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Abstract: Skepticism of the written word has been prevalent in philosophical discourse
at least since the works of Plato. This article employs philosophical method. It situates the
ongoing educational concern with Al Chatbots in terms of this skepticism toward writing.
Specifically, this longstanding skepticism posits that the written word is an alienated form of
the spoken word. This article demonstrates how two prevalent traditions of education—
traditional and progressive—take up this same skepticism. The article calls upon the work of
Jacques Derrida, whose deconstructive theories on Plato and the written word problematize
this line of writerly skepticism. Derrida’s work on Rousseau’s Emile informs a more general
approach to pedagogy which entails what Derrida calls “the logic of supplementarity .” This
“logic” involves the paradoxical debt that writing owes to speech. Thus, one can discern a
distinct sense in which education—in general—is implicated in a tension that exists between
the written word to the spoken. Ultimately, this articles suggests that the ongoing concern with
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Al Chatbots—Ilinked to an ancient skepticism toward writing—is none other than a concern
with the very practice of education per se.

Keywords: ChatGPT, LLMs, Philosophy, Derrida, Rousseau, Writing

Introduction

Maybe ChatGPT wrote this article. Or maybe ChatGPT didn’t. Would it be worrisome if
ChatGPT wrote this article? Why would it be worrisome? What possible problems could there
be with an Al-written article being submitted and published in an academic journal? In this
article, I argue if there are any problems with such an Al-written article being published in an
academic journal, then such problems are also problems of educational philosophy. They are
not problems of educational philosophy in the sense that this particular journal includes
articles on philosophy of education and therefore an article written by Al would infect the
scholarly discourse on educational philosophy. They are not problems in the sense that Al
writing has the potential to corrupt professors as well as their students. They are problems of
educational philosophy in the sense that education itself, and especially two prevalent forms of
education—progressive and traditional education—education itself is implicated in the same
worries that guide whether or not an Al article might be considered a worrisome article to be
published.

This article will proceed as follows. First, I will situate Al writing in the line of skepticism
about the written word emanating, in philosophy, at least as far back as the works of Plato. This
skepticism has long worried that the written word is an alienated form of the spoken word.
Next, I will show ways in which two most prevalent forms of education—traditional and
progressive—take up the same worries and concerns. Subsequently, I will turn to Jacques
Derrida, whose deconstructive work on Plato and the written word problematizes this line of
writerly skepticism. I will show that Derrida’s work on Rousseau’s Emile informs a more
general approach to pedagogy which entails what Derrida calls “the logic of supplementarity”
(Derrida, 1974, p. 215). This “logic” involves the paradoxical debt that writing owes to speech.
Through his analysis of the written versus the spoken word in Rousseau, one can discern a
distinct sense in which education in general is implicated in a certain paradox that exists in the
relation of the written word to the spoken. Ultimately, I return to ChatGPT and this article. I
suggest that the ongoing concern with ChatGPT is none other with a concern with the very
practice of education per se.

What if “Nobody” is There? ChatGPT and Plato’s Phaedrus

In Homer’s The Odyssey, the famous escape of Ulysses from his captor, the one-eyed
monster named Polyphemus, comes when Ulysses cleverly tells Polyphemus that his name is
“Nobody” (Homer, 1919; Pratt 2023). Then, when Ulysses forces a sharpened log into
Polyphemus’s eye, the monster can only cry out that “Nobody is hurting me!” (Homer, 1919).
With this clever trick, the other monsters do not come to Polyphemus’s rescue and Ulysses is
able to escape.
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The current educational concerns about Al writing can be fairly summed up in the story
of the name “Nobody” which enables Odysseus to escape the revenge of Cyclopes. This is to say,
Al writing has precisely “Nobody” as its author. Nobody to hold accountable, nobody to capture
as author. When one worries about Al writing in education, one worries mainly that student
essays, term papers, assignments, etc. will be submitted whose author is, so to speak, “Nobody.”

