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The agentive problem addressed in this paper revolves around the ontological and ethical conundrum at the heart of workplace learning in this postmodern era: to what extent are workers complicit in their own pursuit of performativity? 

In analysing this problem both philosophically (via Spinoza) and in practice (via the ATO), we argue that ‘agency’, more richly conceptualised, is the central ingredient in a more robust account of workplace learning and therefore of program design, We advocate the integration of wilful rationality, in quite constrained contexts. Spinoza drew out the complexities of this bifurcated existence, albeit entirely naturalistically. We find, in his moral psychology, a sophisticated, integrative account of what it is to act with reasons.

Introduction

In an important piece, Derry (2004) investigates the influence of Spinoza (b1632-d1677) on Vygotsky, noting the under-appreciation of his work, especially since ‘Vygotsky’s theory of the development of the intellect is not only a theory of education, but also a step into the terrain of fundamental questions about the nature of what it is to be human’ (p. 114).

She aims to ‘consider the relationship between free will and the development of consciousness’ because ‘Vygotsky made a bold claim in relation to free will: the work he was undertaking with colleagues in psychology examined the nature of mind as embodied in activity that sustains and constitutes it’ (Derry, 2004, p. 114).

The anti-Cartesian conception of the will that Spinoza developed in the Ethics provides, for Derry (2004), a ‘first step’ towards considering self-determination as ‘a specifically human process of coming to be in the world’ (p. 119), with implications for specific educative practices.

Those of us with philosophical interests in the theorisation of educative practice, such as when apparent in adults’ workplaces, and in lifelong learning in general, are keen to explore the ontological significance of what initially present as epistemological issues. For example, daily workplace experiences, if trawled through mentoring and coaching programs, can be educatively powerful. But such learning changes the learners. Notions of the self, especially as these revolve around self-efficacy, self-determination, and self-belief, are problematised by the nature of the educative practices. In short, these practices are agentive; they imply and invoke identity construction and re-construction, not merely for the individual, but also inter-subjectively. What turns staff as-a-group, into staff as-a-team? In organisational development, corporate training and professional formation, there is a multitude of practices and techniques to bring this about, along with just as many ‘facilitators’ of the changes deemed desirable.

Spinoza seems a long way from such philosophical and pedagogical interests, but Derry has, for us, opened up the significance of Spinoza’s work for a re-consideration of agency which shapes selfhood, or identity, in ways that have a direct bearing on certain educative practices in many adults’ workplaces. In this paper, we first draw out this significance, with reference to Ethics (Spinoza, 1675), then, we relate the analysis to workplace learning in the Australian Taxation Office 

Spinoza’s Contribution to a Richer Approach to Agency
In a recent paper, Beckett (2006) set out the following five features of a useful theory of agency. These five features are: 

1. a focus on the maintenance of the holistic nature of experience and the constructivist nature of knowledge (in contrast to its propositional past); 

2. a co-construction of practical judgement amongst human and non-human entities, emphasising the materiality entailed in this; 

3. starting with attention and perception, and building to concepts (such as ‘insight’);
4. articulating warranted inferences in particular agentive contexts, reflexively related to peers; and
5. characterising emergent ethical responsibilities through integrated practical relationships between doing, making, and wisdom.

This richer approach to agency takes seriously the relational and decisional characteristics of human life. It seeks to supplant the traditional, fairly ‘thin’ approach, which assumes both a Cartesian subjectivity, and within that, a will which is exercised without constraint. This ‘thin’ approach assumes ‘I’ am the author of ‘me’, and that I know this, ineluctably. Spinoza, by contrast, tackles this assumption head-on: Part IV of his Ethics is memorably titled ‘Of Human Bondage; or of the Strength of the Emotions’. 

A consideration of the main parts of the Ethics, in light of the list above, shows that Spinoza:

1. takes experience holistically, including its materiality (embodiedness); 

2. embeds judgements in strivings (or volitions); 

3. takes subjectivity as partly ‘my’ construction; 

4. requires reasoning in the construction of my selfhood (and therefore is committed to the sociality of the self); and 

5. expects that coming to understanding is how free will is exercised. 

