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Thinking together, living fully. 
Experiencing philosophy with children
Pensar en común, vivir en plenitud. 

La experiencia de la filosofía con los niños y niñas

Paolo SCOTTON, PhD. Assistant Professor. Universidad Pública de Navarra (paolo.scotton@unavarra.es).

Abstract:
Philosophy with children is an ambitious peda-
gogical project based on a structured medita-
tion on the conditions that make it possible and 
the object and aims of the educational process. 
This article presents a systematized overview 
of the main features of Philosophy for Children 
(P4C), considering it to be a multifaceted and 
plural approach that, despite the different theo-
rizations proposed, still possesses some basic 
common traits. Starting from a review of the 
academic literature on the topic, this article 
presents some of the main conceptual and prac-
tical limitations of P4C, in relation to its theo-
retical insight and its practical implementa-
tion. These are potentially damaging criticisms, 
which, if not given serious consideration, could 
invalidate this educational approach. After a 

critical discussion of the weak points of P4C, 
this article shows the need to reframe clearly 
the nature of educational practice in general 
and how philosophical reflection in particular 
can contribute to it. Accordingly, educational 
experience is thought to be a radical process of 
creation of shared meaning by a community of 
inquiry involved in a shared rational and emo-
tional search for truth. Consequently, this arti-
cle proves the profound value of this educatio-
nal approach, which can foster a well-rounded 
education of people and their full integration 
into the social and cultural context, enabling 
them to enjoy a flourishing and authentic life.
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Resumen:
La filosofía con los niños representa una 

ambiciosa propuesta educativa que se basa en 
una articulada reflexión acerca de las condicio-
nes de posibilidad, el objeto y las finalidades 
del proceso educativo. Este artículo presenta 
de forma sistematizada los rasgos principales 
de la filosofía con los niños, considerándola 
como una propuesta con múltiples facetas la 
cual, sin embargo, posee algunos elementos 
comunes a todas sus distintas vertientes. A 
partir de la revisión de la amplia literatura 
existente sobre el tema, se presentan algunos 
de los límites conceptuales y materiales más 
significativos de la filosofía con los niños, rela-
cionados tanto con su marco teórico como con 
su implementación práctica. Se trata de unas 
críticas potencialmente demoledoras que, si 
no son tomadas en cuenta de forma adecua-
da, pueden poner en riesgo la validez misma 
de esta propuesta educativa. Después de una 
discusión crítica de los puntos débiles de la fi-

losofía con los niños, el artículo demuestra la 
necesidad de replantear con claridad la natu-
raleza de la práctica educativa en general, y 
la aportación que a la misma puede ofrecer la 
reflexión filosófica en particular. Este replan-
teamiento abre el camino a una redefinición 
de la experiencia educativa, entendida como 
proceso radical de creación de sentido compar-
tido por parte de una comunidad de indaga-
ción involucrada de forma conjunta, racional y 
emocionalmente, en la búsqueda de la verdad. 
Consecuentemente, el artículo demuestra la 
profunda actualidad de esta propuesta educa-
tiva, capaz de fomentar una educación integral 
de las personas, y su plena integración en el 
tejido social y cultural, haciendo posible el flo-
recimiento de una vida auténtica.

Descriptores: filosofía de la educación, teo-
rías de la educación, métodos educativos, pen-
samiento, sentido crítico, educación moral, 
educación social.

1. Introduction
It is 45 years since Matthew Lipman 

(1923-2010) published the second revised 
version of his book Harry Stottlemeier’s 
Discovery (1974). This is a significant date, 
as in the same year, the Institute for the 
Advancement of Philosophy for Children 
was founded as part of Montclair State Co-
llege, New Jersey. And so Philosophy for 
Children — and adolescents — (P4C) star-
ted to take shape as the result of a process 
of research this American philosopher and 

educationalist had been pursuing since the 
late 1960s (Naji & Hashim, 2017).

