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Abstract: The concept of the educated person occupies a central position in educational theory, yet it 

remains marked by conceptual ambiguity and philosophical disagreement. Contemporary educational 

discourse often invokes this concept without sufficient clarity regarding its normative foundations or 

historical variability. This article offers a comparative philosophical analysis of the concept of the 

educated person across major intellectual traditions, including classical Greek and Roman thought, 

medieval perspectives, Enlightenment rationalism, the Bildung tradition, and selected contemporary 

approaches such as analytic philosophy of education, critical theory, and pragmatism. Through 

systematic comparison, the study examines how these traditions conceptualize the purpose of 

education, the role of knowledge and understanding, the moral and civic dimensions of educational 

formation, and the significance of autonomy and agency. The analysis demonstrates that while these 

traditions diverge in their theoretical assumptions and educational priorities, they share a rejection of 

purely instrumental accounts of education. Instead, each tradition advances a normative vision of 

education as formative of persons rather than merely productive of skills or credentials. The article 

argues that persistent philosophical tensions prevent the emergence of a single, unified model of the 

educated person. However, these tensions also reveal the conceptual richness of the idea and its 

continued relevance for educational reflection. By identifying core characteristics of the educated 

person that recur across traditions, the article proposes an integrative but non-reductive framework 

that acknowledges pluralism and historical contingency while retaining normative significance. The 

findings underscore the importance of philosophical inquiry for clarifying educational aims and for 

resisting reductionist models that dominate contemporary policy and practice. 
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1. Introduction 
Contemporary educational discourse frequently invokes the ideal of the “educated 

person,” yet there is little agreement about what this ideal actually means (Yatsyshyna, 2024). 
Policy documents, curriculum frameworks, and institutional mission statements often rely on 
the term as if its definitions were self-evident, while simultaneously associating it with certain 
goals such as employability, critical thinking, moral responsibility, civic engagement, or 
lifelong learning (Sandford, 2007). This conceptual ambiguity suggests that the notion of the 
educated person functions more as a rhetorical device rather than a clearly defined 
philosophical ideal. 

The scientific discussion introduces several philosophical approaches through which the 
concept of the educated person has been interpreted. These approaches are presented in a 
schematic manner, without engaging in detailed analysis or evaluation, in order to make visible 
the different normative frameworks that inform educational thinking. When we outline these 
perspectives, it is necessary to realize that the plurality of meanings attached to being educated 
and situates the concept within a broader philosophical context (Gordon & Rajagopalan, 
2016; Sandford, 2007). Taking this into consideration, the concept of the educated person 
emerges as a fundamentally philosophical problem rather than a merely pedagogical one 
(Kuppens et al, 2015). Clarifying this concept requires examining the diverse philosophical 
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traditions that have shaped educational thought and the ideals of human formation they 
promote. A comparative philosophical analysis can illuminate both the sources of 
contemporary disagreement and the enduring questions that continue to structure debates 
about education, thereby providing a more coherent framework for understanding what it 
means to be educated in the modern world. 

A philosophical approach is appropriate since the educated person functions as a 
normative construct, grounded in judgments about knowledge, understanding, and the aims 
of human development (Ozoliņš, 2013). The empirical studies can describe how education 
functions or measure its outcomes, but they cannot, on their own, justify the values and ideals 
that guide educational aims (Abiogu, 2014). The questions concerning what kind of person 
education should cultivate, which forms of knowledge deserve priority, and how education 
relates to autonomy and moral responsibility require conceptual clarification and normative 
reasoning. Both of these questions fall within the domain of philosophy. 

Moreover, philosophical investigation makes it possible to uncover the often-implicit 
assumptions that shape educational discourse and practice. Competing models of the 
educated person are based on different views of human nature and society, yet these 
foundations frequently remain unexamined. If such assumptions are subjected to critical 
reflection, a philosophical perspective helps to explain why disagreements about education 
persist and why certain educational ideals gain prominence in particular historical and social 
contexts. In this sense, philosophy does not impose an external framework on education but 
provides the conceptual tools necessary to understand and critically assess its ideals. 

Therefore, the research is guided by the aim of clarifying how the concept of the 
educated person has been articulated within major philosophical traditions. It addresses, first, 
the ways in which the educated person is conceptualized across diverse philosophical 
frameworks, paying attention to the values and ideals incorporated in these accounts. It then 
examines the normative assumptions that support these conceptions, particularly with regard 
to knowledge, autonomy, and human development. Finally, it examines how these 
philosophical differences affect educational theory and practice, showing how different views 
of the educated person influence educational goals, curriculum choices, and methods of 
evaluation. 

2. Materials and Methods 

2.1. Research Design  

This study employs a comparative philosophical analysis as its primary research design 
(Bhinder, 2023; Cragun et al., 2016). It focuses on examining the concept of the educated 
person across multiple philosophical traditions, including classical, Enlightenment, modern, 
and contemporary frameworks. Rather than generating empirical data, the analysis relies on 
conceptual and textual sources, drawing from primary philosophical texts, foundational 
educational writings, and influential secondary literature that interprets these traditions. 

