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The main objective of this text is to present a view on learning. Specifically, this
view is based on the idea of chance-seeking (Bardone 2011 and, 2016). Indeed,
learning has been the object  of  a countless number of  theories,  perspectives,
frameworks, empirical analyses, etc. Therefore, my contribution is in a way yet
another account that tries to look at learning in a more systematic way. So, why
bother? 

While introducing the topic of his lecture on science,  one of the greatest
theoretical physicists of all time, Richard Feynman, said that we have to repeat
good ideas already developed in the history of man. The reason is that there are
new generations born anew every day, and good ideas do not last unless they are
passed on (Feynman 1999: 4). What is the great idea I am trying to pass on?
What could this text be a reminder of?

Learning as such is not unique to humans. Animals learn too. And to some
extent even the creatures inhabiting the vegetative world, namely, plants, exhibit
some  kind  of  adaptive  behaviour  comparable,  to  some  extent,  to  learning
(Garzon/ Keijzer 2011). However, while a dog is eventually trained as the result
of a learning process, learning in humans may have a very different impact: it
potentially leads to a transformation of one’s own being in the world, which is
visible at the personal as well as social level. In other words, learning in humans
is potentially educational. By this I mean that it has something to do with the
way in which we become and develop as subjects with our own goals, purposes,
hopes,  aspirations  to  be  pursued individually or/and  collectively  as  part  of  a
larger social whole. This is something that might be connected with the idea of
conviviality, which was developed by Illich (1973), who wrote: »I choose the
term conviviality to designate the opposite of industrial productivity. I indent it
to mean autonomous and creative intercourse among persons, and the intercourse
of persons with their environment«. (p. 24) This is in stark opposition to the idea



of being mere  instruments that may be able to perform a certain task or set of
tasks. 

What I will hopefully achieve at the end of this chapter is to give a hint as to
what learning could look like “from the inside”. However, what I will present is
not a theory on learning. Conversely, it stems from a concern for learners and the
articulation  of  one  important  aspect  of  learning.  Although  learning  can  be
pursued instrumentally, e.g. to find a better job, to achieve a higher social status,
or to please parents and grandparents; it is a fundamental expression of our being
projected upon the next happenings and as such it is fundamentally open and
forward-looking.  The idea  of  learning  as  chance-seeking  tries  to  capture  this
element  and  articulate  it  so  as  to  do  justice  to  learning  and  what  learners
experience.

Before turning to the actual structure of the chapter, I would like to begin
with introducing the sort of ›methodological approach‹ that the reader will find
applied in  the  chapter. Learning is  essential  to  our  being  human (Richerson/
Boyd 2005; Ingold 2004). Which means that learning plays anyway a big part in
our lives: we cannot separate the two – living and learning. This suggests that
one way to approach learning is precisely that of looking at the lives of learners.
That is the vantage point from which we may study and learn about learning. In
a nutshell, focusing on the lives of learners means that we cannot study learning
without referring to  particular learners. This is in opposition to the dominant
discourse in the Western world that focuses on terms like skill or competence,
which often robs learning of its context and its lives.

There are two major consequences that we can derive from this approach.
The first is what we may call ›the primacy of particular lives‹. This means that
we do not look at how learning  should be,  but how it  actually happens in the
actual and particular lives of learners. This means to adopt and retain a more
ethnographic look, which resists  the temptation to idealise or typify learning.
Conversely, it is committed to render the experience of learning as it happens.
This is in sharp contrast to those approaches that apply a sort of ideal image that
exists prior to the practice (Allert/ Richter 2016). The lives of learners have their
own  raison  d'être.  In  direct  analogy  with  the  work  of  ethnographers  and
anthropologists, the goal is, in other words, to provide an account of the lives of
learners, not to normalise them. It follows that the approach I am describing is
existential, as it assumes that existence precedes essence, according to the claim
made by Sartre in his famous post-war lecture  Existentialism is a Humanism
(2007). In the present context this statement means that it is the way the learner’s
life unfolds in time that creates its own image, which consequently can only be
seen by looking backwards – after the process has come to an end.

The second aspect specifies even further the existential character of my ›sort‹
of methodology (see Jackson/Albert  Piette 2005). In creating accounts of the
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lives of  learners  we turn to  the  variability  and  particularity  of  what  Graeber
(2011) referred to as »the very small things«, the minutiae of our everyday life
(Chia/ Holt 2011). Minutiae is a Latin word, which refers to the details, the tiny
bits  characterising  the  phenomenon under  investigation.  This responds to  the
necessity  of  rendering  the  lived  lives  of  learners  and  so  focusing  on  the
particulars  as  opposed  to  the  abstractions  that  willy  nilly create  an  image of
learning  deprived  of  its  actual  happenings  in  the  search  for  ›patterns‹,
›regularities‹, ›typologies‹, and an alleged ›effectiveness‹ and ›efficiency‹.

I come now to the structure of the chapter. In the first part I will present two
fictional  stories.  They  will  describe  two  fictional  characters,  which  I  named
respectively Orvar and Priit and their own lives as learners. Why fictional? The
term fictional (and fiction) is characterised by a certain degree of ambiguity. It
may refer to science fiction, for instance.  In another context – that of modeling –
fiction refers to  something abstract  as opposed to something that is  not (e.g.
Godfrey-Smith 2009). The ontological status of models – usually expressed in
the language of mathematics – is  eminently fictional,  because models do not
relate back to something real that we find in our world. With the rise of the so-
called post-truth politics and fake news, fiction may also refer to an arena that is
politically contested, in which truth no longer has the value it used to have. This
is not how I use the notion here. 

In this specific context, terms like fiction and fictional refer to the way in
which the variability, the particulars, the minutiae of a life can be presented so as
to accomplish the specific goal of focusing on certain aspects of learning that
cannot be detached from the lives of learners.  So, turning to fiction is  not a
contradiction. But, in this specific context, it has the function of magnifying, so
to say, the possibility of showing the connection between learning and chance-
seeking, which is the main goal of the chapter.

