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Philosophy Teaching As Cultural Heritage: From Bildung Und Urteilskraft 
To Communities Of Inquiry

Juha Savolainen

Education has a great potential to advance the causes of Bildung und Urteilskraft, [character formation and the 
faculty of judgment] to borrow some words from the German Enlightenment. But only the institutions of a free and 
open society can meet that challenge. Proper scientific rationality is a communal achievement that cultivates scientific 
virtues in individuals. Similarly, proper Bildung is a communal achievement that encourages individuals to seek their 
own way and in this way to enrich the communal treasure.

But what does this mean if we think of ethical instruction in formal education? What sorts of skills in ethics does a 
good life call for in our most modern, or perhaps, in our post-modern condition? What kind of communities are 
schools - and what should they be? What kind of role does ethical education have in an education based on the 
cultivation of Urteilskraft und Bildung and inspired by human rights thinking? And why teach philosophy?

To give our Russian readers some context, we must refer to the declared aims of modern Finnish education. The goal 
of modern Finnish education is to support creativity and diversity. This can be seen as a deliberate attempt to respond 
to rapid changes in society, to complexities of contemporary knowledge, to increasing demands for international co-
operation and to technological revolutions such as the internet. Whatever the conceptualisation, it is often assumed 
that the presumed unpredictability, multivocality, ambiguousness and kaleidoscopic nature of these phenomena call 
for flexibility and diversity in all areas of education.

These developments will not make the pursuit of shared objectives obsolete, however. On the contrary, increasing 
sensitivity and recognition of change and diversity will emphasise the search for invariant and common goals for all to 
seek: the virtues of good judgement is essential for a responsible global citizenship. In this cosmopolitan res publica
human rights have an indispensable role.

And the need for philosophy teaching? First, philosophy has influenced our ways of thinking and understanding. If 
philosophy is not being taught at schools, some way must be found to analyse its effects. By "effects" we mean the 
influence of metaphysical, epistemological and ethical principles on our social life, culture and institutions. They are 
everywhere, including and particularly in our systems of education and schooling. Therefore we are not really obliged 
to seek justifications for philosophy in schools; rather, we should ask how general education can meet its proper tasks 
at all without the help of philosophy.

Another, and equally pressing contemporary role for philosophy in general education is to raise the quality of teaching. 
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The future school is supposed to develop the skills of how to learn to learn, and not just to memorise collections of 
particular facts. As a result, the all-important skills are those of self-reflective critical thinking, i.e. the virtues of 
judgement. Traditionally the faculties of self-reflective critical thinking are the very faculties philosophy has taken pride 
in cultivating. Thus we see that procedurally philosophy is inseparable from the learning that should guide us to fufil 
the spirit of our age.

In fact, philosophy is not the only subject in Finnish education providing ethical education free from religious dogma. 
This partner is called "life-stance education", but it can be seen as a modern philosophy of life. Life-stance education 
provides an ethical education based on personal responsibility; it seeks to cultivate sensitivity to the more subtle 
aspects of moral problems and to develop understanding of principles guiding practical decisions.

In view of these objectives, whether we speak of teaching moral philosophy or providing life-stance education, ethical 
learning both presupposes suitable cognitive capacities and also contributes to their development.  Moral development i
s a story of deepening judgement: it requires the exercise of discerning and critical observation, awareness of moral 
conflicts and the ability to find new solutions to the problems of everyday life. This is not to say that Finnish ethical 
education is based just on moral dilemmas; rather, the dilemmas merely test the student's skills to resolve conflicts 
arising from different and partially incompatible perspectives.

Deepening judgement cannot be reduced to the "mere" skill of drawing valid inferences. Very often, the best way to 
develop a student's thinking ability is to stir his or her imagination. This is why art should play an important role in 
broader ethical education. Intense emotional experiences arising from art may deepen one's view of life and increase 
the sensitivity that is necessary for acute observation in moral matters. None of this would have surprised Aristotle, of 
course.  Dostoyevsky, Tolstoy and Chekhov were not just great novelists - they are a permanent force in the ethical t
hinking of a civilised European.

Our contemporary understanding of emotions stresses their cognitive aspects and their necessity for rational action. It 
is almost certain that emotional understanding and intelligence is based on "cognitive prototypes" having close links 
with prototypes underlying moral judgement. And there are persuasive arguments to support the idea that our 
understanding of others and ourselves is based on a kind of emotional simulation. If so, it is vitally important to 
provide the students with ample opportunities to enrich their repertoire of emotional prototypes and to improve their 
simulative skills.

Discussions about the vexed problems of life and seeking richer and more mature perspectives for their resolution can 
certainly aid the moral development of an individual. However, this process of maturing is mainly a practical affair and 
takes place outside the perimeters of artificial (but necessary) formal education. These successful life experiments are 
premised on sound knowledge about the world. So we may conclude that up-to-date general education providing 
realistic judgement is also necessary for the survival of one's life hopes.

Education presents us with the very same opposed elements as Socrates' problem does. We must give the people a 
general education that permits them to fulfil the roles the community finds desirable and acceptable. It is not too much 
to ask that a person should be able to survive in her own community without needing to cross its borders. General 
education contributing to this modest goal should also include civil ethics.

On the other hand, education also comprises ideal objectives that go far beyond social survival and elementary 
adaptation. The story of Socrates comes to our help again: Socrates did not escape prison nor did he survive his trial, 
but he did live according to his own ideals. School education at large faces the same problem of balancing these 
somewhat conflicting objectives, survival skills and personal moral ideals.

