
52 The Journal of Educarional Thought, Vol . 16, No. / , April 1982 

Ronald M . Swartz , Henry J . Perkinson and Stephanie G . Edgerton , Knowledge and Fa/Jibilism: Essays on Improving 
Educarion (New York: New York University Press, 1980, pp . LV, 152, $ 16.95). 

The authors of this book espouse the view that human understanding is imperfect and fa llible , and they explore some 
implications for education of that position. The fallibility is not the commonplace admission that we all make mistakes , but 
the philosophical standpoint of some modem philosophers of science. The book begins with a substantial introduction by 
Swartz , outlining fallib ilism in philosophy. There is then a collection of essays dealing with educational implications. I 
shall discuss them in tum. 

"Fallibilism is a philosophical perspective which rests on the assumption that people can never be certain that their ideas 
or beliefs are absolutely true. For a fallibi list , all that is known today will very likely be superceded by very different and 
potentially better ideas" (p . XI) . This says that we should not expect our mundane knowledge, or even the systematic 
knowledge of the sciences, to be certain and unrevisable. Three major philosophers, who agree on this po int , but differ on 
other central issues on the nature of scientific enquiry , are discussed in the introduct ion. Russell believed that there is such a 
thing as absolute truth , but that it is unobtainable, a lthough still the rightful aim of science. Science should proceed by 
attempting to justify , by experience, our ideas and theories, but the inductive procedures which science needs to use can 
produce only provisional, not conclusive confirmation. Dewey agreed with Russell on scientific method , but not on truth . 
He believed that there is no such thing as absolute truth , but only pragmatic truth , understood as the prevailing opinion of 
scientists . This lesser goal of pragmatic truth is achievable by scientific enquiry with induction , but is not final and can be 
superceded by a new opinion . Lastly , Popper agrees with Russell that there is absolute truth , but differs from both the 
others on scientific method . He believes that science should proceed by attempting to bring our ideas closer and closer to 
the unobtainable goal of absolute tru th , and this does not require induction . Scientific theories should be regarded as 
conjectures which are open to fa lsification by disconfirming instances, rather than verification by confirming instances. A 
falsified theo ry can then be replaced by a, hopefully , better conjecture, but a lthough it is possible to discover that a theory is 
false , it is not possible to conclusively pro ve one to be true. 

The autho rs are indebted to a ll three philosophers, but it is Popper whose ideas they most closely follow . Popper' s theory 
is distinctive for its avoidance of the problem of induction. This problem was introduced by Hume, who pointed out that no 
empirical generalization can be demonstrated by experience to be true. Such a genera lization impl ies statements about the 
future which , inevitably , is not yet available for observation. Thus, no matter how many white swans have been detected, 
the statement , " All swans are wh ite ," might yet be confounded by the discovery of a black or puce one next year. Russell 
believed that this makes science incapab le of attai ning absolute truth . What is distinctive about Popper is that he suggests 
that the hypothesis , "All swans are white ," should not provoke the search for white swans but rather the search for ones of 
another colour. No theory is proven true, but a theory can stand as not yet proven false. And the results of scientific enquiry 
are a succession of improved ideas, rather than an ever-expanding storehouse of known truths. The authors are of the 
opinion that this has significant implications for education. 

This introductio n is generally well done . It is an interesting and informative piece . The three kinds of fallibilism are 
carefully outlined and a summary of them, in the form of a table , is a handy reference (p. XLIX) . So far, the book is 
engaging- even exciting - and shows promise of being a quantum-leap advance on the fami liar work in epistemology and 
education which offers tedious analysis of what it is to know , learn or understand . 

The rest o f the book consists of three parts, each of three chapters. The opening chapter brings to our attention the fac t 
that social studies p lanners are unaware of the problem of induction , and the second considers the place of mistakes in the 
learning process . These are banal and inconsequentia l. Not so the third , "Against Leaming," by Perkinson , which is the 
most significant piece in the book . The premi se is that anything that is learned may be mistaken. From this it follows that 
authoritarianism is wrong , and prevents the advancement of knowledge. But the unusual extension is made that to suppose 
tha t o ne 's own experience makes things true is a lso an authoritarian or dogmatic stance and has the same tendency to c lose 
the mind to cri ticism or revision . It is therefore no good simply transferring the status of fin al authority from teacher to 
learner. Instead, as the title suggests, we need to question whether schools are there to promote learning. Perkinson 
suggests that schools are not for imparting j ust ified ideas or skills , but for the improvement upon, and refinement of, what 
ideas or skills the children a lready have . Just as in sc ience, progress is made by revising ex isting theories , the development 
of the individual sho uld be by the gradual amelioration of his cognitive and practical abilities. 

