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Editorial
Truth, Reality, and the Role of Education

Zuzana Svobodova

The role of the human educator or teacher is linked to the conception of life as something still
in the process of development, not yet fully and completely realized — that is, a life that still
offers possibilities or opportunities that may or may not come to realization or fruition, a life
that is still free. Conversely, the idea of a world in which no human teacher or educator would
be needed, where everything would be merely a matter of unfolding or progress, gradually
coming to completion according to already clear rules, would be the vision of a world ruled by
a power to which everyone and everything is subjected without freedom. Both the absurdity
and the ignorance present themselves in a world that remains productive, yet where freedom is
nothing more than an empty phrase, hammered in vain at the gates of such closed worlds, where
it becomes a lie, a false slogan, a falsehood.

It 1s a striking testament to the power of life that, in various concentration camps — where
people, forced to live side by side, were supposed to experience a lack of privacy — historical
accounts show that there was often a natural, instinctive effort to learn from one another. Not,
then, a life side by side, but a life in relation to one another, in which one serves as a teacher
or mentor to the other, and under different circumstances their roles may be reversed; that is, a
life where the role itself is not so important, but rather the way in which one turns toward or
relates to another person, the way in which we live with another human being. In such
environments, the need to learn was not an effort to accumulate information, nor a simple
exchange of knowledge, but the result of a naturally manifesting need to realize human life,
despite the inhuman environment in which they had to live. The emergence of the teacher—
student role is, even in such an environment, a sign of humanity, of the experience of human
life. Similar experiences included the creation of plays and performances that may not have
had any audience, but where people acted and thus expressed their freedom in at least some
way. Human culture is thus an expression of the freedom that is inherent to human life.
Education is an expression of the coexistence of the hidden and the manifest, the possible and
the actual, the passive and the active, in a world that is still pulsating life. Conversely, the idea
of something already wholly and completely realized and actual is an idea of something that is
unchanged and constant in every respect. We have no human experience with this, for we
ourselves are the ones who are temporal and historically situated, yet at the same time we can
form such an idea — namely, the idea of a world beyond all movement, a metaphysical world.

ISSN 2788-1180  https://tape.academy 1



O
( a Truth, Reality, and the Role of Education

Plato, a witness to such creativity, sought also a way out of such non-living representations (in
his case, a way to the highly living Idea, that is not “some idea”, but source of all truth, good,
and beauty). Therefore, “Plato would not be Plato if he were not also more than Plato”, as Jan
Patocka noted in Negative Platonism (Patoc¢ka 1953 in Kohak 1989, 182, cf. Patocka 1996, 310
/ Patocka 2007, 22).

Philosophers, as lovers of truth, bear witness to the fact that we do not possess the truth, but
rather the truth possesses us; that the truth will always transcend us; that it is not enough to
uncover the truth, but that even after every experience of the truth, we must always seek it
anew. For truth does not lie in experience, that we may have, experiencing through the senses
with which we receive what bears upon us, through this passive experience (passio). Truth
reveals itself only in the experience that we are, which is a different kind of experience in which
we do not possess, do not relate to the world of objects or things, and in which we ourselves
are not an object either. Truth reveals only in an experience of freedom, which is an experience
of distance. Truth is not a description of reality; such a description can only be truthfulness
(i.e., veracity or trueness). The role of teaching and education is to distinguish between what
has already come to pass, manifested itself and what reveals itself as possibilities that are good
and suitable for realization. In this conception, the role of teaching and education remains
lifelong or even transcendent, for it always points beyond the existing forms of life to
possibilities that transcend what is already given. Thus, the interconnectedness of not only the
hidden and the manifest, the possible and the actual, the passive and the active, but also the
given and the transcendent, becomes evident.

A person incapable of a student-teacher relationship resembles the charioteer who has lost the
white horse from Plato’s image of the soul, in which spirit (enthusiasm) was symbolized by
that white horse (Phaedr. 253d; cf. Rep. 440e—441b where described as desirous / Gr.
epithymetikos / appetite, enthusiastic / Gr. thymoeides / spirited, and rational / Gr. logistikos /
reason). Without enthusiasm or spirit, a person is incapable of shame and is also incapable of
experiencing human community, in which the pursuit of what is right, true, and just must be
realized (in which that charioteer, i.e., logos, also participates). If we were to imagine a person
who is merely desiring and rational, then learning would be merely a matter of methods and
rules. Such a person would lack the ability to relate to beauty in a moral (not aesthetic) sense —
and, also lack the ability to avoid what is morally ugly. Such a person would lack the capacity
to experience that we are not behaving as we should (commonly referred to as shame). Of
course, the question of “how we should behave” is determined not only by nature but also by
culture, habits, and the depth of one’s education and upbringing; therefore, there have always
been various ideas about what one should be ashamed of and what one should not (cf. Rep.
441a; Gorg. 484c, 494c—d, 522d; cf. Stransky 2023, 54-58).

In any society, there have probably always been people who have not yet come to realize their
own inadequacies, their own limitations, and their own boundaries. “The absence of shame as
an inhibitor of behavior leads to the fact that such a person is ready to do anything.” (Danes
2023, 18) We can only hope that no society will ever lack people capable of serving as good
educators or teachers to them, just as Socrates was to Alcibiades — the very person toward
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whom Alcibiades first felt a sense of shame (Symp. 216b). The role of education thus remains

the same even in the age of so-called artificial intelligence: to awaken us from shadows and
illusions to the truth, which we can experience only in the experience that we are, not in the
experience that we have, for truth can never be possessed; that is possible only with ideologies,
false truths, and illusions. For now, people who do not feel shame often do not even realize
what they are actually missing. Yet there is still hope that this will happen for humanity, and
that the white horse will lead them as well. However, if we were ever to face a situation where
artificial intelligence displays shame, we would encounter a false image, an illusion, a
falsehood, a lie masquerading as truth. Uncovering these differences will always be at the very
core of life-enriching human bonds or relationships; in the relationship between educator (or
teacher) and student, it is certainly essential.

If we imagine a world in which educators and teachers would no longer be needed, we are
imagining a metaphysical concept that does not yet correspond to our experience — neither to
the experience we are, nor to the experience we have. Philosophers and theologians of
education have always pointed out this difference, and although they often used words to create
images depicting such metaphysical ideas, nevertheless, if they perceived that philosophy is
philosophy only when it is education, and that theology is theology only when it is education,
then these were images of the goal toward which they were striving, though a goal they only
hinted at, one that lies beyond the limits of our corporeality, beyond the limits of the corporeal,
physical world. But to try to pretend even now to live in such a world should be prevented by
human shame, through which truth protects us from succumbing to the illusion that everything
is already accomplished and that free choice is unnecessary.

Theology and Philosophy of Education opens the first issue of the fifth volume with the article
The Pathos of Knowing: Affectivity, Gnosticism, and Education by Robert Farrugia, where
phenomenology of knowing is examined in the context of education. Pope Francis’s critique
of the contemporary Gnosticism and call for a renewed inquiry into the foundations of
knowledge that begins with the lived experience is here, among other things, presented.

Jeff Frank offers concept of education as a poetics of value creation through the lenses of Luke
Burgis’s call for serious philosophical anthropology, where life at the intersections of the three
cities, Athens, Jerusalem and Silicon Valley, could be grounded. Science, technology, and
society as partners for a dialogue where a new model of authority can grow is the focus of
analyses in the article Conceptualising Authority in a Technologized World by Michal Cerny.
Bert Meeuwsen presents conceptual and reflective framework for cultivating ethical judgement
in the current conditions of epistemological plurality. Describing his ‘Pluriversal Ethical
Reflection Framework’, he claims that ,,[p]lurality can enrich educational experience®.
Narcissism as a mechanism of moral blindness is defined in the following article by Tibor
Mahrik. He examines how individualism takes shape in a situation where the fundamental need
is to be seen, recognized, and admired, and where moral decision-making has shifted from the
realm of cognition and knowledge to that of immediate impulses and emotional experience.
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Value formation provided through imagination and myth is examined in Robert Falzon’s article
which explores a non-coercive framework for ethical and existential formation. He argues that
myth allows the freedom of imagination without leading to ethical irrelevance.

Critical observation, ethical evaluation, responsible action and examining Aristotle’s four
causes are steps on the path to transformation presented in Roland Urbain’s continuing
contribution from the previous issue of our journal. The aim is to show how practical
intelligence can be activated.

Dear readers, I hope that your charioteer will guide you safely through all the journeys
that lie ahead, and that all your encounters will be opportunities

for the joyful experience of freedom, understanding, and transcendence that you are,
Zuzana Svobodova
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The Pathos of Knowing:
Affectivity, Gnosticism, and Education

Robert Farrugia

Abstract

This article examines the phenomenology of knowing in the context of education by
foregrounding affectivity as a constitutive dimension of knowledge. It diagnoses Gnosticism
as a mode of knowing marked by affective detachment, in which abstraction and intellectual
mastery are privileged over lived, embodied experience. In response, the article turns to
phenomenology—particularly accounts of life and pathos—to clarify knowing as an immanent,
affective activity grounded in being affected. It offers a conceptual diagnosis of gnostic
tendencies in educational understandings of knowledge and reflects on their implications for
conceiving education as a formative, affective, and embodied practice.

Keywords
Phenomenology; knowledge; affectivity; Gnosticism; education

Introduction

When knowledge is reduced to conceptual mastery or technical competence, its formative
relation to life, and to the affective experience through which life is lived, risks being obscured.
Such abstraction reflects not merely a pedagogical tendency but a deeper structure of knowing
that can be described as gnostic. Classically, Gnosticism designates a range of religious and
philosophical movements that emerged in the first centuries of the common era,
contemporaneous with early Christianity, in which salvation was sought through privileged
knowledge detached from ordinary existence and material life. While these movements were
later systematised in late antiquity, their underlying logic was already operative in the cultural
and theological milieu of the New Testament period (Pagels 1979, 142). As such, Gnosticism
denotes not only a historical phenomenon but also a recurring posture toward knowledge, one
marked by detachment from embodied, affective life and concrete human experience.

In contemporary discourse, this posture is often described as a form of modern Gnosticism,
visible in technocratic rationality and purely informational conceptions of knowledge that
elevate abstraction over lived reality. Such critiques do not primarily concern doctrinal error
but point to a cultural disposition in which knowledge becomes separated from life as it is felt,
endured, and inhabited. This separation reveals a fundamental tension between knowing as
detachment and knowing as lived participation, a tension that phenomenological accounts of
responsiveness and being-affected have brought into sharp relief (Waldenfels 2011, 50). When
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knowledge is conceived primarily as a form of possession or escape, it risks losing its

formative, relational, and affective dimensions, those through which knowing implicates the
subject rather than leaving them untouched.

Phenomenology offers conceptual resources for clarifying this tension by attending to the
affective conditions under which knowledge is experienced. Rather than beginning from
knowledge as an object or representation, phenomenological inquiry asks how knowing
appears within lived experience, and how it is sustained through being affected. From this
perspective, knowledge is not first an external acquisition but a mode of engagement that
unfolds within embodied and affective life. When knowing is detached from this immanent
dimension, it becomes abstracted from the very life it claims to illuminate. Gnostic modes of
knowing thus represent not merely an epistemic limitation but a phenomenological and
affective distortion, in which abstraction displaces lived appropriation and knowledge is placed
above the world, if not against it.

Such gnostic knowing amounts to a mode of understanding that resists being affected by others
and by the world it seeks to comprehend. In educational contexts, this tendency becomes visible
when learning is reduced to the accumulation of information or conceptual coherence, rather
than the formation of persons, a reduction that echoes broader critiques of education’s
instrumentalisation and its displacement of subjectivity (Biesta 2010, 22). This educational
diagnosis resonates with wider cultural critiques, as Pope Francis observes that Gnosticism’s
“only interest is a certain experience or a set of ideas and bits of information which are meant
to console and enlighten, but which ultimately keep one imprisoned in his or her own thoughts
and feelings” (Francis 2013). Knowledge here promises illumination, yet risks deepening
estrangement. As an institutional practice concerned with the transmission and validation of
knowledge, education can inadvertently reinforce gnostic structures of knowing by privileging
abstraction, evaluation, and technical mastery while marginalising affectivity, embodiment,
and lived meaning.

This article does not reject conceptual rigour or intellectual clarity, nor does it propose a
specific pedagogical program. Instead, it offers a phenomenological diagnosis of gnostic
tendencies operative within educational understandings of knowledge by foregrounding
affectivity as a constitutive dimension of knowing. By examining how knowledge is
experienced, appropriated, and lived through pathos, the article seeks to clarify what is at stake
when education privileges detached knowing over formative engagement with life. In what
follows, the article first examines Gnosticism as a structure of knowledge understood as
affective detachment, distinguishing its historical expressions from its enduring logic. It then
turns to phenomenology to recover a conception of knowing grounded in affectivity and life,
thereby offering a philosophical and theological clarification of the conditions under which
knowledge remains genuinely formative.
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Gnosticism and the Detachment of Knowledge

Rather than treating Gnosticism primarily as a historical anomaly, this section approaches it as
a structure of knowing characterised by detachment from lived and affective existence. While
gnostic movements took shape in the early centuries of Christianity, often contemporaneous
with, and in tension with, emerging orthodox claims, their significance extends beyond their
historical manifestations. Gnosticism names a recurring posture toward knowledge in which
knowing seeks exemption from the vulnerabilities of embodied, relational, and affective life,
reconfiguring knowledge as a means of escape rather than participation.

At the core of this posture lies a radical dualism that is not only metaphysical but affective in
character. Classical gnostic cosmologies divide reality into opposed domains, sharply
distinguishing spirit from matter, truth from appearance, and knowledge from life. As Henri-
Charles Puech observes, gnostic thought conceives the universe as split into “two
heterogeneous and hostile domains,” the spiritual and the material (Puech 1957, 59). Hans
Jonas similarly describes Gnosticism as advancing an “extreme polarisation of existence” in
which soul and body, light and darkness, life and death are placed in irreconcilable opposition
(Jonas 2001, 32). Within this framework, the material world is not merely imperfect but alien,
and salvation is imagined as liberation from worldly involvement rather than reconciliation
with it. Such dualism expresses a refusal of affective exposure to the world, treating being-
affected as a condition to be overcome (Stoyanov 2000, 2).