While it is not clear of course that this Homeric story is a metaphor for the perils of
anonymous writing, what we do know is that Plato was familiar with this Homeric story
(Aguirre & Buxton, 2020; Calder, 2021; Tilg, 2022). And we also know that Plato was famously
critical of the written text insofar as the written text runs the risk of circulating in a way that is
unhinged from its author. The written text, following Plato, has “Nobody” for an author insofar
as it circulates far and wide, far from whoever put the words into print. The following oft-cited
excerpt of Socrates from the Phaedrus attests to Plato’s condemnation of writing:

Writing, Phaedrus, has this strange quality, and is very like painting; for the
creatures of painting stand like living beings, but if one asks them a question, they
preserve a solemn silence. And so it is with written words; you might think they
spoke as if they had intelligence, but if you question them, wishing to know about
their sayings, they always say only one and the same thing. And every word, when
once it is written, is bandied about, alike among those who understand and those
who have no interest in it, and it knows not to whom to speak or not to speak; when
ill-treated or unjustly reviled it always needs its father to help it; for it has no power
to protect or help itself (Plato, 1925).

What is clear about current educational concerns about Al writing is this: Such concerns
are as old as Plato (Karamanolis, 2020; Staehler, 2023). They are concerns that the written
word might be unreasonably irresponsible (Macé, 2021; Trotz-Liboff, 2023). They are concerns
that when one reads a text, one may not be in a position to find human verification for what the
text means (Reames & Courtney, 2021; Street, 2022). One is concerned that the text may be
“bandied about” without a its parent coming to the rescue.

Platonic Thought in Progressive and Traditional Education

As outlined above, Platonic thought is skeptical of the written word. It is skeptical of the
written word because it is skeptical of receiving ideas second hand. The written word, one step
removed from its actual author, leaves one without recourse to the author’s actual, living
thoughts. In other words, the written word is one step removed from actual experience. Against
this backdrop of the dangers of the written text it is possible to discern a line of Platonic that
that has echoes in modernist versions of education.

First of all, one hears resonances of this Platonic skepticism in the work of John Dewey
and the many inheritors of Dewey’s progressivism (Bieger, 2020; Boyles, 2020; Fiore, 2022;
Thorburn, 2020). This Platonic bent is particularly apparent in the progressive critique of
traditional education (Hildebrand, 2022). Dewey (1986) contrasts traditional and progressive
education as follows: “At present, the opposition, so far as practical affairs of the school are
concerned, tends to take the form of contrast between traditional and progressive education”.
He notes this: “That education is not an affair of ‘telling’ and being told, but an active and
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constructive process is a principle almost as generally violated in practice as conceded in
theory” (Dewey, 2001, p. 44). The traditional school, following Dewey (1907), “is so isolated
from the ordinary conditions and motives of life that ... [it] is the one place in the world where
it is most difficult to get experience” (p. 31).

For Dewey, the shortfall of schools is the problem of direct experience (Thorburn, 2020).
Traditional practices remain ensconced in a system where knowledge is explained to students.
Students, in turn, remain onlookers, spectators (Bieger, 2020). In schools one does not get
enough direct experience. Schools are a place where one reads about experience rather than
participating in experience. Dewey’s progressivism can thus be considered thoroughly Platonic
in the sense that progressivism replaces the reading of texts with human action and human
experience. Dewey, like Plato, is skeptical that reading is a derivative practice compared to the
direct interaction of human experience. Dewey, like Plato, would rather be doing than reading.

Yet one can also detect a similar Platonic skepticism of the written word in traditional
forms of education. How is this so? Traditionalism, as it continues to be practiced, orients itself
toward the explication of texts. Teachers and professors act as living mouthpieces through
which texts are given life. Traditional education encourages the “telling” of texts so that texts
will not be read incorrectly by students. So while Dewey (1907) criticizes traditional education
for being “isolated from the ordinary conditions and motives of life,” the traditional educator
will respond to Dewey as follows: Actually, the two practices, traditionalism and progressivism,
are after the same end (p. 31). They simply use different means. While progressivism aims to
combat the non-presence of texts with the presence of direct experience, traditionalism aims
to combat the non-presence of texts with the living mouthpiece of the teacher.