The rest of this part of the paper discusses Spinoza’s contribution to these five features of a useful theory of agency, but in doing so, it moves between all five features – and across the Ethics - rather than down the list.  
In his Preface to Part V of the Ethics (Of the Power of the Intellect; or of Human Freedom), Spinoza (1675) attacks Descartes’ 

…Stoical opinion…that the soul or mind is united specially to a certain part of the brain called the pineal gland, which the mind by the mere exercise of the will is able to move in different ways (p. 252). 

The forceful rebuttal of Cartesian dualism, by Spinoza, centres upon a naturalist ontology, and a rationalist epistemology: there is one kind of ‘thing’ in the world, and we can know it by reason. How does he derive this curious analysis? 

Much earlier in the Ethics (Pt III: On the Origin and Nature of the Emotions), Spinoza sets up his own approach:

…when men say that this or that action of the body springs from the mind which has command over the body, they do not know what they say (p. 131).

He cites several instances where humans are gripped by their emotions:

…experience shows over and over again that there is nothing men have less power over than the tongue, and there is nothing they are less able to do than to govern their appetites (p. 132).

We are deluded when we regard our will as the unconstrained operation of a discrete Cogito: 

Thus the madman, the chatterer, the boy and others of the same kind, all believe that they speak of a free command of the mind, whilst, in truth, they have no power to restrain the impulse that they have to speak, so that experience itself, no less than reason, clearly teaches that men believe themselves to be free simply because they are conscious of their own actions, knowing nothing of the causes by which they are determined; it teaches, too, that the decrees of the mind [the attribute of ‘thinking’] are nothing but the appetites themselves, which differ, therefore, according to the different temper of the body (p. 133).

Thus, for Spinoza, ontology and epistemology combine:

All this plainly shows that the decree of the mind, the appetite, and the determination of the body are co-incident in Nature, or rather that they are one and the same thing, which, when it is considered under the attribute of thought and manifested by that, is called a ‘decree’, and when it is considered under the attribute of extension and is deduced from the laws of motion and rest is called a ‘determination’ (p. 133). 

For humans, thinking and extending are what we do. We are embodied, thoughtful creatures, made by God/Nature, and constrained by this. Our purpose is to come to better understandings of Nature and therefore of ourselves. Spinoza appreciates how partial and tentative these understandings are: 

For what the body can do, no one has hitherto determined, that is to say, experience has taught no one hitherto what the body without being determined by the mind, can do and what it cannot do from the laws of Nature alone, in so far as Nature is considered merely as corporeal. For no one as yet has understood the structure of the body so accurately as to be able to explain all its functions…Again, nobody knows by what means or by what method the mind moves the body (p. 131).

 What is required for better understanding here are ‘adequate’, rather than ‘inadequate’ ideas. These ideas are not inert. In the actions of thinking, we seek ‘adequacy’ in causal explanations which ‘clearly and distinctly perceive’ effects (Spinoza, 1675, p. 128). Inadequate (‘mutilated’ ‘confused’) ideas are partial because their “effect[s] cannot be understood by means of the cause alone” (Spinoza, 1675, p. 128). We are subject to ‘passions’, which get in the way of clarity – processes of thinking things through - and therefore of ‘adequate ideas’ – those we reason-ably hold.

However, adequate ideas are not to be regarded as states of the mind, but rather as these various processes of thinking of something. The mind is the locus of the thinking we do but the experience of thinking is intentional. This means we do not normally catch ourselves having an idea (a state); instead, we normally just go about thinking (a process). As Steinberg (2000) puts it:

…ideas for Spinoza are, by nature or essentially, representative of, or ‘about’ something, or have content…In seventeenth century terms, ideas have ‘objective reality’, in modern terms, ‘intentionality’ (p. 35).

