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Abstract:  This paper argues that historical thinking should be an essential component of 

philosophy for children. Historical thinking requires that students place philosophical ideas in 

their intellectual, cultural, economic and political context. Such contextualization not only 

provides students with a more nuanced appreciation of ideas and thinkers, but also entails 

epistemic and cognitive processes that help them critically evaluate their own time and 

place.  Specifically, we operationalize Hans-Georg Gadamer’s notion of effective historical 

consciousness.  According to Gadamer, historical thinking is a dialectical process wherein 

understanding the past is not just a matter of appreciating its particularities, but of appreciating 

such particularities in relation to our own. Meaningful understanding is thus achieved by means 

of, as it were, rubbing one’s own sensibilities against those of another age, for only in so doing 

can we uncover the contours of our own biases in the first place. 

 

We argue, furthermore, that Gadamer’s dialectical notion of historical thinking must be applied 

explicitly in philosophy for children. Students must undertake a self-conscious process of moving 

back and forth between contextualizing philosophical ideas and evaluating how such 

contextualization is itself informed by their own worldviews.  Our pedagogic approach, 

therefore, seeks to develop a critical mind with empathy not only for others in their community, 

but also an historical one for those in the past. We outline specific examples for dialectical 

historical thinking in philosophy for children. Specifically, we highlight the method’s usefulness 

for teaching epistemology, which serves to mediate between skeptical and realist modes of 

understanding. 
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