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Abstract

To illustrate the distinct and nuanced educational system that arises from a relational
perspective on the concept of "self." This article attempts to first, analyze Davidson's
concept of "self" and then, by introducing Plato's and Avristotle's ideas about the concept
of "self", attempt to express their educational system by comparing them with the
concept of "relational self."

Analyzing the concept of "relational self" based on the documentary-library methods
and drowing out the educational systems of Plato and Aristotle using the deductive
methods.

Perhaps the most notable instance of the definition of the "relational self" is Davidson's
image of it. This "relational self" possesses two important characteristics: relation with
otherness and relation with the world. According to this definition, Plato's idea of the
"self" stands in opposition to the "relational self" because of his dualism. Aristotle
elucidates the concept of the "relational self* by presenting the theory of hylomorphism.
However, due to his assumption of an active intellect that is entirely separate from matter
and his belief in a singular entelechy for all humans, he cannot fully meet the criteria for a
relational definition of “self".

The outcome of this definition of the relationality of "self" is an enhanced focus on the
role of the “other,” the “world.” The distinctive identity of individuals and educational
institutions is shaped not by top-down directives from the ministry, but by the
relationships among students, peers, and teachers, as well as the relations between schools
and other institutions. Physical education is regarded as essential as the cultivation of
mental capacities. Davidson's holistic concept of “self” emphasizes the integration of
descriptive and normative knowledge, and also making no distinction between natural and
social sciences. Educational policy, curriculum, and the necessary rationality and agency
for implementing changes all attain a relational status and become down-top. This
relationality can also cover fundamental challenges of pedagogy.

Aristotle, Donald Davidson, Education, Plato, Relational Self

Cite this article: Shahbazi, K.; Karimi, M. H. Shamshiri, B. & lzadpanah, A. (2025-2026). A Rereading of Plato's and
Aristotle's Educational Philosophies in Light of Davidson's Concept of the "Relational Self". FALSAFEH, Vol. 23, No. 2,
Autumn-Winter 2025-2026, Serial No. 45 (75-97).

DOI: https://doi.org/10.22059/jop.2025.389644.1006881

Publisher: The University of Tehran Press.



mailto:shahbazi@hafez.shirazu.ac.ir
mailto:mhkarimi@saadi.shirazu.ac.ir
mailto:%20bshamshiri@saadi.shirazu.ac.ir
mailto:aizadpanah@saadi.shirazu.ac.ir
https://doi.org/10.22059/jop.2025.389644.1006881
https://orcid.org/0009-0000-9364-8858
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4262-2089
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3455-7504
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0485-8982
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/2.0/

76 FALSAFEH, No. 2, Vol. 23, Autumn-Winter, 2025-2026, Serial No. 45

Intoduction

For any educational theory, grasping the essence of human beings and, specifically, the concept of
"self" is essential. The importance of understanding "self" is so profound that some have described
philosophy as the "care of the self". The concept of "self" is extensive and far-reaching, akin to the
notions of "human" and "life"; Thus, to engage in a discussion about it, we must clarify the framework
of our discourse. For this purpose, this article will employ the concept of "relational self"—as it is
utilized today in psychoanalysis and postmodern philosophy—as the foundation for the research.

It appears that one of the most compelling explanations for the concept of "relational self" is the
definition of "self" provided by Davidson. This definition not only acknowledges the social dimension
of "self" but also highlights the influence of the external world in shaping the "self." Additional
significant reasons for embracing Davidson's definition include addressing the subject-object gap and
tackling the problem of solipsism.

Objective

This research aims to first analyze Davidson's concept of "self." Next, two significant criteria of this
concept are extracted from Davidson's works. Following this, by introducing Plato's and Aristotle's
ideas regarding the concept of "self," an attempt is made to express their educational systems. Based
on the concept of the "relational self,” these educational systems are then compared. Finally, the
educational implications of Davidson's relational concept of "self" will be outlined.

Methods

First, works related to Davidson's philosophy were examined using documentary and library methods,
leading to the inference of a concept of "self" that contemporary psychoanalysts refer to as the "relational
self." Next, concepts typically associated with "self," such as soul, meaning, knowledge, thought,
rationality, agency, and others, were discussed. Through deductive methods, corollaries of the concept of
"self" were established; this is necessary because Aristotle and Plato did not directly address "self," and
their theories regarding "self" must be derived from other facets of their philosophy. Essentially, the
research aspect of this article, which differentiates it from review studies, resides in this point.

Background

In the realm of education, few studies have explored Davidson's philosophy, and none have focused on the
concept of "self". Additionally, in this field, no research has been conducted comparing Davidson's views
with the ideas of Plato and Aristotle—as the founders of idealism and realism in the ancient world.

