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‘Our discussion will be adequate if it has as much clearness as the subject-matter admits of, for 

precision is not to be sought for alike in all discussions, any more than in all the products of the 

crafts.’ 

Aristotle (2009). The Nicomachean ethics, p. 4, 1094b12-15. 

 

 

 

‘Courage is required to live with the rift that will run through our lives, however good they may 

be: ideals of reason tell us how the world should be; experience tells us that it rarely is. Growing 

up requires confronting the gap between the two – without giving up on either one.’  

Susan Neiman (2014). Why grow up?, p. 7. 
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1.1 INTRODUCTION 

 

The aim of this dissertation is to investigate contemporary educational theories that propose human 

flourishing as an ideal, overarching aim of education. These theories defend that education should 

be seen (also) as a means to contribute to a child’s (chances of a) flourishing life, and that schools 

and parents should equip children to have the best chance of a flourishing life. Human flourishing, 

in a broad sense, refers to living an optimal life, in which people are free (enough) to make their 

own choices, fill their time with meaningful and successful activities and relationships, and feel 

happy or satisfied with that.1 Prominent advocates of flourishing as an ideal aim of education in 

the domain of philosophy of education are John White, Kristján Kristjánsson, Harry Brighouse, 

and Doret de Ruyter. For example Harry Brighouse argues that ‘school should see itself as having 

an obligation to facilitate the long-term flourishing of children’.2 And John White argues in his 

book Exploring well-being in schools:  

 

If we want to base education on well-being, what parents do should be first on our 

agenda. Good parents have their children’s flourishing at heart – not just in the 

future, but now, in the games they play with them, the outings they arrange, the 

intimacies in which they live together.3   

 

Sometimes the concept of flourishing is primarily used as a justification of a certain type of 

education; for example Daniel DeNicola argues in favour of liberal education, because that will 

contribute to having flourishing lives, and in her book Not for profit Martha Nussbaum argues that 

‘democracies need the humanities’, because such education will contribute to children having 

flourishing lives.4 In these cases, a particular conception of the good life (liberal, democratic) is 

assumed. 

 The term flourishing is also much used in theories of positive psychology. Positive 

psychologists, such as its ‘founding fathers’ Martin Seligman and Mihalyi Csikzentmihalyi, argue 

for a radical change in what should be the most important aim of psychology. In addition to, or 

perhaps even instead of, asking how to improve dysfunctional behaviour, they argue, psychology 

                                                           
1 Cf. White 2011. 
2 Brighouse 2006, p. 42. 
3 White 2011, p. 3. 
4 DeNicola 2012; Nussbaum 2010. 
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should focus on how to optimise human behaviour, to the level of the flourishing human being.5 

These theories are partly based on the same source (Aristotle) as much contemporary philosophical 

work on human flourishing, including some of the theories that are the main point of interest in 

this dissertation. However, positive psychology is also based on empirical research and aims to 

develop (psychological) interventions with which the flourishing of human beings can be 

improved. Popularisation of these theories has led to slogans such as “learn how to flourish!”, and 

websites such as www.howtoflourish.nl.6  

 The movement of positive psychology receives criticism from the field of philosophy of 

education. For example Ruth Cigman argues that embedding  ‘the positive ideal’  in educational 

policy-making is problematic.7 She gives the example of the Social and Emotional Aspects of 

Learning (SEAL) programme that teaches children to be positive about themselves. But, Cigman 

argues, when these aspects are taught as ‘life skills’ (which contribute to children’s flourishing), ‘we 

may be missing the vital detail, the needs of particular children in the circumstances of their lives’.8 

Should for instance a child who has just bullied another child be encouraged to praise herself for 

who she is, or what she did? I share these concerns, and although they are not the primary interest 

of this dissertation, part of what motivates me to investigate current philosophical theories on 

flourishing as an aim of education is to be able to argue that perhaps some of these ‘how to flourish’ 

theories make assumptions that are not in accordance with the concept of human flourishing. 

Moreover, if these psychological theories in part use the same philosophical literature concerning 

flourishing, I wonder whether the current philosophical theories on education for flourishing can 

be sharpened or made more clear, in order to contribute to a better understanding of the concept 

of human flourishing and of how it can best serve as an aim of education and/or optimal human 

development in general. 

This dissertation is a work in philosophy of education, and concentrates on educational 

philosophy. White, Kristjánsson, Brighouse, and De Ruyter explicitly explore the concept of 

human flourishing. They see it as their task to clarify what is meant by flourishing as an aim of 

education, and discuss which conceptions of flourishing are fruitful as an aim of education and 

how education can further the child’s development into a flourishing adult. The bulk of their work 

on human flourishing as an aim of education focuses on what educators and parents should do to 

equip children to be able to lead flourishing lives.  

                                                           
5 See Seligman and Csikzentmihalyi 2000, and see Bohlmeijer et al. 2013, for an up-to-date overview of well-
being/flourishing research. 
6 See for example this recent article in a Dutch newspaper: https://www.trouw.nl/home/somberen-hoeft-niet-
meer~a9438396/. 
7 See Cigman 2008 and 2012, and see for example also Suissa 2008. 
8 Cigman 2012, p. 453. 
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Why this interest in human flourishing as an ideal, overarching aim of education? One reason may 

be that a widely shared discontent with current aims of education in schools stimulates thinking 

about other, larger, and more ideal(istic) aims.9 A much heard objection is for instance that these 

goals focus too much on efficiency and effectivity, meaning that education is too much seized by 

an economic (technocratic) language of input and output, and even described in terms of profit 

and loss.10 A ‘good’ school for example is in this discourse a school that has the most children 

passing their exams. One of the effects of this technocratic emphasis is an interest in ‘evidence-

based’ education; education that is proven to be ‘effective’. Gert Biesta points out that 

‘effectiveness’ is an instrumental value; it says nothing about which effect is desired.11 ‘This means, 

among other things, that it is meaningless to talk about effective teaching or effective schooling; 

the question that always needs to be asked is effective for what?’.12 As also White argues, the most 

important question to ask about schools is ‘what are they for?’ Why is our curriculum the way it is 

today?13 The purpose of learning biology is surely not merely to pass the biology exam, but children 

learn biology, because we think that with such knowledge they are better able to do well in the 

world.14 White argues that education these days lacks such a rationale, an overarching aim of 

education. Or to be more precise, it lacks an overarching aim that is not an ‘add-on’ but gives actual 

direction to educational policy and the curriculum. White calls for making explicit that schools are 

to equip children to be able to do well in the world. And above that, it is questionable whether 

education can be captured in a technological, causal model at all. In chapter 4 it will be argued that 

due to the inherent risks of education, it cannot.  

That education is re-evaluated particularly in the light of the overarching, ideal aim of 

human flourishing, is in part influenced by the revival of Aristotelian virtue ethics. In the 

Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle asks what would be the most complete aim of life one can think of; 

that which everything in life is aimed at. He argues that this must be eudaimonia (a good (eu) spirit 

or soul (daimon). Eudaimonia is traditionally translated as ‘happiness’, but recently ‘human 

flourishing’ has become a favoured translation.15 The most obvious reason for translating eudaimonia 

with human flourishing instead of happiness is that nowadays happiness seems to refer primarily 

                                                           
9 I am focusing here on education in Western Europe and the USA, or more generally in the Western world. The 
literature that is used throughout this dissertation, unless explicitly specified otherwise, tends to focus on Western 
Europe and America as well. 
10 See Wolbert 2018. 
11 Biesta 2007. 
12 Ibid., p. 8. 
13 White 2007. 
14 See Terwel, Rodrigues, Van De Koot-Dees 2011, p. 21. 
15 For example Sir David Ross, who translated the Nicomachean Ethics in 1925, translates eudaimonia with happiness, but 
Martin Seligman (2011) explains in his book Flourish: A new understanding of happiness, well-being – and how to achieve them 
why he chooses flourishing instead of happiness as a translation of Aristotelian eudaimonia to express his ideas on 
positive psychology. 
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to a subjective feeling, which can occur any moment, and also only for a moment, and can only be 

assessed properly by the person who feels it (or not).16 This equation of happiness with hedonism 

is not at all what Aristotle has in mind with eudaimonia. Flourishing, which commonly is more 

associated with success, development, thriving, and the like, seems to be more in line with 

Aristotle’s ideas.17 

Philosopher Richard Kraut argues that it is ‘an illusion (..) to think that we foster a better 

understanding of Aristotle if we use “well-being” or “flourishing” as our translation of eudaimonia, 

rather than “happiness”’.18 This is, of course, true, in the sense that happiness need not necessarily 

only refer to subjective feelings, and in any sense, a translation remains a translation, which has 

limitations, especially when the original language is not used anymore and the text is written in a 

historical context that we can no longer fully understand. However, in my opinion it is not wise to 

ignore the common sense meaning of words. To take my own associations as an example, with 

happiness I think of the song Happy by Pharrell Williams (..Clap along if you feel like happiness is the 

truth -Because I'm happy- Clap along if you know what happiness is to you..), which I see as an illustration of 

how in the English language the word happiness is often interpreted as a subjective feeling.19 I also 

associate happiness with a momentary feeling. With flourishing on the other hand, I first of all 

think of success and achievement, and of blooming, vibrant people (which I tend to visualize, for 

some reason, running and laughing at the same time, as they do in a Nike or Adidas commercial).20 

But also, whereas happiness and well-being seem to be concepts independent of morality, for the 

concept of flourishing this is not the case. To live a flourishing life while being a successful but 

ruthless businessman who exploits his employees does not sound right to me. Flourishing lives are 

generally thought of as (at least) morally decent lives. Although I do not wish to suggest that my 

associations are always the same as those of everyone else, I think the above examples do illustrate 

common conceptions of happiness and flourishing.21 Thus, contrary to Kraut, I think that the 

(contemporary) associations that come along with certain words, certainly can contribute to, or 

distract from, how we, in our day and age, understand older, translated texts.22 

According to Aristotle eudaimonia is not achieved by striving for wealth or momentary 

pleasures, but by the ongoing effort to become a better human being, live a worthwhile life, and by 

striving for the good for oneself and others. Eudaimonia is defined by Aristotle as a combination of 

                                                           
16 See also De Ruyter 2004, p. 378. 
17 This does not imply that every conception of flourishing is in fact a version of Aristotelian eudaimonia, as will be 
discussed in chapter 2.  
18 Kraut 1979, p. 168. 
19 See http://www.songteksten.nl/songteksten/364669/pharrell-williams/happy.htm. 
20 Which can only indicate that I am not flourishing, for I have never run and laughed at the same time. 
21 See also Haybron 2008 and De Ruyter 2015 for a comparison of these concepts. 
22 Whether the successful, blooming associations with flourishing aren’t problematic as well is discussed in chapter 2. 
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discussed in chapter 2.  
18 Kraut 1979, p. 168. 
19 See http://www.songteksten.nl/songteksten/364669/pharrell-williams/happy.htm. 
20 Which can only indicate that I am not flourishing, for I have never run and laughed at the same time. 
21 See also Haybron 2008 and De Ruyter 2015 for a comparison of these concepts. 
22 Whether the successful, blooming associations with flourishing aren’t problematic as well is discussed in chapter 2. 
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virtuous activity and external goods.23 These external goods (e.g. good birth, beauty, health) are 

largely beyond the agent’s control, i.e. are subject to luck.24 An eudaimon life refers to both a 

successful and morally good life, which is topped off with subjective happiness. Its success is partly 

dependent on one’s own effort, and partly on being lucky in life. 

 

1.2 UNDERLYING PHILOSOPHICAL CONSIDERATIONS, OR THE QUESTION OF HOW MUCH 

LUCK A GOOD HUMAN LIFE NEEDS 

 

Human efforts to create a flourishing life for themselves or others can be undone by bad luck, as 

we all know. The question of how much self-sufficiency - how much control over luck - and how 

much openness to the unpredictability of life a good human life needs has been a central debate in 

Greek ethical thinking.25 According to Kristjánsson the current flourishing paradigm ‘takes a 

strength-based approach to student well-being’, furthering students’ talents and helping them to 

develop the character qualities that we deem important for living a good life.26 As such, this 

flourishing paradigm thus has a strong focus on the ‘effort-side’ of flourishing, as opposed to on 

the ‘luck-side’.  

Throughout this dissertation I aim to show the importance of paying attention to the 

fragility of flourishing - both flourishing in itself and the process of aiming for a flourishing life for 

one’s children. Focusing on the things that we are able to cultivate takes the spotlight away from 

the fact that we as human beings also are actually pretty vulnerable, dependent creatures. And in 

my own experience, raising children, becoming a parent, is the one thing that instantly makes me 

aware of my vulnerability.27 The relationship that I have with my children is one of the most 

important, complex and intimate relationships that I have. True, intimate relationships (such as, 

but not limited to, the parent-child relationship) require of human beings that they depend on and 

trust each other, because it is not possible to ‘secure’ such relations. These relationships can come 

to an end and this is painful. Furthermore, when we really engage with other humans, the suffering 

of the other becomes our suffering. So, to me it felt uncomfortable to write about fostering children’s 

development, striving for flourishing, cultivating children’s skills and talents, without searching for a 

way to put weight on the other side of the scale; namely fragility, vulnerability, dependence, the 

existential risk of raising a child, and luck. 

                                                           
23 ‘It needs the external goods as well; for it is impossible, or not easy, to do noble acts without the proper equipment’ 
Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics, 2009, book I.8. 
24 Kristjánsson 2017, p. 91. 
25 See Nussbaum 1986. 
26 Kristjánsson 2017, p. 88. 
27 And to a lesser extent also being a teacher. 
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Luck, dependency, fragility 

Nussbaum defines luck as that which ‘just happens to [one], as opposed to what [one] does or 

makes’, comparable to how the Greek word tuchē has been used.28 From an epistemological 

perspective, Coffman argues that a plausible account of luck entails roughly that ‘an event that 

constitutes a stroke of (good or bad) luck for you (a) has some objective evaluative status for you, 

(b) lies beyond your direct control, and (c) is such that there was a large chance no event like it 

would occur’.29  

Alaisdair MacIntyre draws our attention to what he calls the virtues of acknowledged dependence, 

as a necessary counterpart to the virtues of independence. He argues that 

 

if we are to understand the virtues [such as justice, temperateness, courage] as 

enabling us to become independent practical reasoners [and as such be able to 

flourish], just because they also enable us to participate in relationships of giving and 

receiving through which our ends as practical reasoners are to be achieved, we need 

to extend our enquiries a good deal further, by recognizing that any adequate 

education into the virtues will be one that enables us to give their due to a set of 

virtues that are the necessary counterpart to the virtues of independence, the virtues 

of acknowledged dependence. (..) [These virtues] require from us characteristically 

types of action that are at once just, generous, beneficent, and done from pity. The 

education of dispositions to perform just this type of act is what is needed to sustain 

relationships of uncalculated giving and graceful receiving.30 

 

In care ethics, dependence is seen as central to human life and development.31 In the introduction 

to The subject of care; feminist perspectives on dependency Ellen Feder and Eva Feder Kittay state that ‘while 

theoretical prominence has been given to interactions among equals in the canonical works of 

political and moral philosophy, relations among unequals in fact dominate our social life’.32 The 

teacher-pupil relationship and the parent-child relationship, central to education, are paradigmatic 

examples of unequal relationships. Elsewhere Feder Kittay argues that dependency should not be 

regarded as a factor in evaluating whether or not human beings can lead flourishing lives – people 

who are more dependent on others should not be considered to be less able to flourish. On the 

                                                           
28 Nussbaum 1986, p. 3. 
29 Coffman 2007, p. 385. 
30 MacIntyre 1999, p. 120-121. 
31 Feder Kittay 2005, p. 453. 
32 Feder and Feder Kittay 2002, p. 2. 
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contrary, she suggests that the ways in which some people excel in depending on each other, or the 

ways some people excel in caring for each other, can also be seen as ways in which they flourish.33   

I agree with MacIntyre and Feder Kittay that due to the common suggestion that 

flourishing human beings are individuals who ‘make it on their own’, there is too little attention for 

dependency, which is so central to what it means to be a human being. I agree with MacIntyre that 

we should ‘nurture’ our abilities to care for each other. However, MacIntyre’s virtues of 

acknowledged dependence are described as ideals, in the sense that they describe the excellent, or 

even perfect characteristics of the agent who faces situations in which she is dependent upon 

others. It is particularly these complex situations in human interactions in which we often do not 

succeed to behave perfectly, for example because of conflicting values (for example between one’s 

own and other people’s interests). To act ‘at once just, generous, beneficent, and from pity’34 is 

exactly what is the incredibly difficult thing to do as a human agent in a vulnerable, complex, 

intimate relationship. Instead of offering a ‘solution’ in the sense of cultivating the virtues of 

acknowledged dependence, i.e. again focusing on the effort-side of flourishing, I believe it 

important to pay attention to the ways in which we are not in control, i.e. look at the luck-side.  

  I also agree with Feder Kittay that dependency is not necessarily a deciding factor in 

whether or not human beings are able to lead flourishing lives, in the sense that in so far as every 

human being and every human life is dependent on other human beings, this means that 

dependency in itself, without further qualification, cannot be used as a criterion of anyone’s 

flourishing. I disagree with Feder Kittay, however, that dependency should not be a factor in 

evaluating someone’s chances of a flourishing life, because there are degrees of dependency of 

which we can say that they are below a certain objective threshold of the capacities necessary to 

speak of someone being able to live a flourishing life.35 But that does not affect the fact that 

dependency (which renders our flourishing fragile) is valuable – not in itself, but because it is an 

inherent aspect of what we deem a good human life, namely a life filled with intimate relationships 

and love.36 I think it is important to be aware of the inescapable fact that if we would seek to 

eradicate all vulnerability from a human life, i.e. see that as perfect flourishing, we would necessarily 

have to adopt a conception of flourishing that does not (cannot) value things that render us 

vulnerable, such as friendship, and love.37  

 

 

                                                           
33 Feder Kittay 2005, p. 468. 
34 MacIntyre 1999, p. 121. 
35 See Merriam 2010 who discusses anencephaly as a paradigm case of non-flourishing. 
36 See Nussbaum 1986. 
37 Nussbaum 1986, see also Wolbert 2018. 
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1.3 CENTRAL QUESTION 

 

The aim of this dissertation is to critically investigate contemporary educational theories that 

propose human flourishing as an ideal, overarching aim of education. These theories defend that 

education should be seen (also) as a means to contribute to a child’s (chances of a) flourishing life 

and that education should equip children to have the best chance of a flourishing life. I make a 

distinction between theories that defend flourishing as an aim of education, and theories on 

education for flourishing, that is theories which discuss how education could or should contribute 

to children’s (chances of a) flourishing life. The first type is more concerned with what exactly 

flourishing is or ought to be, and why it is worthwhile as an aim of education. The second type of 

theory is rather concerned with theorising education; how should parents and teachers equip 

children to be able to lead flourishing lives?  

 

The central question of this dissertation is: how should we think about human flourishing as 

an aim of education? I ask if human flourishing should be seen as an ideal, overarching aim of 

education, and if so, in what way it should be theorised and what it implies for education, 

particularly for parents.  

 

The first part of answering the central question is a reflection on how we can think about 

flourishing and what flourishing as an aim of education means. Addressing these issues is necessary to 

be able to discuss and evaluate ways of thinking about human flourishing as an ideal aim of 

education. Chapter 2 provides a conceptual clarification of the concept of human flourishing. It is 

therefore mainly focused on theory on flourishing as an aim of education (as opposed to theory on 

education for flourishing).  

Second, to evaluate the interpretations of education for human flourishing implies the use 

of a certain principle or standard to evaluate them with. As noted, an important underlying 

consideration throughout this dissertation is the acknowledgment that (aiming for) human 

flourishing is fragile. Whereas fragility is not necessarily included in educational theory, it is 

characteristic of ‘real’ educational practices, such as schools and homes. Therefore I will evaluate 

current educational theories on human flourishing in light of their bearing on ‘real’ educational 

practices, which are always complex, fragile, and risky. I suggest that educational theory can only 

be worthwhile if it has value for the educational practices which it theorises about. The proponents 

of education for flourishing that were analysed in this dissertation underline this by explicitly stating 
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that it is their aim to guide educational practices.38 That said, there are many ways in which 

educational theory can guide educational practices. 

 

Real practices 

When I speak of ‘real’ educational practices the meaning of ‘real’ ranges from what is actually 

happening – at this moment – in actual educational practices, to what is and could be possible in 

the educational practices of this world, but excludes ideas about what might be possible in a 

different (probably: better) world. Bernard Williams makes a distinction between ‘real’ and 

‘notional’ options.39 Something is a real option for someone if she already does it or could go and 

do it, without having to change human history, and while keeping a hold on reality, not engaging 

in extensive self-deception, and so on. Notional options on the other hand are options that one 

can contemplate, but never really execute, like for example living as a medieval knight. This is 

something that is perhaps possible in a ‘different world’, but not in ours, due to our ‘human 

condition’.40 We can think of how that might be, but the fact that we cannot time-travel excludes 

the option as a real possibility.  

A slightly different approach to what are ‘real’ options can be found in Gavin Lawrence’s 

claim that Aristotle’s question to what the ultimate aim of human beings is (the flourishing life) can 

(and should actually) be differentiated into two questions.41 The first question one can ask is what 

a human life ideally would look like, i.e. what would ideally happen in such a life, if anything is 

possible. This is what Lawrence calls ‘the ideally circumstanced ideal’.42 But a second interpretation 

of ‘the best life’ is asking: what would be ideal given the particular circumstances of a human life? 

Lawrence calls this ‘the however circumstanced ideal’.43 For example, if a teacher could create her 

own classroom without any restrictions, she would perhaps have six children in her class, make her 

classroom and herself available at any time, and have all the material available the children might 

possibly ask for, so that every child can learn at her own pace. However, the fact that the teacher 

is restricted ‘in the real world’ by time (how would she logistically and physically organise a 24/7 

open classroom and teaching job), and money (just to name a few things) inspires a different 

question, namely ‘What would be the best option for the teacher given these restrictions?’ This 

would come down to for example making sure that every child gets enough attention (even though 

there are 25 children in the classroom and not enough computers), so that she – ideally – can let 

                                                           
38 See chapter 3. 
39 Williams 1985, p. 178 
40 See also Emmet 1994, p. 7. 
41 Lawrence 1993. 
42 Ibid., p. 8. 
43 Ibid., p. 7. 
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them learn at their own pace. Note that this is still a question about ideals, i.e. what would be the 

best conceivable option for this teacher. These distinctions are referred to in chapter 3 as the difference 

between utopian idealism (ideally circumstanced ideal) and realistic idealism (however circumstanced 

ideal), which are two forms of ideal theory, and they are compared to nonideal theory.44 

The next logical question then is how the ‘however circumstanced ideal’ relates to actual 

practices. In the example of the teacher and her ideal classroom it is possible that in reality particular 

actual problems (e.g. having to teach 35 children, all from different cultural and social backgrounds, 

and no money for assistance), or inherent aspects of teaching (e.g. the complexity of the teacher-

pupil relationship) prevent her from even approximating the (however circumstanced) ideal 

situation. The pressing concern here would be not ‘what is ideal given these circumstances’, but 

‘how we can improve the actual, nonideal, situation’. This question lies outside the scope of this 

dissertation, but I do touch upon it in chapter 3. Whereas ideal theory is mostly concerned with 

questions about (however circumstanced) ideals, nonideal theory takes into account the actual, 

nonideal situation and suggests ways to make a transition from this situation, thereby addressing 

this last question. 

 

Four sub questions 

In order to be able to answer the central question of this dissertation, four sub questions have been 

formulated: 

 

• What characterises the concept of human flourishing (particularly as an ideal aim of 

education)? (CH2) 

• How should we theorise about it? (CH3) 

• How can we understand the existential risk of parenthood in relation to (aiming for) 

flourishing? (CH4) 

• How should parents relate to flourishing as an ideal aim of education? (CH5) 

 

The first question, as already discussed, asks how we can think about human flourishing and as 

such does the preliminary work of providing conceptual clarification on the subject of human 

flourishing as an aim of education. It also gives us a first insight in how the ‘effort-side’ of 

flourishing is central to the content of current theories on education for flourishing.   

 The second question addresses what kind of theory current theories on education for 

flourishing are (i.e. ideal theory or nonideal theory), and what kind of theorising is being done, and 

                                                           
44 See Schmidtz 2016, p. 2. 
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 The second question addresses what kind of theory current theories on education for 

flourishing are (i.e. ideal theory or nonideal theory), and what kind of theorising is being done, and 

                                                           
44 See Schmidtz 2016, p. 2. 
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asks, in light of its relevance to real educational practices, whether there are arguments in favour 

of or against certain forms of theorising. Again, it comes to light that certain forms of theorising 

(i.e. ideal theorising) are prone to ignore questions about fragility and luck, and as such contribute 

to a focus on ‘effort’.  

 The third question discusses a ‘real’ educational practice, namely that of parents, to show 

that part of the fragility of aiming for a flourishing life is due to the fact that child-rearing can be 

described as taking an existential risk.45 This existential risk arises, on the one hand, from the fact 

that the child is always free to not do what their parents intend in raising them, and on the other, 

from the fact that whether a child becomes a flourishing adult or not is to an important extent up 

to luck. All of the theories on education for flourishing analysed in this dissertation pay more 

attention to formal education (schooling) than to parents, although all of the theories explicitly 

state that what they argue applies to parents as well. Because parents are arguably the most 

important, or in any case the primary ‘educators’ of children, and because the fragility of the real 

educational practice of parents is more visible or more easily recognised/acknowledged than in 

formal education, I have chosen in this dissertation to focus on the practice of parenthood.46 If 

parents should aim for a flourishing life for their children, it is important to address (also in theory) 

how ‘risky’ this endeavour is. 

 The fourth question takes this one step further by not only discussing the practice of 

parenthood, but asking what it means for parents when philosophers of education argue that parents 

should aim for the flourishing life of their children. If the effort-side is central to the theories 

posited by these philosophers of education, what does that imply for the complex and fragile 

practice of parents who aim for a flourishing life for their children? I show that this can be 

problematic for child-rearing practices, as it increases parents’ expectations of themselves, and in 

turn of their children. A second implication of the fourth question is that by writing about 

flourishing as a desirable aim of education, theorists make normative claims about what parents 

ought to do. Even though educational philosophy is seldom addressed directly at parents, theorists 

ought to realise that their theories might be translated into policy, or teaching or parenting methods, 

which parents might come to read as advice on how they should aim for their children’s flourishing 

lives. If there is not enough attention to fragility in theory, this might have undesirable 

consequences in terms on what subsequent, derivative texts ‘impose’ on parents. I will return to 

this in the conclusion (CH6), in which I draw up the results of the questions addressed in this 

dissertation 

                                                           
45 ‘Parents’ should be read throughout this dissertation as ‘parents as well as other main caretakers in the role of 
parents’. 
46 Here I would have preferred to use the word opvoeders instead of ‘educators’; see section 1.4 of this introduction. 
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A question of professional ethics 

Evaluating theory by means of a criterion of practical relevance as I describe it here can be 

understood as a methodological or meta-theoretical reflection in the sense that one evaluates which 

method of theorising provides the best possibility to think about ‘real’ educational practices. But 

such an evaluation can also be seen as part of a reflection on professional ethics for philosophers 

of education. By this I mean that the question in what way educational theory should think 

about/be related to educational practice can be discussed as part of the question of what the moral 

demands are of the vocation of an educational philosopher.47 Political philosopher Michael Frazer 

states that  

 

if the community of academic political theorists and philosophers cannot help us 

navigate the problems we face in actual political life, they have not lived up to the 

moral demands of their vocation.48  

 

In my opinion, this applies, or should apply, to educational theorists and philosophers too. 

Compared to other professionals in the educational domain theorists and philosophers have great 

freedom to address the problems faced in educational practices and how to ‘navigate’ these. Yet, 

arguably we are given time and resources to do exactly that, not to do something that is completely 

disengaged from education in the real world. By this I mean that it is never self-justifying for 

educational theorists (because they are theorists) to theorise about some abstract, educational 

utopia, without a concern for the problems of actual educational practices.49 There might be good 

reasons to ‘disengage’ sometimes, for example in order to imagine a wholly different world and 

education to create an ‘out of the box’ perspective on ours. But such an exercise needs to be well-

argued for. I am not claiming that this dissertation will provide a definitive standard of the 

‘appropriate bearing on educational practice’, but I do see the search for such a standard as part of 

‘the moral demands’ of my vocation.    

 A second question of professional ethics is reflected in the question frequently asked of 

philosophers: what is the use of philosophy, or theoretical research (in general)? During the review 

process of the article that is published here as chapter 3, one of the anonymous reviewers remarked 

that all theorists who write about flourishing know that there are many children who are ill-fed or 

travel to school through unsafe areas, in other words that there are many problems in the real 

world. They also know that policy-makers should be working out ways to reduce those evils. In 

                                                           
47 Frazer 2016. 
48 Ibid., p. 177. 
49 Ibid., p. 175. 
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other words, defenders of flourishing as an ideal aim of education all know that the world is far 

from ideal and that a lot of children do not even come close to fulfilling the basic needs that are 

necessary to even go to school, let alone get a chance to lead a flourishing life. This reviewer 

questioned whether the changes that are required to make the world more equal require theories 

and theorising. Writing proposals, making action-plans, yes, but theorising? 

I agree with the reviewer that theory by itself does not change the world. No child will 

become happier, or less poor, or more successful, because I wrote this dissertation.50 Then why 

insist on theory, or philosophy of education, as a means to contribute to the improvement of 

education? Because I believe that it is important to ask the ancient philosophical questions: ‘What 

do you mean?’ and ‘How do you know? For example, in my academic work environment where 

the bulk of the research is empirical, research to determine whether a certain intervention is 

effective is ubiquitous. But the question ‘effective for what?’ is rare.51 While a ‘bland statement of 

the obvious’52 is often given in the form that the proposed intervention will contribute to ‘the 

optimal development of children’, a discussion of what optimal development is  and why that is 

worthwhile is often absent. Yet, certain implicit assumptions, i.e. hidden normative claims, 

influence the hypotheses of such research. It is important that these are explicated, so that it 

becomes clear whether, for example, a particular cultural and normative conception of what 

constitutes and what contributes to ‘optimal development’ actually benefits certain children or 

parents who adhere to this conception, and disadvantages others who do not. This is all the more 

important because research that aims to contribute to the optimal development of children can 

also have an influence on policy in education and child care practices. An example is the importance 

of parents’ involvement in their child’s school, which is claimed to contribute to the optimal 

development of children. When a parent isn’t involved in school as much as others, this is seen as 

doing something ‘wrong’, or at least as something that can be ‘improved’. Assumptions about what 

‘optimal development’ means and how parents can best contribute to this are normative assumptions. 

To me, the role of philosophy of education and as such one of the ‘moral demands’ of being a 

philosopher of education, is to expose and interpret such hidden assumptions. Only then are we 

able to uncover and discuss what ‘it’ (whether it is the optimal development of children or what 

their flourishing lives should look like) should mean, and which implications it should and shouldn’t 

have. 

