
     RJPSSs, Vol. L No.2, Dec. 2024 ISSN: (P)0048-7325 (e) 2454-7026 Impact Factor 8.904 (SJIF)
https://doi.org/10.31995/rjpsss.2024v50i02.35

293

Reference to this paper

should be made as follows:

Received:  21.10.2024
Approved: 29.12.2024

Gopal Das

Implications of Naturalism
in Education:

A Comprehensive Analysis

RJPSSs 2024, Vol. L, No. 2,
pp.293-300

Article No.035

Similarity Check: 3%

Online available at:
https://anubooks.com/

journal-volume/rjpsss-vol-
l-no2-dec-2024

DOI: https://doi.org/
10.31995/

rjpsss.2024v50i02.35

Implications of Naturalism in Education:
A Comprehensive Analysis

Gopal Das
Assistant Professor

Department of Education
Indira Gandhi College, Boitamari

Abstract

This paper explores the transformative potential of naturalism
in revolutionizing the education landscape. By adopting a child-centric
approach, naturalism seeks to liberate learners from the constraints of
artificial environments, instead leveraging the inherent value of nature to
foster a deeper connection with the world around them. This philosophical
framework encourages learners to engage with their surroundings in a
purposeful and authentic manner, cultivating essential skills such as
observation, critical thinking, and problem-solving. Naturalism’s emphasis
on intrinsic motivation, creativity, and holistic growth is rooted in the
recognition that children are inherently curious and motivated to learn.
The alignment of naturalism with the progressive vision of the National
Education Policy 2020 underscores its significance in contemporary
education. By embracing the tenets of naturalism, educators can design
learning spaces that harmonize with the diverse needs of their students,
cultivating a profound respect for the natural world and nurturing inclusive,
equitable, and adaptive learning environments that foster holistic growth
and development. As the world becomes increasingly interconnected, the
importance of naturalism in education will continue to grow, empowering
educators to pioneer innovative and effective teaching methods.
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Introduction

It is no exaggeration to say that naturalism, a philosophical ideology, holds a
significant position among various doctrines, with prominent philosophers such as
Aristotle, Comte, Bacon, Hobbes, Lamarck, Rousseau, Huxley, and Samuel Butler
contributing to its development. According to W.F. Hocking, naturalism is a
metaphysical perspective that “takes nature as the whole of reality...excluding whatever
is supernatural or otherworldly.”1 What it reveals is that the natural world constitutes
the entirety of existence, dismissing any notion of a supernatural or transcendent realm.
Thus, for naturalism, nature is the sole reality governing the universe. According to
naturalist philosophy, the universe operates solely under the governance of natural
laws, devoid of any supernatural influence. According to Ward, “Naturalism is
fundamentally defined as the doctrine which separates nature from God, subordinates
spirit to matter and sets up unchangeable laws as supreme.”2This philosophical stance
maintains that natural causes underlie all phenomena, thereby excluding the possibility
of divine intervention or the existence of a higher power.

Building on this foundational concept, naturalism further posits that the
material realm is the sole reality, dismissing the existence of a spiritual world. This
perspective is reinforced by Whitehead’s observation that “The difference between
man and animals is that of extent,”3 Highlighting the naturalists’ view that the
distinction between humans and animals lies in the degree of development.
Consequently, naturalists emphasize the primacy of sense knowledge, contending
that truths are discovered through sensory experience. As Marley notes, “The chief
element of naturalism can be described as – love of everybody, complete belief in
human nature, perennial desire for justice, work with satisfaction, by which others’
well-being can be looked after,”4 Illustrating the naturalists’ focus on human nature
and their rejection of spiritual values and concepts.

Objectives:

This paper aims to achieve the following primary objectives:

1.To provide a critical analysis of the fundamental principles of naturalism,
encompassing its emphasis on the material realm, rejection of supernatural
entities, and focus on human nature.

2.To investigate the far-reaching implications of naturalism on our comprehension
of reality, knowledge acquisition, and human experience, including its perspectives
on sensory knowledge, truth, and the human-animal distinction.

3.To assess the relevance and significance of naturalism in contemporary
discourse, exploring its applications and relevance to fields such as
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philosophy and education, and its potential to inspire novel perspectives on
human nature and the natural world.

Methodology:

This research paper adopts a qualitative approach, employing philosophical
analysis to explore the concept of naturalism and its educational implications. A
comprehensive review of existing literature on naturalism, educational philosophy,
and pedagogical practices informs the study. The findings are presented in a
descriptive and analytical narrative framework, illuminating the transformative
potential of naturalism in shaping the future of education.