The approach involves three complementary steps (Bapiri & Alavinia, 2025; Bhinder, 
2019; Cheong et al., 2023; Lopez-Barreiro et al., 2023; McKenney & Reeves, 2021). First, it 
identifies key conceptions of the educated person within each tradition, highlighting the core 
characteristics, values, and assumptions embedded in these accounts. Second, it examines the 
normative frameworks underlying these conceptions, including assumptions about 
knowledge, moral development, autonomy, and civic responsibility. Third, it compares these 
conceptions systematically, identifying points of convergence, divergence, and tension, with 
the aim of clarifying their implications for contemporary educational theory and practice. 

This design is explicitly analytical and interpretive, rather than empirical. It allows for 
careful conceptual clarification, systematic comparison, and critical reflection on the 
normative commitments embedded in different philosophical accounts. Situating the concept 
of the educated person within a comparative framework, the study seeks to provide a coherent 
understanding of its historical and theoretical complexity, offering insights that can inform 
ongoing debates about educational aims, curriculum design, and evaluation.  

2.2. Sample pf Philosophical Sources  

Given the conceptual and comparative nature of the study, philosophical texts and 
thinkers have shaped the notion of the educated person across history. The sample includes 
representative works from key philosophical traditions, selected for their historical 
significance and influence on educational thought. These include classical texts from ancient 
Greece, Enlightenment writings, modern educational philosophy, and contemporary 
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perspectives in analytic, critical, and democratic traditions. 
Selection criteria focused on canonical thinkers and texts that explicitly or implicitly 

articulate ideals of education and the characteristics of the educated person. Primary sources 
such as Plato’s Republic, Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, Kant’s Lectures on Pedagogy, Humboldt’s 
writings on Bildung, Dewey’s Democracy and Education, and contemporary critical and post-
structural analyses were included to ensure comprehensive coverage of diverse philosophical 
approaches. 

This approach allows for a systematic comparison of conceptions of the educated person 
while maintaining analytical rigor. Focusing on influential texts rather than individuals or 
empirical samples, the study situates its inquiry within the broader historical and theoretical 
development of educational philosophy, ensuring that the findings reflect enduring 
philosophical debates rather than contingent empirical phenomena. 

2.3. Data Collection and Analysis 

The study employs a comparative and conceptual analysis to examine how the notion of 
the educated person has been articulated across different philosophical traditions. This 
approach prioritizes textual interpretation and critical reflection, rather than empirical 
observation or statistical analysis, as the goal is to clarify conceptual structures and normative 
assumptions underlying educational thought. 

The analysis involves systematically reviewing primary philosophical texts – from 
classical, Enlightenment, modern, and contemporary traditions – that address the aims of 
education, human development, and moral and intellectual formation. Secondary literature is 
used to provide interpretive context and to highlight relevant scholarly debates, ensuring a 
nuanced understanding of each tradition. 

Once sources are collected, a structured conceptual analysis is conducted. Key features 
of each tradition’s conception of the educated person are identified, including assumptions 
about knowledge, virtue, autonomy, and civic responsibility. These conceptions are then 
compared to reveal points of convergence and divergence, as well as the normative 
frameworks that shape each view. The method emphasizes clarity, systematic comparison, 
and philosophical rigor, allowing the study to illuminate enduring debates about the nature 
and aims of education. 

3. Results 

3.1. The Concept of the Educated Person as a Philosophical Problem 

Before examining the concept of the educated person, it is necessary to clarify key terms 
that structure the discussion. Education refers to a deliberate and socially mediated process 
of intellectual, moral, and personal development, aimed at cultivating capacities for critical 
reflection, ethical judgment, and meaningful participation in society (Chen et al., 2023; Ye & 
Shih, 2021). It encompasses not only the acquisition of knowledge but also the formation of 
character and dispositions, emphasizing the transformative potential of learning. Building on 
this, the educated person can be understood as an ideal figure shaped through education – an 
individual who has developed knowledge, critical reasoning, ethical sensibilities, and the 
capacity for autonomous action (Sandford, 2007). This concept is inherently normative, 
reflecting the qualities that education seeks to cultivate rather than merely describing empirical 
characteristics of learners. 

The notion of formation (Bildung) highlights the holistic and integrative process through 
which individuals develop intellectually, morally, and culturally (Yanagida, 2024). Formation 
emphasizes personal growth and the cultivation of capacities that enable individuals to engage 
meaningfully with their social and cultural environments, complementing both the acquisition 
of knowledge and the development of virtue (Onipede et al., 2025).  

Knowledge is understood in a broad epistemological sense, including propositional 
knowledge (knowing that), procedural knowledge (knowing how), and practical 
understanding or wisdom (phronesis) (Maciag, 2022). Knowledge involves not only the 
accumulation of information but also critical reflection, contextual understanding, and the 
capacity to apply insights ethically and practically (Melchior, 2023). 

