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DISCUSSION FORUM

Bart Raymaekers

Reflection and Critique: Philosophy’s Hope for
Education

1 Introduction

Universities still, today, enjoy a specific type of respectability. Undoubtedly, this
could be explained by the fact that universities, from medieval times onwards,
have belonged to the cultural and intellectual landscape in general and to
educational heritage in particular. From a distance, it looks like they are braving,
with obvious confidence, every day’s delusions; most people look at universities
as quite stable institutions. Of course, there are good reasons for this:
Universities have been and still are offering programs and training, consisting of
individual courses, offered by professors. At the end, in exchange for ongoing
efforts, students can get a degree, most likely opening the door to interesting,
meaningful jobs with decent pay.

At the same time, the continuity mentioned above is covering up ongoing
changes and in depth evolutions in this area. Behind the facade, the impressive
titles and the peculiar rituals, universities are faced with major transformations.
On the one hand, universities are complaining about these transformations as
something coming from outside, as what is imposed upon them by government,
or by the striving for perfection induced by professionals or managers in
education. On the other hand, and at the same time, universities will actively
participate in and endorse these processes, they will find themselves in the
middle of a logic directed towards marketing, performance, quality and
excellence. The rankings, so often referred to, are a magnificent example:
Nobody considers them to be really representative, but for internal and external
use they are most helpful (especially when one’s own university is high in the
ranking).

Certainly, one could raise the question what all this has to do with philosophy?
But, if you want to say something about the role, the significance and the
possible content philosophy could offer in higher education, one cannot avoid
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saying something about the basic ideas founding higher education. So we start
with a short historical overview, sketching the concepts at the basis of
contemporary universities, we continue with some ideas about their
contemporary realisation and we will finish with a few ideas about what
philosophy as a part of an academic education could be.

2 Diversity in Inspiration

If you want to understand some of the ideas concerning the structure and
function of contemporary universities, you end up inevitably with the early 19®
century (although the idea of a university goes back to the medieval era). In the
aftermath of the revolutionary Enlightenment, there have been, at different places,
decisive impulses to the way higher education has taken shape. In this process,
usually, three lines are to be distinguished. A first one is to be found in France,
introduced—could it be otherwise—by Napoleon. In a decree from 1808, he
designed the major structure of the French higher education system. Therein, it is
not the university as a whole, but separate faculties that carry the most weight.
Two of them, the faculties for sciences and arts, have but an introductory and
supporting importance. The real issue is to be found in the three professional
faculties: law, medicine and theology. Here, training is offered for the
professionals who are going to fulfill an important role in society. They were
conceived according to the model of the highly appreciated “special schools,”
among them Paris’ Ecole polytechnique still, is the example to follow. Central
ideas here are: The whole system is organized by the central state, whilst
programmes, quality control, recognition and finances were issued directly by
public authorities. At the same time, it was obvious that students should learn and
practice that which was indeed useful to the state. The second idea: specialization.
Each school and each faculty had its own specific assignment, where clear
hierarchic appreciations were maintained. Finally, these institutions were
regarded as training institutes: They should offer students excellent training in
order to create an elite. Research in itself, was clearly not among the central tasks
for the teachers, at most it was a nice side effect.

While the French system was mainly oriented towards training of a
professional elite, analogous evolutions were taking place in the “younger”
American society, however with different accents. In 1818, Thomas Jefferson
published a famous report on the University of Virginia, in which the purposes of
higher education he formulates are: To form the statesmen, legislators and judges,
to develop the reasoning faculties, enlarge their minds, cultivate their morals, and
to form them to habits of reflection and correct action, rendering them examples
of virtue to others and of happiness within themselves. Just like in the French
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universities, it was a task to be performed by the public authorities, but here, the
first aim of higher education is to develop citizenship and moral education. In
order to reach this, higher education would start from the tradition of liberal arts,
and develop itself up to practical and professional applications. Here also, one
talks about an elite, but it is an elite on the basis of its moral and social
responsibility. The educated is someone who exercises their expertise out of a
natural moral leadership. The American idea is focusing more on personal
development and responsibility, while the French idea, in line with an older
European tradition, refers to the university as delivering those who will execute
the highest positions in society. In both cases the role of the university is
conceived of as starting from the needs and demands of public authority.

Those who used to consider the university as a place for free and critical
thinking, can be relieved, as soon as they notice that at the beginning of the early
19th century, a new type of university was born. The foundation of the university
in Berlin (1812), inspired by the ideas of Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767—1835), is
effectively to be considered as the true heir of Enlightenment. And even more, it
becomes the prototype of a modern university. Here also, personal development
plays a decisive role, not primarily in a moral sense, but exactly in the
development of knowledge. In von Humboldt’s ideas, there is a remarkable
parallel between, education, Bildung (formation) and society. As an ideal for the
citizen, Bildung is oriented towards the formation of a harmonious and
autonomous personality. More concretely: It is someone in harmony with
him/herself and thus free in relation to him/herself: someone in control and
reasonable. It is someone who is able to think for himself (sapere aude from
Kant). This aspect from someone’s harmonious personality results from Bildung,
as being educated. Education-Bildung is not a passive process, it presupposes
self-activity, effort and mental force. It consists of acquiring knowledge, insight
and experience. Bildung is a complete education: intellectually, morally and
socially.

