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Roberto Franzini Tibaldeo (Pisa)
Matthew Lipman and the Community of philosophical Inquiry

Problematic and complex aspects of democratic life — such as the teaching of the aforieghiberties,

the spreading of responsible participation and pluralistic dialogue, the mutual understaniifiegeit
cultures and individuals, and the fulfilment of a common civil life based upon shared ruledupesce

and reasonable dialogue — are not yet solved and certainly need to be frequently revisitedveadl. levie
believe that Matthew Lipman’s reflection on philosophical community practice, alitamigeloped in the
1970s, is still relevant to our contemporary age. Although Lipman developed the idea of “Philosophy for
Children” (P4C) and “Community of Inquiry” within the school context, and although he did not aim to
immediately extend it to society as such, | think that there are very interestioggedsch can support

this possibilitﬁ. The present essay will precisely try to put them in evidence.

Who was Matthew Lipman (1922-2015)L’Jnfortunately, | was not so lucky to know him personally. So,
in order to answer to the previous question, | would like to report an indirect biographicalftagme
friend of mine, Antonio Cosentino — who introduced Lipman’s “Philosophy for Children” in Italy at the

beginning of the Ninetiés— once told me how he had met Matthew Lipman. It happened during a
meeting in Graz (Austria) at the end of the Eighties. At that time, Antonio wasal $eacher seeking

for new ways of teaching philosophy. He was quite unsatisfied of the didactical method tskahin |

high schools and based on Western philosophy as a theoretical science only. So his curiotyseds a
by Lipman’s curriculum and by the seminar which was to be held in Graz. The meeting commiémced w
a session of P4C, and this already impressed Antonio. What is more, everyone knew that Lgpman wa
participant in the community, but no one was able to recognize him. Only after the sesstonclizded
Lipman introduced himself.

This anecdote reveals a very important aspect of that philosophical practide'leallesophy for
Children”, namely its capacity of creating a democratic setting for mutual tespegis, indeed, a
fundamental prerequisite for the enhancement of individual freedom and for the accoenpishthe
social aims. Democracy, however, has itself a precondition — and that is what | finerastimng in
Antonio’s story: it requires you to acquire a critical and self-critical view ofsgdfjito temporarily step
back from yourself and your beliefs, to initially put into brackets the role you play in society.

What leads Lipman to these reflections? His philosophical and pedagogical resgarsiwnita a

negative experience: while teaching philosophy to college students and adult education sttigents i
Sixties, he notices that they generally have great problems with thinking criticgily;ing about
philosophical questions and forming reasonable judgments. Lipman lays the blame for tios situa
traditional education: the greatest disappointment of traditional education cangstailure in

generating persons who draw near to the ideal of reasonableness (Lipman, 1985). What is, iddeed, evi
and problematic is the fact that traditional education has no efficacy in the spreaticwnaolidation

among citizens of civil virtues (Lipman, 2003).

Beginning with theoretical premises close to pragmatism and to constructivisnmgdataqliring ideas

from contemporary continental hermeneutics and from the epistemology of comfplbiyp'tyan aims to

go beyond the current idea of an educational system, in search of a new philosophical and pedagogical
paradigm so as to comprehend the overall formation of the individual’'s dispositions and maes fef

the democratic citizen.

Education and democracy can in no way be sepasra'[hd; is a debt Lipman incurs directly from Dewey,

who devoted important essays to this theme (see, for instance, Dewey, 1916). Like Demway, Li
believes that the democratic context is both the indispensable premise and the neientlyuffained
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goal for a renewed education system, the aim of which is to stimulate the spreagctif/egfl
autonomous, and critical thinkiﬁg\/loreover, the aim is to give rise to dialogue, self-correction, and

inquiry, in order to eliminate the forces which cause violence, ignorance, and iﬁjLBEimaocracy is,
according to Lipman, the space and the political environment where human relations @késbac
fundamental aspects are fulfilled by a democratic context: on the one hand, an aptitueker¢h res
distinguished by fallibility and self-criticism, and, on the other hand, the recognition of tleeasdigned
to procedures and their respect by citizens.

This outline is, however, incomplete without an indication of the extent to which philosophy plays a
relevant role. Lipman refers again to Dewey, when he says, “Our society could not beviliglydcand
our schools could not be fully satisfactory [...] until students were converted to inquiry and thereby
prepared to be participants in a society likewise committed to inquiry as the soveeégul of dealing
with its problems” (Lipman, 2003, p. 34).