 

                                                           
50 Except perhaps my own children, because I was happily occupied (and got paid) during the writing of this 
dissertation. 
51 Cf. Biesta 2007. 
52 White 2011, p. 2. 
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1.4 LIMITS OF TRANSLATION 

 

The (British or American) denominators for the kind of research presented in this dissertation are 

often ‘educational research’, ‘educational science’, or ‘philosophy of education’, or an equivalent of 

one of these. This doesn’t always correspond well with the Dutch (and also German) academic 

discipline of Pedagogiek, which concerns itself with the guiding role adults play and should play in 

raising children to adulthood. The word that is used in Dutch for what these adults do is opvoeding 

(German: Erziehung), which is less informal than what the word ‘child-rearing’ usually implies, but 

also not equal to, or primarily about, education or teaching (onderwijs). It does not have an obvious, 

wholly adequate translation in English. One could perhaps say that ‘parenting’ is a better 

translation, albeit that opvoeden is not limited to parents.53 Every adult who is in an opvoed-relation – 

a pedagogical relationship – with a child is, in that role, an opvoeder (German: Erzieher). And this 

pedagogical relationship is considered to be a dimension of the parent-child relationship next to 

other dimensions which together form the complexity of the parent-child relationship. I suppose 

one could call this opvoeder an educator, but intuitively then something of the richness of the term 

opvoeder seems lost in translation. 

Although Pedagogiek will often carry out the kind of research one would expect under the 

denomination of educational research/science, the difference in approach between Pedagogiek, 

which tends to study the activity of child-rearing (be it in school, at home, or elsewhere) and 

educational science that tends to study the activities in the domain of education, sometimes causes 

small problems.54 To me, this brings to light the limits of translation, and the (inevitable) limitations 

of not writing a dissertation in one’s mother tongue. To be clear, this does not mean to imply that 

I wish I had written this dissertation in Dutch, because I am eager to be able to communicate 

‘across borders’ (both literally and figuratively). But, it does show that opvoeding as well as education 

is culture-bound and language bound, which again underlines how in every way implicit (normative) 

assumptions are interwoven in discussing education, and it does show that it is sometimes difficult 

to express oneself in a language one is not raised in. Throughout the chapters I take education to 

refer to both formal schooling and informal child-rearing, but on some occasions it has proven 

useful to explain (in the chapter itself) what I mean by ‘pedagogical’.55  

 

                                                           
53 The objection to the word ‘parenting’, as if being a parent can be reduced to a series of tasks and skills, sometimes 
heard in philosophy of education (e.g. Suissa 2006, Ramaekers and Suissa 2012), can therefore be avoided in languages 
that have a word like opvoeden.  
54 And on top of that, ‘pedagogics’/‘pedagogy’ does exist in English, but refers to how teachers teach (in Dutch that 
would be: didactiek). This could cause additional misunderstandings. 
55 In chapter 4. 
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1.5 SHORT OUTLINE OF THE CHAPTERS 

 

Chapter 2 provides a conceptual clarification of the concept of human flourishing. The chapter 

asks what is meant by ‘human flourishing’ and discusses the formal characteristics of the concept 

of human flourishing. It takes Aristotelian eudaimonia as a prototype to argue that any conception 

of human flourishing fulfils five formal criteria: (1) human flourishing is regarded as intrinsically 

worthwhile; (2) flourishing refers to the actualization of an agent’s potential; (2a) flourishing is 

about a whole life; (2b) it is a ‘dynamic’ state, and (2c) flourishing consists in satisfying certain 

objective goods.   

Chapter 3 asks how we should theorise about human flourishing as an ideal aim of 

education. What kind of theory should educational theory on flourishing be? The chapter 

distinguishes between nonideal and ideal theory and argues that, although mostly not explicated, 

current educational theory on flourishing is often ideal theory. Subsequently it looks at problems 

with ideal theory and discusses the merits of nonideal theory on education for flourishing. 

Chapter 4 argues that parenthood can be characterised as involving (the taking of) an 

existential risk. The chapter uses the distinction that German pedagogue Otto Friedrich Bollnow 

makes between ‘attempts’ and (avoidable) risks on the one hand and existential (inevitable) risks 

on the other hand. The second type of risk is distinctive because the person who engages in an 

existential risk risks herself. The chapter argues that Bollnow’s description of existential risk (i) 

contributes to the understanding of child-rearing and striving for flourishing as inherently 

uncertain; (ii) contributes to a clarification of the ways in which the concept of risk is being used 

in educational theory and policymaking; and (iii) leads us to recognise trust as a key concept in 

discussing risk-taking and child-rearing.  

Chapter 5 discusses what attitude parents should have towards their children’s future 

flourishing. What is meant by aiming for the flourishing of children? What can and should parents 

expect with regard to the flourishing of their children? The chapter argues that an attitude of hope is 

the best way to give expression to how parents should relate to (striving for) the flourishing of their 

children. 

Chapter 6 presents a general discussion. The chapter provides an answer to the question 

whether flourishing should be defended as an ideal aim of education and what kind of theory and 

what kind of conception of flourishing are defensible and worthwhile as an ideal aim of education. 

Furthermore I will discuss possible implications of this answer to the language in which we write 

about flourishing as an aim of education, and I will give suggestions for further research.
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2.1 INTRODUCTION 

 

The concept of human flourishing has been gaining popularity in the field of philosophy of 

education for some time now. Children should be equipped, at home and in schools, to lead 

flourishing lives, instead of or in addition to merely living a happy life. Doret de Ruyter writes that 

flourishing is a ‘common denominator’ of what parents hope or wish for their children.1 Well-

known proponents of making human flourishing an overarching aim of education are John White 

and Harry Brighouse, amongst others.2 Brighouse urges teachers, policymakers and parents to 

focus more on what is in the interest of children instead of for example politics or the economy.3 

Both write that children should be broadly educated to be able to live flourishing lives, independent 

of their contribution to the economy.  

 Virtually all academic writings on human flourishing refer to ancient Greek philosophy, 

especially to the work of Aristotle. In Aristotelian ethics, the highest good that everything aims at 

in life, if there is such a thing, is called eudaimonia. The concept of eudaimonia refers to a state that 

combines ‘doing well, behaving well and faring well’.4 Eudaimonia has been mostly translated as 

‘happiness’ (according to Alisdair MacIntyre a ‘bad, but inevitable’ translation), but is in 

contemporary discussion often referred to as human flourishing.5, 6  

 We think that if it is argued that human flourishing should be an ideal aim of education, the 

first step should be to clarify what we mean by ‘human flourishing’, and what exactly the concept 

entails. To gain the clarity we need, it is helpful to look into the roots of human flourishing and 

consider the relation between human flourishing and Aristotelian eudaimonia. Therefore, in what 

follows we take Aristotelian eudaimonia as an exemplar or prototype for the idea of human 

flourishing.7 From it we derive two formal criteria. We see that, although Aristotelian eudaimonia 

can be seen as the prototype or exemplar of human flourishing, and although virtually all 

conceptions of human flourishing hark back, in one way or another, to Aristotle, some conceptions 

                                                           
1 De Ruyter 2004, p. 377. 
2 E.g. White 2011; Reiss and White 2013; Brighouse 2006. 
3 Brighouse 2006. 
4 MacIntyre 1967, p. 59. 
5 Idem. 
6 There is a lot of discussion about whether eudaimonia ‘should’ be translated as happiness or human flourishing. Annas 
(1993) and Kraut (1979), among others, translate eudaimonia as ‘happiness’. We will not embark on this discussion 
here, since our interest is in the use of the concept of human flourishing. We think that it is important to bear in mind 
the strong subjective connotations happiness has in our current society, and recognise that our current ideas about 
happiness are miles away from Aristotle’s (see De Ruyter 2004; Haybron 2008; and chapter 1 of this dissertation). It is 
therefore at least practical to investigate the concept of human flourishing instead of happiness, because flourishing 
has less strong associations in temporary debate. 
7 See Gallie 1965 for a discussion on exemplars.  
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of human flourishing have diverged so far from Aristotle’s conception that they cannot be called 

eudemonistic or (neo-)Aristotelian. In other words, though formal criteria for the concept of 

human flourishing are best derived from Aristotle’s work, Aristotelian eudaimonia itself is just one 

conception of human flourishing.  

 Readers should not expect a thorough Aristotelian exegesis. It has not been our main 

purpose to analyse Aristotle’s ethics and argue what we think he wrote that is important for 

educational theory today. We have looked into the roots of thinking about flourishing as a means 

to the end of better understanding the concept of human flourishing, by which we hope to show 

that ‘human flourishing’ is not only a better translation of eudaimonia, but a substantive concept for 

which formal criteria can be listed that are independent of Aristotle’s and (neo-)Aristotelian ethics. 

 We are convinced that it is of great importance to first set up a clear framework of the 

concept of human flourishing, by means of formal criteria, in order to contribute to the quality of 

substantive discussions about education for human flourishing, diverse as they are. Ideally, the 

presented framework will function as a tool for these discussions. It is not meant to force 

agreement on one strict idea of flourishing human beings; for that purpose one would need much 

more substantive criteria than the formal, open, criteria we present here. It does, however, aim to 

set limits to too loose a use of the concept of human flourishing. We want to emphasise in this 

chapter that the concept of human flourishing is being used in various, but connected ways, and 

we make use both of the history and the current use of the concept to show this connectedness. 

However, those readers who expect a full elaboration on the importance of embedding the concept 

of human flourishing in the aims of education will be left unsatisfied. This chapter should be 

considered as a prelude to that kind of endeavour. In the last part of the chapter, we make a start 

by giving examples of what implications formal criteria for human flourishing can have for 

educational theory, by which we hope to underline the relevance of our endeavour. 

 

 

2.2 FLOURISHING IN ARISTOTLE’S PHILOSOPHY 

 

In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle aims to elucidate the highest good in human life, ‘that at 

which all things aim’.8 It is not difficult to establish what this highest good is, since there is general 

agreement that all things aim at eudaimonia, which is a quite objective matter.9 Eudaimonia is the most 

final end, since it is always pursued for itself and never for the sake of something else.10 As said, 

                                                           
8 Aristotle 2009, p. 3, 1094a. 
9 Annas 1993, p. 41. 
10 Aristotle 2009, p. 10, 1097b; and see criterion 1. 
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eudaimonia has traditionally been translated as ‘happiness’, but is currently more often translated as 

‘human flourishing’. However, it is one thing to establish what the highest good in human life is, 

but another what eudaimonia consists in, or how one is supposed to live a life characterised by it.  

 The first thing that becomes clear about eudaimonia is that it includes both ethics and 

subjective well-being.11 A good life is according to Aristotle both a morally good life and an 

enjoyable life, a life in which things go well.12 Perhaps this is the reason that many prefer to translate 

eudaimonia as flourishing, instead of happiness, since the use of the word happiness seems to be 

restricted to subjective well-being in contemporary philosophy (and other disciplines).13  

 In a sense, Aristotle makes an inventory of what men usually do in life to be able to answer 

what men best should do, in order for them to arrive at a state of eudaimonia.14 ‘Human good turns 

out to be activity of the soul exhibiting virtue, and if there are more than one virtue, in accordance 

with the best and most complete’.15 He adds immediately that this ‘activity of the soul’ needs to last 

‘a complete life’, because acting virtuously for a moment will not get you a flourishing life; this 

activity will have to be maintained throughout an entire life.16 Or, as educational philosopher 

Kristján Kristjánsson summarises: 

 

According to Aristotle, by analysing empirically the proper ‘function’ of human 

beings (just as we analyse the proper function of a good knife or a good field of 

wheat), we can ascertain that human flourishing consists of the realisation of virtues 

of thought and character and the fulfilment of other specifically human physical and 

mental potentialities over a whole course of life.17 

 

 Virtues are stable ‘characteristics of the soul’, which show themselves in the action of 

choosing the right mean between two vices (excess and deficiency), which is always dependent on 

the situation and the person involved.18 ‘When our desire and our thinking co-operate in the best 

way, we have moral excellence or virtue’.19 For example ‘courage’ is a virtue, balancing between 

‘rashness’ and ‘cowardice’; what in some situations is courageous, could be judged rash and 

irresponsible in another.20 Human beings need practical wisdom (phronesis) or the insights of a 

                                                           
11 See also Perry 1986; MacIntyre 1967; Kristjánsson 2007; and Haybron 2008. 
12 MacIntyre 1967, p. 59; Kristjánsson 2013, p. 29. 
13 See general introduction. 
14 See criterion 2. 
15 Aristotle 2009, p. 12, 1098a15-20. 
16 Idem, and see criterion 2a. 
17 Kristjánsson 2013, p. 29. 
18 See also Pakaluk 2006, p. 385. 
19 Wivestad 2008, p. 314. 
20 MacIntyre 1967, p. 64. 
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practically wise person (phronimos) in order to be able to act virtuously; to be able to differentiate 

rashness from real courage. Phronesis is considered an intellectual virtue, which ‘binds all virtues 

together’.21 It ‘is not just one virtue among others but is rather a necessary ingredient in all the 

others’. 22 

 Virtuous activity needs to be trained. Only by performing virtuous activity continually, by 

emulating how practically wise persons perform virtuous activity, a person can inculcate the habit 

and become a virtuous man.23 Only by practise in finding a ‘well-balanced co-operation’ between 

what we desire and what we think we should do, we will incorporate the virtues.24 This notion of 

training is characteristic for Aristotle’s theory. For Aristotelian eudaimonia, and for flourishing in 

general, a process of development is required (see criterion 2b).  

 However, virtuous activity is not all there is to it. It is possible, says Aristotle, to be a 

virtuous person without living a flourishing life, because people need external goods as well.25 It is 

very difficult, he writes, to ‘do noble acts’ without the advantages of, for example, ‘good birth’, 

social relations, and beauty. People have to have a bit of (good) luck as well in the course of their 

lives, it seems (see criterion 2c).26  

 So, in order to live a flourishing life, a good life, an optimal life, which is a combination of 

‘faring well, behaving well, and doing well’, human beings have to learn to become virtuous persons 

and have to be lucky to lead a prosperous life.27 Eudaimonia is not ‘a passive end state’, but an 

activity.28 It is what we shall be calling a ‘dynamic state’ (criterion 2b) later in this article. Perfect 

eudaimonia then is the state of a perfect fit between our desires and that which is the right thing to 

do in a given situation, or in other words; always desiring the right thing, without ‘any counter 

motivation’ being produced.29 

 

 

2.3 THE CONCEPT OF HUMAN FLOURISHING: TWO CRITERIA 

 

In most literature, human flourishing is perceived and put forward as an ideal aim of education.30 

We think it is important to pay attention to the ways in which an ideal can be understood, in order 

                                                           
21 Wivestad 2008, p. 314. 
22 Dunne 1999, p. 240. 
23 MacIntyre 1967, p. 64. 
24 Wivestad 2008, p. 314. 
25 Aristotle 2009, p. 14, 1099a30-1099b5. 
26 And see Nussbaum 1986. 
27 MacIntyre 1967, p. 59. 
28 Kristjánsson 2013. 
29 Annas 1993. 
30 E.g. Brighouse 2006; Reiss and White 2013; Nussbaum 2010. 
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to make clearer how the proposed criteria should be understood. Ideally, a human being’s life will 

develop in such a way – and education will contribute to this development – that all of her potential 

can be actualised, whilst creating a harmonious balance between her potentials and other goods 

she aims to realise, and that she is happy with it too. This is ‘picture perfect’; and it represents a 

conception of perfect flourishing, which is practically unrealisable. A more realistic ‘picture’ of a 

flourishing life takes into account that ‘life will get in the way’. De Ruyter writes that ‘when one 

takes into account what people can achieve given their circumstances and abilities, one has a 

realistic conception of flourishing in mind’.31 The ideal of perfect flourishing is still being pursued, 

but one realises that we, human beings, cannot always create the best circumstances for us to 

flourish, nor are we able to fully optimise all of our abilities.32 And above that, sometimes we just 

do not succeed in doing our best, or it is simply difficult to decide what the best thing to do would 

be (when values conflict for example). The ideal of flourishing functions as a regulative ideal to 

structure our development and give us (high) aims to strive at.33 But we need not maintain that 

human beings do not flourish until their lives are perfect, nor that it is ‘bad’ to not have a perfect 

life; in fact, it is human. The formal criteria we propose reflect this high goal of perfect flourishing; 

but it is important to keep in mind that flourishing is a matter of degree, and that the criteria need 

not be applied so strictly as to demand perfection.34 

 As said before, according to Aristotle we can only judge whether someone has had a 

flourishing life at the end of that life.35 On the one hand, it makes sense, in reference to the ideal, 

to attribute flourishing to an entire life. But on the other hand, that is not the only way in which 

the word flourishing is used in daily life. It is not awkward to speak of ‘flourishing children’ or to 

call someone a flourishing human being who is not dead yet (or on her deathbed). Therefore, we 

think that it is helpful to distinguish between ‘a flourishing life’ (being the ideal) and the verb ‘to 

flourish’ (representing an actual evaluation).36 A flourishing life refers to the (Aristotelian) ideal of 

flourishing throughout an entire lifetime while the verb ‘to flourish’ is used in situations where an 

evaluations is made about a certain time-slice in someone’s life and in which less demanding 

standards are applied.37 That is why we, for example, can say that a child has a flourishing 

childhood. This gives her – no doubt – a large advantage for the rest of her life, but does not 

guarantee a flourishing life; we don’t know yet if, and to what degree, this child will be able to fulfil 

                                                           
31 De Ruyter 2015, p. 89. 
32 See also Lawrence 1993. 
33 See Emmet 1994. 
34 See also chapter 5 of this dissertation which takes a different, but related angle at this and discusses the difference 
between ideals and goals.  
35 Aristotle 2009, p. 12, 1098a17-19. 
36 E.g. De Ruyter 2007; 2015. 
37 De Ruyter 2015, p. 89. 
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the ideal of a flourishing life throughout the rest of her life. In the last part of this article, we further 

elaborate on the implications that the ideal of a flourishing life can have for education, but first we 

clarify the proposed criteria. 

 We propose two criteria, of which the second has three sub-criteria. Every actual 

conception of flourishing should meet all five criteria. Other uses of the term (uses that do not 

meet these criteria) are possible, but fail to capture what is distinctive about flourishing as opposed 

to for instance happiness. The first criterion is the same as that which Aristotle starts his search 

with; establishing that man’s final end is something that is always pursued for itself and never for 

the sake of something else.38 Therefore, we propose that flourishing should be perceived as being 

intrinsically worthwhile. The second criterion is a broad definition of human flourishing; the idea 

of ‘actualising your potential’. Criteria 2a, 2b and 2c are sub-criteria, which give further content to 

this idea of ‘actualising your potential’. These criteria have all been derived from Aristotelian 

eudaimonia. However, as has been said in the introduction, from comparing Aristotle with more 

recent conceptions of human flourishing, we conclude that the formal criteria are broader than the 

interpretation of and path to human flourishing that Aristotle had in mind, which shows that 

eudaimonia in itself is best considered a conception of human flourishing.  

 

1. Flourishing is intrinsically worthwhile 

Human flourishing is perceived as that-for-the-sake-of-which human conduct is done.39 It is, in 

Aristotle’s terms, ‘complete’: while many activities or virtues can be pursued for themselves, we 

also choose them because we believe that we will be happy if we do so. Flourishing, however, is 

always chosen for itself and never for the sake of something else.40 Thus, we do not strive to flourish 

in order to reach some other goal. It is the other way around. 

 We should add that there are also activities that contribute to a person’s flourishing that are 

not necessarily done in order to flourish. For example, when a person prefers spending time and 

money on eating nice food, he might do that just to enjoy nice food. Or, think of someone who 

engages in a romantic relationship; she did not do that so she could lead a flourishing life, but 

because she fell in love. The enjoyment of good food or a loving relationship might be constitutive 

elements of flourishing, but they were not done in order to flourish.41 Sufficient for the purpose of 

our formal criteria is therefore to conclude that (a) flourishing is an intrinsic good, and that (b) 

                                                           
38 Aristotle 2009, p. 10, 1097b. 
39 Rasmussen 1999. 
40 Aristotle 2009, p. 10, 1097b. 
41 Compare with what is written in chapter 5; parents who have their children’s flourishing ‘at heart’, or (also) ‘keep it 
in mind’.  

  Chapter 2 

23 

 

the ideal of a flourishing life throughout the rest of her life. In the last part of this article, we further 

elaborate on the implications that the ideal of a flourishing life can have for education, but first we 

clarify the proposed criteria. 

 We propose two criteria, of which the second has three sub-criteria. Every actual 

conception of flourishing should meet all five criteria. Other uses of the term (uses that do not 

meet these criteria) are possible, but fail to capture what is distinctive about flourishing as opposed 

to for instance happiness. The first criterion is the same as that which Aristotle starts his search 

with; establishing that man’s final end is something that is always pursued for itself and never for 

the sake of something else.38 Therefore, we propose that flourishing should be perceived as being 

intrinsically worthwhile. The second criterion is a broad definition of human flourishing; the idea 

of ‘actualising your potential’. Criteria 2a, 2b and 2c are sub-criteria, which give further content to 

this idea of ‘actualising your potential’. These criteria have all been derived from Aristotelian 

eudaimonia. However, as has been said in the introduction, from comparing Aristotle with more 

recent conceptions of human flourishing, we conclude that the formal criteria are broader than the 

interpretation of and path to human flourishing that Aristotle had in mind, which shows that 

eudaimonia in itself is best considered a conception of human flourishing.  

 

1. Flourishing is intrinsically worthwhile 

Human flourishing is perceived as that-for-the-sake-of-which human conduct is done.39 It is, in 

Aristotle’s terms, ‘complete’: while many activities or virtues can be pursued for themselves, we 

also choose them because we believe that we will be happy if we do so. Flourishing, however, is 

always chosen for itself and never for the sake of something else.40 Thus, we do not strive to flourish 

in order to reach some other goal. It is the other way around. 

 We should add that there are also activities that contribute to a person’s flourishing that are 

not necessarily done in order to flourish. For example, when a person prefers spending time and 

money on eating nice food, he might do that just to enjoy nice food. Or, think of someone who 

engages in a romantic relationship; she did not do that so she could lead a flourishing life, but 

because she fell in love. The enjoyment of good food or a loving relationship might be constitutive 

elements of flourishing, but they were not done in order to flourish.41 Sufficient for the purpose of 

our formal criteria is therefore to conclude that (a) flourishing is an intrinsic good, and that (b) 

                                                           
38 Aristotle 2009, p. 10, 1097b. 
39 Rasmussen 1999. 
40 Aristotle 2009, p. 10, 1097b. 
41 Compare with what is written in chapter 5; parents who have their children’s flourishing ‘at heart’, or (also) ‘keep it 
in mind’.  

        



Chapter 2 

24 

 

flourishing is worth striving for, so that (c) flourishing should be perceived as intrinsically 

worthwhile. 

 

2. The actualisation of the human potential 

We state that the core of flourishing is that it focuses on a notion of optimising ‘the human being 

qua human being’; the actualisation of human potential.42 When we say that someone is flourishing, 

we mean that someone is functioning at a top-level – an optimal level. This ‘top’ is agent-relative; 

how well someone is doing depends on her potential and the possibilities she gets in her life, 

although a certain minimal threshold is defined objectively.43 If someone is not or barely capable 

of actualising any potential (because of, for example, congenital disabilities or severe trauma during 

life), we will not say that she is a flourishing human being. How well someone (who is above this 

minimal threshold) is doing in developing towards that optimal level can also be judged. People can, 

in that sense, be compared with each other on their level of flourishing, by comparing the progress 

they have made relative to their own optimum.  

 De Ruyter uses the term ‘optimiser’ for someone who develops herself in an optimal way.44 

Flourishing persons, in her words, are ‘persons who have developed (and are still developing) their 

possibilities to the full’.45 Developing in an optimal way, and in that sense to the full, should not be 

mistaken for ‘getting the most out of something’ (i.e. your life or a given situation), a phrase that is 

popular in our current society. Children are sometimes encouraged to become the ‘best’, which can 

be very confusing if the difference between becoming ‘the best version of yourself’ and ‘the best 

pupil in school’ has not been made clear. The notion of ‘actualising the human potential’ shows 

that human flourishing is not the same as happiness (in a subjective sense). To feel happy, someone 

does not have to strive to actualise their potential. For example, the famous character Oblomov 

from the novel by Gontsjarow is quite happy living his life doing literally almost nothing, leaving a 

large part of his potential un-actualised.46 Unless it is argued that ‘doing nothing’ is what makes 

Oblomov the best version of himself he can be, we would not say that he has had a flourishing life. 

 

2a. Life as a whole 

To be able to say that someone is flourishing or has flourished, one has to look at her life as a 

whole.47 ‘Life as a whole’ can be interpreted in a temporal sense, as referring to life from birth until 
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death, as we have already referred to previously when we made the distinction between ‘a 

flourishing life’ and the verb ‘to flourish’.  

 However, there is still another way in which life as a whole can be interpreted, namely in a 

holistic sense, as referring to the whole of one’s life spheres. This holistic interpretation is crucial 

for flourishing. A judgment about whether someone is flourishing takes into account all life-

spheres. In that sense it is about a whole life, rather than one or some of its parts. For example, 

when someone is a successful banker, has a booming career and makes a lot of money, but neglects 

his wife and three children, because he works for over 80 hours a week and is never home, we 

would presumably not consider him to flourish. We hesitate to attribute flourishing to him, because 

he neglects a significant part of his life. He could be happy, though, in the subjective sense of 

feeling happy. Or, as for example MacIntyre puts it: 

 

What is important is to recognise that each life is a single, if complex, narrative of a 

particular subject, someone whose life is a whole into which the different parts have 

to be integrated, so that the pursuit of the goods of home and family reinforces the 

pursuit of the goods of the workplace and vice versa, and so too with the other 

diverse goods of a particular life. To integrate them is a task, a task rarely, if ever, 

completed.48 

 

In the case of the successful banker there is not enough integration, no balance, because there is 

neglect; and his wife and children suffer from it. 

 

2b. A dynamic state 

Development is characteristic of human flourishing.49 Development is necessary to actualise the 

human potential, because people cannot optimise themselves by pushing a button or drinking a 

magical potion. Nor can a person develop someone else’s potential; it is a personal process.50 In 

other words, one has to do something in order to become a flourishing human being. According 

to Kraut, there is a widely accepted framework for thinking about normal human development, 

which gives us ‘platitudes’ that help us determine what is good for us.51 There is no clear beginning 

or ending to the process of development. Only when a human being dies, development has ended 

for that particular human being (at least, for all we know).  

                                                           
48 MacIntyre and Dunne 2002, p. 10. 
49 See for instance in Aristotle 2009; Lawrence 1993; Hurka 1999; Kraut 2007; Huta 2011; De Ruyter 2012. 
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51 Kraut 2007, p. 140. 
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We can characterise this process of lifelong development as a sort of ‘dynamic state’. A 

‘state’ because flourishing is an attainable state – but it is not a static condition, but characterised 

by ongoing development, effort to sustain it and striving to improve it. Thus, it is a dynamic state. 

 

2c. Objective goods 

It is characteristic of conceptions of flourishing to acknowledge that there are things that are good 

for everybody. Some of these objectively good things are constitutive of a flourishing life, for 

example social relationships, other objective goods are good capacities, the development of which 

will contribute to the flourishing of human beings, for example phronesis, practical wisdom, which 

Aristotle deems necessary to exercise all other virtues. For our purpose (open, formal criteria), it 

suffices to say that it is a common denominator in most literature on human flourishing that 

objectively good human capacities are being developed.52  

 Happiness, however, does not need this kind of external judgment about whether 

something is good or not. Popular conceptions of happiness seem to centre on subjective feelings 

of well-being only. In conceptions of human flourishing, this is not the case.53 We do not imply, 

however, that the concept excludes subjective assessments as part of human flourishing. Several 

authors argue that human beings do not flourish unless they themselves know or feel that they 

do.54 These make a plea for a ‘mixed theory’, a conception of human flourishing that acknowledges 

the importance of both objective and subjective goods. 

  

 

2.4 FLOURISHING IN KANT’S PHILOSOPHY 

 

Five formal criteria for ‘human flourishing’ have been proposed for which Aristotle’s eudaimonia 

functioned as a prototype. We have said in the introduction that although eudaimonia has been used 

as an exemplar, it is in itself a conception of human flourishing. In this section, we give an example 

of a conception of human flourishing that differs a great deal from Aristotle’s, namely that of 

Immanuel Kant.  

 It has often been argued that Kant had limited or no room for a conception of human 

flourishing. For example, Hill writes that Kant’s conception of happiness cannot be a conception 

of human flourishing, because happiness is not an important intrinsic goal of Kant’s moral rules, 

                                                           
52 See for example Hurka 1999; Kraut 2007; Huta 2011; De Ruyter 2012. 
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which is a criterion (1) of flourishing.55 We argue that this explanation is based on the mistake of 

taking Kant’s conception of happiness as a conception of flourishing. A conception of flourishing 

should not be sought in Kant’s ideas on happiness, but in Kant’s notion of the highest good, which 

is his ‘final end’ and an intrinsically worthwhile good (see criterion 1). For Kant, the highest good 

conceivable is a combination of moral perfection and (deserved) happiness (Glückseligkeit).56 This 

optimal combination of striving for moral perfection and feeling happy, which we recognise from 

Aristotle, could very well be a conception of human flourishing. Kant has an ultimate goal of 

conduct in mind, which is some kind of optimal state of being. 

 Can we really say that this optimal state of being is flourishing, i.e. the actualisation of 

human potential? Denis argues, following Engstrom, that the similarities between Aristotelian 

eudaimonia and Kant’s highest good suggest at least a ‘rough’ conception of flourishing.57, 58 The 

following discussion confirms this suggestion. We have already shown that criterion 1 has been 

fulfilled, since perceiving flourishing as intrinsically worthwhile has been our starting point. 

 Kant puts great emphasis on development in his description of the highest good ‘of a 

possible world’.59 He sees the full development of characteristic human capacities as our ‘destiny’ 

and as necessary for realising a state of optimal being in the whole world.60 Kant sees some kind of 

threshold for human beings to reach in order to flourish, yet is at the same time convinced that 

human beings are always on their way towards that threshold, and that this dynamic is ongoing, 

from generation to generation (criterion 2b).61 He questions whether this optimal state of being 

can ever be reached. He devotes several comments to the practical possibility of the highest good, 

but he seems to conclude that it is impossible. It can only be found in ‘endless progress’ towards 

it.62  

 The most comprehensive conception of flourishing in Kant’s writings is informed by his 

account of duties to oneself.63 This is because many or our duties require us to do things in order 

to become the best version of ourselves we can be. ‘We are to consider ourselves as moral beings 

who are human beings, with specifically human drives and capacities; to cultivate our innate 

capacities; and to bring our emotions into some measure of harmony with reason’.64 Denis shows 

                                                           
55 Hill 1999. 
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that Kant had a view on development that focused on the human being qua human being, on 

actualising the human potential whilst fulfilling our duties (see criterion 2). 