The basis of the P4C project was a 
profound and explicit theoretical reflec-
tion on the nature of the process and 
practice of education and the function of 
education for both the individual and so-
ciety. Indeed, Lipman was convinced that 
schools should be concerned with ensu-
ring children could think critically, both 
individually and as a group, rather than 
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teaching children specific content and 
evaluating them on the basis of how well 
they could reproduce it. In his own words, 
«education is the outcome of participa-
tion in a teacher-guided community of 
inquiry, among whose goals are the achie-
vement of understanding and good judg-
ment» (Lipman, 2003, p. 18). To achieve 
this aim and so lay the foundations for 
what he called the new «reflexive para-
digm» in education, Lipman believed that 
there was no more effective tool than phi-
losophy, as it could promote the develop-
ment of true critical thinking. Based on 
this consideration, throughout the 1970s 
and 1980s Lipman dedicated himself to 
making a series of theoretical contribu-
tions and writing educational books that 
strengthened the principles and practice 
of philosophical work with children in the 
classroom. His aim was that of turning 
them into critical thinkers who can make 
productive judgements, being guided by 
rational criteria and standards, sensitive 
to context, and able to correct themselves 
(Lipman, 2003).

Since then, P4C has been constantly 
evolving thanks to the important work of 
Lipman’s collaborators and the numerous 
contributions from its supporters and de-
tractors. In the field of academia and in 
popular culture alike, especially thanks 
to the success of the documentary Socra-
tes for 6-Year Olds broadcast by the BBC 
in 1990, P4C has become ever more im-
portant and is now a reality for students, 
education professionals, and researchers. 
P4C associations and centres have been 
formed in much of the USA, Europe, 
Australia, etc., and P4C programmes are 

in place in over 60 countries around the 
world, including Spain, where it is also 
known as Filosofía 3-18 (3-18 Philoso-
phy) because of the age range of the stu-
dents it covers.

P4C has also caught the attention of 
international bodies thanks to its good re-
sults with regards to improved academic 
performance (García Moriyón, Robello, 
& Colom, 2004; Trickey & Topping, 2004, 
2007; Gorard, Siddiqui, & See, 2015; Tian 
& Liao, 2016), capacity for critical reflec-
tion (Soter et al., 2008; Murphy, 2009), and 
transference of these skills to the social 
setting (Reznitskaya et al., 2012; Gorard, 
Siddiqui, & See, 2017). For all of these rea-
sons, it is regarded as an educational prac-
tice that effectively cultivates democratic 
citizenry that is able to meet the demands 
of the times (Makaiau, 2015; Echeverría & 
Hannam, 2017). This is demonstrated by 
the fact that, as long ago as 2007, UNESCO 
recognised the importance of introducing 
philosophy into schools to encourage criti-
cal thinking, educate children about life in 
society, and promote genuine democratic 
education. At the same time, it offered to 
contribute to the development of a move-
ment that was gaining ever more recogni-
tion and popularity (UNESCO, 2007).

However, despite the enthusiasm su-
rrounding this pedagogical project, a more 
measured examination of P4C shows it to 
be a complex phenomenon with internal 
differences, something that is subject to 
criticisms and has possible incongrui-
ties, a proposal in a continuous process 
of creation and self-correction. All of this 
makes this approach a fertile ground for  
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philosophical and pedagogical experimen-
tation, which is a very interesting area for 
exploration in order to question the mea-
ning of educational practice at all levels. 
To define the basic aspects of P4C, the 
article first presents its different forms 
(§1), opting for a conceptual categorisa-
tion rather than a generational one. Next, 
it briefly sets out the criticisms directed 
at this movement, both in relation to its 
philosophical aspect (§2) and its pedago-
gical principles (§3). Taking these critical 
voices into account, some possible respon-
ses are profiled, from a theoretical and 
practical perspective (§4). These observa-
tions inspire a reappraisal of the function 
of education and philosophical reflection 
in the pedagogical sphere, where P4C is 
seen as an intellectual and emotional ad-
venture, an experience of a fulfilled life, 
and a driving force for social changes that 
can create a more humane world, with a 
shared meaning (§5).