This metaphysical separation finds an epistemological counterpart in the gnostic distinction
between true knowledge (gnosis) and false knowledge (pseudonymos gnosis). Here, falsehood
is not understood as a deformation internal to truth but as originating from an altogether
different principle. Knowledge is thus purified by separation: from the body, from affectivity,
and from the shared conditions of ordinary life. What counts as knowing is no longer
participation in meaning but possession of insight. The knower is defined not by engagement
but by exemption, protected from being affected by what is known. Such a conception of
knowledge gives rise to an intrinsically elitist logic. Historically, gnostic communities
identified themselves as the gnaostikoi or pneumatikoi, those capable of receiving a higher
revelation inaccessible to the many. Salvation was selective rather than universal, dependent
upon cognitive or spiritual capacity. To this end, Gnosticism is “pessimistic about the prospects
for the general mass of humankind, who do not possess sufficient reflective or Gnostic powers
to take this teaching seriously” (Moore and Turner 2000, 195).

Although contemporary forms of knowledge rarely speak in explicitly soteriological terms, this
underlying structure persists wherever knowing is treated as the exclusive domain of experts,
insulated from vulnerability and resistant to challenge by lived experience. It is this persistence
that Pope Francis identifies in his critique of contemporary Gnosticism. Describing it as
deceptively attractive, he notes that Gnosticism presents itself as orderly, rigorous, and
intellectually refined, while subtly displacing encounter, embodiment, and compassion
(Francis 2018). What renders this tendency remarkably resilient is its apparent neutrality, since
gnostic knowledge does not openly reject life but claims to stand above it. Ideas, systems, and
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coherence acquire primacy, while concrete, affective existence becomes secondary, if not

dispensable.

In educational contexts, this structure manifests as a privileging of detached cognition over
lived appropriation. Knowledge is increasingly construed as informational, technical, and
measurable, while its affective and formative dimensions recede from view. Learning risks
becoming an accumulation of representations rather than a transformation of the knower
through being affected by what is learned. What is lost is not knowledge itself, but its grounding
in life, in the way knowing is felt, endured, and inhabited. The result is a form of intellectualism
that remains curiously untouched by what it claims to understand.

What is ultimately at stake, then, is not an opposition between reason and experience, nor a
rejection of conceptual clarity, but the forgetting of the affective conditions under which
knowledge first becomes meaningful. Gnosticism names a mode of knowing that has severed
its relation to life as its ground by resisting vulnerability, passivity, and affective exposure.
This diagnosis calls for a renewed inquiry into the foundations of knowledge, one that does not
begin with systems or abstractions, but with the lived experience through which knowing is
first given. Such an inquiry requires a turn toward phenomenology.

Toward a Phenomenology of Knowing

If Gnosticism names a mode of knowing grounded in the separation between truth and
falsehood, spirit and world, knower and life, phenomenology offers a way to clarify the
affective foundations from which such separations arise. Rather than beginning from
knowledge as a possession, system, or representation, phenomenology attends to how knowing
is lived, undergone, and sustained through being affected. From this perspective, knowledge is
not first an abstract relation between subject and object, but an activity rooted in experience
itself.

This orientation is already evident in Edith Stein’s definition of knowledge as the “mental
[geistig] grasping [Erfassen] of an object,” which emphasises knowing as an act rather than a
static possession (Stein 2000, 65). Edmund Husserl’s phenomenological project radicalises this
insight by grounding knowledge in lived experience rather than external causality. His
conception of phenomenology as a “science of essences” [Wesenswissenschaft] does not
abstract from experience but seeks to describe the structures through which meaning appears
(Husserl 2002, §18). What is at stake here is not the rejection of objectivity, but the recognition
that all objectivity presupposes a subject who is already involved, oriented, and affected.
Michel Henry’s phenomenology of life deepens this insight by drawing attention to a
dimension of knowing that precedes all objectification. Henry argues that dominant
epistemological models privilege the world’s visibility, i.e. what appears externally, while
neglecting the invisible self-experience through which life first gives itself. Against this
tendency, he insists that all knowledge presupposes a more originary form of knowing, i.e. the
affective self-experience of life itself [épreuve de soi]. This “knowledge of life” [savoir de la
vie] 1s not objective, representational, or theoretical, but immanent and affective. It is the way
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life feels itself in joy and suffering, effort and fatigue, desire and resistance. As Henry insists,
“the theoretical negation of subjectivity implies the practical destruction of humanity” (Henry
1989). Knowledge, insofar as it remains human, must therefore be grounded in life as affective
self-revelation rather than in detached observation.

This phenomenological emphasis has decisive implications for the critique of gnostic knowing.
Gnosticism presupposes two independent principles, truth and falsehood, spirit and matter,
such that error cannot arise from truth itself, nor truth from within life as lived. By contrast, a
phenomenology of life insists on a single, irreducible principle, namely life itself. As Henry
writes, there is one “ever-present and active principle [that] orients history at each moment,
and this principle is none other than life” (Henry 2017, 78). Life is not opposed to the world
but grounds it. It is not one domain among others but the condition of manifestation as such.
In this sense, phenomenology resists the gnostic logic of separation by rethinking the relation
between life and world as one of foundation rather than opposition (Henry 1973, 259—60).
Central to this account is the concept of pathos, understood as life’s auto-affection or self-
feeling. Pathos names the affective manner in which life experiences itself immediately,
without distance or mediation (De Jaegher 2015, 112-32). Hunger, joy, fatigue, suffering, and
effort are not objects we observe but modes through which we are given to ourselves. As Henry
notes, “the seeing of an object presupposes the knowledge of seeing itself, and this knowledge
of seeing is its own pathos” (Henry 2012, 16). This affective self-experience constitutes a form
of knowing irreducible to conceptual abstraction. It is a knowing that does not escape life but
coincides with it.

Against the gnostic restriction of knowledge to an enlightened elite, phenomenology insists on
the universality of this affective knowing. Life’s self-revelation is not the privilege of a few
but the condition of everyone’s existence. As Henry remarks, this is “the life of everyone and
the life that everyone speaks about... the life of workers especially but also of idlers” (Henry
2017, 114). Such knowing is not accessed through esoteric insight but through the most
ordinary acts of living: “washing, doing manual work, practising a sport, driving a car”’ (Henry
1975, 199). In contrast to Gnosticism’s pessimism regarding the capacities of the many,
phenomenology affirms that the foundations of knowing are already operative wherever life is
lived and felt.

At this point, it is important to acknowledge a recurring criticism, namely that phenomenology
of life risks reproducing a gnostic inwardness by privileging subjectivity over the world. Such
readings often mistake immanence for withdrawal. Yet Henry does not oppose life to the world
in order to escape it. Rather, he seeks to show that all worldly appearing presupposes life as its
affective condition. The world he problematises is not the shared world of action and
embodiment, but the abstract world that “put subjectivity out of play” (Henry 2008, 134).
Detached from life as lived, such a world loses sight of the fact that it is always a lifeworld,
existing “in and for life” (Henry 2017, 69).

This clarification matters for education. When knowledge is understood phenomenologically
as grounded in affective life, it ceases to be a detached possession and becomes a formative
process. Knowing is no longer something one has over against the world, but something one
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undergoes, appropriates, and inhabits. Such a conception does not reject abstraction or

conceptual clarity but situates them within a broader horizon of lived meaning. Phenomenology
thus responds to gnostic tendencies in education not by opposing knowledge to life, but by
restoring their intrinsic unity.

By recovering the affective and immanent dimensions of knowing, phenomenology offers a
way of understanding education as a practice accountable to life. Knowledge becomes
transformative not because it liberates the knower from the world, but because it deepens
participation in it. From this perspective, the problem with gnostic knowing is not its concern
for truth, but its severing of truth from affectivity as its condition. When knowing is detached
from being affected, it loses its capacity to form the knower. Phenomenology does not oppose
reason. Rather, it safeguards it by recalling its origin in lived, affective experience. In doing
so, it clarifies the implications of prioritising detached cognition over lived appropriation in
education. This is not merely a pedagogical imbalance, but also a neglect of the most
fundamental ground of knowledge.

Conclusion

This inquiry has approached the problem of knowledge in education through the lens of
Gnosticism, understood not merely as a historical phenomenon, but as a recurring structure of
affective detachment within knowing. When knowledge is abstracted from lived experience
and purified of affectivity, it risks indifference to the life from which it arises. Gnosticism thus
names a temptation internal to knowledge itself: mastery without exposure, insight without
vulnerability, clarity without being affected. By turning phenomenologically to the experience
of knowing, this article has sought to retrieve what such tendencies obscure, namely, the
affective conditions that make knowing possible. Knowledge is not first a system of
representations or information, but an activity rooted in life and sustained through pathos. To
know is to be implicated and engaged within one’s own experience. Phenomenology does not
oppose rationality but recalls its conditions of possibility by grounding it in the self-givenness
of life.

In educational contexts, the problem is not abstraction or theory as such, but their detachment
from the formative processes through which knowing is inhabited. Severed from pathos,
education risks producing competence without transformation and understanding without self-
involvement. A phenomenological account, therefore, serves not as an external critique but as
a reminder of what education presupposes to remain formative. Resisting Gnosticism does not
require rejecting knowledge, but re-situating it within the affective life that sustains it. By
recovering knowing as embodied and affective engagement, phenomenology safeguards reason
precisely by refusing to separate it from life. The pathos of knowing is not a limitation, but the
medium through which knowledge becomes meaningful and transformative.
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Education and the Three-City Problem
of Modern Life

Jeff Frank

Abstract

This paper offers an introduction to Luke Burgis’s articulation of the three-city problem of
modern life, arguing that this problem should concern educators more than it currently does. I
focus on challenges and opportunities presented by the three-city problem, suggesting that
educators can view their work as a poetics of value creation. By conceptualizing their work in
the terms set by Burgis, teachers can activate their agency and the agency of their students.
This offers educators new hope and a way of responding to artificial intelligence and other
emerging technologies.

Keywords
philosophy of education, education, pedagogy, Three-City Problem, Luke Burgis, Charles
Taylor, Jonathan Sacks, Technology and Education, Poetics of Teaching

Introduction

Luke Burgis’s (2022) paper “The Three-City Problem of Modern Life,” while published in a
popular magazine, offers an illuminating perspective on an issue educators should care about.
Burgis argues that just as the early Christian church wrestled with the relationships between
Athens (reason) and Jerusalem (faith), inhabitants of the modern world face a third center of
gravity: Silicon Valley. This new city should cause us to ask the question: How do Athens,
Jerusalem, and Silicon Valley relate to one another? According to Burgis, there is a temptation
to live as if it were possible to avoid the pull of any one of these cities. For example, closing
the gates of Athens to Jerusalem and Silicon Valley. But Burgis thinks this is impossible. And
for this reason, Burgis urges us to live at the intersections of these three cities, charting a digital
life that is guided by the values of faith and reason, a life of reason open to faith and
technological advances, and a faith life that is open to reason and technology.

What I find most compelling about Burgis’s argument is his call for us to take philosophical
anthropology seriously. While Athens and Jerusalem have well-developed visions of the
human person, Silicon Valley’s approach to the human is emerging as it goes along. Silicon
Valley, according to Burgis, is guided by an urge to create value. It moves quickly and breaks
things, leaving transformed humans in its wake. Our digital lives, according to Burgis (2021),
are transforming our desires, often without our explicit consent or even conscious awareness.
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We find ourselves purchasing things we don’t need, spending hours scrolling content that isn’t

upbuilding, outsourcing our agency to an algorithm that may not care about anything other than
our continued engagement with our devices (Song 2021). Pornography and looksmaxxing
(Wise 2026) have become billion-dollar industries, and artificial intelligence creeps into
corners of our life that we thought were immune to technological influence. Many young
people find the digital world overwhelming (Lipsky 2018), and yet they cannot find an outside.
As digital natives, they struggle to find their way back into the orbits of reason and religion.
Unlike Athens and Jerusalem, cities built on questions and distributed authorities who can
easily be engaged with, Silicon Valley feels more distant even though we carry its ethos in our
hands. Many of our best technologies are running in the background of our lives, immune from
rational and spiritual critique or even full conscious understanding. This poses special problems
for educators. We know how to critique and intellectually engage with Athens and Jerusalem,
but we struggle to engage with Silicon Valley in pedagogically enriching ways. We’ve adopted
and utilized the tools of Silicon value, and we are only now beginning to appreciate that these
tools are not neutral (Borgmann 2003). They are forming us, even though we are unclear how
we could either reject or fully embrace these tools, understanding and appreciating their full
implications for our ethical, intellectual, and spiritual lives.

Burgis urges us to live at the intersection of the three-cities, and yet I worry that it will be
tremendously difficult for a digital native to desire leaving Silicon Valley once they’ve
accustomed themselves to its conveniences and affordances. And this is the key point of my
paper. How can educators and those concerned with education guide digital natives to the
intersections of these three cities? Clearly, we must model this kind of engagement ourselves
by placing ourselves in the tensions and possibilities that emerge between these cities. But we
need to do more than this. We need to find ways to make the journey appealing, and to do this,
we need articulate the guiding virtues of Athens and Jerusalem, making them come alive for
young people who may have never felt their pull.

Humility, Obedience, and Adventure in an Era of Personalization

One striking vision of the human that is emerging from Silicon Valley is personalization. If the
vision of Athens is the ever-questioning Socrates seeking truth (Arendt 1971), and if the vision
of Jerusalem is the adoring worshiper seeking God (Ross 2013), then the vision of Silicon
Valley is the user being fed content that is designed to be tailored to them. One way the Catholic
Church has found the intersection of faith and reason is through the virtue of humility and
obedience (McCabe 1984). The scholar and the worshipper are both humble before something
that is wholly outside of their control (Rosa 2020, 2024). Residents of Athens, the scholar and
the scientist, are trained to undermine their assumptions and best thinking through constant
questioning and engagement with others who hold competing views. Similarly, religious
adherents work to discern God’s purpose, seeking to attune themselves to God (Fishbane 2008),
even if this means undergoing dramatic transformations in the process (Brother John 2021). By
contrast, personalization feeds a self-focus verging on solipsism. A user opens an app or does
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a search, and the results are tailored to the user’s search history and digital footprint. Because
the app wants user-engagement, it doesn’t provide the user with anything that risks breaking
that engagement. In the process, the virtue of humility atrophies, and habits of convenience are
built. The user becomes a consumer, not a seeker undergoing the disciplines of humility,
aspiring to the Good, the True, and the Beautiful (Guardini 1998).