It is well-known that Dewey interprets “inquiry” as “scientific inquﬁytipman, on the other hand,
understands the idea of “philosophical inquiry” in a wider sense, by referring to an idea of philasaphy a
philosophical practice, and not as an exercise of theoretical and abstract knowledgekaedgirig with

this, Lipman defines inquiry as perseverance in self-corrective inquiry regarddmgmeand problematic
guestions (Lipman, 1985). It is, however, important to notice that such a philosophical pragtizden
place in a community only with others who share the same desire to participate in a pluédsoghiry.

A “Community of Inquiry” (Cl), therefore, begins with this shared desire. Moreover, ipartis ought

also to share the “commitment to reasonableness — that is, to rationality tempeicgkenyent”

(Lipman, 2003, p. 111) and to reciprocally recognize the need for a collective sharing. Thadeart a
vehicle of expression of this inquiry is, according to Lipn@nlosophical dialogugwhich differs from
conversation, debate, and mere communication (Lipman, 2003, pp. 87-93). Philosophical dialogue is
certainly argumentative and “critical”, but at the same time it also evidécreggive” and “caring”

dimensiong. Lipman synthesizes the specific characteristics of a Cl in this way: “Egemnanity of
inquiry has about it a requirednessRoégnanzhat lends it a sense of direction, and every participant in
such a community partakes of that qualitative presence, which is the tertiary quwaditich Dewey
speaks. It is a quality more readily possessed than described, but were it not presemicavidaged,

the participants would lack any standaraedévanceor irrelevancé (Lipman, 2003, p. 86).

Therefore, not every community is a community of philosophical inquiry, least of all becahsdadt

that to be such a community there have to be acknowledged and shared commitments, norms, procedur
and responsibilities. Later on in this essay, | shall try to draw out from thesetehatias, the ethical
relevance of the philosophical inquiry shared by a community.

However, in order to identify the effects produced on an individual taking part in a Cl, Lipman points out
some fundamental characteristics leading to the full achievement of a reagandblberefore,

democratic) person and citizen. Among these individual and social competences we ftidvitivegf
autonomy, reflectivity, self-reflectivity, self-correction, sensitivtd context, ability to use critical and
self-critical thinking, as well as creative and caring thinking, competence toardue sustain the

reasons of personal choices, actions and beliefs (Lipman, 2003, pp. 25-27).

Community of Inquiry and ethical reflection

Any Cl is closely connected to questions about the sense of individual and social values. This happens
because of the “caring” thinking (that is, it being value-oriented), which together wittgibalicritical

and the creative thinking involved makes a person (and a collective discussion) able to putticeogra
“higher-order thinking” (Lipman, 1995, p. 1). As already mentioned, it is precisely the so called
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Pragnan%f, which — according to Lipman — marks the difference between communities in which a
philosophical inquiry process takes place from the ones where this does noPaagaoanzendows the
community and its members with a parameter — gained through the common inquiry — by which they are
able to evaluate what is relevant and to distinguish it from what is not. Lastly, theophitzd inquiry

deriving from a collective commitment is, as such, already oriented to action andyrieiekthics.

This is possible because, according to the pragmatist roots of Lipman'’s reflection,lasgpttical

inquiry deals with problems arising from praxis, and with the reasonable expectation oftileitty a
synthesize them into a higher-order thinking or solution.

Another ethically relevant aspect concerns the relationship between the individitia¢ mommunity,

and subsequently between individual values and shared values. Experience says that the theseer t
issues lies theoretically within a range of solutions displayed between two ésemhich actually
happen to be typical pathologies of our globalized epoch: on the one hand, there is the defence of the
irreducibility of the individual, while, on the other hand, there is the nullification of the thailin

favour of a new and amplified communitarian subject, which — therefore — seems to dassvmme i
substantiality and individuality (Pulcini, 2009; Honneth, 1994).

Lipman avoids both extremities. From one aspect, Lipman states that there asnapeetity set by the
world and the social environment upon individuality (because of a first movement proceedingefrom t

social towards the individu&j. However, for another, Lipman never forgets to point out that the relation
between an individual and a community displays a dialectics of freedom. This diaks&eplained by
Lipman, avoids the annihilation of the individual freedom in the community situation, but, at the sam
time it shows how any individual is-placed-inside a specific and historical context; @xpressed as
contemporary hermeneutics — a horizon of pre-comprehension as the fundamental condition of
possibilities for any human relation. Moreover, Lipman rejects the transforma@gooooimunity into a
substantial and autonomous entity, while stating, at the same time, that the comnaisdty is
characterized by a form afteriority. This means that a community, being more than the sum of its
individuals, represents a certain reserve of possibilities and sense for itraem addition, he insists
that the plexus of individual freedom and responsibility can never come to a conscious aiacritic
self-critical realization if separated from a tangible social contegtnain, however, does not deny the
freedom of individuals, or to remove the responsibility for individual behaviour.