 We have not yet discussed the remaining criteria of (2a) judging the flourishing life as a 

whole and (2c) the necessity of referring to objective goods. The criterion of objective goods is 

easily met. In the very first lines of the Critique of Practical Reason, Kant explains the difference 

between the maxims of someone’s will, which are subjective, and the practical laws, which are their 

objective counterpart.65 Moral perfection, as part of Kant’s conception of flourishing, presupposes 

obedience to these objective practical laws, which makes them a necessary part of his conception 

of flourishing as well.  

 It is difficult to explicitly clarify Kant’s notion of ‘life as a whole’ on the basis of his writings. 

It is apparent from Kant’s writings on morality that moral perfection should be sought after in all 

life-spheres. It is not good enough to just be morally good ‘at home’. However, there is more to 

life than morality, as Kant too acknowledges. Whether or not one should flourish in the (non-

moral) life ‘as a whole’, is not explicitly elucidated by him. We think that a holistic perspective in 

Kant’s work is most clearly found in his thoughts on the full development of human capacities, 

assuming that full development means development in all life-spheres.66 

 We conclude that Kant’s notion of the highest good meets the five criteria and thus can be 

called a conception of human flourishing. There are similarities with Aristotelian eudaimonia, but 

there is also an important difference. Happiness remains conceptually distinct from virtue within 

the highest good.67 Kant thought they were ‘extremely heterogeneous concepts’, whereas in 

eudaimonia they are intertwined.68 It is very important for Kant’s moral theory that happiness is not 

part of moral goodness, because, he claims, it should not be the ultimate goal of moral perfection. 

A person does not strive for moral perfection in order to become happy.69 Another difference, 

noted by for instance Denis and Conly, is that in Kant’s ethics there is more attention for the 

differences in desires, temperaments and situations of different people, which leads to great 

differences in what their flourishing lives might look like.70 Although Aristotle also emphasises the 

individuality of flourishing, his view on ‘the flourishing life’ was more ‘standardised’ than Kant’s.71 
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2.5 IMPLICATIONS FOR EDUCATIONAL THEORY: CONCLUSION 

 

Two formal criteria of ‘human flourishing’ have been proposed: first, flourishing should be 

perceived as intrinsically worthwhile (1). Second, human flourishing means ‘the actualisation of 

human potential’ (2), which entails that to be able to say that someone flourishes, we argue that 

one has to look at her life as a whole in a holistic sense (2a); that in order to actualise human 

potential a continuous developmental process is required, which shows that flourishing is perceived 

as a ‘dynamic state’ (2b); and that there is a necessary reference to objective goods, in the sense that 

there are human capacities that are objectively good for a person as well as certain external goods 

people need in order to live well (2c). Aristotelian eudaimonia was used as an exemplar for these 

criteria, but it was also shown to be just one conception of flourishing. Using Kant’s work as an 

example, we have shown that the concept is wider, and allows for various conceptions. 

 Now, what does this mean for flourishing as an aim of education? It seems that human 

flourishing as an overarching aim of education has been proposed out of discontent with the 

current school system(s).72 Philosophers of education have actually been asking themselves the 

same question as Aristotle did: what is really important in life? And if ‘leading a flourishing life’ is the 

answer, what then is really important to teach our children? Surely not (only) to get a well-paying job 

and be ‘profitable’ to our society.73 We should equip children so that they can contribute to society 

in a meaningful way and get the best chance of leading a flourishing life. 

 We think that listing formal criteria for the concept of human flourishing can contribute to 

clarifying why flourishing is being defended as an ideal aim of education and not something else. We 

suspect that ‘flourishing’ is not an arbitrary word-choice, that philosophers of education have 

reasons to use it, and we believe it should not be chosen casually. We fear that without some limits 

(on a formal level) the concept of flourishing might devaluate until it is used indiscriminately. The 

reasons for using this particular concept would then evaporate, and flourishing would become ‘just 

another’ popular phrase to agitate against the current aims of education. Listing formal criteria, as 

we have attempted to do in this chapter, can facilitate reflection on conceptions of human 

flourishing, it might elucidate to which aspects conceptions are similar and where they differ, and 

third, as said, it can be a tool to discriminate between flourishing and related terms, such as 

(subjective) well-being and happiness. 

 For example, take criterion 1: ‘flourishing is intrinsically worthwhile’. Sometimes well-being 

and flourishing are both used in the same context, suggesting that they can be used 

                                                           
72 See for instance Brighouse 2006; Reiss and White 2013. 
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2.5 IMPLICATIONS FOR EDUCATIONAL THEORY: CONCLUSION 
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interchangeably.74 White uses the word ‘well-being’ as the overarching aim of education in his 2011 

book. He proposes that ‘well-being’ is an ideal aim that is intrinsically worthwhile, and although it 

is sometimes a bit confusing for the reader that besides ‘well-being’ White uses ‘flourishing’ and ‘a 

flourishing life’ as well, in principle ‘well-being’ and ‘flourishing’ can indeed be used interchangeably 

(assuming for now that the other criteria are also met). However, Seligman et al. argue not only 

that well-being ‘can and should be taught’ in schools, but also that the well-being of children can 

enhance their school performances.75 In the description of criterion 1, we have written that 

flourishing is intrinsically worthwhile, and is not pursued in order to reach some other goal. 

Therefore, it is likely that Seligman et al. mean ‘subjective well-being’ here (which might indeed 

contribute to better performances at school), and that in this case well-being and flourishing cannot 

be used interchangeably.  

 Due to the confines of this article, we are only able to hint in the direction of an answer to 

why flourishing is defended as an aim of education, but one thing that we think has become clear is 

that striving for a flourishing life is a lifelong journey in which one keeps asking what might bring 

out the best in oneself. As we have written, flourishing is characterised by ongoing development, 

striving and effort to sustain it. We think that one of the reasons of using the concept of flourishing 

as an aim of education is the emphasis on development and the development of objectively good 

capacities. This appeals to a strong intuition of educators to want for children that ‘they make 

something out of their life’. As said before, this distinguishes flourishing from currently popular 

conceptions of happiness that seem only to require that people ‘feel good’ about what they are 

doing, whatever it is that they are doing. Another, related, reason might be that ‘flourishing’ 

inevitably puts an ethical question in the centre of educational theory by asking what those ‘good’ 

capacities could be, and who can judge whether they are really ‘good’. 

 But, is this not asking too much of children, risking to turn them into stressful, unhappy 

overachievers? Should we not just try to equip children to have a nice life, and focus on being 

satisfied with whatever it is that happens to them in life (be happy with it)? We don’t think so. We 

believe that flourishing is worth defending as an aim of education, because we do think it important 

for both educators and children to have high aims, so that educators will strive to create the optimal 

conditions for children, and for children to get the best chance to develop themselves towards the 

ideal of an optimal life. We side with Emmet where she argues that regulative ideals, impossible as 

they may seem or are to realise, give us direction in life.76 However, we do understand that the 

open, formal criteria that we have proposed might invoke connotations of competitiveness or 

                                                           
74 For example in White 2011; Keyes 2007; Fredrickson and Losada 2005; Seligman et al. 2009. 
75 Seligman et al. 2009, p. 302. 
76 Emmet 1994, but see also Frankfurt 1999 and De Ruyter 2007 on the importance of ideals. 
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images of over-achieving, performance-oriented children (and educators). We can only stress once 

more that flourishing is a matter of degree, and that it is important to keep in mind the distinction 

between the ideal of flourishing and the expectations with regard to what human beings can realise 

– the criteria need not be applied so strictly to a ‘real’ life as to demand perfection. Moreover, 

flourishing is not about winning, or becoming better than the rest. Flourishing is about self-

knowledge, making good choices and creating a balance in a ‘whole’ life.
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3.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

In philosophy of education, human flourishing has been defended as an ideal or overarching aim 

of education, by some even as the ideal aim of education.1 These authors argue that education, and 

school curricula, should pay more attention to striving for a flourishing life, and the sort of goods 

that are claimed to be constitutive of or to contribute to a flourishing life. Some claim that the 

traditional curriculum should incorporate ways of equipping children to lead flourishing lives,2 

while others propose to change the traditional curriculum to better fulfil the ideal aim of equipping 

children to lead flourishing lives.3 

Wolbert, De Ruyter and Schinkel have argued that every conception of flourishing meets 

the following five criteria: (1) human flourishing is regarded as intrinsically worthwhile; (2) 

flourishing is described in some way as the actualisation of human potential; (2a) flourishing is 

about a whole life; (2b) it is a dynamic state; and (2c) flourishing presupposes that there are 

objective goods.4 According to Wolbert et al. such conceptual clarification contributes to the 

discussion if and how flourishing should be argued for as an ideal aim of education and how such 

an ideal can be implemented in educational policy and practices. But we think there is another 

pressing matter that needs to be addressed. 

Apart from clarification of the concept of flourishing, we think it is important to ask what 

kind of theory educational theory on flourishing usually/generally is, and what kind of theory it 

should be. While parents, teachers and those who are being educated inevitably will encounter the 

complexity of “real life”, and all the good and/or bad luck that comes with it, in other words live 

in a real and an actual world, educational theory can, in principle, avoid the limitations of reality 

altogether, or mend/bend reality in a way that the theorist deems appropriate.5 For this reason it 

has to be well considered by theorists in what way educational theory theorises about, and relates 

itself to the nonideal. It must be made clear in advance that we are not simply addressing the 

inevitable gap between theory and practice in this paper, but that we are addressing issues within or 

about theory, i.e. we are discussing in what way educational theories can be construed, and in what 

way they should be. 

   The article therefore starts with definitions of ideal theory, nonideal theory and idealisations 

taken from literature on theories of justice. Secondly we analyse and evaluate examples of recent 

                                                           
1 E.g. White 2007, 2011; Reiss and White 2013; Brighouse 2006, 2008; Kristjánsson 2017; De Ruyter 2004, 2007, 2012, 
2015. 
2 E.g. Brighouse 2008. 
3 E.g. Reiss and White 2013. 
4 Wolbert, De Ruyter and Schinkel 2015. 
5 Throughout this paper, ‘real’ and ‘realistic’ refer to a world or a practice that can exist in reality, whereas with ‘actual’ 
a particular reality in a certain time and place is meant, e.g. current schools in The Netherlands. 
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educational theory on flourishing in light of these definitions to see whether and to what extent 

they are cases of ideal theory. We end by sketching the outlines of a nonideal theory on education 

for flourishing. 

 

 

3.2 IDEAL THEORY, NONIDEAL THEORY AND IDEALISATIONS 

 

Ideal theory starts with, and centralises, the (normative) ideal situation. John Rawls’ theory of justice 

can be seen as a paradigmatic example of ideal theory.6 He argued that only when one has an idea 

of the perfectly just society, one can begin to theorise how the world should be changed into it.7 

In education, this would for example mean that one has to start with theorising what the perfect 

classroom would look like, for instance a classroom filled with healthy, awake and motivated 

children, a dedicated teacher and challenging materials. With such a picture theorists as well as 

teachers can begin to reflect on how to get there, i.e. what it requires of teachers, the school and 

the pupils. Amartya Sen on the other hand, opposed Rawls’ claim by arguing that the actual world 

should have primacy when constructing a theory of justice.8 There is so much injustice in our actual 

world, he argues, that there is less practical value (or none at all) in theorising perfection, but all 

the more in theorising how we can bring about changes towards more justice in the actual world. 

In the classroom example this would imply beginning with the daily practice in which many 

teachers are faced with children who haven’t had breakfast, whose personal or family circumstances 

overshadow their interest in learning, and/or where the teachers face a (too) heavy teaching and 

administration load. How, and to what extent, should teachers deal with this?9 So, in nonideal 

theory the actual is theoretically central.10  

 This is a rough, but useful distinction.11 We can further distinguish two forms of ideal 

theory, utopian idealism, which theorises the perfectly just society irrespective of the possible 

constraints of the actual world,12 and realistic idealism, which is concerned with what is ideal given the 

possible constraints of this world.13  

                                                           
6 Rawls 1999. 
7 Ideal theory is not necessarily a comprehensive, fully complete theory, it can also be partial ideal theory, limiting itself 
for example to describing one domain instead of all domains of justice; see Robeyns 2008, p. 344. 
8 Sen 2006. 
9 Cf. Kristjánsson 2017, p. 94. 
10 Mills 2005, p. 170. 
11 The distinction is not undisputed. For example Hamlin and Stemplowska argue that there rather is a 
multidimensional continuum of (normative) views. Bearing this in mind, we think that the dichotomy is nonetheless 
useful in this article, see Hamlin and Stemplowska 2012. 
12 E.g. Estlund 2008. 
13 See Schmidtz 2016, p. 2. 

  Chapter 3 

35 

 

educational theory on flourishing in light of these definitions to see whether and to what extent 

they are cases of ideal theory. We end by sketching the outlines of a nonideal theory on education 

for flourishing. 

 

 

3.2 IDEAL THEORY, NONIDEAL THEORY AND IDEALISATIONS 

 

Ideal theory starts with, and centralises, the (normative) ideal situation. John Rawls’ theory of justice 

can be seen as a paradigmatic example of ideal theory.6 He argued that only when one has an idea 

of the perfectly just society, one can begin to theorise how the world should be changed into it.7 

In education, this would for example mean that one has to start with theorising what the perfect 

classroom would look like, for instance a classroom filled with healthy, awake and motivated 

children, a dedicated teacher and challenging materials. With such a picture theorists as well as 

teachers can begin to reflect on how to get there, i.e. what it requires of teachers, the school and 

the pupils. Amartya Sen on the other hand, opposed Rawls’ claim by arguing that the actual world 

should have primacy when constructing a theory of justice.8 There is so much injustice in our actual 

world, he argues, that there is less practical value (or none at all) in theorising perfection, but all 

the more in theorising how we can bring about changes towards more justice in the actual world. 

In the classroom example this would imply beginning with the daily practice in which many 

teachers are faced with children who haven’t had breakfast, whose personal or family circumstances 

overshadow their interest in learning, and/or where the teachers face a (too) heavy teaching and 

administration load. How, and to what extent, should teachers deal with this?9 So, in nonideal 

theory the actual is theoretically central.10  

 This is a rough, but useful distinction.11 We can further distinguish two forms of ideal 

theory, utopian idealism, which theorises the perfectly just society irrespective of the possible 

constraints of the actual world,12 and realistic idealism, which is concerned with what is ideal given the 

possible constraints of this world.13  

                                                           
6 Rawls 1999. 
7 Ideal theory is not necessarily a comprehensive, fully complete theory, it can also be partial ideal theory, limiting itself 
for example to describing one domain instead of all domains of justice; see Robeyns 2008, p. 344. 
8 Sen 2006. 
9 Cf. Kristjánsson 2017, p. 94. 
10 Mills 2005, p. 170. 
11 The distinction is not undisputed. For example Hamlin and Stemplowska argue that there rather is a 
multidimensional continuum of (normative) views. Bearing this in mind, we think that the dichotomy is nonetheless 
useful in this article, see Hamlin and Stemplowska 2012. 
12 E.g. Estlund 2008. 
13 See Schmidtz 2016, p. 2. 

        



Chapter 3 

 

36 

 

Nonideal theory, then, is rather primarily concerned with the (political) questions that are 

actually acute in the world as it is.14 Political philosopher Ingrid Robeyns argues that ‘in cases in 

which we are not in a fully just society, we need [nonideal] theory to guide us for two important 

tasks: first to be able to make comparisons between different social states and evaluate which one 

is more just than the other; and, second, to guide our actions in order to move closer towards the 

ideals of society’.15 Nonideal theory is sometimes called ‘transition theory’ which refers to the 

transition from the actual towards the ideal. 

 

Idealisations 

Political philosopher Charles Mills argues that ideal theory relies on idealisations ‘to the exclusion, 

or at least marginalization, of the actual’.16 Idealisations are assumptions on the basis of which a 

theory construes a reality as simpler or better than it actually is.17 Examples are models of the 

(financial) market in economic theory, but also the conception of the person as a consumer, a 

rational agent, or an independent agent, which are used in political and economic theory, but also 

in educational theory. Yet, a real person is never just a consumer, or always rational, and in this sense 

the assumption differs from reality.  

This is not necessarily problematic, as idealisations can be useful in their function of 

abstraction, because abstractions are likely to have a wide scope.18 Moreover, they can function as 

simplification, because they reduce the complexity of the real world: a theory that makes use of 

simplifications makes the messiness of reality more manageable.19 Furthermore, idealised pictures 

of reality can function as a point on the horizon one looks towards for direction.20  

 

Arguments Against Idealisations and Ideal Theory 

However, there are also arguments against (a reliance on) idealisations. First, the translation from 

ideal to the nonideal world is not straightforward, meaning that it is not – by itself – clear from 

idealisations how they ought to be dealt with on a nonideal level.21 Ideal theory, which centralises 

the ideal instead of the actual is inclined to limit itself to describing the ideal situation, sometimes 

hinting in the direction of what needs to change in order to move closer to the ideal, but is not 

                                                           
14 See Frazer 2016, p. 179. 
15 Robeyns 2008, p. 346. 
16 Mills 2005, p. 168. 
17 Robeyns 2008, pp. 352-353. 
18 See O’Neill 1987, p. 55. 
19 Robeyns 2008, p. 353. 
20 Ibid., p. 344. 
21 Ibid., p. 357. 
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committed to reasoning how one should bring about such change – and whether it is possible, and 

to what extent, in the actual world. 

Second, Robeyns argues that there are so-called ‘bad idealisations’ which ignore certain 

aspects of ‘the human condition’ which are so central to humanity that it is not justified to leave 

them out.22 She gives the example of a conception of the person as independent agent. Actual 

persons are always dependent upon others for care, forming relationships, etc., and this is such a 

defining aspect of someone’s life that one cannot construe a legitimate theory without taking 

human interdependency into account. Nonideal theory explicitly aims to not go above and beyond 

what actual human beings in this world (i.e. the actual world) are capable of, and should therefore 

be less susceptible to bad idealisations than ideal theory.  

Mills goes even further in arguing that all ideal theory in fact ‘guarantees’ that the ideal 

situation will never be reached.23 He thinks that if theory abstracts away from actual injustices in 

the actual world, we will drift further away from making the world a better place. Mills distinguishes 

six types of (bad) idealisations which ideal theory as an approach usually assumes: an idealised 

ontology, which includes the example of Robeyns of the conception of the person as an independent 

agent; idealised capacities; silence on oppression, ideal social institutions, which refers to idealised versions of 

for example the family, the legal system, etc.; an idealised cognitive sphere, which refers to a kind of 

social transparency; and finally strict compliance, which basically is the assumption that every 

inhabitant of the perfect society will participate and cooperate to uphold this society.24  

 

 

3.3 RECENT THEORY ON EDUCATION FOR FLOURISHING  

 

In a (critical) review of recent educational theory on flourishing as an aim of education, Kristján 

Kristjánsson identifies John White, Harry Brighouse and Doret de Ruyter as prominent advocates 

of flourishing as an overarching aim of education.25 According to Kristjánsson, the current 

flourishing paradigm takes a ‘strength-based approach’, meaning that it focuses on further 

developing those character strengths that are intrinsically related to/constitutive of flourishing.26 

We will look at the work of these prominent advocates, including Kristjánsson himself, to see what 

kind of theorising they engage in. 

                                                           
22 Ibid., p. 358. 
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 We can distinguish between theorising about education for flourishing, i.e. what teachers 

and parents should do (to give children the best chance of a flourishing life), and theorising about 

flourishing as an aim of education. It is plausible that these are related in the sense that if the theory 

on the aim of education is ideal theory, the theory on education is likely to be ideal theory as well. 

This is not necessarily the case, but we have assumed it to be related in this way for the 

abovementioned theories. In line with these theories, we will focus on theory on education for 

flourishing, unless specified otherwise.   

 

The ideal of human flourishing 

Human flourishing is presented in educational theory as an ideal aim, although this is not made 

explicit in all texts of the abovementioned scholars. We can speak of an ideal situation, or of an 

ideal quality when it refers to an excellent or perfect situation or quality, which is highly valued, 

and which people aspire to achieve.27 Of the abovementioned scholars only De Ruyter writes 

explicitly that she defends an ideal, and that she is describing an idealised education.28 Kristjánsson 

also uses the word ideal, although he does not explain what he means by it. He also speaks of an 

‘overarching aim’ or ‘central purpose’, which is similar to the wording of White and Brighouse. 

White writes about well-being as a ‘rationale’, and a ‘vision of education’ that is behind educational 

aims.29 

A distinction can be made between realisable and unrealisable ideals,30 or common ideals 

and ultimate ideals.31 Common ideals refer to excellence, whereas ultimate ideals are perfections. 

Human flourishing can be interpreted on a continuum of realisability; from a common ideal, which 

implies that children are to be equipped to become the ‘best a person can imagine achieving in his 

or her lifetime’ and which is thus an achievable ideal for average human beings, to the ultimate 

ideal of perfect flourishing, which implies that it might be worth striving for, but for average human 

beings will never be (fully) achievable.32 In the second sense it functions as a regulative ideal; it 

‘set[s] a direction for a practice and prevent[s] us from settling for surrogates’.33 We found it often 

unclear whether the theories presented by the prominent advocates for human flourishing describe 

an ultimate or a common ideal – or, where on the spectrum of realisability the ideal was supposed 

to lie. It is clear however that the ideal of flourishing has an important role in the educational 

                                                           
27 See De Ruyter 2007, p. 24. 
28 E.g. De Ruyter 2012. 
29 White 2007, p. 40. 
30 Rescher 1987. 
31 De Ruyter 2007, p. 25. 
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theories of White, Brighouse, Kristjánsson and De Ruyter, but this alone does not necessarily mean 

that the theories are ideal theory.34 

 

Functions of theory on education for flourishing 

Function and type of theory are interrelated; a theory that is intended to be action-guiding is more 

likely to be an instance of nonideal theory, for instance. Therefore it is useful to see what function 

or purpose the advocates of educational theory on flourishing ascribe to their theory. According 

to White the primary purpose of philosophy of education is clarification, albeit that the discussions 

in his book are ‘always harnessed to educational ends’.35 The subtitle of that book is ‘a guide to 

making children’s lives more fulfilling’, which reveals that besides clarification it aspires to ‘guide’ 

schools as well. De Ruyter, too, writes in a footnote about the possibility of translating her proposal 

to policy.36 In a sense we will explain further on, Brighouse’s orientation is quite practical, offering 

suggestions as to what the curriculum on a very practical level should look like to better equip 

children to live flourishing lives.37 This also suggests a stronger role for his philosophy than 

inspiration alone, although Brighouse’s text is written in a style too general to count as direct action 

guiding for any particular school. All in all, we would say that most educational theory on 

flourishing aims to offer ‘indirect’ guidance, in the sense that it does not offer direct (policy) advice 

to schools and parents, but it does hope to guide, for example, the development of educational 

policy, or empirical research that leads to practical implementations, with their clarifications of 

concepts and justifications of claims and possible practices. As such, it aspires to fulfil more than 

an inspirational role, but it is not directly ‘action-guiding’ in the sense in which Robeyns conceives 

of the purpose of nonideal theory.38  

 

Idealisations in theory on education for flourishing 

A common denominator in the work of the abovementioned scholars is that they give descriptions 

of the things human beings need in order to be able to flourish. In his 2011 book Exploring well-

being in schools: a guide to making children’s lives more fulfilling, White describes ‘basic needs’ such as 

housing, basic income and good health which to him are instrumental goods that are necessary 

assumptions for being able to lead a flourishing life. Likewise, Kristjánsson distinguishes two 

‘preconditions’ to flourishing: external necessities and a sense of meaning and purpose.39 However, 

                                                           
34 See Mills 2005. 
35 White 2011, p. 2. 
36 De Ruyter 2012. 
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in her 2004 article Pottering in the garden? On human flourishing and education De Ruyter describes similar 

objective goods, such as for example safety, good health and having intimate social relationships, 

which a person has to interpret for herself, to be able to give meaning to them (subjective goods). 

De Ruyter makes clear that these goods should not be interpreted instrumentally in the sense that 

they are a means to the end of flourishing. The satisfaction of these goods constitutes flourishing.40 

Brighouse refers to the same type of things as ‘central factors influencing our levels of happiness’.41 

The same goods are thus categorized differently. Good health for example is sometimes a 

basic, instrumental need, sometimes an intrinsic good; sometimes a precondition and sometimes 

part of flourishing. According to Kristjánsson, it is also not always clear in Aristotle’s own text on 

eudaimonia which goods are to be seen as constituents of flourishing or rather as preconditions; the 

categories rather seem to overlap.42 The goods described above have in common that they are 

mostly described in a minimal way, or a certain threshold manner; good enough health for example, 

or safety (being safe enough to be able to flourish), or having intimate relationships (not specifying 

how much, how long, how deep).  

Such goods are what we might call the building blocks of a theory of flourishing. Mills 

argues that ideal theory has to rely on idealisations (to the extent of marginalizing or excluding the 

actual) to construe its theory.43 He means with this that ideal theories need external idealising 

assumptions to be able to make the theory ‘work’. An example is the assumption of full compliance 

in Rawls’ theory of justice. In so far as the building blocks that we have discussed above (e.g. good 

health) are constituents of flourishing, they are not external idealising assumptions needed to 

construct a theory of flourishing, for they are part of the ideal of a flourishing life. However, when 

it is argued that a building block is an instrumental good, these goods can function as idealising 

assumptions which the (ideal) theory on education relies upon. For example, White, and Reiss and 

White give a description of what a school should do in order to equip children to live flourishing 

lives, i.e. propose a theory on education for flourishing.44 For the school to be able to commence 

this task, it ‘needs’ a certain type of child to come to school in the morning, i.e. the theory needs 

to assume conditions of this child, for example ‘a certain level of health’, ‘respect’ and ‘freedom 

from attack, arbitrary arrest and other impositions’.45 In other words, the theory relies on certain 

idealisations (that the child is healthy, free from attack, etc.) to be able to construe its theory on 

education for flourishing (i.e. how the school should equip (those) children).  

                                                           
40 De Ruyter 2004, p. 382. 
41 Brighouse 2008, p. 60. 
42 Kristjánsson 2017, p. 91. 
43 Mills 2005, p. 168. 
44 See White 2011 and Reiss and White 2013. 
45 Reiss and White 2013, p. 7-8. 
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The actual situation might be different, of course.46 Actual children have disabilities, or 

come from violent homes or neighbourhoods. This suggests that these particular examples are a 

form of ideal theory, because the theory centrally relies on idealising assumptions which depict “the 

child” as better situated than children in reality are, or can be expected to be. We are not convinced 

that the other scholars discussed here rely on idealisations in the same manner, they seem to only 

write about these conditions (health, relationships, etc.) as constituents of flourishing, that is, as 

part of the ideal they are describing. 

 

The ideal as central  

Another important aspect that overlaps is that the theories start with, and give central weight to, 

the ideal situation. In White’s 2011 book every chapter comprises a (more) theoretical part and a 

second part that is called ‘issues for education’, where he discusses the implications of his theory 

for educational practice. The ideal principles developed in the theory are his starting point. In her 

2007 article on ideals and flourishing, De Ruyter does a similar thing. Starting from a general 

(minimal) principle, namely that children need ideals to flourish, she argues that it is the 

responsibility of teachers to offer those, because the state cannot be sure that, in practice, parents 

will do so and/or whether parents will offer the ‘right’ ideals.47 

At first Brighouse seems to take a different course.48 His introductory chapter starts with 

the recent strong expectations laid upon schools to ‘make up for the failures of other social 

institutions’.49 This implies that the actual situation is taken as a central or starting point. However, 

this is not the case if one looks at the structure of the rest of the book. As Brighouse explains in 

the introduction, in part one he ‘elaborate[s] for a set of principles that schools, policymakers, and 

educators should adopt’,50 and in the second part the book ‘takes up three concrete policy 

controversies in the light of the[se] principle[s]’.51  

In general (and this does no justice to the nuances and differences of the diverse books and 

articles) the authors argue from a set of ideal-theoretical conditions towards what this might imply 

for either a realistic or an actual educational practice. 

 

 

                                                           
46 White (2011) and Reiss and White (2013) do not deny that the actual situation is often suboptimal, which we discuss 
in the next section. However, that they do so does not alter the fact that the optimal conditions are necessary as 
idealising assumptions in construing the theory.   
47 De Ruyter 2007, p. 34. 
48 Brighouse 2006. 
49 Ibid., p. 1. 
50 Ibid., p. 2. 
51 Ibid., p. 5. 
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Practice(s) 

The above discussion does not mean to imply that reality or the actual situation of education 

receives no attention in the theories. It is acknowledged by all authors in some form or another 

that the world is not perfect. White, for example, outlines in the 2011 book ‘how the wider society 

would need to change to bring this [a life of well-being] more within everybody’s reach’.52 Also, 

attention is paid to the limitations of the particular agent, as De Ruyter argues that ‘flourishing is a 

balancing act, in which aspirations are combined with realism, (..) are weighed against each other 

and (..) are balanced with other values and responsibilities’.53 

Also, there is attention for the practical. For example, Brighouse elaborates on ‘what the 

education system should do (..) in pursuit of its obligation to prepare children to live flourishing 

lives’.54 Brighouse takes the reader step-by-step through the three spheres of the school – the 

formal, the informal and the hidden curriculum, and elaborates in great detail how things ought to 

be done differently. Reiss and White take a similar practical approach by asking what the 

implications for the curriculum of a school are if we take well-being seriously as an overarching 

aim of education.55 They argue that usually, in practice, the situation is the other way around, 

schools accept the current traditionally important subjects (reading, math, biology etc.) and build 

up a curriculum from this given (a subject-led curriculum). According to Reiss and White aims-

based education, i.e. beginning with well-being as the overarching aim of education, leads to 

different choices, for example to different – new – subjects.  

These examples indicate that for none of the discussed scholars the nonideal world, i.e. 

educational practice, is irrelevant, therefore we can conclude that their theorising is not ideal theory 

in the form of (or analogous to) utopian idealism.56 However, even though some of these examples 

are clearly practical, and describe real educational practices,57 we have not seen examples of what 

Robeyns calls ‘transition theory’ which attempts to theorise the transition from the actual towards 

the ideal.58 The above discussed texts perhaps do not seem to be ideal theory, because they refer 

to a (nonideal) reality or actual practice, but they still argue from the ideal to the actual, and 

sometimes on the basis of idealisations. What is important to make clear here is that although real 

practices are being described, these are not central to the theory. Nonideal theory, to our minds, 

requires a full integration of the actual into the theory; and transition theory even requires theorising 

how the actual needs to change in order to move more in the direction of the ideal. 

                                                           
52 White 2011, p. 6. 
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Is theory on education for flourishing ideal theory? 

