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Naturalistic, Romantic, Liberal: 
Philosophical Tenets of Modern Pedagogy 

in the Context of Postmodern Critique
Jan Hábl

Abstract: Th e goal of this study is to sketch three main philosophical tenets or metanarratives of 
the so-called period of modernity in order to show their implications for the educational leading of 
a child in the western world (primarily in Central Europe). 

Each subchapter will outline one metanarrative or tenet of modernity and show its implication 
for pedagogy. Th e tenets are as follows: fi rst, the naturalistic metanarrative which promoted the he-
gemony of science and off ered technological control of the physical world; second, the romantic meta-
narrative of moral, aesthetic, and spiritual sensibility that gives life subjective meaning and purpose, 
regardless of objective reality, and third, the liberal metanarrative of freedom and tolerance through 
which cultural diversity is governed and policed. We will see that the naturalistic and romantic 
notions of the search for secure knowledge brought about tensions calling for resolution. Th e liberal 
imperative off ered an eff ective solution. It established a philosophical framework within which the 
two could live together in relative harmony despite the signifi cant diff erences between them. 

Th e analysis of the three metanarratives will enable the reader: 1. to see how schools have played 
an essential role in implementing the agenda of modernity; 2. to understand the specifi c challenge 
contemporary pedagogy faces as a result of the crisis of the modern paradigm that the Western world 
has encountered for several decades. Th e postmodern school ‘clientele’ – the child or student – does 
not share the modern metanarrative. In fact, the postmodern person does not believe in any meta-
narrative any more. 

Th e key question this study intends to raise is – and not just for theorists of education – whether
it is possible (in the long term) to maintain any school or society composed of individuals who 
do not share any unifying metanarrative. By raising this question the study suggests that one of the 
key tasks of contemporary pedagogy is to seek a metanarrative framework that would be admissible 
both to educators and to contemporary postmodern children or students, and thus make education 
legitimate and meaningful.

Keywords: education, pedagogy, post/modernity, metanarratives, philosophy.

Modern pedagogical traditions are 
historically situated in the time of the rise 
of so-called modernity. It is impossible to 

talk about modernity without reference 
to the rich philosophical legacy of the 
Enlightenment. Th e goal of this study is 
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to sketch three main philosophical tenets 
or metanarratives of this period in order 
to show their implications for pedagogy.1 
Each subchapter will outline one metan-
arrative or tenet and show its implication 
for pedagogy. Th e tenets are as follows: 
fi rst, the naturalistic metanarrative which 
promoted the hegemony of science and 
off ered technological control of the physi-
cal world; second, the romantic metanar-
rative of moral, aesthetic, and spiritual 
sensibility that gives life subjective mean-
ing and purpose, regardless of objective 
reality, and third, the liberal metanar-
rative of freedom and tolerance through 
which cultural diversity is governed and 
policed. We will see that the naturalistic 
and romantic notions of the search for 
secure knowledge brought about ten-
sions calling for resolution. Th e liberal 
imperative off ered an eff ective solution. 
It established a  philosophical framework 
within which the two could live together 
in relative harmony despite the signifi cant 
diff erences between them. We will also 
see how schools and education in general 
were shaped by these metanarratives. Th e 
sub-goal of this study is to outline the key 
reasons for the feeling of crisis in both 

modernity and modern pedagogy in so-
called Western Civilization.2 We will see 
that the postmodern school ‘clientele’ –
the children or students – do not share 
the modern metanarrative, which brings 
about a  specifi c challenge to contempo-
rary educators.

THREE METANARRATIVES 
OF MODERNITY

Th e essence of the project of moderni-
ty could be condensed into the following 
words: an autonomous and rational 
attempt to discover, describe, and explain 
the natural order of things.3 In contrast to 
the medieval tradition of blind obedience 
to authority, the Enlightenment thinkers 
wanted to regain the freedom of critical 
and autonomous reasoning, hence the 
motto sapere aude. Th e Enlightenment 
understood itself as the coming of age of 
humanity, as the moment in history when 
people fi nally summoned up the courage 
to liberate themselves from the chains of 
ignorance and superstition by means of 
autonomous reason.4 Th e modern opti-
mism was great indeed. Wright (2004, 
p. 12) summarised the beliefs of the mo-

