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What should be done in name of education 

Thinking over the postmodern challenge

Standpoints and perspective 

The influence  of  the  philosophical  debate  started  in  the  Seventies  by Jaques  Derrida,

Michel Foucault, Jean-François Lyotard and others, has revealed and spread the relativism of

truth in the Western humanities studies tradition, not only in the philosophical, sociological

and educational field. To use Lyotard's thoughts about modernity and contemporary society,

the point is that the  metanarratives had fallen. The idea of:  history as progressing towards

social enlightenment and emancipation, and  knowledge as progressing towards totalisation

are  not  legitimated  by  universal  criteria  for  judgment,  by  objective  reasoning.1 If  every

discourse  and  theory,  every  judgment  on  facts  and  concepts  produced  by reasoning  is  a

cultural outcome, apparently it seems like to say: there is no truth and no possibility to reach

it, the reasoning ability of human being has not aim. But there is not what the postmodernism

challenge suggests and in the philosophy of education the main questions remain the same.

Barrow and Woods correctly note that:

It is true that different people perceive things differently; it is true that some of what
we regard as true is so only because our culture made it so; it is true that some things
are purely matters of individual opinion; it is true that our understanding develops
over time (and sometimes regresses). […] There are truths and falsehoods, correct
and incorrect claims, and it is incumbent on us to use our reason to increase our
understanding. […]. The essential point of education is to provide individuals with
understanding to make their own rational judgment as to what is known and what is
not.2

1 Lyotard, Jean-Francois, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, 1979.
2 Robin Barrow and Ronald Woods, An Introduction to Philosophy of Education, Routledge, London New York
2006 (first edition 1975), pp.113-114.
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I do not think there is a conflict between this assertions and the postmodernism challenge,3

because I  believe that  the  peculiarity of postmodernist  ideas and views is  to have started

asking questions and to have stimulated discussion about ideas, arriving in the end to some

open conclusion,  definitely more  true  then  the  past  ones.  I  consider  postmodernism as  a

reasoning process, a method, an attitude that finally allows to  describe and demonstrate the

reality of something and not their unshakable truth. The postmodernist's influence is evident

in  the  recent  Gender,  Queer,  Cultural  and  Post-colonial  Studies.  The  skeptical  and

deconstructionist model of knowledge processing strengthens the independent reasoning and

its freedom, namely, in my opinion, it avoids the indoctrination.4 The dilemma of the rational

mind remains always to distinguish and to choose on its own between many possibilities,

ultimately  even  with  the  risk  to  choose  the  wrong  solution.  Considering  the  Dewey's

philosophical frame,5 one can clearly see that the criticism to “there are the real knowledge

and the real truth and they can be reach thanks to reasoning” it is not a recent idea in the

studies and in philosophical inquiry. 

[…]. Knowledge is a perception of those connections of an object which determine
its  applicability  in  a  given  situation.  […]  An  ideally  perfect  knowledge  would
represent such a network of interconnections that any past experience would offer a
point of advantage from which to get at the problem presented in a new experience.
In fine, while a habit apart from knowledge supplies us with a single fixed method
of attack, knowledge means that selection may be made from a much wider range of
habits. 

[...]

Knowledge in its  strict  sense of something possessed consists of  our intellectual
resources—of all the habits that render our action intelligent. Only that which has

3 The author seems not appreciate the social consequences that he argues come from postmodern claims like
there is no truth, we cannot know anything, everything is as you see, what is taken to be knowledge is a cultural
product: “one should not underestimate the damage that such erroneous beliefs have done, are doing, and may in
future  to  do  to  our  chances  of  making  tolerable  sense  and  taking  appropriate  control  of  our  lives  both
individually and collectively: The malaise, the anomie, the ennui, the frustration, the anger that many people feel
today are  at  least  partly  related  to  the  insidious  effects  of  these  and  similar  beliefs;  the  prevalent  lack  of
commitment and the unwillingness to praise or condemn, the assumption that 'realpolitik' rules the world and
nothing can be done about it, and the retreat into materialism and instrumentalism can all, I believe, be traced in
part to the effects of the common belief that nobody is in a position to say what is true and false, right and
wrong.”, Ibidem p. 111.
4 As the author says “Indoctrination is a very real thing” and the advice is to be aware of it and avoid it. See
Chapter 6 – Indoctrination, Ibidem, pp. 70 – 83.
5 Some clear references about Dewey's philosophy are available at the website of the Internet Encyclopedia of
Philosophy (IEP): “http://www.iep.utm.edu/dewey/”.
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been organized into our disposition so as to enable us to adapt the environment to
our needs and to adapt our aims and desires to the situation in which we live is really
knowledge. Knowledge is not just something which we are now conscious of, but
consists of the dispositions we consciously use in understanding what now happens.
Knowledge as an act is bringing some of our dispositions to consciousness with a
view  to  straightening  out  a  perplexity,  by  conceiving  the  connection  between
ourselves and the world in which we live. 6

What is new with Postmodernism is that the dissemination of postmodernist attitude in the

humanities studies has produced an impressive amount of new knowledge in different culture

fields,  and this  has  produced different  point  of  views  and  new doubts  about  beliefs  and

unshakable truths. For these reasons, if I think about Dewey's intuitions, about our fragmented

and liquid society, I can say that the 'Postmodern Time' is a fact, not a theory. And it is a

relevant fact that I have to manage, it is the world in which I live. My rational mind in this

pluralistic world must take action and to be clearly oriented. I have to ask to the cultural fact:

what are they, why are they and which are the effects on me, on individuals and on society.