2. Philosophies and childhood
According to Reed and Johnson (1999) 

and Vansieleghem and Kennedy (2011), 
two different generations can be discer-
ned in P4C. The first dates back to the 
works of Lipman and Sharp, and is cha-
racterised by being primarily interested 
in the development of children’s critical 
thinking. It regards children as potentia-
lly rational beings who develop in a social 
setting where they can, if guided correct-
ly, develop their capacity for critical jud-
gement. The second generation, which 
started with the work of Matthews in the 
early 1980s, eschews this pure ideal of ra-
tionality and reflexivity to which Lipman 

partly aspired, instead seeing P4C as a 
creation of spaces for dialogue where the 
children’s own voices could be heard (Ma-
tthews, 1982). Philosophy for Children 
thus becomes Philosophy with Children, 
giving more importance to the creative 
moment and no longer having a primari-
ly instrumental role in developing reaso-
ning. This second generation has a clear 
ethical intent, as children would be able 
to develop their moral reflection through 
dialogue. At the same time, the fact it de-
fends the validity of philosophy done by 
children would open the path to a new 
way of conceiving the very meaning of 
philosophical practice. In Murris’s words, 
«philosophy as a discipline could learn so-
mething from children engaged in philo-
sophical enquiry» (Murris, 2000, p. 271).

According to Johansson (2018), a 
third generation can be seen in addi-
tion to these two generations. This third 
generation is characterised by hybridi-
sation with critical pedagogy, thus fore-
grounding P4C’s questioning of the so-
cial context in a more or less critical way 
(Kohan, 2014). In this regard, Jordi No-
men (2018) refers to the need to combine 
«careful thought» with speculative thou-
ght, which he defines as: «that thought 
which is concerned with the correctness 
of our thought from the point of view 
of our values, and which emphasises an 
active commitment between thought, 
word, and action» (Nomen, 2018, p. 77). 
The Catalan educator therefore proposes 
«opening up spaces for quality participa-
tion that empowers children and allows 
them to expand their comfort zone» 
(Nomen, 2018, p. 79). More radically, in 
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his recent studies of the value of P4C in 
multicultural contexts, marked by situa-
tions of violence and marginalisation, 
Arie Kizel (2016, 2017, 2019) turns the 
doubt children express into the basis for 
questioning reality and the motor that 
provides the impetus for action that is 
committed to the surroundings and so 
makes real change in society possible.

The generational divide can, however, 
cause misunderstanding if it is conceived 
as a contrast between different eras. In 
fact, this division cannot be understood 
as the expression of a progressive path 
or as a juxtaposition of watertight com-
partments. On the contrary, instead of 
generations we could speak of different 
sensibilities, which currently contribute 
unevenly to the composition of the com-
plex prism P4C represents. To account 
for the diverse nature of this pedagogical 
perspective, it seems more appropriate to 
move from a chronological categorisation, 
suggested in various studies, to a concep-
tual division.

According to this perspective, within 
the diversity of P4C, different forms of 
philosophical discourse would coexist: a) 
logical-pragmatic; b) anthropological; c) 
moral; d) political. Clearly, none of these 
categories is exclusive in character, and 
from a philosophical and a pedagogical 
viewpoint alike, they can all, in principle, 
coexist within the same theoretical pers-
pective and a specific educational practice. 
Nonetheless, it is easy to note the preva-
lence of some authors over others among 
the different ones associated with this pe-
dagogical current.

Far from being a problem, this diver-
sity seems to be a strength for P4C: a 
flexible proposal that is constantly open 
to listening to different contributions 
and seeks out convergences between 
perspectives without artificially redu-
cing them to oneness. As José Ortega y 
Gasset argued, philosophical diversity 
is not a problem in itself, but becomes 
one insofar as: «It is a sign of the condi-
tion of disassociation, of insufficient co-
hesion in the social body», or reveals a 
radical «incompatibility» between diffe-
rent approaches (Ortega y Gasset, 2010). 
Therefore, analysing the criticisms  
aimed at P4C has a dual objective: on 
the one hand, understanding how far 
these derive from a radically different 
vision of the mission of education and, 
on the other, clarifying the possible in-
ternal incoherencies and aporias in P4C 
itself.

3. Criticisms of P4C
This section attempts to clarify some of 

the most problematic aspects of P4C in re-
lation to the theoretical prerequisites that 
implicitly or explicitly form the basis of 
this educational proposal.