1 In this work I am not going to deal with the question of the date of modernity. It is certain that there were 
diff erent historical events that contributed to the evolution of modernity, but it is hard to set a clear date for its 
beginning. Diff erent authors propose diff erent events and dates, such as Gutenberg’s invention of the printing 
press in 1436 or Luther’s rebellion against the authority of the Church in 1520, or the end of the Th irty Years’ 
War in 1648, etc. For a good elaboration of this problem see Toulmin (1990) pp. 5-8.
2 In this paper I will focus primarily on developments in the Central European countries which historically be-
longed to the Austro-Hungarian Empire. On the problem of the crisis of the modern paradigm see, for example, 
Van Doren (1991), Erickson (2001), Greer & Lewis (2005), Murphy & McClendon (1989), Murphy (1996), 
Grenz (1996), and Veith (1994). For a very good account of the transformation of culture from modernity to 
postmodernity in the area of literature see also Ruland (1991). 
3 Th at is where Wright (2004, p. 1, 10ff ) began his account of the legacy of modernity. 
4 Toulmin (1990, p. 176) and others speak about the “religion of rationality”. See also Schaeff er (1980, p. 65ff ).
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dern thinkers as follows: “…we need no 
longer accept a  slavish dependence on 
external authority; that we can trust our 
own experiences, judgements and reason; 
that we can discover for ourselves the ulti-
mate meaning and purpose of life, we are 
ourselves the true measure of reality and 
source of order in the world; that, perhaps, 
for the fi rst time in history, we can start to 
tell authentic stories about ourselves and 
our place in the ultimate order-of-things.”

Th e optimistic belief in human auto-
nomous potential resulted, according to 
Wright, in the emergence of three inter-
related metanarratives,5 which together 
constitute the essence of modernity:

1. Th e naturalistic metanarrative of 
the hegemony of science off ers technolo-
gical control of the physical world. Th e 
naturalistic notion of the world is under-
lined by an epistemological assumption 
that human beings can distance them-
selves from the world with impunity. Th e 
newfound “omnipotence” of human rea-
son encourages the search for establishing 
secure and certain knowledge as a means 
of reconnecting the mind with the natural 
order of things. Such an endeavour obvi-
ously presupposes a realist theory of truth 
predicated on the correspondence of ideas 
contained within the mind and external 
reality. Wright (2004, p. 16) pointed out 
that this distinction between the internal 
operations of the mind and the external 
reality of the material world has its mo-

dern roots in Descartes’ identifi cation of 
the ‘mental’ and ‘physical’ as the two basic 
substances, or building blocks of the uni-
verse. Th e role of language in this view is 
to establish a bridge between the mental 
and physical by accurately representing 
the facts of the natural world in the mirror 
of the mind. Th e role of our fi ve senses is 
essential – they constitute the basis of all 
knowledge. By describing our empirical
experience in an ordered, systematic, and 
scientifi c way, we are able to establish cer-
tain knowledge of the natural world. Mil-
lard J. Erickson (2001) observed that this 
optimism is based on the assumption that 
the structure of reality is rational: 

It follows an orderly pattern. Th e same 
logical structure of the external world 
is also found in the human mind, thus 
enabling the human to know and organise 
that world. In most cases, this order or 
pattern is believed to be immanent within 
the world, rather than deriving from some 
transcendent source (p. 74).

Stephen Toulmin (1990) described 
this shift in thinking as the “politics of 
certainty”, and reminded us of the socio-
political dimension of the phenomena. 
Th e desire for certain knowledge was not 
a mere intellectual and detached exercise 
on the part of some academics, but rather 
“a  timely response to a specifi c historical 
challenge: the political, social and theolo-
gical chaos embodied in the Th irty Years’ 
War” (p. 71).

5 Th e term ‘metanarrative’ is borrowed from Jean-Francois Lyotard (1984). He identifi es metanarratives as 
grand stories of society explaining all reality, thus legitimising themselves. Th e postmodern period is charac-
terised, according to Lyotard, by an incredulity about metanarratives, which is, in fact, Lyotard’s defi nition of 
postmodernism (p. 23ff ).
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Modern thinkers, however, were never 
totally blind to Descartes’ concerns about 
the reliability of our senses. While David 
Hume represented the sceptical strand of 
empirical philosophy, logical positivists 
stood at the other end of the philosophical 
spectrum. Th ey sought to overcome Hume’s 
scepticism by invoking the principle of 
verifi cation, which demanded that all 
truth claims be tested against empirical 
experience. Wright (2004) inferred 
that “this eff ectively reduces all moral, 
aesthetic and religious discourse to the 
level of emotive utterances incapable of 
engaging cognitively with the real world; 
it is not possible to verify on the basis of 
sense experience whether a person is good, 
a sunset beautiful, or God holy, since we 
can neither see, smell, taste, touch or hear 
goodness, beauty or holiness” (p. 17).