Closely related, virtue denotes stable moral and intellectual excellences that guide 
thought and action toward ethical ends. It includes qualities such as honesty, courage, justice, 
prudence, and intellectual virtues like open-mindedness and critical reasoning (Ratchford et 
al., 2024). Virtue bridges the cognitive and moral dimensions of education, linking knowledge 
and action. 
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Finally, autonomy captures the capacity for self-directed and reflective thought and 
action, grounded in both understanding and ethical responsibility. It involves the ability to 
evaluate norms, make informed choices, and act according to reasoned principles rather than 
external compulsion or unexamined habit (McPhee & Cox, 2025). In the context of 
education, autonomy is central, reflecting both intellectual independence and moral agency 
(Chene, 1983). 

Building on the clarification of key terms, it is essential to recognize that educational 
concepts are inherently normative. Concepts such as the educated person do not merely 
describe observable phenomena or measurable outcomes; they embody judgments about 
what should be valued, cultivated, and achieved through education (Gordon & Rajagopalan, 
2016). These judgments reflect assumptions about human development, moral responsibility, 
knowledge, and the purposes of learning, making the notion of the educated person not an 
empirical descriptor but a guiding ideal that informs educational theory and practice 
(Kuppens et al., 2015). Recognizing this normative character is crucial because it underscores 
that debates about education are grounded in fundamental philosophical and ethical 
commitments rather than solely in practical or empirical considerations. 

The normative dimension of educational concepts also explains the persistence of 
disagreement across educational theory. Different traditions and thinkers emphasize 
divergent educational aims: some prioritize rational autonomy and critical reasoning (McPhee 
& Cox, 2025), others moral virtue, social responsibility (Ratchford et al., 2024), or cultural 
literacy (Li, 2023; Okaneme, 2015). Each of these priorities reflects underlying value 
judgments about what constitutes human flourishing and the role of education in promoting 
it.  

3.2. Classical Philosophical Traditions 

In ancient Greek thought, paideia denoted far more than formal instruction or the 
transmission of technical skills; it referred to a comprehensive process of human formation 
aimed at shaping both character and intellect (Kepel, 1990). Education was understood as an 
integral component of ethical and civic life, grounded in the assumption that the flourishing 
of the individual and the well-being of the polis were inseparable (Müller, 2016). Within this 
framework, learning was not conceived as value-neutral but as intrinsically oriented toward 
the cultivation of reason and virtue, reflecting a normative vision of what it meant to become 
fully human. 

Plato’s conception of education situates paideia within a broader metaphysical and moral 
order (Zovko & Dillon, 2018). In works such as The Republic, education is presented as the 
gradual turning of the soul toward truth, guided by reason and oriented toward the Good 
(Diener, 2020). The educated person, in this account, is one whose rational capacities have 
been properly developed and harmonized with moral insight, enabling sound judgment and 
just action. Intellectual formation and moral education are thus inseparable: knowledge 
without virtue is considered incomplete, while virtue without rational understanding lacks 
stability and direction (Mintz, 2016). Education, for Plato, aims at producing individuals 
capable of governing both themselves and, ideally, the political community (Kotsonis, 2020). 

Aristotle further develops this ideal by emphasizing the role of habituation and practical 
reasoning in education (Lu, 2025). While acknowledging the importance of intellectual virtues, 
Aristotle places particular weight on moral virtue as a cultivated disposition shaped through 
practice, guided by reason (logos) (Taylor & Sondermeyer, 2022). In Nicomachean Ethics and 
Politics, education is described as the means by which individuals acquire the capacity to 
deliberate well and act in accordance with reasoned principles (Curren, 2010). The educated 
person, therefore, is not merely knowledgeable but possesses phronesis – practical wisdom 
that enables the integration of ethical judgment with rational deliberation in concrete 
situations. 

Across both Platonic and Aristotelian frameworks, the educated person emerges as a 
morally and intellectually formed citizen whose development serves both personal flourishing 
and civic stability (Sanderse, 2023). Education is explicitly political in the sense that it prepares 
individuals for responsible participation in public life, fostering virtues necessary for justice, 
moderation, and rational discourse. This conception of paideia establishes a foundational 
model in which education is inseparable from ethical formation and civic responsibility, 
offering a normative ideal that continues to influence philosophical debates about the aims 
of education and the nature of the educated person. 

Roman educational thought both inherited and transformed the Greek ideal of paideia 

by adapting it to the practical, civic, and moral concerns of Roman society (Reydams‐Schils, 
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2010). While Greek education emphasized philosophical contemplation and moral formation, 
Roman perspectives placed greater weight on rhetoric, law, and public service. Education was 
understood as a means of cultivating intellectual discipline and moral character suitable for 
participation in civic life. The educated person was expected to demonstrate eloquence, 
practical judgment, and ethical reliability, reflecting the Roman ideal of the cultivated citizen 
capable of serving the res publica (Eyre, 1963). 