3.1. Self-referential play
One of the most noteworthy aims of 

P4C, according to the founder of this pe-
dagogical movement, Matthew Lipman, 
is to offer children useful and appropriate  
tools to formulate a correct judgement 
(Vansieleghem & Kennedy, 2011). Phi-
losophy is necessary to achieve this aim 
as, according to Wittgenstein’s teachings, 
it is a struggle against the sorcery of the 
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intellect through language (Wittgenstein,  
1971). In other words, clarifying the mea-
ning of words and the logical relationships 
created between them would help clarify 
the meaning we attribute to the phenome-
na of which we speak. And so, clarifying 
the meaning of our common language 
creates the possibility of establishing crite-
ria and standards that help determine the 
correctness and validity of one argument 
against another, rejecting discourses that 
do not respect these norms.

The criticism of this way of in-
terpreting philosophy as a logical- 
argumentative resource that would be 
responsible for producing the correct 
discourse dates back as far as Plato. 
Plato was aware of the existence of the 
view of philosophy as a desire to defeat 
one’s opponent by having the best argu-
ment, without truly wishing to unders-
tand, and he advised avoiding teaching 
philosophy to the young, for: «lads, 
when they first get a taste of disputa-
tion, misuse it as a form of sport, always 
employing it contentiously, and, imita-
ting confuters, they themselves confute 
others. They delight like spies in pulling 
about and tearing with words all who 
approach them» (Plato, 1967-1979, VII, 
539b). In this way, philosophy would 
become a mere word game, a sophisti-
cal struggle concerned only with being 
right and not with seeking a shared ra-
tionality. An activity that puts aside the 
existential requirement to escape from 
the linguistic game to take an interest 
in what is happening outside it. Quite 
the opposite of what Plato claimed true 
philosophy should be, namely a practice 

of shared conversation that creates vital 
energy and passion. As Plato wrote in 
his famous seventh letter: «As a result 
of continued application to the subject 
itself and communion therewith, it is 
brought to birth in the soul on a sud-
den, as light that is kindled by a leaping 
spark» (Plato, 1967-1979, 341d-e).

3.2. The impossibility of meta- 
cognition

The second criticism relates to chil-
dren’s cognitive development and so to 
the anthropological sphere of P4C, in 
the broad sense. Based on Piaget’s ob-
servations on the developmental stages 
of human psychology, children would 
not have the capacity to reflect critically 
and self-critically on the actual content 
of their own thought. As philosophy is 
an eminently reflective activity, stu-
dents’ cognitive limitations will have a 
significant effect on the potential suc-
cess of this practice (Kitchener, 1990; 
White, 1992). This criticism is based on 
a position that regards philosophy as 
the highest expression of human ratio-
nality, which is the capacity to abstract 
essences based on specific cases, achie-
ve suitable generalisations, and reflect 
self-critically on the cognitive processes 
that lead discourse towards a certain 
conclusion (Pritchard, 1998). This is 
a criticism that mainly affects what is 
described as the first generation of P4C 
above, which is predominantly concer-
ned with making children into perfectly 
rational beings, according to a perspec-
tive that apes adult rationality, turning 
children into the ideal «abnormal child» 
(Murris, 2015).
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3.3. Relativism or absolutism
From the moral perspective, P4C has 

been subjected to conflicting but simi-
larly harsh criticisms. A first criticism 
can already be detected in Aristotle’s 
work. He claims that ethical knowledge 
differs from intellectual knowledge; the 
former is a type of practical knowledge, 
not theoretical, that is the product of ex-
perience and constant action (Aristotle, 
2014, II, 1103a-b). Consequently, practi-
cal wisdom can only be fully developed 
in older people and not among children 
and youths, who would still be morally 
inexpert (Berti, 2015).