As regards explicitly ethical issues, Lipman points out their relation to the two aiEvened
characteristics identifying practical reasonisgff-correctionandsensitivity to contexiVioreover, any
ethical issue must be placed alongside other (ethically relevant) chatastefifuman reasoning, such

as the intrinsicallynormativefeature of “caring thinking” (thanks to which it is possible to compare being

with ought-to-being%, or thepredictivefeature, which characterizes rationality as such. In fact, to
comprehend something implies being able to single out its relations with the conditionssand rea

producing it and with the effects deriving froitThe derivation of this idea from American
pragmatism is evident.

Indeed, the ethical relevance portraying human reason finds its match in the ethicaigaibtire CI.
These two dimensions inevitably reflect one another dynamically: on the one hand, theveoligairy
appears to be relevant for individual ethics (because of the active, motivated, and béspantstipation
of its members), while, on the other hand, thanks to its relational and social core, thieadwhjec
ponders, evaluates, and acts within a dialogical and social context. Since — at |leetstaligorin a Cl
the single members are encouraged to widen their ethical positions, it can cbdaalg thahs sucha
Cl shows a certain relevance for public ethics.

In what sense does this occur? Firstly, a Cl is interested in discussing fundajuesti&ains ofense
Secondly, its community research is based on theoretical statements, such &samgyfaluralism of
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values and ofWeltanschauungeihe possible conflict between them; the fact that the different options
displayed may not be able to face each other rationally in order to achieve a fair ancbte asduidon,
together with their general aim (the attempt to handle existing pluralism); anly, fimachoice in

favour of a democratic procedure of rational confrontation.

However, an additional word has to be spent on the meaning of “democratic procedure” for a Cl. This
concept is not only connected to — as we usually assume — a mainly logical-argumentativeationfrant
politics controlling and orienting pluralism, or the mediation of private and public irgehdsteover,
according to Lipman, the CI's “democratic procedure” highlights a precise commiitimans to

undertake a broad research involving the whole thinking project. To some extent, such procedure is
something into which each member is at a stake with his/her values in order to come totavproduc
result. It is like a filter which opens the possibility for mediation or, finally, atjme of mutual

recognitiorﬂ self-regulation and formation aiming to responsibly assume a certain choice.

However, what difference is there between a decision-oriented discussion andea@ihre Indeed, it

has to be said that the democratic method practically adopted by a Cl seems to cofikest apaning

the possibility forhigher-order mediationThe aim of a Cl is not immediately and exclusively the search
for agreement or the decision-making process, bythiiesophical inquiry as suchn this respect, a ClI
definitely differs from a case of discourse or communication ethics.

Community of Inquiry and responsibility

On the other hand, in what specific sense is a community of philosophical inquiry actuallytteahtoni
taking a decision and producing a practical result? How can we completely understandd.ipman’
following words, according to which a Cl is “a process that aims at producing a product — atrebofe ki
settlement or judgement, however partial and tentative this may be” (Lipman, 2003, p. 83)7?

In light of what has already been said, it should be clear that this result is a product @ihcomm

knowledge, that is, a cooperative construction of sense and a process of negotiation to which each
member of the community takes part (Striano, 2005, p. 56-58). Because of its intrinsicallyptindals
character (that is, fallible, revisable, and self-corrective) pttiductought to be continuously and

dialogically discussed. The inquiry product — being a “kind of settlement or judgement” (Lipman, 2003, p.
83) — appears to be the result of a “deliberation”, a concept which Lipman defines as fdlluw/s

involves a consideration of alternatives through examination of the reasons supportingeeaativalt

Since the deliberation usually takes place in preparation for the making of a judgeme@akvefshe

process as a ‘weighing’ of the reasons and the alternatives” (Lipman, 2003, p. 96).

Hence, the inquiry produced by a community appears to steer clear of the effectivefléfrspecific
actions and decisions. The determination and planning of these seems, indeed, moptiorethe aim

of the inquiry. As evidenced at the end of the previous paragraph, the philosophical inquiry refers to a
different logic from the one drivingroblem solving strategiesvhose aim is to discuss a specific

guestion with the sole idea of coming to a specific deliberation for final praapjpﬁtatiorjrf. In order to
solve a problematic situation (as previously mentioned, this aim is implicit inrtieeidaa of “inquiry”),
collective inquiry certainly takes off from singular circumstances and sppoifiiiems. Yet, as such, the
process of philosophical reflection always preserves a saltesiority with respect to this situation. It
does, in fact, characterize the peculiarity of philosophical inquiry and of its methodjiagdorwhich,