In this process, knowledge is the central issue. Bildung can only be reached
through a process of acquiring knowledge. Teacher and pupil are both at
knowledge’s service. Knowledge makes humans and humanity free, produces a
coherent view and is inspiring for right action. In this way, it becomes obvious
that here the search for knowledge is central. Searching for
knowledge—re-search—is the very heart of the matter and closely connected:
Every teaching is based on research. In both activities—knowledge and
teaching—there is no external pressure. Academic freedom guarantees exactly
this: Neither public authority, nor society, nor economy is setting the agenda for
teaching and research. Research and education have their ends in themselves: the
increase of knowledge. This knowledge will, from itself, contribute to the
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Bildung of the individual and thus of society. Each separate part of science
becomes aware of its own being limited, and understands its significance as a
contribution to the whole of knowledge. This ideal can become perverted in a
twofold way: first and foremost in forgetting about the inherent limits of any
discipline (pretending your own discipline to be absolute), and second: the
submission, so well known, of any search for knowledge to economic objectives.
Part becomes whole and forgets about its own limits, forgets its being but part.

What we can see here is that universities are meant to be autonomous centers
of knowledge: autonomous in relation to the government and to society. At the
same time, there is the implicit expectation: In being autonomous, this newly
acquired knowledge will become fruitful for society and its members. Even when
science is practiced for its own sake, it will be beneficial to society: Both
intellectually and socially, although it might only become clear in the long run.

Universities have practiced and adapted and developed these models from the
19th century onwards. In the meantime, some of these respected ideals are being
criticized because of new evolutions. The horizon of comprehensive knowledge
and rationality, still active in von Humboldt’s idea of a university, has become
fragmented and outdated. Disciplines, sub-disciplines, inter-, multi- and
trans-disciplinarity have changed the building of knowledge into a permanent
cluster or network. Syntheses and overview seem no longer an attainable ideal,
unless one would like to believe that digital availability of knowledge would be
synonymous to more insight. It is not because you can find it on Google, that it
becomes part of your own intellectual mindset. The careful distinction between
science and technology has been destroyed and in the word “techno-science”
their mutual connection is illustrated. Finally, the real effects of all this
knowledge is to be noticed in a thousand different ways in society and its
economy!

3 Between Descartes and Derrida

Through all these evolutions it does not seem too difficult to notice that inside all
these models, there has always been attention paid to moments of reflexivity. In
one case, it was organized as a separate degree in between secondary school and
university (the French system of baccalauréat), in another case it was organized
with bachelor programs, offered as “liberal arts” (the American way), in yet other
cases, introductory courses were offered at the beginning of a university career.
In all these cases, these “liberal arts” were offered as preceding the “professional
faculties.” The liberal arts always had to defend themselves against the obvious
professionality of the so-called higher faculties. It is certainly not a coincidence
that Kant already, at the end of the 18th century, was referring to the “contest of
the faculties” (Streit der Fakultditen).
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It is not surprising that philosophy has kept a specific place as a course within
many academic programs and trainings. A philosophy course seems to be the
place where a certain distance could be reached from one’s own discipline and
where the conceptual instruments are offered to question the foundations of one’s
own discipline. Whatever direction society will take, room should be kept for
reflexive distance. In this process, not only the underlying fundamentals of the
discipline itself become clear, but also the inner connections and relations to
different types of knowing. Moreover, such an ex-centric position from which
your own presumed knowing is questioned, stimulates a philosophical attitude:
the academic attitude to submit any established point of view or position
systematically to the quest for reasons and its rationality.

Is there a method available to bring this attitude into contemporary classrooms
and halls? How should teaching philosophy look like between laptops, smart
boards and digital surroundings? There are no instant answers to these questions,
but perhaps we could at least offer a few elements that should be avoided.

A first threat that needs to be avoided is the danger to present philosophy as a
sort of inventory of all kinds of peculiarities, as a store plentiful with antiques.
An important amount of students who once took an introductory course in
philosophy, can only recall a long parade of men (indeed, woman remain scarce
in the list of canonical philosophers), presenting a long list of sequencing
opinions, after which a new series of men show up, criticizing the first ones, and
they themselves will be followed with a new series pointing at even more witty
arguments. As a result, one might get exactly the opposite of what was hoped for.
Instead of a balanced historical articulating of different arguments, students will
get the impression that in the end it does not matter at all. Arguments don’t seem
to count or to have weight, since every argument is followed by another one,
showing exactly the limits of the former. In this way, philosophy will easily
induce all kinds of relativism: Philosophical opinions have (or have not) the same
importance as the weekly top 10 of new books, the television figures or the
advices of the weekly lifestyle magazines.

