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What Is Philosophical Education? 

1  Clarification in Vocabulary 

By “education,” we generally mean education in schools and colleges. Education 
in schools, as we know, focuses on teaching knowledge and training capacities in 
science, technology and other fields in which students will need to grow well. 
There is, however, another implication of education on which I concentrate here, 
that we have to consider seriously in our discussion on education. The 
implication I am thinking of is education in a philosophical sense. But before I 
present my main ideas on education in such a sense, I have to clarify some terms.  

First of all, there are terms such as “philosophical education,” “education in 
philosophy” and “philosophy of education.” It seems that there would be no 
sharp difference between those terms. We often have philosophical education in 
mind when we talk about the education in philosophy, and those two terms have 
similar meaning as the philosophy of education. But in my understanding of 
those terms there are slight differences between them.  

By “philosophical education” I mean providing people with education in a 
philosophical way, which is different from “education in philosophy.” By the 
latter, I mean how we educate students in the field of philosophy through 
philosophy courses and lectures in high schools and colleges. It is evident that 
philosophical education is potentially available to educations in general, 
regardless of the subject matter. In philosophical education we can provide the 
public with philosophical thinking and insights on general issues about society, 
the world, and human beings. There are various approaches to philosophical 
education which should be norms in our society. According to Hegel, philosophy 
should provide people with a sense of self-respect (Hegel 1995, 13). Fung Yu-lan, 
the well-known Chinese philosopher, said that the task of philosophy is to turn a 
human being into a person, not to make different kinds of people (Fung 1948, 6). 
This is the function of philosophy to all people. So the so-called “uselessness” of 
philosophy for people should be trivial, because the concept of “uselessness” is 
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being understood only in the sense of utility. It is the goal of philosophical 
education to cultivate minds by seeking to imagine a better world and society, 
while also limiting the spread of unethical behavior in human beings. In 
philosophical education, we can also provide people with methods and ways to 
perceive the world and to think about themselves. All the above are motives of 
philosophical education.  

But that is not education in philosophy. Education in philosophy is a 
professional and academic process, which can be the final goal of education in 
general. That means that doing philosophy is education and doing philosophy is 
doing education in philosophy. But the difference that exists between 
philosophical education and education in philosophy is one in terms of scope and 
methods. It is evident that the scope of philosophical education should be wider 
than education in philosophy. As mentioned above, the goal of philosophical 
education is to provide the public with philosophical skills for thinking about the 
real problems we face. Accordingly, philosophical education should be the height 
of education. Put slightly differently, education in philosophy should encourage 
students to study philosophical problems by reading the work of both classical 
and contemporary thinkers, given that studying philosophy could benefit them in 
terms of how they think and how they understand the world and society. More 
than that, to teach philosophy is to train students in analysis and argumentation 
wherein they solve philosophical problems both in theory and practice. It is said 
that philosophy should provide a world-view of our understanding of the world 
and human beings. But only analysis and argumentation can give students clear 
ideas of the viewpoints, which can then encourage them to investigate deeply 
into society and the world. So the best method of education in philosophy is 
reading the works of great philosophers of the past, through which students can 
learn how to think and investigate in a philosophical manner.  

2  The Motive of Philosophical Education 

The purpose of philosophical education should be both to train the moral 
character and the thinking of individuals. Character is sometimes seen as the 
nature of persons that can be developed in a natural way. If this were the case, we 
could not cultivate people to be what we might want them to be. But this is not 
the case. Natural animals develop well in a natural way, but human beings do not. 
As human beings we always perceive that we are full of feelings towards things 
that transcend our experience. That means that we have to think about what lies 
beyond our natural life and to deal with what might happen in the future. The 
puzzle in our thinking is not about the way we think but about how we obtained 
this way of thinking.  
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The nature of philosophy is a kind of rational consciousness, a critical 
reflection. It rejects obsession, denies arrogance, and preserves a sober mind. As 
such, religion is contrary to the nature of philosophy, and is undesirable. 
Philosophical explorations on the importance of the most universal and most 
in-depth constraints are the specifications and guides of all human activities, but 
the prerequisite for invisible judgments and interpretations is that the evaluation 
of significant criteria and standards is implicit in all human activities. Thus, 
pursuit of philosophy and the significance of life and death is a critical way of 
reflection; it is the transcendence of the world, a critique of imaginary thinking, 
and a reflection on being, which challenges our assumptions and the premises of 
our thinking. Thus, the value of philosophy is in the rational and critical pursuit 
of inquiry regarding questions of ultimate value such as those of life and death. 

To seek the meaning of life is to seek to apply ultimate value to human beings. 
This ultimate value is a measure of all human thought and the highest standards 
of conduct, where all lesser goals are pursued in order to achieve that ultimate 
value. The ultimate value constitutes a most exciting exploration of the value of 
the philosophy of life and death. This is the case in traditional Chinese 
philosophy, which explores the realms of heavenly and human by means of 
philosophical classics and modern texts which brings the classics alive in 
people’s daily lives. All these show the value and meaning of life.  

