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M aster of our time

By Armando Massarenti

Martha Nussbaum has always accompanied her wohlstdrian of ancient philosophy with a strong civil
commitment and a conceptual processing able tolyleeypress the contemporary political debate. This
happened for example for the theory of the capgadsideveloped with Amartya Sen in the Eighties latel
developed in an autonomous version to which the rigae philosopher has tied a reflection on the aile
education as a fundamental strategy to reform tmteenporary society. From her we took inspiration t
launch from these columns the proposal of intraglyiéh Italian schools, within the subject of Citizahip
and Constitution, the compulsory teaching of logic,indispensable discipline for the formation ofical
thinking, so that the citizens of tomorrow can eipped with the necessary instruments to think wheir
own head, to formulate correct opinions, accepiplheality of the points of view, feel empathy tawa the
other, or the different, and develop clear delitreeaskills.

How can logic and rhetoric — but also, thinking atbévristotle, ethics and poetics — supply hints and
pedagogical instruments to today’s teachers om dedter, to those who want to reform the education
system? And in which thinkers of the past can wd fiints to face today’s problems?

«Among the many of different ages and differente$al could quote — Martha Nussbaum answers — three
seem to me the most important: Socrates in Pl&@a@togues the letter of the Roman Stoic philosopher
Seneca on “liberal education”; and the theory amdctre of the Indian philosopher and educator
Rabindranath Tagore».

«Socrates — Nussbaum explains — challenged thenfathelemocracy to lead a “thought life”, to worry
about the reasons we give for our convictions,torgaa democratic culture of reason and reasomather
than of the authority and pressure of the Peer.cHalenge is as important today as it was at tina,
modern democracies have the same defects of hisnathBut a “thought life”, full of reflection and
research, is difficult: it means learning to arguetake care of precision, validity and logic sture. There

is no better way to learn these things than stugtlhe first dialogues of Plato in a spirit of a#l and open
pedagogy».

And how can Seneca and Tagore contribute to this?

«In the first century after Christ, Seneca facddren of education dominated by passive learningyinich
people absorbed the canonical texts of their cailtvithout comprehension of real activities, and/toalled
them “studia liberalia (liberal studies)”, thats say “fit for a free born gentleman”. Seneca Sttt we
should rather prefer the “studia liberalia” in thense of studies thaiake us freeWith this he meant free
from tradition and authority. For this aim, first @l he recommended philosophy, but also litertand
history. Tagore learned from both, but he was & poel in the famous school he founded in 1905 in
Santiniketan, he used arts as fundamental mearfoprehension. Music, drama and dance were used to
extend the students’ imagination, so they learmedctupy positions different from their own. | tkithis
example gives a contribution the other two lack: value of emotions and imagination and how to\atk
them through the arts. Artists and educators ar alre world attended Tagore’s school, Maria Mosdes
included. It looked pretty much like John Dewey&h8ol-laboratory and maybe the two of them had met,
but we don’t know for sure».
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Aristotle too thought that learning should be acpamed with “experiences” of life able to give aanag

to the knowledge for human beings, not for learpedple. And Dewey blamed his reforming friends
because they didn't see how science could suppdy riost suitable model of experience to form
independence of judgment and refusal of the prieocgh authority. However many, in Italy, still terd
oppose humanistic knowledge and scientific knowdedgscience in the best and deepest meaning isydeep
imaginative and strict, therefore it has close wdf humanities. Unluckily, what many people leammder
that label is not basic science, but a set ofskilarned by heart without true comprehension. Ehigally
“sterile”, but science is not».

We know, though, that a large part of ancient @ujthy staked on memory as the fundamental cognitive
function for the development of logic as well astloé experience of arts, and not by chaMremosyne
memory exactly, was the mother of the Muses arttietarious arts. Today’s school has forgottenvery
close tie between memory and creativity and haslemmed the memory, relegating it to a marginal, role
better replacing it with support technological ingtents. Do you think it is a right move? «lI ddike much
using “the ancients” just to speak about “ancieméeBs and Romans”. Actually, each civilization was
ancient and therefore there is an ancient Afri€zrinese thought and so on. | think that Greekededi ot

on memory mostly because many of them were illikerAnd certainly it is not something to encourayge
the modern world. When people can read, they duene to learn by heart an entire Shakespeare’s play
However there might be a reason to memorize somts phit, if you want to listen to the music rhygth
better. In mathematics, calculators are an incoaiparadvantage and maybe we should ask the teaahers
mathematics if children still have to learn howston. Memory, however, is crucial to supply a suitetor a
general frame to a more detailed thought. For @@nhistory has to be learned as an entire narrand
not only reading it in dribs and drabs on Wikipeditere memory still has a role. And philosophical
positions have to be interiorized as a configuratibargumentations and not learning by heartgugte or
another by Plato. The target must always be agtauiid ability, and they are often thwarted by toachn
memorization, as Plato had already noticed. Buteskimds of memaorization are productive».