This presents educators with a key challenge. A digital native is used to having content fed to
them. They are used to reacting to content with a thumbs up or a thumbs down, training an
algorithm to tee up more content that meets the user’s approval. This is not the way a native of
Athens or Jerusalem lives. Socrates is a gadfly who stings interlocutors awake. As Pope Francis
taught, Caravaggio’s The Calling of St. Matthew is a message for us (Farago 2025). We are
each, like Matthew, summoned to die to that which is deadening, taking the risks of
discipleship. As we know, Socrates and Christ were put to death. Living a life of aspiration is
a perpetual challenge that each age will find ways to avoid. How much more so in our age, an
age marked by ubiquitous technologies designed to keep users endlessly tethered to our
devices?

Two points are worth making here. The first is that educators who themselves are believers
also believe that God made the human for a relationship with God. There is a restlessness built
into the human that will not rest until it finds this relationship with God (Williams 2016).
Educators who are also believers, can rely on the faith that this is true, and then use this faith
to continue hoping, with charity, that our students will eventually come to realize the
limitations of their lives with devices. Educators at home in Jerusalem don’t have to force this
point judgmentally. This leads to the second point. People deeply immersed in their devices
are beginning to grow bored and weary (Gary 2022). They are becoming critical of their lives
with technology, wondering what it would be like to live a life with more agency. As
technology companies come under increased scrutiny for practices that aim to manipulate and
trap users, more young people will look for alternatives to a life lived solely in the confines of
Silicon Valley.

Educators can demonstrate how the cities of Athens and Jerusalem are premised on genuine
adventure, where technology may often only give the appearance of adventure. There is an
irony or paradox here worth exploring (Smith 1987). Obedience, either to something like the
scientific method or methods of scholarship, and obedience to religion are often dismissed as
limiting freedom. As such, a technological device that offers unlimited personalized
recommendations can feel much more liberating. And yet, as anyone who submits, obediently,
to the disciplines of Athens and Jerusalem learns, discipline leads to freedom. Not freedom
from discipline, but freedom for excellence (Pinckaers 2003, 65-81). This is the adventure. A
scholar or a worshipper cannot command results through sheer will alone (Farber 2000, 75-
158). But they can cultivate disciplines that makes it more likely that they will experience a
spiritual or intellectual breakthrough. They learn to balance proactivity with receptivity, ready
to receive, encounter, and engage with the Truth when it appears.

A device, by contrast, can be commanded. A user doesn’t need to discipline themselves or
make room for receptivity to be an effective user of the device. And because of this, the device
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cannot offer genuine adventure. Devices do offer access to worlds of information that can be

very useful to the resident of Athens or Jerusalem, but devices are built to be fully operational
for any and every user, regardless of how disciplined or receptive they are. Here, I think, is an
opportunity for educators. We nudge students to the intersections of these three cities by
reminding students of the tool-like nature of technology, reminding them that these tools are
not ends: they must point beyond themselves. And what they can point to are the traditional
values and virtues of Athens and Jerusalem, with humility and obedience at the forefront. While
these words can sound like the opposite of freedom, the task of the educator is to show that
humility and obedience are in the service of adventure. In the final section I draw out what one
adventure at the intersections of the three cities might look like.

A Poetics of Value Creation?

“The Three-City Problem of Modern Life” argues that Silicon Valley is a unique center of
gravity because it, according to Burgis and unlike Athens and Jerusalem, is primarily focused
on value creation. This is a euphemism, of course, for wealth: Silicon Valley is creating vast
wealth. But it means much more than this as well. Silicon Valley has unleashed all kinds of
content creators, some human and some driven by artificial intelligence. The world is being
flooded with new content, which unleashes new desires. Athens and Jerusalem can help a
young person build the discernment necessary to navigate this new content and these new
desires, but Athens and Jerusalem might also learn from the ways that Silicon Valley has
unleashed new possibilities for value creation, possibilities that young people are clearly
resonating with.

Sociologist and critical theorist Harmut Rosa (2020, 2021, 2024) argues that late-stage
capitalism acts as a treadmill that effaces itself and undermines possibilities of critique. Like a
new form of religion, Silicon Valley is amassing devotees, often devotees who are unaware
that they are bound to the ideals of practices of technologists and other digital entrepreneurs.
As Burgis notes (2022), citing musical artist Bob Dylan, we all “gotta serve somebody.” Or, as
Walter Benjamin (2005) forcefully argues, capitalism has become its own form of religion, but
a religion without hopes of redemption. The histories of Athens and Jerusalem are far longer
than that of Silicon Valley, and so it is easy to believe that Silicon Valley doesn’t have the
center of gravity the other cities do. But this is a mistake. We worship our devices and outsource
our thinking to these devices. They are forming us in much the same ways that religious
devotion and schooling form us. A digital native may spend more time with and on their device
than engaged with any other source of influence or insight.

Although René Girard is Burgis’s (2026) touchstone source, I find that Charles Taylor (1992,
2018, 2026) is also a good guide when we think about appeals of Silicon Valley. Taylor draws
attention to the appeals and limitations of the ideal of authenticity, suggesting that our secular
age 1s one where young people are motivated and drawn to the goods of self-expression. Under
this way of thinking, Athens and Jerusalem are appealing if they can further the goods of self-
expression. Silicon Valley understands this, and gives young people almost unlimited
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opportunities for self-expression. Taylor suggests, though, that Silicon Valley eventually
comes to feel empty if it loses touch with sources and traditions that give shape to self-
expression, and—Ilike Burgis—urges us to find self-expression through tradition, allowing
traditions to shape and modify our ideals and modes of expression.

We must become more aware of how we are being formed, and when we are outsourcing our
agency to devices. We need to relearn the virtues of humility that facilitate adventure,
intellectually forming ourselves around values that we assent to upon thoughtful and careful
reflection. Rather than letting technologies and technologists form us without our consent or
full understanding, Silicon Valley must become an object of criticism, and our devices and
applications must be made tools that serve our values, not the thing that shapes our values,
forming selves and our understanding of what it means to be a self in the process.

Conclusion

I will close by suggesting that we can think about education at the intersection of Burgis’s
three-cities as a poetics (Hansen 2004, 119). A poet who uses traditional forms without
cultivating their unique voice will come to feel as uncompelling as a poet who only speaks
from personal experience without an interest in learning from and engaging with the long
traditions of poetry. As Rabbi Jonathan Sacks (2019) notes, a religious life is one that lives at
the intersection of human responsibility and proactivity on the one hand, and what John Keats
calls negative capability on the other. Silicon Valley brings new energy to how we can become
proactive, and we residents of Athens and Jerusalem can use this energy to help the next
generation remain receptive to long traditions of thought that will allow for richer expression.
As Taylor teaches, authenticity comes through tradition, not in avoidance of it. Burgis’s
articulation of the three-city problem welcomes educators to stand at the intersection of these
three cities, calling us to continual conversion. When we become too comfortable in one city—
faith, reason, technology—we should engage the others. Standing in the tensions these cities
will continually generate, we will develop new forms of pedagogy and new ways to invite our
students to live with meaning, purpose, and integrity. Poetically, we can create value through
living these three-city tensions.

Much of the excitement new technologies generate center on the promise that we can become
creators, and that we can engage directly with other creators. Silicon Valley has unleashed
worlds of content and content creators. In addition to teaching how we can exercise
discernment in these new worlds, educators formed by Athens and Jerusalem can also be
reminders and witnesses (Hansen 2025) to the ways that humility and obedience can be
adventures. Just like the poet who exercises and expands their negative capability while
cultivating their voice, we can show students that ease and convenience block the discipline of
learning what something means. A poetics of value creation means making room for the world,
learning the discipline of how to listen to what the world has to teach, and only then considering
what is worth adding to the conversation of humankind (Oakeshott 1989). The world doesn’t
need more hot takes and immediate reactions. The world needs the voice of the young, a voice
that will not emerge automatically and that is being threatened and anaesthetized by the
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overinfluence of Silicon Valley. By helping each emerging generation stand at the intersection

of the three-cities, we may—unlike Oedipus at the crossroads (Lear 1998)—poectically create
insight into the riddle of being and attempting to become human that moves from the dead ends
of knowingness and technological treadmills and into what Jonathan Lear (2006) calls radical
hope.

Educators have an especially important role to play. We should neither assess students on inert
knowledge that is meaningless to them nor attempt to endlessly entertain them with screens.
School can be a place of disciplined interest, where students learn how to listen and how to add
their voice to the ongoing conversations of humanity. For this to happen, though, educators
need to facilitate engagement that always points beyond itself. Even as each moment in the
classroom should be compelling for students, the goal is not entertainment. Rather, students
should be given intimations of how much more meaningful their lives and our world becomes
when they care enough to humbly engage in the adventure of poetically engaging with and
creating value. And when they do this, they move out of the state of being a digital native, and
live the generative tensions of the three-city problem of modern life.
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Conceptualising Authority
in a Technologized World

Michal Cerny

Abstract

The study analyses the concept of teacher authority and its transformation in the context of an
information-technology-driven society and the development of artificial intelligence and new
forms of cooperation, communication, and problem solving from the perspective of the
philosophy of education. It shows that today’s key issues cannot be solved by the concept of
a strong traditional leader as a Greek mythical hero, but that it is necessary to understand
teachers as authorities in a completely new perspective.

Keywords

artificial intelligence; authority; education; digital world; leader; identity; information society;
personality; philosophy of education; responsibility; teacher; teaching; technology; the role of
schools

Introduction

The transformation of the concept of authority is the subject of research by several
contemporary sociologists and philosophers (Bauman 2013, 2005; Elliott 2009). On the one
hand, we see a demand for a clear, understandable leader who knows what to do in all
circumstances and resembles an ancient hero. This romanticised view of authority was strongly
shaped in the 19th and 20th centuries by the development of romanticism on the one hand and
the growing complexity of society and the world on the other. In this respect, authority
simplifies the world and makes it safer. At the same time, however, we can see the growing
complexity of the world, which does not allow individuals to make independent decisions,
because the problems they encounter are too complex, require new perspectives, and can only
be understood through dialogue. Science, technology, and society have become interconnected
phenomena of cooperation. And yet, finding a new, comprehensible concept of authority in this
situation seems difficult.

In the current education space, there is debate over whether generative Al can replace teachers
(Baidoo-Anu and Owusu Ansah 2023). This may be a technocratic neoliberal debate in some
respects, but it is also a rational debate in some respects. Large language models can be
a valuable resource for personalised learning across many disciplines, yet their “expertise” and
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error rate may not be higher than those of a regular live teacher. However, these models do not
address the questions this study raises about teacher identity and authority (Condrey 2023).

It is the authority or personality of the teacher that is one of the essential constitutive elements
that we have to work with in the philosophy of education. Thus, the key question before us is
what form of authority is possible or appropriate to associate with the teacher in a technologized
world (Latzer 2022), what kind of teacher they should be. Before proceeding to an answer, it
will be necessary to examine three changes (chosen from the two ideal types of authority) that
technology brings to the conceptualisation of authority.

The first aspect concerns hyper-objects, as discussed by Bélohradsky (2021, 290-8). These are
phenomena (services, companies, global problems) that, in their size and complexity, exceed
the capabilities of conventional solutions. We live in a world where global climate change has
no simple solutions, no one optimal way to approach it. Technology has fundamentally
accelerated these phenomena and transformed global power. Bélohradsky writes that states no
longer have sovereign power but only limited regulatory possibilities. Bridle (2018, chap. 7)
speaks of how technology has lost the concept of responsibility, which Heidegger (1967b, 22—
4) speaks of life in the drag of technology. At the same time, these hyper-objects constitute
a crucial part of the reality in which we find ourselves and must be addressed educationally.
The second important feature is the plane of hyper-connectivity, as described, for example, by
Floridi (2014, 23; 2019, 197-212). We are in a world where science, technology, and,
increasingly, art are a team effort. Many modern art forms, such as computer game
development, movies or virtual reality, require (in principle) collaboration on two planes.
People among themselves, which brings into educational discourse the need to think more and
deeper about collaboration-teaching, as currently conceived, is too individualistic in its
methods (teaching methodology), forms of assessment, and topic design. The second aspect of
hyper-connectivity is collaborating with technology (Floridi 2014), using artificial intelligence
and other systems to deliver quality outcomes effectively. In many areas, such as programming,
the big question is whether there is any point in teaching without working with it or engaging
with Al effectively.

The two examples above show the growing infosphere, the increasingly complex and robust
information environment in which humans find themselves. Still, they also dynamically shape
themselves and are shaped by them (Floridi 2014, 41). The growth of efficiency, performance
and outputs, the need to be always online, to present oneself in a consistently positive light
(how one has the perfect figure, breakfast, work, how much one has accomplished at work or
what one has learned) in a connected environment not only leads to higher work productivity,
but also to several negative aspects. The circadian world is experiencing a pandemic of
depression and depressive feelings, but also an increase in many other mental illnesses and
problems that cannot be hidden under the optimistic view of better diagnostics (West 2023).
We seem to be able to promote productivity in the short term, not the long term.

Thus, a third feature may be, on the one hand, the increasing pressure and complexity of the
world (negative view) or, on the positive side, a distinctly shaped emphasis on digital wellbeing
(Smits et al. 2022). This is defined by the National Institute of Education as follows:
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Digital well-being is a state in which we recognise the benefits and risks of using digital
technologies in current conditions. Based on this, we integrate digital technologies into our
lives to support our overall health, personal development, and our responsibility towards
ourselves, our environment, and the world. (NPI CR 2025)

It can be said to be the ability not to be in the tow of technology, to relegate it to the position
of a tool, to have a certain freedom. It is not about convenience or comfort, but a form of
attunement to the self, the ability to live in a complex and dynamic world in a way that does
not degenerate into Kahneman’s System 1, a binary oppositional thought structure (Kahneman
2011, 19-22), which is often manifested by nationalism, the desire to reject technology
altogether, or xenophobia.

