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Abstract. This paper revisits Karl Popper’s philosophy of critical rationalism and examines how its core
epistemological principles — falsifiability, conjecture-and-refutation, and the rejection of
justificationism — can be meaningfully applied to contemporary higher education. Rather than treating
Popper as a historical artifact of mid-twentieth-century philosophy of science, the article argues that his
ideas speak directly to unresolved tensions in how universities conceptualize knowledge, authority, and
the purpose of teaching. Drawing on Popper’s major works alongside relevant secondary scholarship,
the paper considers the genuine strengths and real limitations of a Popperian pedagogy. It concludes that
critical rationalism offers a distinctive and underused resource for rethinking the epistemological culture
of universities — one that grows more rather than less pertinent given the current climate of epistemic
confusion in public life.
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Introduction

There is something a little paradoxical about writing a scholarly paper in defense of
intellectual humility. If the argument is correct, then presumably the reader should also be
prepared to consider that it might be wrong. That, more or less, is the spirit in which this paper
is offered. The subject — Karl Popper’s educational philosophy — has attracted both
admiration and frustration over the decades, and the goal here is not to settle that debate
definitively but to re-examine it with some care, paying attention both to what Popper’s
epistemology genuinely offers and to the places where it falls short or needs supplementing.

Popper is best known for his contributions to the philosophy of science. The idea that a
scientific theory must be falsifiable — that is, it must be possible in principle to show that it is
wrong — became enormously influential after the publication of Logik der Forschung in 1934,
later translated as The Logic of Scientific Discovery [5]. Less frequently discussed is the
broader epistemological framework he developed across his career, and the implications of that
framework for how we think about education. This neglect is somewhat understandable: Popper
did not write a systematic philosophy of education, and his scattered remarks on the subject
have to be assembled from works with quite different primary aims. But the fact that his
educational thinking is dispersed does not mean it is incoherent. On the contrary, there is a
fairly consistent vision underlying his various comments, and it raises questions worth taking
seriously.

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 provides an overview of the central
epistemological commitments of critical rationalism. Section 3 examines how these
commitments translate into a pedagogical stance. Section 4 considers how that stance relates to
the current climate in higher education. Section 5 raises objections and complications. Section
6 offers a brief conclusion.

Literature Review

The philosophical literature on Popper’s epistemology is extensive. Miller [3] provides
the most systematic defense of critical rationalism as a comprehensive philosophical position,
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while Notturno [4] traces the political and educational dimensions of Popper’s thought. Among
educational theorists, Siegel [10] has done most to develop a Popperian-adjacent account of
critical thinking as an educational goal, emphasizing that what matters is not just reasoning skill
but what he calls the “critical spirit” — a disposition rather than a technique. Winch [12] situates
this within broader debates about the relationship between education, autonomy, and rational
agency.

Kuhn [2] famously challenged Popper’s model of scientific progress by arguing that
science operates through paradigms and that the kind of permanent openness to refutation
Popper described is not, in fact, how scientific communities behave. Lakatos [13] attempted a
synthesis, proposing the methodology of scientific research programmes as a more realistic
account that preserves the Popperian core while acknowledging the sociology of science. In the
educational literature, Bekbayev [14] has examined the relevance of critical thinking
frameworks to Uzbek higher education contexts, arguing that epistemological reform requires
attention to institutional as well as intellectual culture. Saidova [15] develops a related
argument, focusing specifically on the epistemological assumptions embedded in post-Soviet
pedagogical traditions and the challenges of reforming them.

Epistemological Core of Critical Rationalism

It is worth being precise about what Popper actually claimed, since he is frequently
misunderstood. The most common misreading treats falsifiability as a simple criterion for
distinguishing good science from nonsense. This is roughly the logical positivist program, and
Popper spent considerable energy distancing himself from it. His concern was not primarily
with the meaning of statements but with the logic of scientific discovery — with how
knowledge grows, not with how language functions.

For Popper, knowledge is always provisional. We begin with problems, propose
tentative solutions (conjectures), and subject those solutions to the most rigorous attempted
refutations we can devise. If a conjecture survives serious testing, we do not say it has been
verified; we say it has been corroborated, which is a more cautious claim [6]. The moment we
stop trying to find counterexamples — the moment we treat a theory as established beyond
revision — we have, in Popper’s view, exited the domain of rational inquiry altogether.

For Popper, knowledge is always provisional. One of Popper’s consistent targets was
what he called “justificationism”: the view that genuine knowledge requires positive proof or
foundations. He argued that this demand leads either to an infinite regress or to dogmatism. The
alternative is to accept that all beliefs are fallible hypotheses and that the task of rational inquiry
is not to justify but to criticize. It is important to note that critical rationalism is not skepticism.
Popper did not think that because we cannot prove our theories we should suspend judgment.
He thought we should hold them tentatively, remain open to criticism, and be willing to revise
them when refutation demands it [7].