The kind of thinking process, or intentionality, which Spinoza is keen to advance in pursuit of ‘adequacy’ or truth (and the avoidance of ‘inadequacy’ or falsity), is striving after clarity to arrive at certainty (he is still a Cartesian here!). Spinoza (1675) states:

…falsity consists solely in the privation which mutilated and confused ideas involve… [W]hen we say that a man assents to what is false and does not doubt it, we do not say that he is certain, but merely that he does not doubt, that is to say, he assents to what is false because there are no causes sufficient to make his imagination waver (p. 120).

Spinoza expects humans to be truth-seekers by keeping open the possibility of ‘falsity’ (error), and so acts of truth-seeking are what mark the emergence of understanding. This probabilism is what makes his analysis appealing for many post-Cartesian, broadly constructivist educators today. His rationality and his naturalism come together most fully here, and they do so dynamically, almost, dare we say, phenomenologically. He positions this convergence against not only a Cartesian dualism, but also against what we have later come to know as a Lockean empiricism. 

He is, in our terms, and like Sellars (DeVries & Triplett, 2000), an anti-Givenist; he affirms re-presentationalism, and he puts rationality to work in the acts of thinking, as this paragraph demonstrates:

Those that think that ideas consist of images which are formed in us by meeting with external bodies persuade themselves that those ideas of things of which we can form no similar image are not ideas, but mere fancies constructed by the free power of the will. They look upon ideas, therefore, as dumb pictures on a tablet, and, being prepossessed with this prejudice, they do not see that an idea, in so far as it is an idea, involves affirmation or negation. Again, those who confound words with the idea or with the affirmation itself which the idea involves, think that they can will contrary to their perception because they affirm or deny something in words alone contrary to their perception. It will be easy for us, however, to divest ourselves of these prejudices if we attend to the nature of thought, which in no way involves the conception of extension, and by doing this we clearly see that an idea, since it is a mode of thought, is not an image of anything, nor does it consist of words (p. 121, my italics)

Whilst it is undeniable that experiences are, indeed, ‘Given’ to us, their perceptual intensity – their ability to incite ‘passions’ – is, for Spinoza, only part of what it is to be human. They are the part that holds us in ‘human bondage’. Perceptions are mediated by what draws out the humanity of these experiences, by what liberates us from such ‘bondage’. And what liberates us is what constrains us – our rationality, that is to say, our activities as thinkers, or our psychological intentionality. This constraint, or mediation, consists in the rational work – not the sensual, passionate work - which experiences perform. He draws attention to the mindfulness of experiences whilst acknowledging their corporeality. Our ‘thinking things through’ stays with the ‘thing-ness’ of experience (its holism) but re-presents it through a naturalistic striving for better causal understandings. 

The clearer and more distinct these understandings are, the more ‘adequate’ they are; that is, the better they explain our situation in the world, and therefore our experiences of it. The ‘affirmation or negation’ of an idea is, then, Spinoza’s way of capturing the phenomenal force of our thinking possesses. We do not normally stand in propositional relationships to our thinking (yet Western education has calibrated achievement in precisely those terms). We do not often ‘have thoughts’; we almost always ‘find ourselves thinking’, and such thinking has a stance to whatever it is we are thinking about (the ‘aboutness’ factor, or intentionality). We find ourselves in favour of, and against, thoughts we are actually having, whilst we are having them. We are, thus, players in the construction of our own rationality, or ‘reason-ability’. We weigh up our situation, and judge our actions accordingly. Where there is will-power, there are reasons. Where there is a will, there are (rational) ways.

Spinoza (1675) develops this ‘will we, or won’t we?’ psychology and makes the serious and central claim that: 

The will and the intellect are nothing but the individual volitions and ideas themselves…the will and the intellect are one and the same’ (Proposition XLIX). [Thus,] ‘[i]n the mind there exists …no absolute faculty of willing or not willing. Only individual volitions exist, that is to say, this and that affirmation and this and that negation (p. 120). 