If we look at these three levels of phenomena through the lens of authority models, we can see
the possibilities each model offers. The model of authority as a strong leader or hero fails with
hyper-objects because it cannot handle complex situations in a differential way. It is also why
many of the political elites, says Latour (2018, chap. 12), fail: people demand this model of
authority but want them to solve hyper-object problems.

In the case of the hyper-connected world, he can be surprisingly successful; on the one hand,
he may not offer the capacity for deep collaboration, but at the same time, through his story
and charisma, he creates a network of indirect participants around him, becoming a celebrity
or an influencer (Han and Balabanis 2024; Bauman 2013), a person who has influence precisely
because he is embedded in a system of informational interactions of the connected world.

In digital wellbeing, a model of a strong, unchanging leader who always offers clear solutions
is placed in a state of ambivalence. On the one hand, he does not admit weakness and problems,
creating a form of self-narrative that makes him resistant to the threat of a complex dynamic
world; on the other hand, he creates what Damasio (2018, chap. 3) refers to as a delicate balance
— an equilibrium. An equilibrium that can be a source of resilience, but its collapse usually has
quite fatal consequences.

We need to find a new model of authority based on inherent weakness, fragmentation,
limitations, and cooperation. Our world is too complex for uncooperative “heroes” and “strong,
decisive leaders”. Appears to be possible in hyper-objects because it does not presuppose fixed,
pre-given solutions, but is willing to negotiate, adapt and cooperate. It is thus able to be part of
a moMg that is not a set of idudtng, isolated private individuals, but a broadly participating
informational organism (Damasio 2018, chap. 10).

A paradoxical situation arises in hyper-connectedness, where on the one hand the search for
new perspectives and models, together with the ability to connect with others, constitutes
a specific “effective skill”, but does not lead to a model of strong mythological self-narrative;
such an authority is a worker of everyday life, a man of small everyday honest work, but not
that visible personality, a star, a person to whom others will look up to.
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What kind of authority do we need in education?
The key question we now face is what we expect from the teacher’s authority in a changing
society. The answer to this question should be reflected in teacher training, teacher formation
and the broader debate about what courses, methods, and approaches we can use in education.
We cannot have a general discussion about schooling and authority here. However, we will try
to relate it to the current situation in the context of global technological transformation. It is
undeniable that:
1) Digital technologies are part of students’ everyday experience in an occidental cultural
circle. These technologies have advantages and disadvantages, but they are part of the world
that shapes students’ epistemic and axiological fields. It is impossible to exclude the digital
revolution or the digital world from reflecting on the philosophy of education. The
boundary between the technical world and the world of direct sensory human experience,
as discussed by the phenomenologists (Pato¢ka 1992, 13—17), no longer exists; we inhabit
one onlife environment of the infosphere (Floridi 2014).
2) Our world has never been more complicated and complex, requiring such a degree of
collaboration, abstract thinking or new competencies. The sense of a changing world has
been around for a long time, but what is new is the transformation affecting the very fabric
of ontological reality (Downes 2008; Latour 2007).
3) From the data on students’ mental health, we can conclude that the increasing pressure
and uncertainty associated with the inhabited space pose a significant challenge for
education.
It 1s possible to say that schools can and should play the role of specific landmarks in this
concept (in astrophysics, the term standard candle is used — an object of known luminosity
allowing one to easily measure the distance of this object from the Earth, thus orienting oneself
in distances and topology). The question is whether such a role is even possible. Whether we
use the CYNEFIN model (Hasan and Kazlauskas 2014), we do not live in a world where
manifest situations form an increasingly less substantial part of the epistemic field.
Let us think about the authority of the teacher. We must necessarily look for a model that will
be an authority not in the field associated with the structure of the world, as Obvious and
Complicated, which is usually the educational curricular focus, but in the field of Complex. We
consider this shift in the conceptualisation of authority to be fundamental. We need education
to be carried by the capacity for critical thinking — that is, discerning our situation, what we
can know about it, and how we can relate to it, as well as reflecting on them.
A model of a strong leader who always offers clear solutions as an authoritative teacher of
myths is inauthentic, however appealing it may be. It can be described as one of the temptations
of contemporary pedagogy. We can make the teacher into an authoritative leader whom
students will follow and admire, who is never wrong or falters, and who has a clear idea
(Obvious World) of what should and should not happen. This simplification of the world may
lead to a sense of security, but it is fickle, built on a simplistic narrative and simple instruments
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that you “have to use”. Many of the virtues of rigid modernity fundamentally do not work in
liquid modernity (Bauman 2013).

The challenges of the world we find ourselves in are so different that we need to change our
perspective radically (Latour 2021, chap. 3), to enter the space of uncertainty that the teacher
will share with the students. In this radical openness in participation in a shared world, we
believe the authenticity of authority emerges. Authority not as a definitive fixed unchanging
static answer (veritas), often sounded before the questions, but rather a sharing of a standard
process of uncovering the unhidden (dAn0ewn); if we take Heidegger’s classification of
approaches to (Heidegger 1967a, § 44).

The approach to knowledge as veritas expects predefined forms that enable a charismatic leader
to structure their program; veritas serves as the training foundation upon which Al engines can
be built. However, in a world of mutability and complexity, this fixed, predetermined
knowledge constitutes only a part of the basis for decision-making. A charismatic leader
operates under the conviction that this wellspring of fixed and unchanging truth describes the
world in which we live. As we have shown, however, a substantially deeper and more adequate
description of reality is linked to the concept of non-concealment — a concept that cannot be
possessed, one that must always be re-examined in light of what we can learn about the world
and ourselves. The concept of dAnbewa is the path of humility, which makes possible a new
concept of authority.

It seems — based on the analysis made — that it is possible to use selected elements of the
traditional concept of authority, because there is a certain degree of truth and justification in
them (as in the Trinitarian heresies, after all). However, we must get used to a new kind of
authority more closely associated with the concept of Gregor Samsa (Kafka 2004; Latour
2021). An authority that is carried by the words of Jesus: “Take my yoke upon you and learn
from me, for [ am meek and lowly in heart” (Matt 11:29). In Matthew is Jesus is the archetype
of an authority figure who does not need to draw attention to himself, who does not have ready-
made, universal solutions for everything, regardless of context. Jesus’ truth is dAn0eio, not
veritas, which is reflected in the way he exercises his authority.

This noiselessness of authority turns to the earth, to the reflection of what is essential, and
represents one of the crucial moments in the constitution of a newly understood authority
(Latour 2018). Not as an authority of power and fear, or of the fascination with “charisma", but
rather a balanced, empathetic one, someone who makes available to the other a view of his
face, not as a mask, but as a vulnerable offer of relationality (Levinas 2011; Buber 2017).

It is this aspect of authority, which does not go the way of easy shortcuts, that we also consider
crucial in our reflection, as it will enable us to teach students to resist the lure of simplistic
leaders, charismatic politicians, and preachers. Herakles (as the archetype of traditional
authority) hides behind his position of strength and courage a weakness in discernment,
questioning his decisions, a fear that dependence on others will rob him of his exceptionalism.
Indeed, Greek mythology suggests that this notion of authority is problematic — it plunges one
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into revenge and suspicion and does not lead to peace. It is a fragment of life with no openness
to the whole, against which it can become isolated.

Conclusion

The study attempted to analyse the context of a technologized society about the
reconceptualisation of the phenomenon of authority in education. We consider the
transformation of the educator’s understanding as a charismatic individualistic leader to be
fundamental, as this concept of authority is unsustainable in the long term and does not allow
for the education of democratic citizens of the information society in their authentic
engagement with a specific new type of authority. This new type requires a fundamental
rethinking of humanity as beings with limitations, vulnerabilities, a need for others, and a
strong environmental anchoring, with the ability to discern. The study shows that precisely this
type of authority makes it possible to solve the problems of the hyper-connected world (Floridi
2014, 23) and the hyper-objects (Bélohradsky 2021, 290) within it, and that it is of fundamental
importance to strive for it among teachers, as key actors in education.
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Educating Ethical Judgement
in a Pluriverse — Pluriversal Ethical
Reflection as a Framework for Formation

Bert Meeuwsen

Abstract

This article addresses a core concern in contemporary philosophy and theology of education:
how education can cultivate moral judgement and ethical responsibility in contexts marked by
epistemological pluriversality. Decolonising perspectives reveal that dominant educational
paradigms often continue to rely on universalist assumptions. Instrumental and competence-
based approaches tend to marginalise issues of normativity, meaning and moral formation. This
raises foundational questions about educational purpose, ethical orientation and responsibility
in plural educational contexts.

The article presents the ‘Pluriversal Ethical Reflection Framework’ as a conceptual and
reflective framework, rather than as a methodology or intervention. The framework draws on
Dooyeweerd’s philosophy of the fifteen modal aspects, recent Dooyeweerdian scholarship,
decolonial thought on epistemic justice (Moncrieffe), virtue ethics and meaning-oriented
reflection. Together, these sources form an integrative architecture. It interrelates three
educational levels: macro-level normativity (Dooyeweerd), meso-level contextual
interpretation (‘Political, Economic, Social-cultural, Technological, Environmental and Legal’
analysis as a normative layer), and micro-level ethical self-development (Meaning-Oriented
Reflection). The architecture acts within a Bildung-oriented pedagogical horizon. Two
educational cases illustrate how the framework supports ethical judgement in higher education
and intercultural leadership education.

Conceptually, the article contributes to theology and philosophy of education by articulating
educational normativity as hopeful, relational and practice-oriented. Normativity is understood
as disclosed within lived educational reality, rather than imposed through procedural control
or abstract prescription.

Keywords
Bildung; decolonising; educational design; ethics; ethics education; normativity; philosophy of
education; pluriversality; reflection; theology of education; virtues; worldviews

Introduction

Contemporary education unfolds within conditions of accelerating epistemological plurality
and moral complexity. Globalisation, post-colonial critique, migration and digitalisation have
reshaped educational contexts in thoughtful manners. These confront educators and learners
with opposing worldviews, ethical imaginaries and meaning-systems. Classrooms, curricula
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and institutions increasingly function as sites of encounter between co-existing epistemic
traditions. This in contrast to spaces governed by a single, shared frame of reference. Plurality
can enrich educational experience. At the same time, it unsettles inherited assumptions
regarding shared norms, universal values and the purposes of education itself.

In response to this complexity, educational systems have turned toward competence-based and
outcome-oriented frameworks. These promise transparency, comparability and governability
by translating learning into observable skills, measurable outcomes and key performance
indicators. From a managerial perspective, these offer clarity and control. Yet critics within
philosophy and theology of education argue that such responses risk marginalising education’s
formative and normative dimensions. When education becomes primarily procedural,
questions of meaning, ethical responsibility and human flourishing tend to decline (Horkheimer
and Adorno 2007, 3-9).

These developments pose a fundamental challenge for contemporary philosophy of education.
This accounts for ethical formation and educational normativity under conditions of
epistemological plurality.

Parallel to this proceduralising of education, decolonial and pluriverse perspectives have
gained increasing importance. These approaches challenge the presumed neutrality of
dominant educational paradigms. They expose how Western epistemology has historically
functioned as a universalising framework that marginalised alternative ways of knowing and
being (Mignolo 2018, ix—xv). Education, from this perspective, cannot be understood as purely
technical or instrumental. It is implicated in broader struggles over knowledge, power and
ethical orientation.

This situation raises a central pedagogical question: How can education remain normatively
oriented, while honestly accepting epistemological plurality? Sustaining pluralism without
ethical orientation risks relativism or procedural neutrality. This confirms that universal norms
risk reproducing epistemic domination. Addressing this tension constitutes a core task for
philosophy of education. This, as it concerns the educational meaning of normativity, moral
judgement and formation in plural educational contexts.

The article contributes to that task by presenting the ‘Pluriversal Ethical Reflection Framework’
(PERF) as a conceptual framework for ethical formation in educational contexts. The
framework integrates three analytical levels: macro, meso and micro. These connect through a
pluriverse horizon and are steadied by virtue ethics. Rather than offering a method, intervention
or assessment instrument, the PERF functions as a reflective architecture. It supports meaning-
oriented reflection, ethical responsibility and formation in the tradition of Bildung.

Pluriversality and the Educational Condition

Pluriversality, therefore, does not suspend normativity but rather places it under reflective
pressure. Education is called to cultivate judgement in a precise manner, because learners live
within multiple worlds of meaning.

The notion of the pluriverse foregrounds the coexistence of multiple, historically situated
worlds of meaning rather than a single epistemic centre. Pluriversality challenges the modern
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epistemological aspiration to universality. It does so by recognising that knowledge, values and
ethical orientations are embedded in cultural, linguistic, historical and political contexts
(Mignolo 2018, ix—xv; Maldonado-Torres 2007, 242-5). Knowledge is not just gathered or
transferred. It is lived, and normatively structured within specific lifeworlds.

Marlon Moncrieffe deepens this insight by emphasising that education is always shaped by a
locus of enunciation. This is the socio-historical position from which knowledge is produced
and approved. Dominant curricula appear to present themselves as universal or neutral. This
while marginalising alternative epistemologies and lived experiences. They thereby reproduce
forms of cognitive injustice (Moncrieffe 2022, 1-8). Consequently, decolonising education
cannot be reduced to representational inclusion. It requires questioning of the epistemic
assumptions that define acceptability, accuracy and authority within education.

Within educational contexts, this critique problematises long-standing assumptions about
neutral curricula and objective knowledge transmission. As Ngiigi wa Thiong’o demonstrated
decades earlier, education has frequently served as a mechanism of epistemic domination by
privileging languages, narratives and forms of rationality, while silencing others (Ngligi wa
Thiong’o 1986, 3—12). Moncrieffe extends this critique by showing how assessment methods,
academic discussion and pedagogical norms continue to privilege Western epistemologies.
Doing this while under the guise of inclusion and diversity (Moncriefte 2022, 9-12).

