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A Pedagogy of Attention to 
the Light in the Eyes 

Jan van Boeckel 

Painting with the Rain 

The setting is the intensive course Art and Sustainability Education that I teach 
annually as Professor in Art Education at the Estonian Academy of Arts. This 
time, in the autumn of 2018, I am with ten students and we have gathered for 
four days in Arbavere, a resort on the periphery of Lahemaa National Park. 
Several sessions take place through the day – inside as well as outside. We shift 
from seminars to hands-on workshops and back, and at intervals we reflect 
together on our shared experiences and try to trace the connections between 
theory and practice. 

In my indoor presentations in the group room, a wide array of themes 
comes to the fore. On one day, I give a general introduction to some of the 
epistemological foundations in the developing field of arts-based environmental 
education. On another, I facilitate a dialogue on the assumed desirability of a shift 
from ‘education for sustainable development’ to ‘sustainable education’ (Sterling 
2001). This got me talking about my own art-educational practice of teaching 
wildpainting (Van Boeckel 2013: 216–36), inspired by the credo of painter 
Paul Cézanne, who said that when he paints, he lets the landscape think itself 
through him, and thus ‘becomes its consciousness’.1 Talking passionately about 
this theme, I become a little exhilarated. I project images on one of the walls, 
showing impressions of what typically goes on during my weeklong courses in 
wildpainting in different and sometimes remote parts of Europe. A key element 
in wildpainting is that participants are occasionally wrong-footed (Van Boeckel 
2020: 257). They might for example be invited to begin by painting the landscape 
in front of them ‘as wrong as possible’. In more technical terms, they should first 



42 Knowing from the Inside 

apply hues to their canvases that complement the colours they actually discern 
in the landscape before them. Thus, a blue sky might be painted in orange, and 
a green bush in red. 

While I talk about this it has begun to rain and snow outside. It is our last 
full day here, on the outskirts of Lahemaa; tomorrow a bus will pick us up to 
return us to the art academy in Tallinn. I notice that my excitement has infected 
at least some of the students. They want to try wildpainting too. Who cares if it 
rains or not? It is now or never! My intuition is that a mainly metaphorical (and 
hardly physical) light in the eyes on my part, while dwelling on this theme, has 
triggered a responsive light in the eyes of the students, which I feel as though 
I register in return. It is as if sparks of energy were jumping back and forth, 
mutually confirming and reinforcing each other. This light in the eyes is hard 
if not impossible to pin down. Most likely, it is a largely subjective affair. As 
such it is gentle and delicate, and it is perhaps in this fleeting quality that its 
particular value resides. It requires some effort, however, to regard something so 
ephemeral and elusive – something that may turn out in the end to be no more 
than an apt metaphor – as part of an educational event. 

I recall having experienced the same sensation on other occasions in my life, 
and now I recognize it again. If and when this happens, both students and teacher 
together seem to enter a space of what philosopher Arne Naess (1972) would 
call possibilism, in which ‘anything is possible, anything can happen!’ (Whitaker 
2006: 119; see also Van Boeckel 2013: 309). This should not be mistaken for 
an educational space in which ‘anything goes’, or some notion of laissez faire 
where everything one fancies is permitted and even encouraged. Rather, in this 
context the move consists of abandoning mundane educational configurations 
and patterns of interaction, in order to explore together what a moment ago 
seemed close to impossible. 

In the group room at Arbavere, we have all become so fired up that it feels, 
at least to me, that whatever we might decide to try, in some profound sense, 
cannot fail. Or to put this in slightly different terms: I assume a basic and shared 
trust among participants, making me more a co-participant than a teacher. 
I trust that we would probably be able to handle a situation of ‘failure’, were that 
to be the consequence of whatever we now set out to undertake. There is a tacit 
confidence that we will somehow be able to handle such an adverse situation 
as painting outside in the rain, despite not knowing as yet in what ways our 
undertaking might pan out. At such a point, dwelling together in this shared 
disposition, there seems no anticipation or even fear of a looming fiasco standing 
in our way, for the mere inclination to embark on a path that, for several of us 
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at least, is untrodden suffices to render the endeavour intrinsically valuable. At 
such moments, one may feel – or so it seems to me as a teacher – that one is able, 
almost literally, to ‘move mountains’, together with the rest of the group. 

In his book The Courage to Teach, American author, educator and activist 
Parker Palmer (1998) observes that when a teacher introduces a sudden 
stimulus to an unprepared student, the latter’s eyes often narrow in response 
to the challenging situation. Such narrowing, limiting the range of peripheral 
vision, may be accompanied by a fight-or-flight response which, at that instant, 
might seem the only conceivable option. There is however an alternative. Palmer 
points out that in the Japanese art of self-defence, aikido, practitioners learn to 
counter the narrowing of options by practising a technique called ‘soft eyes’. 
Here, one learns to widen one’s peripheral vision, thus taking in more of the 
world. With soft eyes, the reflex of fight or flight can often be transcended. ‘This 
person’, Palmer explains, ‘will turn toward the stimulus, take it in, and then make 
a more authentic response – such as thinking a new thought’. A person who 
enters into such an open and receptive mode, he suggests, is better able to take in 
the greatness of the world and the grace of great things: ‘Eyes wide with wonder, 
we no longer need to resist or run when taken by surprise’ (Palmer 1998: 113). 
Building on this idea of ‘soft eyes’, I would argue that a person’s transformation 
to such a state does not necessarily depend on first mastering an appropriate 
technique, but that an openness to the new – where we are ready to engage 
with anything that may happen – can also be the result of being suddenly and 
positively overwhelmed by surprise and the temptation of the unexpected. 

