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Enlarged thinking and asymmetrical 
reciprocity in an ethics of engagement: A 
reflection on university–school partnerships 

 Pam Christie 

For though the common world is the common meeting ground of all, 
those who are present have different locations within it, and the location 

of one can no more coincide with the location of another than the 
location of two objects. Being seen and being heard by others derive their 

significance from the fact that everybody sees and hears from a different 
position. This is the meaning of public life…  

(Arendt 1998: 57) 

Moral respect between people entails reciprocity between them, in the 
sense that each acknowledges and takes account of the other. But their 

relation is asymmetrical in terms of the history each has and the social 
position they occupy.  

(Young 2001: 208) 

The chapters in this book provide rich accounts of the activities making up a 
particular university–school partnership in Cape Town. Chapters also contextualise 
these activities in a broader literature on university–school partnerships, which 
have multiplied since the 1980s. Though the cluster of activities reported here are 
considered under the generic term ‘partnership’, the chapters illustrate a diversity of 
engagements rather than a singular pattern, suggesting that ‘partnership’ itself is a 
term worth exploring further. 

Commonly, partnerships are understood as shared undertakings or relationships 
of mutuality and reciprocity. They may be formally constituted agreements with 
stipulated rights and obligations, including sharing of profits and losses. They 
may also be informal, loose arrangements. Partnerships operate in many different 
contexts, from business endeavours to sporting activities to sexual relations. In short, 
their generic meaning covers a multiplicity of differences, rendering the concept less 
precise than at first sight. 
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At the very least, partnerships involve agreements to cooperate for mutual benefit 
and, as such, are likely to require some degree of negotiation and trust. But, probing 
further, do ‘partnerships’ assume a spirit of egalitarianism unless otherwise stipulated 
(e.g. ‘junior partner’, ‘senior partner’ or ‘sleeping partner’)? How are mutual benefits 
to be understood when partners have different interests, and is it necessary for 
all parties to benefit equally? Questions such as these come into particular focus 
when the parties under consideration are a privileged, top-performing university 
with global reach, partnering with a selection of schools in one of the poorest and 
most under-served local communities in Cape Town. In this case, differences in 
institutional form (including goals, structures and practices) are compounded 
by multiple power differentials (including material resources, cultural and social 
capital, and political voice). Are mutuality and reciprocity possible in partnerships 
in such conditions of difference, and if so, what forms might the partnership take, 
and how might it be sustained? These are some of the key questions that this chapter 
considers.  The answers, I suggest, are to be sought in an ethics of engagement, 
manifested in the quality and nature of the relationships developed and  activities 
undertaken. To set out a framework for exploring these issues, I draw in particular 
on debates about the public sphere in the work of Hannah Arendt and Iris Marion 
Young, relating these to my own earlier work on an ethics of engagement in 
education and the challenges of decoloniality. 

The argument proceeds as follows: I begin by exploring notions of ethical engagement 
across difference. I draw particularly on the ideas of Hannah Arendt and Iris Marion 
Young  on the public realm. Having set out the notions of enlarged thinking and 
asymmetrical reciprocity, I then turn to consider the implications of this framework 
for examining university–school partnerships. I conclude with a very brief comment 
on de/coloniality to provide a rough sketch of the context in which this particular 
partnership has operated, and the  ethical  challenges that cannot be ignored in 
universities and schools at this time in South Africa. 

Ethical engagement across difference 
How might we best live together with others in the world we share? I suggest that 
keeping this question alive as a constant dispositional habit is an ethical task for all 
involved in education. More important than  a stable set of moral precepts, ethics 
entails willingness to continually question matters of good and harm in relation to 
other sentient beings, and to the interconnected life we share on the planet (Christie 
2005, 2008). In the public realm, ethical engagement requires consideration of the 
points of view and interests of others. As Anna Yeatman (2004) states: 

To open ourselves to ethical demands is to open ourselves to the challenge 
of thinking well and in ways that make our thoughtful engagement with 
the human condition both open and accountable to our contemporaries 
as fellow co-existents. It means being willing to listen to their objections 
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to how we have represented the demands ethics poses for us and them, 
and when we have listened to those objections, to reconsider our position 
and to continue to engage in the dialogue with these interlocutors. (2004)

This is a point I return to in the conclusion of this chapter.  