Do you think it is useful to train the philosopltiompetence already in the children also when veong?
«Yes, they should think how to deduce, and whighright instruments are, and so on. There is aflot
research on the matter: at the age of five ortsdy tare already able to find errors in an argunifetite
theme is suitable for their age and pedagogy astthem».

Which balance shall we imagine between the subjbets— likecritical thinking, or logic or rhetoric — give
students universal instruments for different used the subjects that on the contrary require stuygym
depth and the acquisition of notions and knowledgé®s convenient not to become specialized taanso
This is one of the reasons that have made me ptiefeuniversity education of “liberal arts”. It alis
students to choose a main subject, but also ta leach else. It is the dominant model in the UniBéaltes,

in South Korea and in Scotland and | would like gnather Countries to appreciate its importance».

Do you know that Italy has a sad record in the OE&IKing of functional illiteracy? Don't you thirikis a
great contradiction that the country that in theld/es considered the cradle of civilization andtare is so
poorly placed from the point of view of the fornmatiof its citizens? «l am sure, however, that lialyot
the first in the world in this category! In deveiog countries there are too many people who doveéne
have access to education. In India, where | worktrfar development, the rate of literacy of adigt§5%

for men and about 50% for women. Italians thougdnséo have a serious problem. | don't know who is
responsible of this, but I think it is elementadueation. One thing that a modern nation must do fecus

on the needs of the children with particular difftees, because of malnutrition or poverty, or pbsk
violence at home, or because in the family readingt encouraged. Each Country that receives imantg
must also provide a linguistic teaching suitabletf@ir needs».

Today’s cognitive neuroscience shows us a seriesystematic errors we tend to make because we are
human beings. How can educational systems make @g®df this kind of studies? «l find those reswdsy
interesting. They help us resist the temptatiomxgflaining all our rules with our evolutionary drig. In
some cases, evolution has equipped us quite wglltsue good targets, some of which, however, reed
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resistance to what we have acquired during evalufi@r example, evolution makes us distrust foreign
and people whose aspect is different from ours.ratiire is nor a rule: we must ask ourselves wieaarg
fighting for and find the way to obtain it. Nobo#ould ever say that, if we see us badly, never mivel
have to live as nature has made us. We should sayesomething like this for moral lifex.

There is also an illiteracy of feelings. Which e tbest way to develop not only logical and argursé&itls
but also passions and feelings, at the same timmieliag the traps they involve? «Certainly. We dtdarn
with the capability of looking at the world frometpoint of view of the others, for example, butalsuwe
develop it in a narrow and selective way, limitedour family, and to our local group. But that bkén be
developed systematically with historical and aidigtducation, so we become able to see how thedworl
looks from many different points of view. We haeesticceed in order to make responsible politicalces.
There is a lot of research on how literature dgs@libis skill. Of course this kind of empathy doesgll us
the targets we have to aim to, but, whichever ey it helps us. To formulate the right targets,need a
strict normative thought, in moral philosophy amalitics, to have an idea of which emotions are wisahd
which are not».

The good school according to Martha Nussbaum: ntogec, critical thinking, real experiences and
imagination.

PHILOSOPHY | Martha Nussbaum is well known for steidies in ancient philosophy, among which the
classics «The fragility of goodness» (1986) and It@ating humanity” (1997) and for her theory of

«capabilities» proposed in «Creating capabilitie§2011), published by Il Mulino. «From disgust to
humanity» (2011) on the contrary is published bgdbgiatore.

A celebration for the 40 years of the prize on By in Percoto

A great celebration for the 40 years of the Norfnize, created by the family of grappa producerggther

in the famous photo by Oliviero Toscani): the cesagpnwill take place on Saturday 8hat the Nonino
distilleries in Percoto (Ud).

This year’s prizewinners, besides Martha Nussbaunah ¥ves Bonnefoy, are Ariane Mnouchkine and
Roberto De Simone. Infevww.grappanonino.it
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