That  fictions  can  accomplish  such  a  task  is  not  my  own  invention.  For
instance, the world of literature is full of what would indeed qualify as  thick
descriptions  (Geertz  1973).  They  may  describe  historical  conditions,  cultural
traits,  happenings,  personalities,  phenomenological states,  experiences,  and so
on.  Yet  they  are  fictional  (Geertz  himself  thought  that  thick  descriptions  are
fictional  to  some extent,  because they are  made).  In  a way even philosophy,
especially at the beginning of its history, had profitably adopted fiction. Think of
Plato’s dialogues, in which non-philosophical happenings provide the pregnant
context for  the presentation of the arguments that  would follow one another.
Would Plato’s Symposium have been the same, if the conversations around love
had  not  been happening precisely during  a symposium? Even physics  is  not
foreign  to  fiction.  For  example,  part  of  Democritus’s  scientific  work  on
cosmology, which influenced the likes of Einstein and Newton, is known to us
chiefly thanks to  a  poem called  De Rerum Natura by Lucretius (see Rovelli



2014).  In  ethnography,  fiction  has  entered  the  scene  with  the  so  called
ethnodrama.  Interviews,  participant  observations,  fieldwork  notes,  etc.  are
presented by making use of the traditional craft and artistic techniques of theatre
production, usually a staged script (Saldaña 2005).

But  apart  from that,  there  is  a  crucial  point  characterising  the  reality of
fictional  accounts.  It  is  a  common  experience  to  be  totally  immersed  while
reading a good story. The characters seem so real, so it is easy to identify oneself
with them. In some cases literature can even be therapeutic, as it speaks so much
about lived life and its predicaments. I posit that it feels so real precisely because
a story is an exemplar of what actually happens to us. It provides a vast amount
of details or, better particulars. It is then up to the reader to extract more general
lessons that are somehow tacitly implied in the fictional account. This is a point
made very clear, for instance, by Stake (1995) in his case-based methodology
and later by Flyvbjerg (2001) and his phronesis-based approach. Although they
do  not  talk  about  fiction,  they  claim  that  cases  offer  much  more  than  we
generally think, because they show a possible instantiation of something general.

I  should  mention  that  the  two  fictional  stories  are  not  entirely  fictional,
though. They are sourced from my own experience – whether it is something
that has actually happened to me or somebody else. This does not mean that
everything I recount actually happened. Some details were made up to make the
stories  easier  to  follow. They  might have happened,  though.  And this  is  the
background against which stories like mine should be judged. That is, if they are
somehow realistic enough. Indeed, as far as I am concerned the judge can only
be the reader.  

One last  note:  I  will  be dealing with learning from the learner’s point of
view. The reader might be surprised to see that an important character will be
missing, which is that of the teacher. The choice is somehow conscious and it is
not intended to diminish the importance and value of the teacher (Biesta 2016).
The reason for such choice is that I wanted to avoid the identification of learning
with  some  form  of  schooling.  I  therefore  prioritise  in  my  stories  forms  of
learning belonging to what is called “autodidaxy”. 

THE LIVES OF LEARNERS: FROM REALITY TO FICTION 
AND BACK

Orvar

Orvar is a 27-year-old man. He works in a company dealing with logistics and
holds a university degree in management. He has never been particularly active
in  politics.  As  many  young  men  of  his  generation,  he  was  always  quite
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indifferent to  political  events and issues – until  his uncle lost  his job, as the
company where he used to work decided to close down the factory and move
production overseas. Initially, the whole thing left Orvar pretty much indifferent,
although,  indeed,  he  felt  sorry  for  his  uncle.  However,  the  situation  was
precipitated by his uncle’s attempt on his own life. Luckily, they found him in
time, although as a result of his attempted suicide, Orvar’s uncle is now crippled.

This  episode  made  Orvar  reflect.  He  did  not  know  anything  about
psychology, and  having  never  experienced  any  suicidal  thoughts  himself,  he
could not quite make sense of what had happened. He remembered something
from high school though, a talk that went viral on the net. It was Randy Pausch's
Last Lecture. Pausch was an American professor at Carnegie Mellon, who was
diagnosed with cancer. In a very touching attempt to make sense of what was
going on in his life, Pausch delivered a lecture on his achievements and life,
which  instantaneously  became  a  big  hit,  and  the  book  that  was  released
afterwards was translated into several languages. He died a few months later.
Orvar had been always very much impressed by the courage and love for life
that Pausch displayed on stage and could not believe that a person may come to
take his own life. 

In a rather short period of time he started a sort of journey into the nature of
happiness, which increasingly absorbed part of his free time and weekends. He
began with a few inspirational TED talks on YouTube. He got acquainted with
the likes of Dan Gilbert and Malcolm Gladwell – major TED celebrities and
best-selling authors. These were short and engaging talks that provided an initial
hint at the topic. He did not have any particular plan in the beginning. He would
just browse YouTube recommendations and one video just led to another in a
rather desultory way. Between one video and the other, he would play some
music, chat with friends and do all the stuff that a young man would do with his
laptop. 

Occasionally, he would have some talks with his co-workers, who, however,
were  not  particularly  interested  in  what  soon  became  some  kind  of  private
philosophical wandering. Until one day a new co-worker, who participated in
Occupy Wall Street in the US a few years back, mentioned a book just published
called The Happiness Industry written by William Davies. This book seemed to
be radically different from the stuff that he had previously come across in his
erratic youtubing. He decided to buy it from Amazon, where he turned to every
time he had to buy books in English. To his surprise, he found the book of great
interest,  as  it  was  not  so  much  discussing  the  nature  of  happiness  as  how
working conditions could affect one’s well-being. In particular, he was struck by
the chapter devoted to the history of stress. He was surprised to get to know that
stress  designates  a  cluster  of  symptoms,  not  a  disease,  which  cannot  be
diagnosed. He also learned a great deal about behaviourism, which was just one



of the many labels that he heard in passing in a course that he attended at the
university, and indeed, he didn’t take much notice of back then. He learned that
psychologists  from late 1800 onwards were very much involved in  trying to
figure out how to make workers more productive (or simply less prone to work
fatigue and  exhaustion).  Happiness  now was  not  just  a  personal  pursuit,  but
something that was being connected to society in a rather surprising way.