Furthermore, even accepting the 
possibility of acquiring a form of moral 
wisdom during childhood and adoles-
cence, two important criticisms relating 
to the content of this moral education 
are directed at P4C. On the one hand, 
the open inquiry P4C sets out to per-
form with children without first presen-
ting answers and without attempting 
to inculcate any type of prejudgement 
regarding the questions posed, would 
open the door to possible moral relati-
vism (Coppens, 1998). In Lipman’s own 
words, P4C «is concerned not to incul-
cate substantive moral rules, or alleged 
moral principles, but to acquaint the stu-
dent with the practice of moral inquiry» 
(Lipman, Sharp, & Oscanyan, 1980, 
p. 60). And so a lack of positive ethical 
principles would seem to open the path 
to possible moral relativism. Relativism, 
according to Adela Cortina’s definition 
(1998, p. 25), is the position that «sta-
tes the impossibility of recognising a 
universality, whether it be formal or in 

terms of an aspiration», with regards to 
formulating value judgements. There-
fore, claiming that P4C leads to moral 
relativism involves supporting the idea 
that subjecting our moral convictions to 
critical evaluation makes it impossible to 
judge their validity, to find an agreement 
on the foundation of our very knowledge.

Conversely, the constant attention 
P4C pays to the education of children as 
moral agents, individuals who are epis-
temologically responsible for their own 
actions (García Moriyón, 1999; Prichard, 
2013; Gasparatou, 2017) has been the 
object of the opposite criticism. Namely, 
that trying to instil certain moral values 
in children usurps their parents’ educa-
tional prerogative (Law, 2008; Gregory, 
2011). The argument that it is necessary 
to question the validity of our beliefs 
and our cultural and moral taboos would 
make for an approach that is unquestio-
nable, imposing a non-neutral compro-
mise regarding the relationship between 
educational practice and its social envi-
ronment. Furthermore, this hidden curri-
culum would exclusively reflect the domi-
nant values of Western culture (Vaidya, 
2017), as P4C only includes philosophical 
referents from the Western tradition, fa-
vouring a particular idea of philosophy, 
rationality, and morality, and excluding 
contributions from other cultures.

3.4. Oppression and conservatism, 
anarchism and activism

The criticisms above, relating to the 
logical-pragmatic and moral spheres, are 
also reflected in the political sphere. On 
the one hand, the risk of an excessively 
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guiding presence of teachers with the 
aim of controlling how the students think 
(so-called reasonableness), and the ma-
nipulation of the children’s moral judge-
ment owing to the hidden dogmatism that 
transmits a given value system, would 
result in limitation of the children's free-
dom of expression. Consequently, the ver-
tical system of power that characterises 
traditional teaching, and which Lipman 
himself rejected, would be reproduced. 
So, philosophy would become a mere 
instrumental activity and not a vital en-
deavour, resulting in what Freire called 
«humanitarianism» which, ultimately, 
«maintains and embodies the oppression 
itself» (Freire, 2005, p. 54). From a politi-
cal viewpoint this would therefore end up 
supporting the conservation of the status 
quo; if the aim of the philosophy of P4C 
is only to construct citizens who are ra-
tional, competent at a cognitive level, and 
morally educated in regards to some basic 
shared values, then the philosophy of P4C 
would be just another tool at the service 
of the effectiveness of the current educa-
tional system and of the social context in 
which it is positioned.

On the contrary, the risk of falling 
into moral relativism by promoting chil-
dren’s moral inquiry would, in the poli-
tical field, lead to a possible rejection of 
traditional morals. This would still have 
significant consequences from the social 
perspective, even accepting the conclu-
sions of Burgh (2010) and Sprod (2011; 
2014), according to whom moral relati-
vism would not in any way be a possible 
outcome of the debate in a community 
of inquiry (CoI), where what would ac-

tually take place would be a critique of 
the fallibility of the values themselves. 
That is to say, admitting possible fallibi-
lity would lead to the absolute validity of 
the social system being questioned and 
to criticism of obvious injustices and so 
would encourage a call for radical social 
transformation.

4. Criticisms of the pedagogy of 
P4C

Criticisms of P4C not only relate to 
its philosophical facets — in other words, 
the what, why and what for of that which 
this practice sets out to transmit or crea-
te — but also the method and the process 
through which this content is created, 
that is to say, the how. In other words, 
P4C also has some problematic aspects as 
a pedagogical practice, which are discus-
sed below.