Yet pluriversality also introduces pedagogical vulnerability. When plurality is affirmed without
reflective mediation, education risks collapsing into epistemic simultaneity. Being a form of
“flat pluralism” in which perspectives are present but are not meaningfully connected. Such
pluralism may promote tolerance, yet it rarely seems to support ethical formation. Moncrieffe
warns that decolonial education requires ethical orientation, not epistemic indifference
(Moncriefte 2025). Plurality confronts and unsettles. However, it itself does not educate.
From the standpoint of philosophy of education, the challenge is therefore not whether plurality
exists. The challenge is how education can respond to plurality in a way that cultivates
judgement, responsibility and ethical judgement. This challenge is not unique to current debate.
Earlier educational thinkers already faced similar tensions. Comenius’ pansophic vision sought
to honour epistemic diversity while maintaining a unifying commitment to wisdom and human
betterment (Comenius 1657/2019, I-11). His insistence on integration rather than fragmentation
anticipates current attempts to think pluriversality without normative lessness (Woldring 2016,
87-102).

Normativity, Bildung and Moral Formation in Education

Normativity in education refers to questions of what ought to be valued, cultivated and pursued
in education. Despite persistent attempts to modify education as a neutral, functional or skills-
oriented, normativity remains manifest. A pedagogical decision implicitly conveys
assumptions about what constitutes a worthwhile life, responsible action and appropriate social
participation.
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The tradition of Bildung offers a sustained philosophical response to this condition. Bildung

understands education as a process of educators guiding learners’ self-development. It is
oriented toward ethical maturity and human flourishing, rather than simple adaptation to
economic or institutional demands (Taylor 2017, 421-6). Learning is not confined to cognitive
acquisition. It engages affective, self-directed and ethical dimensions of the person.

Within this horizon, ethical formation in educational practice is not an add-on to learning
outcomes. It is integral to education’s purpose. Bildung presupposes that learners are capable
of self-reflective assumptions of meaning and responsibility. Although it requires guidance,
facing and contest, the process remains fundamentally learner-driven. Ethical education,
therefore, concerns the development of judgement rather than behavioural obedience.

Virtue ethics complements this educational vision, by modifying emphasis from externally
imposed rules to character formation. Comparative and cross-cultural studies indicate that
certain core virtues (wisdom, justice, humanity, courage, temperance and transcendence) occur
across moral traditions. Although they are differently expressed and ranked (Dahlsgaard et al.
2005, 207-10). This unification does not neutralise plurality. Rather, it offers a shared ethical
vocabulary. Therefore, capable of experiencing shared educational judgement, and creating a
safe learning environment.

As Koehn observes, virtues guide ethical judgement in concrete situations. This instead of
prescribing rules disconnected from contexts (Koehn 2020, 210-7). Within decolonising
education, this appears crucial. Moncrieffe emphasises that ethical orientation must emerge
dialogically, not be imposed as a hidden universal (Moncrieffe 2022, 13-8). In this sense, virtue
ethics aligns with Bildung as instinctive educational self-development. It provides resources
for ethical orientation in plural educational contexts.

Meaning-oriented reflection, within education, deepens this perspective by emphasising
inwardness, motivation and ethical awareness. Educational research suggests that ethical
internalisation, i.e. ‘transfer learning” occurs when learners engage existentially with content
and situations. That, in contrast to than just processing information cognitively (Hattie and
Donoghue 2016, 102—6). Self-reflection, therefore, becomes not only a cognitive act, but a
formative educational practice shaping ethical consciousness.

The ‘Pluriversal Ethical Reflection Framework’ as Conceptual Architecture

Against this philosophical background, the PERF is positioned as a reflective architecture for
ethical formation in education. The framework integrates macro-, meso- and micro-levels of
interpretation. These are connected through a pluriverse horizon and stabilised by virtue ethics.
It is conceptual rather than methodological. The framework aims to support self-reflective
judgement rather than procedural application.

Macro-Level: Educational Normativity, Meaning and Dooyeweerd

At the macro-level, the PERF draws on Herman Dooyeweerd’s philosophy of fifteen modal
aspects to convey normativity as structurally embedded. Dooyeweerd separates complex
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modalities, e.g. juridical, ethical, pistic, etc., characterised by their own normative logic and
meaning (Dooyeweerd 19531958, I: 3-35).

Recent interpretations by Verkerk, Glas and Sierksma—Agteres emphasise that Dooyeweerd’s
philosophy is not abstract system-building but ethically and existentially oriented. They
highlight how modal normativity points beyond instrumental rationality toward orientation,
responsibility and trust (Verkerk etal. 2025, 41-58). Meaning, in this account, is not
constructed at random but revealed within the consistency of actual reality.

Within education, Dooyeweerd’s modal framework invites reflection on how ethical questions
meet with justice, social structures, economic stewardship and worldview commitments.
Importantly, it challenges reduction of ethics to a single explanatory register, like efficiency,
cultural preference or individual autonomy.

Interpreted pluriversally, Dooyeweerd’s philosophy does not prescribe uniform ethical
outcomes. It allows for numerous normative expressions, based on shared dimensions of
meaning (Woldring 2014, 233—40). Normativity remains. Yet its expression is addressed within
its context.

Meso-Level: Political, Economic, Social-cultural, Technological, Environmental and
Legal Factors Analysis and Contextual Normativity

At the meso-level, the PERF employs Political, Economic, Social-cultural, Technological,
Environmental and Legal factors analysis (PESTEL) as a framework for interpreting contextual
forces shaping environments. Contrasting strategic management applications, PESTEL within
the PERF functions as a normatively questioned context-approach-in-casu-layer.

Political governance structures define priorities and accountability mechanisms. Economic
pressures shape institutional incentives. Social-cultural dynamics influence inclusion and
exclusion. Technological infrastructures alter relational patterns. Environmental concerns
introduce intergenerational responsibility. While legal frameworks restrict ethical agency. Each
dimension carries implicit normative assumptions.

Moncrieffe demonstrates how educational institutions reproduce epistemic hierarchies through
policy, assessment and curricular design. Doing this, even when inclusivity is verbally involved
(Moncrieffe 2022, 19-24). PESTEL, therefore, becomes a critical interpretive tool. It
highlights how frameworks determine which forms of knowledge are established and which
are downgraded.

By situating PESTEL within a pluriverse horizon, the PERF reframes contextual analysis from
adaptive compliance to ethical interpretation. Context does not dictate ethical judgement but
conditions it. This approach aligns with decolonial critiques emphasising the ethical
conspicuousness of power, governance and historical location (Maldonado—Torres 2007, 248—
52).
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Micro-Level: Moral Formation and Education through Meaning-Oriented Reflection

At the micro-level, moral formation is conceptualised through Meaning-Oriented Reflection
(MORe3.1.2), as developed by Meeuwsen (2024, 39-45; 2025, 41-4). MORe3.1.2 articulates
ethical reflection as a dynamic, integrative and revolving process involving inspiration,
intuition, logic, awareness, willing and acting.

These dimensions are not sequential steps but mutually informing aspects of self-reflective
judgement. Inspiration refers to an initial, pre-analytical openness to meaning, grounded in
inspiration and spiritual receptivity, which functions as the first movement of ethical self-
reflection. Intuition alerts to ethical feeling, based on experience and knowledge. Logic
structures reasoning. Awareness enables self-reflection on the previous three. Then, ‘willing’
expresses ethical commitment. While ‘acting’ translates self-reflection into responsible
practice (Meeuwsen 2024, 39-45; Meeuwsen 2025, 41-4).

This reflective cycle echoes Comenius’ integration of ratio, emotio and inspiratio (Comenius
1657/2019, I-II) and aligns with Bildung-oriented pedagogy. Situated within the PEREF,
MORe3.1.2 integrates macro-level normativity and meso-level context into ethical judgement.
The six core virtues, i.e. wisdom, courage, humanity, justice, temperance and transcendence,
provide ethical orientation without moral standardisation (Dahlsgaard et al. 2005, 207—13).
Transcendence acknowledges that ethical formation often engages ultimate questions
exceeding instrumental rationality.

Two Compact Educational Cases

Case 1: Al-based assessment in higher education

To illustrate the integrative functioning of the PERF, consider a case drawn from higher
education practice.

A multidisciplinary cohort of students analyses the decision of a European university to partner
with a technology firm developing Al-based proctoring software for online examinations. The
partnership promises efficiency and fraud prevention but raises concerns about surveillance,
data ownership, bias and cybersecurity.

At the macro-level, students analyse the situation through Dooyeweerd’s fifteen modal aspects,
identifying juridical concerns (privacy), ethical dimensions (care, responsibility) and pistic
aspects (trust in technology) (Dooyeweerd 1953-1958, I: 3-35).

At the meso-level, PESTEL analysis reveals political pressure for performance metrics,
economic incentives, technological acceleration and legal ambiguity regarding data protection.
Students recognise how institutional context shapes ethical horizons.

At the micro-level, MORe3.1.2 guides reflective engagement. Inspiration opens awareness of
moral unease; intuition highlights fairness concerns; logic structures arguments; awareness
situates assumptions; willing expresses commitment to academic integrity; acting leads to
proposing alternative assessment forms.

This case demonstrates how the PERF supports ethical judgement without prescribing
outcomes, while remaining sensitive to pluriverse perspectives and normative responsibilities.
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From the perspective of philosophy of education, this case illustrates how ethical judgement in
educational settings can be cultivated without reducing education to procedural compliance.

Case 2: Leadership ethics in an intercultural teacher-education programme

A postgraduate teacher-education programme attracts participants from Europe, Africa and
Asia/Pacific. A module on “educational leadership” emphasises autonomy, boldness and
decision-making pace. Several students express discomfort. They note that leadership in their
contexts focuses on relational responsibility and collective sensitivity.

Using the PERF, students analyse the tension:

e Macro-level (fifteen modal aspects): conflicting pistic and ethical orientations regarding
authority and responsibility.

e Meso-level (PESTEL): institutional expectations shaped by Western frameworks.

e Micro-level (MORe3.1.2): reflection leads students to recognise biases, articulate
commitments and co-design alternative leadership narratives.

The case demonstrates how the PERF supports ethical learning in education without
prescribing a singular leadership ideal. From a philosophy of education perspective, it shows
how ethical judgement can emerge through meaning-oriented, reflective engagement within
educational settings. In this way, education is affirmed as a formative practice of judgement
and responsibility, rather than reduced to procedural compliance or instrumental control.

Conclusion on Theological, Philosophical and Educational Significance

Theologically, the framework connects with worldviews that understand education as the
formation of the whole person oriented toward responsibility, justice and hope. Drawing on the
pistic dimension of meaning highlighted by Dooyeweerd and elaborated by Verkerk et al.
(2025, 101-18), moral orientation ultimately involves trust and commitment rather than
procedural certainty.

Philosophically, the framework offers an approach to moral formation in plural educational
settings. By integrating pluriversality, structured normativity and self-reflective activity, it
avoids the dualistic opposition between universalism and relativism.

Educationally, the framework challenges competence-based paradigms by re-focusing on
meaning and judgement and ethical imagination as key to education itself.

Further Research

The conceptual nature of the ‘Pluriversal Ethical Reflection Framework’ invites further
philosophical, theological and educational inquiry rather than immediate empirical validation.
Comparative research may explore relations with critical pedagogy, intercultural ethics and
Bildung. Narrative and hermeneutic studies could examine meaning-oriented ethical self-
reflection in pluriverse contexts.

Meeuwsen’s (2022, 171-91) narrative reflective analogy dialogue, parallel to educational
storytelling, represents a possibility for educational design research.
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Reflective analogy (Meeuwsen in Moncrieffe 2022, 191)

“Once in a while, Charming School’s professional learning community takes a climate-friendly
green train, for their pluriverse field trip to the blue ocean. Next to meaningful learning from
each other, addressing the now more conscious needs, enjoying a ‘gezellige’' company and
having fun together, stimulates their educational thrill. Global social justice without global
cognitive justice. All together now, leading towards ‘Something good’.

The weather is nice, the environment is more than cool, and the sun? Never sets.”

Final reflective question for consideration
How can education cultivate ethical judgement and ethical responsibility within epistemically
plural contexts while remaining virtuously grounded?
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Narcissism as the Moral Blindness of Modern
Culture

Tibor Mahrik

Your business is to fix his attention on the stream of immediate sense
experiences. Teach him to call it ‘real life’ and don t let him ask what

he means by ‘real’.
(Lewis 1942, 2)

Abstract

The article examines how narcissism — understood not only as a psychological phenomenon
but also as a cultural pattern — becomes a mechanism of moral blindness. The belief is presented
that in the environment of digital self-presentation, social bubbles, and relativisation of truth,
the categories of good and evil are transformed into aesthetic categories, which ultimately
weakens a person’s ability to judge between good and evil, reduces the space for guilt, and
blurs the imperative of responsible action. This study moves at the intersection of philosophy,
ethics, theology, and social psychology, and highlights the need for a renaissance of
metaphysics as a basis for the renewal of the categories of truth and goodness.

Keywords
Narcissism; education; teaching; moral philosophy; theology; subjectivism; truth; metaphysics

Introduction

The idea from C S Lewis in the motto of this study corresponds brilliantly with the state of
contemporary culture. Evil is not presented as an open rebellion against good, but in the account
of “experienced devil” advising the young demon, evil is a gradual weakening of man’s ability
to persist in the question of truth and interest in objective reality. According to Lewis,
distraction does not mean merely turning attention away, but a constant interruption in the
relationship between mind and reality. Evil thus manifests itself as a disintegration of man’s
inner unity, which ultimately prevents him from encountering that which transcends him. Truth
does not become “denied” and “rejected”, but irrelevant, and moral decision-making thus shifts
from the level of knowledge to the level of immediate impulses and emotional experiences,
which ultimately leads to a weakening of man’s responsibility.

We live in a culture that is usually referred to as post-factuall. This expresses the fact that in
our “philosophical environment” facts lose their authoritative power, the question of objective

! This term was occasionally used as early as the 1990s, but it was introduced into widespread academic and media
use mainly by the British publicist Ralph Keyes, who published the book The Post-Truth Eva in 2004. A key
moment of public recognition came in 2016 when Oxford Dictionaries declared pos¢-truth the “word of the year”.
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truth is not decisive, because subjective feelings “from reality”, the power of emotions,
personal beliefs and preferences, but also the understanding of one’s own identity come to the
fore. Truth is no longer understood as something that is “outside” us and that transcends us,
but as something that we construct and create ourselves.