One day, while accompanying his girlfriend to the local bookshop to buy a
gift, he stumbled upon a book called Austerity by Mark Blyth. He had heard this
word on the news. The government introduced austerity policies, which resulted
in massive cuts in  public expenses. Fuelled by a new interest  in  society and
politics, he did not think twice and bought the book. The book was not an easy
ride. Orvar realised that he lacked most of the vocabulary in English pertaining
to political economy. So, he turned again to YouTube. He specifically looked for
a presentation that could provide a sort of overview of the book. He realised that
Blyth was somewhat of a celebrity on YouTube. And his Scottish accent made
the whole experience even more interesting. Not being a native English speaker,
Orvar  had  always  found  it  intriguing  to  get  more  acquainted  with  different
English accents. 

Although he still lacked a plan, he was determined to learn more and more
about how tax rates, productivity, and growth rates are all interconnected. He
even joked with his friends saying that he wanted to go back to university and
study political economy – the subject that Blyth teaches at Brown University in
the US (from William Davies he learned that political economy is the original
term to designate what is now commonly known as economics). 

As Blyth often mentioned Neoliberalism as a label to describe the ideology
behind austerity, Orvar became interested in it, and tried to find some sort of
guide  that  could  help.  And  he  found  a  book  called  A  Brief  History  of
Neoliberalism by David Harvey. Unlike Blyth, David Harvey was not teaching
political economy, but geography. The book was actually published in 2005 and
in  there  Harvey  provided  a  historical  perspective  on  Neoliberalism.  Orvar
managed to find a copy in PDF from the Net that he avidly read on his tablet.

Before stumbling upon Blyth and Harvey’s works,  none of  the things on
happiness that he had listened to on YouTube or read occasionally in blogs had
made him think that his uncle’s attempted suicide would or could be somehow
connected to the social and political predicaments of the present time. Now his
original interest in happiness took an unexpected turn. A Google search showed
that Harvey had written an impressive number of books in the past decade and
most of them were about capitalism, of which Harvey was – and still is – one of
the finest critics. Initially met with a bit of scepticism, Orvar came across and
learned about a few fundamental concepts like accumulation by dispossession,
the  distinction  between  production  and  realisation,  which  broadened  his
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intellectual horizons and helped him get a better view on historical and social
processes that  had always eluded him, and his  interest.  Recent events in  the
political global arena (chiefly Brexit) made the whole thing even more relevant. 

He then  continued  to  look  for  other  materials  about  the  topic  and  found
iTunes and its podcasts to be quite a resource. He would download a talk and
listen to it while driving home from work, sometimes more than once, as they
often contained rather complicated concepts. On Twitter he bumped into a few
accounts  providing  valuable  suggestions  such  as  the  Twitter  account  called
»Sociological imagination«. He also subscribed to their blog, which poured into
his email account one or two short daily blog posts about politics and the social
sciences, which he found witty and educational. Thanks to one of their tweets
Orvar stumbled upon a talk called »How will capitalism end?« delivered by the
German economist Wolfgang Streeck. He found that the talk was based on one
of  Streecks’s recent  books  called  »How  Will  Capitalism  End?  Essays  on  a
Failing System«, which he could quickly find in  electronic format  in  one of
those dodgy websites distributing free books in PDF. The book proved to be
quite a resource, as it gave a number of insightful explanations that helped him
understand and  become aware of the social predicaments of the present time.
Like, for instance, the decoupling of democracy from capitalism, the notion of
fiscal  consolidation,  and the present  social  fragmentation,  which made Orvar
realise the limitations of the idea of »network society« that he had previously
embraced. 

Over a period of time that spanned about one year or so, which followed the
tragic event of his uncle’s attempted suicide, Orvar got his own initiation into
social and political issues, which transformed his worldview and his priorities. 

Priit

Priit is a 44-year-old man, and a father of three children. He works as a salesman
in a company selling cars.

A few years ago, after a medical check, his doctor suggested him to do a bit
of physical exercise, to avoid the health problems that at his age become more
and more frequent. After trying a few different workouts in the gym, he could
not find anything that suited him. Long working hours would make him feel
tired and wanting something to evade the daily routine. So he was in desperate
need of any activity resembling some kind of sports that could keep him active.

One day at  work he was dealing with a client who, during a routine test
drive, put on the back seat a small flashy silver case. For the entire test drive
Priit  was  wondering what  the case  contained,  until  he  decided  to  satisfy his
curiosity and asked the client.  The silver case – not bigger than a seven-inch
laptop – contained a table tennis racket (or bat), which looked as professional as



the silver case that had previously attracted Priit’s attention. Once they got back,
Priit rushed into his office, visibly excited, telling his colleague and office mate
about his epiphany: they should start playing  ping pong. Priit had played a bit
during his adolescence. Nothing serious, but at least he could knock the ball over
the net without looking like a contortionist. His colleague Mario used to be an
amateur tennis player, which meant for Priit that he could somehow learn fast or
at least be interested in his ›project‹ and become a good ›ping pong buddy‹. And
so he was. The company building had a free spot in the backyard large enough to
accommodate a real ping pong table, which the pair bought a few weeks later in
a second-hand shop. 

At  first  the  pair  would  just  play  once in  a  while,  inviting  some of  their
colleagues  to  join  them during  longer  and  longer  breaks.  Priit  justified  this,
citing an article he had found on Facebook suggesting that playing ping pong at
the workplace  increases  productivity  among workers.  Unlike his  office mate,
who  always  remained  moderately  excited  about  the  whole  thing,  Priit
increasingly got more and more into table tennis, and the prospect of learning
how to play properly. Which meant like those crazy guys who could hit the ball
at each other with phenomenal speed. 

After some time Priit and Mario could indeed have a few nice and rather fast
rallies once in a while. Yet Priit felt that there was something wrong with his
style. Or, better, that there must have been something wrong, since he could not
release all  the power that he felt  he had in his body. He was always sort  of
“holding back the shot”. The first thing he decided to do was to try out different
grips,  that  is,  different  ways  of  holding  the  bat.  So,  he  turned  to  YouTube.
Predictably,  YouTube  became  a  treasure  house.  He  quickly  seized  the
opportunity of tapping into a vast number of channels providing video tutorials
of  all  kinds,  and  levels.  He fairly  soon  became quite  fond  of  two YouTube
channels in particular: PingSkills and Table Tennis University. One video led to
another,  and  without  any  specific  plan  in  mind  Priit  quickly  gained  a  lot  of
knowledge not only about the two main grips – which was his initial challenge –
but also about different strokes, which he would now diligently put into practice
with Mario during the breaks at work.  

