On any given lecture or tutorial there could be between three and seven distinct tasks. Possible 

tasks would include: 

A.  Find alternative possible answers to some problem. 



B.  Develop an argument in favour of some proposition. 

C. Develop an argument against some proposition, perhaps by developing convincing counter-

examples. 

D. Develop a critical response to some such argument. 

E. Improve the formulation of some argument. 

F. Find and read some specified text to extract its argument or key idea. 

G. Work out the best definitions of some relevant terms. 

In light of the learners presentation of their answers in the discussion of results and if the lecturer 

was satisfied with the quality of their work, a laptop would be used in collaboration by both to 

input work on screen in real time. As each four week section developed the model essay took 

shape on Blackboard.   

The Module Assessment Strategy of the course was continuous. The MLO’s were assessed 

primarily by using assignment results and in-class participation. Every week learners were to 

submit to Blackboard a contribution towards furthering an answer to whichever question was 

being considered. As a rough guide learners were expected to produce about two hundred words 

per week on Blackboard. This work was assessed by both the tutor and overseen by the lecturer. 

There was an exception for the first two weeks efforts, these grades did not count towards a final 

grade as UCD operates a change of mind window and the learners still had time to change into 

another module.  

There were thus ten weeks of learner contribution across the semester contributing to 50% of the 

total assessment. The remaining 50% was assessed by an in-class exam. 

The tutor assessed the learner’s contributions according to the following grades: 

A - Really useful contribution. 

B - Decent effort. 

C - Some kind of relevant effort (perhaps too short, for example). 



D – Something, but not of philosophical relevance - i.e. a derisory effort. 

NG - nothing submitted. 

Given the volume of material the tutor did not have time to give any more detailed feedback than 

just this mark. Learners however could direct any questions they may have to the tutor or 

lecturer. 

Section 3: Rancière and the Politics of the Classroom  

As a practitioner my reflection on this different approach to pedagogical practice in philosophy 

has been informed by The Ignorant Schoolmaster; Five Lessons in Intellectual Emancipation by 

Jacques Rancière. Rancière argues that non-hierarchical learning can provide a way to break 

from the Platonic conception of learning which he regards as reinforcing inequality insofar as it 

maintains a split between pedagogue and learner. 

In The Philosopher and His Poor (and later The Ignorant Schoolmaster (1991), it is the poor 

who think. It is those designated a part of no part in the operation of philosophy that Rancière is 

keen to include. This is because, for Rancière, the dominant tradition of philosophy (as seen in 

Plato, Marx and Sartre) and later sociology (Bourdieu) has been one of elitism, sexism, racism, 

ageism etc. In the words of Hewlett: “Philosophy is […] a justification of domination” (Hewlett, 

2007: p. 90). Just as the poor are not recognised as equals, their art, words, music and games also 

go unrecognised. In fact, these are terms on which they are not recognised as equals. This 

realization is the basis on which the problem of politics and aesthetics comes about in Rancière.  

Within this approach to politics, the idea that equality is better understood as an axiom, rather 

than a goal, is best articulated in the experience of Joseph Jacotot (1770-1840). In The Ignorant 

Schoolmaster Rancière relates the story of Jacotot.  

Jacotot is a French teacher who has had to leave France (at the time of the French Revolution in 

1789 for political reasons) and ends up in Flanders. Although he and his Flemish learners share 

no language, a bilingual text (Telemachus) enables him to teach French across the language 

divide. The success of the students in mastering French convinces Jacotot that people share an 

equality of intelligence. This is an equality of qualitative capability (as opposed to quantitative 

equality). Admittedly one still needs the skills to negotiate the space of the ignorant 



schoolmaster; for example, you need to speak Flemish and the enthusiasm and commitment to 

learn in the first place. Only then we can see this space as one of radical equality. 

Nonetheless this peculiar experience (we might say event) enables Jacotot to see equality 

because he has had to forgo the standard hierarchical position of the schoolmaster. Reflecting on 

this experience Jacotot develops four principles of intellectual emancipation. These principles are 

as follows: 

A-All men have equal intelligence. 

B-Every man has received from God the faculty of being able to instruct himself. 

C-We can teach what we don't know. 

D-Everything is in everything. 

From these “lessons” in intellectual emancipation Rancière develops political implications. 

The hierarchical position of the schoolmaster is one that, following from his analysis of Plato et 

al, in The Philosopher and His Poor, Rancière sees as denying equality. The first thing that the 

classic Platonic student/teacher relationship institutes is the “enforced stultification” of 

inequality. This process of imposing distance is explained best in the following passage; “In the 

pedagogical process the role of the schoolmaster is posited as the act of suppressing the distance 

between his knowledge and the ignorance of the ignorant. His lessons and exercises are aimed at 

continuously reducing the gap between knowledge and ignorance. Unfortunately, in order to 

reduce the gap, he has to reinstate it ceaselessly” (2009 [2004]: p. 7). This gap is ceaselessly 

reinstated because only the master can validate that the student has attained knowledge.  

Rancière’s approach to the philosophy of education can thus be framed against the Social 

Constructivist mould of Rousseau, Dewey, and Montessori et al. These philosophers focus on 

experiential learning guided by a mentor through real life experience to construct knowledge. 

However, Rancière’s focus is explicitly on the politics of the classroom and the politics of how 

knowledge is constructed. For him the classroom is a theatre where the voice of the academic is 

traditionally assumed by the practitioner and an inequality is enforced. In this approach the 

Vygotsgian gap (“zone of proximal development”) is used against the learner.  



