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Abstract

The present study, adopting an analytical-conceptual approach, examines the
semantic challenges and conceptual coherence of teaching philosophy to
children. The main focus is on Matthew Lipman's program (P4C) and the
contradictions between its name, its stated objectives, and its actual processes.
The article seeks to answer the question of whether the activities conducted
within this program can be considered "philosophy" in its true sense, and to what
extent the phrase "teaching philosophy to children" indicates the nature of this
program. The research method is conceptual analysis, in which the author,
through criticizing and comparing the viewpoints of philosophers such as
Lipman, Brenifier, and Kitchener, as well as psychologists such as Guilford and
Torrance, provides a more precise explanation of the key concepts of
"philosophy," "critical thinking," "creative thinking," and "caring thinking." This
analysis is conducted with the aim of clarifying the procedural and consequential
dimensions of philosophy and aligning them with the content of implemented
programs. The research findings indicate that defining philosophy as a "process
of inquiry" along with "its results" constitutes the main challenge facing
philosophy for children programs. Accordingly, although Lipman's program
includes the essential tools for cultivating philosophical thinking (such as critical
thinking, creative thinking, and reasoning skills), the "community of inquiry"”
activities within it do not necessarily lead to the production of well-reasoned
philosophical theories concerning abstract and general issues. Furthermore,
"caring thinking" functions more as a motivational prerequisite for entering
discussions rather than as a third type of thinking alongside critical and creative
thinking.
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Extended abstract

1. Introduction

The "Philosophy for Children" (P4C) program, initiated by Matthew Lipman in 1970, has
gained widespread international recognition and is now implemented in over one hundred
countries, including Iran. Despite its popularity, the program faces significant conceptual
challenges. The central question this article addresses is: To what extent does the phrase
"teaching philosophy to children" accurately reflect the actual nature and outcomes
of the P4C program? The research is motivated by the observation that there exists a
fundamental dissonance between the program's nomenclature, its stated objectives, and
its practical implementation. This conceptual ambiguity is particularly evident in Iran,
where multiple localized adaptations—ranging from translation-based models to
religious-native and classical literature approaches—have further complicated the
theoretical landscape. The article aims to clarify the epistemological and pedagogical
boundaries of P4C by critically examining its core concepts: philosophy, education,
critical thinking, creative thinking, and caring thinking.

2. Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative, conceptual-analytical, and critical approach. Data
were collected through a systematic library-based review and qualitative content
analysis of primary and secondary sources. These include the foundational works of
Matthew Lipman, John Dewey, and Lev Vygotsky, as well as critical writings by scholars
such as Oscar Brenifier, Richard Kitchener, Robert Fisher, and Iranian researchers like
Khosrow Bagheri and Saeced Naji. The analytical process involved three stages: (a)
extracting key concepts from the source texts, (b) comparing and critically examining
various definitions, and (c) synthesizing these analyses to evaluate the alignment between
the P4C program's goals and established philosophical criteria. Through logical and
inferential reasoning, the study arrives at its central conclusion regarding the need to
reframe the program's identity.

3. Main Discussion

The article's core argument is structured around two interconnected themes: the
conceptual challenge of defining "philosophy" and the inadequacy of Lipman's tripartite
model of thinking.

3.1. The Conceptual Challenge of Defining "Philosophy"

The most significant challenge lies in the definition of philosophy itself. By comparing
the definitions of Richard Kitchener (1990), a critic of P4C, and Oscar Brenifier (2012),
a supporter, the article demonstrates that both implicitly require philosophy to be a dual
entity: a process of inquiry and its product or results. Kitchener defines philosophy as
a way of life involving engagement with great philosophical ideas and the formulation of
reasoned conclusions. Brenifier defines it as a discipline of concepts aimed at providing
"final explanations." However, Lipman explicitly states that the goal of P4C is to "activate
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the child's mind," not to provide final answers. This creates a critical gap: if philosophy
is defined by its dual nature (process + product), then activities focusing solely on process
cannot legitimately be called "philosophy." Furthermore, philosophical problems are
inherently abstract, general, and non-empirical, whereas topics discussed in P4C
communities of inquiry are often concrete and context-bound. This mismatch undermines
the program's claim to be genuinely philosophical.

3.2. The Inadequacy of Lipman's Tripartite Model

The article then critically examines Lipman's three types of thinking. Critical thinking,
while essential for philosophical inquiry, is not synonymous with philosophys; it lacks key
elements such as conceptualization, formal logic, and engagement with philosophical
tradition. Creative thinking, defined as the generation of novel and flexible ideas, is also
necessary but insufficient for constituting philosophy. The most severe critique is
reserved for caring thinking. The article argues that Lipman fails to provide a substantive
cognitive definition of caring thinking, reducing it instead to a mere motivational
prerequisite—a tool to generate interest through fictional stories and relatable characters.
As Khosrow Bagheri (2011) notes, Lipman has instrumentalized "care," which should be
an intrinsic ethical and epistemological virtue of philosophical inquiry, reducing it to a
psychological strategy. This theoretical weakness reveals that caring thinking is not a
distinct type of thinking at all, but rather a pedagogical device.

The synthesis of these analyses leads to a critical conclusion: while the P4C program
incorporates many essential tools of philosophical inquiry—=critical reasoning, creativity,
and elements of formal logic—the actual activities of the community of inquiry do not
amount to doing philosophy. The program does not engage children with the great ideas
of philosophical tradition, nor does it require them to produce systematic, generalizable
theories. The goal is process-oriented: to teach children how to reason and discuss.
However, this focus on process alone fails to meet the established criteria for
philosophical activity as defined by both critics and supporters of the program.

4. Conclusion

The article concludes that the phrase "teaching philosophy to children" is fundamentally
misleading. It creates unrealistic expectations and does not accurately reflect the
program's true nature and outcomes. The activities of the community of inquiry are best
understood as a preparatory exercise that equips children with the essential skills and
dispositions—critical thinking, creative problem-solving, and argumentation—necessary
for future engagement with genuine philosophical research.
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