in order to face a problem, it is first necessary to widen its context and horizon, whichatkesnim
possible to examine deeply all philosophical devices (terms, ideas, interpretgtiyetke previously
used. As a consequence, the initial problem is examined in a new light and in a renewed categt of s
For this reason, | believe that the “deliberation” (that is the product of common thinkipdpenfiallowed

by some kind of practical modification in the life of the community and of its mef'foers
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In what sense, however, can the practical relevance of philosophical community inquirycbeddsate
understood? In what sense does it generate a practical modification in the lifeahthardty and of its
members? | believe these questions may find a form of clarification through a raeditathe ethical-
philosophical idea of responsibility. Its significance is testified to by thetatthe concept of
responsibilityis able to consider both tled¢fective consequencethuman behaviour and the wider and
challenginghorizon of sensewithin which actions and consequences happen (Jonas, 1979; Rothstein,
2008; Nussbaum, 2010). In other words, | believe that, thanks to an interpretation of the community
pragmatics in light of the ethics of responsibility, it is possible to obtain impoeswits: first, an overall
interpretation of the sense of human action can be reached; second, the consequencesaainaiséons
considered; third, how the reflective praxis of a Cl can generate positive effiettts ocial praxis.

In order to show the appropriateness of this hypothesis, | have to briefly highlight the magsfaatur
the possible outcomes of a CI discussion. First, the community decides to createugtogstr
atmosphere and manage a dialogue according to a certain procedure (namely, the onediesizelsaaa
Cl). This decision is based on the preliminary and free assent of the community mennieesniore,
this assent is joined to a freely assumed commitment to adhere to the procedure. Sendhdsé
fundamental issues derive practical consequences, such as the fact that from now dsysgmyid”
their ordinary social roles, that the discussion of selected topics will be @reredtoy a certain
“philosophical” style, and this will take place according to specific rules. Third sesoahere the
experiment succeeds, it is reasonable to assume that certain consequenck®wiidr example, it is
highly probable that the participants receive an overall benefit in terms of perdtatdives awareness. It
is also probable that this awareness will increase if it finds further oppatutdtbe practiced
(reinforcement effect). It is also probable that the acquired method of inquiry and teguemsncrease
of reflective awareness find further application to other topics some of which woultéawvereviously
unknown or unexpected. Fourth, it is likely that the growth of reflective skills within the Ctsand i
members generates the improvement of other skills, such as the ability to evalu@asjues
cooperatively imagining possible solutions, imagining alternative scenarios, prediefingdssible
consequences and effects on praxis, and monitoring the effective fulfilment of assursiedsideinally,
from the effective achievement of the Cl, it is legitimate to expect thaensb@rs receive from this
experience an increased incentive in terms of personal motivation to realize ¢otldetive inquiry.

Hence, the community philosophical discussion seems to reveal some advantagespreissints itself

as a specific inquiry itinerary, which is, however, placed in a wider horizeansk For this reason, the
inquiry is able to testify to fundamental characteristics of this overall serdeas its complexity,
relational essence, and practical constitution. Other specific issuesrelgahis philosophical
investigation are, in summary: free acceptance of a specific procedure, pasticgbdhe individuals,
commitment to inquiry, construction and negotiation of meanings, recognition of other beingsjtyensit
to value rationality, recognition of the emancipative power of community philosophicatpractd so

ont’. Second: the community discussion may outline an initial exemplification of the dynarkiog li
reflective praxis with social praxiReflection-in-actiorwith instrumental-strategical action (Schon,
1983), and the collective inquiry/deliberation with the fulfilment of specific choicesed¥er, the
experiment points out the heuristic process by which the Cl and the ethics of responaibitiyre to a
reciprocal elucidation: on the one hand, the ethics of responsibility may display a coherentaapd uni
interpretation of the practical-philosophical dynamics of CI, while, on the other hand, nieey@¢ad to
an understanding of the multiple levels of responsibility.

The first result of this reciprocal elucidation is the fundamental connectiondretive ideas of freedom

and responsibility; the one requires the other. Indeed, personal freedom comes ttizsibreanly

with the freedom of others, and according to the reciprocal relation of call-ankatds (0f

responsibilityi8 shown towards others. This means that before finding individual and specific fulfilment,
freedom and responsibility are mutually implied as co-freedom and co-responsibitiig respect,
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freedom and responsibility reveal a first fundamental level of meaning, consisting inralh lomeézon of
sense, of possibility, and of existence as such. On the one hand, the freedom and responsibility of the
individuals and the community inquiry process find a consequent space and existence within this
fundamental horizon. On the other hand, this horizon is liable to a process of continuous rex@eEcepta
and re-configuration achieved by the freedom and responsibility of the individuals and of the CI.