By this view , the school is to be regarded as a c ritical agency, and the teacher as someone not with truths to offer but with 
the capacity to e radicate error. " I suggest we adopt the closet-cleaning metapho r. Every student has a closet fu ll of ideas, 
skills and disposi tions that he has accumul ated in the course of his life . But much of what he has accumulated is false , 
mistaken , erroneous , mythical, inadequate and may even be harmful. The educational process is o ne of closet-cleaning" 
(p . 34 ). Authoritarianism is avoided by construing the teacher as a friendly critic. No level of skill is fin al; improvement is 
always possible . When new ideas , unfamiliar to the children , are presented , they too must be offered for c riticism from 
teacher and students. 

Despite the fac t that the metapho r is perhaps ill-chosen or embarrassing, there is much in this chapter that is st imulating . 
It is a serious attempt to derive educational prescriptions from philosophical theory, and is not oblivious to pract ical 
questio ns such as what kinds of material are suitable for what level of schooling, given the fallibilist project (p . 39ft). I 
would say that the position offered is defensible with respect to its account of the nature of knowledge , especially·science , 
and to its rejectio n of authoritarianism . Criticism would have to come from a wider perspective , and might include these 
two points: ( I) While it is true that the nature o f the subject matter means that refine ment is possible, it still might be that the 
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attitude of a person who is always striving for betterment is degenerate. There is the fusspot whose work is never done, and 
the neurotic compulsive who washes his hands continually, each of which could be described as a good fa ll ibilist. And it is 
no t obviously wrong to learn just enough of a skill to get by , and take no i'.lterest in increasi ng one's competence. (2) Jn the 
industrial age, it is arguable that the cont inual refinement in activi ties which are a part of life is incompatib le with the 
increased quality of li fe as a whole. Thus, the supporter of the idea of public workshops where customers participate in the 
construction of the less intricate kinds of appliances, might concede that the designs would have to be simple and static , and 
that the quality of product was inferior to that of the latest fro m the assembly line, but that thi s was a price worth paying for 
the pleasure of mak ing and of understanding one's household appliances which was an increase in the quality of life. 

The second part is concerned with refonning schools, and opens with a piece called "Liberalism and Imaginative 
Educational Reforms" in which the author argues that social theorists should have a free hand in devising theory, but , 
because fall ible, should not necessarily be allowed to implement their proposed reforms. This is no doubt a reasonable 
position , but the chapter is on the whole trite, and is perhaps the worse case in the book of a recurring irritating feature - the 
peppering of nugatory material with references to overdone footnotes linking the author' s thoughts to those of major 
thinkers . Chapter 5, by Perkinson, is called " How to Improve Your School" . In it , a revision is called for in the way change 
is construed. Rejected is the view, called teleological , which sets up a goal or ideal and then tries to realize it - a view 
presupposing that the goal is good, if not perfect. In its place is proposed an alternative , called ecological , which consists of 
steady improvement of what exists by way of constructive criticism and defeasible progressions, a view which is in 
keeping with human fall ibility . The analysis of the two views , and the way that the first view th warts improvements is 
acute, and once again a good application of philosophical theory to a practical matter. Of espec ial interest is the account of 
two irrational manoeuvres used in discussion to dampen the call for change - the "cool-the-critic" move which questions 
the speaker's credential s, and the move of self-justi fication which simply sanctions the status quo (p . 86-7). Both moves 
are invalid , says the author. True , and all too common. Fortunately , Perkinson does say something about how constructive 
critical dialogue can be fos tered , but the task must surely be an uphill one, since thought-s topping manoeuvres are the usual 
means of treating serious matters, especially by politicians and journalists. The second part closes with a brief but 
suggestive piece called "Skepticism and Schooling". One important observation is that it can have harmful effects if 
children internalize their knowledge instead ofregarding it as objecti ve and impersonal. There is material here which could 
be elaborated and extended . 

Part Ill is concerned with educational innovations. The first essay is called "Education and the New Plural ism," and 
although interesting to read, says nothing that is not already fami liar. Chapter 8, " Induction, Skepticism and Refutation," 
says nothing of interest. The fi nal contribution derives from fall ibi lism a reasonable case for self-gove rnment in schools, 
and is worth read ing . 

As indicated, the quality of the book is very uneven. There are a few pages which live up to the promise of the 
introduction , but much of the book is dispensable . Perhaps more important is that some of the material can be improved 
upon or extended, a fact which the authors would welcome. I have shown parts of the book to students, who find it 
unengaging, so I do not recommend it as a textbook. But the project these writers undertake is worthwhile, and their li mited 
success at least shows that there can be substantive positions on practical matters derived from philosophy, and interesting 
philosophy at that. It is to be hoped that this book will stimul ate more work on fa llibili sm, and on the related topic of what 
we can most rationally do to live with the fact that we are only imperfectly rational. Also, a teacher of philosophy of 
education could begin with this book in devising courses which are interesting and worthwhile and which inform students 
of the nature of scienti fic reasoning and of the revolutions in scientific thought which are their immediate heritage . 

Richard Barrett 
Concordia Universi ty 




