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As a student of Communications I thoroughly enjoyed reading Hirst’s treatise on “Liberal Education and the Nature of Knowledge.”  I say that as a student of Communications; not so much as a student of Educational Foundations.   I found what I think are a number of flaws in his argument that preclude this system of thought from being a proven justification of a liberal education based on his “Nature of Knowledge”.  While I can’t say why I agree with Hirst that all students should have a broad liberal education, I do agree that it’s the starting point for all educational pursuits.  It’s my belief however that Hirst’s arguments on the “Nature of Knowledge” are flawed. 

First, when defining knowledge Hirst states;

“Knowledge is achieved when the mind attains its own satisfaction or good by corresponding to objective reality.  A liberal education in the pursuit of knowledge is, therefore, seeking the development of the mind according to what is quite external to it, the structure and pattern of reality.”  (pg.392)
This theory or definition of knowledge is in its self quite subjective.  Hirst is starting his argument based on an assumption.  Where is the proof that “Knowledge is achieved when the mind attains its own satisfaction or good by corresponding to objective reality”?  Who is deciding satisfaction or good?  Is it an educated rich white man of privilege or is it an Australian Bushman?  In my opinion to base a theory of knowledge on such subjective criteria is a mistake.  This argument on the nature of knowledge fails to go far enough.  It defines knowledge for some but not for all and therefore fails the test of validity.

Secondly, where are the proofs that knowledge corresponds to objective reality? If one is to take Hirst’s advice and base reality on the collection and verification of experience as the definition of reality then how do we explain the fact that in realty, the Earth was thought of to be flat.  Did that make it so?  When defining knowledge we cannot rely on what is perceived to be the perception or experience of reality.  We do not settle for the collection of all a priori experience and belief as the last word.  There must be more to knowledge than what we can ascribe to our experiences and general societal consensus.  Indeed, what about metacognition?  Can I not think of something in my head, reason it out, and come to an accurate, factual conclusion without other people knowing, agreeing, or myself having experienced it?  I have never taken my spacesuit helmet off in space, nor do I know of anyone that has done so; yet knowing what I do about the properties of space I can reasonably assume that it is true that I will die due to lack of oxygen.  Where has this been shown to be true objectively in reality?  Yet, I hold it to be a universal truth based on thoughts in my head, entirely removed from my experience or reality and entirely without the consensus of my peers and fellow reasoning humans.  Can anyone deny the voracity of this statement?

I also find fault with Hirst’s statement that the justification for a liberal education;

“…is possible only if what is being justified is both intelligible under publicly rooted concepts and is assessable according to accepted criteria.”  (pg.403)

This type of justification for liberal education leaves the whole idea open to public opinion.  What if the terms and criteria for a liberal education were formed in the Bible Belt with its constant arguments between creationism and evolution?

Where in Hirst’s philosophy is there room for pure knowledge for knowledge’s sake?  He tends to base his whole argument on subjective thinking; morality, outcomes, public opinion, and reasons for reaching conclusions based on false premises. 


I believe that Hirst’s most valuable argument for a liberal education and its outcomes are best expressed in his quote of Professor Michael Oakeshott (pgs. 413 & 414) where the professor loosely describes education as a conversation having come from the primeval forests, and made more articulate throughout the ages.  Education is the conversation on which all knowledge is built.  It is not always in sync with our shared experiences or with public opinion and consensus.  It’s my opinion that the nature of knowledge is in its joy of discovery through reason and communication.  Knowledge is indeed built on conversation. 