However, a second element appears when a person chooses, intentionally, to take parthie &r€x — t
choice coincides with the responsible acceptance of a limit, which opens a “publie’fepanjuiry and

existence®. This freely accepted responsibility may find the following articulation: the individual
responsible a) for his own actions, and for their consequences, b) towards the other metinders of
community (responsibility as “care”), c) towards the community inquiry processef@jsst
responsibility) (Striano, 2005, p. 51), d) for the philosophical quality of the results of theicellect
inquiry, e) for the possible effects deriving from the practical fulfilment ofiBpeecisions taken at a
collective level.

Conclusions

In this essay | tried to argue that Lipman’s paradigm of “Philosophy for Children” as arf@aty of
Inquiry” is very useful in extending the benefits of philosophical community reflection tcivedidife
as such. I have not focussed on the question of whether Lipman’s paradigm is the best for this purpose

and | acknowledge that further research would be necessary in order to reach such a Ohbhssea,

| have tried to develop the above mentioned aim in order to discuss the possible contribution of
philosophy to the ethical and political dynamics which, nowadays, seem to characterizelateonat

and deliberative public contexts. In doing this, | have tried to apply to these contexts thetatteegtey
supplied by Lipman’s Cl. Subsequently, | attempted to interpret a Cl essentialljngdkan ethics of
responsibility which is committed to two aims: on the one hand, to give a unitary and improvedgbicture
the plexus of freedom and responsibility, and, on the other hand, to re-interpret fundamental ptéllbsophi
issues, such as the emancipative power of philosophical practice for the individuadt thatfa

philosophy ought to inquire about the reasons for participation in democracy, and the role that this
reflective practice may play in the individual and community existence. | believa¢hatttire debate on
these topics will greatly benefit from Lipman’s reflection. Indeed, this is tleagiegift he could leave

us before departing.
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1. See, for instance, the following statement by M. Lipman: “And if reasonablenessgnevhé
classroom today, then tomorrow, when today’s students are adults and beginning to have children ¢
their own, it will also prevail in the home. In time, other institutions may be transflamze

similar fashion, but it must all begin in the schools” (Lipman, 2003, p. t28}dx)

Further biographical notes may be found on the following welsitg: f/www.nytimes.com

/2011/01/15/education/15lipman.hjnaind in M. Lipman’s autobiography (Lipman 200&piftex)
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See Morin, 1973; Morin, 1991; Lipman, 2003; Cosentino, 2002; Cosentino, 20068}

On this topic, see for instance Nussbaum, 20ddhtéx)

For the notion of “reflective thinking”, see Dewey, 1933; Schon, 1983; Lipman, 2@08ek)
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ff. (contex)

8. See Dewey, 1933; Dewey, 1938; Peirce, 1935-58; Lipman, 2003, p. 20; Striano, 2002, pp. 139
ff. (contex)

9. For the articulation of human rationality according to Lipman, see Lipman, 1995 and Lipman,
2003. tontex)

10. With Pragnanz_ipman refers to the capacity of a Cl to distinguish what is relevant and what has a
value for the collective discussion (Lipman, 2003, p. 8®niex)

11. This movement explains the development of the individual’s rationality and shows howaeflect
originates from dialogue (Lipman, 2003). In this respect, Lipman’s thinking appears to be gvidentl
influenced by L. Wgotskij (VWygotskij, 1934)céntex)

12. See Lipman, 2003, pp. 34-3506tex)
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14. For the relevance of the notion of individual and social recognition, see Taylor, 1992; Honneth,
1992; Fraser-Honneth, 2003; Pulcini, 20@&ntex)

15. According to A. Cosentino, the philosophical dialogue which occurs in a Cl is “a kind of
knowledge which does not correspond to the level of instrumental knowledge (acquiring of
information, computing of data, problem solving). On the contrary, it has mainly to do with
horizons of sense, values, cognitive paradigms, ways of interpreting reality, globdkattdwards
experience” (Cosentino, 2005c, p. 42). See also Lipman, 2003, po2éX)

16. Therefore, a kind of “utility” can be expected from a CI: “community of inquiry”, says Cosenti
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second meaning of the word “deliberation”, that is its “what for” and its aim of aqahcti

fulfilment. In this sense, a deliberation is something which has to respond for the possible
consequences deriving from its realizatiarantex)

See, for instance, Cosentino, 2004; Casarin, 2005; Rothstein, 2008; Nussbauntd2@ég) (
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