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In response to my reading of some of the articles in FLM
32(3), I want to write about the theme of holding together
what is seemingly disparate or even conflicting. It is so rare
that an idea, emotional state, or interaction is just one thing.
Upon examination, it is usually two, or three, or seven dif-
ferent things held together: I want to share six identical
items among seven people so I am dividing, but I am also
taking a fraction (one-seventh) of the six items, and I am
also finding an equivalent ratio of the amount per one person
given the amount per seven. Or, a little boy is so happy to
see his father that he starts to throw everything around him,
happiness and aggressive energy united in his small body.
Or, I work with prospective secondary teachers on meanings
of division because I want them to see how challenging
these ideas are when pushed beyond whole numbers,
because I want them to be able to recognize students’ math-
ematical ideas, because I want them to know what they
could aim for in helping students develop their mathematical
ideas, because I want to set a foundation for work on ratios
and rates. These are just quick examples, and not necessarily
the best ones (I am heeding the editor’s encouragement in
31(1) to present unpolished thoughts and responses). It is a
somewhat scary thing to do that, so I hold together my trep-
idation and my desire to write.

In her application of the idea of mathematical caring rela-
tions to interactions between professional developers and
classroom teachers, McCloskey (2012) demonstrates very
well the holding together of her two roles in relation to the
classroom teacher, Mrs. Garcia: professional development
provider and witness-researcher in a teaching experiment.
McCloskey experienced these two foci as competing at
times, as she strove to support the teacher and also respect
the goals of the research—a very natural experience. But, I
wonder: is it possible for the holding together of two foci to
feel more connected, less in competition? 

I find I can do this with respect to what is often referred
to as a divide between “the mathematics” and “the person.”
For me, “the mathematics” refers to my own mathematical
ways of knowing (and perhaps also my mathematical
ideals)—it can never refer to a view from nowhere. “The per-
son” (student or teacher, the cared for) refers to my model(s)
of that person’s ways of knowing and being. My own math-
ematical knowing (a first order model, Steffe, von
Glasersfeld, Richards, & Cobb, 1983) influences my devel-
oping model of the person with respect to their mathematical
thinking and mathematical-pedagogical thinking (first and
possibly second order knowledge, Steffe et al., 1983). Like-
wise, my developing model of the person’s thinking enriches

and evolves my own mathematical knowing. So rather than
see them as competing for attention or priority, I can start to
experience them as intertwined, necessarily and deeply.
Could something similar happen for the admittedly greater
complexity of the roles and levels of models in a professional
development setting, like the one McCloskey describes?

D’Ambrosio and Kastberg (2012) struck me as offering
one response to McCloskey’s recommendation that “math-
ematics teacher educators should make an effort to use
research constructs about mathematics teacher thinking so
that we can build better-informed models. In this way we
can be better prepared to care for the mathematics teachers
with whom we work” (p. 32). Although D’Ambrosio and
Kastberg are focused on giving reason to prospective teach-
ers, and not explicitly with mathematical caring relations
interpreted anew, as is McCloskey, their article helps me
think more deeply about what it means to develop “mathe-
matical-pedagogical caring relations” with prospective
teachers. To admit the legitimacy of views that differ from
one’s own—views that might even seem “wrong” in relation
to expert knowledge in the field—and to honor those views
with collaborative investigation seems to be at the heart of
decentering, which is central to giving care. 

D’Ambrosio and Kastberg’s article also made me won-
der about the trajectory of learning to give reason to those
who are our students (or to develop mathematical caring
relations, or mathematical-pedagogical caring relations).
The authors say that they repeatedly failed to give reason to
prospective teachers like Sheila and Dan. I do not know if I
want to label as failure the process of starting on a path (to
teach prospective teachers) and then making revisions (to
rethink what it means to give reason to these teachers). We
may not want to call our initial attempts at giving reason
(or care) successful, but it is also true that we cannot know
what it means to give reason (or care) in a situation prior to
working in that situation for some time. So, D’Ambrosio and
Kastberg made me want to think about making “room” for
growth among mathematics teacher educators as they learn
how to give reason to (care for) others, to hold care for
prospective teachers together with care for self as a mathe-
matics teacher educator.