Furthermore, the traditional educator will criticize the progressivist's method of evading
the written text. Following the above logic of experience, Dewey’s aim is forever to escape the
written text, replacing it with direct experience. When Dewey writes that the “school is life, not
a preparation for life,” the traditionalist will clearly discern a loathing for written texts per se.
The traditionalist’s response to Dewey is not that experience is a bad thing. It is rather that the
baby of the text must not be thrown out with the bathwater of indirect experience. The text can
be experience too. For the traditionalist, the text becomes experience through the living voice
of the educator.

At this point, I would like to take a short, but I hope not inappropriate, detour through the
Platonic impulses that resonate at some academic conferences. At some academic conferences
it is common to read aloud the papers that have been accepted for submission. Following the
above description of the traditional impulse with regard to written texts, it should be noted that
the act of reading one’s paper aloud is thoroughly Platonic in a traditionalist sense. Why do we
read papers aloud? We do so because we are still participants in Plato’s Phaedrus. We are still
suspicious that the written word will go “bandied about” in some errant fashion if its author is
not present to ensure the authenticity and the meaning of the written text at hand. At
conferences, those who read papers are all Platonic in the traditionalist sense.
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The Question of ChatGPT is Not a Moral Question

So far, I have used the filter of Plato’s condemnation of writing to limn a philosophical
perspective on Al writing and the relation of the written word to progressive and traditional
projects in education. I have done so in part to critique current educational discourse that too
often considers Al writing to be primarily a moral dilemma (Popenici, 2023; Selwyn, 2022). It
is too often construed as a tool that will give students too much free reign to plagiarize. More
profoundly, though, we must ask whether the incursion of this radical new technology into
education should give us pause to ask deeper questions about education itself, rather than
prompting us to focus on the personal aspects of morality that easily gain the attention of media
and school policy.

Of course, many educators have already accepted that the role of Al writing is here to stay,
and have therefore advocated for it to become a matter of educational practice, and not simply
a matter of educational concern (Giannini, 2023; Schiff, 2021). Many thoughtful educators are
inventing ways to engage their lessons with Al itself (Holmes & Tuomi, 2022). These practices
are in my opinion more philosophically instructive than they are praiseworthy or imitation
worthy. [tis not terribly noteworthy to engage a new technology in the classroom (Schiff, 2021).
From MOOCS to Learning Platforms to Social Media to Digital Portfolios to Computer Animated
Design to ChatGPT—on and on and on—technology has become an excellent variable to
compliment classroom practices (Giannini, 2023; Schiff, 2021). While these practices are
laudable, they are, ultimately, the stuff of educational methods. I see in Al writing something
more significant, something more profoundly educational with regard to pedagogical concerns
of presence versus absence, of somebody versus Nobody, of experience versus alienation.

Educational discourses that embrace Al writing are particularly instructive because such
educational discourses inevitably start with the caveat, “You can’t stop Al writing. It's here to
stay.” On a superficial level, this caveat is addressing the way that one cannot stop technological
innovation, of which Al writing is an example. On a deeper level, though, I argue that the impulse
to “stop Al writing” reveals a centuries old concern with writing itself. Why would we want to
stop Al writing? Precisely because we are, whether progressive or traditional, inheritors of
Plato’s skepticism about writing itself. Al writing is not just writing. It is writing that goes to the
heart of the problematics of writing itself. It is not writing that might perhaps get “bandied
about,” might perhaps becoming dislodged from its author’s intent. It is writing that always
already does not have an author to begin with.