4.1. Instrumentalism
In relation to pedagogical discourse, 

the critique of self-referentiality typical 
of the philosophical logic of P4C has re-
cently been interpreted by Gert Biesta 
(2017) as risk of instrumentalisation of 
the purpose of the actual educational pro-
cess. According to Biesta, philosophical 
work with children would end up being 
of instrumental value in developing their 
critical thinking, but it would not truly 
reach their hearts and would not touch 
their souls (Biesta, 2017). Consequently, 
concentrating on logical aspects and the 
limited consideration of the experiential 
side of the educational process would con-
ceal from children the complexity of their 
relationship with the world as human be-
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ings who live in it and so prevent them 
from really questioning their own purpo-
se (Biesta, 2017). In this way, from a pe-
dagogical viewpoint, P4C would be a mere 
tool in favour of a concept of learning ai-
med at optimising success, achieving pre-
established outcomes while minimising 
teachers’ input and accomplishing the 
ideal of an intelligent system that conti-
nuously adapts to its environment. Accor-
ding to Biesta, education should have an 
existential value rather than an instru-
mental one and so lead towards an adult 
existence in which we critically ask our-
selves, thanks to an induced suspension 
of the adaptative model, whether «what 
we desire is desirable for our own lives 
and the lives we live with others» (Biesta, 
2019, p. 58).

4.2. Exclusion
Another open question relating to the 

pedagogical character of P4C is the pos-
sible risk of excluding people. P4C theo-
rists maintain that thanks to the dialogue 
that takes place in CoIs during philoso-
phy sessions, there is real inclusion of all 
students’ voices. In particular, this relies 
on the fact that in CoIs, the voices of tho-
se people who generally speak least are 
heard (Grusovnik & Hercog, 2015), and 
an ideal of shared authority results in real 
democratisation of the learning process 
(Michaud & Välitalo, 2017). Thanks to all 
of these elements, those people who are 
in disadvantaged circumstances achieve 
better results in oral and logical compre-
hension (Gorard, Siddiqui, & See, 2015). 
However, the high logical-linguistic stan-
dard to which P4C aspires and the limi-
ted importance of the experiential aspect 

of educational practice could be a barrier 
for those students who have some kind 
of cognitive limitation on joining in with 
a dialogue of this nature. Consequently, 
P4C would separate those who can re-
flect and so be future rational citizens 
from those who are unable to take part 
in this practice because they cannot adapt 
effectively to this world. In other words, 
the distinction between persons and not- 
persons popularised by Peter Singer 
(1993) in relation to the anthropological 
and moral sphere would be reproduced.

4.3. Lack of integration in the curricu-
lum

Another pedagogical problem relating 
to implementing P4C in schools derives 
from its own purpose in the curriculum. 
The question many P4C theorists rai-
se is whether this educational practice 
should be promoted as an independent 
subject, obligatory or optional subject 
(Splitter, 2006), or if it should form part 
of the school curriculum as a whole in a 
spread-out and cross-sectional way (Ken-
nedy & Kennedy, 2011; Lewis & Sutcliffe, 
2017). In the first case, a possible conflict 
would open up with other subjects which 
have traditionally had a central position 
in the moral education of students (ci-
vic values or religion). In the second, the 
transversality of the discipline would be 
problematic both in relation to its content 
(would schools teach philosophy or, for 
example, would they teach mathematics 
through philosophy?), and in relation to 
the specific preparation that all teachers, 
without distinction, would need to imple-
ment a spread-out and interdisciplinary 
P4C practice.
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5. Saving P4C. Dialogic thinking 
and communities of inquiry

As a result of this discussion about the 
limitations of P4C, it is clear that the cri-
ticisms directed at this didactic practice, 
at both a philosophical and pedagogical 
level, are sometimes very cutting, someti-
mes unproblematic, and sometimes even 
contradictory. It is significant that these 
contradictions coexist at present. This 
apparent incongruence is for two main 
reasons: 1) the different sensibilities of 
P4C’s detractors; 2) the plurality and di-
versity that characterises P4C theorists.

For example, some supporters of P4C 
claim there is a need for inquiry directed 
explicitly at action and resisting social in-
justices, while others regard this political 
commitment as something that goes be-
yond the limits of actual P4C. Returning 
to Ortega y Gasset’s invitation, it appears 
to be necessary to find out what the rea-
son for this diversity is and how much of 
a problem it is. On the one hand, rather 
than reflecting a lack of coherence in the 
academic community engaged in discus-
sing the principles and practice of P4C, 
this diversity of perspectives can be cha-
racterised as a distinctive feature of this 
pedagogical movement, which continues 
to develop through accumulation, taking 
different forms in different settings.

