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Discussions about the Gadamer-Habermas debate continue in philosophy. But in
philosophy of education, Gadamer's philosophical hermeneutics is usually accused
of conservatism by the defenders of critical pedagogy, and there are few studies in
defense of the critical power of Gadamer's hermeneutics. In Iran, official education
reform documents emphasize both guarding and reconstructing tradition, but in
practice, this balance seems ambiguous. Through re-reading Gadamer's
hermeneutics, this paper analyzes the critical elements of tradition. In this way, it
provides a defense of education based on philosophical hermeneutics and a model
for confronting traditions in education. The central claim of this study is that
Gadamer's understanding of tradition has both a descriptive expression as an
educational basis and a normative expression as an educational principle. The
ground for the realization of both is learning through negativity. In this context,
historically effected consciousness, considering tradition as an answer to a question,
critical distanciation from tradition, and application of tradition will be the most
important critical elements that distinguish Gadamer's hermeneutics from
conservative and traditionalist hermeneutics.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Three main approaches can be formulated in the relationship between education and tradition. First, the
trend that attends toward the authority of tradition and weakens the criticism and reconstruction. Robert
Hutchins, an educational perennialist, believes that logic and mathematics should be central in schooling
compared to the practical techniques and artistic creations of natural arts. Because only these disciplines can
keep the traditions alive in students' eyes. Although he considers creation and creativity necessary for
education, he declares that "in the order of education, tradition precedes invention" . (Hutchins, 1937: 590).

Second, on the other side of the spectrum, we can mention the defenders of critical pedagogy who
demand the ideal of emancipation from education and believe that the relationships governing educational
organizations and textbooks represent the dominant ideology and are the means of reproducing power. Thus,
educators should enhance pedagogy with critical skills like questioning and dialogue .

In the third approach, as seen in the official documents of Iran's education system, there is a simultaneous
effort to preserve and reconstruct traditions. For example, in the social and political aims of education,
"recognition, preservation, and reform of customs, traditions, norms, and values of the society in the light
of the Islamic standards" and "recognition of Islamic culture and civilization, along with attention to the
needs of the present and future of the society” (Supreme council of education, 2011: 155) talks about the
importance of preserving and at the same time reconstructing the tradition for these documents.

In this way, the main goal of this article is to formulate Gadamer's ideas about tradition. Consequently,
it highlights his critical elements of hermeneutics in response to critical educators' accusations of
conservatism. On the other hand, it opens a way for simultaneously preserving and reconstructing traditions
as an essential aim of education.

Conclusion

As Gadamer believes, the cartesian ideal to eliminate traditions as preconceptions and prejudices and make
them the object of knowledge is not possible. But this does not mean that understanding influenced by
tradition is necessarily a distorted and false understanding. Rather, the traditions indicate the transcendental
finitude and partiality of human understanding. Therefore, tradition is not an obstacle to understanding but
a condition for constituting understanding in new hermeneutic situations. Traditions do not reach humans
in a pre-prepared and unchangeable form. Human prejudices evolve when dealing with new situations, and
right prejudices are recognized from wrong ones. In this way, the traditions that do not have the possibility
of dialogue with the current human condition are rejected, and those elements that fusion with human
projects continue to exist.

But authors like Peters and Lankshear (2003) believe that Gadamer's hermeneutics is entirely on the side
of passivity towards history and tradition. According to them, Freire's liberating education revives the
agency of humanity to create history and puts it in a position to critique and reconstruct traditions according
to current needs. They present two simultaneous ontological and epistemological readings of Freire's critical
thought but consider Gadamer's hermeneutics, following Heidegger's radical existentialism, as having only
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the ontological side, which puts aside all the epistemological debates related to the method and everything
that can distinguish correct understanding from false ideological awareness.

In response to this debate, | believe that a distinction should be made between two expressions of
tradition in "Truth and Method". The primary and common expression is the attachment of human to the
tradition, which can be considered as a descriptive and ontological proposition, and as a basis in philosophy
of education. In this statement, we need traditions in terms of the impact they have on our prejudices, and
any attempt to objectify, acquire, and get rid of traditions will be impossible. The secondary and rare
expression is the necessity of rethinking the traditions in the area of reflection and rational confrontation,
which can be seen as a prescriptive and epistemological proposition, and as a principle of education in
educational literature.

For a critical encounter with the tradition, four Gadamerian solutions are proposed. First is paying
attention to the simultaneous impact and impression of consciousness and tradition. Second is the initial
encounter with tradition as a consistent and coherent response to a question. Third is critical distanciating
from tradition, and fourth is the application of the tradition and participation in it.

In educational settings, the teacher can ask the students to express their initial understanding of a
tradition. Then, the orientation of this initial understanding from other traditions in the classroom will be
analyzed collectively. At the same time, the necessity of rethinking the traditions as an interpretable and
continuous and not closed and finished system should be taught. In this part, the teacher can discuss the
evolution of a tradition throughout history as a response to a question, or instead of avoiding conflicting
understandings of a tradition, she can choose a number of them and discuss them in class. Also, one should
not be satisfied with the theoretical education of traditions in the formal and standard curricula and should
provide an opportunity for practical application of traditions by students in a more flexible format. The
application of tradition leads the learners to achieve an understanding of cultural diversity by observing
various and diverse forms of application of that tradition in others' practices. Also, observing this diversity
provides a basis for achieving the aim of education in the hermeneutical viewpoint, i.e., to acquire
hermeneutic awareness - awareness of the limits of the human horizon and preparation for its development.
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