Central to Roman education was the development of the liberal arts, particularly 

grammar and rhetoric, which were regarded as essential for intellectual formation (Reydams‐
Schils, 2010). Thinkers such as Cicero emphasized humanitas – a cultivated disposition 
combining intellectual refinement, moral sensibility, and civic responsibility (Jackob, 2007). 
The liberal arts were not merely technical subjects but formative practices that disciplined the 
mind, refined judgment, and enabled ethical deliberation. Through sustained engagement 
with language, argumentation, and classical texts, education aimed to shape individuals 
capable of reasoned discourse and moral persuasion, reinforcing the connection between 
intellectual excellence and ethical conduct. 

Medieval educational thought reinterpreted the classical tradition within a Christian 
intellectual framework, integrating the liberal arts into a broader theological vision 
(Gamisonia, 2024). The trivium (grammar, rhetoric, logic) and quadrivium (arithmetic, 
geometry, music, astronomy) constituted the foundational curriculum, valued for their role in 
cultivating intellectual discipline and preparing the mind for higher forms of knowledge 
(Klauke, 2019). Education was structured hierarchically, with intellectual training serving as 
preparation for philosophical and theological inquiry (Ali & Yuehua, 2025). In this context, 
the educated person was defined not only by intellectual competence but by the orientation 
of knowledge toward truth understood in spiritual and metaphysical terms. 

Within medieval thought, education was explicitly conceived as preparation for ethical 
and spiritual life (Gamisonia, 2024). Intellectual development was inseparable from moral 
formation, as knowledge was expected to guide the individual toward virtue and ultimately 
toward divine understanding. Figures such as Augustine and Aquinas emphasized that reason, 
while essential, required moral guidance and spiritual orientation to fulfill its proper role 
(Hanson, 2024). The educated person was thus characterized by disciplined intellect, moral 
integrity, and spiritual awareness, embodying an ideal of education that united rational inquiry 
with ethical responsibility and transcendent purpose. This synthesis of classical learning and 
spiritual formation established a lasting model of education as a formative process directed 
toward both moral excellence and ultimate meaning. 

Taken together, classical Greek, Roman, and medieval perspectives articulate a coherent 
ideal of the educated person grounded in the integration of intellectual, moral, and civic 
formation. Across these traditions, education is conceived not as the accumulation of isolated 
skills or information, but as a disciplined process of cultivating reason, virtue, and character 
(Bella, 2024). The educated person is defined by the capacity for rational judgment, ethical 
deliberation, and responsible participation in communal life, reflecting a normative 
commitment to education as a formative rather than merely instrumental endeavor. Central 
to this ideal is the belief that intellectual development must be guided by moral purpose and, 
in medieval thought, oriented toward spiritual meaning. These core features establish the 
classical conception of the educated person as a unified moral and intellectual agent, whose 
education serves both personal flourishing and the common good. 

3.3. Enlightenment and Modern Conceptions 

Rationalist and humanist traditions mark a significant shift in the philosophy of 
education by placing reason and autonomy at the center of the educational ideal (Zovko & 
Dillon, 2018). Emerging most clearly in the Enlightenment, these traditions reconceptualize 
education as a process through which individuals are enabled to think independently and 
govern themselves according to rational principles (Asgharzadeh & Nazim, 2017). Education 
is no longer primarily oriented toward the formation of civic virtue or spiritual ends, but 
toward the cultivation of intellectual independence and moral self-legislation (Altun & Bilgin, 
2024). Within this framework, the educated person is defined by the capacity to use reason 
critically and responsibly, free from external authority or unexamined tradition. 

Immanuel Kant provides one of the most influential articulations of this educational 
ideal (Zheng, 2025). For Kant, education is the means by which human beings move from a 
state of immaturity to one of autonomy, understood as the ability to act according to self-
imposed rational laws rather than inclination or coercion. In his writings on pedagogy and 
moral philosophy, Kant emphasizes that education must discipline natural impulses while 
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simultaneously fostering the capacity for independent judgment (Roth & Formosa, 2019). 
The development of reason is thus inseparable from moral education, as rational autonomy 
enables individuals to recognize and act upon universal moral principles. 

Within this rationalist framework, the educated person emerges as a self-governing 
subject whose actions are guided by reasoned deliberation rather than external control 
(McFarlane, 2006). Knowledge is valued not merely for its instrumental usefulness but for its 
role in enabling critical reflection and moral responsibility (Ovens, 2000). Education cultivates 
the ability to evaluate norms, question authority, and justify beliefs and actions through 
rational argument. The educated individual is therefore characterized by intellectual 
independence, moral accountability, and the capacity for reflective self-regulation (Obenza et 
al., 2025). 

Humanist interpretations of rationalist education further emphasize the dignity and 
moral worth of the individual as a rational agent (Carlgren, 2020). Education is understood 
as a process of empowering individuals to participate fully in moral and civic life by exercising 
their rational capacities. This conception reinforces the normative ideal of the educated 
person as an autonomous subject capable of self-determination, ethical reasoning, and 
responsible action (McFarlane, 2006). Together, rationalist and humanist traditions establish 
an enduring model of education that prioritizes reason, autonomy, and self-governance, 
shaping modern philosophical debates about the aims and purposes of education. 