At the same time, we are witnessing an unprecedented rise of narcissism — not just as an
individual psychological trait, but as a cultural ideal. Being seen, validated, and admired
becomes a basic need that corresponds to the phenomenon of narcissism. Digital technologies,
social networks, and the attention economy continue to systematically support this need.
Exaggerated individualism, comparing oneself with others in the online space creates a suitable
breeding ground in which narcissism becomes an unmistakable challenge (Beck & Beck-
Gernsheim 2002).

Narcissism, in the sense of a solipsistic perception of the interpersonal and intrapersonal world,
represents a rather serious obstacle to a person’s ability to epistemologically and existentially
relate to the world of which he is a part. Since the question of good and evil represents the basic
platform from which everything else grows in a certain way as a “superstructure”, we consider
it crucial to focus our attention on the place of narcissism in the dialectic of moral philosophy
in an age that relativizes truth and absolutizes the ego of man.

Historical context

If we look at classical ethics — from Aristotle to Kant — we see that truth played a normative
function, there. The truth was not only a description of reality, a free interpretation of the
observed reality, but above all a landmark for action. It was not a “product” of human
endeavour, but the “goal” of human cognition, from which everything else unfolded. To know
the truth, therefore, meant to be existentially bound to it and to act on it.

The rise of Descartian rationalism in Europe overshadowed the reality of the human soul.
Human reason became the main source of knowledge, and as a result, only what could be
rationally justified and logically proved began to be considered true and meaningful. What
about spirituality? In the field of epistemology, it gradually entered the sphere of emotions,
feelings, and fantasy. The image of man was thus imaginarily divided into two parts (rational
— emotional), and the unified image of the world was also shattered (natural — supernatural).
A natural consequence of the emphasis on the rationality of man is the strengthening of the
Kantian autonomy of man, to the point that man, without attachment to transcendent reality, is
perceived as an independent being in an absolute sense. This shift is aptly expressed by Sartre
— “There is no human nature, because there is no God to have a conception of it... Man is
nothing else but that which he makes of himself” (Sartre 2007, 4). The shift from heteronomous
ethics to autonomous ethics creates space for the belief that only man himself can determine,
formulate, and promote values that he himself subsequently considers moral and correct. In a
certain sense, man is not only allowed to do so, but it is even his duty and an expression of his

The trigger was political events — Brexit and the US presidential election — in which the massive spread of
disinformation and emotional manipulation turned out to be a significant factor influencing their results.
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responsibility for himself and for the world. The problem here is not the emphasis on human
responsibility, but the displacement of transcendent reality outside the epistemological radius.
The belief in the uniqueness of each individual and that society is primarily there to meet their
needs and requirements is the logical outcome of this development.

The problem of truth

It is characteristic of contemporary culture that emotions, personal identity, and subjectivist
preferences come into the centre of attention of today’s man more than the perception of truth
as an objective entity independent of his consciousness. As a result, the perception of good and
evil is modified into a variety of forms, becoming more a matter of taste, preferential
interpretation, or “authenticity” anchored in subjectivism, than of a moral reality that
transcends our interpretations. Mclntyre (2018) defines post factuality as a situation in
contemporary culture where facts exist but are systematically relativized and ignored. The
problem is not the absence of ‘“data”, but their interpretation, which is not grounded in
metaphysics.

In his concept of “liquid modernity", Bauman analyses the phenomenon of instability of
contemporary culture in the field of values, identity, and perception of truth (Bauman 2000).
He captured very well the issue of post-factual culture, in which truth turns into an instrument
of power in human hands, a product, a construct, a commodity that can be traded. It is not
evaluated according to conformity with reality, but according to effect, outcome, and utility.
Thus, “true” is what works, what mobilizes, what affirms identity, what strengthens emotion,
what brings profit and personal benefit.

In his theory of simulations, Baudrillard argues that in postmodern culture it is no longer a
representation of reality, but of “simulacra” that replace reality — hyperreality arises, where the
distinction between reality and its image disappears (Baudrillard 1994). Rorty’s neo-pragmatic
relativism leads to similar conclusions, rejecting the understanding of knowledge as a
“mirroring of reality” and claiming that truth is rather the result of language games and social
agreements (consensus), but it is not a correspondence with objective reality (Rorty 1997). This
leads to a rejection of objective reality, preferring instead a subjective realm of perception
where the objectivity of the subject under investigation is either tacitly or overtly disavowed.

The image of today’s youth

Current technological progress brings unprecedented possibilities and opportunities, to which
the young generation reacts sensitively. According to the WHO (2023), mental health problems
are most prevalent among young people aged 15-29. It’s not just about the accessibility of
information, but also about a phenomenon that is coming to the forefront of experts’ attention
due to undesirable effects resulting from the influences of cyberreality and social media:
today’s young people are showing a significant increase in the rate of anxiety, depression,
loneliness, and identity diffusion (Twenge 2023).

Jonathan Haidt (2024) speaks of “psychological fragility”, which is the result of the dynamics
of several psychological and sociological factors such as chronic insecurity, pressure to
perform, weakening of family structures, and excessive individualism. This is one of the
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reasons why the thesis that the crisis of the young generation is not primarily economic or
technological, but metaphysical is increasingly emerging in the academic debate (Taylor 2007).
It is a crisis of what it means to be human, what our basic values are, what the goal of human
life is, and what can be considered true or good or bad.

Psychology can describe symptoms, but it cannot replace questions about the meaning and
purpose of life (Illouz 2019). When young people are confronted with suffering or uncertainty,
they need answers that are not only behavioural or clinical, but also ontological. The digital
environment allows you to constantly create and change your own self-presentation. However,
this leads to a split in identity and a loss of authenticity (Turkle 2012)?. Young people are
immersed in an environment where “reality" has no clear boundaries, which makes stable self-
experience impossible, and the feeling of anxiety is exacerbated as a result. Without a
metaphysical horizon, there is no solid reason to believe in goodness, truth, or beauty as real
entities (Vattimo 2011).

Narcissism as a cultural ideal

The concept of narcissism is associated with the work of Christopher Lasch, who spoke of a
“culture of narcissism” as early as the 1970s. Narcissism means not only excessive self-love,
but also an exaggerated desire for self-affirmation, which can lead to a deep dependence on
“mirroring” on the part of others.

In traditional societies, the human ego was corrected by community, religion, and moral norms.
In modern culture, these correctives have been significantly weakened. Individualism and
autonomy of man cease to be “balanced” by the relationship to the collective and the demands
of the collective on the individual. The goal becomes an autonomous self-actualization of one’s
personality.

Today’s highly developed digital culture creates a technical environment in which this self-
actualization can be constantly exposed to the audience. A person’s identity becomes more
performative (I show off my world) than formative (I shape my world). A person’s value is
measured by visibility and response (likes). Many studies today confirm the negative impact
on the psychological development of children and adolescents (Schwartz et al. 2021).

The real causes of narcissism are unknown and yet “narcissistic personality disorder” (NPD)
is included in the categorization of psychological personality disorders (Heretik-Heretikova
2021). However, the personality structure of a person with NPD carries an internal paradox:
self-confidence on the surface, fragility at the core. On the surface, self-affirmation, at the core,
is fear of rejection. The increase in anxiety disorders and self-harm among young people has

2 Sherry Turkle in her work Alone Together (2012) points out that due to the influence of the digital environment,
the boundary between authentic and constructed self becomes blurred. Young people create multiple and diverse
identities that are flexible, fragmented, and mostly dependent on feedback from their surroundings. As a result,
an internal division occurs — between who a person really is and how they present themselves in the virtual world.
Since such “reality” does not guarantee stability, identity consequently becomes unstable, which weakens the
awareness of continuity of one's self and the integrity of personality. The result is increased anxiety, uncertainty,
and the need for constant affirmation of one's own worth through external recognition (being seen, validated,
acknowledged).
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been confirmed by the professional community and represents a major challenge for family
policy and the quality of education.?

Evil as Moral Blindness

Hannah Arendt (2006), in her analysis of totalitarianism introduced the concept of banality of
evil by her world-renowned words: “The sad truth is that most evil is done by people who never
make up their minds to be either good or evil.” Evil, she argues, does not have to be demonic;
it can be the result of an inability to think and judge in terms of consequential reasoning. It is
enough to mechanically follow the orders of the “system” without judging whether those
instructions are moral or not. According to Arendt, evil does not even have to be a conscious
choice, but an absence of reflection and responsibility on the part of man. The motivation of
such a person may be indifference, lack of critical thinking, or devotion to a “system of
thinking” that is not ontologically tied to the truth (Arendt 1978).

In the post-factual and narcissistic culture, a similar mechanism arises, but on a new basis: it is
not an inability to think, but an inability to transcend one’s own ego, one’s own individualistic
preferences in the name of the functioning of the whole. The moral blindness of today consists
in the fact that the individual is unable to acknowledge anything higher/other than his own
perspective. However, if the truth does not go beyond my own experience and my own
preferences, then it can neither confront nor convict me. The normativity of good in this way
of seeing the world loses the foundation of its reasoning. If another person becomes a backdrop
for the affirmation of my “I”, then a culture of dehumanization inevitably occurs. The
fragmentation of society, the loss of coherence in a person’s life, is a natural consequence
(Zacharias 1997, 137-9).

In theological terminology, according to the creation story of the first chapters of the Book of
Genesis, narcissism can be said to be a modern form of temptation to “be like God”—as an
autonomous being in the absolute sense of being the measure of everything. It is a projection
of the desire for perfection and the absolute categories of goodness, beauty, joy, love, and
justice, but without a relationship with its Creator. However, this is an illusion, since the a
priori state is anchored in the fact that man is a created being. From the perspective of ethical
reasoning, narcissism appears as a state in which the ego appropriates the competence to
determine universal good and evil. Consequently, heteronomous ethics gives way to
autonomous ethics. The tension between descriptive ethics (how it is) and prescriptive ethics
(how it ought to be) is reduced to a projection of solipsistic preferences. From the point of view
of psychology, it is possible to talk about a mechanism that illuminates the state in which evil

3 The paradox of narcissistic personality, as described by clinical studies (Kernberg 1971; Miller et al. 2011), lies
in the discrepancy between external self-confidence and internal fragility. Outwardly, an individual appears self-
assured and self-affirming, yet internally they are dependent on recognition (which they fundamentally crave) and
sensitive to rejection (internal injury). This incongruity leads to anxiety and identity instability. In the context of
contemporary culture with its pressure for performance and self-presentation, this consequently results in an
increased incidence of anxiety disorders and self-harm (Prinstein 2017; Fontana et al. 2023), which represents a
serious concern for educational and developmental systems.
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arises without a sense of guilt. Evil without repentance. Evil without a sense of shame. As Pope
Leo XIV reminds us — if we turn in on ourselves, we risk falling ill with loneliness, and even a
narcissism that is concerned with others only out of self-interest. The other is then reduced to
someone from whom we can take, without ever being truly willing to give, to offer ourselves
(Cardiel 2025).

Conclusion

Evil in the post-factual era is not primarily radical in the sense of rejecting good but is related
to disintegration in such a way that it arises where truth, humanity, and the capacity to think
collapse. This is a complex phenomenon that can be better understood considering the
following dynamic factors: Post-truth culture fuels narcissism because subjective truth makes
itself the supreme authority. Narcissism, in turn, accelerates social fragmentation by
undermining solidarity, awareness of shared values, and an attitude of responsibility towards
others. Fragmentation is then again translated into “post-truth conditions”, since because of
fragmentation, common facts disappear and only isolated stories remain, which reinforce
scepticism about objective truth. A death spiral of existential proportions is taking shape and
evil thus becomes an invisible product of a self-centred culture.

Theologically, this situation can be justified as incurvatio in se ipsum®, that is, the curvature of
man in himself, the overcoming of which requires a return to truth, reality, and relational
openness.

If the core of the problem is the loss of perception of truth and the “enlargement” of the ego,
which hedonically focuses on the moment of the present, then the path of restoration will lead
in the opposite direction past several stops.

The first will be a return to the notion of truth as something that transcends us and that refers
to objective reality. In such a case, the truth ceases to be the property of man and becomes a
horizon to which we consciously approach our understanding, decision-making, and action.
The metaphysical side of human existence and the world open space for man to stabilize his
own identity, understand human dignity, bind ethical norms, and teleological horizon of the
meaning of life.

The second milestone of the path of renewal will be the cultivation of man’s humility in the
field of knowledge. The ability to say: “I may be wrong” or “I admit that things may be different
from how I perceive them” — is a prerequisite for the development of the process of moral
cognition and the progress of social relations.

The third aspect is the renewal of conscience. By the term “conscience” we do not understand
an inner feeling, but rather the ability to be addressed by another subject and reality that I “do
not quite know” but I “come to know”. It is a processual aspect of the existential attitude to

4 The Latin term incurvatio in se ipsum refers to the anthropological-theological state of a person who is turned
into himself instead of openness to God and others. This is one of the most accurate classic diagnoses of sin as
self-centeredness and introversion. We find this approach already in the thinking of Agustine of Hippo, but we
see a precise formulation of theological connections later in Martin Luther in his commentary on the Letter to the
Romans. For more information, see: Jenson, M. (2006). The gravity of sin: Augustine, Luther, and Barth on “homo
incurvatus in se”. London, UK: T & T Clark.
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life, because according to conscience is not a given — it is a task. It must be cultivated, exercised,
and above all, it must be listened to in silence (Ricoeur 1992, 341).

Theologically speaking — truth sets us free precisely by freeing us from the “tyranny” of our
own ego, especially by revealing the transcendent world of responsible love — “Deep within
his conscience man discovers a law which he has not laid upon himself but which he must
obey. Its voice, ever calling him to love and to do what is good and to avoid evil, sounds in his
heart at the right moment... For man has in his heart a law written by God.” (John Paul II 1993,
§ 54).

References

Arendt, Hannah. 2006. Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil. New York:
Penguin Books.

Arendt, Hannah. 1978. The Life of the Mind: Volume One, Thinking. New York: Harcourt
Brace Jovanovich.

Baudrillard, Jean. 1994. Simulacra and Simulation. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.

Bauman, Zygmunt. 2000. Liquid Modernity. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Beck, Ulrich, and Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim. 2002. Individualization. London: SAGE.