However, it also seems clear that this 
diversity can lead to aporetical incon-
gruencies since privileging one position 
over another entails a radically different 
conception of both the role and the func-
tion of philosophy and the very aims of 
education. In light of this problem, this 

article argues that to be able to respond 
to all of the criticisms mentioned above, 
it is necessary first and foremost to arti-
culate clearly the concepts of philosophy 
and education used when speaking of P4C 
and CoIs, taking care to avoid potential 
incongruencies between their content 
and aims.

This means, firstly, that philosophy 
cannot merely be understood as a logical- 
argumentative tool, but rather as an ex-
perience that involves each individual’s 
thought and emotions, engaging human 
beings in a genuine search for meaning, 
not so much of the words that are out- 
side of the individual but rather the ones 
the individual uses insofar as they serve 
to define him or herself. In other words, 
philosophy is primarily an attempt to 
understand ourselves, as rational, fee-
ling, corporal beings by understanding 
our presence in the world. The positio-
nality of philosophy (Reed-Sandoval & 
Sykes, 2017), is, therefore, existential 
rather than political, and this answers 
the logical-pragmatic criticism (§3.1). 
Furthermore, it is important to recall 
that philosophy is always born and ca-
rried out in relationship with others, for 
the simple reason that human beings are 
relational beings. Consequently, this dia-
logic relationship is not simply external, 
but rather it determines a change in the 
specific inner thought of each person and 
can never, therefore, be understood as a 
monologic process (Wegerif, 2018). Aris-
totle said that human beings live with the 
aim of being happy and so nothing gives 
greater happiness than spending time 
with friends and practising philosophy 



Thinking together, living fully.Experiencing philosophy with children 
revista esp

añola d
e p

ed
agogía

year 7
8
, n

. 2
7
5
, Jan

u
ary-A

p
ril 2

0
2
0
, 1

0
3
-1

1
8

113 EV

together (Aristotle, 2014). Philosophical 
dialogue enables us to discover the world, 
illuminate it, experience it in our own 
flesh, imagine it, recreate it, and modify 
it (Wegerif, 2010, 2011).

For this reason, the P4C philosophy 
cannot be reduced to mere content, or to 
a working method, or to engaging in de-
bate. It must be understood as a way of 
existing and of being in the world, with 
it and against it, as what is in play is the 
comprehension and realisation of our au-
thenticity. In this context, there cannot 
be a condition of relativism or absolutism 
at a moral level (criticism §3.3), nor of 
passive conservatism or political anar-
chism (criticism §3.4). And this insofar 
as the real, responsible, and friendly in-
terest (Reed & Johnson, 1999) that uni-
tes human beings who are involved in the 
search for meaning prevents them lapsing 
into a lack of ethical commitment to reali-
ty (relativism) and into a devastating cri-
ticism of socialisation itself (anarchism). 
In addition, the need to follow closely the 
road towards discovery of the moral ba-
sis of things prevents there from being 
some kind of external imposition (hete-
ronomous morality), or a mere acceptan-
ce of the socio-political situation (con-
servatism). For this reason, CoIs would 
have to carry out a form of philosophi-
sing-together (sumphilosophein), which 
is primarily and above all an existential 
experience (Oliverio, 2017). It does not, 
therefore, matter if this sumphilosophein 
is done in a way that an external observer 
to the actual dialogue would have hoped. 
Of course, its success cannot be measu-
red with an external tool, with an ideal 

of pure adult rationality (criticism §3.2). 
In other words, it does not make sense to 
concern oneself with the result regardless 
of the process going on in the head and 
the heart of each individual who partici-
pates actively in it and who does not have 
to share the same way of arguing as peo-
ple who do not participate in this dialogue 
(Agúndez-Rodríguez, 2018).