Th e main eff ects of elevating the 
narrative of naturalism to the position 
of being the ultimate and exclusive 
metanarrative of modernity are, according 
to Wright (2004), twofold: “reality is 
reduced to the value-free deterministic play 
of cause and eff ect in the physical world, 
and the natural scientist is appointed as 
arbiter, mediator and high priest of ultimate 
truth” (p. 18). 

2. Th e second is the romantic meta-
narrative of moral, aesthetic, and spiritu-
al sensibility that gives life meaning and 
purpose. Wright observed from the outset 
that modernity engendered an alternative 

metanarrative which claimed that human 
beings encounter truth not in the natural 
world, but in the idealistic realm of the 
thoughts, ideas, and experiences we carry 
around in our heads independently of any 
sensory experience. According to idealism, 
our understanding of the order of things is 
not rooted in sense experience, but rather 
in the mental ideas, pictures, and con-
structions of reality present in our minds. 
Francis A. Schaeff er (1994) observed that 
this romantic response was motivated by 
the increasing pressure of naturalistic de-
terminism: “as man (sic) begins to feel the 
weight of the machine pressing upon him 
(sic), Rousseau and others swear and curse,
as it were, against the science which 
threatens their human freedom” (p. 228).6 

Instead of correspondence theory, the 
romantic attempt to grasp the order of 
things requires merely a coherence theory
of truth. In this, according to Wright 
(2004), the veracity of our comprehension
of reality is judged in terms of its inherent 
clarity, connectedness, and cohesiveness. 
Th e task of language is “not to build 
a  bridge between the mind and the ex-
ternal world, but rather to give coherent 
expression to our inner thoughts, experi-
ences and intuitions” (p. 19).

Although the classic examples of mo-
dern idealism can be found in the all-
embracing philosophical systems develo-
ped by Spinoza, Leibniz, and Hegel, the 
embryonic version of romanticism can be 

Hábl, J.

6 However, it should be noted that the mechanistic notion of humans and nature has not been viewed negatively. 
Charles Van Doren (1991, pp. 214-216) quotes Adam Smith (1723–1790), who marvelled at the wondrous 
coupling of the human and non-human parts of factory machines, and saw this as a potential source of “uni-
versal opulence” for the world.
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traced as far back as to Immanuel Kant. 
Kant’s distinction between ‘phenomena’ 
and ‘noumena,’ that is, between things 
as-they-appear-to-me and things as-they-
-are-in-themselves, led to a  crucial shift 
in philosophical discourse. According to 
Kant, human understanding of reality 
is dependent on the innate structures of 
the mind, those pre-established catego-
ries of understanding through which we 
view reality. Consequently, we only have 
access to the phenomenological world 
of appearances, but never the noumenal 
world of things as they are in themselves. 
“Following Kant,” commented Wright 
(2004), “I  can no longer say ‘Th is is the 
case’, only that ‘It appears to me that this is 
the case.’ Kant thus unwittingly gave birth 
to a distinctively modern mode of expres-
sion: ‘From my point of view…,’ ‘Th e way 
I see it…,’ ‘In my opinion….’” (p. 19).

Th us Romanticism, when coupled 
with Descartes’ insistence on the primacy 
of refl ective self-consciousness, gives one 
freedom to read the world in one’s own 
terms, through one’s own personal frame 
of reference. “Nobody has the right to 
tell me that my experience is illegitimate, 
my reasoning incorrect, or my emotions 
misdirected. Hence the truth of my value 
system lies not in its connection with any 
external order, nor in any objective or on-
tological foundation, but simply in the fact 
that I have an emotional commitment to 
it” (p. 20). 