His repertoire grew dramatically. Initially limited to what he learned to be
›backhand strokes‹, he learned how to hit the ball with the forehand. This type of
stroke, which is not as intuitive as the backhand, marks the difference between
beginners and all the rest of the players. This shot requires the involvement of
the whole body, which a beginner may think is not needed, because ping pong
seems to be more a pastime than a serious sport. Learning how to perform the
forehand led  him to  getting  more  and  more  involved  and  thus  learning  and
practising  different  types  of  spin,  which  he  learned  to  be  a  fundamental
ingredient in modern table tennis. The story goes that since the introduction of
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modern bats,  which resemble a sandwich (because of the two rubber sponges
applied to the two sides of a blade), a player can put different types of spin on
the  ball.  As  a  consequence,  a  moving  ball  –  Priit  diligently  learned  –  is
characterised  by two types  of  speed.  The most  intuitive  one is  the  so-called
linear speed of the motion of its centre. This is what we refer to when we say
that  ›the  ball  is  going  very  fast  (or  slow)‹.  The  spin  applied  to  the  ball  is
basically  a  second  type  of  speed,  which  is  called  ›circumferential‹.  In  plain
English, this is how fast the ball rotates around its own axis. The two speeds add
up. Depending on how the ball is struck, though, the circumferential speed may
cause the  ball  to  run forwards,  adding  up  to  the  linear  speed,  backwards  or
sideways. So, the ball may get faster, it may miraculously get back to the player
like  a  boomerang,  or  it  may  take  surprising  trajectories,  going  right  or  left
without any further contact with the bat. 

This sort of introduction into the science of spin was important, because it
allowed Priit to realise that different strokes apply different types of spin. He
also  learned  that  each  spin  would  require  a  specific  type  of  stroke  to  be
countered:  backhand  flick  to  counter  a  sidespin/backspin  ball,  backhand  or
forehand  push  to  counter  a  backspin  ball.  Topspin  would  be  countered  by
backhand  or  forehand  loops  –  the  latter  being  a  highly  aggressive  and
spectacular stroke. He would put his knowledge to the test by practising. 

Interestingly, Priit stepped into the role of a teacher for a while, trying to
teach his colleague how to do all these strokes. This made the whole thing even
more enjoyable, as he could share everything he had learned with Mario.

As he became more and more familiar with the different strokes and how to
counter different spins, he realised he could understand the whole game much
better. Once again,  YouTube proved to be helpful,  offering a huge library of
matches  from  all  eras  in  which  to  appreciate  all  the  strategic  and  technical
nuances of the sport. As a result, Priit could now understand and therefore enjoy
the matches among top players. He learned about different types of serve and its
strategic  role,  the  so-called  third  stroke  attack  and  the  different  opening
strategies (that is, how to start an attack). He realised that ping pong is far from
being the robotic type of sport that it seems to be in the beginners’ eyes. 

He had the chance to develop this initial insight, when, in a bookshop at the
airport, he stumbled upon the The Metaphysics of Ping Pong. This book did not
contain tutorials or tips on how to play well.  Conversely, it  was the story of
Guido Mina Di Sospiro – an Italian writer living in the US – and his passion for
the  sport.  The  book  helped  Priit  unveil  the  hidden  connections  that  this
apparently  simple  sport  has  with  what  Mina  Di  Sospiro  called  in  the  book
»perennial philosophy«. The book looked at the history of thought through the
lens of ping pong. In this way Priit had a sort of crash course in the History of
World  Philosophy,  which  included  bits  and  pieces  of  Ancient  Western



Philosophy (chiefly Plato), Sufism, Confucianism and Taoism with a final twist
provided by a chapter devoted to the (more recent) ideas concerning the theory
of chaos, and homo ludens – all somehow related to ping-pong, which now Priit
would look at more as a practice analogous to karate or judo than a regular sport
like football or tennis.

LEARNING AS CHANCE-SEEKING

If  the  fictional  stories  are  supposed  to  present  and  magnify  certain  aspects
related to learning, what actually are those? Can we articulate them in a more
coherent and systematic manner so as to provide a general idea about learning as
essentially open? The general idea I will present over the following pages is that
learning can  be viewed eminently  as  a  forward-looking  activity. Or to  use a
terminology I have developed over the past few years (Bardone 2011, 2016),
learning can be considered an activity of chance-seeking. 

This particular view can be illustrated by resorting to five main tenets, which
I will describe in detail by referring back to the two stories. The five tenets are: 

• Learning is not exceptional but abundant, and it happens (potentially) every
time, everywhere;

• Learning happens over time and we learn what we eventually learn;
• The  deliberative  element  of  learning  is  captured  by  tinkering  (not

planning);
• The goals of learning are plural and dependent on the lives of learners;
• The forms that learning takes are historical  and therefore relative to  the

present time.

Let us look at them one by one.

Learning is not exceptional but abundant and it happens 

(potentially) every time, everywhere

What we see from the two stories presented above, is that learning is nothing
exceptional. We tend to think of learning as something that needs some kind of
structure (a course) or a serious intention. However, that does not imply that
learning is something rather unique in one’s life, something that should be done
consciously and conscientiously. 

Although signing up for a course is a good way to learn something, learning
is possible under very different circumstances. We may even say that we may
potentially have something to learn almost everyday. It is just that we do not pay
sufficient attention to that, because it is almost like a habit. It is tacit. In this
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sense, I claim that there are plenty of chances around us that may make us learn
something. That is, we (may) learn a lot. 

Let me go back to  our stories.  Indeed,  there is  a sense of abundance the
moment in which we just list the things that a person could learn in unplanned
interactions.  A closer look at  our two stories may help me clarify this  point.
Orvar  quickly  seized  upon  a  quite  complicated  set  of  conceptual  tools  for
understanding  the  present  time.  Concepts  like  austerity,  fiscal  consolidation,
Neoliberalism, public debt and its dynamic with private debt, accumulation by
dispossession. And even more than that, Orvar learned that the fate of a person –
his uncle – may not necessarily be framed as a personal problem, but as an issue
concerning the highly intricate relations between personal circumstances, on the
one hand, and social and historical events, on the other.