So, for Spinoza, where there is a will, there is reason-ability, and vice versa. How does the unity of the will and the intellect manifest itself? Simply, in self-preserving action, which encompasses the entire individual experience:

This effort, when it is related to the mind alone, is called “will”, but when it is related at the same time to both the mind and body, is called “appetite”, which is therefore nothing but the essence of man, from the nature of which necessarily follow those things which promote his preservation, and thus he is determined to do those things (Propn IX: p. 136).

His naturalism is then expressed in the famous quotation:

From what has been said it is plain, therefore, that we neither strive for, wish, seek, nor desire anything because we think it to be good, but, on the contrary, we adjudge a thing to be good because we strive for, wish, seek or desire it (p. 136-7).

This striving is definitive of who we are, as virtuous beings, since it integrates ‘acting, living, and preserving our being (these three things have the same meaning) as reason directs, from the ground of seeking our own profit’ (Propn XXIV, p. 205, italics added). 

Leaving aside the literally and politically ‘substantial’ difficulties (faced by Spinoza himself throughout his personal and intellectual life, for example) in advocating a monist ontology of naturalism-within-Nature/God (see Hampshire 1951 pp121-129 for the determinism of this), let us turn finally in this analysis to the way self-preservation is productive for us. 

At first, it seems Spinoza is committed to an atomist, asocial world, with a Hobbesian contract the only way to ‘seek our own profit’. But we all share the same nature, so, two heads – in fact, many heads - are better than one:

There are many things, therefore, outside ourselves which are useful to us, and which, therefore, are to be sought. Of all these, none more excellent can be discovered than those which exactly agree with our nature….Nothing, therefore, is more useful to man than man. Men can desire, I say, nothing more excellent for the preservation of their being than…that all should together endeavour as much as possible to preserve their being, and that all should together seek the common good of all (Propn XVII Note, p. 203). 

Self-preservation is, then, best pursued collectively. In our (social) actions, we show our (individual) pursuit of preservation. We should, on this analysis, expect to find our individual understandings of experience – where to ‘understand’ is to have ‘adequate ideas’, as revealed in our thinking processes centred on willing reasoning – shaped partly by the social world. 

This shaping starts within us, as he has shown in the unity of the will and reasoning, but seeks ‘external’ causalities. Spinoza deals with the ‘Winged Horse’ objection (Propn XLIX, Note p. 124) to his psychological analysis in that way: a perception of such an image needs either a ‘negation’ or, more broadly, a perception that the idea of such a Horse is ‘inadequate’. We need to ‘affirm’ the Horse, and that affirmation is sought externally. Sure enough, no actual Horse can be found, however vividly such a Horse is perceived. 

As we are fundamentally truth-seekers, he accordingly urges humans to be open-minded and even-handed, and:

…to hate no-one, to despise no one, to mock no one, to be angry with no one, and to envy no one…to be content with his own, and to be helpful to his own neighbour, not from any womanish pity, from partiality, or superstition, but by the guidance of reason alone… (p. 124). 

This section of the paper began with five features of a richer conception of agency, which, we argue, should supplant the traditional ‘thin’ model, at least insofar as adults’ workplace learning is concerned. Those five features emphasise selfhood as embedded in the holistic, material, socially-located and decisional nature of human experience. So an ontological claim is made. Moreover, they include support for the emergent nature of understanding, which is an epistemological claim. Spinoza’s (moral) psychology has been used to advance this richer conception of agency, underpinning both our ontological and epistemological claims. We believe this richer conception of agency is already apparent in some workplace learning, and we now turn to a site where this can be teased out.  