3. Th e third is the liberal metanarrative 
of freedom and tolerance through which 
cultural diversity is governed and policed. 
Th e naturalistic and romantic notions of 
the search for secure knowledge, though 
potentially complementary, brought 
about tensions calling for resolution. “In 
attempting to reconcile the realms of 
fact and value,” said Wright, “modernity 
forged a  third, unifying metanarrative: 
liberalism, which sought to mediate 
between naturalism and romanticism by 
establishing a  framework within which 
they could learn to live together in 
relative harmony despite their signifi cant 
diff erences” (p.  21). Th e resulting liberal 
polity was built on the twin principles 
of freedom of belief and tolerance of the 
beliefs of others.

Th e roots of liberalism may be traced 
back to John Locke,7 who was quick to re-
cognise the practical limitations of natu-
ralism. In affi  rming the vital signifi cance 
of our beliefs, Locke made no attempt to 
deny their subjective nature: “the limits 
of human knowledge are so narrow and 
the probability of error on speculative 
matters so great that we can never know 
for certain that our religious opinions are 
correct and all others false and heretical,” 
says Wright (2004, p. 21). Th is led Locke 
to affi  rm the principle of freedom in all 
matters that could not be shown to con-
stitute indisputable and irrefutable factual 
knowledge. 

7 Greer & Lewis (2005) identify the origin of the liberal metanarrative with even earlier thinkers, such as Eras-
mus and Rabelais. Similarly to Wright, they affi  rm that “central to the thinking of these men was their stress 
on human personality and its free development. Th is idea could be realised, they believed, only through each 
individual’s exercise of personal freedom”.

Naturalistic, Romantic, Liberal: Philosophical Tenets of Modern Pedagogy 
in the Context of Postmodern Critique
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In time this liberal strategy satisfi ed 
both camps: the Naturalists could hold 
fast to their secure results of scientifi c en-
terprise, and the Romantics could, with-
out any disturbance, enjoy the authen-
ticity of their subjective moral, aesthetic, 
and spiritual experiences. Th e cost of li-
beral practice was not particularly high. 
Th e only demand was to follow the tole-
rance imperative: if I  assert my freedom 
to believe whatever I like, then I must be 
willing to respect the freedom of others to 
do likewise.  

Wright (2004) further observed 
that this narrative, originally intended 
as heuristic, gradually transformed into 
a narrowly dogmatic worldview. As the li-
beral principles came to be seen as ends in 
themselves, their observance began to be 
rigorously policed and enforced. Th us the 
Enlightenment ideal of individuals having 
the courage to think for themselves is here 
recast as the liberal ideal of “individuals 
thinking for themselves within the con-
fi nes and constraints of non-negotiable 
liberal order” (p. 22).

“Th e fi nal outcome of the project of 
modernity,” concluded Wright (2004), “is 
the hegemony of a closed world of liberal 
values rooted in a  liberal meta-narrative 
that functions to paper over the dualistic 
tensions between the meta-narratives of 
naturalism and romanticism” (p. 22). 

Th e account of modern thought could 
be presented in a number of diff erent ways 
equally valid to this threefold exposition. 
Nancey Murphy and James W. McClen-
don Jr., for example (Hauerwas, Murphy 
& Nation, Eds., 1994), though using 
diff erent categorising terminology, over-
lapped fairly well with Wright’s account 
by identifying three signifi cant doctrines 
forming the basis of modern thought: 
foundationalism in epistemology,8 an 
approach to language based on reference 
and representation, and atomism or indi-
vidualism in metaphysics and ethics. Th ey 
mapped these onto a conceptual space de-
fi ned by three (Cartesian) axes: an episte-
mological axis, with scepticism and foun-
dationalism as its poles, a  linguistic axis, 
with representationalism and expressivism 
as its poles, and an individualist-collecti-
vist axis.9 