Priit learned not only how to hold a table tennis bat, but he got introduced
into a fascinating world – that of table tennis, made of different and un-assorted
bits  and  pieces.  From  its  recreational  aspects,  to  the  science  of  spin,  from
disciplining the whole body to perform highly spectacular strokes, like forehand
loops to the theory of chaos and Sufism.

Once we realise that learning is not exceptional or that it is not necessarily
identifiable  with  the  duration  of  a  course  in  which  we say  ›we are  learning
something‹, there are really no borders to put up in order to delimit the place and
time of  learning.  In this  sense the common distinction between informal and
formal may not be so poignant, as soon as we admit that learning is somehow
ubiquitous. Either at school, at home, on a laptop, at the dining table,  we just
learn something. Indeed, the distinction between formal and informal learning
captures something important, but that has to deal more with the organisation of
learning (and education) rather than learning  per se  and the variety of ways in
which the learner can experience it, which cannot be reduced to the distinction
between the informal and formal.

In our stories the two main characters learn something everywhere at any
time. In a bookshop, where they learn that there is an interesting author whose
book is worth reading. They are learning by playing, by sitting in front of the
computer  while watching a ping pong match, in  the night,  during a break at
work. There is a dense network of interactions as well as chance encounters that
radically boost the possibility of learning something. 

The ubiquity of learning hints at the fact that it can also be considered as a
continuum  of  experiences  characterised,  in  other  words,  by  continuous  and
meaningful  exchanges  with  the  environment.  So,  to  make  a  rather  trivial
example,  one  YouTube  clip  leads  to  another.  Or  it  may  lead  to  a  book,  a
discussion with a colleague, a surprising fact about which we feel the sudden
urge to know more. Such  flow does not really end. Unless forced, there are no
real borders. 



Indeed, I do not want to give here the impression that I mean learning is
unconstrained, that is, free from any influence. For example, the selection of the
kind  of  YouTube  clip  is  not  entirely  up  to  the  learner.  YouTube  provides
automated  recommendations  and  such  choices  are  made  without  the  learner
having  their  say. So,  during  their  youtubing,  both  Orvar  and  Priit  were  not
actually  free  to  choose  what  to  watch.  As  I  have  just  noted,  YouTube
recommendations follow an opaque logic, or at least not entirely transparent to
Orvar and Priit. I will come back to this issue in the last section.

Learning happens in time and we learn what we eventually learn

The sense of continuity that I have just described is very much captured by the
term »flow« popularised by Csikszentmihalyi (2002) and points to the fact that
learning is ultimately a temporal activity, that is, an activity that unfolds in time.
This implies that learning might be considered more as a  process rather than
exclusively in terms of specific outcomes, which the process is instrumental to. 

In  contemporary  education  the  discourse  around  learning  objectives  and
acquiring specific competences has become the dominant way in which we think
of learning. Historically speaking, this might be explained by the fact that under
the  Neoliberal  ideology,  the  relationship  between  learners  and  educational
institutions increasingly resembles one between service providers and customers.
A contractual relationship inevitably implicitly specifies what is actually offered
and what one may expect to receive. This is quite close to what Biesta (2010b)
called  learnification.  Besides,  this  is  also  the  reassurance  that  educational
institutions (schools, universities, etc.) do not waste tax payers’ money.

On a more abstract level, the view that I have just presented  might be called
the engineeristic view of learning, which resembles what Combs called the myth
of the industrial model applied to learning (and education)  (Combs 1979: 39-
43). Accordingly, learning can be compared to programming a computer. Which
means that the whole teaching process consists in imparting a list of instructions
that can be understood by the recipient, the computer-like learner (see Magnani
2001  and  his  discussion  on  the  Meno’s  paradox).  Learning  equates  with
achieving the desired outcome by following the prescribed recipe independent
from the context of application and therefore scales. That is, once it is used with
this learner or this class of learners it can be used with that learner or that class
of learners. The recipe may indeed change, but the general approach does not . 

The engineeristic approach has the major drawback of closing off the entire
learning  process  from  any  element  not  contemplated  beforehand  and  whose
actual value cannot be entirely factorised. Learning is and should be planned. Or,
better, pre-ordined in an ideal form, »which we take to be a goal and we act in
such a way as to make it become fact« (Jullien 2004: 3). Consequently, time is
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just a variable that measures the effectiveness of the recipe – the tic-tac of the
chronometer.

Conversely, when we turn to the actual ways in which learning manifests
itself, it is worth noting that what one learns is not definable in advance at all.
Indeed, like in the second story, a person may show a great interest in learning
how to play table tennis. Yet that describes more an aspiration and does not tell
enough about what is going to happen, that which is open temporally.

Looking at learning as a process gives the opportunity to see that what we
actually learn depends on how things eventually develop over a period of time.
In other words, time is a contributor.  The major reason is that it is in, with and
over time that chances and opportunities manifest themselves, that is, they pop
out potentially re-projecting the whole process forward. By chances, here I mean
any encounter, event or happening, that come to influence the process at some
level and that as such is outside of the learner’s will.

If we turn to the two stories, we get the sense that one thing leads to another.
The YouTube recommendation, the book found in the bookshop, the twit, Priit’s
colleague and his willingness to play ping-pong, Orvar’s friend who participated
in Occupy Wall Street, etc. In more technical jargon, this implies that learning as
a  process  unfolding  in  time  is  very  much  non-ergodic  (David  2001;  Garud/
Kumaraswamy/ Karnøe 2009). Which means that one’s own learning trajectory –
what one eventually learns – cannot really be understood without looking at its
actual history. Non-ergodic processes are those in which a path is not followed
meticulously, but created in due course.

So, time – viewed in terms of the chances and opportunities found along the
way – is a fundamental factor that makes Orvar's or Priit’s learning trajectory
take their own course rather than somebody else's. Or, even worse, that of an
abstract  entity  like  the  »74%  percent«  of  a  sample  in  a  randomised  trial
involving 300 graduate students. And mostly likely coming from a Ivy league
university  in  the US, which is  a character  way more fictional than Priit  and
Orvar, as it does not actually exist.

If we turn our attention back to the two stories, we see that learning, apart
from being a constant flow, is  punctuated by a number of chance events that
stood out from the rest, because they acted very much like triggers for furthering
the  positive  potential  of  opportunities  encountered  along  the  way  (Bardone
2016). There is a sense of  ambulation (Ingold 2000: 228-230) that cannot be
anticipated, but created or, better, found in due course.