To conclude, we have seen that none of the discussed theories start from actual problems, in 

other words, from the nonideal world. On the contrary, in general the authors argue from a set of 

ideal theoretical conditions towards what this might imply for either a realistic or an actual 

educational practice. This Rawlsian ‘route’ that starts with and centralises the ideal situation, is 

our first and most important argument for the claim that current theory on education for 

flourishing should be considered a form of ideal theory. Second, we have seen that the discussed 

theories are not directly ‘action-guiding’ to the extent that nonideal theories would be. Third, all 

of the above examples make use of idealisations, and in some cases the theories have to rely upon 

external idealising assumptions,59 which is characteristic of ideal theory.60 Fourth, although real 

practices are being described, these are not central to the theory. In other words, the nonideal, 

actual world in some sense remains an ‘add-on’. We think therefore that the theories on 

education for flourishing as proposed by White, Brighouse, De Ruyter and Kristjánsson (even 

though he criticizes current theories for neglecting what he calls ‘adverse external 

circumstances’)61 should be seen as forms of ideal theory analogous to realistic idealism.62     

 

 

3.4 PROBLEMS WITH IDEAL THEORY ON EDUCATION FOR FLOURISHING 

 

The (minimal) conditions deemed necessary for a flourishing life are for a large part what 

Kristjánsson calls ‘external necessities’; they lie outside an agent’s control. White acknowledges this 

in saying that one of the basic needs of a flourishing life is good luck.63 It is of course possible to 

idealise these external necessities (e.g. good health, loving relationships, beauty, etc.), but in doing 

so, theorists have to ignore a whole lot of real and actual differences in ‘luck’ in education, and they 

do not answer in their theory on flourishing how teachers/parents should handle this. According 

to Kristjánsson 
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this sticking point is given surprisingly little attention by current flourishing 

theorists. Even White (..) concedes quite readily that a number of the external 

necessities are “beyond the school’s control”. While that may seem incontestable, it 

leaves open the question of whether teachers should just bow down, poker faced, 

to the force of adverse external circumstances impacting on student learning, or 

whether they should take up arms on students’ behalf.64 

 

We think that one of the reasons that little attention is paid to this ‘sticking point’ is that 

the structure of ideal theory gives little reason/leaves little room to address Kristjánsson’s question. 

By building an educational theory upon minimal yet ideal conditions, the theory either has to 

continue arguing in the following form: ‘if the minimal criteria (e.g. White’s basic needs) are met, 

then children can be equipped for flourishing in such and such a way’ or the theory has to provide 

separate suggestions as to how the world first has to change in order to make these unequally lucky 

or unlucky children more equal.65  

As we have discussed above, the translation from the ideal to the nonideal level is not 

straightforward; we also want to know ‘how to deal with the idealisations when moving to the 

nonideal level’.66 Overlooking the type of questions Kristjánsson mentions, questions which 

address how we should go about moving from ideals to the nonideal level, is to our mind one 

reason to object against the exclusive use of ideal theory in educational theory on flourishing. 

Nonideal educational theory on flourishing, on the other hand, would be more inclined to raise the 

question of how teachers should respond to ‘the force of adverse external circumstances’, because 

it takes the actual unequal situation of the student in Kristjánsson’s example as a central and starting 

point. In the next part we will sketch the outlines of theory on education for flourishing that takes 

the actual as its starting point.  

Kristjánsson’s point is also interesting regarding a related, but different objection to ideal 

theory. The specific things that White deems ‘beyond the school’s control’, such as ‘clean air, 

power, housing, a police force, banks, government’, are idealisations which are needed to construe 

the theory that is being presented in White, as we have argued for above.67 These things might 

indeed not be in the hands of the teacher but they do determine how a particular child from a 

particular environment arrives at school, and as such are central to the ‘human condition’. We 
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therefore argue that the assumption of these things (clean air, power, etc.) as building blocks of the 

theory is an example of ‘bad idealisations’, which limits the value of ideal theory.68  

Ruth Cigman finds recent theory on flourishing as an aim of education ‘unpopulated’, by 

which she means that ‘real’ people are being neglected.69 People are being formalized (‘the agent’), 

which is another example of a ‘bad idealisation’, namely of the conception of a person.70 For 

instance White gives the example of the life of a fictional girl ‘Willow’ who is ‘enveloped in close, 

loving relationships’ and whose parents ‘lay further foundations for her well-being’.71 Willow is not 

real, she doesn’t really exist, and more importantly she could not be real, for her upbringing is too 

flawless, too perfect to be perceived of as even possibly real. She is what Cigman calls a ‘snapshot’. 

Cigman’s question here is not whether such a blueprint of a flourishing life can be given, clearly it 

can, but she asks what purpose it has. If White’s 2011 book is a ‘guide to making children’s lives 

more fulfilling’, what is the purpose of an idealised story of an upbringing? It can be argued that it 

is meant as the presentation of an image that guides the reader by showing what it is that educators 

ought to aspire to, it functions as a regulative ideal.72 However, it might also be that such 

formalization of the agents (here: the parents) might actually reduce the value of the ideal theory, 

because it takes the theory too far away from the actual human condition and from what human 

beings are actually like.  

 

 

3.5 OUTLINES OF A NONIDEAL THEORY ON EDUCATION FOR FLOURISHING 

 

In view of the problems inherent in ideal theory, it is worth asking whether it is desirable to also 

theorise education for flourishing in a nonideal way. What would characterise such a nonideal 

theory, and what would be the merits of nonideal theorising? In our opinion there are two options.  

The first is to reflect upon education in light of the overarching aim of flourishing and 

conclude that too many parents, schools and children are so far removed from the ideal that 

describing an ideal blueprint has little meaning. Therefore we should, for example by following 

Sen’s suggestion, focus on the instrumental needs of children in particular contexts, and theorise 

how these can be met in real life. In this sense, the theory focuses on moving away from the 

nonideal situation, as opposed to starting from the ideal blueprint. Ideal theory on education for 

flourishing, the argument might run, assumes healthy, motivated, (etc.) children. A pressing 
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concern in the actual practice of education is however that children in fact do not all have access 

to the same (levels) of these basic goods. According to this first option we should prioritise 

theorising how the basic, instrumental needs of children are to be reached. This would avoid a 

reliance on bad idealisations of the type discussed above.  

However, the concept of human flourishing is regarded as a final aim – that which 

everything in life aims at, and theory on education for flourishing is likely to describe what the final, 

i.e. most complete and thus perfect state of flourishing looks like and consequently of how to 

educate for flourishing in a most complete way. Thus, a second, though not mutually exclusive, 

option is to develop a theory on education for human flourishing in which the nonideal is the 

starting point and as such integrated in the conceptualisation of (how to reach) the final, ideal 

situation. This will satisfy our need to know how to deal with idealisations when moving to the 

nonideal level.  

We can take ‘autonomy’, or the ‘right to self-government’, as an important ideal educational 

aim and part of a flourishing life to exemplify how this can be done.73 Theorising about autonomy 

as (part of) an aim of education in ideal-theoretical form would imply starting with an exploration 

of what perfect autonomy looks like. An ideal theory on education for flourishing would then 

theorise how parents and/or schools could best (ideally) educate children in order that they be able 

to live an autonomous life. As said, utopian idealism would do this irrespective of how ‘real’ children 

can be educated, whereas realistic idealism theorises the ideal given the possibilities of real children.  

Alternatively, we can theorise about autonomy by starting with ‘our experiences of the 

features of the [highest forms of autonomy] we actually enjoy as imperfect moral beings’.74 That 

would lead us to start from a position of acknowledgment of an inherent dilemma when theorising 

about autonomy, because an individual’s autonomy is usually the outcome of a better or worse 

‘trade-off’ between different values, negotiated with different people who all want to self-govern 

their lives. This approach has the advantage of recognizing how it is typical of autonomy – in light 

of everything one values – to be a compromise, because, for example, parents who love their 

children may sometimes be most happy if they can make their children happy, also when that 

means that the parents cannot pursue their own autonomy. 

The difference between the forms of theorising about autonomy, ideal (utopian or realistic) 

and nonideal, is twofold. Not only the process of theorising, but also the ideal is different. As 

described, ideals can move on a spectrum of realisability.75 Utopian ideal theory describes the perfect 
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ideal, i.e. what is logically possible, whereas both realistic idealism and nonideal theory develop ideals 

that are educationally, sociologically, anthropologically or politically possible,76 i.e. common ideals.77 

Nonideal theory, however, is concerned with the actual situation and what is actually possible, 

whereas it seems that the realism of realistic idealism remains limited to what is possible in the world 

as it is (as opposed to denying fundamental features of the world), even if it may not be realisable 

in the actual situation.  

 But the crucial difference between ideal theory (whether utopian or realistic) and nonideal 

theory is how the theory is constructed. Ideal theory, including realistic ideal theory, starts by 

theorising the ideal, and as such constructs its theory around the (albeit common) ideal, making it 

the centre of gravity. In the example of a nonideal theory of autonomy given here, by starting at 

the nonideal constrained experiences, the theory is constructed around the actual, thus making the 

actual its key focus. Even though a similar kind of ideal is constructed as in realistic ideal theory, 

they have a different position and therefore value in the theory. On the level of nonideal theory on 

education for autonomy this might lead to theorising how parents or teachers can help children 

learn to deliberate about different values children themselves have, and with regard to other 

people’s desire for autonomy (instead of for example learning what choice would optimise their 

autonomy). Children (and educators too for that matter) might learn to see themselves as 

dependent on each other in making autonomous choices. This compromise-character will be the 

central feature of such a nonideal theory, and the theory’s aim will be to provide tools to cope with 

the ideal of education for autonomy in the real, actual world.  

As shown with these examples, nonideal theory can avoid certain problems we have 

discussed in relation to ideal theory. We have given two worthwhile options of nonideal theorising. 

The ‘radical’ suggestion of prioritising theorising about fulfilling children’s basic needs instead of 

theorising about ideals, and the less radical option of starting with, and centralizing the actual world 

in reflecting on what might be ideal. This is not to argue that nonideal trumps ideal theory, we have 

not argued that all forms of ideal theory are necessarily problematic. Yet, exclusive reliance on ideal 

theory is unacceptable, and misses out opportunities to navigate real world problems.78 At the 

moment, the balance is skewed toward ideal theory, therefore we need more nonideal theory to 

create a better balance.  

A suggestion for the form or style in which such nonideal theorising can be done is given by 

Avishai Margalit who distinguishes between ‘i.e. philosophy’ and ‘e.g. philosophy’.79 I.e. philosophy 
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refers to philosophy as explication, based on conceptual analysis. Examples are only used to further 

explicate, they are add-ons, not central to the theory. E.g. philosophy on the other hand, sees 

philosophy as exemplifying, based on real-life examples. The example of theorising autonomy 

could have the form of starting with a real-life example of the choices one has (had) to make, to 

derive from that the characteristics of ideal (in this world) autonomy. As such it would be logically 

constrained by our experiences, because it would start from the actual as opposed to from the ideal. 

This style would have the additional advantage of ‘populating’ the theory, as suggested by Cigman.80 

 

 

3.6 CONCLUSION 

 

We have shown that the arguments against exclusive reliance on ideal theory from literature on 

theories of justice also apply to educational theory on flourishing. We have also given arguments 

why ideal theory can be worthwhile. The function of simplification and abstraction of idealisations, 

and the direction-giving function of idealisations and (regulative) ideals all show that it can be 

beneficial to make an ideal ‘blueprint’ of the flourishing life before equipping children to be able 

to live one.  

There are two conclusions we wish to draw from our discussion. First, we have found that 

often in theory on education for flourishing it is not made explicit whether flourishing – and 

education for flourishing – is to be seen as an ideal and, more importantly, whether the theory is 

regarded as ideal theory or nonideal theory. We think it would be good if both would be specified 

more often, because this creates room to also address the limitations of the theories. If theories on 

education for flourishing aspire to go beyond an inspirational role, the limitations of ideal theory 

should be recognised, and more thought should go to whether the idealisations that are put forward 

can be justified. Secondly, we think that nonideal theory on education flourishing should be 

encouraged, because it can address issues in the actual educational practices that current theories 

seem to overlook.  
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4.1 INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Out on the ocean sailing away 

I can hardly wait 

To see you come of age 

But I guess we’ll both just have to be patient 

‘Cause it’s a long way to go 

A hard row to hoe 

Yes, it’s a long way to go 

But in the meantime 

Before you cross the street 

Take my hand 

Life is what happens to you while you’re busy making other plans 

 

John Lennon – Beautiful Boy1 

 

 

In this song written for his son Sean, John Lennon gives a beautiful description of the uncertainties 

and vulnerabilities of parenthood. He opens with the image of sailing out on the ocean –  it is 

unclear to where he is heading, and whether a destination will be reached. This is a strong image 

of the leap of faith parents have to take when they begin with the complex task of raising their 

child. Lennon and his son both have to be patient, because ‘coming of age’ is not something that 

can be enforced or controlled. Some things will happen because of how parents raise their child, 

some because of what they omit to do, and some things happen to the child that are beyond the 

control of the parents.  

Most parents hope that their children will come to lead flourishing lives (I can hardly wait to 

see you come of age). Also, most parents will try to contribute to their child’s present and future 

flourishing (before you cross the street, take my hand). If parents strive for a flourishing life for their 

children, they will see their child-rearing as a contribution to their child’s chances of a flourishing 

life. They may raise their child in various ways, but we can assume that they would not do so in a 

way that, to their mind, would counteract the child’s chances of a flourishing life. 

                                                           
1 Lyrics retrieved from http://www.songteksten.nl/songteksten/328071/john-lennon/beautiful-boy--darling-boy-
.htm.  
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There is no guarantee that parents will succeed in raising a human being that will flourish. 

Firstly because parents cannot control all the things that can happen to their child, but also because 

child-rearing itself (the things that parents do) is ‘a leap of faith’. Child-rearing is inherently ‘risky’, 

because children are free to not do what their parents have intended by raising them. In other words, 

apart from a general influence of luck on what life might bring – whether it will be a flourishing 

one or not – we discuss here a particular form of risk, namely that when parents raise a child, there 

is no guarantee of knowing whether their parenting will succeed.  

This paper thus concentrates on the inherent risk of child-rearing and parenthood as one 

specific way in which parents’ striving for a flourishing life for their children is uncertain. We will 

start with some remarks on parenthood, child-rearing and the parent-child relationship to give our 

argument context. Then, we will elaborate on how we can understand this inherent risk of 

parenthood as taking an ‘existential risk’ (Wagnis) by using the work of Otto Friedrich Bollnow.2 

We will argue that Bollnow’s description of education as a Wagnis (i) contributes to the 

understanding of child-rearing and striving for flourishing as inherently uncertain; (ii) contributes 

to a clarification of the ways in which the concept of risk is being used in educational theory and 

policymaking; and (iii) leads us to recognise trust as a key concept in discussing risk-taking and 

child-rearing. We will argue that it is characteristic for parents to have an ‘a priori’ trusting belief in 

their children and that this is good and valuable.    

 

 

4.2 PARENTS AND CHILDREN 

 

Judith Suissa argues that philosophy of education is in need of ‘a philosophical understanding of 

the parent-child relationship which will enable us to address broader questions about education’.3 

When parents are discussed in philosophy of education, she says, it is often in a very narrow 

context, or focused on legalistic aspects of parenthood, such as rights and conflicts.4 A 

philosophical understanding of the parent-child relationship should pay more attention to the 

uniqueness of this relationship.5 We will make a few remarks on the parent-child relationship in 

order to provide a rough conceptual framework, which will enable us to address the broad question 

of parenthood and risk.  

                                                           
2 Bollnow 1959. 
3 Suissa 2006, p. 75.  
4 Ibid., p. 67. 
5 ‘Uniqueness’ in two senses: 1) as a relationship sui generis; the pedagogical relationship is a unique kind of relationship, 
see Spiecker 1984; and 2) every particular parent-child relationship is unique, see Ramaekers and Suissa 2012. 
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In a minimal sense, ‘parent-child relationship’ refers only to the biological (genetic) 

connection between parent and child. Usually, however, we think of it in ‘thicker’ terms, as a 

relationship that involves care and education (child-rearing), and as an intimate relationship. Martha 

Nussbaum distinguishes four characteristics of intimate relationships. First, they are very important 

to people’s flourishing, both in a subjective and objective sense. Second, such relationships render 

us vulnerable. Third, when such a relationship breaks up, the damage goes ‘to the heart of who one 

is’ and fourth, we usually like the people with whom we have an intimate relationship.6 Specific for 

the intimacy of the parent-child relationship seems to us that parents have a relationship with their 

child. 

Furthermore, when people speak of the parent-child relationship, they generally refer to a 

culturally informed conception of the parent-child relationship, which includes diverse evaluative 

and normative ideas about how parents and children should relate to each other, and ideas about 

what it means for a parent to raise a child.7 We can think of psychological concepts like ‘attachment’ 

that shape ideas about child-rearing,8 or of dominant sets of cultural repertoires as for example 

described by sociologist Annette Lareau.9 It includes several facets, or different types of 

relationships. For example: members of the same household, a relationship as family members, and 

maybe, to a certain extent, a relationship as friends.10 But a distinctive and important facet of their 

intimate relationship is that parents raise their children.  

In 1984 Ben Spiecker introduced what he calls ‘the pedagogical relationship’ as the 

‘foundation of the theory of education’ in the English speaking world.11 ‘Pedagogical’ as it is used 

here has a far broader meaning than its common English use. Pedagogical, as it is used in Dutch and 

German, refers to the (guiding) role that adults play, and should play, in the development of 

children towards adulthood.12 Likewise, Ramaekers and Suissa explain that ‘although appropriately 

applied to teachers, the original Dutch term [pedagogische relatie, (pedagogical relationship)] also refers 

                                                           
6 Nussbaum 2016, pp. 93-95. 
7 See for example Noddings 1984, who shows how parental care and the parent-child relationship are inherently 
connected to conceptions of the good life.  
8  ‘Attachment theory’ is a psychological theory that argues for the importance of secure attachment for children’s later 
development which has had a tremendous influence on our current ideas about the importance of a good parent-child 
relationship. See for example Bowlby 1985 and Bowlby 1969. Attachment theory has roots both in the classical 
psychoanalytical idea of the importance of early childhood and the relationship of dependence between mother and 
infant, see Winnicott 1965; and the ethological idea of ‘imprinting’, see Lorenz 1952. 
9 Lareau 2011. Lareau describes two prominent cultural repertoires in America: concerted cultivation, which refers to good 
parenting as developing one’s children’s talents in a concerted fashion (mostly observed in middle-class families) and 
accomplishment of natural growth, which sees as important to facilitate children’s natural development (mostly observed in 
working-class and poor families). See also chapter 5. 
10 Kristjánsson 2006. 
11 Spiecker 1984, p. 203. 
12 Idem. 
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to parents and, importantly, it denotes something like the development of the child, in a sense that 

goes beyond the narrow notion of teaching’.13 

Any relationship between an adult and a child can have a pedagogical dimension, which 

refers to the dimension of child-rearing within this relationship (thus although it is typical for the 

parent-child relationship, it is not confined to it). In other words, we speak of a pedagogical 

relationship when the adult has the role of the ‘child raiser’ (parent/teacher/otherwise) and the 

child the role of she-who-is-being-raised. It is informed by pedagogical concepts. This is a normative 

matter. Spiecker cites Herman Nohl in describing the pedagogical relationship as ‘the loving 

relationship of a mature person with a “developing” person, entered into for the sake of the child 

so that he can discover his own life and form’.14  

We think that the combination of this pedagogical understanding of the parent-child 

relationship with the particular intimacy of the parent-child relationship, which is always embedded 

in a cultural repertoire of what child-rearing is and should be, offers a good starting point for a 

philosophical understanding of the (uniqueness of the) parent-child relationship. 

 

 

4.3 PARENTHOOD AND THE NECESSITY OF DAS WAGNIS 

 

Many philosophers of education have discussed the use of the word ‘risk’ in an educational 

context.15 A common sense description of the word risk is ‘an unwanted event which may or may 

not occur’.16 This meaning of risk is implied in statements such as ‘[t]here is always the risk of an 

accident when driving in traffic’.17 When people take a risk, they are uncertain about which 

possibility out of a multiplicity of possibilities will be realised. They are not sure that the ‘unwanted 

event’ will (not) occur: they are not in control. Uncertainty is a necessary characteristic of risk-

taking. In child-rearing, there is always the possibility that child-rearing fails in some way. In other 

words, child-rearing is uncertain because parents run the risk that their child-rearing fails to 

succeed.  

The German philosopher and teacher Bollnow argues that such a ‘leap of faith’ is a type of 

existential risk taking that inevitably belongs to the nature of Erziehung. Erziehung is usually translated 

as education, but in his work Bollnow refers to the pedagogical dimension which, as discussed, is 

                                                           
13 Ramaekers and Suissa 2012, p. xiv. 
14 Spiecker 1984, p. 203. 
15 E.g. Pearson 1997; Blake, Smeyers, Smith and Standish 2000; Biesta 2013; Ramaekers 2005; Smith 2005, 2006; 
Smeyers 2005, 2010; Papastephanou 2006. 
16 Möller 2012, p. 58. 
17 Idem. 
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not confined to teaching, nor to child-rearing. Bollnow’s line of argument applies to all Erziehers, 

i.e. all those in a pedagogical relationship with children. Therefore we choose to leave the word 

Erziehung untranslated in the following elaboration of his work. Because our main focus is parents 

we have chosen to translate Erzieher (child-rearer(s)) as ‘parent(s)’.18  

The theme of his book Existenzphilosophie und Pädagogik is to see existential crises as crucial 

chances for Erziehung. One form of existential crisis is what he calls a Wagnis, which we translate as 

taking an existential risk. In this part of the paper we will first explain what Bollnow’s notion of 

existential risk entails, and compare it to two examples of the current discussions on the discourse 

of risk. Then we will argue that parenthood, as a part of parents’ striving for a flourishing life for 

their children, is aptly described in terms of taking an existential risk. 

 

Das Wagnis (taking an existential risk) 

Bollnow distinguishes between three manifestations of taking risk in Erziehung: a try or an attempt 

(der Versuch), a risk (das Risiko) and a type of existential risk, or venture (das Wagnis).19 An attempt 

is when you try something, to see whether it works that way or not. The professional variant of an 

attempt is an experiment. In principle the outcomes of these attempts are ascertainable, they are 

‘knowable’. Bollnow uses the example of a new piece of rope, you can try it out (der Versuch), and 

test to see what kind of weight it holds, what you can use it for, etc. But, you can also just take a 

risk (das Risiko) and use the rope to pull up a cabinet to your new apartment on the sixth floor. 

Then, you don’t know whether it will work, you’ll just have to wait and see what happens and risk 

your cabinet.  

With a venture (das Wagnis) on the other hand, in the sense that Bollnow is after, the 

distinctive element is that you risk yourself. It is an existential risk in the sense that you put yourself 

on the line, and the outcome is in principle unknowable.20 A venture is not the same as an adventure, 

because a Wagnis is a necessary risk, in the sense that Erziehung is not possible without engaging in it, 

and it is undertaken out of ‘the highest moral responsibility’.21  

Bollnow sketches the analogy of craftsmanship as a much used way of talking about 

Erziehung. If a sculptor has failed to create the sculpture she had intended to create, this will often 

be explained as either a failure of the material, a failure of the skills of the craftsman, or as a strike 

of (external) fate. In educational discourse, there is a tendency (or desire) to think about failures in 

                                                           
18 Bollnow 1959. 
19 Ibid., pp. 135-137. 
20 ‘Wir können den Unterschied vielleicht am besten so bestimmen, daß wir sagen: ich riskiere immer etwas, aber ich wage im letzten mich. 
Wo ich etwas wage, da setze ich mich zugleich immer mit meiner ganzen Person ein’, Ibid., p. 137. 
21 Ibid., p. 139. 
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a similar way.22 The fact that Erziehung sometimes fails to do what it had intended to do is explained 

as something that, unfortunately, happens every now and then, but could have been avoided if only 

the parent would have recognised the faults in ‘the material’ in time, and if only the Erziehung would 

have been better and more clever.23 However, in reality Erziehung is not analogous to a type of 

craftsmanship. According to Bollnow, in reality the inherent risk of Erziehung is due to the fact that 

it is a process between two ‘unpredictable’ – because free – beings (adult and child), and therefore 

it must lead us to an understanding of Erziehung that goes beyond the idea of craftsmanship.24  

The risk that is inherent in Erziehung is not the same as the risk of failure in the forms 

mentioned above (material, skills or fate).25 Rather, it is a risk of the type of a Wagnis. The existential 

nature of das Wagnis lies in the fact that the parent is personally committed to (has risked herself) 

raising a child who is always free to not do what the parent had intended with her Erziehung. So, in 

a different sense than with craftsmanship, Erziehung can fail too. According to Bollnow, existential 

risk always comes with the possibility of existential failure (das Scheitern). Not the failure, but rather 

the possibility of failure is what should be incorporated in Erziehung. ‘Failure (luckily) is the 

exception, but it is an exception which is not a stroke of (external) fate but – as an ever-present 

possibility – an internal part of what Erziehung is’.26 Bollnow argues that if the parent were to deny 

that fact of life, she would necessarily degrade the other human being (the child) to mere material 

to work with. In that way she would also infringe upon the dignity of this other human being and 

at the same time of Erziehung itself.27 

It does not become altogether clear from Bollnow’s text what falls under the category of 

existential failure and what not. Conceptually, his definition allows for all crises in which the child 

does not do what the parent has intended (because the child is free). Yet, when we look at his 

examples, existential failure only seems to refer to situations in which things are really going  wrong, 

i.e. that the child does not flourish in any reasonable conception of the term (which ‘luckily’ is the 

exception).  

However, these two do not necessarily follow from each other. ‘Failure’ as in becoming a 

‘happy single’ accountant who lives in the city instead of a farmer with a traditional family life which 

                                                           
22 Ibid., p. 133. 
23 Ibid., p. 132. 
24 ‘In Wirklichkeit gehört aber der Wagnischaracter zum innersten Wesen der Erziehung selbst, sofern diese als Umgang mit freien und 
in ihrer Freiheit grundsätzlich unberechenbaren Wesen über ein bloß handwerkliches Tun hinausgeht’, Bollnow 1959, p. 133.   
25 Idem. 
26 ‘Nicht das Scheitern, sondern nur die Möglichkeit des Scheiterns ist es, was in jeden Augenblick wagenden Vertrauens in das Erziehend 
Verhalten einbezogen werden muss. Das Scheitern bleibt (glücklicherweise) die Ausnahme, die nicht durch einen äußeren Zufall gelegentlich 
hereinbricht, sondern schon im Wesen der Erziehung von vorn herein angelegt ist’, ibid., p. 150.  
27 ‘Der Versuch aber, den dadurch bedingten Wagnischaracter zu beseitigen und so die Gefahr des Scheiterns zu vermeiden, degradiert 
notwendig den andern Menschen zum blossen Material meiner Bearbeitung, verletzt also die Würde dieses andern Menschen und damit 
zugleich die Würde der Erziehung selbst’, ibid., p. 134. 
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his parents had intended to raise is something else than failure as in becoming a drug addict and 

dying young. Whereas failure in the latter sense equals non-flourishing in any reasonable sense of 

the term, in the former sense it is still an open question whether someone whose education has 

‘failed’ leads a flourishing life or not. And thus, while the child does something different than the 

parent had aimed for, this is not necessarily not-flourishing. Furthermore, we can imagine that 

some parents might perceive their child’s life as a ‘happy single accountant’ as not flourishing and 

therefore be harmed as they experience parental failure, but other parents whose children in their 

conception of flourishing do not flourish, might see and understand that the child is happy and 

thus not experience harm in reaction to their ‘failure’.        

  Or consider the following example: Say that the parents of Hannah are liberal parents 

whose intention it is to raise their daughter to become a free-spirited, autonomous adult who 

pursues her own happiness. Hannah, however, starts going to church and becomes a member of 

an orthodox religious commune, which includes giving up her autonomy. This is not what her 

parents had in mind raising Hannah. But Hannah is happy, she works at the commune farm, 

marries with children, and successfully sells fruits and vegetables from the farm at local markets. 

The parents’ intention to raise Hannah as an autonomous adult (in the liberal sense) has failed. It 

is a different question whether the parents believe that their child lives a flourishing life or not, and 

yet a different question whether others would think so. The parents might take their daughter’s 

devotion to the religious commune as a weighty reason to see her as not-flourishing (within their 

conception of flourishing), but they might also understand and respect that their daughter has a 

different conception of flourishing. By many people the daughter will be thought to flourish, but 

for others this will be up for debate. So, in this sense, Bollnow’s existential failure does not exclude 

the possible flourishing life of the child. 

We do think that existential failure minimally implies a subjective experience of failure on 

the side of the parent, and we think that Bollnow had examples in mind that minimally caused a 

crisis within the pedagogical relationship (such as for example running away from home), where 

both parent and child feel that there is a crisis, but for reasons of conceptual clarity we will proceed 

to interpret failure in the broadest way that Bollnow’s text allows, which is when the child does not 

do or become what the parent has intended.  

As said, existential failure is something else than making a mistake. First, every parent makes 

mistakes, but this doesn’t necessarily mean that the Erziehung has failed. Moreover, we can learn 

from our mistakes, so mistakes can contribute to Erziehung. According to Bollnow, also existential 

failure, or rather coming very close to existential failure, is a window of opportunity for Erziehung, 

as is every crisis. Parents and children both can have a unique learning opportunity due to a near 
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failure of the whole activity of Erziehung. This does not mean, however, that parents should 

knowingly steer towards such an almost-failure; the learning opportunity lies in the sincerity (and 

thus existentiality) of recognizing the possibility of true and total failure.28 Secondly, Erziehung can 

fail without demonstrable mistakes being made or irrespective of such mistakes (on either side of 

the parent-child relationship). Thus, also when it is unclear whether the parent can be held 

responsible for the failure of the Erziehung, existential failure implies that, because the parent has 

risked herself while being a parent and raising her child, it is still experienced as a personal failure. 

The parent is committed to the Erziehung, has put herself on the line, and in that sense, regardless 

of what has caused the failure, the parent would experience it as existential failure. Bollnow gives 

an example of the pedagogical relationship between a supervisor and her PhD student.29 The 

inevitable tension between showing the PhD student the way (offering guidance) and letting her 

find her own way (creating space, offering trust) makes this a Wagnis, for it is uncertain what the 

right pedagogical choice is, and, for the supervisor, the success or failure of the supervision of the 

dissertation is a personal matter. She is risking herself in taking up this supervision, although it is 

not necessarily said that in case of failure the supervisor has made mistakes. This example shows 

how Bollnow sees existential risk as possible in every pedagogical relationship, not only in the 

parent-child relationship. This does however not imply that every educational activity is 

(potentially) a Wagnis, but it does imply that also teachers not only perform tasks, but sometimes 

risk themselves in educating the child.30 

 

Parenthood as a Wagnis 

Judith Suissa argues that ‘being a parent is intimately tied up with issues of our own identity, and 

with our values and choices in other areas of our lives’.31 Being a parent can therefore not be 

accurately described as a task, as merely doing something. If we would describe parenthood as a 

series of tasks, that would impoverish the notion of parenthood.32 Even though parents differ in 

the way they see themselves as parents – for example for some parents having children is what 

makes their life meaningful, while for others this is less or not so – we agree with Suissa that for all 

parents it must ring true that ‘parenthood’ says something about who they are, and that how they 

                                                           
28 Ibid., p. 150. 
29 Ibid., p. 139. 
30 However, in the case of the PhD supervisor it is not altogether clear whether this needs to be an existential risk. One 
could also argue that acting as a supervisor is merely a task which she does. It is conceivable that some PhD supervisors 
consider supervision to be merely a task which they execute, and it is this task that might fail or not (a Risiko instead 
of a Wagnis). 
31 Suissa 2006, p. 73. 
32 Ibid., p. 72. 
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raise their children therefore has to do with who they are, and as such is not reducible to a series of 

tasks.  