The Bildung tradition represents a further development of Enlightenment rationalism by 
shifting the focus from abstract reason to the process of self-formation within cultural and 
historical contexts (Yanagida, 2024). While retaining the commitment to rational autonomy, 
thinkers associated with Bildung emphasize the formative interaction between the individual 
and the cultural world. Education is understood not merely as the transmission of universal 
principles but as an ongoing process through which individuals shape themselves by engaging 
with language, art, history, and social institutions (Joris & Sanderse, 2024). Within this 
framework, the educated person is conceived as an individual whose intellectual and moral 
capacities emerge through reflective participation in culture. 

Wilhelm von Humboldt offers a foundational articulation of Bildung as self-cultivation 
through freedom and engagement with the world (Yanagida, 2024). For Humboldt, education 
aims at the harmonious development of human capacities by enabling individuals to 
encounter diverse forms of knowledge and cultural expression. Self-formation is not imposed 
externally but unfolds through the individual’s active engagement with the world, allowing 
for the development of individuality alongside intellectual depth. Education thus supports 
both personal freedom and the cultivation of reason, positioning the educated person as a 
reflective individual capable of self-direction and cultural understanding. 

Hegel further develops the concept of Bildung by situating self-formation within a social 
and historical process (Zovko, 2018). In his philosophy, individual development occurs 
through participation in shared ethical, political, and cultural institutions, which mediate the 
relationship between subjective freedom and objective reason. Bildung involves the gradual 
reconciliation of personal interests with universal norms, achieved through education and 
social life (Miettinen, 2025). The educated person, in this sense, embodies both individuality 
and rational universality, having internalized social norms through reflective understanding 
rather than passive conformity. 

Within the Bildung tradition, education is therefore conceived as holistic personal 
development, integrating intellectual, moral, cultural, and social dimensions of human life. 
Knowledge is valued not only for its cognitive content but for its formative role in shaping 
character, judgment, and identity (Benner, 2020). However, this tradition also exposes a 
fundamental tension between the aspiration toward universal reason and the commitment to 
individual self-cultivation. While Bildung seeks to harmonize individuality with shared rational 
ideals, the balance between personal freedom and normative cultural expectations remains 
fragile. This tension continues to inform contemporary debates about education, particularly 
concerning the extent to which educational systems should promote universal standards or 
support the development of individual identity and self-expression. 

3.4. Contemporary Philosophical Approaches 

Contemporary philosophical approaches to education reflect a growing concern with 
conceptual clarity, epistemic rigor, and the justification of educational aims. Among these, 
analytic philosophy of education has played a central role in shaping discussions about 
knowledge, learning, and educational standards (Kuppens et al, 2015). Drawing on 
developments in analytic philosophy more broadly, this approach emphasizes precise use of 
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concepts, logical coherence, and careful argumentation. Education is examined through 
questions such as what it means to know, understand, or think critically, and how these 
capacities can be reliably cultivated and assessed within educational institutions. 

Within this tradition, significant attention is given to the nature of knowledge and skills 
as central outcomes of education (McFarlane, 2006). Analytic philosophers distinguish 
between different forms of knowledge and examine the conditions under which claims to 
knowledge are justified (Maciag, 2022). Educational aims are thus framed in terms of 
developing learners’ abilities to evaluate evidence, recognize reasons, and draw warranted 
conclusions. Skills such as critical thinking are not treated as vague dispositions but as 
structured capacities involving reasoning, conceptual understanding, and responsiveness to 
epistemic norms. 

A key feature of analytic philosophy of education is its focus on justification and rational 
evaluation. Learning is understood not simply as acquiring beliefs or information, but as 
forming beliefs in ways that are epistemically responsible (Abiogu, 2014). This perspective 
emphasizes the importance of argumentation, critical scrutiny, and the ability to justify one’s 
claims through reasons and evidence. Educational practices are evaluated according to how 
well they support learners in developing these epistemic capacities, thereby aligning pedagogy 
with standards of rational inquiry and intellectual responsibility. 

From this standpoint, the educated person is conceptualized as a competent epistemic 
agent (Gordon & Rajagopalan, 2016). Such an individual is capable of forming, revising, and 
defending beliefs in light of evidence and argument, demonstrating intellectual virtues such 
as open-mindedness, coherence, and epistemic humility. The educated person is not merely 
a passive recipient of knowledge but an active participant in epistemic practices, able to engage 
critically with information, assess competing claims, and contribute to rational discourse 
(Sandford, 2007). This conception underscores the normative commitment of analytic 
philosophy of education to fostering intellectual autonomy and epistemic responsibility as 
central aims of education. 

In contrast to analytic approaches that emphasize epistemic norms and rational 
justification, critical and post-structural perspectives foreground the relationship between 
education, power, and the formation of subjectivity (Ozoliņš, 2013). Drawing on social theory 
and continental philosophy, these approaches challenge the assumption that education is a 
neutral process of knowledge transmission. Instead, they conceptualize education as a site 
where social norms, power relations, and forms of authority are produced, maintained, and 
contested (Tilak, 2022). From this standpoint, the educated person cannot be understood 
independently of the institutional, political, and discursive contexts in which education takes 
place. 