3  Different Ways of Philosophical Education 

There was a professor of philosophy who said that it is not difficult to beat a 
philosopher as long as you ask him what philosophy is. Indeed it is very difficult 
to get a clear definition of what philosophy is. People often do not define 
philosophy, but simply describe it in expressive language. For example, 
philosophy has been described as an accomplishment or mastery, or a realm 
worthy of being reached. But these are all descriptions that express only a partial 
understanding, not a definition of, philosophy.  

There are two kinds of definitions in philosophy textbooks in China. One is 
that philosophy is the overview and summary of the knowledge of nature, society, 
and our thinking. But any given science is also an overview and summary of 
nature, society, and our thinking, so what is the difference between the sciences 
and philosophy? Can we say that philosophy is deeper and more abstract than the 
sciences? After all, philosophy existed a long time before any natural or social 
sciences appeared, and the sciences are all separated from philosophy, and 
gradually gained their own places. The other definition of philosophy in 
textbooks is that philosophy is a science of the most general laws of natural, 
social, and human thinking. But this definition elevates philosophy above all 
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disciplines and defines philosophy as a hegemony. People engaged in natural 
sciences disagree with this definition, which is also contrary to the law of the 
development of philosophy itself. Because philosophy always goes beyond itself 
by continuing to create new things, it is impossible to grasp the most general rule 
that is beyond the grasp of philosophy. 

Philosophy has its prominent features in meditation and analysis. Meditation is 
the deep contemplation of things or ideas. People often wonder what, why, or 
how something came to be, for instance. Meditation in philosophy is the most 
exciting and interesting part of philosophy, and is full of imagination and 
creativity. You can give your thinking free reign, and see how your thinking 
compares with that of others. But there is a general distinction between untrained 
and professionally trained philosophers: analysis.  

Philosophers are not content with curiosity and contemplation, but place 
importance on the rigorous analysis of imagination, curiosity, and contemplation. 
Philosophers are not satisfied simply with answers to questions and 
contemplations of the universe, but must subject those answers to logical analysis. 
Analysis includes breaking down theories or beliefs into their constituent parts 
and applying general standards of validity and truth. This is an important 
characteristic of philosophy. 

All above characteristics of philosophy should be helpful for our reflections on 
philosophical education. We know that philosophy in ancient Greece was a 
dialogue in which Socrates was the pioneer and his disciple Plato developed this 
form. In modern times, Wittgenstein considered philosophy to be an activity. So 
the goal of studying philosophy is not to remember many concepts or to attain a 
particular kind of theoretical knowledge, but to learn how to think, to analyze 
and to solve problems in a philosophical way. It will take students to the world of 
philosophy, improve students’ philosophical skills, and be relevant to their lives.  

However, a common problem in contemporary philosophical education is how 
to accomplish this philosophical training. To resolve this problem, in addition to 
allowing students to study original texts, there is another way to guide students 
into the practice of philosophy. Philosophy is not just memorization 
(remembering specific bits of knowledge), but a kind of thinking, a set of critical 
and reflective activities.  

Philosophy is never formulaic. It requires reconsideration and critique, trying 
to enter a new area. Successful philosophical education will develop students into 
skeptics and critics. The philosophical education in contemporary China forgot 
this point, and we taught philosophy in an un-philosophical way, which made 
smart thinking bland and classes in philosophy unsavory.  

This situation in philosophy has both historical and social factors. Historically 
speaking, the Chinese traditional way of thinking has been blamed for this. In 
addition, in Chinese culture there is no consciousness of philosophy as an 
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independent discipline, and the lines between literature, history, philosophy, and 
even the natural sciences are sometimes blurred. On this account, Chinese culture 
has its roots in a holistic way of thinking that lacks rational or thorough analysis, 
and even that has no sense of formal logic.  

In addition, traditional Chinese philosophy, which is more like a history of 
commentaries, was compiled on the basis of the Hundred Schools of Thought. In 
the face of powerful authority, few scholars were so emboldened as to deny 
Confucius’ sayings, or to try to go beyond them and start a new and different 
way. So Chinese philosophers tended to focus on the continuity and consistency 
of the tradition, and although there were some deviations from the tradition, these 
few thinkers were soon lost in the commentaries of a powerful tradition.  

Looking at the Western philosophical tradition, although there are also some 
conservative tendencies, a greater emphasis was placed on negation and critique, 
not on following the past, but challenging and transcending former authorities. 
Chinese philosophers are less critical and place less emphasis on creativity or 
novelty than Western philosophers.  

Thus, for Chinese philosophers of our times, the first task is to change the 
concept of philosophical education, to examine its methods, to figure out how to 
guide people into the field of philosophy, to cultivate people’s awareness of a 
questioning and critical spirit, to inspire their enthusiasm for loving wisdom, and 
to guide them into practicing philosophy. In a nutshell, Chinese philosophy in the 
contemporary world needs to incorporate some of the critical activities more 
common to western philosophy, while maintaining tradition with studies in 
history and literature.  
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