We think that Suissa, by differentiating between doing and being, is pointing to the same 

distinction that Bollnow makes when he distinguishes an attempt or taking a risk on the one hand 

from a Wagnis on the other. In taking an existential risk (Wagnis) one has to put oneself on the line, 

and this, we think, is also what happens when becoming (being) an involved parent. We leave open 

whether Bollnow’s conception of risk applies to all adult-child relationships, but we have shown 

that because of its particular intimacy, for the parent-child relationship the idea of Wagnis is 

particularly appropriate.  

 

Striving for flourishing as a Wagnis 

Striving for flourishing is affected by a general uncertainty about what happens to us in life. 

Nussbaum argues that a good human life is fragile, because human lives are subject to ‘luck’.33 

Therefore, when parents strive for the flourishing of their child, some things will happen that are 

beyond the control of a parent. We have said that according to Bollnow, the distinctive element of 

a Wagnis is that a person risks herself. Because striving for flourishing is subject to the influence of 

luck, parents who are committed to striving for their children’s flourishing can also be considered, 

for that reason alone, to take a risk of the type of a Wagnis.  

We have shown, however, that child-rearing entails a specific risk that can also be typified 

as a Wagnis. Where the first riskiness is due to a general influence of luck on the course of a life, 

the second type of riskiness is due to the freedom of children to not do what their parents intend 

in raising them. Therefore there are two distinct ways in which we can understand parents’ striving 

for a flourishing life for their children as a Wagnis.     

 

 

4.4 THE DISCOURSE OF RISK IN EDUCATION(AL RESEARCH) 

 

Philosophers of education observe that there is a specific discourse of risk used in educational 

research. In this discourse the word risk is depicted as something that should be avoided, i.e. that 

educational research and policy should be mainly focused on how to eliminate the possibility that 

something goes wrong when raising a child. As such, this discourse denies or (at least) ignores the 

possibility of inevitable risk, that is, the possibility that a) there are risks that cannot be avoided; 

                                                           
33 Nussbaum 1986, p. 3. Luck is related here to the Greek word tuchē, and is defined as ‘what happens to him, as 
opposed to what he does or makes’.  
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and b) that, moreover, it is even necessary for good education (here education includes both formal 

schooling and informal upbringing) to engage in such risk-taking. In other words; it denies the 

possibility and merit of a Wagnis. Some philosophers of education criticize this observed discourse 

of risk. Some of them focus on the bias in the negative connotations of risk in relation to children 

and families, while others emphasise the positive role that risk should have for good or ‘real’ 

education.34 We think that what these examples of critique argue for is the existence of a type of 

risk that is existential. We agree with their argument, and think that Bollnow’s description of das 

Wagnis contributes to the power of their argumentation.  

 

Families ‘at risk’ 

Paul Smeyers writes that there is a ‘tendency to speak of children and families as being “at risk”, 

which in many cases seems to lead to a climate in which the legitimacy of government interventions 

comes to be broadly accepted’.35 ‘At risk’ is perceived here as that there is a greater than average 

likelihood that unwanted events occur, and that these unwanted events are in need of a solution; 

someone (the government) who can fix them, or – even better – is able to prevent them. According 

to Smeyers, this need to fix it, and as such make education risk-free, is ‘self-deceptive’, because it 

indicates, wrongfully, that every educational problem can be solved.36   

If the implication is that all risks of education are, in principle, solvable, as in the flawed 

analogy of a craftsmanship, meaning that all families ‘at risk’ could be saved if one only did better 

interventions, and as such denies the necessity of Wagnis, then that is indeed self-deceptive. Smeyers 

argues that such use of the word risk implies both a certain way of looking at (and describing) child-

rearing and a simplification of what parenthood is.37 It distracts us from the complexity and inherent 

uncertainty of parenthood. However, Smeyers should be careful that he does not lead us to the 

conclusion that we cannot speak of families ‘at risk’; there are families at risk for whom it is wise 

that governments intervene, just as much as there are risks that parents wisely seek to avoid (before 

you cross the street, take my hand). We think that if Smeyers would make a distinction between risks 

that can and should be avoided, and the type of existential risk that is unavoidable and necessary, in 

the way that Bollnow does, and that both types of risk are a part of the complexity of parenthood, 

this might make more clear that Smeyers thinks that it is ‘self-deceptive’ to attempt to make 

education free of existential risks, but that this doesn’t mean that governments can’t have legitimate 

reasons to intervene in so-called families ‘at risk’.  

                                                           
34 Illustrative of the former is Smeyers 2010, an example of the latter is Biesta 2013.  
35 Smeyers 2010, p. 272. 
36 Ibid., p. 281. 
37 Ibid., p. 283. 
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The beautiful risk of education  

With his book title The beautiful risk of education Gert Biesta refers to the inherent risk of ‘creation’ 

(as in ‘the process of creating’): ‘creation is a risky business and has to be a risky business and 

without the risk nothing will happen; the event of subjectivity will not occur’. 38 With ‘the event of 

subjectivity’ Biesta refers to children becoming ‘subjects in their own rights’, something which he 

insists education should contribute to.39 We connect this to Spiecker’s description of the aim of the 

pedagogical relationship; human development in the sense of becoming a person.40 

Biesta proposes to make a distinction between an attitude of educators who are ‘willing to 

take the risk’ and an attitude of parents who are not.41 Educators who are not willing to take the 

risk perceive of education as a type of craftsmanship, or as Biesta puts it, see education as ‘the 

production of something – literally the production of some thing’.42 Paraphrasing Caputo, parents 

who are willing to take the risk are ‘cool’ whereas parents who aren’t are ‘nervous wrecks’. If the 

former is ‘a calm, distant, celestial, hands-off creator’, the latter is ‘very nervous about what he is 

getting himself into and is much more of a hands-on micro manager’.43 

So, for Biesta, parental risk taking is necessary for the child to become a person. Hence, it 

is a beautiful risk. Biesta’s beautiful risk falls under the category of Bollnow’s Wagnis. But although 

for Bollnow existential risk-taking is equally inevitable, Bollnow also stresses that it is something 

that parents generally seek to avoid, as most human beings in principle seek to avoid danger/failure. 

No educator should steer towards the failure of their education.44 Whilst Biesta thus focuses on the 

beautiful chances for education which occur when willing to take the risk, Bollnow’s focus is rather 

on the inevitability of risking yourself when raising a child. We agree with both aspects of the risk-

taking in education, and we think that Bollnow’s recognition of risk as something that people 

generally seek to avoid is important and should not be left out. This implies, to our minds, that in 

Biesta’s work the possible not-so-beautiful consequences of risk-taking should be addressed, 

thereby admitting that parents who accept the risk of creation can sometimes legitimately be 

‘nervous wrecks’, precisely because of this ‘leap of faith’ that they took.  

 

 

                                                           
38 Biesta 2013, p. 24, after Caputo 2006.  
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4.5 TRUST 

 

The educational discourse of risk to which Smeyers and Biesta (and others) object generally does 

not recognise the existence and significance of existential risks. Such existential risks render human 

beings, and specifically parents in this case, vulnerable. As such, an emphasis on risk-avoidance 

seems to minimize the place for/of vulnerability in an educational context. According to Annette 

Baier, the acceptance of this vulnerability is what we mean by trust.45 

Thus, we argue that a discourse of risk in fact minimizes the significance of trust in child-

rearing. The emphasis is on the avoidance of risk, and the less risk (the less uncertainty) there is 

left – and thus the less trust there is necessary – the better. The use of such a discourse in matters 

of education does not promote the trust parents have in their children or themselves, nor does it 

promote a general trust – a kind of faith – that ‘things will be all right’ with the world and the 

people in it. The impression one gets is that ‘having’ to trust one’s children is something one resorts 

to by lack of a better alternative, namely eliminating the risk and emphasizing knowing what one 

should do to do ‘it’ right. It appears as if this discourse advocates that there should be no need to 

trust one’s children. This is, to our minds, harmful to the parent-child relationship, because this 

would presume that we live in a dystopian world where freedom is absent for children. 

We want to argue that a conception of risk in education as an inevitable Wagnis actually 

points to the opposite, namely to an affirmation of the importance of trust in child-rearing, because 

parents cannot avoid all risks. Above that, there are good reasons for parents to have trust in their 

children, and, as we will show, it seems that parents generally start from trust in the relationship 

with their children. 

For Bollnow, the importance of trust is self-evident. In a different book he writes that 

human life is only possible on the basis of trust. Distrust on the other hand causes life to ‘dry out’ 

and eventually ‘die out’.46 Trust is the ‘indispensable precondition of all human life’.47 And in a third 

book he writes that trust is one of the key virtues for educators.48 We will first make some general 

remarks on the concept of trust before we can discuss what kind of trust characterises the parent-

child relationship.  

Spiecker argues that in general, we can say that ‘if X trusts Y, then X is convinced that Y 

(person or thing) possesses certain qualities’.49 He gives two further logical conditions of trust: if X 

                                                           
45 Baier 1986. 
46 “Nur auf dem Boden eines Vertrauens ist Leben überhaupt möglich. Mißtrauen umgekehrt läßt das Leben vertrocknen und schließlich 
ganz ersterben”, Bollnow 1958, p. 175.  
47 Das Vertrauen ist die unerläßliche Voraussetzung alles menschlichen Lebens, idem. 
48 Bollnow 1965, pp. 52-62. 
49 Spiecker 1990, p. 158. 
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trusts Y, it must also be so that ‘X expects Y, at a later point of time, to fulfil certain standards or 

criteria’ (ibid); and that ‘trust implies a certain degree of uncertainty’.50 Trust in powers or capacities 

can be said of things and people, whereas trust in inclinations or good will can only be in human 

beings and is based on a moral judgment. For Bollnow, however, ‘real’ trust is only applicable to 

human beings, because human beings are in principle unpredictable/incalculable, because of their 

free will.51 

Interpersonal trust can be roughly defined as ‘accepted vulnerability to another’s possible 

but not expected ill will (or lack of good will) toward one’ or to another’s possible but not expected 

lack of competence.52 Baier’s account of trust allows for ‘unconscious trust, for conscious but 

unchosen trust, as well as for conscious trust the truster has chosen to endorse and cultivate’.53 

Hieronymi argues that if one decides to trust, one rather entrusts someone with something, which 

is not the same as what she calls full-fledged trust, which must be based on a trusting belief, i.e. a 

belief in the trustworthiness of the one that is trusted. And a belief is not something one can choose 

to have.54 MacLeod makes a further distinction between Hieronymi’s full-fledged trust and 

therapeutic trust.55 Full-fledged trust requires a trusting belief and people therefore cannot decide to 

trust someone, just because it is ‘useful’ for some reason. Therapeutic trust (or ‘useful trust’), on the 

other hand, does work like that. It depends on (external) reasoning, i.e. one decides to trust as the 

result of reasoning. But this kind of trust is really a matter of ‘entrusting’. Hieronymi gives the 

example of a ‘trust circle’ (a trust-building exercise in which you have to let yourself fall backwards, 

trusting that the group will catch you). When you are in doubt about whether you trust the others 

to catch you (there is no trusting belief), perhaps because you don’t know them too well, you can 

decide that it is good to entrust the others with catching you, because you have good reasons to do 

so (e.g. it is beneficial to the group-building/trust-building/etc.).56 

  

Trust in the parent-child relationship 

First, although we can say of someone that she is a trustworthy person, often trust is about me 

trusting you, or – in this paper – about the parent trusting the child, and vice versa. The question 

we seek to answer here is how trust (and what type of trust) is important for the parent-child 

relationship. That being said, the parent-child relationship is a relationship between un-equals, in 

                                                           
50 Ibid., p. 159. 
51 Bollnow 1958, pp. 177-178.  
52 Baier 1986; Spiecker 1990. 
53 Baier 1986, p. 244. 
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the sense that the adult (generally) is the educator and the child the one being educated. The trust 

they have in each other might therefore be of a different kind.  

Baier sketches the ‘natural order’ of trust to show how children start from initially unself-

conscious proto-trust to eventually self-conscious (chosen) trust.57 We agree that most children 

start from a position of great, possibly unconditional, trust (or better yet, ‘proto-trust’, since the 

concept of ‘trust’ arguably does not meaningfully apply to babies and infants yet) in their parents, 

which is rooted in their (initial) full dependency on their parents.58  

Above that, children need parental trust. In a general sense, as Bollnow said, trust is 

important for human beings, and especially for human (intimate) relationships. But it is also 

important in a particular, pedagogical sense, because, ‘[b]y this trust the child is stimulated to both 

accentuate and expand his capacities’.59 As such it is ‘a condition for the development of the 

capacities of children’.60 

But for parents this is different, they do not depend on their child to stay alive; they are not 

dependent on their child in the same way as the child is dependent on them. However, in a different 

sense one might argue that parents and children are mutually dependent, because they are in an 

intimate relationship together, and as such what the child does will affect the parent and vice versa. 

This type of dependency makes it also important for parents to be able to trust their child. 

According to Spiecker, appropriate trust is characterised by a cognition (belief), which is properly 

grounded.61 We think that this is true for parents’ trust in capacities/powers of the child. For 

example, letting one’s child crawl up the stairs all by herself, trusting her to be able to do that, is 

usually well grounded in the fact that before this point, the parents have supervised her crawling 

up the stairs numerous times. ‘Statistics’ persuade them to trust her stair-climbing capacities. 

Trusting one’s child’s good will/inclinations seems to be different. Initially there are no ‘proper 

grounds’ for parents to trust their child’s good will. However, this doesn’t seem to be a reason not 

to trust one’s child. Generally, we think, out of love for one’s own child, and because of the 

uniqueness of this intimate relationship (the mere fact of the child being one’s own child), a parent 

will start from a sort of a priori position of (an inclination towards) trust in the good will of their 

child.62 We argue that this is not a rational form of trust, if ‘rational’ is taken to mean that other 

                                                           
57 Baier 1986, p. 236. 
58 See also Baier 1986, pp. 241-242. 
59 Spiecker 1990, p. 163.  
60 Ibid., p. 158. 
61 Idem. 
62 It can be argued that rather than to start from trust, parents start with the hope that their children will have a good 
will. We think that because hope can be defined as desire plus expectancy (see Eagleton 2015) parents also expect that 
their child is trustworthy, and therefore it can be assumed that parents start with an inclination towards trusting their 
child. 
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(external) grounds are required to justify one’s trust in one’s children. Deliberating whether trust 

in one’s child’s good will is (or was) appropriate might be done in hindsight, and there might well 

be good (pedagogical or developmental) reasons to trust one’s children, but we argue that parents 

do not decide whether or not to trust their children on the basis of such reasons.  

Therefore, following Hieronymi, we think that it is characteristic for parents to have a 

trusting belief in their child. We propose here that this belief is ‘a priori’, meaning that the parent 

does not ‘build up’ this trusting belief. As such, we are not able to judge whether parents have good 

grounds for their belief, but because, as said, there are good grounds for parents to trust their 

children from the start, we side with Spiecker in saying that parental ‘a priori’ trust can be called 

appropriate. If it were the case that parents decide to trust based on its pedagogical/developmental 

merits, parental trust would be a form of therapeutic or ‘useful’ trust – instead of full or pure trust. 

And this, to our minds, would reduce parenthood to something that parents ‘do’ instead of what 

they are.63 

Bollnow’s emphasis on the importance of engaging in existential risk when educating 

reflects his emphasis on the importance of trust in human lives. To trust someone means that we 

are not certain, but that we take this leap of faith anyway. According to Bollnow, the trust of a 

parent in their child creates space to take existential risks, and is therefore something that parents 

ought to do.64 Above that, as we have already mentioned, the consequence of not-trusting is that 

one takes away one’s children’s freedom.65 But trust in itself is also a Wagnis, says Bollnow.66 To 

trust someone is taking an existential risk, while at the same time trust is required in a situation of 

uncertainty, i.e. in a situation of risk. 

 

 

4.6 CONCLUSION 

 

Striving for a flourishing life is fragile, and parents who are committed to their children’s flourishing 

are therefore engaged in existential risk-taking. John Lennon’s song has given us a sense of how 

this vulnerability affects him as a father. We have shown in this article that child-rearing also entails 

a specific risk that can be typified as a Wagnis. Therefore there are two distinct ways in which we 

can understand parent’s striving for a flourishing life for their children as a Wagnis. 

                                                           
63 See Suissa 2006. 
64 Bollnow 1959, p. 143.  
65 See also Spiecker 1990, p. 160. 
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We conclude that a conception of risk as a Wagnis affirms the importance of trust in the 

parent-child relationship. Trust is something that is necessary for children’s development. Parents 

start from an a priori position of trust, a form of trust that is not based on reasons or reasoning. It 

requires a belief – a belief not grounded in reasons, though not immune to falsification – in the 

trustworthiness of the child. 

 Bollnow’s distinction between inevitable existential risks where a parent risks herself and 

avoidable risks which do not require such an existential dimension contributes to an understanding 

of the objections philosophers of education have to a prevalent use of the concept of ‘risk’ as 

something that is and ought to be avoided. It makes clearer why Biesta is convinced that educators 

have to be willing to take (beautiful) risks, and why Smeyers argues that it is ‘self-deceptive’ to 

eliminate risk in education in principle; when making their argument, they have a type of existential 

risk-taking in mind. 

 

 

  

  Chapter 4 

 

65 

 

We conclude that a conception of risk as a Wagnis affirms the importance of trust in the 

parent-child relationship. Trust is something that is necessary for children’s development. Parents 

start from an a priori position of trust, a form of trust that is not based on reasons or reasoning. It 

requires a belief – a belief not grounded in reasons, though not immune to falsification – in the 

trustworthiness of the child. 

 Bollnow’s distinction between inevitable existential risks where a parent risks herself and 

avoidable risks which do not require such an existential dimension contributes to an understanding 

of the objections philosophers of education have to a prevalent use of the concept of ‘risk’ as 

something that is and ought to be avoided. It makes clearer why Biesta is convinced that educators 

have to be willing to take (beautiful) risks, and why Smeyers argues that it is ‘self-deceptive’ to 

eliminate risk in education in principle; when making their argument, they have a type of existential 

risk-taking in mind. 

 

 

  

        



 

66 

 

 

  

 

66 

 

 

  

        



 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5 

 

 

WHAT ATTITUDE SHOULD PARENTS HAVE 

TOWARDS THEIR CHILDREN’S FUTURE  

FLOURISHING? 

 

 

Abstract 

This article explores how parents should relate to a particular (ideal) aim of education, namely their children’s 

(future) flourishing lives. The article asks three questions: (1) what does ‘aiming for flourishing’ mean?; (2) In 

what sense should parents have expectations with regard to their children’s flourishing lives?; or (3) is hope a more 

appropriate attitude for parents? It is argued that, although there is also a place for expectations, an attitude of 

hope captures best how parents should relate to the educational aim of flourishing. Hope refers to the commitment 

and desire of realising the object of one’s hope, but also implies a recognition of the limitations of human powers and 

of the uncertainties inherent in striving for an ultimate aim. 
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5.1 INTRODUCTION 

 

 

‘Perhaps the only happiness we can attain is a hope that it will arrive’ 

 

Terry Eagleton, Hope without optimism1 

 

 

In his book Far from the tree, Andrew Solomon tells the stories of children who turned out very 

different from their parents.2 There are chapters about deafness, children who became criminals, 

gay children, and more kinds of apples that fell far from the parental trees. What all these families 

have in common is that the lives of their children were not what their parents had expected them 

to be, and Solomon describes with much eye for detail what the parents had expected from their 

children’s (flourishing) lives, which hopes have flown out the window, what parents expect from 

themselves as parents, and what others (professionals, peers) tell them they should do, or be like, 

as parents. 

The aim of this article is to explore different parental attitudes towards aiming for the 

flourishing of their children; i.e. the aim that can be described as ‘their children living flourishing 

lives’. ‘To expect’ and ‘to hope’ are key concepts in this discussion. We will start this article by 

giving a detailed description of one of the families that were interviewed by Solomon: Emily and 

Charles Kingsley, whose son with Down’s syndrome was born in 1974 in the United States. The 

significance of this story lies not so much in the fact that Jason has Down’s Syndrome, but in that 

it is an illuminating example of what parents’ hopes and expectations can be like.3 Ruth Cigman 

argues that recent educational theory on human flourishing is often ‘unpopulated’, meaning that 

real people are being neglected.4 By starting with a real life example, as well as by referring to 

sociological research throughout this article, we hope to exemplify what we intend to discuss.56 

 

                                                           
1 Eagleton 2015, p. 45. 
2 Solomon 2012. 
3 We  do not want to imply here that we think that parents of children with disabilities do not face other, and often 
more difficult challenges with regard to their children than parents of children without such disabilities, because 
generally speaking they do. The point here is that Jason’s story is not exclusively an example of what it is like to have 
a child with Down’s Syndrome. 
4 Cigman 2018. 
5 It must be added that this is a particular ‘lived world’, namely the USA (where Jason was born and the sociological 
research we use took place), and Western Europe (where the authors live and see a similarity between the American 
examples and Western-European parenting). 
6 See also Margalit 2002 on ‘e.g. philosophy’.  
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5.1.1 JASON KINGSLEY 

 

Jason Kingsley was born in 1974 in the United States and diagnosed with Down’s Syndrome. His 

parents Emily and Charles were told that Jason should be institutionalized immediately, because 

there was no chance that he would ever learn to ‘speak, think, walk, or talk’.7 Emily recalls that  

 

they said he’d never be able to distinguish us from other adults. He would never be 

creative; he would never have an imagination. I was collecting a first edition of Lewis 

Carroll and putting aside all this Gilbert and Sullivan stuff that I love; I had boxes 

of things that I was going to do with this kid, all of it sophisticated and terrific.8  

 

Charles and Emily were devastated. But they heard of an early intervention program that could 

maybe teach Jason some basic skills and decided to give it a try, in their own home. They were told 

to stimulate Jason in every way they could, especially his senses. 

 

Charles and Emily ripped apart the elegant, pastel baby’s room they had created, 

painting it blinding red with stenciled green and purple flowers. Emily persuaded 

the local supermarket to give her the giant lacy snowflakes they had used as 

Christmas decorations, and those went up, too. They hung things from the ceiling 

on springs, so they were always moving and bobbing. (..) They put in a radio and a 

record player so there was music all the time. They talked to Jason day and night.9   

 

And it seemed to work. Jason was able to read when he was four (sooner than most of his peers), 

and when he was seven, he could count to ten in twelve languages.10 Jason became famous because 

he had a regular appearance on Sesame Street, arranged by his mother. ‘Emily felt that she had 

licked DS; she lived in triumph’.11 Jason’s parents began to coach other parents with newborns with 

DS, telling them that they would have to work harder than other parents, but shouldn’t let anybody 

tell them that ‘it’ is impossible.12  

                                                           
7 Solomon 2012, p. 169. 
8 Ibid., p. 170. 
9 Idem. 
10 Ibid., p. 171. 
11 Idem. 
12 Idem. 
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However, by the time Jason turned eight, regular children caught up with him and went 

past him.13 For Emily, and for Jason too, this was an ‘unbelievably horrible readjustment’.14 During 

that time Emily wrote the text ‘Welcome to Holland’ which describes how someone plans to go 

on a wonderful vacation to Italy, but the plane lands, unexpectedly, in Holland. Although one can 

learn to appreciate Holland, it is not, and will never be, Italy, and it is not the vacation one had 

expected to have.15 This is how she felt being Jason’s mother.  

Emily was disappointed, because her efforts did not result in Jason leading the flourishing 

life she imagined. ‘Emily said with a mix of enormous pride and terrible regret: “Jason has no 

peers”’.16 In his twenties, Jason suffers from two depressions, and Emily ‘reflected with concern 

on her original attempt to make Jason the highest functioning DS kid in history’.17 Would she have 

done it differently, knowing what she knows now? She recognises that lower functioning Down’s 

children are often happier, but as she says, ‘his intelligence has enriched our relationship so much 

and I would never want to give that up’, and it is clear that Jason, too, takes pleasure in using his 

mind.18    

 

 

5.2 HUMAN FLOURISHING AS AN IDEAL AIM OF PARENTING; WHAT DOES IT IMPLY FOR 

PARENTS? 

 

Philosophers of education John White, Harry Brighouse, Kristján Kristjánsson, and Doret de 

Ruyter defend human flourishing as an, or even the ideal aim of education.19 Human flourishing 

can be understood as autonomous, wholehearted and successful engagement in worthwhile relationships, activities 

and experiences, in which ‘success’ is defined in the broadest sense of achieving what one has aspired 

to achieve.20 In this context ‘education’ is mostly understood as formal education, i.e. the work 

schools and teachers do, but it also includes parents. The aforementioned scholars thus argue that 

also for parents human flourishing is an ideal aim of the upbringing they provide. 

                                                           
13 Ibid., p. 172. 
14 Idem.  
15 See the last sentences from Emily’s text ‘Welcome to Holland’: “(..) But everyone you know is busy coming and 
going from Italy .. and they’re all bragging about what a wonderful time they had there. And for the rest of your life, 
you will say, ‘Yes, that’s where I was supposed to go. That’s what I had planned.’ And the pain of that will never, ever, 
ever, go away … because the loss of that dream is a very, very significant loss. But … if you spend the rest of your life 
mourning the fact that you didn’t go to Italy, you may never be free to enjoy the very special, the very lovely things … 
about Holland’ (Solomon 2012, p. 168).  
16 Solomon 2012, p. 174. 
17 Ibid., p. 176. 
18 Idem. 
19 E.g. White 2011; Brighouse 2006; Kristjánsson 2015, 2016; De Ruyter 2007, 2012, 2015. 
20 See White 2011, and see chapter 2 for a conceptual analysis of human flourishing. 
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This article is concerned with the question what the notion of flourishing as an aim of 

education might imply for parents.21 Philosophers of education do not tend to write for parents, so 

the claim that parents ought to aim for the flourishing life of their children is not likely to be 

intended or read as direct advice to them. Nevertheless, the idea that flourishing is the (ideal) aim 

of education does suggest that parents should pursue the ideal of a flourishing life for their children, 

which leads to the question in which way they should do that. The purpose of this article is to 

explore what would be a good attitude for parents to take with regard to (aiming for) the (future) 

flourishing of their children. We will do this by answering three questions: 1) What does ‘aiming 

for flourishing’ mean?; 2) In what sense should parents have expectations with regard to the 

flourishing of their children?; and 3) Is hope a more appropriate attitude for parents to have with 

regard to the flourishing of their children? What parents should do, and the attitude they should 

have, refers to normative claims about what is good of and for parents to do in their child-rearing 

in relation to the ideal aim of flourishing. This is closely bound up with what is good for children 

in view of their chances of a flourishing life. 

 

 

5.2.1 WHAT DOES ‘AIMING FOR FLOURISHING’ MEAN? 

 

Emily was collecting a ‘first edition of Lewis Carroll’, and looking forward to immersing her child 

in ‘sophisticated and terrific’ stuff. This is not a desire that every parent sees vanishing into thin air 

when their child is diagnosed with Down syndrome, but it is rather a desire that is typical for a 

certain social class position, argues Annette Lareau on the basis of her sociological research.22 

Lareau observed a difference among families in the USA in what she calls ‘a dominant set of cultural 

repertoires about how children should be raised’, and she connects these repertoires to the families’ 

social class positions.23 Upper- and middle-class parents, like Charles and Emily, tend to 

 

see themselves as ‘developing’ [their children] to cultivate [their] talents in a 

concerted fashion. Organized activities, established and controlled by mothers and 

fathers, dominate the lives of middle-class children. By making certain their children 

have these and other experiences, middle-class parents engage in a process of 

concerted cultivation.24 

                                                           
21 ‘Parents’ should be read throughout this paper as parents or other main caretakers in the role of parents. 
22 Lareau 2011. 
23 Ibid., p. 4.  
24 Ibid., pp. 1-2. 
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To which end the parents ‘develop’ their children is not specified in Lareau’s study. Neither does 

Emily Kingsley clarify what she means by ‘it’ when telling other parents that nobody should tell 

them ‘it’ is impossible. It seems plausible that ‘it’ refers to an implicit conception of aiming for 

flourishing which is embedded in this particular cultural repertoire of child-rearing: ‘in order to 

equip my children to be able to live a flourishing life, ‘I’ (as a parent) ought to engage in a process 

of concerted cultivation’. 

Lareau observed that working-class parents and poor parents have a different cultural 

repertoire, which she calls accomplishment of natural growth.25 Good parenting here consists of caring 

for children and allowing them to grow. ‘For working-class and poor families, sustaining children’s 

natural growth is viewed as an accomplishment’.26 In other words, ‘in order to equip my children 

to be able to live a flourishing live, ‘I’ (as a parent) ought to sustain their natural growth’.27 

The middle- and upper-class strategy of concerted cultivation seems reflected in how Dutch 

psychologist Jan Derksen describes current (Dutch) children growing up as the achterbankgeneratie 

[backseat generation], which refers to a generation of children who can be characterised as sitting 

in the backseat of the family car, driven around by their parents to and from their extra-curricular 

activities.28 An extreme or excessive form of the strategy of concerted cultivation can be seen in 

what Frank Furedi calls ‘paranoid parenting’,29 and what in popular literature is called (as a 

caricature) ‘helicopter-parenting’ or ‘snow-plough-parenting’, in which parents function as a 

helicopter to monitor the development of their children, or as a snow-plough to take every obstacle 

out of the way so that their children will succeed in life.30  

 These examples of ‘parenting strategies’ illustrate that there are different ways in which 

parents (can) aim for the flourishing life of their children. Even though these are a few examples 

out of many strategies across the world, we choose to elaborate on these because we recognise this 

dichotomy from our own lived worlds of parenting and educational research. Moreover, we agree 

with Lareau that professionals, such as educators, child care workers, social service agencies (and, 

                                                           
25 Ibid., p. 31. 
26 Ibid., p. 5. 
27 To be clear, these are clusters of behavior that Lareau (2011) observed that varied according to the social class of 
the family. As observed clusters of behavior, none of them is argued by Lareau to be intrinsically better than the other. 
Rather, Lareau endorses the view that both of them have certain advantages and disadvantages. Notably, children 
raised within concerted cultivation seemed to develop a sense of entitlement (i.e. expecting others to suit their 
preferences, acting as if having the right to certain things), but also seemed stressed more often, and were granted little 
autonomy. Children raised within ‘natural growth’ were usually less stressed, and granted more autonomy (and free 
time), but were not or less equipped to handle other adults, institutions, etc. They generally did not develop this sense 
of entitlement. 
28 Derksen 2009. 
29 Furedi 2002. 
30 See https://www.todaysparent.com/blogs/snowplow-parenting-the-latest-controversial-technique/ which 
describes snow-plough-parenting as the successor of ‘tiger moms’ and ‘helicopter parents’.  
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we would add, many educational researchers and philosophers as well), tend to endorse the 

strategies of concerted cultivation.31 It remains a question whether it is legitimate for professionals 

to do so or whether this perhaps reveals a social class related bias. Lareau stresses that it would, in 

any case, be a mistake to ‘accept, carte blanche, the views of officials in dominant institutions’.32 

That said, she also observes that children raised within concerted cultivation tend to have particular 

advantages; the traits fostered in their upbringing are generally of much value in their future work 

environment, because they are much valued by this environment.  

