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Preface to This Edition

TWO LESSONS IN PHILOSOPHY brings the philosophy of education onto the stage of a classroom. Across two acts, pupils and teachers test in practice what it means to teach, to listen, to trust and to think together. The lesson ceases to be the mere delivery of a syllabus and becomes a space into which life enters whole: with fear, illness, death, love, pregnancy, family and responsibility.

Act One builds a community of dialogue. The teacher offers no easy solutions, but accompanies the pupils as they try to articulate what is happening to them. Act Two sets against this trust a lesson that is formal, authoritarian and detached from the children’s real questions. The contrast between the two modes of teaching reveals that the content of philosophy cannot be separated from the ethos through which it is taught.

The work may be read as a school drama, a philosophical dialogue or an invitation to theatrical performance. Readers and audiences are asked to decide for themselves which lesson was genuinely philosophical, and what place freedom, care and responsibility may hold within the educational relationship.




Two Lessons in Philosophy




A Play



Characters

The Teacher: A philosophy teacher who is eager to talk with his pupils, listen to them and help them. As he teaches, he also comes to understand his own work. For him, the lesson is a springboard: an opportunity to become better, both as a teacher and as a human being.

The Woman Teacher: The embodiment of the conventional teacher, who does not approach her role creatively. She feels that she is merely getting through a lesson, and so fails to win the children’s attention and respect. Her lesson ends ingloriously: she is driven from the classroom.

Andreas: The pupil who, if all goes well, is about to become a father. A courageous young man who accepts life’s challenge of raising a child while still very young himself. In this way he shows both his love for Maria, his classmate, and the strength that his youth gives him.

Markos: A boy whose parents have separated because of his mother’s actions. Anxious about the course of his own life and theirs, he contributes decisively to the classroom discussion and eventually finds a way through his concerns. In doing so, he also helps bring his parents back together.

Michalis: The class’s young philosopher, who repeatedly returns the discussion to death. He plays a pivotal role in both acts. His insistence that the class discuss death with the woman teacher turns the lesson into an arena in which a creative philosophical spirit clashes with Philosophy treated as a lifeless school subject.

Maria: The young pupil carrying the child of her classmate Andreas. Sensitive and articulate, she has all the qualities of a modern young woman: the courage to speak about herself, but also the insecurity that comes from being exposed to life’s challenges. Her circumstances cause her to mature rapidly. Thanks to her parents’ maturity, this final-year pupil becomes a responsible woman.

Eleni: The school’s questioning pupil. Through Philosophy, she begins to believe that it is worthwhile for everyone—pupils and teachers alike—to contribute to a better, more beneficial school. Eleni’s spirit runs through the entire play: the courage to voice an opinion and the young person’s need not to compromise, but to feel free and dignified.

Phoebe: A seemingly pessimistic pupil whose mother has cancer. A realist, at times cynical, she sharpens the discussion with her criticism. Her usually well-hidden sensitivity often spills over, revealing a character full of kindness and compassion. By the end, Phoebe proves to be a strong personality, crucial to the drama’s resolution.




The Play

Before us is a school classroom like those summoned by memory or constructed by the imagination, with its desks and chairs, its board and, of course, its teacher and pupils. And yet no classroom is the same as another, even though every one of them looks like—what else?—a classroom and nothing more. In each, unique things are said and heard, however similar they may seem.

So it is with our classroom. It is unique. This one, however, really is exceptional: it is a Philosophy class. In the first act, we hear no philosophers’ theories. We hear the theories of the pupils and their teacher—real theories, that is: theories of life.

The drama unfolds in two acts. The first develops a philosophical dialogue about serious matters: death, illness, life and the unexpected pregnancy arising from a school romance. In the second act, the pupil-heroes temporarily lose their heroic teacher. His place is taken by a woman teacher who is the very opposite of a model of free thought and conduct. Before long, the lesson disintegrates and the setting of a conventional classroom collapses. Did the pupils refuse to let the lesson take place? Or did their teacher fail to understand how she needed to teach them if she was not to lose their trust?

Whatever the case, the pupils—the true masters of every classroom—provide the answer. The teacher leaves.

Did the philosophical reflection of the first act help them? Did they manage to rein in the wild horses of the problems that tested their endurance and reason? They did. Their small classroom became the setting for their great effort to think seriously about their lives and about how those lives might become better. All of them, genuine and conscious participants in a life that constantly challenges them, took stock of the intellectual struggle begun in their first lesson. The time between the two lessons became a judge for them all—even for their new teacher.

Is a classroom like this, with pupils like these, ideal? Perhaps. But why not? Everyone is entitled to the classroom of their dreams—above all, pupils and teachers who still dream of the ideal school.





Act One

Hurried footsteps and children’s voices are heard. A door closes; books are placed on the teacher’s desk; an adult coughs. The children’s whispers grow louder. Hands clap for silence. The murmur of young voices subsides. For five seconds there is complete silence. The Teacher begins to speak.

Teacher: Good morning, everyone!

Michalis, Markos, Eleni and Phoebe: Good morning, sir!

Teacher: Are you well?