Let me return to the intensive course in Estonia. In a few moments, the 
students and I will go outside and paint in nature. We may get wet, we may 
become cold and the paint on the canvas may begin to run or be washed away 
at the very moment it is applied – all good reasons to not even start making art 
at all (Figure 2.1)! But what would happen if we resolved to paint anyhow, in the 
immediate here and now? It has been my experience that if, together with the 
group, one does cross this threshold, the rewards can be immense. A participant 
may set out to do something that he or she has perhaps never done before. If 
there is some initial hesitation, even a degree of resistance, then the ability to 
overcome it may release hitherto untapped potential. 

One may of course wonder how it is possible to work with the raindrops 
hitting the canvas while painting. In situations like these, the ‘bag of tricks’ for 
painting the landscape in which one stands, and that one could confidently rely 
on in other circumstances, does not apply. Right from the start, one is 
faced with an unprecedented challenge, calling for an unaccustomed 
response. 
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Figure 2.1 Painting with the rain, overview and close-up. Arbavere Centre, near 
Lahemaa National Park, Estonia, October 2017. Photos courtesy of Ceciel Verheij. 

I
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The Light in the Eyes 

This group of students and me, here in an Estonian national park, cross a mental 
threshold like pioneers in a new territory. There is a sense of wild expectation. 
I’ve already observed how the intensity of excitement might manifest itself in a 
sparkling of the eyes, which in turn ignites a corresponding vivacity in the eyes 
of co-participants. The radiance of one set of eyes being met with its equivalent 
in the eyes of others sets up a cascade of mutual reinforcement. When this 
happens, I feel as if a new field of potentiality is opening up, in which things 
previously not considered remotely attainable become possible. In a pedagogic 
setting – and in this chapter I am mainly concerned with educational encounters 
with art – this suggests a build-up through multiple loops of feedback. Perhaps 
what I tentatively identify here as light in the eyes is, in less abstruse terms, 
simply the affirmation of a state of feeling fully alive and present. The light in 
the eyes – both the witnessing of it and its emanation – seems to presuppose 
a certain reciprocity. While we are trained to attribute causation to individual 
agents, my reading of the phenomenon is that it is apparent only by way of 
evolving ‘patterns of relationships’ (Bateson 1972), comprising a system in 
which participants are severally enmeshed. 

Moreover, for this to happen it seems to me that at least some participants 
need to overcome certain inhibitions carried over from their social and cultural 
upbringing. We may feel a self-conscious reluctance to expose our vulnerability – 
the fact that we suddenly feel passionately about something – to others. I argue 
here that in education, we would benefit from nourishing and valuing such 
vulnerabilities. I refer to the active attention to what they afford in educational 
settings as a pedagogy of light in the eyes. 

Feelers Made of Elemental Fire 

Reflecting on what such a delicate pedagogy might entail, I was led to 
premodern conceptualizations of sight as issuing from the eye into the world. 
First articulated in writing in Ancient Greece, the belief that beams of light 
would stream from the eyes of the beholder, so as to pick out objects in 
the world, goes back at least to the time of the Greek shaman and scientist 
Empedocles (495–444 bc). Empedocles held that Aphrodite, goddess of love, 
fashioned our eyes out of the four elements of earth, water, air and fire. Then 
she kindled the fire of the eye in the primal hearth of the universe, wrapping 
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it with tissues in the sphere of the eyeball (Zajonc 1993: 20). Next, the eye 
was permitted to transmit a fine interior fire, through the water of the eye 
and out into the world, thereby giving rise to sight. It was the action of the 
eye’s fire, reaching out, that allowed humans to grasp and thus apprehend 
the world. This was also how Plato understood it: streams would issue from 
within us, and strike upon any object they encountered outside in the world. 
These eye-beams, he thought, would apprehend the objects that stand in their 
path and then relay their qualities back to us (Gross 1999: 58). The interior 
ocular fire, the ‘mind’s eye’, played its own significant part in this. It would not 
passively receive images but actively send out feelers, or what Amelia Soth calls 
‘luminous tendrils’, made of elemental fire (Soth 2019). The mathematician 
Euclid, a contemporary of Plato, conceptualized this perceptual system in more 
geometric terms. ‘Rectilinear rays proceeding from the eye’, he pronounced, 
‘diverge indefinitely [and] those things are seen upon which the visual rays fall 
and those things are not seen upon which the visual rays do not fall’ (cited in 
Gross 1999: 58). Theories of vision on the extramission of light from the eye 
persisted for almost one and a half millennia (Zajonc 1993: 21; see Figure 2.2).2 

Traces of the idea remain in everyday language, for example, when we say 
‘to cast one’s eyes’, where to cast means ‘to send or direct (something) in the 
direction of someone or something’ (Merriam-Webster n.d.). 