Agency and Workplace Learning

The link between the richer conception of agency presented here and workplace learning is ‘freedom’ in Spinoza’s terms or ‘free will’ as Vygotsky (1997) referred to it.  The key is to accept the possibility that will is ‘inextricably linked to intellect’ (Derry, 2004, p. 115) and that, as she continues,

 ‘[t]o be educated is also a process of which becoming free is intrinsically a part, for to be educated is not to ‘know’ a range of propositions or perspectives but to understand the reason for holding particular beliefs and rejecting others’ (p. 115, italics added).
As Derry (2004, p. 114) suggests, this conception of freedom or free will is important yet difficult to understand as it is somewhat counterintuitive to commonsense beliefs.  But understanding this is critical, since “[t]o be guided by adequate rather than inadequate knowledge is to be free from external determinations” (Derry, 2004, p.117).  The determinations, or judgements, we make, arise in our own thinking, even when we utilise external experiences. It is this adequate knowledge that workers need to make sound professional judgements, and to be confident in making them.  This adequate knowledge is not propositional, but, rather, is experiential. 

Moreover, it is the decisional nature of these experiences to which Spinoza draws attention, by re-casting thought as thinking, and constructing a holistic – materially, phenomenally  rich - account of human action.  This is akin to Aristotelian phronesis, and redolent of the Rylean tradition of respect for ‘know how’. By contrast, propositional knowledge, or ‘knowing that’, is not knowledge manifest in the ability to determine actions, nor to be consciously aware of the reasons pertinent to making the decisions that led to those actions, nor which provides insight into what would make a worker genuinely competent. These requirements of a robust epistemological approach, arising as they do in the world of adults’ work, are satisfied by the Spinozan analysis we have set out above

Furthermore, we make an ontological claim. This self-determination is about coming to be in the world. In its intentional decisionality, it generates and re-generates workers’ selfhoods or identities.  Understanding this connection, which runs from the epistemological to the ontological, or from practices to identities, marks the transformation a worker goes through in undertaking workplace learning of the deeply reflective and broadly experiential kind, and provides insights into how to encourage it. 

These, both the integration of the will with rationality, and the significance of self-determination or preservation, provide crucial elements of a theory of agency in terms of workplace learning. More intriguing is the apparent support for these elements with respect to auditors working in the Australian Taxation Office (ATO). 

Observing and Analysing Agency at Work

Experience working with, discussing, the type of professional learning and development required and ultimately devising training programs for auditors working for the ATO has provided support for the conception of agency outlined above and the discussion of the underlying principles. 

One of us, McManus, was responsible for co-ordinating the design and development of a program for senior tax auditors for the ATO in mid-2003.  It was clearly specified that the program should not be technical in nature (i.e. focused on tax laws) but must be predominantly about acquiring tacit knowledge or ‘nous’ (Polanyi, 1972; Benner, 1984) as it was described then. The program had to include the kind of knowledge that is usually developed through lengthy job experience so as to enable less experienced officers to manage work in a faster, ‘smarter’ way.  The ATO appeared to be requesting the development of an ‘offline’ program that would help participants improve their professional judgement in the context of ‘hot action’ (Beckett & Hager, 2002).

Most striking in this request is the apparent (albeit implicit) recognition that traditional notions of education and training were not relevant or effective in the given situation.  The target audience (certain ATO field auditors) had formal tertiary qualifications and/or significant training and education on technical material relating to their work such as tax law, tax administration law and process, auditing and accounting as well as what are often referred to as ‘generic skills’. 

So the ATO recognised that something different other than training, or technical rationality, was required.  Essentially, what was being described was a scenario where workers were not acting with sufficient awareness of their ‘will-fulness’. They were too tightly bound in the compliance regimes of auditing, and needed encouragement to break free from mere technicism, whilst not abandoning their high-level capacities in tax law. In short, auditors were acting in a way that had been used before but without perhaps fully understanding why in all cases.  In many cases, actions were automatic, guided by checklists or habit. And the non-routine cases were real problems!  

This situation was a product of the type of work required to be undertaken and more specifically the environment in which it was to be done.  These auditors are literally agentive: they are agents of the government.  The ATO is an organisation which must be both seen to be, and in fact must be, accurate, ethical and transparent in its dealing with its ‘customers’, the taxpayers, because it acts as a law administrator and a custodian of the general public’s monies. This has caused the ATO to build rigid processes and procedures into the organisation, including checklists and rigorous quality assurance activities that allow very little, if any, experimentation. As a result however, the auditors were less effective than they could be in the ever changing complex environment in which they operate (McManus, 2006, p. 5).  

