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Education – The Human Questions
Editors: Yeshayahu Tadmor and Amir Freimann

Foreword
Every now and then, we find ourselves dumbfounded by a small girl 
or boy who suddenly poses – either to themselves or to us – a weighty 
philosophical question that appears to be totally detached from their 
world and usual language. This phenomenon, which is called ״children 
as philosophers״, has already generated a great deal of research and 
writing as well as philosophical works that are transformed into stories 
for children (and for adults who keep their inner child alive). The most 
famous of these stories is The Little Prince by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry. 
Even if we have forgotten the questions we asked in our childhood, we 
certainly recall the questions – including the agonizing ones – we asked 
ourselves during our adolescence.

What happened to those questions and what happened to us after that? 
Some were unfortunate to have the questions they asked aloud answered 
scornfully, angrily, or impatiently by the adults close to them. Many 
retreated into themselves and did not dare inquire any further. Only in 
some was the urge to find out strong enough for the questions to burst 
forth at a later stage of their lives, occasionally in the form of literary 
or artistic expression, as is the case with Albert Camus in his book, 
The First Man. Some people by nature grew weary of grappling with 
the difficult questions and at a relatively early age resolved not to deal 
with them at all or settled for stock answers that provided some kind of 
palliative. Some of these individuals – the practical ones, the purposeful 
ones, the goal-oriented ones (be the goal economic, professional, or 
social) – may return to these questions when they have to cope with 
a major crisis in their lives. And there are those among us in whom 
weighty questions arise constantly. Not satisfied with the answers that 
have attempted to entrench themselves within them, these individuals 
continue to spend their lives seeking more accurate insights.
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Inspired by the words of the poet, Shaul Tchernichovsky, ״A person 
is but a reflection of his native landscape״, it could be said that ״a 
person is but a reflection of his questions״ – note, his questions, not 
his answers – the questions that are imprinted in him and define his 
existence.

What is the nature of such questions?
What are those questions, the weighty ones? What is the difference 
between weighty questions and ordinary ones? The latter seek 
knowledge, information, and understanding: who, what, where, why, 
for what purpose. They seek an answer on the rational or intellectual 
level. And even though the individual may remain skeptical, the answer 
often satisfies him for the time being; if not, he seeks it in professional 
literature, on digital networks, and from experts.

The human questions are of a different type. They are not ordinary 
questions that require a yes/no answer or an answer whose definition is 
solely formal or rationalistic. Such questions include: Who am I? What is 
the purpose of my life? Is there a God? Is there life after death? What is faith? 
What is morality? What is liberty? What is love? What is my responsibility? 
Most of these questions are inherently esoteric, shrouded in mystery, 
since they seek the nature of creation, the essence of phenomena, and 
the dimensions of human existence.

In order to characterize the questions, we shall also state that the 
response to them pertains to all human aspects. The response to the 
weighty questions is comprehensive, total, and embraces all dimensions 
of the personality. The feeling engendered by the response is not ״I have 
received an answer and now I know״, but rather: ״I am experiencing 
the phenomenon and my self on a higher, sharper, clearer, and more 
illuminating level.״ The latter distinction is important as far as education 
is concerned. As we see it, one of the pillars of education is the evocation 
of and engagement with the human questions. In other words, practice 
sparks existential questions in the student, and through dialogue, his 
awareness is heightened, his identity is formed, his worldview is 
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outlined, his values are acquired, and the plan of his life is mapped. 
Although in school, most of this practice prevails in learning situations, 
it is not limited solely to the intellectual plane. Thus, while the articles 
we included in this collection appeal, by their nature, to the intellect, 
we wish to stress that the sparking of and engagement with the human 
questions in education also occur – at times more powerfully – on the 
emotional, psychological, creative, religious, and spiritual planes.

Although some of the human questions have been discussed at 
length in literature and in public, they are the individual’s questions. 
The individual can, indeed, find various answers and standpoints 
with regard to questions of existence; ultimately, however, the 
answer is his alone – a personal response; and the response is 
principally validated by the fact of its being personal, internal. An 
individual may well recognize ostensibly objective answers of the 
type he finds in the writings of scientists. Although they may be 
of use to him, the answer that shapes his view and conduct is the 
one he authentically defines within and for himself. This is also 
the case in education. The educational practice we propose triggers 
questions and encourages dialogue and joint inquiry among the 
students themselves and between them and the teacher. Education, 
however, does not proffer a “school answer“. A student’s answer is 
subjective, and even if he is offered answers during the course of 
his studies, the role of education is to encourage him not to accept 
any answer until he has examined it critically and independently.