The remarkable persistence, in our lifeworld, of this physiologically 
impossible primordial apprehension finds its analogue in the difficulty we 
moderns have in mentally overruling our felt experience that at dusk the sun 
sinks below the horizon, to grasp the physical reality that it is an effect of the 
rotation of the very earth on which we stand. Such disparities between abstract 
knowledge of the physical world and phenomenal or felt experience are not 
insignificant.3 When it comes to the durability of the idea of extramission, it is 
perhaps an index of the power of the gaze of someone who looks you straight 
in the eyes, or whose eyes shine as if on fire. ‘A lover’s eye will gaze an eagle 
blind’, said Shakespeare (Gross 1999: 63). ‘It is certain’, as Joseph Turnley wrote 
in his book The Language of the Eye, ‘that the eye gives the promptest and surest 
indication of mental motion. It is through this channel the understanding and 
feeling are communicated; talent, genius, hope, fear, love, joy, hatred, sorrow, 
despair, and revenge, are expressed’ (Turnley 1856: 38). Eyes are the mirrors of 
the soul and, as such, their expression can be regarded as an epiphenomenon 
of what is happening in our inner world. 

Having reviewed how our earlier understanding of the language of the 
eye – with the interior fire at its source – has guided the perception of eyes as 
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Figure 2.2 Johann Zahn’s depiction of the radiating eye, according to the emission theory 
of vision, from his Oculus Artificialis Teledioptricus Sive Telescopium (The Long- 
Distance Artificial Eye, or Telescope), 1685. 

emitters of light, I shall now seek to restore the phenomenon of light in the 
eyes to its pedagogical context. 

Something at Stake 

When we teach in the physical presence of other humans – instead of, say, 
through online or pre-recorded presentations – we share a world together, and 
for this to be a fruitful learning experience, according to phenomenologist 
Hubert Dreyfus, something needs to be at stake for participants. Ideally, he 
says, all participants are vulnerable to a degree, and thus effectively take a risk. 



48 Knowing from the Inside 

This risk entails that one may come upon a certain understanding that was not 
anticipated. Education, in Dreyfus’s view, is not the transfer of information 
and of the rules by which this information should be processed. It is rather 
a situation in which something is of concern to us, namely the potential to 
acquire new insights – a potential that may or may not be realized. Since the 
outcome is not given, the endeavour may fail. Both teacher and learner have 
to do their best, precisely because something is at stake for both of them. For 
learning to come about, according to Dreyfus, it is essential that people in the 
educational situation should make themselves actually and actively present 
to one another. Irrespective of context, people and things must matter to us 
if we are to learn; moreover, our involvement with these people and things 
determines the ways in which they become meaningful for us. Dreyfus insists 
that not just for learners but for the teacher as well something should be at 
stake: ‘if the teacher shows his involvement … and emotionally dwells on the 
choices that have led him to his conclusions and actions, the students will be 
more likely to let their own successes and failures matter to them’ (Dreyfus 
2001: 38–9). 

When teachers grasp the opportunity and feel grounded enough to be present 
with their students on a journey into new terrain, they may have little or no 
coherent idea of where the undertaking will take both them and their students. 
Yet something, clearly, is at stake. This is not about encouraging participants 
to set out with a clear intention in mind, nor does it necessarily foreground a 
state of attentiveness. A pedagogy of attention or of intention, of ‘being-with’ 
the phenomena we study, may very well pertain to subsequent states in an 
unfolding educational process. But a pedagogy of being attentive to the light 
in the eyes emerges, I believe, at moments when the will of participants – or 
what Bateson (1972: 445) would call their ‘purposive consciousness’ – asserts 
itself less predominantly, and when the new, to be brought forth in and through 
the educational experience, has yet to unfold. This lack of prior framing might 
actually help participants in workshops, such as the one from which I began 
this chapter, to make meaning from the experience in ways less obvious to 
themselves. It may help them realize that this could be different from other 
workshops they have attended previously, whether arts based or not. The 
enrichment of experience with personal significance and new meaning, for the 
philosopher of education John Dewey, amounts to nothing less than ‘a gift of the 
gods’. He thought of it as such, according to Philip Jackson (1998: 15), precisely 

because the added meaning is not sought: ‘It happens effortlessly and without 
notice – like a bolt from the blue.’ 
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To me there is a parallel here with how philosopher and psychologist William 
James understood the workings of affect. A perception, James argued, does not 
first induce an affect or emotion as a state of mind and is only subsequently 
expressed in bodily behaviour. Rather, the bodily response comes first; its 
affectation, immediately excited by the perception, is the emotion. Thus it 
makes more sense to say ‘that we feel sorry because we cry, angry because we 
strike, afraid because we tremble, [than] that we cry, strike, or tremble, because 
we are sorry, angry, or fearful, as the case may be’ (James 1884: 190, emphasis 
added). In situations where something impresses us deeply, for example, when 
we suddenly notice the intricacy of a spider’s web, we are quite literally moved; 
our reaction is emotional in the original sense of the Latin emovere, ‘to move 
out’. In such moments, our perception is not very clear. Overwhelmed, we no 
longer perceive very keenly and sensitively – for this seems to require a certain 
degree of detachment. 