The rigid processes are ‘vain repetitions’ according to Spinoza. Derry (2004, p. 119) explains how these

…repetitions perpetuate what they are intended to change. This is, of course, a standard psychotherapeutic position, where an action that is claimed by a patient to be effective is revealed to be the preserving situation the patient wishes to change. For Spinoza such activity, though it comprises concrete actions, is not really activity at all; or it is passivity, to be precise, because it is driven by inadequate ideas.          

Thankfully, although details are beyond the scope of this paper, a development program was devised to help these ATO auditors to act with ‘adequate’ knowledge. For example, at the completion of the program the participants were required to complete a realistic case study (based on several complex past cases). The vast majority were able to do so. Fewer than 2% (of the 800 participants) were not able to clearly identify and address the relevant issues as required in their first attempt of that case study.  These participants were provided with feedback and asked to rework their submission accordingly, all of which easily achieved all requirements in their second attempt. More striking was the depth and insight with which many participants completed that task.

The main tangible form of evidence of improved ability in the workplace however has been through the ATO’s Quality Assurance process.  All completed audits are pushed through this process and the results of the program participants have been monitored.   In doing so it has been noted that cases completed by them are being completed more efficiently, with more adjustments and with improved attention to detail (by the standards used for all similar case work and in comparison to their past performance) (refer McManus, 2006 for details regarding the program and its results).

The acknowledgement of a more complex concept of agency and the need for something more than technical knowledge as workers had come to know it, is the first important observation regarding the ATO and the applicability of this novel Spinozan conception of agency. A further observation however must be highlighted. That is, after the auditors came to act with adequate knowledge, they could feel the freedom and associated power. Most relevant here is the significance that the development and enhancement of learning and related skills had for workers’ professional judgement or competence and the auditors’ acknowledgement of the relevance and importance those skills played in their ‘transformation’. We turn, then to ‘selfhood’.

Selfhood and Learning in the ATO

One of the overarching objectives of the ATO project was to encourage and develop learning in the workplace and promote organisational learning.  This objective was addressed by focussing participants on learning how to learn.  Learning how to learn in this context was considered to,

… involve[s] an awareness deeper than simply knowing how one scores on a cognitive learning style inventory; or what one’s typical or preferred pattern of learning is. Rather, it means that adults possess a self-conscious awareness of how it is they come to know what they know; an awareness of the reasoning, assumptions, evidence and justifications that underlie our beliefs that something is true (Burns, 2002, p. 256).

To achieve this learning objective the ten-day program ultimately delivered focussed on thinking skills, the ability to reframe, to develop new points of view, to redefine old issues and to change standards of judgement.   Various learning strategies were used throughout to achieve this, including learning partnerships (Collier & McManus, 2005). These strategies and the program itself were evaluated at the end of the program. Additionally, participants were asked to summarise the daily learning records they had created (after learning conversations with their learning partners).  

No specific questions regarding the participant’s learning skills were asked, however there was a strong indication in the data collected that the participants were recognising a connection between the learning skills they had developed and their improved competence or ability to act with freedom, i.e. in Spinoza’s terms, with adequate knowledge. 

Some of the findings that emerged from the data collected confirm that participation in the program helped participants improve their learning abilities or skills, their awareness of learning, and an understanding of how these changes could help improve their performance at work. Overall, the participants were exhibiting signs of developing a ‘learner’ identity, over and above but growing out of, their ‘worker’ identity.