Cardiel, Valentina. 2025. “Pope LeoXIV: Fraternity Is One of the Great Challenges for
Contemporary Humanity.” EWTN. https://ewtnvatican.com/articles/pope-leo-fraternity-
humanity-challenge.

Fontana, Andrea, Beatrice Cianfanelli, Roberta Verbaro, Gaia Cuzzocrea, Ilaria Maria
Antonietta Benzi, and Lucia Sideli. 2023. “Two-Wave Stability of Grandiose and
Vulnerable Narcissism during Adolescence: The Mediating Role of Empathy.” Journal
of Nervous and Mental Disease 211 (9): 696-703.

Haidt, Jonathan. 2024. The Anxious Generation. New York: Penguin Press.

Heretik, Anton, and Antonia Heretikova Marsalova. 2021. Narcissism. Bratislava: Icarus.

[llouz, Eva. 2019. The End of Love. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Jenson, Matt. 2006. The Gravity of Sin: Augustine, Luther, and Barth on “Homo Incurvatus
in Se”. London: T & T Clark.

John Paul II. 1993. Veritatis Splendor. Encyclical. Vatican: Libreria Editrice Vaticana.

Kernberg, Otto F. 1975. Borderline Conditions and Pathological Narcissism. New York:
Jason Aronson.

Keyes, Ralph. 2004. The Post-Truth Era: Dishonesty and Deception in Contemporary
Life. New York: St. Martin’s Press.

Lasch, Christopher. 1979. The Culture of Narcissism: American Life in an Age of Diminishing
Expectations. New York: W. W. Norton & Company.

Lewis, C. S. 1942. The Screwtape Letters. London: Geoffrey Bles.

Mclintyre, Lee. 2018. Post-Truth. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

https://tape.academy DOLI 10.5281/zenodo.20757747 44



9
@ 3 Narcissism as the Moral Blindness ...
O

Miller, Joshua D., Brent J. Hoffman, Eric T. Gaughan, Brittany Gentile, Jessica Maples, and
W. Keith Campbell. 2011. “Grandiose and Vulnerable Narcissism: A Nomological
Network Analysis.” Journal of Personality 79 (5): 1013—-1042.

Prinstein, Mitchell J. 2017. Popular: The Power of Likability in a Status-Obsessed
World. New York: Viking.

Riceeur, Paul. 1992. Oneself as Another. Translated by Kathleen Blamey. Chicago: University

of Chicago Press.

Rorty, Richard. 1979. Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature. Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press.

Sartre, Jean-Paul. 2007. Existentialism Is a Humanism. New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press.

Schwartz, Seth J., Sara Berman, and Moin Syed. 2021. “Adolescent Identity Development.”
Annual Review of Developmental Psychology 3: 1-28.

Taylor, Charles. 2007. A Secular Age. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Turkle, Sherry. 2012. Alone Together. New York: Basic Books.

Twenge, Jean M. 2023. Generations. New York: Atria Books.

Vattimo, Gianni. 2011. A Farewell to Truth. New York: Columbia University Press.

Zacharias, Ravi. 1997. Deliver Us from Evil: Restoring the Soul in a Disintegrating Culture.
Dallas, TX: Word Publishing.

WHO. 2023. World Mental Health Report.

Acknowledgment

This paper was supported by the EU NextGenerationEU through the Recovery and Resilience
Plan for Slovakia under the project: Contemporary worship theology in relation to narcissistic
culture, No. 091XX-03-V04-00654.

Doc. PhDr. Ing. Tibor Mahrik, PhD., DipTh.
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7799-5841

Catholic University in RuZomberok

Theological Institute

Spisska Kapitula 12/669, 053 04 Spisské Podhradie
Slovakia

mahrikt@gmail.com

https://tape.academy 45



C)
@ a Theology and Philosophy of Education 2026, vol. 5, no. 1, reviewed article, p. 46-52

Imagination, Myth, and Applicability:
Value Formation in Post-Secular Education

Robert Falzon

Abstract

In post-secular and pluralist educational contexts, value formation risks either normative
imposition or pedagogical withdrawal. This paper argues that imagination and myth provide a
non-coercive framework for ethical and existential formation. Through a conceptual—-
hermeneutical engagement with J.R.R. Tolkien’s distinction between allegory and
applicability, it shows how mythic narratives disclose meaning symbolically while preserving
interpretive freedom. Applicability is proposed as a pedagogical orientation that enables
openness to transcendence without presupposing shared metaphysical commitments, thereby
reconfiguring the educator’s role as steward of interpretive space rather than as a transmitter of
values.

Keywords
imagination; myth; value formation; applicability; post-secular education; philosophy of
education; transcendence; Tolkien.

Introduction

In the contemporary educational field, the issue of how values are transmitted is particularly
thorny. Post-secular and pluralist contexts undermine the existence of shared symbolic, moral,
or religious — in brief, metaphysical — frameworks. Yet, the educator is often caught between
the felt obligation to offer moral and spiritual orientation and the imperative to respect the
diversity of convictions (or lack thereof) among their students. This is primarily a pedagogical
issue before becoming a political one. When values are claimed vertically, they risk being felt
imposed, and naturally rejected as irrelevant or coercive; on the other hand, when one keeps
back from at least trying to pass on values in the name of political correctness, the educational
process deteriorates into mere procedural competence.

The situation is further intensified by the growing influence of technological and artificial
intelligence tools in the educational setting, which promise greater appeal. While such
instruments offer increased protagonism and access to information for students, they provide
less human formation. Education becomes increasingly conceived in terms of optimisation and
efficiency. Undoubtedly, familiarity with these tools is invaluable in today’s society, yet they
remain largely silent on how students perceive meaning, learn to inhabit values, and develop
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moral and spiritual orientations. There is no way such dimensions can be touched satisfactorily
by an algorithmic process. Thus, the question: how can education nurture ethical and existential
formation without being either imposingly didactic or normatively withdrawing?

The aim of this paper is to demonstrate how mythology and imagination can constitute
indispensable pedagogical resources in addressing this dilemma. “Imagination,” here, is
understood as the pre-conceptual capacity to perceive and inhabit meaning beyond what is
immediately given. This capacity is present already at an early age. Imagination thus mediates
between experience and understanding, enabling students to encounter values as possibilities
rather than receive them passively as predetermined norms. Mythic narratives, in turn, function
as symbolic spaces in which meaning can be encountered, explored, and possibly wilfully
appropriated. Yet even here, the educational potential of narrative should not be taken for
granted. Stories, too, can be reduced to bearers of predetermined lessons, thereby diminishing
their power. This could happen either because of the educator’s own “political” orientation or
because of curricular constraints. J.R.R. Tolkien’s reflections on myth and fairy-stories' are
useful for sensitising the educator to the risks involved when narratives are employed too
allegorically. Tolkien will help us see how imagination shapes moral perception prior to
conceptual moral judgement, and how openness to transcendence can be nurtured without
relying on shared metaphysical commitments.

Literature Positioning and Methodological Orientation

Recent research in education has given considerable attention to both value transmission in
pluralist contexts and the role of imagination in primary and secondary schools. Studies related
to values tend to focus on school climate, teacher values and institutional norms (e.g. Auer et
al. 2023; Kunter et al. 2024), while the studies on imagination often frame it in terms of
creativity, engagement, or cognitive development (e.g., Aydin 2023; Elmira et al. 2022) rather
than as a tool for meaning-making. Still, these two bodies of research hardly enter into
sustained dialogue. More specifically, little consideration has been given to the mythic
narrative forms through which imagination mediates encounters with values and meaning.
Likewise, little attention has been given to the pedagogical risks of reducing stories to carriers
of pre-fixed messages. Considering the near-universality of myth across cultures, myth could
be a promising educational resource in post-secular and multicultural settings, as it discloses
meaning symbolically and pre-conceptually, that is, without presupposing a shared
metaphysical context.

This paper will, therefore, address this conceptual gap. It will proceed through a conceptual-
hermeneutical approach that engages in a dialogical reading across literary theory and
philosophy of education. I will not be advancing an empirical or normative model of practice,
but rather, seek to clarify conceptual distinctions that illuminate how meaning and values are

'Tolkien’s understanding of these two categories of stories overlaps, but it is beyond the scope of this paper to
delve into how he distinguishes them and how he keeps them together. In this paper, myth and fairy-stories will
be used interchangeably. The hyphenation of “fairy-stories” is according to Tolkien’s use.
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constructed in educational contexts. A close reading of Tolkien’s writings on myth, allegory
and applicability will offer a theoretical resource for disclosing pedagogical dynamics that
often remain merely implicit in contemporary educational discourse. By placing Tolkien’s
literary thoughts about imaginative meaning-making in dialogue with current issues in the
philosophy of education, this paper aims to offer a pedagogical orientation that promotes
student agency and openness to transcendence within a pluralist societal and cultural context.

Narratives, Myth and the Problem of Value Imposition

Charles Taylor’s notion of cross pressures within the contemporary immanent frame helps
illuminate the pedagogical dilemma of value transmission. Taylor’s philosophy can help us
understand how we at once feel the need to transmit values, and, at the same time, are concerned
not to overstep. “The whole culture experiences cross pressures, between the draw of the
narratives of closed immanence on one side, and the sense of their inadequacy on the other,
strengthened by encounter with [...] some intimations of the transcendent.” (Taylor 2018, 595)
In this light, both sides of the value-transmission dilemma mentioned above betray the
educational process if this process is meant to accompany the growth of a holistically healthy
and socially emancipated person.

As indicated in the introduction, narratives, too, can be risky. Stories can be deeply
representational, even allegorical, or totally anti-representational, to the extent that they are
linked to life only with difficulty and by individuals dedicated to literature or philosophy.
Furthermore, the difficulty being explored does not pertain solely to literary education. Thus,
the mere presence of narrative does not guarantee adequate formation.

This is why myth is presented in this paper as a particular type of narrative that mitigates the
risks just mentioned. It is important to clarify immediately that, by “myth,” I do not mean
simply a story of ancient origin that concerns gods and other supernatural beings. These stories
have often been divested of their mythic quality when told in a way that strips them of their
transformative power. When this happens, these stories become mere entertainment with
minimal educational value. Compare, for example, Walt Disney’s versions of Snow White and
Hercules with the earliest recorded versions of the same characters and stories. Such narratives
became treated as empty containers for subjective projection, and the educational process was
reduced to the facilitation of preferences rather than an encounter with meaning. Conversely,
old stories have sometimes been instrumentalised long after their creation: pre-fixed meanings
are imposed, and imaginative engagement is subordinated to interpretive control. Think, for
example, of the misuse of Norse mythology by Hitler’s regime. Here, the control of meaning
rendered the narratives instruments of symbolic dominance rather than sites of shared
exploration. Rather, the mythic quality of myth lies in its form of imaginative expression, where
meaning is symbolically disclosed and encountered rather than discursively explained, so that
the listener or reader is motivated, inspired, or invited to change or grow without losing their
free agency.

A myth, then, could be a story written in modernity, or even in our contemporary time. The
educator is thus not externally restricted in their choice of stories. Neither are they divested of
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the responsibility to choose the stories. Yet they have the added professional and ethical

responsibility to allow the chosen stories to be read freely, without manipulating their meaning
to conform to presumed external norms or draining them of meaning entirely.

It is at this point that Tolkien’s distinction between allegory and applicability becomes useful.
Unlike much work on narrative education that presupposes the positive formative efficacy of
stories, this paper aims to identify the conditions under which mythic narrative sustains value
formation, and proposes applicability as a conceptual criterion to help distinguish between
pedagogical openness and masked imposition.

Tolkien’s Pedagogical Contribution: Myth as Art and Applicability

Central to Tolkien’s consideration of myths is their treatment primarily as works of art. This is
an essential approach if meaning is not to be imposed or drained, but to be discovered. For
Tolkien, myth is a (sub-)creation of humanity, the finest of the arts for its heightened
engagement with imagination, which eludes thorough analysis because, like all art, it has value

in itself beyond any possible external references (Tolkien 2014). Like all art, myth can indeed
be analysed, but never to the point of exhausting meaning. In reference to his own The Lord of
the Rings, which he considered to have a mythic quality, he wrote that it has a life of its own:

“Of course The L.R. does not belong to me. It has been brought forth and must now go its

appointed way in the world, though naturally I take a deep interest in its fortunes, as a parent
would of a child” (Tolkien 2023, 579). Tolkien’s reflections on myth throughout his life extend
beyond history, folklore, comparative mythology, philology, and even aesthetics. For Tolkien,

myth sustains a symbolic world that bears meaning without being reduced to clear-cut external
references. Tolkien maintains that this is the fullest artistic realisation of the imagination.

In this reflective context, we encounter his critique of allegory, or simplistic representational

narratives. “I am not naturally attracted (in fact much the reverse) by allegory, mystical or
moral” (Tolkien 2023, 492). Allegory, as Tolkien understands it, establishes a simple one-to-

one correspondence between elements in the narrative and external meanings. This closes the

interpretive space between the reader and the story. For Tolkien, this undermines the narrative’s

artistic integrity, and meaning cannot be encountered but only decoded. Recognition, rather
than participation, becomes the reader’s part. However, Tolkien does not stop at this critique.

“That there 1s no allegory does not, of course, say there is no applicability. There always is”

(Tolkien 2023, 377). Unlike allegory, applicability does not deny the presence of inherent
meaning, and neither does it collapse interpretation into either subjectivism or absolutism.

Applicability preserves a space in which meaning can be encountered and picked up according

to the reader’s situation, experience, and moral horizon. “I think many confuse ‘applicability’

with ‘allegory’; but the one resides in the freedom of the reader, and the other in the purposed

domination of the author” (Tolkien 2021, xix). Applicability recognises that stories may mean
different things to different readers without ending in arbitrariness. Through applicability, the

significance of a story unfolds through engagement. For Tolkien, this openness is the defining

strength of myth as art.
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Another characteristic stance adopted by Tolkien is on the assumed suitability of fairy-stories
for children. This clarification is essential to avoid misunderstanding the full scope of this
paper. I am not arguing that myth is particularly suited in education because it is particularly
suitable for children. My argument is that myth is particularly suited because it grants the
imagination freedom without dissolving into ethical irrelevance. Tolkien was strong in his
opinion that good fairy-stories, or myths, are not primarily written for children. “If fairy-story
as a kind is worth reading at all it is worthy to be written for and read by adults. [...] Then, as
a branch of genuine art, children may hope to get fairy-stories fit for them to read and yet within
their measure” (Tolkien 2014, 58). Rather than relegating fairy-stories to the nursery, Tolkien
believed that they are ideal to promote growth, precisely because they are not primarily
childish.