Michel Foucault’s analysis of power and knowledge has been particularly influential in 
shaping post-structural approaches to education (Ball, 2019). Foucault conceptualizes power 
not merely as repressive but as productive, operating through disciplinary practices, norms, 
and discourses that shape how individuals understand themselves and their capacities 
(Coloma, 2025). Applied to education, this perspective highlights how curricula, assessment 
practices, and institutional structures contribute to the formation of compliant or normalized 
subjects. The educated person, within this framework, is not simply an autonomous epistemic 
agent but a subject whose identity, knowledge, and self-understanding are shaped by 
historically contingent regimes of truth. 

Critical pedagogy extends this analysis by explicitly linking education to questions of 
social justice and emancipation. Influenced by Paulo Freire, critical pedagogy views education 
as a potential site of resistance against domination and inequality (Majola et al., 2025). It 
emphasizes the development of critical consciousness, enabling learners to recognize and 
challenge oppressive social structures (Mclaren, 2020). Here, the educated person is conceived 
as a critically aware subject capable of questioning taken-for-granted assumptions and 
participating in transformative social action, rather than merely adapting to existing social 
arrangements. 

A central contribution of critical and post-structural perspectives is their questioning of 
neutrality and universality in educational ideals (Filippakou, 2023). Claims that education 
promotes universally valid forms of knowledge or neutral standards of rationality are viewed 
with skepticism, as such claims often mask particular cultural, political, or ideological interests. 
These perspectives argue that dominant conceptions of the educated person may exclude 
alternative ways of knowing and being, reinforcing epistemic and social hierarchies. Exposing 
the contingent and power-laden nature of educational norms, critical and post-structural 
approaches invite a re-examination of whose knowledge is valued and what forms of 
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subjectivity education ultimately seeks to produce. 
While critical and post-structural perspectives emphasize the constitutive role of power 

and discourse in education, pragmatist and democratic traditions shift attention to education 
as a dynamic, experiential, and socially embedded process. Rooted in American pragmatism, 
particularly in the work of John Dewey, this tradition rejects both purely transmission-based 
models of education and abstract, fixed ideals of the educated person (Pham Thi, 2025). 
Instead, education is understood as a process of continuous growth arising from the 
interaction between individuals and their environments, oriented toward the practical 
resolution of shared problems. 

For Dewey, education is fundamentally education as growth, meaning that learning is 
not directed toward the attainment of a predetermined end-state but toward the ongoing 
expansion of capacities for inquiry, judgment, and action (Ye & Shih, 2021). Growth is 
measured not by the accumulation of inert knowledge but by the learner’s increasing ability 
to engage meaningfully with experience and to adapt intelligently to new situations. From this 
perspective, the educated person is not defined by the possession of specific content but by 
the cultivated disposition to inquire, reflect, and revise beliefs in light of experience. 

Central to the pragmatist tradition is the idea that education is inseparable from 
democratic participation. Dewey conceives democracy not merely as a political system but as 
a mode of associated living characterized by communication, cooperation, and shared inquiry 
(Akpam, 2025; Pham Thi, 2025). Educational institutions, therefore, are viewed as 
microcosms of democratic life, where learners develop habits of collaboration, mutual 
respect, and public reasoning. The educated person, within this framework, is an active 
participant in social practices, capable of contributing to collective problem-solving and 
engaging responsibly with others in pluralistic contexts (Begum, 2025). 

Finally, pragmatism emphasizes problem-solving and inquiry as the core methods of 
learning. Knowledge is treated as provisional and instrumental, valued for its capacity to 
address concrete problems rather than for its correspondence to timeless truths. Educational 
practices are thus oriented toward inquiry-based learning, where students confront real or 
simulated problems and test possible solutions through reflective action. The educated person 
emerges as a flexible, context-sensitive agent whose intellectual and moral development is 
closely tied to practical engagement with the world. In this way, pragmatist and democratic 
traditions offer a relational and process-oriented ideal of education that complements and 
challenges both analytic and critical philosophical accounts. 

4. Discussion 
A comparative examination of the major philosophical traditions discussed in this study 

demonstrates that the concept of the educated person is structured by a limited set of 
recurring dimensions, yet articulated through markedly different normative frameworks. 
Although each tradition resists reducing education to mere technical instruction, they diverge 
substantially in their accounts of what education is ultimately for. Classical Greek, Roman, 
and medieval philosophies situate the purpose of education in the formation of rational and 
moral character oriented toward objective conceptions of the good, whether civic or spiritual 
(Bella, 2024; Eyre, 1963; Müller, 2016). Enlightenment rationalism and humanism relocate 
this formative aim within the development of autonomous reason and self-legislation (Ovens, 
2000). By contrast, analytic philosophy of education tends to construe educational purposes 
in epistemic terms, emphasizing the acquisition of justified knowledge and transferable 
cognitive competences (McFarlane, 2006). Pragmatist and democratic traditions redefine 
educational aims as open-ended processes of growth and social participation, while critical 
and post-structural approaches problematize the very notion of a stable educational telos, 
drawing attention to the historical and political conditions under which educational purposes 
are articulated (Begum, 2025). 