Much of European rationalism and humanism has placed its high hopes of betterment on the largely untapped 
sources of individual creativity. But how should individuals capable of autonomous development and individual 
creativity be taught?
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A community of inquiry is the process by which a group of people works together in a dialogue in order to more clearly 
understand a common concern. It involves these inquirers in a committed search for understanding, explanation, or 
truth. It does not guarantee that an answer will be found, but it is focused on developing a group effort at a solution. A 
community of inquiry is built on understanding ideas as they are expressed by individuals in particular situations. After 
reaching that understanding, then the participants can generalise what they have learned to other situations, 
assuming that such a generalisation is warranted.

A community of inquirers can be established only by allowing the students to identify leading ideas, by helping them to 
take control and to trust their ability to discuss important issues. To put the point somewhat paradoxically, a 
community of inquiry can be created only by a community of inquiry. And to that extent, the community of inquiry is an 
ideal, a normative horizon we shall probably never fully reach.

But if the true community of inquiry is an ideal, not something we should expect to see here in all its living colours, this 
should not make us unduly pessimistic. The ideal community of inquiry is our perhaps ever-receding horizon of the 
Good Life. We can and we should be content if we are approaching it, sometimes even if we are only sincerely 
searching for it.

The crucial observation about the community of inquiry is that a procedure of multiple, co-operative perspective taking 
often allows groups of agents to solve problems that would otherwise defeat them. So, when competing perspectives 
come to light in an interaction, and when an effort is made to achieve agreement, the co-constructed perspective may 
integrate the more one-sided perspectives into an efficient solution of the problem. Here it is the communal effort that 
drives the participants to find the solution. Key features of this effort include discussion, joint planning, critiques of 
each other's ideas, and requests for clarification. In particular, the thinking and perspective of individual members of a 
group become objects of group attention and discussion.

Learning based on communities of inquiry requires that the participants recognise each other as having ideas about 
each other's thoughts and perspectives. In fact, many contemporary moral problems consist in the need to find some 
practical way of accommodating multiple perspectives, including perspectives on each other's views and interests. As 
a very interesting example, let us just consider the way a prominent cognitive scientist and philosopher Andy Clark 
has analysed the need for accommodating multiple and competing perspectives and interests of different religious 
and ethnic groups in a multicultural society.

In the case analysed by Clark, the parents of a Muslim girl requested that she be excused from events involving what 
(they deemed) was all too close physical proximity to boys. As the headteacher was inclined to let the child decide, 
and as the girl did not wish to be excluded, her total removal from the school loomed large. In such a case, the only 
hope for a practicable solution lies in each party's willingness to try to understand the perspective of the other. And it 
is precisely here, Clark argues, that the role of linguistic exchange in moral judgement is paramount. As each party 
tries to articulate the basic principles and moral maxims that inform their perspective, the search space for a co-
operative solution is thereby constrained and confined to a smaller area. Such summary rules and principles are 
themselves negotiable and revisable, but they do provide us with the necessary starting points for informed moral 
debate. As Clark nicely puts it, "their role is to bootstrap us into a kind of simulation of the others' perspectives," which 
is just what community of inquiry problem-solving is all about.

As Clark himself recognises, his vision of linguistic exchange as the medium of collaborative problem-solving strikingly 
resembles Habermas' ideas about "communicative action." In Habermas' communicative action, the aim is to motivate 
the other to pursue a dialogue by visibly committing oneself to a negotiated solution. We draw the following lesson 
from his analysis: True moral expertise consists partly of skilful use of language to convey to others what they need to 
know, so as to facilitate mutual perspective taking and collaborative problem solving. That, in turn, is likely to be a 
higher-order faculty operating on a higher-order prototype space consisting of other people's informational needs. 
That is surely the prototype space all teachers should be keenly interested in!
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The Muslim parents discussed by Clark were presumably fundamentalists. We fully agree that everybody, 
fundamentalists and their critics alike, should be encouraged to participate in collaboration to solve our problems. We 
only wish to point out that for this hope to become a living reality, even the fundamentalists must be willing to accept 
the others as equal partners deserving respect as autonomous persons. That is the crux of the matter. A "liberal" 
society can respect equally everyone's autonomy, i.e., his or her reflective judgement. Such a society should even 
respect the convictions and beliefs of its members, assuming that they do not jeopardise the rights and well being of 
others. But it cannot accept attempts to turn the forums of public life, including those of education, into battlegrounds 
where devotees of competing fundamentalisms fight for hegemony. In the light of our arguments, it is obvious that this 
is eminently rational.

All of our moral rationality lies in the survival and flourishing of the moral community. Hence it is legitimate to aid it 
with appropriate measures. Conversely, a fruitful participation in collaborative problem-solving requires that partisans 
of various ideologies are willing to treat the public arena of common discussion and deliberation as a secular arena, 
"secular" in the sense of being responsive to the calls of human reason. That secularisation of our public life is one of 
our most valuable achievements. Unfortunately, this fundamental insight is often obscured today as postmodernists 
and fundamentalists alike pour wrath on "the Enlightenment project".

That project should continue in education as an attempt to establish communities of inquirers. We leave it to our 
readers to imagine what "improvements" its vociferous critics are preparing for our future. In this respect, too little has 
changed from the days of Kant: ours is not an enlightened age, just the age of enlightenment.
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