Research Methodology

This paper adopts a conceptual analysis methodology, drawing on primary philosophical
sources and secondary educational literature to examine the applicability of Popperian
epistemology to contemporary higher education. The approach is normative-analytic: rather
than reporting empirical findings, it evaluates the coherence and practical implications of a
theoretical position. This methodology is appropriate given that the central questions — what
should education aim at, what epistemological culture should universities cultivate — are
philosophical questions that empirical research alone cannot settle.

The analysis proceeds through reconstruction and critique. Popper’s educational views
are first reconstructed from dispersed textual sources, then evaluated against objections from
the philosophy of science (Kuhn [2], Lakatos [13]), educational theory (Siegel [10], Winch

74



Proceedings of MMIT’26 International Conference 6 June 2026y.

[12]), and the sociology of knowledge (Collins [1]). The goal is neither hagiography nor
dismissal but a balanced assessment of where Popperian ideas genuinely contribute and where
they need supplementing.

Results and Discussion

The most immediate implication of critical rationalism for teaching concerns the
relationship between teacher and student. If knowledge is inherently fallible and grows through
criticism rather than transmission, then the traditional image of the teacher as possessor of
certified truth delivering that truth to passive recipients is epistemologically suspect. Popper
described the goal of education as “the development of critical thinking, the elimination of
error, and the awakening of intellectual courage™ [9]. That phrase — intellectual courage —
points to something standard accounts of critical thinking often miss: genuine openness to
refutation requires a psychological disposition, not just a logical technique.

Three developments in contemporary higher education are especially relevant to a
Popperian analysis. The first is the rise of the competency-based model. Since roughly the
1990s, universities have been under pressure to articulate programs in terms of measurable
learning outcomes. From a Popperian perspective, the problem is that this model favors the
measurable over the significant. A curriculum designed around learning outcomes can produce
technically proficient graduates who are poorly equipped for open-ended intellectual work.

The second development is the widespread adoption of “critical thinking” as an
educational goal. There is a risk that critical thinking becomes a skill set — techniques for
analyzing arguments — rather than an epistemological orientation. Siegel [10] makes a related
point: what matters is not just skill but the “critical spirit.” A person can be skilled at exposing
weaknesses in others’ arguments while remaining entirely resistant to criticism of their own.
Popper would not recognize this as critical thinking in any meaningful sense.

The third development is the influence of postmodern critiques of objectivity within the
academy. These critiques challenge the idea that there are universal standards of rational inquiry
transcending particular cultural positions. Popper’s epistemology does incorporate genuine
fallibilism and theory-ladenness of observation, which gives it more in common with critics of
naive objectivism than is sometimes acknowledged. Despite these tensions, Popper’s insistence
that beliefs must be accountable to potential disconfirmation addresses something quite specific
going wrong in contemporary public discourse around misinformation and epistemic closure

[8].

Objections and Complications

Four objections deserve serious attention. The first concerns foundational knowledge.
Popper’s epistemology works well for expert inquirers who have mastered a field; it is less
obviously applicable to novice learners. A student who knows nothing about quantum
mechanics cannot meaningfully subject competing theories to critical scrutiny. There is a stage
of learning in which transmission of established results is not just pedagogically convenient but
epistemologically necessary, and Popper’s framework does not give a satisfying account of this
stage.

The second concerns the misappropriation of anti-authoritarianism. Collins [1] has
argued that a certain degree of deference to expertise is actually necessary for inquiry to proceed
efficiently. The third concerns disciplinary scope: Popper’s epistemology was developed with
natural science in mind, and its transfer to the humanities is uneven. The fourth, and perhaps
most searching, objection is that the epistemological norms of the open society are not culturally
neutral — a point that Saidova [15] develops in the context of post-Soviet higher education,
arguing that imported Western epistemological frameworks can marginalize indigenous
intellectual traditions rather than genuinely opening inquiry.
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Conclusion

The argument of this paper has been that Popper’s critical rationalism contains an
epistemological vision of higher education worth taking seriously — and that it is in some
respects more relevant to the contemporary university than it might initially appear. What
Popper offers, above all, is a clear account of what intellectual honesty requires: specifying the
conditions under which one would revise one’s views, engaging seriously with the strongest
available objections, and holding even well-supported beliefs with appropriate tentativeness.

The objections raised are genuine and would need to be addressed in any fully developed
Popperian philosophy of higher education. What would a curriculum on genuinely Popperian
principles look like in practice? How would we assess whether students were developing the
disposition toward self-criticism rather than just its rhetorical style? These are practical
questions as much as philosophical ones, and answering them would require collaboration
between philosophers, curriculum designers, and teachers willing to experiment. Popper would,
one suspects, have approved of that kind of open-ended, problem-driven inquiry — and
remained deeply skeptical of anyone who claimed to have the final answers.
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