Derrida, Rousseau and “The Reduction of Writing”

[ now turn to Jacques Derrida who has given much attention both to the Platonic
skepticism of the written word, and to a deconstructive understanding of education (Bingham,
2001, 2010; Bingham et al., 2012; Bojesen, 2021). Of course Derrida was not aware of ChatGPT.
He passed away years before it was invented. My goal is not to elicit a Derridean perspective on
technology (Jin, 2021; Sjostrand, 2021). It is rather to offer a deconstructive understanding of
education—and of writing—and to discover whether such understandings shed some light on
the current educational predicament of Al writing.
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Derrida’s most significant work on writing and education appears in his early text, Of
Grammatology. In the text, he situates Rousseau in a long line of thinkers whose aim has been
to subjugate the written word to the spoken word (Nancy, 2023; Oberhammer, 2021). And in
particular, Rousseau does so in Emile, his famous text on education. As Derrida (1974) points
out, Rousseau partakes in skepticism toward the written word, what Derrida calls “the
reduction of writing”:

Within this age of metaphysics, between Descartes and Hegel, Rousseau is
undoubtedly the only one or the first one to make a theme or a system of the
reduction of writing profoundly implied by the entire age (p.98).

What'’s more, Derrida points out the way in which Rousseau understands education per se
as indicative of the general movement by which that which is present, what is experienced, gets
supplemented by that which is secondary or derivative (Derrida, 2020). Derrida (1974) notes
first that in Rousseau’s Emile, education is criticized for being a “dangerous supplement”
(p-141). Education is an addition to the natural (Bingham, 2006). It is a supplement to how
children would naturally develop. As such, education as articulated by Rousseau is always in
danger of being derivative. Thus education is not just a supplement, it is a “dangerous
supplement.”

Derrida (1974) writes this of education as it is depicted in Rousseau’s Emile,

The supplement will always be the moving of the tongue or acting through the
hands of others. In it everything is brought together: progress as the possibility of
perversion, regression toward an evil that is not natural and that adheres to the
power of substitution that permits us to absent ourselves and act by proxy, through
representation, through the hands of others. Through the written [par ecrit] (p.
147).

Derrida notices something in Rousseau that is not clearly stated in Plato’s critique of
writing. Namely, that education per se as a project is equated with the same alienation from
pure presence as the project of writing (Bielik-Robson, 2020). Rousseau uses both writing and
education as examples of “dangerous supplements.” For Rousseau, education teaches us the
written word, among other unnatural, albeit beneficial, things (Mendie & Udofia, 2020). In
doing so, education itself is implicated in the non-presence of the written.

Deconstruction and the “Dangerous Supplement”

Of course, Derrida’s project aims to do something different than to simply underscore the
voice-centeredness of Rousseau, than to simply show Rousseau’s condemnation of education
as a dangerous supplement. Derrida’s famous deconstructive project includes demonstrating
that supplements such as education are not so simple. Educational supplements are not so
clearly exteriorities that add something alien to the student, or to the speaker. Instead,
educational supplements are in the paradoxical position of using unnatural means to make a
person more naturally complete. Pedagogy functions within an logic where “it is indeed culture
or cultivation that must supplement a deficient nature, a deficiency” that cannot be adequately
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supplied by nature itself (Derrida, 1974, p. 146). This economy is what Derrida (1974)
identifies as “the logic of the supplement” (p. 165).

Quoting Rousseau, Derrida (1974) goes on to say that “[a]ll organization of, and all the
time spent in, education will be regulated by this necessary evil: ‘supply [suppléer] ... [what] ...
is lacking’ and to replace Nature” (p. 146). Pedagogy is an endeavor caught up in this
paradoxical logic of supplementarity: Students need to be given their educational supplements
not only because they lack a certain amount of knowledge, but also because such knowledge
completes them and becomes inseparable from them. Education is both an addition to, and a
natural part of, the student. The classroom both contributes to certain habits of nature, and
creates naturalness out of other non-natural habits that are supplied by education. In so doing,
education undermines the very natural/unnatural distinction that Rousseau is at pains to insist
upon. Even Rousseau admits that “the success of education is almost impossible....Our efforts
may bring us within sight of the goal, but fortune must favor us if we are to reach it. What is this
goal? As we have just shown, it is the goal of nature” (Rousseau, 1986, p. 13). Thus Rousseau
admits, and Derrida underscores the paradox, that what is unnatural becomes natural through
education. The logic of the educational supplement blurs the natural/unnatural distinction.

