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C A N  W E  T A L K  O F  E D U C A T I V E  M O D E R N I T Y  W I T H O U T  M E T A P H O R S ?  

T H E  EX A M P L E  O F  T H E  A G R I C U L T U R A L  M E T A P H O R  I N  T H E  

P E D A G O G I C A L  W O R K  O F  C É L E S T I N  FR E I N E T  

AL B E R T O  F I L I P E  AR A ÚJ O  

afaraujo@ie.uminho.pt | Universidade do Minho, Portugal  

A B S T R A C T  

In this study we shall try to understand the way educative modernity, through the 

pedagogical work of Célestin Freinet (1896-1966), can be expressed by the use of 

metaphors. In this case, the agricultural metaphor. In this context, the author, influenced 

mainly by the work of Paul Ricoeur, Daniel Hameline and Naninne Charbonnel on 

metaphor, will attempt to understand whether or not the agricultural metaphor is 

opened to symbol and to question the nature of the symbol itself, which starts in the 

metaphor and goes up to a semantical level which is more speculative in nature than 

properly educational. In this context, the pedagogical work of Freinet will be analysed in 

order to illustrate in a better way not only the massive use of the agricultural metaphor 

but also to question the educational and hermeneutical meaning of that use itself. This 

questioning will be in itself part of the answer to the initial question and it also opens 

the way to other and new interrogations even if they generate themselves a “conflict of 
interpretations” (Paul Ricoeur, 1969). 

K E Y  W O R D S  

Educative modernity; Metaphor; Horticultural metaphor; Célestin Freinet. 

  



 

 

 

                                                             

1  This publication had the financial support of FCT (Foundation for Science and Technology — Lisbon — Portugal) 

and the program POCH (Operational Program of Human Capital): It was jointly financed by the European Social Fund and 

by MEC (Ministry of Education and Science - Lisbon - Portugal) (2015-2016). I express my sincere thanks to Professor 

Armando Rui Guimarães (Retired Professor of the University of Minho, Braga, Portugal) for translating this study.  

2  Cf. “Le bon jardinier, ou le cycle de l’éducation” (Freinet, 1994, T. 2, pp. 107-108). 

3  António Nóvoa calls the attention to the fact that the concept of integral education “is probably the one which 
defines more accurately the educative modernity, and which implies the necessity of articulating the physical, intellectual 

and moral education. Later on, the necessity of an integral social conscience is also required” (2005, p. 79). 



 

 

 

 

                                                             

4  We refer here to the work of Michel de Montaigne who, in his The Education of Children (2005), Chap. XXVI—Of 

the Institution of Children, stresses the following: “people should be careful to choose him a preceptor who rather 
have a well made head than a well filled head and it should be required of him both things, plus the customs and the 

understanding rather than science; and that he should behave in a new way” (2005, p. 44). 
5  See chapter 2. The conception of “banking” education as a tool of oppression. Main arguments and critics, pp. 
57-61 of the book by Paulo Freire titled Pedagogia do Oprimido (Pedagogy of Oppressed) (1968-1970). See chapter 

2 - La Tête Bien Faite, p. 23-36 by Edgar Morin in his book La Tête Bien Faite (1999). 



 

 

 

                                                             

6  The humanist educability creed must be understood having in mind Pindar’s famous adage: “Become who you are”. 



 

 

 

 

                                                             

7  Here we must acknowledge Paul Ricour’s teachings in his The Rule of Metaphor: “The passage to the 
hermeneutic point of view corresponds to the change of level that moves from the sentence to discourse properly 

speaking (poem, narrative, essay, etc.). A new problematic emerges in connection with this point of view: the issue is 

no longer the form of metaphor [in case of the rhetoric] as a word-focused figure of speech, nor even just the sense 

of metaphor [in case of the semantic] as a founding of a new semantic pertinence, but the reference of the 

metaphorical statement as the power to ‘redescribe’ reality. The most fundamental support of this transition from 
semantics to hermeneutics is to be found in the connection in all discourse between sense, which it its internal 

organization, and reference, which is its power to refer to a reality outside of language. Accordingly, metaphor 

presents itself as a strategy of discourse that, while preserving and developing the creative power of language, 

preserves and develops the heuristic power wielded by fiction” (2004, p. 5). 
8  Concerning the “state of the art” on the metaphor analysis, see the book by Jaakko Hintikka, Aspects of Metaphor 

(1994) Raymond Gibbs, Jr, titled The Cambridge handbook of metaphor and thought (2008) containing a discussion 

of the aim and the character of the metaphor in several domains, namely in education. Following the same argument, 

see Metaphor and Thought edited by Andrew Ortony (1979) and according to the philosophical perspective of the 

metaphor a book by Mark Johnson titled Philosophical Perspectives on Metaphor (1981). However, the work of Max 

Black is also considered in our study on the metaphor, namely the book Models and metaphors. Studies in language 

and philosophy, such as the classical work by Georg Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Les Métaphores dans la vie quotidienne 

(1986) (Metaphors We Live by - 1980).  