In exploring what an ethics of engagement might entail, Hannah Arendt’s work 
on political thought provides valuable insights, particularly as set out in  The 
Human Condition  (1998) and  Between Past and Future  (1993). In the first of 
these texts, Arendt explores her key themes of labour, work and action in the vita 
activa (active life),  as well as the demands of the public realm. In the second, she 
explores themes such as freedom, authority, truth and politics, as well as engaging 
with Kant’s notion of ‘enlarged thinking’. I suggest that her approach to the public 
realm, and particularly enlarged thinking, may provide useful pointers in exploring  
the nature and possibilities of partnership between universities and schools  
as different institutions. 

Arendt’s notion of ‘public’ signifies a world that is ‘common to all of us and 
distinguished from our privately owned place in it’ (1998: 52). The public realm is a 
space of acting and speaking together with others (in contrast to private individual 
experiences) and Arendt refers to it as a ‘space of appearance’ to signify the need 
for  presence  in public speech and action. For Arendt, the public realm engages a 
plurality of interests and it entails  speaking and acting together with others about 
common matters. In Arendt’s words:

To live together in the world means essentially that a world of things is 
between those who have it in common, as a table is located between  
those who sit around it; the world, like every inbetween, relates and 
separates men [sic] at the same time. The public realm, as the common 
world, gathers us together and yet prevents our falling over each other,  
so to speak. (1998: 52)

The public realm provides a common meeting ground to gather together people of 
different interests – hence the notion of a table. The meeting is a fragile space of action, 
seeing and hearing; it is dependent on ‘the simultaneous presence of innumerable 
perspectives and aspects’ (Arendt 1998: 57); and its survival cannot be guaranteed 
beyond the presence of actors or the activity that brings them together (one thinks 
of the image of an empty table). And, as the quote at the start of the chapter points 
out, public life necessarily means that participants see and experience the world from 
different positions when they come together with a common focus or purpose. The 
world-in-common is a world of different positions and interests. How, then, might 
differences best be dealt with in the common world of the public realm? 

Here, Arendt’s work on the capacity to judge, explored in Between Past and Future, offers 
a complementary set of perspectives. Arendt (1993: 220) draws on and extends Kant’s 
notion of ‘enlarged thinking’, which refers to the capacity to ‘think in the place of 
everybody else’. Whereas Kant’s reference point was aesthetics, Arendt extends this into 
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the public realm of politics. She argues that, while logic and reason may be exercised 
in an inner subjective world, the power of judgement must be exercised in the public 
realm. It ‘rests on a potential agreement with others’ (Arendt 1993: 220) and therefore 
transcends individual interests. The capacity to judge – a capacity of the public 
realm – denotes ‘the ability to see things not only from one’s own point of view but 
in the perspective of all those who happen to be present… Judging is one, if not the  
most, important activity in which this sharing-in-the-world-with-others comes to  
pass’ (Arendt 1993: 221). 

If judgement is about thinking in the presence of others, there remains the question 
of what this actually entails. Here, Iris Marion Young enters into debate with Seylah 
Benhabib about what Arendt might mean in saying that enlarged thought ‘enjoins 
us to view each person as one to whom I owe the moral respect to consider their 
standpoint’ (Young 2001: 207). Benhabib’s interpretation is that moral subjects need 
to think in a way that reverses positions with all others who are present. They put 
themselves in the position of the other in a spirit of egalitarian reciprocity. Further, 
she contends that such ‘reversibility’ is essential to egalitarian reciprocity and moral 
respect. Young’s position is somewhat different. She argues that, while moral respect 
entails reciprocity, it is important to acknowledge that there may be structural 
differences between people, and that these differences need to be specifically 
considered when thinking in the presence of others. Where there are socially 
structured differences, and in particular relations of privilege and oppression, it may 
not be possible or desirable to simply reverse positions. Such differences between 
individuals include, but extend beyond, structural differences  like  race, class and 
gender. In Young’s words:

Individuals bring different histories, emotional habits, and life plans to 
relationships, which make their positions irreversible. It closes off the 
creative exchange these differences might produce with one another if we 
consider them symmetrical and suggest that, despite serious divergences 
in their experiences and values, one person can put herself in the place  
of another. (2001: 212)

Young suggests that the willingness to listen to others expressing their perspectives does 
not require simple reversibility of standpoints. In her interpretation, reciprocity requires 
that the presence of multiple perspectives and the relationships between them is actively 
taken into account. This includes recognition of the relations of privilege and oppression, 
which produce relations of asymmetry. As she points out, rather ironically, it is often those 
who stand in a position of social privilege who attempt to adopt the standpoint of others. 
When they do so, ‘assumptions from their privilege often allow them unknowingly to 
misrepresent the other’s situation’ (2001: 215). Instead, in communication and dialogue 
it is more appropriate to assume a position of moral humility: 

In a stance of moral respect, each party must recognise that others have 
irreducible points of view, and active interests that respectful interactions 
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must consider… While there may be many similarities and points of 
contact between them, each position and perspective transcends the 
others, goes beyond their possibility to share or imagine. Participants 
in communicative interaction are in a relation of approach. They meet 
across distance of time and space, and can touch, share, overlap their 
interests. But each brings to the relationships a history and structured 
positioning that makes them different from one another, with their own 
shape, trajectory and configuration of forces. (Young 2001: 216)

For Young, ‘ethical relation is structured not by a willingness to reverse positions with 
others, but by respectful distancing from and approach towards them’ (2001: 217).  
Understanding across difference, in Young’s conceptualisation, holds creative potential, 
since people are open to newness and difference, and ultimately the mystery of  
the other person.  

This sense of morally respectful communication across difference is an important 
point, since, returning to Arendt, the public world requires plurality of interests 
rather than the collapsing of difference. As Arendt writes, ‘The end of the common 
world has come when it is seen only under one aspect and is permitted to present 
itself in only one perspective’ (1998: 58).

University–school partnerships as reciprocal relationships in a 
common world 
If university–school partnerships are understood as gatherings of different, 
asymmetrical interests in the public sphere – as Arendt’s table around which 
different interests gather to talk and act in a common world – a number of points 
may be fruitfully extrapolated about the nature of their engagement. 

Firstly, the different interests that parties bring to the table should be regarded 
respectfully as contributing to the common focus that brings them into a partnership. 
The aim is not to iron away the differences between partners, but to find agreement 
between them, and to build engagements through ‘appearance’ or presence in speech 
and actions that ensure the vitality of the partnership around the common focus. The 
interactive spaces of this world-in-common need to be respected as fragile and its 
existence not taken for granted but consciously nurtured. Without communication 
and action around the table, the common world ceases to exist. Without moral 
respect, reciprocity and recognition of different interests, relationships die back and 
the common project is lost. 

Given the significant structural and experiential differences between universities 
and schools  as institutions, it is necessary to acknowledge that reciprocity cannot 
be symmetrical. It is not possible or even desirable to attempt to ‘reverse positions’ 
or think from the standpoint of the other, or stand in the other’s shoes. What is 
necessary, rather, is to work towards forms of asymmetrical reciprocity, where 
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openness to difference makes possible creative exchanges and new modalities of 
understanding. The notion of respectful distance and approach is likely to be more 
fruitful than assuming that each other’s worlds can be known as if from the inside. 