Dwelling in this state of being thoroughly moved by ‘a gift of the gods’ is not 
necessarily extraneous to the processes of acquiring knowledge. Elsewhere, I have 
coined the concept of rudimentary cognition.4 With this, I try to encapsulate 
a mode of coming to new knowledge through one’s participation in artistic 
activity, where this initially involves a crude and basic germination of meaning. 
This elementary and nascent form of cognition comes forth, as I describe it, from 
and in a primarily affective and bodily response to being immersed in artful 
and transformative action. This encounter, this coming to new understandings, 
remains by its nature fragmentary, fuzzy and ambiguous; essentially it entails 
groping or fumbling one’s way forward. 

A Poor Pedagogy 

There are remarkable parallels here with the critical research practices 
introduced by philosopher of education Jan Masschelein (2010a,b) under the 
rubric of poor pedagogy. Rather than requiring a complex, predetermined 
methodology, poor pedagogy invites us to go out into the world, to expose 
ourselves in the literal sense of ex-positio, of moving ‘out of position’. We are 
encouraged to put ourselves in a position of weakness or discomfort. Precisely 
because it offers insufficient, defective means – both lacking in signification 
and undirected towards any goal or end – poor pedagogy helps us become 
attentive. This is epitomized in the paradox of a practice ‘leading nowhere and 
which therefore can lead everywhere’ (Masschelein 2010a: 49). Such pedagogy 
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is generous: it gives time and space; the time and space of experience and of 
thought. As Masschelein puts it: 

What I want to call a poor pedagogy, a poor art, [is] the art of waiting, mobilising, 
presenting. Such a poor art is in a certain sense blind (has no destination, no 
end, is not going anywhere, is not concerned with the beyond, has no vision of 
a promised land), it is deaf (hears no interpellation, is not obeying ‘laws’) and 
speechless (has no teachings to give). It offers no possibility of identification 
(the subject position – the position of the teacher or the student – is, so to say, 
empty), no comfort. (Masschelein 2010a: 49) 

This radical pedagogic practice is of particular interest in the context of our 
exploration of an epistemology informed by being attentive to (and following 
up on) the phenomenon of light in the eyes. Masschelein is explicit about the 
importance of ‘e-ducating the gaze’ and ‘opening our eyes’, which actually happens 
through a ‘displacing of one’s gaze’. The example he provides is of students engaging 
in the physical activity of walking as an educational practice. Masschelein would 
travel with a group of students to post-conflict cities such as Sarajevo and Kinshasa 
for periods of about two weeks. He would ask his students to walk during both 
day and night along lines arbitrarily drawn on a city map. They would start 
somewhere and end somewhere, without a plan. During these walks the students 
were encouraged to ask questions such as: ‘What have you seen or heard? What 
do you make of it?’ At the end of their explorations, they would present their 
findings, their ‘look at the city’, to the general public on the streets. By walking 
along the trajectory of an arbitrary line, one is not led to somewhere already fixed 
in advance, but along a trail that is not destined and lacking in any familiar kind of 
orientation (Masschelein 2009; see Barnett 2012: 98). 

Masschelein plays here with the double meaning of exposition. When 
participants are asked to leave their present position – by, for example, 
starting to walk along lines arbitrary drawn across maps of cities previously 
unknown to them – they are effectively moved out of position. This brings 
them to the streets in unexpected ways. They find themselves in a state of 
extreme vulnerability. This is the other meaning exposition – of being 
exposed to the world. A poor pedagogy, for Masschelein, spells out the need 
to make use of one’s eyes to look, and it does this not by capturing the gaze but 
through mobilizing and animating it, ‘so that the gaze is not imprisoned, but 
can be seduced and taken away by what is evident’ (Masschelein 2010a: 51). 
Ultimately, what is at stake in such practices, for Masschelein, is the existential 
space of practical freedom. 
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Being Interrupted 

Gert Biesta, another leading philosopher of education, drawing inspiration from 
the writings of Hannah Arendt, sees education as an endeavour fundamentally 
engaged in arousing the desire in another human being to exist in the world, 
as a subject. In this educational space, as he says in his book Letting Art Teach, 
you are taught something fundamental about human existence – ‘you are not 
alone’ (Biesta 2017: 65, original emphasis). In our encounter with the world, 
we experience that this world is not a construction, and particularly not our 
construction: it exists in its own right. This meeting of the subject with the world, 
whether it is material or social, necessarily manifests itself in the experience of 
resistance (Biesta 2017: 64). Sooner or later, something or someone resists our 
intentions, actions or initiatives. Encountering such resistance can be rather 
frustrating; suddenly something is in our way. For Biesta, then, the key question 
is: what do we do when we encounter such resistance? To this, we can respond 
in different ways. 