IMPLICATIONS FOR 
THE EDUCATION OF CHILDREN

Such was the philosophical context 
in which the shift from a  medieval mo-
del of pedagogy to the modern one took 
place. From a pedagogical point of view, 
the main vice of the model of education 
had traditionally been a  blind reliance 
on external authorities. Didactically, this 
meant the rigidly formal character of the 
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8 Murphy defi nes foundationalism elsewhere as: “a theory about how claims to know can be justifi ed. When we 
seek to justify a belief, we do so by relating it to (basing it upon, deriving it from) other beliefs. If these other 
beliefs are called into question, they too must be justifi ed. Foundationalists insist that this chain of justifi cations 
must stop somewhere. It must not be circular nor must it constitute an infi nite regress. Th us, the regress must 
end in a ‘foundation’ of beliefs that cannot themselves be called into question” (p. 7). 
9 For other options see also Grenz & Franke (2001), or Clark (1990).
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teaching processes relying solely on the 
method of verbal transmission of fi xed 
knowledge.10 Th e child was seen prima-
rily as an object of education, a receptive 
vessel awaiting fulfi lment with facts and 
information. Another problem of tradi-
tional pedagogy closely related to this was 
that of indoctrination, which might be 
described as an “authoritative exposition 
to only one way of viewing reality,” accord-
ing to Elmer J. Th iessen (1993). He iden-
tifi ed the authoritativeness in those teach-
ing processes that “violate the principles 
of rationality, critical openness, freedom, 
and respect to persons” (p.  3). With the 
expansion of the Enlightenment maxims, 
such an approach to education gradually 
became less and less acceptable. We have 
seen above that the main goal of Enlight-
enment human intellectual endeavour 
was to unravel the mystery of the world 
and life without reference to any external 
authority. Th e intention was to take cont-
rol of nature, form prosperous life condi-
tions, and create a better world. Since the 
world was assumed to be just a big cosmic 
machine which functioned on the basis of 
certain physical, mathematical, biologi-
cal, etc. regularities, it was thought that 
as soon as people (scientists) managed to 
explore the mechanism, they would gain 
power over it. With the expansion of na-
tural science, faith in its omnipotence and 
its inevitable progress for humankind also 
grew. One of the key assumptions behind 

this optimism was that human nature is 
essentially good. Jean J. Rousseau, for 
example, put it plainly: “the fi rst impulses
of nature are always right; there is no 
original sin in the human heart.”11 Such 
a conviction raises a question, however: if 
the human being is essentially good, how 
can we explain the overwhelming empi-
rical data concerning human evil? Why 
do  people do  evil things? Douglas Wil-
son (2003) pointed out that “the answer 
given to this dilemma goes back at least 
to Socrates. If man (sic) is basically good, 
then he (sic) must do evil things because 
of ignorance. Th erefore, the saviour for ig-
norant man (sic) must be education. Th e 
antidote to ignorance is teaching” (p. 45).

Hence the new task of pedagogy was 
to provide the child with knowledge of all 
the new scientifi c facts, natural laws, and 
regularities. Th is new encyclopaedic kind 
of knowledge was supposed to become the 
vehicle that would bring humankind to the 
coveted optimistic goal. According to Skal-
ková (1999, p. 34), at the end of the eight-
eenth century there evolved the so-called 
theory of pedagogic naturalism (or realism). 
Th e progress of natural discoveries was so 
rapid, and the amount of new informa-
tion about reality so vast, that the creators 
of the school curricula could not ignore it. 
Although it was a  slow process, gradually 
the natural sciences found their way into 
the pedagogic curricula, and pupils were to 
become small walking encyclopaedias. 

10 Skalková (1999, p. 34) further observes the fact that in terms of subject matter the pupils fi rst had to learn 
Latin and Greek, which enabled them later to read the classical philosophical and theological literature. Th e em-
phasis, however, was laid on the formal part of the study, where the content of classical texts was only secondary.
11 Taken from Wright (2004, p. 127).

Naturalistic, Romantic, Liberal: Philosophical Tenets of Modern Pedagogy 
in the Context of Postmodern Critique
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Th e humanistic accents of the Enlight-
enment inherited from the Renaissance 
resulted in a pedagogical theory called the 
theory of pedagogic neo-humanism, which 
appeared on the scene simultaneously 
with the previous theory. Th e neo-hu-
manists believed that besides the natural 
sciences it was also important to form 
a  child’s character through the Graeco-
Roman ideals of goodness, beauty, truth, 
harmony, etc. Greek culture and erudi-
tion, in particular, were considered to be an 
ideal of humanity that should be pursued. 
Th e famous Greek term kalokagathia was 
rediscovered as the goal of all training. It 
described the ideal of versatility and har-
monically developed individuality.12 Th e 
crucial elements of education, according 
to the neo-humanists, were the study of 
classical texts (in the original) and the de-
velopment of the personality of the pupil. 
Th e goal of such an education was not to 
prepare the child for his or her (more of-
ten his at that time) future occupation or 
practical life, but to refi ne, cultivate, and 
develop his character. Such perfecting of 
the inner potential was supposed to lead 
to the development of the ideal autono-
mous humanity.13 

