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Searching for a New Educational Paradigm

‘Modern education’ is an outgrowth of Western culture,
originating in the specific cultural conditions of the Western
world (Greek and Judaic thought) and then actively spread
through global congquest and consumption (colonization and
industrialization). This modern paradigm arose at a time when
Western ambitions were universalist (a borderless religious
polity under a transcendental God) and physical resources
were deemed to be infinite. Although evolving and adapting
over the past 500 years to myriad social, economic, and
technological transformations, the basic cultural grammar of
modern (Western) education has remained largely unchanged
right up to the present.

Today, however, with the ‘death’ of the transcendent God
(as announced by post-modemism) and with an acute
awareness of the finite-ness of global resources (ie,
exponential population growth, resource depletion, climate
change), the modem educational paradigm — and modem
society more broadly - will inevitably face increasing critique in
coming decades. As it does, where wil we search for
‘alternatives'? After five centuries of entrenchment of the
modern paradigm worldwide, are there still alternative
approaches left? If not, what hope can there be to overcome
the presumptions embedded in the current paradigm without
the presence of a philosophical-cum-educational Other?

Up until the late 1980s, there was a lively discussion among
leading social scientists centered on the idea of ‘Axial
Civilizations', an idea that originated with existential philosopher
Karl Jaspers. The key Western names in this discussion were

Sarac ABOrEEMSE

historical sociologists Shmuel Eisenstadt, Robert Bellah, and
Eric Voegelin. Eisenstadt wrote a monumental work entitled
Japanese Civilization: A Comparative View (1995) that argued
that Japan was distinct from the West in being ‘Non-Axial’, i.e.
it had not achieved a transcendental breakthrough but instead
found alternative ways to order society without reference to a
universalistic God. What is so striking about his conclusion is
that it largely parallels insights offered by a distinct group of
Japanese philosophers - the Kyoto School. Motomori Kimura's
Pedagogical Plan (1946) and Akira Mori's Educational
Anthropology: Education as human becoming (1978/1961)
translated the work of the Kyoto School into educational
philosophy and theory. Might this body of work represent the
Other necessary for the emergence of a new paradigm?

Yet, the point is not that we can or should look upon
hithe-to muted Japanese traditions of philosophy, social
theory, and educational thought as the new paradigm. Instead,
it is that we must recognize the potential that this ‘Other’
tradition — one still virtually invisible to the wider World - holds
for fundamentally rethinking the underpinning assumptions of
the modern (Western) paradigm. What we need is rigorous
research that works both theoretically and empirically to
demonstrate the alternatives ways of being and education
that are disclosed through such works, as well as the an
international dialogue that works to mutually define and refine
a new paradigm. Only then will the search for a new
educational model transform practice, even as it changes
individual consciousness itself.
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