We could withdraw from it, which could ultimately lead to what Biesta calls 
‘self-destruction’, or we could blame the world for not corresponding to our idea 
of how it should be, which could evolve into ‘world-destruction’. Between these 
extremes, according to Biesta, lies a ‘middle ground’. We should make an effort, 
he argues, to stay there. Here, the person encountering resistance endeavours to 
remain in dialogue, as a ‘way of existing in the world’. This is to take the difficult 
course of leaving space for the world itself to exist as well. It is to counter the 
resistance coming one’s way, through existing with the world (Biesta 2017: 65). 

Education, for Biesta, is basically an act of turning: of turning the student in a 
particular direction, towards the world, so that they can both enter into dialogue 
with it and, by the same token, exist as a subject (Biesta 2017: 86). It does this, 
he says, through the enactment of a simple injunction: ‘Look, there is something 
there that I believe might be good, important, worthwhile for you to pay attention 
to’ (2017: 44). Entering the worldly and educational space of the middle ground 
may require students to learn something they do not yet know. In short, they 
encounter an interruption, initiated by the teacher. Here, Biesta introduces the 
notion of the ‘educational gesture’. Even if enacted in the gentlest possible way, 
this is fundamentally a gesture that interrupts. It interrupts where the person 
is, it interrupts what they are doing, it interrupts how they may perceive their 
own identity and the desires they may have. Putting something in the way of the 
student’s trajectory is one means, Biesta says, of turning the student towards the 
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world and effecting an encounter with a reality that is outside the student, and 
not constructed by them. 

An interruption is usually interpreted as something unpleasant, a disturbance 
in a process that is otherwise running smoothly. Dewey, however, presents it 
in a far more positive light. Relinquishing control and thus being receptive to 
outside influence, he insists, is an essential quality of compelling, deeply engaged 
experience. David Wong (2007), in a commentary on Dewey’s approach to 
educational experience, traces this quality through an excursion into the word 
‘passion’. In Latin, pati means suffering: ‘Both passion and suffering mean to 
experience intensely while being acted upon by the world’ (Wong 2007: 202). 
There is an element of inevitability here, as in the expression, ‘no pain, no gain’. 
Compelling experiences are constituted by more than just our intentional actions. 
Only by fully undergoing the experience, says Dewey – only by surrendering to 
the suffering it entails – do we truly learn. As he wrote in his essay of 1934, Art 
as Experience: 

Perception is an act of the going-out of energy in order to receive, not a 
withholding of energy. To steep ourselves in a subject-matter we have first to 
plunge into it. When we are only passive to a scene, it overwhelms us and, for 
lack of answering activity, we do not perceive that which bears us down. We 
must summon energy and pitch it at a responsive key in order to take in. (Dewey 
1987: 59–60) 

What catches our attention, in the context of this chapter, is that Dewey – in 
describing perception as the ‘going-out’ of energy – uses a metaphor that comes 
close to the central idea of extramission, namely that an internal source of energy 
(such as an interior ocular fire) is pitched into the world. 

In his Letting Art Teach, Biesta (2017: 107) focuses on the notion of 
‘passability’, another word for ‘our capacity to be affected’. Drawing on the work 
of Wolf-Michael Roth (2011), he suggests the example of encountering a new 
kind of food, wine or olive oil one has never tasted or smelled before. In such an 
event we do not yet know the smell or taste we are going to encounter. We have 
no choice but to open up and allow ourselves to be affected. This is an experience 
of ‘not-knowing’ that comes laden with uncertainty and also, therefore, with 
risk. By actively exposing ourselves to the new and unknown, we make ourselves 
vulnerable (Biesta 2017: 108). This vulnerability, Biesta argues, precedes knowing, 
sense making and interpretation. It is only after having been affected that we can 
begin to think, classify and relate the experience to something else.5 Paradoxically, 
as Roth points out, we encounter an agency that is enabled by passivity: ‘the 
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intention to move, and the experience of encountering the unknown that we 
cannot anticipate and therefore construct, all invoke passability, our capacity 
to be affected’ (Roth 2011: 18, cited in Biesta 2017: 108). Here, affect not only 
precedes but even enables cognition, underwriting the kind of rudimentary 
cognition just discussed. We can bring ourselves to a state of attentive readiness, 
where we wait to let ourselves be surprised. And to be surprised, says Biesta 
(2017: 112), literally means to be overtaken by what is beyond our control. 

Reciprocally Sharing in Enthusiasm 

It is here, Biesta proposes, that the arts have something to offer. Characteristically, 
art needs time, it can slow us down and focus our attention so that we are able 
to see what was not visible before, or to hear what was not audible before. The 
educational potential of the arts for Biesta lies precisely in providing the time, 
space and forms that allow students to practise what it means to exist as subjects 
in a world (Biesta 2017: 90). 

Art, however, is not only about understanding and sense making. It may well 
be that art resists questions such as: ‘What does this mean?’ or ‘What can I learn 
from this?’ When, alternatively, we have what Biesta calls an existential encounter 
with art, we come to realize that there is no unequivocal message to receive, no 
clear path towards right and clear understanding: ‘the art we encounter raises 
questions, puts the world into question, puts us into question, puts our very 
existence into question’. Coming across art in such a way points us in a new 
direction. Now other questions may become relevant such as: ‘What is this art 
work asking from me?’ or, ‘What is this trying to teach me?’ (Biesta 2017: 100). 