Significant differences also emerge with respect to the status and function of knowledge 
and understanding. In classical and rationalist accounts, knowledge is closely linked to truth, 
rational insight, and ethical orientation, thereby constituting an intrinsic dimension of human 
flourishing (Filippakou, 2023). Analytic approaches foreground the epistemological criteria of 
knowledge, such as justification, coherence, and critical assessment, often treating these as 
defining features of being educated. Pragmatist theories depart from both positions by 
rejecting static conceptions of knowledge in favor of an inquiry-based model in which 
understanding is provisional, contextual, and oriented toward problem resolution (Begum, 
2025). Critical and post-structural perspectives further complicate this landscape by 
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interrogating the social production of knowledge, questioning claims to neutrality, and 
exposing the power relations embedded in dominant epistemic norms (Filippakou, 2023). 
Nevertheless, a notable point of convergence across traditions is the shared assumption that 
education cannot be reduced to the passive reception of information but must involve active 
judgment, interpretation, or reflective engagement. 

The moral and civic dimensions of education reveal both continuity and fragmentation 
across philosophical frameworks (Sanderse, 2023). Classical traditions treat ethical formation 
and civic responsibility as inseparable from intellectual development, presenting the educated 
person as one whose reason is directed toward the common good. Pragmatist and democratic 
perspectives preserve the centrality of civic education but reinterpret it in procedural and 
relational terms, emphasizing communication, cooperation, and democratic participation 
rather than adherence to predetermined moral ideals (Lu, 2025). Rationalist philosophies 
ground moral education in the capacity for autonomous practical reasoning, while analytic 
philosophy often addresses moral and civic education as distinct but related domains rather 
than constitutive elements of the educated person (Ovens, 2000). Critical approaches 
challenge these assumptions by highlighting how moral and civic norms may function as 
instruments of social regulation, thereby calling into question their purported universality and 
emancipatory character (McFarlane, 2006). 

Perhaps the most persistent philosophical tensions become visible in competing 
accounts of autonomy and freedom. Enlightenment and Bildung traditions regard autonomy 
as a defining attribute of the educated person, whether understood as rational self-governance 
or as self-formation through engagement with culture and history (Benner, 2020). Pragmatist 
perspectives reconceptualize autonomy as a situated and relational capacity, exercised through 
participation in shared practices rather than independence from social conditions. Critical and 
post-structural theories problematize autonomy itself, emphasizing the extent to which 
subjectivity is shaped by discursive and institutional forces that constrain possibilities for self-
determination (McPhee & Cox, 2025). These contrasting positions reveal enduring tensions 
between universalist and contextualist accounts of education, as well as between normative 
ideals of emancipation and critical analyses of power. 

The comparative analysis indicates that while philosophical traditions converge on the 
view that education entails intellectual development, normative orientation, and agency, they 
diverge sharply in how these elements are interpreted and prioritized. The educated person 
emerges not as a fixed or universally agreed-upon ideal, but as a contested philosophical 
construct shaped by ongoing debates concerning knowledge, morality, autonomy, and social 
life (Sandford, 2007). This plurality suggests that contemporary educational theory must 
engage reflexively with these traditions, recognizing both their normative commitments and 
their limitations when addressing diverse educational contexts. 

The philosophical conceptions of the educated person examined in this study carry 
significant implications for contemporary educational theory and practice (Kuppens et al., 
2015). Because each tradition embeds normative assumptions about knowledge, value, and 
human development, these assumptions inevitably shape concrete educational decisions. 
Curriculum design, for instance, reflects underlying philosophical commitments regarding 
what counts as worthwhile knowledge. Classical, humanist, and Bildung-oriented perspectives 
support curricula organized around enduring intellectual traditions, ethical reflection, and 
cultural understanding, emphasizing depth and coherence over fragmentation. Analytic 
approaches encourage curricula structured around disciplinary knowledge, conceptual clarity, 
and the systematic development of critical thinking skills (Mclaren, 2020). In contrast, 
pragmatist and democratic traditions advocate flexible, inquiry-based curricula that respond 
to learners’ experiences and social problems, while critical perspectives call attention to the 
inclusion of marginalized knowledges and the interrogation of dominant curricular narratives 
(Pham Thi, 2025). 

Assessment and evaluation practices are similarly influenced by competing philosophical 
ideals. Instrumentalist models, often aligned with narrow epistemic or economic goals, 
prioritize standardized measurement of discrete outcomes, reinforcing a limited conception 
of what it means to be educated. By contrast, traditions that emphasize moral formation, 
autonomy, or holistic development challenge the adequacy of purely quantitative assessment 
(Chen et al., 2023). From these perspectives, evaluation must account for qualitative 
dimensions such as judgment, ethical reasoning, reflective capacity, and the ability to apply 
knowledge meaningfully in diverse contexts. Pragmatist approaches further suggest that 
assessment should be formative and continuous, supporting growth and inquiry rather than 
merely certifying attainment (Begum, 2025). Critical perspectives add a further layer by 
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questioning whose standards of evaluation are privileged and how assessment practices may 
reproduce existing inequalities. 