This concept of philosophy, transfe-
rred to the pedagogical field of P4C, in-
volves a specific way of understanding 
the role and function of education. In 
contrast with the instrumental vision, 
criticised by Biesta, the idea of education 
within which this practice is framed is an 
education that aspires to promote critical 
thinking among students, not as an end 
in itself but as a rational and experiential 
means of understanding reality. A critical 
comprehension that shakes their comfort 
zone (Shea, 2017), that pushes for action, 
and that takes charge of the radicality 
of human life as a life project to be sket-
ched constantly, without conceiving it as 
a preestablished set of guidelines (criti-
cism §4.1). Education must form people 
who are agents of their destiny and know 
how to take an interest in the destiny of 
others. There is, therefore, no possibility 
of excluding anyone from this joint path. 
Education must always be for everyone; 
its aim should not be to build people who 
are suited to the needs of society but to 
lay the foundations so that, together, it 
is possible to build a society that can res-
pond to everyone’s vital needs and exis-
tential questions (criticism §4.2). CoIs 
can be the practical realisation of this pe-
dagogical ideal. Spaces where this shared 
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inquiry becomes an event that gives not 
just rational meaning but also emotional 
meaning to the lives of those who partici-
pate in it (Costa Carvalho & Mendonça, 
2017). What is needed to promote this 
type of education is not therefore to find 
more or less space for P4C in the curricu-
lum (criticism §4.3), but to oppose radica-
lly, coherently, and particularly an educa-
tional paradigm that focusses stubbornly 
on the efficiency of the system.

6. Living Philosophy. Conclusions
In conclusion, we should note that 

P4C has some important limitations. 
However, at the same time, from both the 
theoretical and practical perspectives, it 
is a potentially very productive reality as 
it relates directly to the most important 
problems that affect the educational pro-
cess. In view of the considerations set out 
above, it is possible to highlight five par-
ticular important conclusions regarding 
P4C:

1) Discussing the different versions and 
nuances of P4C means discussing es-
sential questions relating to philoso-
phical reflection on the phenomenon 
of education. Indeed, some of the most 
controversial and highly criticised 
aspects of P4C reveal possible incon-
gruities regarding the meaning given 
to the very concepts of philosophy 
and education, with little uniformity 
within the very academic community 
that is striving to define it. For this  
reason, it has been necessary first to  
clarify the meaning of these concepts, 
before responding to the main criti- 

cisms aimed at the content and educa-
tional process promoted by P4C. This 
path has made it possible to trace a 
theoretical framework that can give 
coherent meaning to this practice of 
thinking together.

2) Far from being just one didactic inter-
vention among many, albeit one that 
is useful and effective for encouraging 
critical thinking in children and educa-
ting them to be responsible citizens in 
future, P4C has been shown to be more 
valuable when understood as a practi-
ce that can give anyone who takes part 
the experience of a true intellectual and 
emotional adventure, when it makes 
them savour the beauty of encounte-
ring the other, our own inner life, and 
the lives of others, when it enables each 
individual to be a constituent and in-
dispensable part of building a shared 
sense of reality.

3) Experiencing philosophy in one’s 
own flesh creates a force that pushes 
towards action, towards the realisa-
tion of possible social changes, thanks 
to the implementation of a process of 
awareness-raising in which the com-
munity of inquiry involved in this 
path of mutual comprehension plays 
the most important role. Consequent-
ly, CoIs are the appropriate space and 
time for significant educational mo-
ments to occur, in which each indivi-
dual in their own individuality and 
each group as a group, tackle social 
problems that go beyond the walls of 
the classroom, seeking together the 
deep meaning of existence.
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4) Since this activity is so intimately 
linked to human existence, philosophy 
and education cannot be directed sole-
ly at a specific group of people, namely 
school-age children and adolescents. 
On the contrary, P4C must be the star-
ting point for a Philosophy for Society, 
starting by constructing moments of 
philosophical interchange within edu-
cational communities themselves, with 
collaboration between parents, pupils, 
and teachers. And so the search for 
meaning, the comprehension of exis-
tential and social positionality, should 
be the main preoccupation of not just 
children but all educational agents.

5) Schools currently have a great oppor-
tunity and a great responsibility: to 
offer each person the necessary tools to 
make sense of reality, to build a world 
where we can find ourselves and our 
authentic destiny. For this reason, P4C 
is undoubtedly a powerful invitation to 
redefine our educational paradigm.
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