It is for this reason that, for Rancière, equality is a premise and not a goal. For if equality was to 

be a goal then the (school) master could legitimately assume charge. Such a capturing of power 

would effectively ensure the enforcing of a world of specialisation whereby the workers would 

be limited to being mere workers, barred from being philosophers, artists, engineers etc. This is a 

specialisation supported by Marxists such as Louis Althusser. This approach “denies philosophy 

to the disguised slaves who actually are free artisans” (Rancière, 2003 [1983]: p. 37). There is for 

Rancière, no partition between the worker and the thinker. The capacity to multi-task is one 

equally held and establishes the human subject as actor on the political stage. Rancière, thus, 

reconfigures the division of labour as a political partition that is replicated in the aesthetic. The 

aesthetic/creativity operates as the final barrier (the ultimate philosophical justification) between 

the proletariat and the bourgeoisie. It is that which is most secure in being denied the proletariat. 

The poor then, for Rancière, are not simply those that labour but rather, are those that are not 

counted as equal. The fundamental question of human emancipation is specified as: “how can 

those whose business is not thinking assume the authority to think and thereby constitute 

themselves as thinking subjects?” (Rancière, 2003 [1983]: p. xxvi). Emancipation can be thus 

seen as emancipation from specialization, not of trades but of social orders. Specialization 

Rancière argues, plus the absence of leisure time, are central to accounts of the worker in Plato 

and philosophers and political economists in general, and serve to preserve the status quo.  

Rancière is in no doubt that the pedagogical experience of Jacotot is informative in this regard to 

this goal of emancipation. In this event the learners are able to assume the role of creative 

learners free from the hierarchical norms of the education system. 

“This is what emancipation means: the blurring of the opposition between they who look and 

they who act, they who are individuals and they who are members of a collective body” 

(Rancière, 2009 [2004]: p. 15). Emancipation, for Rancière: “means escaping from a minority” 

(Rancière, 2007 [1992]: p. 48). By which is meant escaping from the distinction of being a 

minority. It means achieving equality by reconfiguring the distinction. “Self-emancipation is not 

secession, but self affirmation as a joint-sharer in a common world, with the assumption, 

appearances to the contrary notwithstanding, that one can play the same game as the adversary” 

(Rancière, 2007 [1992]: p. 49).  



To consider that such emancipation could be possible within the highly regulated system that is 

the education system, would seem a dubious activity. The reason being that, for Rancière the 

system of distinction (i.e. the split between the master and learner) will necessarily have some 

group excluded. The exclusion is a necessary part of the distinction.  

By producing philosophies premised on distinction, be it in class, racial, gender etc. terms 

Rancière regards philosophers such as Bourdieu as reinforcing (and reproducing) these 

distinctions. “All these oppositions – looking/knowing, looking/acting, appearance/reality, 

activity/passivity are much more than logical oppositions. They are what I can call a partition of 

the sensible, a distribution of the places and of the capacities or the incapacities attached to those 

places. Put in other terms, they are allegories of inequality” (Rancière, 2009 [2004]: p. 11). 

The challenge presented by Rancière’s politics for new pedagogical practice is thus to maintain 

equality as a premise. ‘The Hitchhiker’s Guide to Philosophy’ is a useful experiment in this 

regard. 

Section 4: Conclusions and Future Work 

The alternative approach of ‘The Hitchhiker’s Guide to Philosophy’ was an innovative 

experiment in the delivery of academic courses and was certainly beyond the expectation of the 

learners. The Module Learning Outcomes of the course were achieved insofar as there was a 

high level of philosophical understanding, academic engagement and overall enjoyment with the 

material.  

However there are limits to this approach, the role of the facilitator (as assessor) is still a 

hierarchical position and thus the equality that Rancière writes about could not be fully achieved.  

In ‘The Hitchhikers Guide to Philosophy’ the “explicative order” (that which requires the master 

to validate what is the true meaning), although somewhat reconceived, remains in place and as 

such it reinforces the social order.  

In The Ignorant Schoolmaster Rancière uses the term “enforced stultification” to describe this 

process of reinforcing social distinctions through education. The first thing that you learn in the 

classroom, or as an interlocutor with Socrates, is that you are ignorant. (In the artworld, this 



effect is achieved by the explanatory captions that accompany the work in the gallery, usually 

written by the curator.) 

Socrates is an interesting target for Rancière, for like the tutor and the lecturer in ‘The 

Hitchhiker’s Guide to Philosophy’ he eschews a lecture based approach to philosophy (and 

education in general) yet remains culpable of reinforcing inequality. This is the case because he 

remains the ultimate validator that the learner has learned. 

Looking at the various features of ‘The Hitchhikers Guide to Philosophy’ that incorporate the 

voice of the learner, such as the space allotted to student participation in constructing the final 

arguments (essays), we can see how the new approach certainly encourages and fosters 

intellectual emancipation. It does so by enabling the learners to be active participants in the 

curriculum. 

However, this module is not emblematic of political emancipation. In crucial areas, such as topic 

choice, both on-line and in-class assessment and the ultimate construction of the final arguments, 

the value judgements of the practitioners still had ‘final say’ like Socrates. 

Insofar as the pedagogue continues to monitor, evaluate and assess they will ultimately continue 

to occupy a space that blocks equality. While this module challenges the excesses of these 

practices, it clearly fails to match the very special circumstances of the example of Jacotot.   

Unfortunately and perhaps necessarily the learners remain, in this institutional context, 

“hitchhikers” and not drivers of their education. Future pedagogical practice thus ought to be 

cognisant of this problem. 
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