But it is one of the lessons of fairy-stories (if we can speak of the lessons of things that do not
lecture) that on callow, lumpish, and selfish youth peril, sorrow, and the shadow of death can
bestow dignity, and even sometimes wisdom. [...] Their books like their clothes should allow
for growth, and their books at any rate should encourage it. (Tolkien 2014, 58)

Children, according to Tolkien, do not need stories to be simplified, diluted, or moralised as
has happened with many fairy-stories in popular culture. Children and youth, according to
Tolkien require space to inhabit stories. Tolkien’s perspective challenges educational
approaches that underestimate the interpretative agency of students and so seek to control
meaning, possibly out of fear of misunderstanding.

Implications for the Education to Transcendence

From an educational standpoint, therefore, applicability can be understood as a guiding
orientation rather than a method. Tolkien’s pedagogical contribution does not prescribe
particular techniques but points to a criterion by which educational practices may be evaluated.
In practice, whether in formal or non-formal educational moments, applicability may appear
when students discuss a narrative’s moments of loss or moral ambiguity without being guided
toward a predetermined lesson, allowing connections to emerge from their own experiences.
Similarly, in pluralist religious education, biblical parables read alongside myths from other
traditions invite reflection on justice, forgiveness, or hope without collapsing into doctrinal
conclusions, so that transcendence is encountered rather than asserted. Even in early formation,
fairy-stories read without moral summarisation return in children’s play and conversation,
where values are imaginatively inhabited rather than verbally imposed.

Applicability empowers education to transcendence without enforcing belief, and to sustain
normativity without coercion. It opens a formative space where imagination mediates between
tradition and appropriation. Rather than a doctrinal claim, transcendence is introduced as a
dimension of meaning that exceeds instrumentalising rationality. This orientation brings a
paradigmatic shift from efficiency of transmission to the very possibility of formation. In this
framework, imagination becomes the medium through which values become perceptible as
lived possibilities. Rather than superior content, myths convey a symbolic density that sustains
applicability respectfully across diverse horizons.
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The technological and digital influences in contemporary education do not cancel the value of
this insight. Algorithmic systems cannot substitute the value of imaginative processing of
meaning and values. While algorithmic logic is based on optimisation, prediction, and
efficiency, mythic meaning-making is built upon symbolic excess, non-exhaustibility, and
applicability. Like rationality and imagination, technology and Al, and mythic meaning-
making, complement one another across different dimensions of the human person. Thus,
imagination and applicability reframe the educator’s role. Rather than simply a transmitter of
values, the educator becomes a steward of interpretive space. Far from abdication from
responsibility, educational authority is lived through the selection of stories, framing, and
accompaniment, rather than through control.

Conclusion

This paper has argued that imagination and myth are indispensable resources for educational
formation in post-secular and pluralist contexts. It has shown these as means of reconfiguring
how meaning and values are passed. It diagnosed allegorical pedagogy as high risk for value
imposition, which inhibits imaginative engagement and potentially leads to undesirable
outcomes such as ineffectiveness or fundamentalism. In response, it retrieved Tolkien’s
distinction between allegory and applicability and proposed the latter as a pedagogical
orientation that avoids both value imposition and withdrawal, making value and meaning
available for discovery or encounter.

Applicability allows the imagination to mediate between authority and freedom in the
formation of morals and values. Through applicability, the students can inhabit meaning rather
than being forced to assent to it. This preserves both the mythic narrative and the student's
agency.

While I intentionally retained a non-confessional stance, in conclusion to this paper, I would
like to open a suggestive horizon for those educational traditions that have long valued the
graduality of meaning formation over the transmission of propositions. Branches of Catholic
educational thought, for example, which emphasise symbol, narrative, and the cultivation of a
moral imagination, could find in applicability a conceptual perspective from which pedagogical
intuitions can be reinterpreted and reinstated in contemporary pluralist contexts. Within such
Catholic thought, applicability would be useful in sustaining a healthy moral imagination non-
coercively and thus be more fully universal. Further exploration of this goes beyond the present
scope, but it could offer a fruitful area for dialogue between philosophy of education, theology
and practice.
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The question of meaning
as a path to transformation.
Part 2: Useful tools

Roland Urbain

Abstract

This article presents pedagogical tools for introducing the question of meaning to students in
higher technical education. The author describes practical approaches aimed at helping
technically oriented students reflect on their place and action in the world. Particular attention
is given to two tools: the “See — Judge — Act” method, which encourages critical observation,
ethical evaluation, and responsible action, and Aristotle’s theory of the four causes, which helps
analyse reality by examining its origin, structure, process, and purpose. These tools are
presented as accessible ways to develop practical intelligence, ethical awareness, and reflective
engagement with reality. The article argues that such approaches can open a path toward deeper
understanding and personal transformation by linking technical thinking with the search for
meaning.

Keywords
question of meaning; See—Judge—Act; Aristotle’s four causes; ethics; pedagogy; human
development; reflective practice; philosophy in technical education; philosophy of education

Introduction

For the record, in this text, I share the way in which, during my years of teaching students in
higher technical education, I approached the question of meaning. In the first part of the article
published previously (Urbain 2025), I presented how I formulated the question of meaning
starting from an inspiring image that deeply marked me and continues to do so: a little figure
coming out of an eggshell and scratching his head, wondering what is happening; the shell
forming the dot of a question mark.

In this second part, I present tools used to pose this very question of meaning. My concern has
always been to prioritise what could help students coming from horizons other than philosophy
and theology, while remaining accessible to them. In this spirit, the aim was to meet students
in their everyday lives and offer them that which would make sense within their daily life as
technicians.

The challenge was to open students’ minds to questioning with tools they called ‘practical’,
i.e., tools that enabled them to activate their practical intelligence. At the time, I favoured three
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tools: ‘See — Judge — Act’, ‘Aristotle’s four causes’, and ‘The problem-solving method applied
to the question of meaning’. Below, I explain how I used the first two tools in my teaching. The
problem-solving method is more directly related to the engineering profession. Its framework
is standardised and uses specific engineering tools that would take too long to present and
explain here.

‘See — Judge — Act’

I have always posed the question of meaning from the perspective of who I am: ‘I am in the
world, and I wonder how I fit into it.” This explains why it is important for me to be aware of
and knowledgeable about the environment in which I live and with which I interact. Modern
environments are saturated with information from all directions: those who receive it are
bombarded with it, receiving it in whole or in part, most often by zapping from one piece of
information to another. There is intense pressure to guide consumers and focus their attention
on what consumer society decides upstream, creating new needs rather than responding to what
is necessary and, better still, essential. To remain free in such a context, it is necessary to
identify what is at stake in order to choose and retain what has added value.

The ‘See — Judge — Act’ tool (Cardijn 1982, 88) allows this exercise to be carried out in
a relevant and effective manner. Educate the eye to ‘see’ first, to identify realities that are not
immediately obvious: be curious, take an interest in the simple things in everyday life as well
as the more complex ones, pay attention to the small details that have been carefully crafted
and shaped, and that make all the difference. The state of the world depends in part on the
quality of my relationship with it: if I am sad, the world will appear grey to me; if, on the
contrary, [ am happy, the world will appear bright.

Furthermore, the way a person looks at things also determines the value. I remember a quote
from Albert Jacquard (Jacquard 1983, 89) that I always recall from memory and that has had
a profound impact on my personal and professional life: “We are what the gaze of others makes
of us; when the gaze of others despises us, we become despicable, and when the gaze of others
makes us wonderful, we are wonderful. What matters is to see ourselves as wonderful in the
eyes of others.”

This means that the gaze is not simply a reception of information present in our environment,
but that it reflects the intention of the person looking, which can be the best or the worst,
contempt, harshness, or exclusion, or, on the contrary, esteem, empathy, and solidarity. The
gaze cast upon people and things expresses the respect of the beholder or, on the contrary, is
nothing but contempt and disdain. Seeing, like hearing, touching, smelling, and tasting, are the
senses that allow us to perceive the realities that surround us, the here and now in which I live
and exist.

After seeing comes ‘judging’ in the etymological sense of the term: ‘krinein’. This involves
sorting through everything that the senses capture and bring to our attention, separating what
is acceptable from what is less so: identifying what is at stake, evaluating, comparing,
reasoning, and applying theories before validating what I keep and develop.
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This is the moment of ethics. That of codes of conduct and that which goes beyond codes,

which are certainly necessary points of support, but not sufficient; that which, on the contrary,
leads each human being to discover themselves.

The first level of ethics organises the relationships of each human being with their surroundings
in each of their living environments. Controllers ensure that the various precepts are respected
and call people to order or condemn them when they overstep the mark.

The second level of ethics invites each human being to reconnect with their inner self by
delving into their depths to bring to light what is still unconscious and transform what is in the
shadows by bringing it into the light. This ethical movement, practised through an approach
proposed by depth psychology, among others, allows human beings to unfold the dimensions
of their being and align their body, heart, and brain.

I often refer to the alignment of the 3 Cs — in French: corps, cceur, cerveau — that is, body, heart,
and brain, each dimension being integrated into the human being, with no one dimension taking
precedence over the other two. This alignment, which must be constantly renewed and is never
achieved once and for all, is for me the path to human freedom: going deep within oneself
allows one to discover the strengths that lie within and to extract them in order to transform
them into integrated forces of life, moving from the rough and unpolished to the refined and
finely chiselled.

The judgement in question allows us to know things and people at their core by separating what
weighs us down from what makes us flourish. It echoes Socrates’ ‘Know thyself’. What allows
us to connect with human nature and promote freedom is, in my opinion, the liberation of the
forces of death to allow the forces of life to unfold.

Finally, the attention turns to ‘act’. Action is very important for technical students. Theories
that are not linked to concrete reality are more difficult to grasp for them. I share their view
that an unrealised concept is sterile.

I remember the joy of a colleague, a mathematics professor, who was ecstatic about the proof
of a theorem, especially when he had found another way to prove it. I can equally understand
the near jubilation of a researcher in fundamental research when faced with a discovery that
allows them to understand a particular mechanism or behaviour of one element in relation to
another. But these discoveries are destined to migrate from the fundamental to the applied. No
one imagines a fundamental researcher preoccupied with framing their discovery and content
to admire it every morning. The beauty of science is this movement from theory to practice and
vice versa.

In our case, the stages of ‘Seeing’ and ‘Judging’ allow us to identify the essential characteristics
of something that occurs and concerns us. The response can then be given with greater
knowledge and be better adapted and more effective. I often use the expression ‘ethics in
action’.

Following the presentation of the ‘See — Judge — Act’ tool, I asked the students to explain how
they would approach a broken engine as engineers. The radical solution was to dismantle the
engine to see what needed to be fixed. In some cases, this was the most effective approach. But
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in other cases, it was more appropriate to list everything that could be malfunctioning.
A distinction was made between a combustion engine and an electric motor. As examples,
citing what I remember for a combustion engine: a clogged fuel filter, a faulty fuel pump, dirty
or blocked injectors, a blocked or punctured fuel line, and other technical delights... the reader
will understand that I am not a technician. This other approach involves listing all the possible
causes of the breakdown and seeing which one is responsible. This is the modern way of doing
things in garages, when the technician connects the computer to the car to identify faults. This
requires first constructing a representation of what is happening and what is at stake.

The ‘See — Judge — Act’ tool allows us to gather the constituent elements of a reality and select
those that are useful for representing it. Representation is something that replaces reality,
presenting it a second time, the first being reality itself. Gérard Fourez often used the example
of a road map (Fourez 2003): the road map allows for the absence of the territory: it must be
sufficient to plan a route and require no further information. It takes the place of the territory,
it replaces it. Thus, territory is defined according to a particular point of view or in relation to
a specific project: for example, that of a walker, motorist, geologist, soldier, wine lover, or
something else entirely. Useful elements are selected. Maps of the same territory may vary
depending on their intended use.

Going further into ways of understanding and knowing reality would go well beyond the scope
of this article.

Aristotle’s four causes

This tool allows us to answer the question of meaning as applied to any reality in the universe:
where does it come from, where is it going, and how does it get there?

For a table, the material cause is the material from which the table is made; the formal cause
is the idea of a table, the plan, the concept of its manufacturing process; the efficient cause is
the manufacturing methods used to make the table; the final cause is who or what the table is
made for (Aristote II, 3). For example, a rectangular wooden table made by hand with
traditional tools as a gift from a little girl to her mother on Mother’s Day.

The tool of the four causes also applies to human beings: the material cause for the dimensions
of the human being (body, intelligence, affectivity, spirituality, imagination) and for the
registers of their relationships (personal, interpersonal, natural, cultural, supernatural); the
formal cause for the DNA code that determines human beings; the efficient cause for what
makes human beings what they are, everything that shapes them, such as education, social,
cultural, economic and political environment, training, people they meet, and experience
gained; the final cause for what and why human beings live and lead their lives: on a humanistic
level, everything they achieve by reaching their full potential, what they establish with others,
what they build, leaving a mark of their passage on earth; on a spiritual level, their vocation in
the fulfilment of their nature.
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Conclusion

It is about a little figure coming out of his shell who appears to be questioning things, as
suggested by the gesture of scratching his head. He emerges into a new environment that he
will have to discover and become familiar with: one can imagine that he wonders where he is,
what he should do, and how to go about it. Some things remain in the dark; not everything is
clear.

Two tools have been made available to him so that he can look at and see what constitutes his
new space, appreciate what it is, and act accordingly by understanding where it comes from,
where it is heading, and how it moves from its origin to its end. It is within this framework that
the tools “See — Judge — Act” and the “Four Causes of Aristotle” were presented.

In the next article, the aim will be to see how the little figure represents a point of view on the
world and what this implies in terms of being an actor who gives meaning to what exists, on
the one hand, and, on the other, how and in what way the question of meaning becomes an
opportunity for the humanisation of the person that I am.

So, to be continued.
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