Discussion and findings:

To comprehend the implications of naturalism in education, it is essential
to understand its various forms, which can be categorized into three primary types:
material naturalism, mechanical naturalism, and biological naturalism. Material
naturalism explains human and worldly activities through physical and material
phenomena, while mechanical naturalism views humans as machines devoid of
conscious elements, leading to the development of behaviorism. In contrast,
biological naturalism is rooted in the theory of development, proposing a sequential
evolution of organisms influenced by Darwin’s theory of evolution, which suggests
that humans and animals share similarities due to their natural dispositions, having
evolved from common ancestors. At this juncture, it is important to note that these
distinct forms of naturalism have significant implications for education, shaping
the way naturalists approach teaching and learning. In fact, naturalists can be
categorized into three different schools of thought from an educational perspective:
Instinctivist, Biological, and Experimental. The Instinctive school emphasizes that
children possess innate instincts requiring complete freedom for optimal personality
development, advocating for education in the lap of nature. In contrast, the Biological
school, influenced by Darwin’s theory of evolution, asserts that “life is a struggle
for existence, and education should focus on enabling individuals to adapt to their
environment.”5 The Experimental school, meanwhile, advocates for a scientific
approach to understanding human experiences, aiming to provide a comprehensive
education that prepares individuals for a perfect life, as noted by Pachauri, who
emphasizes that “the truth of life should be determined after scientific study of all
activities and experiences of human race.”6

Accordingly, the influence of naturalism has led to a paradigm shift in the
field of education. As Munroe aptly puts it, “Naturalism provided a catalyst for the
development of a clear psychological, sociological, and scientific understanding of
education.”7 This reflects naturalism’s strong opposition to artificiality, intellectual
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pretensions, and authoritarianism in education, instead advocating for a child-
centered approach rooted in nature. Although Bacon and Comenius initially applied
naturalist principles in education, Rousseau is credited with elevating the naturalist
movement to prominence. Adam acknowledges Rousseau as a pivotal naturalist
thinker who has profoundly impacted educational thought.8 Other notable proponents
of naturalism include Basedow, Pestalozzi, Herbart, and Froebel and many more
have shaped the naturalistic approach to education.

There is no question of doubt that the philosophy of naturalism is
encapsulated in the phrase “Back to nature,”9 Emphasizing the need to shield
children from the corrupting influences of society and allow them to develop
naturally. Rousseau notes that, in its original form, “everything created by the divine
is inherently good; however, he also suggests that human intervention inevitably
alters this natural state, affecting even humanity itself.”10 This profound statement
highlights the naturalist ethos, which seeks to safeguard children from the corrupting
influences of artificial environments and societal institutions, instead nurturing their
growth and development within the unbridled beauty of nature.

In line with this thinking, naturalists advocate for child-centered education,
where the child’s needs and interests take precedence. As Bhatia and Adaval
succinctly put it, “Naturalists accept the child as the center of teaching.”11

Furthermore, naturalists prioritize experiential learning over bookish knowledge,
emphasizing the importance of studying nature firsthand. According to Adams,
“naturalism in educational theory encompasses a training approach that transcends
traditional classroom instruction, instead emphasizing experiential learning that is
grounded in the student’s everyday experiences and real-world applications.”12

It is important to note here that naturalism places significant emphasis on
the training of senses, recognizing them as the primary gateway to knowledge
acquisition. This philosophical stance posits that all knowledge enters the brain
through sensory experiences, underscoring the importance of sensory training in
acquiring true and effective knowledge. As Rousseau aptly puts it, “Education should
prepare the way for reason by the proper exercise of sense.”13 This statement
highlights the naturalist belief in the critical role of sensory development in laying
the foundation for rational thought and meaningful learning.

Undoubtedly speaking, naturalists advocate for granting children the freedom
to grow and develop without restrictions, believing that children are inherently good
and their natural tendencies should be nurtured. By removing negative influences,
children can retain their innate goodness, and naturalists like Comenius emphasize
the importance of allowing children to develop at their own pace, unhindered by
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external constraints, as Comenius wisely notes, “Nature observes suitable time.”14

Naturalists prioritize understanding each child’s unique abilities, capabilities, and
interests, marking a departure from traditional educational methods that neglect
children’s psychological and emotional needs. By comprehending a child’s instincts,
needs, desires, faculties, interests, emotions, abilities, and limitations, naturalists
enable children to develop naturally, a sentiment succinctly captured by Rousseau,
who states, “Every child is a book, and we have to understand every page of it.”15

The naturalistic approach to education encompasses a range of aims, as
articulated by various naturalist thinkers. Mechanical naturalists focus on instilling
conditioned reflex actions that facilitate adaptation to modern life, with the primary
objective of establishing “conditioned reflexes that are the habits of action and
thought appropriate to modern life.”16 In contrast, Darwinian naturalists aim to
prepare individuals and nations for the challenges of existence, as Bernard Shaw
states, “The aim of education is to give impetus to the rate of growth and racial
progress.”17 Ultimately, naturalistic aims of education include the formation of
conditioned reflexes, sublimation of instincts, adaptation to the environment,
achievement of racial gains, and preparation for complete living, with Rousseau
aptly summarizing the goal as enabling the child “to make the best use of his faculties,
and to live a life of happiness and usefulness.”18