And finally I get to Ernest (2012). The idea of holding
together is one of relation, of being in relation. And if I see
that as fundamental, then I would see Ernest’s conclusion
that ethics is the first philosophy of mathematics education
as a perfectly reasonable one. However, I still must ask: why
does there have to be a first philosophy? Why can’t there be
a holding together of epistemology and ethics, for exam-
ple? Or a holding together of epistemology, ethics, and
critical theory? This feels good to me as a mathematics edu-
cator, that I hold together multiple roots, that I do not try to
choose between ethics and epistemology, but instead hold
both in a close embrace (like holding a large, heavily
scented, possibly unruly bouquet of wildflowers; or hold-
ing a small son who is both coiling to spring away from my
arms while also pressing into them). It does not mean I get to
ignore the bumps or bristles of holding together, or that hold-
ing together negates criticism. It does not mean that it is
always possible to hold together two perspectives without
contradiction, and it does not absolve me of aiming for
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coherence. But for me, the holding together of philosophies
changes the conversation from what is first and last (again, a
competition metaphor) to what it means to go deeply into the
myriad of work that is mathematics educating.

With respect to this last point, Ernest and I hold quite dif-
ferent views on the power and efficacy of radical
constructivism. Where Ernest sees “cognitive aliens” (p. 14),
I see people interactively building up perceptions and 
conceptions. I follow Steffe in viewing a scheme as an
instrument of interaction (Steffe & Olive, 2010), where
interaction includes both social interaction between people
and the interaction of constructs within a person (Steffe,
1996). Where Ernest sees a theory that “denies the social and
ethical foundation of human being” (p. 14), I see a theory
that helps me and others to honor and investigate both of
these foundations (e.g., Confrey & Kazak, 2006; Hacken-
berg, 2005, 2010a, 2010b; Thompson, 2000). 

Something that is liberating for me about radical construc-
tivism, and that gives me freedom in investigating social
interaction, is the very premise that another person will not
necessarily think, feel, or perceive similarly to the way I do
these things, and that even if they do seem to do these things
similarly to me, I cannot know for sure: there is always some
doubt because my knowing of another is based on mutual,
negotiated interpretations with that person (Thompson, 2000;
von Glasersfeld, 1995). I embrace that premise because it
means that the way I or anyone else thinks, feels, or perceives
is a view well worth “getting to know,” but it is not the first
or best view. For me this premise provides space and motiva-
tion for investigation, for curiosity. And, strangely enough, it
provides, for me, a kind of peace. From there, I set forth on
holding together my own knowing and my knowing of others,
and I experience the joy that can come from holding together
what can seem disparate or conflicting.
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Offering and differing

JEAN-FRANÇOIS MAHEUX

The last issue of FLM features an article by Wolff–Michael
Roth (2012), in which he offers to develop a “phenomeno-
logical theory of learning” (mathematics). Mingling
experience-based images and activity centered concepts,
the article shows us how “affect” (in the deep sense of a
capability to be influenced bodily, emotionally, cognitively,
etc.) allows students to realize the underlying learning objec-
tive of a task without (the possibility of) aiming for it. At
the core of this proposition, there is a difficult interweaving
of phenomenology and cultural historical activity theory that
presents a complication (from Latin complicare “fold
together”) I find useful to clarify to begin with.

Phenomenology, in Husserl’s descent, takes intentionality
as a first principle: in a bold move against metaphysics, phe-
nomena are considered as objects of consciousness, things
toward which we orient ourselves, observe, and reflect upon.
This is not, however, the phenomenological perspective
adopted here. Jean-Luc Marion reformulates Husserl’s phe-
nomenology situating donation as the core and truly
immanent condition for consciousness and its objects to
emerge. Marion critiques Husserl’s intentionality because it
hinges on the representations of experienced phenomena,
which makes it impossible for consciousness to encounter
anything radically new. The novelty of algebraic thinking, as
opposed to arithmetical considerations, could be an exam-
ple. Marion addresses this paradox (how can I intend to learn
something I do not know?), situating donation and the capa-
bility to be affected as the conditions for consciousness, and
its corollary of objects and intentions, to appear. To put it
simply: learning mathematics is possible because students
are affected by concepts or ways of doing that the teacher
puts them in contact with, but which they only understand
after they have experienced and become familiar with them.

Cultural historical activity theory (CHAT), on the other
hand, gives societal motives an indisputable role in learning,
because they create the socio-material conditions for a
learner’s action to take place. These actions are goal-ori-
ented and contribute to a learner’s development (e.g., in
mathematics) when they become functionally associated
with a task’s resolution. Can learning takes place if I solve
a mechanical puzzle (such as a Rubik’s cube) or an algebraic
equation (e.g., with a calculator) without knowing how my
actions enabled me to do so? It is in the coupling of goals
and motives—orientations in the learner’s actions and in
the socio-material setting—when the former finally meets
the latter, that learning can be recognized.

The difficulty here lies in the fact that CHAT’s approach
to learning is an “external psychology,” while phenomenol-
ogy is interested in learning as an intimate, innermost
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