The deliberative element of learning is captured by tinkering, 

not planning



Arguing  that  time  is  a  contributor  means  that  we  open  up  learning  to
happenstance, that is, to encounters, events and occurrences that are not under
our control. The process is taken for what it is, that is, essentially open-ended
and thus potentially creative. This may indeed cause trouble for those who – not
without good reasons – may think that the class of educators have  in the end
precisely  the  responsibility  to  help  learners  not  just  to  learn  something,  but
something  important  and relevant. And do all this  effectively. That is because
learning contains in fact (and inevitably) a grain of paternalism or it is anyway
the expressions of adults’ normative commitments. 

Leaving  aside  for  a  moment  what  it  is  important  to  learn,  there  is  a
fundamental misconception to debunk here. The main confusion lies in the fact
that saying that a process is open to chance means we simply do not care, in
other words, we are indifferent  as to what is going to happen, because we let
chance (or sheer luck) decide – some sort of flipism, that is, the idea to let a flip
of coin decide about what to do next. There is a sense of moral indifference and
thus irresponsibility that seems to characterise our engagements with learning
(and educational goals). Does anything go?

When we plan, deliberation plays a specific role. We have to figure out what
to do designing path-ways that are supposed to lead us to what we have in mind
–  what  we  want  to  achieve.  Later  on  during  the  ›implementation  phase‹
deliberation consists in controlling that the actual decisions we make along the
way bring us closer to the ›expected output‹.  In this  case chance happenings
have a negative impact, as they may divert the whole process from our goals. In
addition, even when a chance event actually comes to favour us, that would be
seen anyway as an accident, which this time has favoured us (Dunne 1993: 205).

The line of argumentation that I am pursuing here is different. A rebuttal rests
on the premise that deliberation (and purposefulness) can be identified and thus
attributed even in absence of a clear definition as to what we are heading for, that
is, our goals. As I have pointed out, the learning process is a creative process in
the sense that one’s learning trajectory is explored and created in due course.
This means to shift attention from a fixed goal, to goals that are defined and re-
defined continuously as one goes, not before, depending on whatever the learner
finds. So, deliberation still plays a role, but it regards more moments in which we
can  deploy  what  Allert  and  Richter  (2016)  called  »microtactics«.  This  is  in
essence what the term tinkering refers to: the deliberative response to whatever
comes in handy in temporally localized moments.

So,  tinkering  implies  a  different  approach  to  deliberation  that  is
fundamentally  de-coupled from planning and control.  It does not involve any
foresights  into the final outcome of the process (Jacob 1977), which may well
remain unknown or not fully specified until the very end (if an end is reached).
However, it is precisely in the ways in which available resources can actually be
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tinkered with that one exhibits purposefulness and therefore takes ownership of
the process no matter what it may lead to eventually. That is, what appears to be
deliberative in tinkering is no longer expressed by being in control. 

Taking a step further, I may argue that the deliberative character of tinkering
as a form of practical rationality can be identified in the very activity of taking
care,  which implies a high level of engagement  in and  with the process not to
steer  it  towards  a  fixed  goal,  but  to  creatively  deal  with  what  comes  in  the
immediacy of the here and now.

In  the  two  stories,  tinkering  is  clearly  represented  by  the  ambulatory
character  mentioned  above,  and  the  taking  care.  The  goals  of  the  learning
process – what it actually leads to – become clear only in due course. Besides,
any learning occasion becomes a springboard that re-projects the whole process
forward onto further possibilities,  rather than bringing it to an end. So, Orvar
does  not  happen  to  be  immediately  interested  in  digging  into  the  social  and
political roots of his Uncle’s attempted suicide, which is not viewed at first as
connected to problems that go beyond the personal sphere. With the wisdom of
hindsight we can indeed see that the path that took Orvar from beginning to end
somehow  makes  sense  in  the  light  of  a  few  main  pillars  –  an  interest  in
happiness,  the  relationship  with  one’s own  workplace,  the  socio-economical
conditions of labour. However, this is merely due to the retrospective and thus
deforming lenses through which we look at the process. In fact we can clearly
see the absence of a master plan that brought Orvar from a traumatic event like
his uncle’s attempted suicide to the development of a new worldview. On the
other  hand,  we  can  see  that  Orvar  was  very  much  involved  in  the  learning
process, which allowed him to respond creatively to several chance encounters –
the colleague from Occupy Wall Street, the book on austerity in the shop, the
witticisms from Sociological Imagination, etc.  These were moments in which
Orvar  deliberatively  chose how to  proceed,  even  in  the absence of  a  clearly
defined goal – a destination.

The same can be said about the second story. Indeed, we can say that Priit
was very much interested in learning how to play table tennis properly. However,
firstly, the way in which this chance materialised was indeed unpredictable. The
silver  case  acted  as  a  trigger  and  perhaps  even  more.  Secondly,  and  more
importantly, the direction that his learning trajectory took was indeed shaped and
re-shaped by a continuous activity of tinkering with chance encounters – one
video leading to another, for example. At every stage he found opportunities to
tinker with deliberatively. So, the intention to learn how to hold the bat properly
led him, first, to the science of spin, and later to a deeper engagement with the
very principles of the sport (i.e.  spin and how to counter it)  and even to the
discovery of more philosophical ideas manifested in the practice of ping pong
(chaos theory, homo ludens, Sufism etc.).



The goals of learning are plural and dependent on the lives of 

learners

The so-called evidence-based stance to educational research keeps generating a
considerable  body  of  »evidence-based  knowledge«  concerning  learning
(Hargreaves  1995,  1999).  Yet  focusing  on cognitive  aspects  of  learning  may
come to disregard more substantial and therefore controversial issues, which are
related to  what  to learn – what we may call  the very goals of learning  (Biesta
2010a).  What I  am referring to  is  epitomised by the  following joke:  coming
home from school a boy is asked by his father »what have you learned?« to
which the boy enthusiastically replies »we have learned effectively«. 