In general, to have a certain parenting ‘strategy’ is (among other things) to believe that 

doing particular things (e.g. organise piano lessons for their child, setting boundaries) will 

contribute to their child’s flourishing life. This need not be an explicit or deliberate pursuit. Parents 

might simply be busy caring for their children’s daily needs, and as such have their flourishing ‘at 

heart’, without ever doing anything deliberately to contribute to their children’s chances of living a 

flourishing life. Thus, aiming for flourishing minimally requires that parents have their children’s 

flourishing ‘at heart’,33 meaning that parents act with good intentions without reflecting upon those, 

as opposed to acting upon deliberate/conscious reasoning. The most deliberate form of aiming is 

where parents make explicit that they do certain things because that will contribute to their child’s 

chances of a flourishing life. Lareau observed that across the social classes most parents were not 

explicit about their parenting strategy, nor about the aim(s) of their strategy; they rather seemed to 

take for granted that what they did was what they, as parents, should do.34 

Both strategies described by Lareau can be practiced more and less deliberately, but they 

differ in what they require in ‘active involvement’ of the parents.35 Parents who adhere to the 

strategy of natural growth might be very explicit in their conviction that this is the best way to raise 

flourishing children, but that does not lead to the kind of pro-active structuring of the child’s 

activities which is typical for the strategy of concerted cultivation. It is in such a case rather a 

deliberate choice against such active involvement. Emily Kingsley, on the other hand, actively aimed 

for the improvement of her son’s cognitive abilities; she put in a lot of effort and demanded a lot 

of herself as a parent in aiming to contribute to a better life (from her perspective) for her son. 

Also, the examples of hyperparenting, which can be typified as both very active and very deliberate 

striving for the flourishing of one’s children, are therefore to be seen as extreme forms of the 

strategy of concerted cultivation. 

                                                           
31 Lareau 2011. 
32 Ibid., p. 13. 
33 See White 2011, p. 3. 
34 Lareau 2011, p. 65. 
35 Ibid. 
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31 Lareau 2011. 
32 Ibid., p. 13. 
33 See White 2011, p. 3. 
34 Lareau 2011, p. 65. 
35 Ibid. 
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 White emphasises that flourishing as an aim of education does not necessarily imply aiming 

for something that might occur in the (far) future, because he is convinced that when schools and 

parents have flourishing as their overarching aim, what they have to do is embody it, rather than 

prepare children for a future flourishing life.36 Children should engage in worthwhile relationships, 

experiences and activities now, in the present, and that will hopefully contribute to their flourishing 

lives throughout, because it adds to their well-being now, and they learn how to continue their life 

in this way. So, whereas flourishing as an aim of education certainly has a future-oriented aspect in 

that education also aims to equip children to lead flourishing lives as adults, flourishing is not 

something that only lies in the future. In this article we focus on the future flourishing (life) of 

children, in the sense that we focus on what parents might imagine (hope, expect) such future 

flourishing lives to look like; but these parental images of the future will often take into account 

the present well-being and potentiality of the particular child as well, as we saw with Emily and 

Jason. 

 

Ideal or goal 

In aiming for flourishing it is also important to clarify what kind of aim flourishing is. In educational 

theory, flourishing is mostly described as an overarching, ideal aim of education. In being an ideal, 

it is meant to give direction to people’s actions, but it is uncertain whether it will ever be reached.37 

However, in popular literature, as well as in some policy texts, or in a psychological discourse, it is 

often presented, or seems to be presented, as a goal. A goal can be defined as something that is 

understood to be realisable and of which it is clear what needs to be done to achieve it, and how 

this should be effectively done (as one would follow a recipe when aiming to bake a cake).  For 

example, the title of ‘positive psychologist’ Martin Seligman’s 2011 book reads: Flourish: A new 

understanding of happiness, well-being – and how to achieve them.38 This implies that it can be known ‘how 

to achieve’ a flourishing life. Dorothy Emmet argues that, contrary to goals, what she calls 

‘regulative ideals’ have means and ends that are not clearly distinguished.39 She clarifies the idea of 

a regulative ideal by comparing it to trying to do philosophy: 

 

one may get better at it in the course of actually doing it and by following internal 

critical standards. These standards can be more and less adequately realised in the 

actual practice. They cannot be specified ab extra, nor does the objective which they 

                                                           
36 White 2011, p. 17. 
37 De Ruyter 2007, p. 25. 
38 Seligman 2011. 
39 Emmet 1994, p. 8. 
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promote reach a grand climax where one has successfully done philosophy. One 

cannot see this (at least I cannot) either subjectively as the perfecting of one’s effort, 

nor objectively as what a final philosophy would be like.40 

 

As with ‘trying to do philosophy’, a standard of flourishing cannot be precisely specified (how many 

relationships, how healthy should one be); nor does one reach a point at which one says: now I live 

a complete, flourishing life! As Aristotle said, one can only say about a life whether it is a flourishing 

life or not, when it is observed as a completed whole (which is only possible at the end of someone’s 

life).41 There is no specific point in time at which the aim of flourishing (‘the grand climax’) has 

been reached. And flourishing is also, like philosophy, something one can ‘get better at’, which can 

succeed more and less adequately with regard to people’s particular circumstances and capabilities.42 

The concept of flourishing therefore, due to its significant features such as being an ultimate, multi-

interpretable aim, which is never really finished, is the type of concept that is best conceptualised 

as a (regulative) ideal. When perceived as an ideal, there is no expectation of complete fulfilment, 

and there is, in principle, no precise prescription available for how one should reach a flourishing 

life.  

 Kristjánsson describes human flourishing as a ‘satis concept’, by which he means that for 

someone to be flourishing, she has to be flourishing ‘enough’ (enough flourishing will ‘satisfy’ the 

concept).43 This seems also to be in line with how we commonly speak of flourishing; we do say 

that someone is flourishing even though we at the same time realise that this person is not ‘done’ 

with flourishing (i.e. can ‘tick the box’ of living a flourishing life). Yet, it is different from the idea 

of a regulative ideal as defined by Emmet. For instance as a ‘satis concept’ ‘trying to do philosophy’ 

might be successful ‘enough’ when one for example has been able to write a dissertation, or has 

been able to publish an article, or something of the like. But, even though Kristjánsson argues that 

a question about flourishing is usually a question about minimal requirements, what these 

requirements ought to be is a difficult question.44 Human flourishing is such a complex concept, 

built up out of many ‘satis’ concepts (e.g. happiness, success, autonomy), which in turn have both 

objective and subjective elements, that it is not possible to determine in advance how much one 

needs of which aspect, what the subjective ‘effect’ will be of actualizing particular aspects, and how 

these will (subjectively) affect other aspects. 

                                                           
40 Idem. 
41 Aristotle 2009, p. 18, 1101a10-20. 
42 See De Ruyter 2015. Flourishing, naturally, is also a different ‘activity’ in important respects. Whereas doing 
philosophy is an activity, flourishing is better seen as a dynamic state (see chapter 2), which also depends on what 
happens to a person, as opposed to what this person does or makes. 
43 Kristjánsson 2017, p. 97. A ‘satis’ concept is similar to a ‘threshold’ concept, e.g. Curzer 2012, p. 400-401. 
44 Kristjánsson 2017, p. 97. 
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Therefore, both as a ‘satis concept’ and as a regulative ideal flourishing is conceived as 

something which is never entirely achieved (either because ‘enough’ flourishing does not preclude 

continuing and expanding flourishing, or because an ideal can only be approximated and – in its 

perfect form – never completely realised), and as something that is difficult, if not impossible, to 

realise by concrete and determinable steps.  

In contrast, to take flourishing to be a goal conflicts with what kind of concept flourishing 

is. For, setting a goal implies an expectation of complete realisation, and a clear perspective on how 

this can be achieved. That said, the things that parents generally strive for, which they think will 

contribute to their child’s (chances of) flourishing, can be goals. There is for example no conceptual 

conflict in aiming for the goal of getting one’s child enrolled in a ‘top’ university (set aside from 

the question whether such aiming is desirable, to which we will return). In other words, aiming for 

flourishing as an ideal aim does not preclude the possibility of aiming for certain goods that are 

believed to contribute to flourishing as if those goods are goals. 

 We have discussed that aiming for flourishing can be more and less deliberate and more 

and less active, and that parents can have different ideas about how they should raise their children 

with a view to their future well-being. We now turn to the attitudes of parents with regard to the 

possibility of their children’s flourishing and their contribution to this. We will first discuss 

expectations.  

 

 

5.2.2 SHOULD PARENTS HAVE EXPECTATIONS WITH REGARD TO THEIR CHILDREN’S 

FUTURE FLOURISHING? 

 

We have said in the introduction that we consider expectation and hope to be important concepts 

when it comes to parents’ views on their children’s flourishing. Having an expectation differs from 

having hope – they are different types of attitudes. When a person has an expectation about 

something or someone, she is anticipating that something will happen, in other words, she who 

expects something believes that that something will probably occur in the future. Parental 

expectations can emphasise diverse aspects of flourishing (e.g. the success of their children or their 

subjective happiness, which are ‘satis concepts’ or ideals), which can be distinguished from 

prioritising objective goods that they believe will contribute to flourishing (a good job, good health, 

education, etc., which can be considered goals). Parents’ expectations can also differ in other ways. 
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They can vary on a continuum from low to (too) high, from weakly held to strongly held, and from 

general to very specific (e.g. be successful as a lawyer).45 

Also, an important distinction is to be made between descriptive and normative 

expectations. Consider the following example. In an interview for their university magazine, two 

children of immigrants tell that their parents saw their migration as a means to give their children 

a chance of a better life.46 Their parents chose to give up their familiar life for the benefit of their 

children in this new country. As a consequence, the immigrant children felt they were expected to 

be successful, particularly in the narrow sense of getting a good (high) education and a good job. 

In this example the parents’ expectation would be descriptive if it were simply based upon the idea 

that now that their children live in Europe, they are bound to be headed for a successful life, like 

all European children who are as smart as theirs. The expectation would be normative if the parents 

believed that their children ought to be successful. A normative expectation is not ‘just’ an 

observation or the conclusion of reasoning, it is an assignment or prescription or even an order, 

disguised or explicit. Parental expectations can be both (at the same time), and it can, in practice, 

be hard to distinguish the one from the other. Also, parents can have such strong descriptive 

expectations that they exert pressure upon the child, in which case the expectations, from the 

child’s perspective, are prescriptive (and thus de facto normative).  

  

Openness to the unforeseen 

Charles Larmore argues that having a rational ‘plan’ in life, is wrong; because 

 

a significant dimension of the human good escapes us if we believe that our attitude 

towards life must be at bottom one of foresight and control, as the idea of a life plan 

entails. On the contrary, we live well when we are not simply active, but passive too. 

(..) For the unexpected can turn out to be, not just the mishap that defeats our plans, 

but also the revelation that discloses new vistas of meaning, new forms of happiness 

and understanding which we least suspected or never imagined and which may 

change our lives and who we are in the deepest ways.47 

 

Larmore appears to be arguing for an attitude which is not only concerned with planning and 

anticipating, but which also values simply awaiting what is going to happen. This is similar to what 

                                                           
45 See De Ruyter and Schinkel 2013. 
46 See https://issuu.com/advalvas/docs/nr_13_22_februari_2017/16. 
47 Larmore 1999, p. 98. 
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Michael Sandel calls an ‘openness to the unbidden’; an openness to the un-expected.48 Sandel 

suggests that parents who have expectations also need the ability to remain open towards their 

child and their child’s life, because if parents lose this openness to the unbidden, this would 

‘disfigure the relation between parent and child, and deprive the parent of humility and enlarged 

human sympathies’.49 

It is self-evident that the more strongly held expectations parents have, the more this is 

likely to interfere with an openness to the unforeseen. If for example a child is expected to take 

over the family business, and that is seen as the only way that leads to a successful and therefore 

flourishing life, then one can imagine that the parents are not open to other, unforeseen, options.50 

However, having expectations in itself does not necessarily exclude an openness for the unforeseen; 

parents may well expect things from their children (in the descriptive and the normative sense), 

and be open at the same time, i.e. they may be flexible with regard to their expectations and their 

fulfilment. 

 

Expectations and flourishing as a goal 

As discussed, we believe it is reasonable to assume that the more strongly parents hold expectations, 

either low or high, of their children, the less flexible the parents become. This is problematic if the 

child has different ideas about what constitutes a (her) flourishing life, or when, as a result of the 

parent’s inflexibility, it is not possible for the child to explore different – perhaps unforeseen – 

ways of living a flourishing life. This problem is inherent in (strongly held) expectations. 

But what we particularly want to show here is that a combination of (active) striving for 

flourishing as if it were a goal and having expectations with regard to that flourishing life creates an 

undesirable way of pursuing a flourishing life for one’s children. When parents have high 

descriptive expectations, they believe that their children’s flourishing is probable, because they have 

reason(s) to believe so. Or, when they have high normative expectations, they believe strongly that 

it should be the case that their children lead flourishing lives. But in either case, they cannot know for 

sure, which calls for a certain humility and therefore also flexibility. If, in addition, flourishing is 

seen as a goal, of which it is clear how it can be reached; in other words, the attainment of which 

can be ensured if only one ‘gets the recipe right’, parents come to believe they have a way of ensuring 

their expectations come true. This is problematic, as we have seen that it is impossible to predict 

in advance ‘how to flourish’. Such aiming for flourishing can only lead to overestimating children 

                                                           
48 Sandel 2009, p. 80, after May 2005. 
49 Sandel 2009, p. 80. 
50 In Dutch research on the prevalence of child abuse very high parental expectations that are inappropriate for the 
child are regarded as a form of ‘emotional neglect’ (Alink, Van IJzendoorn, Bakermans-Kranenburg, Pannebakker, 
Vogels and Euser 2010, p. 41). 
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or one’s own parenting skills, high pressure on children, and eventually disappointment on the 

parents’ side.51 

With regard to the things parents do that – from their perspective – contribute to their 

children’s flourishing (e.g. sports, piano lessons, enrolment in ‘top’ universities) that can be 

considered ‘goals’, it is important to emphasise that flourishing should not be seen, in advance, as 

the sum of these achieved goals in the sense that flourishing is a goal built up out of several other, 

smaller, goals. As argued above, it can’t be planned in advance which activities, and to which extent, 

will give the child (the best chances to) a flourishing life. That is, to achieve the goal of studying at 

Harvard might turn out to contribute to a child’s flourishing life, for various reasons, but it would 

be a mistake to expect that ‘if my child gets into to Harvard, she will come to lead a flourishing 

life’. In other words, parents can have an attitude of expectation toward getting into Harvard 

(though that, in itself, is problematic too if the expectations are too high and held too strongly), 

but they ought not to expect something (i.e. a flourishing life) of it. 

In this sense, there is a place for expectations. Not expecting anything of one’s children 

seems impossible for most parents, and might be equally negative for children, because the child 

feels unseen or not supported. We can compare this to how May argues that both ‘accepting love’ 

(accepting the child as she is) and ‘transforming love’ (encouraging the child’s development) are 

entailed in good parenting.52 ‘Accepting love, without transforming love, slides into indulgence and 

finally neglect. Transforming love, without accepting love, badgers and finally rejects’.53 

Therefore, in sum, we argue that parents should have expectations regarding the things that 

they think contribute to their child’s flourishing, if parents at the same time remain open to the 

unforeseen. Expecting one’s children to lead a complete flourishing life is, when descriptive, 

unlikely or, when normative, unreasonable, because in the case of children, the future is too long 

and too far away to reasonably oversee whether it will probably be a flourishing one or not. An 

interpretation of flourishing as a goal in combination with such an expectation is very problematic.   

Judith Suissa and Stefan Ramaekers show that the current ways of speaking and thinking 

about child-rearing (in Western culture) are dominated by the language(s) of (developmental) 

psychology and neuroscience.54 We can see this in the strategy of concerted cultivation, which 

clearly reflects dominant ideas in developmental psychology, for example about the merits of 

parental involvement.55 We suspect that these ‘languages of parenting’ encourage the problematic 

                                                           
51 Something Lareau (2011) observed as well. 
52 May 2005, p. 230. 
53 Ibid., p. 231. 
54 Ramaekers and Suissa 2012. 
55 An example of the dominant claims from psychology here is the (classic) work on ‘parenting styles’ (e.g. Baumrind 
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combination of high expectations and goal-thinking, because it (a) tells parents what children 

‘need’, i.e. how they should develop/be developed, which is susceptible to creating or raising parents’ 

expectations of a particular kind, and (b) it depicts flourishing as a goal (or isn’t clear about that it 

can’t be a goal).  

 But this leaves the question how parents should relate to the flourishing life of their children 

still unanswered. When Emily learned about early intervention programs that could possibly benefit 

her son, one could say that she ‘got her hopes up’ and that this activated her ‘transforming love’. 

According to Patrick Shade, an attitude of hope indeed implies an ‘active commitment to the 

desirability and realisability’ towards the object of hope; in other words, when a parent hopes, she 

will do what she can to contribute to fulfilling this hope.56 Or, as Terry Eagleton writes; ‘there is a 

sense in which hope is performative as well as optative’.57 Hope is not merely a passive desire, but 

to have confidence in the form of hope may help to commit to the realisation of one’s hope. How 

then, is an attitude of hope different from an attitude of expectations? We will answer this question 

in the following, final, section.    

 

 

5.2.3 A PARENTAL ATTITUDE OF HOPE WITH REGARD TO THE FUTURE FLOURISHING OF 

THEIR CHILDREN 

 

The parental hope with regard to the flourishing of their children is an example of what Godfrey 

and Halpin call ‘ultimate hope’.58 Ultimate hope aims at an ultimate aim, which is difficult to 

achieve, in the sense that often there are obstacles in the way of its fulfilment.59 It can be 

distinguished from ‘common-or-garden hope’, which is not ultimate (e.g. hope it’s going to rain 

tomorrow), but also from absolute hope, which is un-aimed, and more like a basic faith in the 

future. 

The concepts of hoping and expecting certainly bear similarities. As said, they are both 

attitudes of anticipation towards (the possibility of) realising some future object or event. One 

difference between hoping and expecting, however, is that when one hopes one desires the object 

of one’s hopes to be fulfilled, whereas with expectations – at least with descriptive expectations – 

this is not necessarily the case. A parent might expect that their teenager will get into trouble, but 

not want this to happen, whereas when a parent says that she hopes that the child gets into trouble, 
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she must desire this trouble somehow, for example because it will teach the child a lesson.60 Yet, 

as the flourishing of children is a desirable outcome, parents’ hope and expectation do not differ 

in that respect. 

Parental hopes and expectations with regard to the flourishing of their children do differ 

in an important other respect. As discussed, expectations involve a belief that their object will 

(probably) come true. For hope this is not necessarily so. Rather, ‘hope falls within a range of 

physical probabilities which includes the improbable but excludes the certain and the merely 

logically possible’.61 In other words, to hope that something will happen in the future logically 

implies the belief that this something is possible, whereas to expect something to happen in the 

future implies the belief that it is probable. Hope and expectations thus differ (among other things) 

in the degree to which the agent believes in the probability of the realisation of the future object 

or event. When the agent has a role to play in bringing the object or event about hope also implies 

a lesser confidence in her own capacity to contribute to its realisation. Therefore, if it is the case 

that the agent can contribute to the possible realisation of the object or event (which is true for 

parents and the flourishing of their children), ‘to say “I hope to do so” is to concede that there are 

limits to one’s power’.62 

 In sum, in comparing hope to expectations, what strikes us most is that an attitude of 

expectation is easily connected to parental pressure, competitiveness, and terms such as 

hyperparenting and the like. As we have shown, hope can also be performative; in the sense that 

when one hopes, one not only desires that the object of one’s hope comes true, but is also actively 

committed to contributing to its realisation. But contrary to expectations, to say ‘I hope so’ implies 

an awareness of the limits of human powers, and as such is intrinsically connected to a sense of 

humility, and openness to the unforeseen. An ultimate, abstract, and many-sided ideal aim such as 

flourishing ‘requires’ such humility and flexibility, therefore we argue that an attitude of hope 

captures better how parents should relate to it.63 Even when flourishing is mistaken for a goal, 

humility requires to bear in mind the fact that realisation of the goal is not certain. Second, an 

attitude of hope embodies an important characteristic of the idea(l) of a flourishing life, namely 

that it is always a combination of effort and good luck.64 In other words; something that cannot be 

                                                           
60 This does not mean though that the hope of the parent is necessarily good; that a parent desires that something be 
the case does not mean that it is desirable (from a more objective standpoint). If for example the parent hopes that the 
child gets into trouble, because the parent desires ‘to get back at’ the child, because she is angry with or disappointed 
in her child, her hope would not be desirable, as this hope is harmful for the child.  
61 Downie 1963, p. 249. 
62 Eagleton 2015, p. 69. 
63 Although we see a difference between (reasonable or proper) hope and expectations, it is possible that parents 
express such strong ‘hopes’ towards their children, that such hopes are really more like expectations. In such cases 
parents may use the word ‘hope’, but in fact hold expectations.  
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ensured. Third, we think that hoping that one’s children will do well is beneficial for the parent-child 

relationship. To have hopes regarding the flourishing of one’s children expresses a belief in the 

possibilities of children, which encourages the confidence children have in themselves without 

expecting them to succeed in achieving flourishing lives. 

 

 

5.3 CONCLUDING REMARKS 

 

The theoretical claim that parents ought to aim for the flourishing life of their children leads to the 

question in which way parents should do that. This article explored what it means for parents to 

aim for a flourishing life for their children. We started off by showing what it meant for Jason’s 

parents to strive for a better life for their son. Most parents tend to wish their children well, and 

seem to have some kind of view on the ‘end-product’ of their upbringing, and (implicit) ideas about 

how they should contribute to their children coming closer to a flourishing life. We have shown 

that aiming for flourishing can be done in various ways, and that it need not, but can be, a deliberate 

or active pursuit. We have argued that it is problematic to aim for flourishing as if it were an 

achievable goal, of which it is known how it can be effectively reached. We think it important that 

when parents aim for the flourishing life of their children, this ought to be associated with an 

attitude of hope, as opposed to an attitude of having expectations, even though there is also a place 

for expectations in their parenting. 

Why is it important to theorise how parents should (not) aim for the flourishing of their 

children? As said in the introduction, philosophy of education is limited to making claims about 

parents, and is usually very careful not to give advice to parents. Ramaekers and Suissa argue that 

claims argued for in what they call the dominant languages of parenting, such as psychology and 

neuroscience, 

 

become blurred in the sense that the claims that are made about and on parents can 

eventually become claims that are made by parents themselves, as parents gradually 

come to see themselves in the ways implied in the predominant languages of 

parenting.65  

 

We think that the (theoretical) claim that parents should pursue a flourishing life for their children 

(and related claims about how they should do this) might also be susceptible – eventually and 
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indirectly – to what Ramaekers and Suissa describe, in the sense that it raises expectations held by 

parents with regard to the flourishing of their children. Flourishing as an aim of education doesn’t 

necessarily imply more than parents having their children’s well-being ‘at heart’, but parents might 

be inclined to attach much further-reaching conclusions to such a claim. For example, the title of 

this article might evoke the expectation of a much more precise description of how parents should 

pursue a flourishing life for their children, which – when for example referred to in a popular 

magazine, or used as an inspirational source to develop a method (‘the hope method’) – can easily 

be turned into a claim made on parents, and subsequently internalized by parents. 

Moreover, we argue that claims can also ‘become blurred’ in a second sense, namely where 

in texts it is, or has become, unclear whether flourishing as an aim of education should be seen as 

a goal or as an ideal. The title of a section in Martin Seligman’s (founder of positive psychology) 

book reads: ‘flourishing as the goal of positive psychology’.66 As noted before, the book title itself 

suggests the same: Flourish: A new understanding of happiness, well-being – and how to achieve them. It 

appears that flourishing is seen as a goal, although the concept itself is explicitly a conception of 

Aristotelian eudaimonia, in which flourishing is unequivocally seen as an ideal.  

A different example of how claims can get blurred (in both ways), is when it does not 

become clear from a certain text at all how to interpret its claims. Wolbert for example saw herself 

cited as a proponent of education for flourishing in a report on a popular discussion on future 

education in the Netherlands, in which it was completely unclear who the intended audience for 

this publication were, and as what kind of concept (ideal, goal, or else) flourishing was proposed.67 

If parents were to read this report (which is quite probable), what should they make of it, other 

than that they are told that they ought to aim for the flourishing of their children? In addition to 

contributing to recent theory on education for flourishing by exploring carefully how parents 

should aim for the flourishing of their children, we also hope that this article contributes to an 

awareness of how (both theoretical and empirical) claims about child-rearing can turn into claims 

internalized by parents, with accompanying (problematic) strategies of fulfilling these claims.
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  Chapter 5 

83 

 

indirectly – to what Ramaekers and Suissa describe, in the sense that it raises expectations held by 

parents with regard to the flourishing of their children. Flourishing as an aim of education doesn’t 

necessarily imply more than parents having their children’s well-being ‘at heart’, but parents might 

be inclined to attach much further-reaching conclusions to such a claim. For example, the title of 

this article might evoke the expectation of a much more precise description of how parents should 

pursue a flourishing life for their children, which – when for example referred to in a popular 

magazine, or used as an inspirational source to develop a method (‘the hope method’) – can easily 

be turned into a claim made on parents, and subsequently internalized by parents. 

Moreover, we argue that claims can also ‘become blurred’ in a second sense, namely where 

in texts it is, or has become, unclear whether flourishing as an aim of education should be seen as 

a goal or as an ideal. The title of a section in Martin Seligman’s (founder of positive psychology) 

book reads: ‘flourishing as the goal of positive psychology’.66 As noted before, the book title itself 

suggests the same: Flourish: A new understanding of happiness, well-being – and how to achieve them. It 

appears that flourishing is seen as a goal, although the concept itself is explicitly a conception of 

Aristotelian eudaimonia, in which flourishing is unequivocally seen as an ideal.  

A different example of how claims can get blurred (in both ways), is when it does not 

become clear from a certain text at all how to interpret its claims. Wolbert for example saw herself 

cited as a proponent of education for flourishing in a report on a popular discussion on future 

education in the Netherlands, in which it was completely unclear who the intended audience for 

this publication were, and as what kind of concept (ideal, goal, or else) flourishing was proposed.67 

If parents were to read this report (which is quite probable), what should they make of it, other 

than that they are told that they ought to aim for the flourishing of their children? In addition to 

contributing to recent theory on education for flourishing by exploring carefully how parents 

should aim for the flourishing of their children, we also hope that this article contributes to an 

awareness of how (both theoretical and empirical) claims about child-rearing can turn into claims 

internalized by parents, with accompanying (problematic) strategies of fulfilling these claims.

 

 

  

                                                           
66 Seligman 2011, p. 26. 
67 See Platform Onderwijs 2032 [Platform Education 2032] 2015, p. 15.  

        



 

84 

 

 

  

 

84 

 

 

  

        



 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 6 

 

 

GENERAL CONCLUSION 

 

A WORTHWHILE CONCEPTION OF HUMAN 

FLOURISHING AS AN AIM OF EDUCATION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 6 

 

 

GENERAL CONCLUSION 

 

A WORTHWHILE CONCEPTION OF HUMAN 

FLOURISHING AS AN AIM OF EDUCATION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        



Chapter 6 

 

86 

 

6.1  CONCLUSIONS PER CHAPTER 

 

The purpose of this dissertation is to critically investigate contemporary educational theories that 

propose human flourishing as an ideal, overarching aim of education. The central question of this 

dissertation is how should we think about human flourishing as an ideal aim of education? 

The main question is reflected in four subquestions, each answered in one of the chapters. I will 

first give concise conclusions per chapter, before I will answer the main question. I end by a 

reflection upon the possible implications of this answer. 

 

In chapter 2 I analysed the concept of human flourishing and suggested that human flourishing 

(1) is regarded as something that is intrinsically worthwhile; (2) refers to the actualisation of an 

agent’s potential; (2a) is always about a whole life; (2b) is what we’ve called a ‘dynamic state’; and 

(2c) necessarily refers (also) to objective goods, in the sense that there are human capacities that 

are objectively good for a person as well as certain external goods people need in order to live well. 

These criteria can be used to distinguish flourishing from a hedonic interpretation of  ‘well-being’ 

or ‘happiness’.   

They also make clear that human flourishing is characterised by ongoing development, 

striving and effort to sustain it. The way in which human flourishing is described in this chapter, 

and the importance that is given to ‘actualising the potential’ of children, refers to a widely shared 

intuition that children have to ‘make something out of their life’. As mentioned in the introduction, 

Kristjánsson argues that the current flourishing paradigm is characterised by a ‘strength-based 

approach’, which emphasises furthering students’ talents and helping them actualise their 

potential.1 This seems to refer to the same focus on (individual) human effort. The question is 

whether we have to think about human flourishing in this way, and whether we should. Chapter 2 

argued that it is important for both educators and children to aim high, in the sense that these aims 

are difficult or even impossible to realise. At the same time, it was made clear that setting such aims 

does not mean that human beings do not flourish until their lives are perfect; flourishing is a matter 

of degree and it is important to bear in mind the difference between a (regulative) ideal and what 

one may expect someone to be able to realise given this person’s capacities and circumstances. 

However, it is one thing to set high aims and be aware of the ‘gap’ between the ideal and the real 

world, it is another question whether the content of such a high (or even perfect) aim must 

emphasise the effort-side, as opposed to the luck-side. There seems to be an implicit assumption 

in the ‘strength based approach’ that setting high aims implies setting demanding aims (demanding 
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of an individual human being), but this is not necessarily the case. Human flourishing can for 

example also be regarded as difficult, or even impossible to realise, because one has to be incredibly 

lucky (for example with the family one is born in, or how healthy one is) to be able to live such a 

life, regardless of how much ‘effort’ someone has put in. Also, as for example Feder Kittay argues, 

flourishing can be seen more in the light of coping with adversity, which, although it does 

emphasise the ‘effort-side’, does not put much stress on one’s ability to actualise one’s individual 

potential.2 

    

Chapter 3 discussed current theories on education for flourishing and concluded that these 

theories are construed around the ideal of human flourishing. This is characteristic of ideal theory, 

as opposed to nonideal theory, which constructs its theory around the actual situation. In addition 

to describing the ideal of human flourishing as an aim of education, most theories also theorise about 

education for flourishing in an ideal-theoretical form. I argue that an exclusive reliance on ideal 

theory when theorising about education for flourishing is problematic, because (a) it is also 

important to know how to deal with the ideal when moving to the nonideal level; (b) ideal theory 

on education for flourishing makes (has to make) assumptions about children’s lives and their 

chances of receiving good education which do not reflect reality (i.e. they are what Robeyns calls 

‘bad idealisations);3 and (c) ideal theory is often ‘unpopulated’, which raises the question in what 

sense this theory is applicable to real people.4 Therefore, to create a better balance, there is a need 

for nonideal theory on education for flourishing. I have suggested two ways in which this can be 

done; (1) prioritising theory on the improvement of basic needs over theorising about the ideal 

education for flourishing, and/or (2) the less radical option of starting from the actual world in 

theorising what might be ideal.     