Naturalists have long advocated for a child-centered curriculum that nurtures
natural development, with Comenius proposing a comprehensive education that
encompasses all subjects for all children, thereby eliminating the need for selective
subject matter. In contrast, Spencer prioritized self-preservation, focusing on subjects
that promote individual survival while disregarding cultural and social heritage. Huxley,
meanwhile, struck a balance between literary and scientific subjects, while Rousseau’s
approach varied by age group, emphasizing physical development in infancy, sensory
development in childhood, and incorporating subjects like language, mathematics,
and social studies in adolescence. Naturalists have traditionally favored natural subjects,
such as physics, chemistry, biology, and botany, over humanities, as these subjects
encourage inquiry-based learning and provide opportunities for experiential learning.
Furthermore, naturalists’ exclusion of religious and spiritual subjects from the
curriculum, in favor of subjects that foster intellectual curiosity and practical skills,
aligns with the principles of the National Education Policy 2020, highlighting a shared
emphasis on promoting holistic development and practical knowledge.

Besides, the naturalist philosophy has profoundly impacted teaching
methodologies, stressing the importance of experiential learning and hands-on
experience. As Rousseau succinctly advises, “Empower your students through direct
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experience, rather than mere verbal instruction. Opt for practical demonstrations
whenever possible, resorting to theoretical explanations only when hands-on learning
is not feasible.”19 Thus, naturalists champion an experiential learning approach,
where children acquire knowledge by engaging with their surroundings. They
prioritize personalized attention, creativity, and self-directed learning, employing
innovative methods such as the Heuristic, Dalton, Montessori, Observation, and
Play methods to foster a holistic learning environment.

Rousseau emphasizes the importance of self-experience, stating, “When I
want to train a natural man... Let him see with his own eyes and with his heart.”20 The
naturalist philosophy has given rise to key principles like “from simple to complex,”
“from concrete to abstract,” and “from general to particular,” guiding the development
of curricula and instructional methods that cater to each child’s unique needs and
abilities, ultimately rejecting collective teaching methods in favor of individualized
attention and instruction.21

The naturalist approach to education emphasizes the importance of creating an
environment that fosters self-directed learning, exploration, and growth. In this
approach, the teacher’s role is not to dominate or dictate, but rather to facilitate a
child’s natural development by providing a nurturing and supportive environment.
This approach recognizes the child as a unique individual, born with inherent goodness
and potential, and prioritizes their autonomy, agency, and self-directed learning.

In line with this philosophy, naturalistic principles suggest that the primary
role of schools is to facilitate a child’s natural development by providing a supportive
and autonomous environment. This entails creating a school system that mirrors a
free and natural society, where children can grow and learn without the constraints
of rigid rules and artificial restrictions. By rejecting external control and harsh
discipline, naturalists advocate for a child-centered approach that fosters self-
regulation and personal responsibility. Ultimately, this approach trusts that children
will develop into capable and responsible individuals, guided by the wisdom of
nature and the freedom to explore and learn.

However, naturalism, as an educational philosophy, has faced criticism for
its limited approach, which neglects the complexities of human development.
Proponents of naturalism argue that education should focus on fostering a child’s
natural tendencies, but this perspective overlooks the need for guidance and support
in developing essential human qualities. Thomas Henry Huxley’s statement,
“Education is the instruction of the intellect in the laws of Nature,”22 Is often cited
in support of naturalism, but his words are frequently taken out of context. Naturalists
prioritize physical development over intellectual and moral growth, viewing humans
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as primarily driven by instinct and desire. However, this perspective fails to account
for the complexities and nuances of human nature, including creative forces, spiritual
powers, and the capacity for self-sacrifice. Also, Huxley said that “the concept of
survival of the fittest is equally relevant in the realm of ideas as it is in the physical
realm, where intellectual vigor and adaptability are essential for success.”23.

Furthermore, naturalists’ assumption that children can develop in a pure
environment, free from societal influences, is flawed. Children are shaped by their
social and cultural contexts, which play a crucial role in their development. Huxley’s
cautionary statement emphasizes that assuming children are inherently inclined
towards freedom and requiring only minimal intervention is a misguided notion.
Instead, he underscores the importance of providing children with deliberate
guidance, nurturing support, and a structured environment to facilitate their healthy
growth and development.
Conclusion

In conclusion, despite its limitations as a philosophical framework,
naturalism has made significant contributions to the field of education. Notably, it
has emphasized the importance of understanding the nature of the child, leading to
a paradigm shift in education that prioritizes spontaneity, freedom, and child-centered
activities. This approach recognizes the child as an active participant in the learning
process, differing from idealism, which prioritizes the role of the teacher and
curriculum. The naturalist doctrine has had a lasting impact on education, influencing
the development of child-centered curricula and teaching methods, as well as modern
educational approaches such as experiential learning, hands-on activities, and play-
based education. This is evident in the New Education Policy (NEP) 2020, which
focuses on child-centered education. While naturalism has its limitations, its
contributions to education are undeniable, and its pioneering work in child-centered
education and experiential learning remains invaluable. This summary provides an
overview of the implications of naturalism in the realm of education.
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