It is important not to overlook the sig-
nifi cant shift that took place here in rela-
tion to the goal(s) of education. Th e ideal 
of a well-educated and well-formed human 
character was no longer determined by 

external authorities as it had been in the 
pre-modern God-centred era. Th e Renais-
sance (and subsequently modern) return 
to the Graeco-Roman ideal of humanity 
was a  de-God-ing14 or secularising shift 
towards a  human-centred understanding 
of humanity.15 It was humanity itself that 
determined its own ideals and goals, for it 
“established itself as the measure of reality 
and took responsibility for its own desti-
ny,” as Wright (2004, p. 127) put it. 

As a  consequence of the above-men-
tioned tendencies, a new pedagogical notion 
began to be elaborated at the beginning 
of the nineteenth century in terms of the 
curriculum. In contrast to the so-called 
elementary curriculum that was available 
to the lower social classes, there developed 
a concept of a general curriculum that was 
provided for the children in the Gym-
nasium type of school. Th ree tendencies 
might be observed in this curricular shift: 
1. the tendency to include all contemporary
knowledge into the curriculum began 
a (still unresolved) struggle for the balance
between natural and humanistic subjects. 
In other words, the question is what exactly
the child needs to know to be truly human;
2. this led to encyclopaedism in educa-
tion, which is another much-discussed
problem today: how much does the child 
need to know to be truly human? 3. the 
goal of education gradually changed – the 
original intention to cultivate one’s char-

Hábl, J.

12 It is derived from two Greek words: kalos and agathos, meaning beautiful and good.
13 Th e emphasis on the Graeco-Roman ideal is easily observable in the school curriculum—even as late as 1849 
the study of Greek and Latin represented 40% of the whole amount of time. 
14 Th is term is borrowed from D. A. Carson (2005).  
15 For a detailed outline of the phenomena of secularisation see Berger (1967).
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acter according to the neo-humanistic 
agenda was replaced by a  more pragma-
tic goal, namely to equip the child with 
practical facts and skills useful for every-
day life: what is the ultimate goal of edu-
cation, and thus of humanity? 

MODERNITY AND ITS EDUCATION 
FROM THE POSTMODERN 
PERSPECTIVE: CRISIS

Th e school has had an irreplaceable 
role within the modern paradigm, as the 
key means of sharing the modern meta-
narratives. All the teaching tools, 
knowledge, facts , skills, and values   that 
it had at its disposal and which it grew, 
developed, and passed on had their sig-
nifi cance directly in the process of imple-
menting the modern agenda. Th e ultimate 
goal of all educational eff orts was said to 
be to “prepare children for life” – which, 
deconstructed with post-modern her-
meneutics, means to mould them to be 
able to accept and play well their socially 
determined role in the modern scenario.
Th at it often also included more or less 
la tent indoctrination follows from the 
very nature of the narrative. But the fact 
remains that it was a  very fun ctional 
indoctrination. For centuries it eff ec-
tively produced and s trengthened an almost 
religious belief in progress. In addition 
to the overarching metanarratives, the 
school and academy belonged among the 

“sacred” things, for it was the key place 
in which the values of social integration 
were developed and used. Th e dignity of 
the teachers’ robes, then, lay in the inheri-
tance of historical continuity, inasmuch as 
the modern school, however demarcated 
it was from the pre-modern school, never-
theless continued in the same tradition. 
It was that of a persistent and deliberate 
search for, preservation, and transmis-
sion of truths which in their diversity were 
folded into one great unifi ed whole – as 
indicated in the very notion of university.

Th e postmodern end of trust in the 
modern metanarrative meant the end of 
the school’s greatest asset. Figuratively 
speaking, it lost its soul. Along with the 
great story it lost what legitimised its for-
mative-educational role in society. Th e 
postmodern “client” is not expecting 
major objective (world-) views, defi nitive 
statements, or universal values from the 
school, let alone some educational “manu-
facturing” in the name of universal truth. 
All the children/clients want and need is 
the practical usefulness of the educational 
products. Do  not educate us to be who 
you think we should be; just give us the 
facts, skills, and competencies, and we’ll 
do with them what we want. We just need 
to be fi t for the job market.16 Th e school 
is thus reduced to being the servant or 
assistant of the child’s individual self-
advancement. In the postmodern climate
the school has become the depository 
where the client goes to make an eclectic 

16 In this context the client is usually a university student, but in the case of younger children the clients are 
often the parents.