Discovering that the wealth of philosophy’s history can lead to unintended
banality, we can point immediately to the other issues to be avoided. The so-often
praised philosophical “wonder” hardly functions when students are overloaded
with 26 centuries of wisdom. Selectivity is due here! What philosophy can reach
is not only a historical overview of ideas (histoire des idées), a survey of that
which is generally considered as the highlights of cultural history. The idea is, of
course, not that students would not need a good overview of a broader cultural
history, but what is really at stake in philosophy cannot be reduced to cultural
history. What thinking and thus philosophy are really capable of, can only be
discovered in a movement starting from within. Not the external description, no



Reflection and Critique: Philosophy’s Hope for Education 271

matter how rich it be in its variety, but the internal process of activating the
power of thinking can show something of the philosophical impetus. From this
point of view one can even say that it is of less importance which philosopher is
discussed: Plato becomes as interesting as Derrida, Descartes can be as
rewarding as Foucault.

The real issue is, of course, not that generations of students will be able to
repeat that Descartes is supposed to be important because he once has said “Je
pense, donc je suis” (Cogito ergo sum). Just quoting this saying is as outdated as
the Latin quotes offered by the jurists. What is to be hoped for, is that students
will discover the process Descartes himself went through, something of the
wonder that constitutes thinking. Wonder indeed, but not as a mere imitation of
what the great names have proposed so many centuries ago, but to be faced, if
only once, with the depths of critical thinking itself. What we can learn, e.g.,
from Descartes, is precisely that thinking, our own thinking, is never radical
enough when attempting to find a firm ground. While any firm ground is always
retreating itself, a student can discover that his own search for knowledge and
truth can never be too radical. Of course, we have to point at Descartes’ dualism,
and at the fact that consciousness here is still hoping to reach its own
transparency. But what mainly remains to be discovered, is the radical nature of
thinking itself. And even more: Not only the depths to Descartes’s thinking are
opened up, what becomes obvious is the fact that every attempt to start all over
again, is so demanding and is never entirely new at all. Descartes attempt at a
tabula rasa in the 17th century was no tabula rasa, but how many leaders in
management or quality managers still have to learn this first step!

Whilst Wittgenstein’s language games, Plato’s forms, Foucault’s epistémes,
Popper’s falsification—and why not Kant’s categorical imperative—do have
significance, this is not achieved by just following and repeating them, but in
trying to discover to which questions these concepts are offered as an answer.
Characteristic for this type of reflexivity is that it finds its meaning in itself.
Critical thinking is not the first step in a kind of career planning. However, this
experience of thinking is not an experience for free. Philosophy disposes, since
its very beginning, of a certain systematicity, its own history, a set of problems
and a variety of strategies to solve these problems. The thinking experience is not
a once in a lifetime moment, but it is structured in the specificity and the logic of
a very discipline.

From what has been said, it might become clear that a second important
element is to be avoided, namely that philosophy’s meaning should be revealed
by pointing at its immediate usefulness. What philosophy in general, and as a
course, is aiming at, can not be reached instantly. How attractive “Seneca for
managers” might look, or “Sartre in 50 quotes,” but the deep character of
thinking can never be reached this way. If students afterwards can only recall
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Kant’s walk at 5pm, or Nietzsche’s growing insanity, one should not be too
optimistic of what philosophy can reach. The question for philosophy’s
usefulness is perhaps the most dangerous one, because here the risk pops up that
philosophy gets instrumentalised into something that leads outside of philosophy
itself.

Here philosophy’s reflexivity creates the opportunity to play its critical role.
This role is never practiced in an empty room, the same once and for all. It will
continue to change according to the various circumstances for contemporary
education. Philosophy can offer an interesting and even necessary alternative
opinion from what is predominant today, the so called “competence” idea. While
competences are an evident tool for contemporary talking about education,
philosophy is exactly the right place to ask about the meaning of competence
matrices and everything pertaining to this. Philosophy can become the place
where it can be shown that thinking along competences in education is itself a
most contingent way to act. Every model, every metaphor, every ideology, and
every competence has its blind spot, serving other goals.

The meaning of philosophy in higher education, is thus twofold and therefore
complex. Philosophy has first and foremost a meaning in itself: reflexivity. From
here it can point at the second meaning: being critical. Critique comes into
existence by reflexivity, or put even more simply: Reflexivity is itself critique.
Implications might be far reaching: Every type of higher education should leave
room for this type of reflection.

4 Conclusion: Free Time and Quality

The profile I briefly sketched, can teach us that philosophy is first a reflexive
activity, related preferably to that which is not questioned, but is always the solid
foundation from which the world and its horizon are being understood: the
established ordering and all the forms of knowing. Philosophy’s critical and
reflexive form of life will always bring the one who practices it to an attitude of
taking a certain distance towards what is familiar and well known. Philosophy
shows the willingness to abandon what is evident, and to ask for its background.
In doing so, philosophy does not bother too much about established methods and
disciplinary borders, on the contrary, it opens up new and refreshing viewpoints
and this renders it the critical position par excellence. Every program, every
training, willing to keep up standards, should leave room for this “free time,”
time to discover that what is left open by the discipline itself. “Free time” is
exactly what philosophy hopes to offer.
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