The word ›goal‹ is characterised by a sort of conceptual ambiguity. Indeed, a
goal expresses something we value, something we care about. The protagonist of
the  second  story  I  presented  above  wants  to  learn  how to  play  table  tennis
properly.  That  is  his  goal,  what  he  cares  about.  We can  use  here  the  word
›purpose‹. However, as I have noted above, a goal (or a purpose) can also be
interpreted  as  a  specific target to  reach.  In  the  second  story  Priit  turns  to
YouTube to find a tutorial showing how to hold the bat correctly. This would
qualify as a target to reach. The difference rests on the fact that what we call a
target can be considered as a specification of a goal, not the goal itself (Wiggins
1980). As such it is in a specific state of affairs that we can try to make it happen
directly by selecting the best means available.

In  the  present  educational  discourse  the  tendency  is  to  see  the  goal  of
learning as a matter chiefly related to acquiring skills and competences, which
are directly valued on the job market (Biesta 2010b). This informs a number of
policies that are then converted into actions that aim for this target directly. All
this  appears to  be ›scientific‹  and thus uncontroversial,  because  then it  is  all
about implementation, that is, selecting the proper/effective means for otherwise
uncontroversial goals. Which in the end implies an assurance that the target is hit
effectively.

However, the major problem with this approach is that it makes the whole
issue concerning the goals of learning very much opaque, because it conflates
goals with targets – the issue that I mentioned before. To be more precise, it is
assumed that a single specification can exhaust the meaning that the term goal
may have when it comes to learning. On closer inspection we see that learning
can be done for its own sake, that is, it may have a value in itself. This is implicit
in  the  German  notion  of  Bildung,  which  is  hard  to  translate  into  English.
Analogously,  Edgar  Morin,  to  mention  another  example,  pointed  out  that
learning (and education) cannot be separated from what he termed la Tête bien
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faite –  which can be translated into English as ›the mind that is well formed‹.
That is, learning is essential to become and develop as a subject, as noted above.

We can  also  go  on  connecting  learning  to  the  formation  of  responsible
citizens, which means to form persons able to participate democratically in the
life of the polis. This is for instance the value orientation that is clear in the first
story I presented above.

A further option is to say that learning is intrinsically related to one’s own
interest and ways of making sense of the world. So, learning is an expression of
one’s own dispositions, personality, and also interests. The case depicted in the
second story belongs to this  category. The goal and meaning of  learning can
translate  into  something  quite  different  depending  on  a  number  of  variables
including context, age, value orientations, etc.

If we do not acknowledge such a plurality, everything can be easily reduced
to what we may call ›the management of learning‹, which means to adhere to an
instrumental  form of  rationality  that  disregards  the  big  questions  concerning
learning  (and  education).  This  seems  to  be  very  much  the  approach  tacitly
adapted in learning analytics, in which ›learning-to-the-target‹ seems to be the
best description of what is going on.

So, generally speaking, it is extremely hard to come up with a universal and
unproblematic specification of the goal(s) of learning, that is, a specification that
could fit to all cases. In the two stories presented above the learning trajectory is
since  the  beginning  infused  with  elements  closely  related  to  biographical
circumstances  rooted  in  the  lives  of  the  learners.  Such  circumstances  keep
influencing  and  affecting  the  whole  learning  trajectory.  This  happens  at  the
beginning  when  in  both  cases  there  are  quite  personal  events  triggering  the
whole learning process. The initial ›trigger‹ is a tragic event in the first story, a
check-up at the doctor’s in the second one. What happens subsequently is that
the initial interest or motivation takes shape along the same path as the learning
process itself. Curiosity, for instance, is the major drive in Priit’s case. Learning
unfolds here fueled by an interest that stems from the learner’s inner ›workings‹.
In the case of Orvar, the kind of motivation propelling him is quite different. It
starts  as a private affair  concerning a tragic  episode in  his  life  –  his  uncle’s
attempted suicide – to become something more social that comes close to the
very historical and political predicaments of Orvar’s present time.

Indeed, because of the particular choice I made, the two stories presented
learning in a rather unusual way, that is, not anyhow related to schooling or to
topics that we would see taught at school like reading, math, and all the rest of it.
But this is not a limit in itself. It is telling us that every story featuring learning
speaks about a  particular  way in  which learning  is  actually  encountered and
therefore can take shape and place.