 

Chapter 4 discussed a good example of a real and actual aspect of the practice of parenthood in 

relation to theorising flourishing as an aim of education. The chapter argued that parenting 

inherently involves taking an existential risk (what Bollnow calls a Wagnis). Contrary to how ‘risk’ 

usually is interpreted as something that should be avoided, there is a sense in which risk in education 

is inevitable, namely the way in which parents risk themselves in raising a child (to live a flourishing 

life). Parents cannot ensure that children will become what the parents had intended in raising 

them. This does not necessarily mean that when parents fail in raising their children as they had 
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intended, children do not or cannot flourish, but it does mean that parents’ aiming for a flourishing 

life of their children can be typified as a Wagnis (taking an existential risk). 

Aiming for flourishing can also be seen as a Wagnis in a broader sense. When parents aim 

for a flourishing life for their children, all sorts of things will happen that are beyond the control 

of the parents (including the child’s response to their parenting), because flourishing is for a 

significant part up to luck (as opposed to effort). For that reason alone, aiming for the flourishing 

of children can also be seen as a Wagnis. Where the first type of riskiness is due to the freedom of 

children to not do what their parents intended in raising them, the second type is due to the role 

of chance/luck in the course of a life. The acceptance of vulnerability, of being ‘at risk’ in the above 

two senses, is what we mean by trust.5 An emphasis on risk-avoidance can therefore be seen as an 

implicit denial of the importance of trust, while a conception of risk as an inevitable Wagnis rather 

affirms the importance of trust in the parent-child relationship. Trust is important, first and foremost 

because it ‘is a condition for the development of the capacities of children’.6    

 

Chapter 5 argued that the theoretical claim that parents should aim for the flourishing life of their 

children does not necessarily imply that parents have to do this in a deliberate or active way, i.e. 

have to be aware that they do so. They may have their children’s flourishing ‘at heart’, without 

consciously doing things in order to contribute to their child’s (future) flourishing. I have argued 

that a combination of parental expectations with regard to the flourishing of their children and 

aiming for flourishing as if it were a goal creates problems. Although there is a legitimate place for 

expectations, a parental attitude of hope with regard to the flourishing of children is more 

appropriate, because ‘hope’ implies a recognition of the limitations of one’s powers to contribute 

to realising aims. Also with regard to the characterisation of parenting as taking an existential risk, 

it is more appropriate for parents to hope that their child-rearing will contribute to their child’s 

flourishing than to expect so.  

 In chapter 4 I argued that parents start their child-rearing from an a priori trusting-belief in 

their children, by which I mean that parents not so much rationally decide to trust their child, but 

also do not have reasons to not trust them. Such a trusting-belief or faith is necessary for full-fledged 

trust, which is a form of trust one cannot and does not decide to have, and is never fully justified 

by reasons.7 An a-priori trusting belief can be connected to a parental attitude of hope (with regard 

to their children’s future flourishing). An attitude of hope involves believing in the possibility that 

something will be the case in the future as well as desiring that this something will happen. This 
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belief or faith in a positive future for one’s children, as part of an attitude of parental hope, is also 

the root of full-fledged trust. One could say that parents aim for the flourishing life of their children 

because they have faith in, and hope for, and therefore also (a priori) trust in their children, the 

future and the future flourishing of their children. 

 

 

6.2 HOW SHOULD WE THINK ABOUT HUMAN FLOURISHING AS AN IDEAL AIM OF 

EDUCATION? 

 

I asked if human flourishing should be seen as an ideal, overarching aim of education, and if so, in 

what way it should be theorised and what it implies for education, particularly for parents. On the 

basis of the four chapters in this dissertation, I argue that human flourishing can only be 

meaningfully defended as an aim of education in a theory that gives due acknowledgment to the 

educational practices it describes. By this I mean that: 

 

(a) It should be clear that a flourishing life cannot be achieved by human effort alone, it is for 

a significant part up to luck, i.e. it should be clear that (striving for) flourishing is inherently 

fragile. 

(b) It should be taken into account that child-rearing, as a necessary part of aiming for a 

flourishing life of children, inherently involves taking an existential risk, in the sense that 1) 

there is always the risk that the child does not become what the parent intended, and 2) the 

parent risks herself in undertaking this endeavour.     

(c) It should be made clear in what way flourishing is conceptualised, and what consequences 

that has for aiming for the future flourishing life of children. Flourishing is best 

conceptualised as an ideal, but it should always be made clear that there is a gap between a 

perfect flourishing life and what is realistically possible, and between those two and what 

is actually happening in the world at this moment.  

(d) There should also be nonideal theory on education for flourishing, to counterbalance the 

ideal theory that is currently available. A combination of ideal and nonideal theory on 

education for flourishing is most desirable, because this allows both a description of ideal 

education and a necessary focus on actual problems that threaten even getting anywhere 

near(er) this ideal.  
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Points (a) and (b) are important for what I regard to be a good conception of flourishing, whereas 

points (c) and (d) set a standard for the theory in which flourishing is being defended as an aim of 

education. If these criteria are met, I do think it is worthwhile to think about human flourishing as 

an ideal aim of education.  

 

John White argues that the ideal of flourishing is ‘far from a bland statement of the obvious’, by 

which I assume White means that it entails much more than the observation that if all human 

actions ultimately aim at a flourishing life, that aim is self-evidently also the aim of our upbringing 

and education.8 I keep wondering about this claim. I agree with White that accepting the self-

evident point that human flourishing is to be regarded as the ultimate aim of education is not the 

end of the matter, but a starting point which challenges us to provide a good conception of 

flourishing, as well as a clarification of what this means for educational practices. I side with Reiss 

and White’s point of view that the claim that education should contribute to the chances of 

children’s flourishing lives should not be a hollow phrase – it should not be an add-on without 

actual implications for actual classrooms and actual school subjects.9 Constructing an ‘aims-based 

curriculum’, a curriculum that starts by formulating its ultimate aim (that is: flourishing or a life of 

well-being) and then works its way back to what the daily subjects should look like if they are to 

serve this bigger, overarching aim, as Reiss and White propose, is a good example of how this can 

be done.10  

A possible problem here is that the ideal, overarching aim of flourishing will come to be 

interpreted as an achievable goal, and as I have discussed in chapter 5 this is problematic in light 

of what kind of concept flourishing is. ‘Happiness lessons’ in school as a way of aiming for a life 

of well-being, for example, such as Wellington College in England or the Dutch method of 

gelukskoffer (happiness suitcase), assume that the ways to achieve (subjective) happiness can be 

learned, and that happiness can contribute to better school achievement. In other words, happiness 

is conceptualised both as a goal and as an instrumental good.11 In chapter 2 it is argued that 

flourishing is always to be seen as an intrinsic good. In so far as happiness is seen as the same kind 

of concept as flourishing, or even as an equivalent of flourishing, ‘learning’ happiness creates 

tensions.  

 But that is not the main point I want to make here. There is a sense in which I believe, 

contrary to White’s remark, that it is the crucial point of theory on education for flourishing to 

                                                           
8 White 2011, p. 2. 
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10 Reiss and White 2013. 
11 See for a critique on happiness lessons at Wellington College, Suissa 2008, or Kristjánsson 2013. See for the 
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‘state the obvious’. I believe that it is an important aim of theory on education for flourishing to 

state the ‘obvious’ point that there is broad agreement in the society that I live in that education is 

– also – a means to contribute to every child’s (chance of) a good, flourishing life. It is my belief 

that there is in fact broad, intuitive agreement that one of education’s main purposes is to help 

children to be better able to cope in the world and live a life of well-being, but in a world 

preoccupied with efficiency, improvement and protocols this is sometimes forgotten, or 

interpreted in a too confined way. We tend to not see the wood for the trees, and to remind 

ourselves of this it is important that theory on flourishing points out the ‘obvious’. 

 However, on a different interpretation of ‘stating the obvious’ one can also argue that 

substantive accounts of flourishing, such as for example White’s, in fact do not go beyond the 

‘obvious’, in the sense that these tend to stick to culturally dominant (psychological) ideas about 

child-rearing and human development.12 It is probable, that is, that these conceptions of flourishing 

make certain implicit cultural assumptions. The sociological research by Annette Lareau cited in 

chapter 5 exemplifies exactly what I mean by this. Lareau found two dominant cultural repertoires 

of parenting which she connected to different social classes.13 Poor and working-class families tend 

to adhere to a different ‘parenting strategy’ than families from the middle- and upper-class. These 

differed, but it was clear that both had their own advantages as well as disadvantages. However, 

Lareau also observed that professionals (teachers, child carers, etc.) tended to endorse the strategies 

of the middle- and upper-class. Lareau stresses that it would, in any case, be a mistake to ‘accept, 

carte blanche, the views of officials in dominant institutions’.14 As discussed in the introduction, I 

come across a lot of empirical research that aims to contribute to the ‘optimal development’ of 

children. It typically does so by proposing interventions that are very much in line with what Lareau 

identified as the dominant cultural repertoire of the middle- and upper-class. Generally, these 

interventions are based upon (developmental) psychological theories. These are often things that 

middle-and upper-class parents already tend to do well, and poor and working class parents do not 

do well, hence: they need the interventions to learn the same methods the middle- and upper-class 

already use. Examples are: reading to children, parental involvement in school (as described in the 

introduction), etc. This is not to say that the findings of this empirical research are necessarily 

wrong, or that such interventions or advice to parents are never needed, but it is to say that it is 

important to be aware of a possible bias.15 

                                                           
12 Ramaekers and Suissa 2012. 
13 See Lareau 2011. 
14 Lareau 2011, p. 13. 
15 See also Ramaekers and Suissa 2012, p. 108. 
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A substantive account of education for flourishing increases the chance that this account 

shows a certain (cultural or class) bias. I believe it is important to find ways to address these 

‘obvious’, and therefore perhaps biased, notions. With this dissertation I have tried to make a start 

with this. 

  

 

6.3 A DIFFERENT LANGUAGE OF (EDUCATION FOR) FLOURISHING 

 

The points that are brought forward in this dissertation are also discursive points. The ‘luck-side’ 

of flourishing, as I have called it in the introduction, is not completely absent from the paradigm 

of theory on education for flourishing, but it is the language in which the effort-side is emphasised 

that is distinctive of current theory on education for flourishing. In this section I discuss two 

different aspects of this discourse. The first is how a choice of words emphasises a particular 

normative paradigm of flourishing as an aim of education. As described in chapter 4, a discourse 

in which ‘risk’ is used to describe things and events that ought to be avoided at all times, is at the 

same time a discourse that reduces the value of trust, for instance the need for, and importance of, 

trust in the parent-child relationship. Such a discourse tends to focus on the things ‘we’ (whether 

these are parents, educators, or human beings in general) can and should do about ‘it’ (whatever 

problem is at hand), as opposed to a focus on how ‘we’ should react upon the things we cannot 

control. Also, as seen in chapter 5, it is easy to connect competitiveness, hyperparenting and stress 

with parents having expectations, both of themselves and of their children. ‘Hope’ on the other 

hand, is intuitively connected to humility and to an awareness of the uncertainty of achieving that 

which one hopes for. Arguing for a parental attitude of hope is also arguing for the use of a 

particular vocabulary. 

Judith Suissa and Stefan Ramaekers argue that ‘questions about what parents do for their 

children and how they act need (..) to be reclaimed from psychology and put at the heart of moral 

thinking about parenting’.16 They argue that we need a different ‘language’ – one that is not 

dominated by a (Western) psychological discourse – in which we can discuss matters of child 

development, parenting, and also the end(s) to which children (ought to) be raised. I think that 

such a different language should also make it possible to go beyond ‘obvious’ (in the sense of 

culturally dominant) conceptions of human flourishing. Ramaekers and Suissa give several 

examples of authors who use a different language to discuss parenting, such as Winnicott, Ruddick, 

                                                           
16 Ibid., p. 107. 
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Noddings and Stadlen, whose (feminist) work focuses on mothers and maternal caring.17 I am 

particularly impressed by the language of British child psychiatrist and psychoanalyst Donald 

Winnicott. The theme of his 1964 book The child, the family and the outside world can be summarised 

in his own words as ‘it is when a mother trusts her own judgment that she is at her best’,18 and ‘in 

the long run, what we need is mothers, as well as fathers, who have found out how to believe in 

themselves’. Both the content of what Winnicott argues for (his emphasis on trust) and the way in 

which he puts that forward as his most important claim (the language he chooses) are in line with 

what is argued for in chapter 4 and in this discussion, which makes it a good example of what I 

mean by using a different language. Another example is how Winnicott opens his book by giving 

a description of the ‘ordinary mother’:  

 

I am certainly not putting forward the view that it is essential for the young mother 

to read books about child care. This would imply that she is more self-conscious 

about her state than she is. She needs protection and information, and she needs the 

best that medical science can offer in the way of bodily care. She needs a doctor and 

a nurse whom she knows, and in whom she has confidence. She also needs the 

devotion of a husband, and satisfying sexual experiences. But she does not 

necessarily need to be told in advance what being a mother feels like. One of my 

main ideas is this, that the best mothering comes out of natural self-reliance and 

there is a distinction to be made between the things that may come naturally and the 

things that have to be learnt, and I try to distinguish between these so that what 

comes naturally may not be spoiled.19 

 

The vocabulary Winnicott uses here, by for example writing about what a mother needs as opposed 

to what a mother ought to do, and the emphasis he puts on not telling the mother what she has to do, 

has a ‘soothing’ rather than a ‘worrying’ effect on the reader (particularly when the reader is a 

parent). This is similar to how I described that the difference between ‘hope’ and ‘having 

expectations’ has both substantive and discursive consequences/implications. Winnicott does not 

refrain from arguing what is best (ideal) for mothers, and he aims high, but somehow he is able to 

leave space for parents to have their own ideas, without becoming a relativist in the sense that 

                                                           
17 Winnicott 1964, Ruddick 1989; Noddings 1984; Stadlen 2004, all cited in Ramaekers and Suissa 2012. Aspects of 
these accounts are also vulnerable to criticism, for example the idea of ‘natural’ knowledge of parenting, which both 
Noddings and Stadlen defend (albeit in different ways). Ramaekers and Suissa argue that what is ‘natural’ cannot be 
separated from what is cultural and from what is moral.    
18 Ibid., p. 25. 
19 Winnicott 1964, p. 9. 
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‘anything goes’ in parenting. Also, he leaves space for parents to be dependent on others, and to 

be uncertain, which, as I have argued elsewhere, seems to be absent from current parenting and 

educational discourses.20 

Winnicott also makes clear that there might be authorities concerning parenting (i.e. 

scientific knowledge or experts) but that this need not imply that parents necessarily ought to ‘do’ 

something with their advice. This brings me to the second aspect I want to discuss, namely how a 

particular use of language by authorities (either theorists, psychologists, educationalists) brings 

about a particular vocabulary with regard to flourishing as an aim of education. And, as discussed 

in chapter 5, claims about parents, such as for example the claim that parents should aim for a 

flourishing life for their children, might be internalised by parents. These claims can subsequently 

be perceived as things they (have to) expect of themselves. It is for an important part up to how these 

claims are described, that is, in which way it is made clear (by which authority and in what sense it 

is taken for granted) what ‘task’ is assigned to parents. Ramaekers and Suissa, for example quote 

Stadlen, who argues that: 

 

One difficulty is that as soon as a psychiatrist or researcher has invented a word, he 

then goes on to show how important it is for mothers and babies to do whatever 

his word describes. (..) It is they who define what the ‘task’ is. This kind of writing 

turns mothering into a minefield, with “experts” to guide mothers through the 

danger areas, instead of mothers guiding the researchers and – most important – 

using their own language. Surely no mother ever invented pseudo-scientific terms 

like ‘bonding’ or ‘attachment parenting’, or ‘entrainment’. Mothers talk about love.21 

 

I found a comparable remark in Winnicott’s book where he comments on breast feeding and states 

his preference for ‘natural’ feeding (not feeding on a time schedule, but whenever the baby indicates 

that it’s hungry, which was a hot debate at the time of writing (1964)). He is clear in his preference 

for natural feeding and its advantages for the establishment of the mother-child relationship, but 

he insists that ‘even the idea of natural feeding would be harmful if it were to become a thing to be 

consciously aimed at, because it was said to be good by the authorities’.22 

 In terms of (aiming for) flourishing, I have heard mothers and fathers say things like that 

their reason for bringing their child to day care, is that it ‘will give them a head start in their social 

development’ (which is crucial for their future flourishing, to finish the thought), or that they let 

                                                           
20 See Wolbert 2018. 
21 Stadlen 2004, p. 22, cited in Ramaekers and Suissa 2012, p. 67.  
22 Winnicott 1964, p. 49.  
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their children choose her own food, because this is important for developing their autonomy 

(which is again crucial for their future flourishing). These parents’ choice of words is likely to have 

been copied from something they have read somewhere, written by an expert. Again, this is not to 

say that sending children to day care or letting them choose their own food is wrong, but I give 

these examples to show how a particular language, related to flourishing, has influenced the 

vocabulary of parents themselves.    

 I have made a start in this dissertation to ‘set the tone’ for a different language to speak and 

write about human flourishing as an aim of education. I wrote about fragility, about luck, about the 

inevitability of taking (existential) risks when bringing children up to become flourishing adults, 

and about the difference between having expectations and a more modest attitude of hope. I aimed 

at two things; first, to emphasise the inherent fragility of flourishing, but second, as a consequence 

of this different outlook and accompanying different language, to pave the way for interpretations 

of flourishing that go beyond the ‘obvious’ ideas about optimal development that are dominant in 

my lived worlds of educational research and parenting. But I have only made a start, and I don’t 

know whether it will change anything in the ‘real world’ or in the world of philosophy of education. 

More work needs to be done in this respect. In addition, other kinds of research may be worthwhile. 

In the next and final section I will give some recommendations for further research. 

 

 

6.4 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

 

With regard to further theoretical research, one recommendation that follows from the conclusions 

I have drawn is to encourage the elaboration of nonideal theory on education for flourishing. One 

of the ways in which current educational theory can be improved is by populating the theory with 

real-life examples in the way I have attempted to do in chapter 5. Yet another way is by developing 

a ‘multilevel’ theory on education for flourishing. Howard Curzer describes Aristotelian flourishing 

as including a multitude of possible ‘levels’ of (non-)flourishing; ‘ranging at the bottom from the 

misery of those without good fortune and compensating virtue, through mere lack of flourishing 

for those with bad fortune but compensating virtue or good fortune without virtuous activity, to 

the top level of blessedness for those with bonus goods of fortune and virtuous activity’.23 This a) 

provides a more detailed perspective than the simple claim that children need ‘good luck’ in order 

to lead flourishing lives; and b) could be a starting point for an educational theory that is able to 

                                                           
23 Curzer 2012, cited in Kristjánsson 2017, p. 93. 
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distinguish between children with more or less good fortune, and more or less chances to 

compensate bad luck with education. 

A more radical approach to nonideal theory might ask for a thorough and precise evaluation 

of what the established (pre)conditions for a flourishing life, as proposed by the theories discussed 

in this dissertation, really imply for actual children in actual schools in different places in the world. 

Such research would have to be based on a variety of sociological and psychological research (either 

already available or conducted for this purpose) about the circumstances of children living in 

particular environments and how these affect their (school) lives. It would be interesting to link the 

empirical data to the specific (pre)conditions that have been proposed in current theories on 

education for flourishing. In this way, it is also possible to empirically test to which extent the 

idealising assumptions that I have argued to be ‘bad idealisations’ are in fact false assumptions or 

not. 

 A second potential way of empirically ‘testing’ theoretical work that I would be interested 

in relates to the findings of chapter 5. It is an interesting question whether actual parents have 

hopes and/or expectations about their children and their children’s future flourishing life, and to 

which extent they are made explicit and integrated in their parenting. How are such hopes and 

expectations articulated? Do actual parents articulate that they do things in order to contribute to 

their child’s flourishing (or happy) lives? Lareau’s work suggests that parents generally do not have 

such explicit ideas.24 

Finally, related to these questions, it would also be interesting to explore in what sense 

parents expect things from themselves, from their children’s schools, or from other professionals 

with regard to aiming for the future flourishing of their children. This would help to map out in 

what sense claims about parents are internalized by parents, as Ramaekers and Suissa argued, and 

whether this is beneficial for both children and parents, or rather problematic, and whether there 

is indeed a traceable bias related to parents’ social class.

                                                           
24 Lareau 2011. 
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SUMMARY 

 

The aim of this dissertation is to (critically) reflect upon contemporary educational theories that 

propose human flourishing as an ideal, overarching aim of education. Prominent advocates of 

flourishing as an ideal aim of education in the domain of philosophy of education are John White, 

Kristján Kristjánsson, Harry Brighouse, and Doret de Ruyter. They defend that education should 

be seen (also) as a means to contribute to a child’s (chances of) a flourishing life, and that both 

schools and parents should equip children to have the best chance of a flourishing life. Human 

flourishing, in a broad sense, refers to living an optimal life, in which people are free (enough) to 

make their own choices, fill their time with meaningful and successful activities and relationships, 

and feel happy or satisfied with that.1 Education in these theories mostly refers to formal schooling, 

but also includes parents and child-rearing. Yet, this dissertation focuses on parents, precisely 

because the complex practice of parenthood receives less attention, while parents are arguably the 

most important, or in any case the primary ‘educators’ of children.2 

 

Most theories on flourishing hark back to Aristotle’s virtue ethics and his conception of eudaimonia 

in some way, either implicitly or explicitly According to Aristotle we cannot guarantee a good life 

for ourselves. Human efforts to build up towards a flourishing life can be undone by bad luck, as 

we all know. Thus, human flourishing is for a significant part up to luck. The question is how much 

self-efficiency – how much control over luck – and how much openness to the unpredictability of 

life a good human life needs. Notably, Aristotle did not see it as given that human beings should 

have as much control as possible, i.e. that it would be most desirable to leave nothing up to luck, 

which seems opposed to the prevailing view in our modern society.  

The current flourishing paradigm can be said to have a ‘strength-based approach’.3 As such, 

this flourishing paradigm thus has a strong focus on the ‘effort-side’ of flourishing, as opposed to 

on the ‘luck-side’, i.e. it emphasises how much control human beings have by developing their 

abilities to achieve flourishing lives, as opposed to how ‘lucky’ they might also need to be to make 

it. Throughout this dissertation it has been an implicit aim to foster attention for the fragility of 

(striving for) flourishing. Focusing on the things that we are able to cultivate takes the spotlight 

away from the fact that we as humans also are actually pretty vulnerable, dependent creatures. 

Therefore, to put weight on the other side of the scale, in addition to writing about fostering 

children’s development, striving for flourishing, cultivating children’s skills and talents, this 

                                                           
1 Cf. White 2011. 
2 ‘Parents’ should be read throughout this summary as parents or other main caretakers in the role of parents. 
3 Kristjánsson 2017, p. 88. 
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dissertation sought ways to write about fragility, vulnerability, dependence, existential risks, and 

luck. 

 

The central question of this dissertation is; how should we think about human flourishing as 

an aim of education? The first part of answering the central question is discussing how we can 

think about flourishing as an aim of education. What does an interpretation of flourishing as an 

ideal, overarching aim imply? And what does flourishing as an aim of education mean? The second part 

of answering the central question is concerned with how we should think about human flourishing 

as an aim of education, in other words, what is important to take into account when construing a 

worthwhile theory of flourishing as an aim of education. An important consideration here is how 

these theories relate, and should relate, to the educational practices they describe. Therefore, 

throughout the chapters, current educational theories on human flourishing are evaluated in the 

light of their bearing on ‘real’ educational practices. It is claimed that educational theory can only 

be worthwhile if it has value for the educational practices it theorises about. That said, there are 

many ways in which educational theory can be relevant to educational practices, and it is one of 

the purposes of this dissertation to discuss in which ways theory on education for flourishing is 

best able to do so. In other words, evaluating current theories on education for flourishing by 

formulating a standard of practical relevance is the method chosen to be able to answer how we 

should think about human flourishing as an aim of education.  

 

In order to approach an answer to the central question, four research questions are formulated: 

• What characterises the concept of human flourishing (particularly as an ideal aim of 

education? 

• What kind of theory should theory on education for human flourishing be? 

• How can we understand the existential risk of parenthood in relation to (aiming for) 

flourishing? 

• What attitude should parents have towards their children’s future flourishing? 

 

Chapter 2 discussed the first research question. It is observed that human flourishing is the topic 

of an increasing number of books and articles in educational philosophy, and that flourishing is 

regarded as an ideal aim of education. If this is defended, the first step should be to clarify what is 

meant by human flourishing, and what exactly the concept entails and excludes. It is argued that 

five formal criteria to assess conceptions of human flourishing can be distinguished: (1) human 

flourishing is regarded as something that is intrinsically worthwhile; (2) it refers to the actualisation 
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of an agent’s potential; (2a) flourishing is always about a whole life; (2b) it is what we’ve called a 

‘dynamic state’; and (2c) the concept of human flourishing implies a reference to objective goods, 

in the sense that there are human capacities that are objectively good for a person as well as certain 

external goods people need in order to live well. These criteria can be used, for instance, to 

distinguish flourishing from ‘well-being’ or ‘happiness’.   

 However, these criteria also make clear that human flourishing is characterised by ongoing 

development, striving and effort to sustain it, and as such emphasises the ‘effort-side’ of flourishing 

as opposed to the ‘luck-side’. There seems to be an implicit assumption in the ‘strength based 

paradigm’ that setting high aims implies demanding aims (demanding of an individual human being), 

but this doesn’t necessarily follow. Human flourishing can for example also be regarded as a high 

(as in: difficult or impossible to realise) aim, because one has to be incredibly lucky to achieve this 

dynamic state of being (for example with the family one is born in, or how healthy one is, etc.). 

 

Chapter 3 asked what kind of theory educational theory for flourishing should be. The chapter 

distinguishes between nonideal and ideal theory, and argues that, although mostly not explicated, 

current educational theory on flourishing is often ideal theory. It is characteristic of ideal theory to 

construe theory around the ideal, and to centralise the ideal as such, as opposed to nonideal theory, 

which constructs its theory around the actual situation. An example of ideal educational theory 

would be to theorise what the perfect classroom would look like, for instance a classroom filled 

with healthy, awake and motivated children, a dedicated teacher and challenging materials. With 

such a ‘picture perfect’ in mind, theorists as well as teachers can begin to reflect accordingly what 

it would require of teachers, the school and the pupils to create this perfect classroom. 

It is argued that an exclusive reliance on ideal theory when theorising education for 

flourishing is problematic, because (a) it is also important to know how to deal with the ideal when 

moving to the nonideal level; (b) ideal theory on education for flourishing makes (has to make) 

idealising assumptions about children’s lives and their chances of receiving good education which 

do not reflect reality; and (c) ideal theory is often formal and abstract, and therefore ‘unpopulated’, 

which raises the question in what sense this theory is applicable to real people. Therefore, to create 

a better balance, there is a need for nonideal theory on education for flourishing. Chapter 3 suggests 

two worthwhile ways in which this can be done; (1) prioritising theory on the improvement of basic 

needs (such as for example safety, health, good housing, etc.) over theorising the ideal education 

for flourishing, and/or (2) the less radical option of starting from the actual world in theorising 

what might be ideal. In the classroom example this would imply beginning with the daily practice 

in which many teachers are faced with children coming to school who haven’t had breakfast, whose 
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personal or family circumstances overshadow their interest in learning, and/or where the teachers 

face a (too) heavy teaching and administration load. The pressing questions here would be: how 

should teachers deal with these circumstances, and what would be ideal given these actual 

circumstances?    

 

In Chapter 4 the perspective changes from comparing forms of theorising to comparing theory to 

the ‘real’ practices it describes. It does not ask what role theory should have with regard to practices, 

but it rather describes aspects of a certain real practice, in this case parenthood, and asks what 

implications these aspects might have or should have for theory on education for flourishing. 

Chapter 4 argues that parenthood inevitably involves taking an existential risk. The chapter uses 

the distinction that German pedagogue Otto Friedrich Bollnow makes between attempts and 

(avoidable) risks on the one hand and existential (inevitable) risks on the other hand. The second 

type of risk is distinctive because the person who engages in an existential risk risks herself.  

Bollnow’s description of existential risk contributes to an understanding of child-rearing in 

relation to human flourishing in three ways. First, it contributes to the understanding of child-

rearing and striving for flourishing as inherently uncertain, because it makes clear that parents 

cannot ensure that the child will become what they had intended in raising her. This does not 

necessarily mean that when the parents fail in raising her as they had intended, the child does not 

or cannot flourish, but it does mean that parents’ aiming for a flourishing life of their children must 

be typified as a Wagnis (taking an existential risk). Moreover, aiming for flourishing can also be seen 

as a Wagnis in a broader sense. When parents aim for a flourishing life for their children, all sorts 

of things will happen that are beyond the control of the parents (including but not limited to the 

child’s response to their parenting), because flourishing is for a significant part up to luck (as 

opposed to effort). Therefore aiming for the flourishing of children can, for that reason alone, also 

be seen as a Wagnis. Second, Bollnow’s understanding of Wagnis also contributes to a clarification 

of the ways in which the concept of risk is being used in educational theory and policymaking. 

Contrary to the way in which ‘risk’ in these discourses is usually interpreted – as something that 

should be avoided – there is a way in which risk in education is inevitable, namely in the way in 

which parents risk themselves in raising a child (to live a flourishing life). It is helpful to make this 

distinction in an educational context. Third, the idea of Wagnis leads us to recognise trust as a key 

concept in discussing risk-taking and child-rearing. The acceptance of vulnerability, of being ‘at 

risk’ in the above two senses, is what we mean by trust.4 An emphasis on risk-avoidance can 

therefore be seen as an implicit denial of the importance of trust, while a conception of risk as an 

                                                           
4 Baier 1986. 
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inevitable Wagnis rather affirms the importance of trust in the parent-child relationship. Trust is 

important, first and foremost because it ‘is a condition for the development of the capacities of 

children’.5    

 

Chapter 5 discusses what attitude parents should have towards their children’s future flourishing. 