Also to be considered in this particular case are structural differences in social 
and material resources between the partnering institutions. Young’s  ironical point 
that those in positions of social privilege are often the ones who attempt to adopt 
the standpoint of others, thereby in all likelihood misrepresenting their views, is 
a particular warning to those on the university side of the partnership. The moral 
humility with which Young suggests we approach relationships of asymmetrical 
reciprocity  is not a quality that universities  necessarily  foster in engagements 
with others, particularly given their social prestige and their emphasis on the pre-
eminence of  knowledge.  I suggest that the moral reciprocity of partnership  may 
require  university members  to  work against a habitus that assumes the capacity 
to know the world of others,  so that  they approach schools with an openness to 
what might be learnt in a creative space of engaging with different interests on a 
common project. An all-knowing approach is not only patronising, it also  closes 
off possibilities of creativity and change in new modalities of knowing. And if this 
happens, the authenticity of the partnership is in question. Arendt’s table, after all, 
represents a plurality of different parties with a common interest that requires careful 
nurturing. It represents not only the knowledge interests of the university but also 
the multiplicity of interests that schools work with. Though universities and schools 
may share an interest in school improvement and student professional learning as 
their world-in-common, they also have interests beyond the partnership that cannot 
be reduced one to the other.  

The work of Arendt and Young suggest affirmative responses to the questions raised 
at the start of this chapter about the possibilities of mutually reciprocal university–
school partnerships in contexts of great structural inequality. Enlarged thinking and 
asymmetrical reciprocity may provide the ethical substance for engagement across 
difference. But in and of themselves, these approaches do not address the nature 
of structural differences in broader social arrangements and the ethical challenges 
these raise. Much as these approaches are helpful in framing how mutually respectful 
relationships may be formed and sustained across unequal partners, including 
contexts of privilege and oppression. It is also necessary to include an ethical 
engagement with the privilege and oppression that exist beyond, and independently 
of, the common world of the partnership. This point is particularly pertinent given 
student protests in schools and universities across the country about the persistence 
of inequalities related to coloniality. 

The challenge of de/coloniality 
An exposition of decoloniality theories lies beyond the scope of this chapter.  
Suffice it to say that decoloniality is a call for radical changes to the multiple 
entangled inequalities that persist long after the dismantling of the formal political 
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and administrative structures of colonialism. In South Africa, the profound 
economic inequalities continue to be starkly present in spite of the formal end to 
apartheid, and the intersectional markers of race, gender, language, locality, and so 
on, point to continuing inequalities summed up as the colonial matrix of power. The 
western episteme continues to assume a universalist position, despite its obvious 
partialities and limitations. The challenge posed by decoloniality theorists is the 
call to de-link from the colonial matrix of power, and to work towards different and 
pluriversalist ways of knowing and being in a liberatory project. In Mignolo’s words: 

Decoloniality, then, means working toward a vision of human life that is 
not dependent upon or structured by the forced imposition of one ideal of 
society over those that differ, which is what modernity/coloniality  
does and, hence, where decolonization of the mind should begin.  
The struggle is for changing the terms in addition to the content of  
the conversation. (2007: 459) 

Challenging economic and cultural  power is a transformative and necessarily 
disruptive project. Tuck and Yang (2012) capture the radical challenge of decoloniality 
in their article entitled Decolonization is not a Metaphor. In their words: 

The easy adoption of decolonizing discourse by educational advocacy 
and scholarship, evidenced by the increasing number of calls to 
‘decolonize our schools,’ or use ‘decolonizing methods,’ or, ‘decolonize 
student thinking’, turns decolonization into a metaphor. As important 
as their goals may be, social justice, critical methodologies, or 
approaches that decenter settler perspectives have objectives that may be 
incommensurable with decolonization. (2012: 1)

Tuck and Yang caution against the move to assimilate or domesticate the radical 
thrust of decoloniality. This  is an important caution in South Africa where the 
structures of economic and social inequality – the colonial matrix of power – are so 
blatantly evident. And it is an important caution where the participants in this 
particular university–school partnership travel across stark geographies of inequality 
in one of the most segregated cities in South Africa. 

It is these circumstances of challenge that the partnership has navigated to come 
into existence and conduct its work. The chapters in this book illustrate some of the 
particular activities of this partnership as it has unfolded. They illustrate what may 
be achieved as a university and a group of schools gather around the particular table 
they have created to nurture a world-in-common,  and what a partnership of 
reciprocity and mutuality may bring to life. 
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