Philosophical conceptions of education also shape understandings of the teacher-
student relationship (Wang, 2023). In classical and humanist traditions, this relationship is 
often framed as formative and authoritative, with the teacher guiding learners toward 
intellectual and moral excellence (Roth & Formosa, 2019). Rationalist and analytic traditions 
tend to emphasize intellectual guidance, dialogue, and the cultivation of independent 
reasoning (Filippakou, 2023). Pragmatist and democratic perspectives recast the relationship 
as collaborative, positioning teachers and students as co-inquirers engaged in shared problem-
solving (Pham Thi, 2025). Critical approaches, meanwhile, foreground issues of power and 
voice, urging pedagogical relationships that foster reflexivity, empowerment, and resistance 
to domination (Zovko, 2018). These differing models underscore that pedagogical 
interactions are never neutral but are structured by implicit philosophical commitments. 

Taken together, these implications highlight the limitations of reductionist or purely 
instrumental models of education that define educational success primarily in terms of 
efficiency, employability, or measurable outputs. Such models risk neglecting the normative, 
ethical, and civic dimensions that have historically been central to philosophical accounts of 
the educated person. The analysis suggests that philosophical ideals remain highly relevant in 
contemporary educational contexts, not as abstract or obsolete doctrines, but as critical 
resources for evaluating educational aims and practices (Zovko & Dillon, 2018).  

In light of the comparative analysis, the discussion points toward the possibility of an 
integrative philosophical perspective that does not seek to dissolve differences among 
traditions but to place them in productive dialogue (Altun & Bilgin, 2024). Any attempt to 
synthesize competing conceptions of the educated person must acknowledge both its 
potential and its limits: while certain core concerns recur across traditions, the normative 
frameworks that give these concerns meaning remain irreducibly diverse. Rather than 
proposing a unified or final definition, the analysis supports the identification of core 
characteristics of the educated person that are relational and multidimensional, encompassing 
epistemic competence, reflective autonomy, moral orientation, and capacity for social 
participation. At the same time, the persistence of philosophical disagreement underscores 
the need to recognize pluralism and contextuality as defining features of educational ideals 
(Müller, 2016). The educated person, viewed through this lens, emerges not as a fixed 
philosophical archetype but as a historically and culturally situated ideal, continually 
reinterpreted in response to changing social, political, and educational conditions. 

5. Conclusions 
This study has examined the concept of the educated person through a comparative 

analysis of major philosophical traditions, demonstrating that the notion is neither self-
evident nor conceptually stable across historical and theoretical contexts. From classical 
accounts of education as moral and civic formation, through Enlightenment emphases on 
reason and autonomy, to contemporary analytic, critical, and pragmatist perspectives, the 
educated person emerges as a fundamentally normative ideal shaped by broader philosophical 
commitments concerning knowledge, value, and human flourishing. The analysis confirms 
that disagreements about education are inseparable from deeper disagreements about what 
kinds of persons education ought to cultivate. 

Across these diverse traditions, several recurrent dimensions have been identified as 
central to defining the educated person. These include the role of knowledge and 
understanding, the significance of moral and civic formation, and the capacity for autonomy 
or agency. While traditions differ in how these dimensions are interpreted and prioritized, 
none reduce education to the mere accumulation of information or the development of 
technical skills. Even approaches that emphasize epistemic competence or critical thinking 
implicitly rely on normative assumptions about the purposes of knowledge and the 
responsibilities of educated agents. This convergence suggests that education cannot be 
adequately understood through instrumental or utilitarian frameworks alone. 

At the same time, the comparative analysis highlights enduring philosophical tensions 
that resist full reconciliation. The contrast between universal and context-sensitive ideals, 
between autonomy and social embeddedness, and between formative and critical conceptions 
of education reflects fundamental disagreements about the nature of human development 
and social life. These tensions limit the possibility of a single, unified account of the educated 
person, but they also reveal the conceptual richness of the term. Rather than a weakness, this 
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plurality constitutes a resource for educational reflection, enabling ongoing critique of 
dominant assumptions and practices. 

On the basis of this analysis, the educated person may be characterized in integrative but 
non-reductive terms as one who possesses epistemic competence, reflective judgment, moral 
orientation, and the capacity for responsible participation in social and cultural life. Such a 
characterization does not resolve philosophical disagreements, nor does it prescribe a uniform 
educational model. Instead, it provides a flexible framework that can be adapted to different 
educational contexts while remaining grounded in philosophical reflection. 

In conclusion, the concept of the educated person remains a central but contested ideal 
within educational thought. Engaging seriously with its philosophical foundations allows 
educational theory and practice to move beyond narrow performance metrics toward more 
comprehensive and reflective understandings of educational aims. The ongoing relevance of 
this concept lies precisely in its openness to reinterpretation, making it a vital point of 
reference for contemporary debates about the purposes and possibilities of education. 
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