The concept of education

When one is dealing with education it is not possible to isolate the theory from praxis, the

culture from the society, the teaching objectives from teaching strategies, the knowledge of

things from the learning process. And so, after the reading of “Introduction to Philosophy of

Education” by Robin Barrow and Ronald Woods, this is my starting point to reflect about the

concept of education, the question that I choose to answer: what should be done in name of

education. 

If I consider the education, I keep in mind a precise model of it: the mainstream school

and  the  national  education  system.  Something  that  concerns  the  social  institutions  and

government, for this reason related to the purpose of building a society, a good and well-

educated society. Perhaps, this society can be a society of free citizens or slaves or whatever.

If one think about the private and close model of schooling, reserved only to nobles and men

or to rich people (in the past but also in the present day for many countries), one can clearly

note that every model of schooling tells us a lot about society in which is operating. It is to

6 See: John Dewey, Chapter Twenty-five Theories of Knowledge, Democracy and Education, New York 1916
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say that I am keeping out the unconventional forms of education, the vocational training and

the non-formal ways of education, not because they are not relevant to the discourse, but, so

to speak, because if they are not included in a national education system (for example as a

collateral  activities),  their  outcomes  are  something  very  particular  that  have  to  do  with

formative individual or personal goals and not collective ones. For this reason, my starting

question is not “what is education”. In my opinion the concept of education correspond to the

education system as institution, because it is obvious for me that the “education” as a mental

process or as a rational mind's development is a psychological, almost natural and biological,

fact. In this meaning I can say that “to educate” could be very nearly a science, if I take under

consideration  the  knowledge  in  psychology  field,  the  outcomes  of  the  researches  in

neuroscience,  the  studies  on  the  connections  between  rationality  and  emotions,  the

applications of many strategies in teaching and/or indoctrination. In the end, I believe that is

more effective the question: what should be done in name of education, why and what is the

education system's aim.

Building society: an education purpose.

Starting by a pragmatic idea I assume that education system can change, rather I believe

that it must change, with the acquisition of knowledge in brain-science and psychological and

social science, with the needs and cultural values of the society. There is not only a one way to

teaching and prepare children and people to life and to work. Every reasoning about these

topic is necessary involved in building an education system that have in mind a really clear

idea of what is intended as academic and/or life and social success. In my opinion, those ideas

are what in concrete can describe someone as a well-educated person. As the author says

about 'knowledge and curriculum':

we must import a utilitarian principle, in a very broad sense of  'utilitarian', and that
we cannot rest upon an appeal to notions like pursuing activities just for the sake of
pursuing them because they are valuable in themselves. […]. Hirst wants to establish
a conception of  education 'whose definition and justification are based upon the
nature and significance of knowledge itself, and not on the predilections of pupils,
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the demands of society, or the whim of politicians'. One may sympathize with his
desire  to  found  curriculum proposals  firmly on  knowledge,  but  for  the  sorts  of
reasons adumbrated above this desire simply may not be realizable. Furthermore in
framing curricula one surely cannot simply ignore society.7

This explicit approach allow to respond briefly to the question: why education. Because

the education system (any kind of education systems, public or private, exclusive or inclusive,

formal or informal, etc.) develops minds, imparts knowledge, skills and value and for this

reason literally creates the community culture and guide the individual and social dynamics.

In fact, the education system is always the focus activity for the complex societies, but also

for  the  local  communities  and  families.  Education  system is  important  wherever  there  is

someone that someone else have to growing-up. 

The  Sociology  of  Education  has  demonstrated  the  intimate,  real  (not  romantic),

connection between education system and social and economic progress. Some examples that

can describe the evolution of the concept, that always has its bases upon the culture values

and  the  social  and  economical  system are:  noble  education  in  the  medieval  society,  the

cooperative  education  in  the  local  community,  the  indoctrination  in  the  authoritarian

governments, the democratic education in Dewey's philosophy, the education only for man

and the not education for woman, or the separate gender education in the past and in the

present days, the current idea of education for all as a right for every children, all over the

world.

Supporting ideas: education to build an inclusive society

In the end, my point of view seems to be quite obvious. From a philosophical view, I can

define it really pragmatic, from the cultural view, I support a democratic and inclusive society.

And so, the points for reasoning about education that I would like to underline are simply

those that one can find in the European contemporary values, maybe expressed in different

ways but based upon democratic and pluralistic ideals. I think that it is recognizable in every

education system a sort of 'to do list, step by step', that coincides with the answer to: what

7 Robin Barrow and Ronald Woods, An Introduction to Philosophy of Education, Ivi, p. 46.
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should  be  done  in  name  of  education.  When  I  imagine  politicians,  sociologists  and

pedagogues, philosophers, economists and so on, that have to agree about a model for the

education system, I hope that they consider at least the following aspects.

1. Define  immediate  and  long-term  educative  goals  in  order  to  achieve  explicit

outcomes in developing: 

- minds, skills and individual personality;

- positive, pluralistic and inclusive society;

- positive economical effects.

2. Organize structure, method and curriculum: 

- bewaring of the utilitarian principle;

- reflecting differences and personal choices;

- guaranteeing equal opportunities for all.

3. Define the profile of teachers and education staff:

- explicating cultural values and teaching strategies at each level of the education

system;

- identifying the code of professional conduct; 

- guaranteeing the freedom in didactic choices as a teacher's right.
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