I would suggest that what holds for encounters with artworks made by artists, 
also pertains to the experience of being immersed in an open-ended artistic 
group process. This is even more so when such a process is initiated or enhanced 
through a reciprocal sharing of enthusiasm, fired up by the light in the eyes. 
Moreover, I believe that questions raised through one’s encounter with art, a 
meeting for which the dramaturgy of the teacher provides the impetus (‘look 
there!’), can also arise from an interruption that happens in a predominantly 
tacit and implicit way. Just how the interruption is registered is a function of 
the extent to which recipients are good observers or listeners. It would without 
doubt qualify as what Biesta calls an educational gesture, rather than an as an 
explicit instruction or an act of proactively guiding of the gaze. A pedagogy of 
attentiveness to, and resonance with, the enthusiasm of participants could, in 
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this sense, be appreciated as a particular expression, or amplification, of the 
‘poor pedagogy’ proposed by Masschelein. 

Biesta emphasizes the element of intervention, in which the teacher 
consciously takes action by pointing towards something to which it is worth 
paying attention. Here, the teacher sets the agenda, while it is the student who 
is brought into a position where he or she opens up to be addressed by the 
world. In this vein, Masschelein summons his participants to start moving with 
almost lyrical fervour. His poor pedagogy says, in his own words: ‘Look, I won’t 
let your attention become distracted, look! Instead of waiting for thrills and a 
denouement, for stories and explanations, look!’ (Masschelein 2010b: 284). 

Rather than focusing on the agency of the pedagogue, however, we could shift 
our attention to the patterns of relationships between teacher and students, and 
among the students themselves. The interruption does not necessarily have to be 
an organized intervention, a deliberate insertion of resistance so that it comes to 
stand in the students’ way; it can also manifest itself spontaneously; it can, as it 
were, ‘descend upon us’, exciting both students and teacher as they are suddenly 
overcome by a sense of wonder and curious expectation of what might come 
next. It does, however, assume a certain readiness of all involved to open their 
doors to the unknown, the unfamiliar. 

Tuning in to a phenomenon as ephemeral as the exchange of light in the 
eyes, I would suggest, is like accommodating to a practically subliminal event. 
Indeed, calling it an intervention or interruption would already suggest a degree 
of wilful intentionality which is not really present. One may not even register its 
occurrence consciously, as something that actually happens and has an impact. 
For it to happen at all, however, seems to presuppose a two-way exchange, which 
might emerge as follows. In one person the phenomenon of emitting light of the 
eyes is prompted, and is then discerned (again, not knowingly) by one or more 
other persons. This recognition might trigger, in response, in the eyes of those 
concerned, a matching spark of enthusiasm, which could be expressed, possibly 
without their being consciously aware of it, through the emission of signs of 
equivalent fervour. This could all take place entirely on the elusive level of affect, 
in the way James grasped the primal bodily response. 

With Biesta, I believe the arts afford unique existential possibilities to 
encounter the resistance of the world, material and social, and also to work 
through such resistance. To broaden this perspective, I would include here not 
only being brought into contact with the artworks of others but also participation 
in artmaking practices. The artist, as Dewey (1987: 15) writes, ‘does not shun 
moments of resistance and tension. He rather cultivates them, not for their 
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own sake but because of their potentialities, bringing to living consciousness an 
experience that is unified and total.’ 

Biesta emphasizes that attention and intention are not identical and that it 
is important to distinguish the two. Our connections to the world, in his view, 
cannot be put down to intentions alone. It is not that we see, feel, touch or 
otherwise act only because we have first formed an intention to do so. We do not 
even have the capacity to generate such intentions. For Biesta, it is the other way 
around: to pay attention is not a matter of intention, of focusing our attention 
on something we already know. It is rather about ‘opening up’ and ‘allowing 
ourselves to be affected’ (Biesta 2017: 110–11). 

Receptivity for a Pedagogy of the Light in the Eyes to Unfurl 

The old philosophical question – if a tree falls in the forest and no one is 
around to hear it, does it make a sound? – finds a corresponding puzzle in the 
question: Is such a fleeting and subtle phenomenon as light in the eyes also 
manifest if there is no one else present to register it? When I put the question 
of the falling tree to Tim Ingold, he replied that the answer is actually quite 
straightforward: it is simply a matter of what we mean by sound. If we define 
sound phenomenologically, as sonorous experience, then there can be no sound 
if no one is around to hear. In phenomenological terms, sound is hearing. But 
if we define it physically, as mechanical vibration within a certain frequency 
range, then wherever there are vibrations there is sound, whether or not anyone 
is there to listen. With light, he said, it is just the same: ‘The light that travels as 
an electromagnetic ray from source to recipient does not need eyes to exist. But 
the light that shines or sparkles certainly does.’6

It is doubtful whether an educational moment triggered by such a transient 
phenomenon could ever be organized or planned. I can only say that in my 
experience, what for me is a real and extraordinary moment ‘descends upon 
us’ out of the blue. Any effort of trying to call it forth would be like the paradox 
of the instruction to ‘be spontaneous!’ Walter Ong (1982: 134) once remarked, 
tongue in cheek, that today ‘we plan our happenings carefully to make sure they 
are thoroughly spontaneous’. So, what circumstances make it more likely that a 
pedagogy of being attentive to the light in the eyes can be brought to bear and exert 
its workings on those who attend to it, including both participants and teachers?7