This was an interesting result on several accounts but we highlight the main two.  Firstly, it was rewarding to see that despite the literature on the unwillingness for workers to admit to or identify as learners in their workplace (see for example, Boud, 2003) it was possible.  This may have been a result of overcoming ‘wounding learning practices’ (Wojecki, 2005) through the range of learning strategies employed or perhaps through the development of adequate knowledge.  In any case, whether a cause or effect, there appeared to be a connection between more developed learning skills and improved professional competency or the ability to act with adequate knowledge. Secondly, as the participants were becoming learners, rather than merely workers, they appeared to have also experienced a new-found confidence. The participants were forming a learner identity and reforming their professional identity (Blake et al., 1998, p.62) and as a result, it would seem, developing a new perception of their efficacy at, and through, their workplace experiences. Their ‘self-preservation’ was enhanced.

This manifestation of the power of self-preservation, under these circumstances, is particularly relevant to the philosophical argument presented above. Foucault argues that the exercise of power,

…is a total structure of actions brought to bear upon possible actions; it incites, it induces, it seduces, it makes easier or more difficult; in the extreme it constrains or forbids absolutely; it is nevertheless always a way of acting upon an acting subject or acting subjects by virtue of their acting or being capable of action. A set of actions upon other actions. (1982, p. 789)

This freedom-power reflexivity seems to bring us full circle to the richer theory of agency with which we began, and confirms it a more relevant account of the efficacy which workplace practices can have, not merely for adults learning (the epistemological claim) but also for the (re-)construction of their workplace identities (the ontological claim). 

Conclusion

The agentive problem addressed in this paper revolves around the ontological and ethical conundrum at the heart of workplace learning in this postmodern era: to what extent are workers complicit in their own pursuit of performativity? As Usher et al. (1997) put it,

Foucault makes much of the ambiguity of the notion of ‘subject’, as one who both knows (as the carrier of experiences) and is known (as a product of discourses) in particular ways….In continuing education for professional development, for example, emphasis is placed on ‘self-management’. Courses which address problems of practice are described as ‘stress-management’ or ‘time management’ etc’. (p. 58).

These ‘technologies of control and normalisation’ (ibid.) instantiate ‘governmentality’, and lead to the ambiguous disciplinarity (Usher et al, 1997, pp. 78-79) of both empowerment through self-regulation (especially through ‘reflective practice), and disempowerment through surveillance (especially through codified knowledge such as competencies).

Having analysed this problem both philosophically (via Spinoza) and in practice (via the ATO), we argue that ‘agency’, more richly conceptualised, is the central ingredient in a more robust account of workplace learning and therefore of program design. At first blush, workers at the ATO cannot choose much about their work or learning, at all: it takes place within a sociopolitical context of technicist compliance, not an individualistic context of wilful rationality.

However, developing this new, richer theory of agency underpins empirical evidence that improving workers’ competence or capacity for professional judgement is fundamentally about improving their agency, by bringing to prominence the integration of rationality with action, in quite constrained contexts. Humans are both subject to, and subjects of, our circumstances. Spinoza drew out the complexities of this bi-furcated existence, albeit entirely naturalistically. Even if we leave the monism aside, we are still able to find, in his moral psychology, a sophisticated, integrative account of what it is to act with reasons (see Guile 2006 for a similar neo-Vygotskian analysis).  By designing workplace learning programs which provide information about the context of the work (‘the big picture’), a conceptual framework for decision-making (such as complex case studies or problem-based learning) and, most significantly, real-time processes for learning from decisional work (say, in ATO auditing), a Spinozan account of agency is fleshed out.

Spinoza’s naturalism determined that agency is constructed by striving for self-preservation. This is not itself supported by him on empirical grounds, but rather is necessitated by his relentless rationalism. His subtle but central advocacy of processes of decisionality leaves ample conceptual and empirical space for our advocacy of opportunities for practice in developing not only one’s learning, but also one’s self. Spinoza’s adequate ideas advance actions which achieve both of these.  We conclude that better workplace learning starts with practices that engage both the will (‘I want to do this…’) and the intellect (‘This is the way to go…’). The confluence of these two ends up, as Spinoza affirms, in ‘acting, living, and preserving our being’.
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