As Derrida points out, this educational blurring of the natural/unnatural distinction is the
structural equivalent of the complicated relationship between the written and spoken word.
Writing is supplemental to speaking in the same paradoxical way that education is
supplemental to the natural state of the one educated. Just as one cannot do without the
supplement of education in order to advance, so too, the spoken word cannot do without the
written word once writing is introduced. The written word is not simply an alienated reference
to that which is spoken. Once the written word is introduced, the spoken word cannot live
without its written counterpart. The written word “dog” is not simply an addition to its spoken
counterpart. The written word “dog” is not simply alien or derivative. The written word “dog,”
once introduced, changes the spoken word forever.

But unlike Rousseau who saw worry in both writing and education, unlike Plato who saw
worry in writing, Derrida sees in both education and writing an ineluctable post-structure. It is
the structure that comes after phono-centrism. It is the post-structure that ensues when one no
longer longs to avoid the written word. For Derrida, to get past the worry of writing and
education is to get past a nostalgia that has captured the imagination of philosophers for
centuries. And here I argue that this same nostalgia has captured the imagination of would-be
philosophical counterparts—both traditional and progressive—for too long. In education, as in
language, there is no word, as there is no student, which has not already been infected by that
“dangerous,” and unnatural, supplement.

Al Writing, Deconstruction, Education

[ hope it is becoming clear by now that Al writing has bigger fish to fry in educational
thought than whether or not our students use it to cheat their teachers. Following the line of
Platonic/Rousseauean skepticism about the written word, one way to conclude this article
might be so say that Al writing has launched educationalists, whether progressive or
traditional, into a new era. Why a new era? Because Al writing seems to have inaugurated the
fruition of a line of skepticism that has held educators at both ends of the
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progressive/traditional divide in check with each other. Progressivists have, for over a century,
insisted on experience, while traditionalists have insisted, for much longer than that, on the
enlivened, spoken words of the teacher—both in an effort to mitigate against the “bandied
about” written text.

Clearly, no one had foreseen the coming form of writing that would, for all intents and
purposes, consummate this widely held skepticism. We now have a form of writing that is, quite
precisely, nothing but “bandied about.” Al writing not only tends to separate itself from its
author. It never had an author to begin with. It is in this sense the most free-floating of writing
insofar as it doesn’t even claim to be linked to the living, breathing experience of one who
undertook to accomplish the writing. If | am indeed, right now, laboring to write what you are
reading (or what you are listening to), then Al writing is something different. It is
Platonic/Rousseauean/Progressive/Traditional skepticism of the written word come to life. It
is the errant writing that philosophers have been worried about since writing came along in the
first place.

Conclusion

One could end this article on this note. By observing that education has come to a
decidedly pivotal point in time with the advent of Al writing. If it is at all true that the
predicament of pedagogy has resonances with the predicament of the “dangerous supplement,”
then there is something profoundly unexpected happening on the educational stage when
writing—a practice that has been at the core of supplemental concerns since the time of Plato,
and which has been at the core of pedagogical concerns since the time of Rousseau—when
writing turns a corner and becomes, in at least one of its forms, forever severed from that which
it has purported to supplement for so many centuries. Writing now need not have truck with
an author. That is a startling position for education.

But I would like to conclude this article by making some different observations. These
observations are directed back to writing itself, and to education as a Derridean practice of the
logic of the supplement. A Derridean practice that embraces, rather than shuns as “dangerous,”
the inevitable changes inaugurated by the written word and unnatural additions of education.
The first observation is this. Taking the Derridean critique of phono-centrism seriously, one
must indeed wonder if both Traditional and Progressive education are indebted to this logo-
centric tradition in ways that limit how we think about education. Is education truly an
endeavor that needs to be marred by a continued skepticism toward the written word? By a
skepticism toward experiences that are not experiences of presence? If one takes the current
worries about Al writing as an example, then this sort of worry seems to be perennial and
unavoidable.