Eleni: Fine …

Teacher: Everything under control?

Michalis: Everything? Can everything ever be under control, sir?

Teacher: It is only a figure of speech, you know …

Eleni: A figure of speech is one thing; reality is another. Three pupils laugh.

Teacher: Quite! I could not have imagined a better opening to our lesson.

Andreas: You see, sir? We are philosophers!

Teacher: Every human being is—or can become—a philosopher. Your name?

Andreas: Andreas!

Teacher: Well said, Andreas. We are going to enjoy this year together.

Phoebe: If only there were more of us, sir, it would be even better …

Teacher: Let me see. Eight are enrolled in the class; six of you are here today.

Markos: And we will see who lasts …

Teacher: What do you mean—?

Markos: Markos!

Teacher: Thank you, Markos. What do you mean?

Markos: I mean Philosophy is a difficult subject.

Teacher: Who says so?

Maria: Everyone says so, sir! My name is Maria …

Teacher: Who is “everyone”, Maria?

Andreas: Ask anyone and that is what they will tell you.

Teacher: Have you asked them?

Markos: If we did, that is what they would tell us.

Teacher: We do not make much use of “if” in Philosophy, Markos. We like to keep our feet on the ground, contrary to what people say about Philosophy.

Maria: Philosophers are out of touch with reality, sir.

Teacher: Another “flattering” judgement on Philosophy! Why do you say that, Maria?

Michalis: You keep asking us “why”, sir!

Teacher: Of course …

Michalis: Michalis!

Teacher: Of course, Michalis. That is the question we keep asking in Philosophy: why?

Maria: And? Do you ever find an answer?

Eleni: Or do you stop at the questions?

Teacher: Your name?

Eleni: Eleni!

Teacher: There are plenty of answers, Eleni—if you have the appetite for them.

Phoebe: We have the appetite, sir. What we do not have is time! My name is Phoebe …

Teacher: Pleased to meet you, Phoebe. Why do we not have time? We will have a whole lesson together.

Markos: Come on, sir! One period a week. Is that enough for Philosophy?

Andreas: Will we discover the truth in one period?

Michalis: Will we conquer death?

The pupils laugh loudly and the room grows restless. Then there is silence for a few seconds, followed by a cough from the Teacher.

Eleni: You have caught a cold, sir!

Teacher: As the saying goes, “When the cantor is lost for an answer, he coughs”, Eleni!

Markos: And now the ancient sayings begin! Didn’t we say this would be a difficult class?

Again the pupils laugh loudly. Again the classroom grows restless.

Teacher: I like you very much, as it turns out. I never imagined I would find a group like this for Philosophy.

Maria: Why, sir? If we were not the way we are, would we have chosen your subject?

Michalis: Besides, the subject ought to be compulsory for everyone.

Teacher: Why, Michalis?

Michalis: Because everyone ought to know the truth, sir!

Phoebe: The truth about what?

Michalis: The truth about everything!

Phoebe: Everything? Don’t overdo it!

Teacher: Perhaps it does not matter whether we eventually learn the truth about everything, Phoebe. What matters is learning truths that we want to know.

Andreas: Such as?

Teacher: Such as … Let each of you tell me what you would like to learn. You begin, Andreas.

Andreas: Now?

Teacher: Now. No time like the present!

Andreas: It is lucky you are good company, sir. Otherwise we would not want to learn anything with you.

Markos: Or from you.

Teacher: Not from me, Markos. With me, yes. We can search together, find truths and delight in them together.

Eleni: Do the truths you discover make you happy, sir?

Teacher: Very happy, Eleni. To be precise, discovering truths is the only thing that makes me happy.

Maria: Even when the truths you discover are against you, sir?

Teacher: What do you mean, Maria?

Phoebe: Why are you finding that difficult, sir? Maria’s meaning is easy to understand. My mum found out the day before yesterday that she has cancer. Was she supposed to be happy about discovering that truth about herself?

The classroom becomes restless again. Whispers are heard. The Teacher coughs awkwardly, then speaks.

Teacher: Please, everyone. Settle down. I am sorry, Phoebe.

Markos: My parents have separated, sir. My father discovered that my mother was having an affair. And just imagine: he was not even the one who left her. She left him.

Andreas: Is that not love, sir?

Michalis: What is love—the fact that she left him?

Andreas: No. Didn’t you understand? The fact that he did not leave her.

Eleni: I discovered a truth recently too.

Teacher: What truth, Eleni?

Eleni: That what we do at school is useless; that we are wasting our time. Should I have been happy to discover that, sir?

Teacher: … You are right. To decide whether I am right, consider what is preferable in all these cases: knowing the truth, or not knowing it?

Silence falls over the classroom. The Teacher speaks again.

Teacher: You did very well to speak about what is happening to you. Would you have reflected on these things differently? Would you have thought about them in this way? I do not think so. You would each have kept them hidden in your heart. Thank you for finding the courage to discuss them in class.

Maria: Is it courage, sir? Perhaps they needed to say what was happening to them but could not find an opportunity. Do they feel better now that they have spoken? I
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