Results

Perhaps the most prominent instance of the concept of the "relational self" is Donald Davidson's
depiction of "self." Grounded in the doctrine of triangulation and ostensive learning, he identifies two
key characteristics of the "self": its relationality to "other" and its relationality to the "world." He
offers a holistic perspective that encompasses the self, others, and the world. In this framework, the
"self" cannot exist independently of the other and the world; indeed, all three—self, other, and
world—are realized simultaneously, and no thought can exist outside the context of this triangle. In
Davidson's philosophy, the "relational self" is defined not in epistemological terms but through causal
interactions with the other via language and in relation to the shared world; and hence, it
possesses ontological status. He views the subjective as a myth and dismisses the subject-object gap,
regarding propositional attitudes as relational. Meaning and knowledge are neither representational (as
seen in Descartes' philosophy), nor merely internal intuitions (as seen in Leibniz's monadology). The
mental contents of the "self" function as a three-variable equation involving the individual's cognitive-
biological structure, the conceptual-normative system of society, and the commitments of the external
physical world. Mental states become dependent on the context, culture, history, and tradition of
language use through triangulation. Thus, meaning is external, social, historical, situated, and
contextual. Another significant point is that during the triangulation process, due to the causal
interaction of individuals and social and linguistic practices, normative characteristics also influence
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the relational self, rendering the descriptive/normative distinction invalid. Davidson's rationality is not
merely a means of acquiring knowledge or outlining logical rules; it is intertwined with norms and
serves as a crucial element of self-image. This rationality is bottom-up, emerging through the process
of understanding others and the world, as truth is also distributed across various contexts of human,
social, and reality relations, rather than being solely held by a specific entity. So, it is a social, non-
dogmatic, and self-correcting trait. Agency is not solely an individual capability; it emerges from
shared language, where beliefs, preferences, and interactions continually shape intentional actions.
This phenomenon arises from the unique role of language and social relations in shaping human
beliefs and actions. Consequently, we observe that meaning, thought, knowledge, rationality, and
agency — all of which pertain to the concept of "self" — converge under a unified theory in
Davidson's philosophy, each possessing a relational status. This relationality is best illustrated in a
fundamental triangle involving the self, the other, and the outside world.

The concept of "self" in Plato, due to his dualism, is positioned in opposition to the "relational self."
Aristotle by introducing the theory of hylomorphism, elucidates the idea of "relational self", but does not
fully embrace its implications. Beacause in Danidson's concept of the "relational self,” the "self" is
fundamentally realized in relation to the world and to the otherness (through language acquisition and
ostensive learning); however, Aristotle by positing an active intellect that is entirely distinct from matter,
by separating theoretical and practical wisdom, and by proposing a single entelechy for all humans
(regardless of their context), cannot completely accept the relationality of the "self."

Conclusions

One outcome of the concept of "relational self" is an increased focus on the role of the "others" and the
"world" in individual development. Consequently, in children's development, the influence of peers,
educators, and the school environment must not be overlooked. Additionally, physical education is
closely linked to the development of students' intellectual capabilities and mentality; disregarding the
body or viewing it as an impediment to knowledge is futile. Davidson by offering a holistic view of
the "self," does not differentiate between descriptive and normative knowledge, and he even posits that
the propositional attitudes of the mind, such as belief, are influenced by norms. Thus, regarding
normativity, he perceives no distinction between natural and social sciences. This perspective can be
valuable in discussing the methodology of educational sciences.

At the most general level, one can conclude from the concept of the "relational self" that
educational policy should not be imposed from the top-down; rationality and agency in the educational
system of any society should be contextual. The desire for change and the rational basis for these
changes should ascend from lower levels to the top. Perhaps every school and university should have
the autonomy to choose its own educational policy, engaging with other schools and institutions and
grounded in the realities they face in their environment. The outcomes of successful experiences from
these choices should be reflected at higher levels.

Challenges differ across environments and contexts, and the mere assumption of an active intellect
(such as the Ministry of Education) cannot adequately address these challenges. Each school and
university must engage directly with one another and learn from both their successes and failures to
uncover potential and shape the curriculum. In this regard, relationships with various institutions,
including mosques, industries, families, local councils, and offices, can foster a unique identity for
each school and university, serving as a platform for innovation, creativity, and problem-solving.

This relationality covers the fundamental problem of pedagogy, as Young states: “The fundamental
pedagogic problem that teachers always face is the discontinuity between the culture of any
curriculum and that of the pupils”. Learning cannot occur without challenges from the outside world
and a shared understanding among individuals. Thus, greater emphasis on the role of relationships and
interactions is essential.
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