Can a state of readiness and openness be nurtured at all for what a pedagogy 
of the light in the eyes may afford? It seems to me that to attempt its cultivation 
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would intrinsically go against what is at its core, namely a radical stepping into 
the here and now, whereby a shared excitement for what may come is leading 
the way. However, reflecting on what I experienced myself, for example during 
the course in Estonia when we determined to go outside to paint in the rain 
and snow, I believe one cannot really pinpoint who ignites the light in the eyes, 
whether it be teacher or student. One could ask whether it is even relevant to 
identify a source, or to affix it to one individual. For as we have already observed, 
its emergence is, in Batesonian terms, ‘in the system’, in the evolving patterns of 
relationships among all involved. 

Another way to appreciate the phenomenon is by looking at it through a 
spiritual lens, that is, to regard it as a moment in time when the mood among 
participants becomes animated, or spirited in Christian terms. It is worth noting 
that the word ‘enthusiasm’, which we use to convey a sense of intense enjoyment, 
interest, or approval, comes from the Greek en theos, meaning ‘in God’. It would 
originally have referred to a person’s being possessed by divine presence, or to 
their susceptibility to extreme piety. Enthusiasts are filled with the Holy Spirit. 
The German word for ‘excited’, Begeistert, carries a similar connotation. It is 
literally to be taken by spirit or ‘inspirited’. For me, an everyday illustration of 
this kind of situation is when, in a group of people, someone suddenly gets the 
giggles. The uncontrollable laughter, often bringing tears to the eyes, is triggered 
at a certain moment, but apparently it cannot be summoned or arranged, nor 
can its origin be traced to any individual. As it bursts out, it often tends to radiate 
and affect other people in the vicinity, who cannot help but start to laugh too. 
With laughter as with the spirit, one is taken by it, overwhelmed by it, but one 
does not intend it. 

It is true that when a teacher says: ‘Look over here, there might be something 
interesting for you to pay attention to’, this guidance may imply that the 
matters to which attention is being drawn are to some extent already known 
to the teacher, limiting the appeal, to him or her, of joining with the students 
in looking over again. A pedagogy of light in the eyes does not necessarily 
mean, however, that everyone who succumbs to the light is equally overcome 
by it, or equally focused. One way, perhaps, to approach what it entails is to 
consider the light in the eyes as a metaphor for a specific mental state shared 
among a group of people collaborating on a new undertaking, in which they 
feel more fully present and attentive to the here and now. This attentiveness 
can also manifest itself in a heightened capacity for peripheral vision or fringe 

awareness, of not having one’s focus aimed at any spot in particular but letting 
it roam in a larger field where phenomena on the outskirts may be just as 
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relevant as what happens at the centre. This is the state that Palmer (1998) 
called ‘having soft eyes’. 

What, then, would be the very opposite of a pedagogy of attending to the 
light in the eyes? Perhaps it would be a pedagogy, all too commonplace today, of 
following routines and prescribed methods, of urging students to deliver work 
to a standard and on schedule. It is a pedagogy of cause and effect, designed 
to produce pre-specified learning outcomes. It is precisely against this kind 
of predictability that Biesta protests. What we need instead, he proposes, is 
a pedagogy of the event; a pedagogy that is oriented positively towards the 
weakness of education. This, for him, is a pedagogy that is willing – as he also 
suggests in the title of probably his best-known book – ‘to take the beautiful risk 
of education’ (Biesta 2013: 140, emphasis added). 

Often, as an integral part of the workshops I facilitate, I encourage 
participants to reflect on emergent meanings that come forth, by carrying 
out together the artful activities that follow when we perform the paradoxical 
operation of what Rebecca Solnit (2006: 5–6) calls ‘calculating on the 
unforeseen’, working with what is not (yet) there. Such reflections can be 
expressed in ways other than by words alone. The very circumstance in which 
an artmaking activity does not immediately make sense – like going out into 
the rain and wind to make a painting – may provide a contrast that propels 
participants’ immersion in present conditions and further unpacking of where 
the experience might lead. Thus, we grant ourselves some license to meet 
phenomena, not head-on but, for instance, in their negative or in-between 
spaces (Van Boeckel 2013: 226), in a place where they are not readily manifest 
or accessible but perhaps only looming. Our artistic interventions and 
our artworks, as they emerge between our hands, may not always be fully 
congruent with what we had had in mind. 