The forms that learning takes are historical and their innovative 

character is relative

Capturing the sort of ethnographic texture characterising the lives of learners –
what they actually do in their particularness – allows us to see and highlight the
particular forms that learning takes, along with the circumstances it is affected
by. It goes without saying that forms and circumstances are eminently historical.
There are no forms of learning that are outside of time  and space as well as
culture (including its ideological expressions). This leads me to addressing in
this last section the question concerning technology. 
What we see from the two stories is that technology is indeed a central character.
I have mentioned YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, Podcasts, Smartphones, E-books
found on the net for free, as apart of Priit’s and Orvar’s learning trajectory. All
this tells us about the present time, specifically, the kind of instruments and tools
that are, say, in vogue around the year 2017. An interesting exercise would be to
try to tell the very same stories, imagining them not in 2017, but say in 2007,
1997 and 1987. What would be different? And what not? Would it be better?
Worse? Or would these kinds of questions matter at all?
A common (and very much reiterated) narrative is that, indeed, the Internet has
profoundly  changed  the  way  learning  is  conducted,  and  consequently,  how
education  is  shaped.  Accordingly,  the  introduction  of  new  technologies
invariably  caused profound changes in the way in which we may conceive of
learning and then education.  We are therefore living in  a permanent state  of
revolution, in which what one can see is how very often one hype simply follows
the other, and very few things actually have an impact going beyond a short-
lived span. The case of MOOCs, for instance, is quite interesting in this regard.
While praised by many as a revolutionary moment in mass education, it is now
criticised for producing the very same type of model it was supposed to replace:
the  broadcasting one,  which  brings  us  back  virtually  (pun  intended)  to  the
earliest forms of distant learning (Newfield 2016). To make another example,
learning  analytics  has  been  compared  to  the  establishment  of  a  sort  of
panopticon,  which  has  very  little  to  share  with  the  more  emancipatory and
participatory forms of learning and education promoted in the second half of the
last century (Lundie 2015).
These are claims that are in my opinion well founded. However, I would like to
pose  here  a  different  question.  As  I  have  noted  above,  learning  is  never
unconstrained. An interesting example that I mentioned above is YouTube. In the
two stories  YouTube is  an  omnipresent  character. Orvar  got  acquainted  with
many of the topics he had learnt via youtubing. The same goes with Priit, who
could actually rely on quite a vast library of tutorials, and his knowledge about
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table tennis expanded. However, this does not mean that Youtube and youtubing
are somehow liberating learners, providing them with unlimited opportunities for
learning. The inner workings of YouTube - its algorithms to put it bluntly - are
far from being transparent to the learners, and this may have quite an impact on
their actual opportunities to have access to the myriad of clips uploaded daily to
YouTube. The same goes with the incessant stream of Facebook and Twitter.
Additionally, algorithms  may  contribute  to  spreading  implicit  biases  and  for
favouring conformity effects (O’Neill 2016), so that the decisions made, say, by
the recommending system can indeed be far from being optimal for the learner.
Or at least not entirely under his/her control. On top of that, not only are the
decisions made via algorithmic thinking opaque to the learners, but to a certain
degree also to the very same people who created them (Dourish 2016). So, we
can say that a YouTube search reveals as much as it potentially conceals.
There is another source of constraints that can affect the actual forms of learning
that we can practice, develop or simply observe. The protagonist of the second
story  massively  relied  on  online  video  tutorials  found  on  YouTube.  We are
indeed prone to considering this as somehow innovative and to a large extent
desirable. But what if  that would have prevented him from getting in contact
with a real coach? Are we ready to give up on the idea that the likes of coaches,
instructors, teachers and gurus are in the end useless or obsolete? 
While we cannot rule out the possibility that a person can learn a great deal by
watching online tutorials, a coach might still be a good option for learning. Yet it
is not the kind of thing that the Internet provides. We can easily make the case
that a coach being there in the flesh would not simply give a few general tips, but
he/she would also provide the opportunity for the sort of  creative intercourse
that Illich talked about, as well as the initiatory process that all practitioners go
through. Both of these are invariably mediated by the presence of another person
(see Biesta 2016). In this sense relying on technologies simply replacing crucial
features of a practice may lead to an impoverished sense of the practice itself,
because one may think tutorials found on YouTube are, say, enough when in fact
they are not. This may produce what has been called  fake chances (Bardone/
Magnani 2013), that is, chances for action that may eventually lead us to a dead
end, although initially they may have appeared to be so promising. 
Overall, we may say that the kind of chances a learner may have at their disposal
are always rooted, and therefore constrained, by the historical situation, along
with  its  inevitable  predicaments.  The  disproportionate  and  seemingly
uncontested power that algorithmic thinking has come to acquire in recent years
is an example of such predicaments and limitations (McQuillan 2016), which
indeed, affect all learners in one way or another. And indeed there is more than
that. 



I  have  argued  against  neomania  that  regards  learning  and  education
perennially  on  the  brink  of  a  revolution  due  to  the  introduction  of  new
technologies. However, that does not deny or ignore change as a historical fact.
Things do change. And so do people and their habits. That is why it is worth
noting here that what is somehow new or, better, different in 2017 from 2007,
1997 or 1987 is the actual historical form(s) that learning actually takes in each
and every case. And this is in a way a strong as well as an undeniable ontological
claim. This, though, should not be viewed as the neomaniac would view it, that
is,  as  a  triumphant  march  towards  the  possibility  of  naïve  improvement  and
betterment (whatever this may actually refer to). Conversely, what is unique or
different is the actual combinations and re-combinations of existing resources as
well  as the constraints  that learners  encounter.  That is where I would ideally
locate creativity and the attempts to change things that do not satisfy us in the
present  times,  rather  than  in  the  discourse  of  innovation  and  seemingly
boundless betterment. 

PARTING THOUGHTS

The main goal of the present chapter was to describe the idea that sees learning
as  chance-seeking.  In  order  to  do  so,  I  decided  to  resort  to  two stories  that
describe the learning trajectory of two fictional characters. The stories offered
the sort of ethnographic backbone upon which I relied to present five points,
which  hopefully  helped  me illustrate  the  idea  of  learning  as  chance-seeking.

As I mentioned in the opening section, learning as chance-seeking is a way
to make a point concerning learning. The point is that learning is  an activity
projected  upon  future  happenings,  that  is,  it  is  essentially  forward-looking.
Indeed,  we  can  design  learning,  for  instance,  starting  from  its  very  basic
elements – instruments, materials, environments, etc. And to some extent this is
also what we do. Yet learning is something that inevitably happens over time and
therefore it will take its own course. Even when we can specify that which we
want or, better, aspire to learn, this does not mean that we can design the learning
trajectory, which, conversely, will take its own course.

As I have tried to point out, a perspective that opens learning to time and
thus to chance happenings, should not lead us to the conclusion that  then we
would be better off watching the tide roll in, that is, to be content or indifferent
as  to  what  is  happening  around  us.  Chance-seeking  implies,  conversely,  a
commitment,  which  simply  does  not  equate  with  control,  but  with  the  more
creative capacity to tinker with and around whatever may come in handy. Which
means that we take ownership of a learning process not in the act of steering the
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process towards a certain goal determined in advance, but in the strategic use of
chance happenings with the intent to further the process hopefully for the better. 

Tinkering applied to learning introduces a conception of rationality that cuts
across the distinction between means and ends. Means help re-describe and re-
work  our  ends,  and  ends  may  become triggers  for  further  explorations  in  a
potentially  endless  loop.  In  this  sense,  I  may  say  that  the  kind  of  practical
rationality I am hinting at is ambulatory. It is found not before one learns, but as
one learns – to paraphrase Tim Ingold.

The connection with time allowed me to make a last important point about
learning, which is particularly salient in a time of ›technological entanglement‹.
Learning is  open to chances. And chances are always in one way or another
related to what is going on in the present time. This means that the forms of
learning are always historically rooted, constrained and therefore relative to the
present time. I claim that this is an important point to make in a time when so-
called  neomania  seems  to  be  affecting  the  ways  in  which  we  think  about
learning. So, in this regard I do not jump on the bandwagon of those who are
ready  to  call  for  the  next  revolution  – whether  it  is  in  learning,  or  more  in
general, in education. My take is that learning is contingent to and occasioned by
what the present time offers in terms of instruments and tools.
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