What is the connection between the human questions and education 
for values? Briefly put, many questions seek to discover the nature of 
values: What does the value of life mean? What do we mean by the value of 
human dignity? What is the nature of values such as justice, equality, goodness, 
fundamental rights, multiculturalism? What is the reasoning underlying each 
of the above? However, while the purpose of “education for values” is 
to imbue the students with defined, specific values, engagement with 
the human questions aims at “value-ness” itself, that is, at the principle 
that precedes any specific value. “Value-ness” is the Archimedean point 
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that permits the very discussion of specific values; at its core lies the 
recognition that, being human, our lives are shaped by values.

Preparing the book
In this collection of articles, we wish to shed light on the human 
questions in an educational context. In addition, we seek to encourage 
the teachers and teacher educators to become familiar with these 
questions on the philosophical, scientific, and pedagogical levels, 
to deepen their contemplation of such questions, and to imbue them 
with the confidence to discuss the questions with their students in the 
teaching-learning setting and in the educational sphere as a whole by 
employing an informed and sensitive pedagogical method. 

How do we approach the weighty questions? What are they? And 
most importantly, can we refer to some meta-insight or to some kind 
of classification of the questions in scientific works or pedagogical 
programs? We labored, searched, and explored, but to our chagrin, we 
hardly found any material to show us the way. We recalled a saying 
from the Mishnah in which there are three types of questions: “Know 
from whence you came, and to where you are going, and before whom 
you will give an accounting״ (Avot, 3:1). We bowed our heads to it, 
smiled at it as if at an old friend, but it did not suffice; we sought a 
more detailed classification that would reflect the contemporary world. 
Eventually, we classified the human questions into three principal types:
 Existential: Who am I? What is the meaning of life? What is a 

worthwhile life? What is death? What is freedom? and so on.
 Metaphysical: Is there a sphere beyond the sense-perceived world? 

Is there a God? What is religiosity? What is mysticism? and so on.
 Experiential: Love, happiness and suffering, the body, sexuality, 

freedom of choice, conscience, and so on.

To the three types mentioned above we add two types of sub-questions – 
those that deal with a conflict among several values and those that deal 
with the limits of each value: 
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  Dilemmas: Equality versus liberty, loyalty versus love, the 
individual and the collective, conscience and policy, and so on.

  Limits: The limits of liberty, the limits of rationality, the limits of 
art, the limit of tolerance and acceptance, and so on.

Equipped with this classification, we set out to meet with a range of 
scientists and thinkers. We arranged that some of them would write 
about the human questions from a general, comprehensive viewpoint; 
and we requested that most of them choose a particular question 
from their field of expertise – one that was especially meaningful to 
them – and examine it based on the loftiest scientific knowledge and 
understanding they possessed. At the same time, we approached faculty 
members in institutions of teacher education as well as educators in the 
field, requesting that they write about their way of engaging with the 
human questions in teacher education or in the educational institution, 
either from a general point of view or in the context of the knowledge 
area they teach. 

In parallel, we met and conversed with groups of secondary-school 
students as well as students in pre-military colleges, with groups of 
student teachers, and with groups of teachers and principals from 
educational institutions. Our aim was to learn about the cardinal 
questions in the lives of the participants and their perception of the 
place of these questions in education. We were greatly enriched by 
these conversations, which accompanied the preparation of the book in 
a separate but complementary track.

The structure of the book and the articles
The collection of articles is divided into two volumes: Volume 1 – 
Thought; Volume 2 – Practice. The articles with a philosophical or 
scientific approach appear in Volume 1, while the articles that relate to 
pedagogical ways of evoking and engaging with the human questions 
appear in Volume 2. At this juncture, permit us to make a comment that 
is also applicable to the sub-division of the articles: The division is not 
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clear-cut, nor is it as precise or absolute as a mechanical division. As a 
rule, the ״Thought״ articles also contain sections that relate to education, 
while the ״Practice״ articles also contain philosophical sections. This is 
because in education, the two are inseparably intertwined. 

Afterword
The book, Education – The Human Questions, is intended for any reader 
who ponders the ״weighty״ questions, namely, the questions of existence. 
However, since the book associates these questions with education, 
we see the kindergarten and school teachers, along with the lecturers 
and instructors in the institutions of teacher education, occupying the 
first rank of readers. We also see the parents, for whom this book is 
equally intended, and mostly we see the boys and girls, the students, 
in whom we all, as educators, have to evoke the yearning and instill 
the confidence to ask questions and not be deterred when there are no 
ready-made answers.

Our aim is for the questions discussed in this book to be authentic and 
credible for you, the reader, so that you will consider them to be your 
existential questions – questions that you express in your own words 
and endeavor to resolve for yourself. That is what we requested of our 
writers, and we hope that the articles all accomplish this objective.
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