The proponents of education for flourishing discussed in this dissertation do not tend to write for 

parents, so the claim that parents ought to aim for the flourishing life of their children is not likely 

to be intended or read as direct advice to them. Nevertheless, the idea that flourishing is the (ideal) 

aim of education does suggest that parents should pursue the ideal of a flourishing life for their 

children, which leads to the question in which way they should do that.  

It is argued that the theoretical claim that parents should aim for the flourishing life of their 

children does not necessarily imply that parents have to be aware that they do so, i.e. have to strive 

for flourishing in a deliberate or active way. The concept of flourishing, due to its significant 

features such as being an ultimate, multi-interpretable aim, which is never really finished, is the type 

of concept that is best conceptualised as a (regulative) ideal. When perceived as an ideal, there is 

no expectation of complete fulfilment, and there is, in principle, no precise prescription available 

for how one should reach a flourishing life. The chapter argues that it is problematic to think of 

the concept of human flourishing as if it were an achievable goal (a type of aim of which it is known 

how it can be effectively realised), and to aim for flourishing as such. Moreover, a combination of 

parental expectations, which involve the belief that it is probable that the object of the expectations 

will come true, and aiming for flourishing as if it were a goal creates tensions.  

There is a legitimate place for (flexible) expectations towards things that can be considered 

goals, such as particular goods that might contribute to flourishing (e.g. finding a good school). 

However, with regard to the flourishing life of children, a parental attitude of hope, which involves 

the belief that it is possible that the object of one’s hopes will come true, is more appropriate, because 

‘hope’ implies a recognition of the limitations of one’s powers to contribute to realising ultimate 

aims.  

 

On the basis of these four research questions and answers, it is concluded that human flourishing 

can only be meaningfully defended as an aim of education in a theory that gives due 

acknowledgment to the educational practices it describes. This implies that: 

 

                                                           
5 Spiecker 1990. 
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(a) It should be clear that a flourishing life cannot be achieved by human effort alone, it is for 

a significant part up to luck, i.e. it should be clear that (striving for) flourishing is inherently 

fragile. 

(b) It should be taken into account that child-rearing, as a necessary part of aiming for a 

flourishing life of children, inherently involves taking an existential risk, in the sense that 1) 

there is always the risk that the child does not become what the parent intended, and 2) the 

parent risks herself in undertaking this endeavour.     

(c) It should be made clear in what way flourishing is conceptualised, and what consequences 

that has for aiming for the future flourishing life of children. Flourishing is best 

conceptualised as an ideal, but it should always be made clear that there is a gap between a 

perfect flourishing life and what is realistically possible, and between those two and what 

is actually happening in the world at this moment.  

(d) There should also be nonideal theory on education for flourishing, to counterbalance the 

ideal theory that is currently available. A combination of ideal and nonideal theory on 

education for flourishing is most desirable, because this allows both a description of ideal 

education and a necessary focus on actual problems that threaten even getting anywhere 

near(er) this ideal.  

 

Points (a) and (b) are important for what I regard to be a good conception of flourishing, whereas 

points (c) and (d) set a standard for the theory in which flourishing is being defended as an aim of 

education. If these criteria are met, I do think it is worthwhile to think about human flourishing as 

an ideal aim of education.  
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NEDERLANDSE SAMENVATTING 

 

FLOREREN, FRAGILITEIT EN FAMILIES. EEN KRITISCHE REFLECTIE OP MENSELIJK 

FLOREREN ALS IDEAAL DOEL VAN OPVOEDING EN ONDERWIJS 

 

Het doel van dit proefschrift is een kritische reflectie te bieden op moderne theorieën binnen de 

theoretische pedagogiek (ook wel opvoedingsfilosofie) die betogen dat het menselijk floreren als 

ideaal en overkoepelend doel van opvoeding en onderwijs zou moeten worden gezien. Prominente 

pleitbezorgers hiervan zijn John White, Kristján Kristjánsson, Harry Brighouse en Doret de Ruyter. 

Zij betogen dat opvoeding en onderwijs gezien moeten worden als (onder andere) een middel om 

het doel van een florerend leven voor de kinderen die zij opvoedt te bereiken, en dat zowel scholen 

als ouders dienen bij te dragen aan de kansen van een kind op een florerend leven. Menselijk 

floreren betekent in algemene zin een optimaal leven leiden: een moreel goed leven, gevuld met 

liefdevolle relaties en zinvolle en succesvolle bezigheden, waarin mensen vrij (genoeg) zijn om hun 

eigen keuzes te maken, en waarover ze zich gelukkig en tevreden voelen.1 Met opvoeding en 

onderwijs – education in de hoofdstukken van deze dissertatie – worden meestal de activiteiten in 

school bedoeld. Vaak valt wat ouders doen ook wel onder education, maar dat blijft vaak impliciet, 

of zij hebben een minimale rol ten opzichte van scholing. In deze dissertatie ligt daarom de 

expliciete focus op de ouders en op opvoeding. De complexe praktijk van ouderschap is erg 

interessant, en het is ook belangrijk hier aandacht aan te besteden, ouders zijn immers de primaire 

opvoeders van kinderen, zo niet ook de belangrijkste.2 

 

De meeste theorieën over floreren zijn op een meer of minder expliciete manier schatplichtig aan 

de deugdethiek van Aristoteles, waarin zijn conceptie van eudaimonia – zijn opvatting over het 

hoogste doel van het leven – centraal staat. Volgens Aristoteles hebben we geen garantie op een 

goed leven. De moeite die we doen om zo’n leven te bereiken – een moreel goed leven vol zinvolle, 

succesvolle activiteiten, goede vrienden, lieve familie, geluk en plezier – kan vergeefs zijn, of wat 

we nastreven kan nooit van de grond komen, door pech (bad luck), bijvoorbeeld omdat we geen 

fijne familie hebben, arm zijn, of ziek. Dus, het bereiken en continueren van een florerend leven 

hangt voor een belangrijk deel af van het geluk (good luck) dat mensen hebben. De vraag is hoeveel 

geluk een goed mensenleven nodig heeft, hoeveel openheid voor de onvoorspelbaarheid van het 

lot, ten opzichte van hoeveel controle de mens over dat lot nodig heeft om een goed leven te 

                                                           
1 Cf. White 2011. 
2 Met ‘ouders’ bedoel ik ‘ouders/verzorgers’; het verwijst naar de primaire verzorger. 
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NEDERLANDSE SAMENVATTING 

 

FLOREREN, FRAGILITEIT EN FAMILIES. EEN KRITISCHE REFLECTIE OP MENSELIJK 

FLOREREN ALS IDEAAL DOEL VAN OPVOEDING EN ONDERWIJS 
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kunnen leiden. Voor de oude Griekse denkers, inclusief Aristoteles, was het niet vanzelfsprekend 

dat het ideale leven voor mensen een leven was zonder spelingen van het lot, dat wil zeggen een 

volledig ‘maakbaar’ leven.  

De huidige theorieën over floreren als doel van opvoeding en onderwijs benadrukken 

vooral wat mensen (leerlingen zelf, maar ook hun leerkrachten en ouders) kunnen en zouden 

moeten doen om bij te dragen aan (de kansen op) een florerend leven, en lijken zo eerder binnen 

het paradigma van het maakbare te vallen.3 Met andere woorden, de huidige theorieën benadrukken 

vooral de ‘inspannings-kant’ van floreren, en niet de oncontroleerbare en dus fragiele kant. Een 

focus op de dingen die we wel kunnen beheersen betekent dat de aandacht minder gericht wordt 

op die dingen die we niet onder controle hebben, en het feit dat de mens ook een best kwetsbaar, 

afhankelijk wezen is. Het is daarom een impliciet doel geweest van deze dissertatie om ook aandacht 

te besteden aan de fragiliteit van het (streven naar) menselijk floreren. 

 

De hoofdvraag van deze dissertatie is: hoe zouden we moeten nadenken over het menselijk 

floreren als ideaal doel van opvoeding en onderwijs? Om deze vraag te beantwoorden moet 

eerst worden nagegaan op welke manieren we kunnen nadenken over floreren als doel van 

opvoeding en onderwijs. Wat betekent het om floreren als ideaal, overkoepelend doel te zien? En 

wat betekent het om floreren als doel van opvoeding en onderwijs te zien? Een kritische reflectie 

op hoe we kunnen nadenken over floreren leidt tot een antwoord op de vraag hoe we dat zouden 

moeten doen. Wat is een goede en zinvolle theorie over floreren als doel van opvoeding en 

onderwijs? Welke kenmerken heeft een goede theorie? Een belangrijke overweging in dezen is de 

vraag hoe een theorie over floreren als doel van opvoeding en onderwijs zich dient te verhouden 

tot de praktijken die zij beschrijft. Daarom vindt er kritische reflectie plaats op de besproken 

theorieën in het licht van hun relevantie voor de daadwerkelijke pedagogische praktijken. Er wordt 

gesteld dat de theoretisch-pedagogische theorieën alleen waardevol kunnen zijn als ze van waarde 

zijn voor die praktijken. Dat gezegd hebbende; er zijn verschillende manieren denkbaar waarop 

theorie de praktijk van dienst kan zijn, en het is één van de doelen van dit proefschrift om te 

onderzoeken op welke manier(en) pedagogische theorieën over floreren dit het beste zouden 

kunnen en moeten doen. De kritische evaluatie van huidige theorieën over opvoeding tot floreren 

aan de hand van een criterium van praktische relevantie is zogezegd de methode die gebruikt wordt 

om de hoofdvraag te kunnen beantwoorden.  

 

                                                           
3 Kristjánsson 2017, p. 88. 
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Er zijn vier onderzoeksvragen geformuleerd die bijdragen aan het beantwoorden van de 

hoofdvraag: 

• Wat zijn de karakteristieke kenmerken van het concept ‘menselijk floreren’ (human 

flourishing), in het bijzonder als ideaal doel van onderwijs en opvoeding? 

• Wat voor soort theorie zou theorie over opvoeding tot floreren moeten zijn? 

• Hoe kunnen we het existentiële risico dat ouders nemen in de opvoeding begrijpen in relatie 

tot (streven naar) floreren? 

• Welke houding moeten ouders aannemen ten opzichte van het toekomstige floreren van 

hun kinderen? 

 

In hoofdstuk 2 wordt de eerste onderzoeksvraag besproken. In dit hoofdstuk wordt vastgesteld 

dat er steeds meer geschreven wordt over floreren, en dat floreren door theoretisch pedagogen 

wordt verdedigd als ideaal doel van opvoeding en onderwijs. Als dit wordt verdedigd,  dan moet 

eerst worden nagegaan wat precies wordt bedoeld met het begrip ‘menselijk floreren’ (human 

flourishing). Er zijn vijf formele criteria gevonden die karakteristiek zijn voor het concept floreren, 

en waar alle concepties van floreren aan dienen te voldoen: (1) floreren wordt gezien als iets dat 

intrinsiek waardevol is; (2) het gaat over het actualiseren van het menselijk potentieel; (2a) floreren 

gaat altijd over een compleet leven (zowel chronologisch als in de zin dat het zich uitstrekt over 

alle domeinen van een leven); (2b) het is een ‘dynamische staat van zijn’; en tenslotte (2c) het 

concept impliceert dat er objectief goede dingen zijn; zowel menselijke capaciteiten die objectief 

goed zijn als externe goede dingen (bijvoorbeeld een goede gezondheid, een veilig thuis) die mensen 

nodig hebben om een goed leven te kunnen leiden. Deze kenmerken kunnen worden gebruikt om 

bijvoorbeeld floreren te onderscheiden van (subjectief) geluk of andere aanverwante termen. Er 

kan ook worden gekeken of in een bepaalde tekst bijv. de termen ‘menselijk welzijn’ en floreren 

hetzelfde aanduiden of niet.  

De populariteit van floreren verdedigd als overkoepelend doel van onderwijs lijkt te maken 

te hebben met een heersende onvrede over het huidige onderwijs. Een veel gehoorde klacht is dat 

het op scholen te veel gaat over ‘efficiëntie’ en ‘effectiviteit’, en dat een economische 

(technocratische) manier van denken en praten over onderwijs overheerst. Een ‘goede’ school 

binnen zo’n discours verwijst dan naar een school waar de meeste leerlingen een (hoog) diploma 

halen. Opvoedingsfilosofen willen liever ethische vragen stellen over ‘goed’ onderwijs: wat is er nu 

echt belangrijk in het leven? En als dat ‘het leiden van een florerend leven’ is, wat is dan echt 

belangrijk om kinderen thuis en op school bij te brengen? Niet alleen hoe ze hun examens halen, 
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of hoe ze een goed betaalde baan krijgen. Scholen dienen kinderen die vaardigheden bij te brengen 

en ervaringen te faciliteren die bijdragen aan de kansen van kinderen op een florerend leven. 

 Maar, de kenmerken van floreren die gepresenteerd zijn in hoofdstuk 2 maken ook duidelijk 

dat floreren gaat over het nastreven (of zelfs najagen) van dat leven, over zelfontwikkeling, en het 

leveren van veel inspanning om een dergelijke prestatie te halen. Dus, ook hier wordt de 

‘inspaningskant’ van floreren benadrukt. De vraag is of dit niet resulteert in competitiviteit en stress 

bij kinderen in plaats van floreren. Er lijkt een impliciete assumptie te bestaan dat het streven naar 

hoge doelen (idealen) impliceert dat die doelen hoog zijn, omdat ze veel van het individu (de 

leerling, het kind) verwachten. Maar dat is geen noodzakelijk gevolg. Floreren kan bijvoorbeeld ook 

als een (onmogelijk realiseerbaar) hoog doel gezien worden, omdat je (vooral) ongelooflijk veel 

geluk moet hebben om het te bereiken (bijvoorbeeld met de familie waarin je bent geboren, je 

fysieke gezondheid, etc.).  

  

In hoofdstuk 3 wordt onderzocht middels wat voor soort theorie het opvoeden tot een florerend 

leven het best beschreven kan worden. Er wordt onderscheid gemaakt tussen nonideal theory en ideal 

theory, en er wordt vastgesteld dat theorie over opvoeding tot floreren meestal onder ideal theory valt. 

Ideal theory betekent dat er theorie wordt bedreven waarin het zwaartepunt bij het ideaal ligt. In 

nonideal theory daarentegen staat de actualiteit van een bepaalde problematiek centraal, en vertrekt 

de theorie vanuit de implicaties van die actuele praktijk. Een voorbeeld van ideal theory over 

onderwijs zou zijn om te bedenken hoe het perfecte klaslokaal eruit zou zien, bijvoorbeeld een 

lokaal met gezonde, wakkere en gemotiveerde kinderen, een toegewijde docent en uitdagend 

materiaal. Op basis van dit perfecte plaatje zou dan vervolgens gereflecteerd kunnen worden op 

wat er allemaal nodig is om dit ideale plaatje te bereiken.    

 Het is problematisch om in opvoedingstheorieën over floreren alleen ideal theory te 

bedrijven, omdat (a) het ook belangrijk is om te weten wat te doen met idealen in de echte (niet-

ideale) wereld; (b) ideal theory aannames moet doen over kinderen en hun kansen op goed onderwijs 

die niet de werkelijkheid weerspiegelen (met andere woorden: het zijn valse aannames); en (c) ideal 

theory is vaak (zeer) formeel en abstract, en daardoor (met een term van Ruth Cigman) ‘onbevolkt’, 

wat de vraag oproept in hoeverre zo’n theorie wel van toepassing is op ‘echte’ mensen. Om een 

betere balans te creëren moet er meer nonideal theory komen op het gebied van de opvoeding tot een 

florerend leven. Dit kan op twee manieren: (1) het prioriteren van onderzoek naar de verbetering 

van de basisbehoeften van kinderen (zoals een veilig thuis, gezondheid, etc.) boven onderzoek naar 

een ideale opvoeding tot floreren, en/of (2) de minder ‘radicale’ optie van theorie waarin het 

zwaartepunt ligt bij de actuele situatie, maar er wel wordt bediscussieerd wat ideaal zou zijn gegeven 
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deze actualiteit. In het voorbeeld van het klaslokaal zou dit betekenen dat de theorie begint bij de 

dagelijkse praktijk waarin er leerlingen zijn die naar dat klaslokaal komen die niet ontbeten hebben, 

wiens persoonlijke of thuissituatie hun motivatie voor of interesse in school overschaduwt, en waar 

de docenten onder hoge werkdruk staan. De prangende vraag is dan hoe de docent met deze 

omstandigheden zou moeten omgaan, en wat ideaal zou zijn gegeven deze actuele omstandigheden.    

 

In hoofdstuk 4 verandert het perspectief van het reflecteren op (vormen van) theorie naar het 

vergelijken van theorie met de ‘echte’ praktijken die daarin beschreven worden. Er wordt niet 

zozeer besproken wat de rol van theorie is ten opzichte van de praktijk, maar er wordt een aspect 

van de praktijk van het ouderschap beschreven en er wordt nagegaan welke implicaties dit aspect 

heeft of zou moeten hebben voor de theorie. Er wordt beargumenteerd dat opvoeding altijd een 

waagstuk impliceert; het nemen van een existentieel risico. De Duitse pedagoog Otto Friedrich 

Bollnow maakt een onderscheid tussen iets proberen en een (vermijdbaar) risico nemen aan de ene 

kant, en het nemen van een existentieel risico aan de andere kant. Een waagstuk (Wagnis) impliceert 

dat diegene die het neemt zichzelf op het spel zet, wat bij een ‘gewoon’ risico niet zo is. 

Bollnow’s beschrijving van een waagstuk draagt op drie manieren bij aan ons begrip van 

opvoeden in relatie tot (het streven naar) een florerend leven. Ten eerste draagt het bij aan het 

begrijpen van opvoeding als een inherent onzekere onderneming, omdat het duidelijk maakt dat 

ouders zich er niet van kunnen verzekeren dat het kind wordt wat zij ervan hadden willen maken. 

Dit betekent niet noodzakelijkerwijs dat als mislukt wat de ouders in gedachten hadden met hun 

opvoeding, het kind daardoor ook niet floreren zal of kan, maar het betekent wel dat het streven 
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streven naar floreren kan ook als een waagstuk gezien worden in bredere zin. Als ouders dit ideaal 

nastreven kunnen er allerlei soorten dingen gebeuren buiten hun controle om (inclusief in hun 

opvoeding, maar niet uitsluitend), omdat floreren, zoals gezegd, voor een significant deel afhangt 

van ‘het lot’. Daarom kan streven naar floreren, om die reden alleen, ook worden getypeerd als een 

waagstuk. Ten tweede draagt Bollnow’s gebruik van het begrip Wagnis ook bij aan ons begrip van 

de manier waarop het concept ‘risico’ wordt gebruikt in pedagogische theorie, empirisch 

onderzoek, en beleid. In tegenstelling tot de manier waarop ‘risico’ normaliter wordt gebruikt – 

namelijk om iets aan te duiden wat onwenselijk is en vermeden moet worden – is er ook een 

opvatting van risico (als waagstuk) waarvan we kunnen zeggen dat dit onvermijdelijk is in 

opvoeding en onderwijs; het is namelijk inherent aan ouderschap (en ook aan docentschap) dat 

degene die opvoedt zich zo verbindt aan de opvoeding dat diegene zichzelf op het spel zet. Het is 

goed om deze twee vormen in een pedagogisch discours te onderscheiden. Ten derde, het idee van 
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een existentieel risico geeft ook aan dat vertrouwen van groot belang is in de opvoeding. Het 

accepteren van kwetsbaarheid, zoals noodzakelijk is bij een existentieel risico, is wat we bedoelen 

met ‘vertrouwen’.4 Een nadruk op risicovermijding kan daarom ook geïnterpreteerd worden als het 

veronachtzamen van het belang van vertrouwen in de ouder-kindrelatie. Vertrouwen is belangrijk, 

ten eerste en vooral omdat het een noodzakelijke conditie is voor de ontwikkeling van kinderen. 5   

 

In hoofdstuk 5 wordt onderzocht welke houding ouders moeten aannemen ten opzichte van het 

toekomstige floreren van hun kinderen. De theorieën die besproken worden in deze dissertatie 

worden gewoonlijk niet geschreven voor ouders, in de zin dat ze advies bevatten over het streven 

naar floreren. Maar aangezien er wel verdedigd wordt dat ouders een florerend leven voor hun 

kinderen dienen na te streven, roept dit wel de vraag op hoe ouders dat dan zouden moeten doen. 

 Er wordt gesteld dat de theoretische claim dat ouders een florerend leven voor hun 

kinderen dienen na te streven niet noodzakelijkerwijs impliceert dat die ouders zich daar ook 

bewust van zouden moeten zijn; met andere woorden dat ze dat actief zouden moeten nastreven. 

Het concept ‘floreren’, dat zich laat kenmerken als een ultiem, multi-interpretabel doel, dat 

bovendien nooit helemaal ‘af’ is, is het soort concept dat zich het best laat omschrijven als een 

(regulatief) ideaal. Als ideaal wordt er niet verwacht dat iemand dit compleet en helemaal bereikt; 

en er is, in principe, ook geen beschrijving beschikbaar voor hoe zo’n florerend leven precies 

bereikt zou kunnen en moeten worden. Er wordt beargumenteerd dat het problematisch is om 

over floreren na te denken als ware het een bereikbaar doel (een type doel waarvan bekend is hoe 

dit effectief te realiseren valt, en waarvan het mogelijk is om het te realiseren), en dat het 

problematisch is om floreren op die manier na te streven. Daarenboven levert het spanningen op 

als de verwachtingen van ouders ten opzichte van het floreren van hun kinderen gecombineerd 

worden met het denken over floreren als een doel. Verwachtingen hebben impliceert dat diegene 

die iets verwacht gelooft dat het waarschijnlijk is dat die verwachting uitkomt. Als dit gecombineerd 

wordt met geloven dat floreren een haalbaar doel is met een heldere ‘gebruiksaanwijzing’ (zoals 

bijvoorbeeld een cake bakken haalbaar is als men het recept volgt), verliezen ouders wellicht hun 

flexibiliteit en bescheidenheid uit het oog ten opzichte van het streven naar floreren. 

 Er is wel een plek voor (flexibele) verwachtingen van ouders met betrekking tot dingen die 

wel als een realiseerbaar doel gezien kunnen worden, zoals bepaalde dingen die kunnen bijdragen 

aan het welzijn van het kind (zoals bijvoorbeeld het vinden van een goede school). Echter, met 

betrekking tot floreren zouden ouders beter een hoopvolle houding aan kunnen nemen, omdat 

                                                           
4 Baier 1986. 
5 Spiecker 1990. 
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hoop impliceert dat het mogelijk is dat het object van iemands hoop uitkomt, en omdat een 

hoopvolle houding de erkenning van de beperkingen van iemands invloed op het realiseren van 

ultieme doelen zoals een florerend leven impliceert. 

 

De conclusie die getrokken kan worden uit de antwoorden op de vier onderzoeksvragen hierboven 

is dat het menselijk floreren alleen betekenisvol als doel van opvoeding en onderwijs verdedigd kan 

worden in een theorie die zich rekenschap geeft van de opvoedingspraktijken die erin beschreven 

worden. Dit houdt in dat: 

 

(a) Het duidelijk moet zijn dat een florerend leven niet bereikt kan worden door menselijke 

inspanning alleen, maar dat het ook voor een belangrijk deel afhangt van het geluk (een lot 

dat je gunstig gezind is) dat een mens heeft. Met andere woorden; het moet duidelijk zijn 

dat (het streven naar) een florerend leven inherent fragiel is. 

(b) Er rekening gehouden moet worden met het feit dat de opvoeding, als noodzakelijk 

onderdeel van het streven naar het floreren van kinderen, een existentieel risico met zich 

meebrengt, in de zin dat het een onvermijdelijk risico is dat het kind mogelijkerwijs niet 

wordt wat de ouders hadden bedoeld met hun opvoeding, en dat de ouders zichzelf op het 

spel zetten (riskeren) in het nemen van dat risico. 

(c) Het duidelijk moet zijn op welke manier floreren geïnterpreteerd wordt, en welke 

consequenties dat heeft voor het streven naar een florerend leven voor kinderen. Floreren 

laat zich het best omschrijven als ideaal, maar het zou in iedere interpretatie duidelijk 

moeten worden gemaakt dat er een kloof bestaat tussen een perfect florerend leven en wat 

er realistisch gezien mogelijk is, en tussen die twee en wat er in het hier en nu, in de 

actualiteit, zich afspeelt in de wereld. 

(d) Ten slotte, er ook nonideal theory bedreven moet worden over het opvoeden tot een florerend 

leven, om de balans te herstellen met de ideal theory die in de huidige theorieën voornamelijk 

gebezigd wordt. Een combinatie van beide theorievormen is het meest wenselijk, omdat er 

dan een beschrijving van de ideale opvoeding kan worden gegeven, terwijl er tegelijkertijd 

een noodzakelijke focus op de actuele problematiek ligt. 

 

Punt (a) en (b) zijn belangrijk voor wat ik beschouw als een goede conceptie van floreren. Punt (c) 

en (d) gelden als (het begin van) een maatstaf voor een goed soort theorie waarin een opvoeding 

tot floreren verdedigd kan worden. Als aan deze criteria voldaan wordt, denk ik dat het zinvol is 

om na te denken over floreren als ideaal doel van opvoeding en onderwijs.
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Alhoewel het een stijlbreuk betekent met de rest van het proefschrift, dat in het Engels geschreven 

is, kan ik toch niet anders dan het dankwoord in het Nederlands doen. Het zij zo. 

 

Dit proefschrift is opgedragen aan al mijn opvoeders. Er zijn er veel geweest, en zij hebben mij 

veel geleerd. Ik wil ze hier bedanken (in min of meer chronologische volgorde,  maar zeker ook 

diegenen die ik hier niet noem) voor hun bijdrage aan dit proefschrift (direct of indirect). Goede 
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je soms zonder iets te zeggen zien wat je (eigenlijk) zou moeten doen. Ik ben de mijne zeer 

dankbaar.  
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laatstgenoemde. Mijn ouders hebben mij me laten vervelen, me lummeltijd gegund, en zijn altijd in 

staat geweest de keuzes te accepteren die ik maakte. Ik ben er van overtuigd dat ik daarom de 

creatieve denker ben geworden die ik nu ben, en dat ik daarom in staat ben geweest om dit 

proefschrift te maken. Ik dank ook mijn moeder voor haar geduld tijdens de lange 

telefoongesprekken waarin ik een punt probeerde duidelijk te maken, waardoor ik dan later betere 

woorden had om dat punt ook in een hoofdstuk te kunnen verwoorden. En mijn vader voor het 

nauwgezet nalopen van de voetnoten en referenties. 

 Dan mevrouw Oud, mijn lerares Nederlands op de middelbare school. Het blijken haar 

woorden te zijn die ik nu nog steeds het meest hoor in mijn hoofd. Wegens de ophanden zijnde 

verhuizing van mijn ouders vond ik laatst een oud verslag van mezelf terug, voorzien van haar 

commentaar in de zijlijn. De opdracht was een betoog herschrijven, wat ik moeilijk vond, omdat 

(and I quote) ‘je op een gegeven moment er toch van overtuigd bent dat je het goed hebt, en dat je 

van een eigen tekst toch niet kunt bepalen of deze toegankelijk voor het publiek is’. Mevrouw Oud 

had erbij geschreven: ‘Toch wel! (dat is nu waar meesterschap)’. Ik geloof dat ik het nu begrijp. 

 Cruciaal voor het welslagen van dit proefschrift is meneer Steutel geweest. Hij heeft ervoor 

gezorgd dat ik in de master opvoedingsfilosofie mocht, hij heeft me begeleid bij het uitzoeken 

welke extra vakken daarvoor nodig waren, en welke vakken ik het beste kon doen in de master. En 

hij heeft er voor gezorgd dat ik tijdens de master op de rit bleef. Dat is een hele taak geweest, en 

zonder hem was ik nooit afgestudeerd. Echt niet. Vervolgens deed hij ook nog een goed woordje 
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voor me voor de promotieplek waar dit proefschrift uit is voortgekomen. Ik ben hem zeer 

erkentelijk. 

 In het Duits wordt een promotor ook wel eens ‘Doktorvater’ genoemd (Doktormutter is in 

opkomst!). Als zo, dan heb ik DoktorEltern gehad. Ze hebben altijd het beste met mij voor gehad 

en altijd vanuit mijn belang gehandeld. Soms betekende dat mij beschermen tegen de boze 

buitenwereld, soms betekende dat nóg een keer om een revisie vragen (het monnikenwerk). Ze zijn 

jammergenoeg een zeldzaamheid in academia-land, maar ik heb het grote geluk gehad onder hun 

hoede te mogen uitproberen en van hen te mogen leren. Daar ben ik ontzettend dankbaar voor. 

 I’ve also learned a lot from particular people and books in the field of philosophy of 

education during my PhD. I want to thank Ruth Cigman for the conversations in London, her 

inspiring presentation at the PESGB in Oxford, and her work. I also feel particularly indebted to 

the book The claims of parenting, written by Judith Suissa and Stefan Ramaekers, for which I am the 

authors grateful. I also thank Judith for her willingness to come to Amsterdam to participate in the 

promotion committee. 

 Tenslotte dank ik mijn kinderen Jonas en Lina. Ergens in dit proefschrift staat wel dat de 

term parenting verdonkeremaant dat de ouder-kind relatie wederkerig is, en dat ouders ook veel van 

hun kinderen kunnen leren. Dat klopt. Mijn kinderen hebben mij die dingen laten zien en voelen 

waarover ik in dit proefschrift heb geprobeerd te schrijven. Ik leer elke dag van ze. 

 

Gelukkig voedt ook weer niet iedereen mij op, en heb ik ook peers die ik dankbaar ben voor hun 

steun en afleiding tijdens het schrijven van dit proefschrift. Mijn broers Bastian en Joris en hun 

vriendinnen Nanda en Sjouke. Mijn schoonfamilie Carola, José, Tiela, Benjamin, Mathias, en ook 

Paul, Anton, Luisa, Caspar, Anna en Ella. Mijn (oud-)collega’s van Onderwijswetenschappen en 

Theoretische Pedagogiek Chiel, Marjolein, Jacomijn, Thea, Arjen, Gerdien, Bert, Femke, Claudia, 

John, Trees en Marjoke, die ik bedank voor hun luisterende oren, open discussies, en gezelligheid. 

Thea en Jacomijn dank ik bovendien voor het mogen zijn van hun paranimf, en dat zij – in return 

– ook mijn paranimf willen zijn.  

 Mijn vriendin Karin – je moet het gewoon afmaken – Koopman, die al wist hoe het moest, 

en fijne vrienden Marjolein, Rachel en Jeroen, Silvo, Maarten, Marjan, Nanette, Wouter, Jonas en 

Frederike. Arnout voor het logeeradres in Boston. Alessandro and Jack for being my first 

conference friends. Buurvrouwen Ellen en Selma voor het zwemmen, wandelen en luisteren. 

 

En tenslotte is daar nog die categorie extraordinaire. Van die mensen die simpelweg zijn; opvoeder, 

vriend en geliefde ineen. Dank Felix voor dat je bent wie je bent (now everything is easy, ‘cause of you).  
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