Naturalistic, Romantic, Liberal: Philosophical Tenets of Modern Pedagogy 
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selection from a broad assortment of more 
or less key products suitable for her prag-
matic needs. It is a  very specifi c situa-
tion in which two philosophical worlds 
meet, mingle, and clash. Th e school is 
modern, but its clientele is postmodern. As 
a product of another era it appears to the 
postmodern person (whether a young child 
or a  student) as something strange, au-
thoritarian, intolerant, non-user-friendly,
even user-hostile.17 

But that is not all. In addition to the 
loss of its educative-formative legitimacy, 
the modern school must also face another 
challenge. A  new player has entered the 
game, one who has been only too willing 
to take over the space vacated by the lost 
metanarratives: the mass media. Sociolo-
gists speak about the current structure of 
society as a “media-cracy” in which Des-
cartes’ “I think, therefore I am” no longer 
applies, but rather “I am in media, there-
fore I  am.”18 Th e rules of the game have 
completely changed. Th e most valuable 
commodity of the media is the attention 
of the public. Th e immediate harvest is 
popularity. Anyone who joins the media 
game must play according to its rules, 
which in no way favour the intellectu-
al activities that in the past brought the 
school its majesty. Th e great pains taken 
in the formation of character, the culti-
vation of qualitative values, and a  basic 
regard for truth are all activities that are 
too slow and tedious for the media. Th ey 
are not visually attractive, and therefore it 

is unlikely that they would gain the pub-
lic’s interest in the fi rst place, let alone keep 
it. From the moment the media took over 
that space left by the metanarrative, edu-
cators have had to compete for the child’s 
attention with celebrities, perverts, ter-
rorists, bank robbers, pandemics, virtual 
reality, 3D attractions, and other off erings 
of the media. In such competition educa-
tors have no chance of winning.19 Hence 
the feeling of crisis in modern education.

CONCLUSION

We have seen three foundational meta-
narratives on which modern thinking 
was built. Th e fi rst was the naturalistic 
metanarrative which promoted the hege-
mony of science and off ered technological 
control of the physical world. Th e second 
was the romantic metanarrative of moral, 
aesthetic, and spiritual sensibility that gives 
life subjective meaning and purpose, re-
gardless of objective reality. Th e third was 
the liberal metanarrative of freedom and 
tolerance through which cultural diversity 
was governed and policed. Th e naturalis-
tic and the romantic notions of the search 
for secure knowledge brought about ten-
sions calling for resolution. Th e liberal 
imperative off ered an eff ective solution. 
It established a  philosophical framework 
within which they could learn to live to-
gether in relative harmony despite their 
signifi cant diff erences. Schools played an 
essential role in implementing the modern 
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17 Th e current situation is aptly designated by R. Palouš (2007), where he discusses the so-called “post-educative period”.
18 For more on this see the classic bestseller of Neil Postman (1986).
19 Compare Bauman (2004, p. 158ff ).
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agenda. However, the crisis of the modern 
paradigm that the Western world has en-
countered for several decades presents the 
modern school and pedagogy with a speci-
fi c challenge. Th e child was understood as 
becoming properly human by: 1. acquir-
ing (natural) facts and knowledge; 2. de-
termining her own subjective meaning 
– not necessarily dependent on objective 
facts, but rather on the subjective self, and 
3. embracing the imperative of freedom; 
that is, everyone must be granted a  free-
dom of self-determination.

Th e postmodern school ‘clientele’ does 
not share the modern metanarrative. In 

fact, the postmodern person does not be-
lieve in any metanarrative. Th e question 
is – and not just for theorists of educa-
tion – whether it is possible (in the long 
term) to maintain any school or society 
composed of individuals who do not share 
any unifying metanarrative. Th e objec-
tive of this study is to raise this question 
and by doing this suggest that one of the 
key tasks of contemporary pedagogy is to 
seek such a metanarrative framework that 
would be admissible both to educators and 
to contemporary postmodern children or 
students, and thus make education legiti-
mate and meaningful.
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