Epilogue 

‘Listen very carefully and you will hear the sea in your body,’ writes Yoko Ono 
(1971) in her poem The Connection, adding: ‘You know, our blood is seawater 
and we are all seacarriers.’ Could it be that the eye sparkle is caused by the 
reflection of light that comes from the world and strikes the moistened surfaces 
of the eyes of a person who is in a state of joy and exaltation, or of pain and 
grief? Do the glistening tears that moisten the eyes remind us that we still carry 
the sea with us in our body? Recall that for Dewey, there is always an element of 
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pain in the phase of undergoing; it is what gives depth to experience. If it were 
not painful, the experience would not have such a lasting and transformative 
effect on those who surrender themselves to it. This pain might correspond to 
what Biesta calls resistance, or the struggle to stay in the difficult middle ground 
where dialogue with the world takes place. To tolerate this pain is to open up to 
a position of vulnerability, of lesser control, lowering one’s protective shield and 
stepping into the unprecedented.8 

I conclude with the question of whether it would even make sense to call for a 
pedagogy that attends to light in the eyes if it cannot be planned and organized, 
let alone implemented. We can only answer with a degree of modesty. For 
at the end of the day, the most one can aim for is to create the best possible 
conditions for the phenomenon of light in the eyes to manifest itself, even if only 
metaphorically. 

In 2009, I was invited by the Dutch organization Natuurwijs (‘Nature- 
wise’) to present a workshop on arts-based environmental education. The 
workshop would take place in the woods and was intended for foresters who 
were trained as guides to facilitate youngsters in gaining direct experience of 
being in the woods. Together with me, they would explore hands-on how art 
might help to cure what Richard Louv (2005) has characterized as ‘nature- 
deficit disorder’. As I made my acquaintance with the participants, I quickly 
gained the impression that the foresters were expecting me to equip them 
with some kind of methodology, a tool kit which they then could employ in 
future educational events with children. But this was not what I was about 
to offer. My plan was to invite them to join me in a variety of artmaking 
activities, such as to make a miniature sculpture of their own body from a 
lump of clay, while keeping their eyes closed. The forester-teachers looked 
uneasy. This is not what they had expected. But then I shared some words of 
reassurance along the following lines: 

This workshop is not about how one can use art as a method in teaching; this 
workshop will be about you, and your own inspiration by and connection to 
nature. What I hope to do, through this artistic workshop, is to bring you closer 
to your own embodied experience of being here in this forest. If you are in touch 
with that part of yourself and let it feed you when you work with people in 
nature, I believe you’ll ultimately be better facilitators. 

Although this interruption to participants’ expectations was met with a certain 
resistance, I nevertheless had a vague, almost imperceptible sense of rising 
curiosity, with perhaps a hint of a kindled (and kindred) fire in their eyes. 
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Notes 

1 Cézanne put it like this: ‘The landscape becomes reflective, human, and thinks itself 
though me. I make it an object, let it project itself and endure within my painting … 
I become the subjective consciousness of the landscape, and my painting becomes its 
objective consciousness’ (quoted in Medina 1995: 221). 

2 The extramission theory was ultimately dismissed by the irrefutable arguments 
of Ibn al-Haythem (965–1040), known in the West as Alhazen. One of Alhazen’s 
striking rebuttals was that when we look at the heavens at night, how could 
our eyes ever put out enough material to fill the space up to the stars? (Gross, 
1999: 59). 

3 There still remains considerable ambiguity about what we actually mean by light. 
Do we take light to be luminous experience or physical radiation? Do we see light, 
or only objects in the light? There are basically two perspectives on this which are 
often confused. One holds that when our eyes attend, for example, to the flame of 
the fire, the shining of the sun, or – in the context of this chapter – the sparkle of 
another’s eyes, we experience light. The other point of view is that light rays serve 
as vectors of projection. Through them the objects on which they fall, and from 
which they are reflected, are revealed to us. In other words, we see the objects, 
but not the light. Luminous experience can be described by such verbs as shine, 
sparkle, glow, glisten and so on. But physical radiation, in itself, cannot do any 
of these things. ‘Shining’, for instance, is an affectation of consciousness which 
goes on in real time. It is not emitted in the form of what we would nowadays 
understand as electromagnetic radiation, from a source to the eye of a recipient. 
Such emissions may be a condition for luminous experience, but they are not 
the experience itself. (I am grateful to Tim Ingold for drawing my attention to 
this elemental distinction between the felt experience of light and the physical 
phenomenon of its electromagnetic radiation.) 

4 As I have shown elsewhere (Van Boeckel 2013), rudimentary cognition may 
subsequently evolve into more intentional and conscious cognitive activities 
when the newly acquired knowledge – at that point still dynamic and evolving 
perceptions of raw chunks and patterns of information that come our way – is 
processed, internalized and applied in other contexts. James Elkins points at 
something similar when he observes that ‘emptying of the brain through painting 
creates a vacuum that attracts real spontaneous knowledge’ (cited in Lipsett 
2009: 44). 

5 Note the similarity here with James’s conceptualization of affect, discussed earlier. 
6 Tim Ingold, personal communication, 6 April 2021. 
7 An earlier publication on this theme, The Light in Their Eyes: Creating Multicultural 

Learning Communities by Sonia Nieto (1999), only acknowledges the light in 
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pupils’ eyes; any possible matching light in the eyes of teachers is left out of 
consideration. 

8 Iain McGilchrist (2009: 85) pushes the connection between experience and pain 
even further. Tracing the word pain to the Greek pathos (feeling) and paschein 
(to suffer), he writes that perhaps to feel at all is inevitably to suffer: ‘The more we 
are aware of and empathically connected to whatever it is that exists apart from 
ourselves, the more we are likely to suffer’. 
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