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Ignorance, Curiosity and Social Change 
 

 

Although History shows otherwise, in each new generation there is 

a trend, that grows as the generation gets older, to consider the 

next generation more ignorant than the present one. If this were 

true, of course, History and Civilization wouldn’t ever, even, exist… 

 

Inversely, each generation tends also – mainly in fast changing 

periods – to depreciate the knowledge of the previous generation. 

(this is typicaly the case of my own generation!). These two 

apparently conflicting phenomena lead us to an apparently 

paradoxical conclusion: more than a lack of knowledge, could 

ignorance become a way of knowledge? Because we only 

recognize the ignorance when we are able to confront what we 

know with what our predecessors knew and with what the following 

ones will know. Because to evaluate, one has to measure, and to 

measure is to establish a relation between known objects. 

 

When we say: “This sailboat mast measures 20 meters”, we are 

comparing its height with a certain fraction of the terrestrial 

meridian. And it is here where the ignorance leads to curiosity: 

what takes us to calculate the height of a mast or to inquire about 



the dimensions of the terrestrial meridian? How did we certify that 

the Earth is spherical? How much speculation and experience, and 

how much conquered glory and grieved humiliations were needed 

to precise it?  

 

Ignorance, or its consciousness, exposes us to what we don’t 

know and, for that reason, one cannot measure. Therefore, 

rhetoric soon discovered the “limitless” power of curiosity and it is 

with that curiosity that education should deal, a central problem in 

the construction and in the decay of empires and civilizations. 

 

(Let me tell you a short story about my grand-daughter: her name 

is Maria, she is nine months old, incredibly beautiful - I guess, so 

beautiful as every grand-daughters – and amazingly sweet… 

yesterday…) 

 

This is particularly important in an era marked by the uncertainty of 

knowledge and by world contingence. In this vertiginous time of 

instantaneous and widespread access to information, skills and 

attitudes became as important as contents. The multiplication of 

subjects, the increase of school schedules, the technological 

apparatus, cannot keep up the pace of the production of 

information. Therefore, School should focus only on what only 

school can do, stimulating creativity and critical spirit, curiosity and 

autonomy, freedom and accountability. Logic, rhetoric, geometry, 

dance, music, cinema, (cinema is a proposal of the portuguese 

secretary of state for culture) need to be rescued from the limbo in 

to which they were sent by successive curricular reforms, for 

bureaucratic reasons and under economical constrictions. 



 

School, in a culture dominated by communication technologies and 

by the power of images, is a unique place for learning and 

experience citizenship. Education never was the state exclusivity, 

but society, reflected and amplified to the speed of global media, 

competes, with overwhelming advantage, against institutional 

education. We could not expect, thus, that school could offer an 

oasis of tranquillity and could be able to resist, immune, to the 

uneasiness that affects most of our social institutions - from 

government to justice, from local power to the World 

misgovernment. But, while school rests as a place of transmission 

and apprehension of a written knowledge, a long lasting and 

reflective knowledge, the empire of the audio-visual, as Walter 

Benjamin well explained, promotes the astonishment and the 

distraction, the impatience and the ephemeral. 

 

The recognition of the importance of innovation, the valorisation of 

schools that search for that innovation, the weighted evaluation of 

the results and the generalization of successful experiences, 

define the control bounds that should frame the educative system. 

If the ability to adapt to change has become a primary condition of 

the very survival of the system, the mission of the “inspective 

function” should be, as the mission of any other supervisory body, 

to identify the obstacles, to report inertia, to combat resignation, to 

encourage boldness and to sustain change. 

 

Until the beginning of the twentieth century, the political 

construction of the republican citizenship, in the liberal state, 

rested on the assumption – it matters little whether real or fictitious 



– of a minimum of cultural homogeneity. That paradigm has found 

full expression in the model of nation-states that emerged in the 

nineteenth century, with its foundational myths and alleged ethnic 

identities. The truth is that this supposed cohesion is shattered, 

today, by the economic globalization, by migratory flows, by the 

suburban degradation, by the irresistible supranational integration 

phenomena, and by the financial imbalances that threaten the 

sovereignty of states. 

 

The constitutional democracies draw a fragile web that still 

protects some of the core values implanted by modernity. In order 

that freedom survives to the erosion of values and to the present 

intercultural violent conflicts, one needs to invent a cosmopolitan 

citizenship that recognizes, in tolerance, the way of justice and the 

threshold of discovery. This is a mission that school cannot avoid. 

 

 

 

Pedro Carlos Bacelar de Vasconcelos 

(Professor de Direito) 

 

 