[ would argue that it is possible to take a different, more flexible and malleable approach
to education’s relation to that “dangerous supplement.” Perhaps we should look more closely,
as Derrida did, at the educational experiences that entail so-called non-presence. When we use
Al writing, whether we use it as educational researchers, as teachers, or as students, is it truly
the case, following this Platonic worry, that we have severed the ties that used to bind the
written word to any semblance of personhood?
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When Derrida takes Plato to task for his “phono-centrism,” he sensed in the Platonic
distinction between speaking and writing a certain forgetfulness toward the less-than-present
aspects of the spoken word itself. Derrida reminds his readers that the spoken word itself is not
really so present. Speech is not a clear window onto the essence of thinking. He reminds the
readers of “Plato’s Pharmacy” in Dissemination that the spoken word is not the thing itself—not
the thing itself of a person’s thoughts (Derrida, 2016). Nor is it the thing itself in terms of the
things that the spoken word is called upon to represent. The word “dog” is hardly the dog, even
when the word “dog” is spoken instead of written. Derrida reminds us that in all actuality, the
spoken word is hardly less vicissitudinous than the written word. Even the spoken word is a
supplement, and the spoken word’s supplementarity puts its authenticity, its presence, into
question.

One might put this into a formulation with regard to Al writing. At the present moment Al
writing is being posed as the object of skepticism vis-a-vis writing per se. This is indeed
equivalent to the way that writing itself has been the object of skepticism vis-a-vis the spoken
word. Now combine this with a more general skepticism about the “dangerous supplement”
that is education. Education has, at least since Rousseau, been posited as a supplement that
must become a non-supplement. Education has been seen as an addition to presence that must
not admit that it is an addition to presence. If there is any doubt about this supplementary
concern, just look at the extent to which concerns about academic dishonesty have recently
proliferated in schools and universities. The essence of concerns with academic dishonesty is
precisely the essence of concerns about that “dangerous supplement.” Namely, how can one
reconcile the fact that, on the one hand, education itself is meant to supplement the natural self
by means of a non-self? Yet on the other hand, becoming educated is supposed to pertain to the
natural growth of the natural self. Academic dishonesty is always about this conflicting
requirement: “Let the thoughts of others be yours, but admit they are not truly yours.”

Against this backdrop of the natural/unnatural dichotomy, and the spoken/written
skepticism, [ want to argue here that one should understand Al writing not as a limit situation
where some new alienated form of writing has appeared on the scene. Not as the ultimate
severing between the author and the “bandied about” text. And certainly not as a demonstration
that pedagogy has finally met its match in the face of a supplement that will always stay just
that—an alienated supplement.

We should rather celebrate a time in technological history that may be as significant as
the advent of writing itself. This is once again a time where the boundaries between the natural
and unnatural are at stake. In stark contrast to those who would say that such a stake threatens
the project of education, I argue rather that education is being chased back to its roots. As both
Rousseau and Derrida show, education has always been concerned with what is “bandied
about.” Education has always been concerned with knowledges, abilities, dispositions that may
have forgotten their roots. Knowing where one comes from is always a good place to start when
one wants to know where to go from here.

[ did not use ChatGPT to write this article. Though I could have. Questions that may always
remain to be answered are: Why does one care? Who is still afraid of the written word...
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wherever its forms may lead? Who is still concerned with Polyphemus that “Nobody” may have
written this article? And, How is education continually implicated in this longstanding fear?

Suggestions for Future Research

This article focused on the philosophical implications of a new technology—Large
Language Models—for education. It was beyond the scope of this article to consider the long
history of technologies in education as a philosophical matter. One could say that education has
always been an intervention on technology, whether the technology be reading, writing,
calculating, navigating, healing, etc. Thus, a direction for further research is twofold: First, an
extended philosophical investigation into Large Language Models and their relation to
education, one that considers philosophical work beyond Derrida. Second, further
philosophical investigation is needed into the longstanding relationship between education and
various technologies over the centuries.
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