 

 

 

                                                             

9  Here we are talking about metaphor in its strict sense (Hameline, 1986, p. 125).  

10  The metaphor seeks to produce, in the economy of the discursive argumentation, persuasive effects, if not even, 

in the limit, to shake or to contribute to the fathoming of the convictions of the interlocutor or the reader (Hameline 

& Charbonnel, 1982, p. 5). 

11  Daniel Hameline calls the attention to the fact that it is not surprising that in the metaphoric of education: “it’s 
the doceat [show or teach] that prevails” (1986, p. 138).  



 

 

 

 

                                                             

12  On this matter, we can read in Psychologie de l’Enfant et Pédagogie Expérimentale. I. Le développement mental 

the following passage: “That pedagogy should rest on the knowledge of the child as the horticulture rests on the 

knowledge of plants is an elementary truth. However, it is entirely unknown to the majority of pedagogues and of 

almost all school authorities” (Claparède, 1946, p. 71).  
13  We write “attenuated” because Daniel Hameline reminds us that the “furnishing” metaphor does not seem to 
shock Edouard Claparède himself (Hameline, 1986, p. 155). 



 

 

 

                                                             

14  Nanine Charbonnel draws attention to the following range of metaphors in the educational discourse: “Sculpture 
and pottery, feeding and filling, gardening, farming, domestication, various crafts, marching and navigation” (1983, 
p. 157). On the metaphors of “filling”, “feeding” and modeling, see Nanine Charbonnel, 1991b, pp. 179-251 and 

1993, pp. 5-54. In this regard, one should read Israel Scheffler, 2003, pp. 73-88.  

15  In this regard, see the words by Daniel Hameline: “but the character of the metaphor itself is the fact that the 
ones who use it wish it to be non-metaphoric. This is a fundamental truth that comparison has spread” (1986, p. 
182). Which therefore means that many authors never even admitted that in their writings the metaphorical naturalist 

game could play a role other than a mere stylistic or rhetorical effect. 



 

 

 

 

                                                             

16  This is the Latin adage that is used as an emblem at the Jean-Jacques Rousseau Institute founded by Édouard 

Claparède, in Genève, 1912 (Claparède, 1946, pp. 50-51). Daniel Hameline, when refering to one of the key 

characteristics of the New Education Movement, writes that “the role of psychology is to bring about the ‘copernician 
revolution’ that will make the school programmes gravitating around the child, and not the child turning as best it can 
around a programme decreed without reference to him in the circumvolutions of the programmes. The only postulate 

of this revolution is the primacy of the biological” [italic of author] (1986, p. 182). On the New Education Movement we 
can consult, among many others, the following authors: Bloch, 1973; Hameline, Helmchen & Oelkers, 1995; Médici, 

1995, pp. 9-40; Nóvoa, 1995, pp. 25-41, 1997, pp. 71-96; Snyders, 1975, pp. 55-130 & Vasconcelos, 1915.  



 

 

 



 

 

 

 

                                                             

17  As an example of horticultural metaphors that are part of this regime, present in The Wisdom of Matthew, one 

may just consider the following: “Life goes always up!” (Freinet, 1994, T.2, p. 112), “To make the child thirsty” (1994, 
T.2, pp. 114-115) e “To go in Profoundity” (1994, T.2, p. 188). 



 

 

 

                                                             

18  In The Wisdom of Matthew, where one can read Aller en profondeur (Freinet, 1994, T.2, p. 188), it is clear from the 

outset that we are immersed in a universe of counseling and deontology, in addition to the 

experienced observations: “And from the experienced observation comes out the injunction, the good advice” 
(Charbonnel, 1994, p. 54). What accentuates the effect of bouleforico and injunction is the similarity that makes 

the “sayings” convincing in that the various types of fruits, plants, flowers are so often described anthropomorphically).  



 

 

 

 

                                                             

19  This “school of work” is the same as “school of the future”.  
20  The theme of life is recurrent in the educational and pedagogical work of Célestin Freinet, for example: “Education 
is not a school formula but a life’s work” (1994, T.2, p. 107) and “The life prepares for life” (1994, T.2, p. 119).  
21  It is this dedication to life, by Célestin Freinet, that allows us to say, along with Georges Piaton, that Freinet's 

philosophy is steeped in naturalism and “naturism” (1974, pp. 201-205). Naturalism would allow the pedagogue 

to see nature as creative and restorative, i.e. as a role model for the growth and development of children. The author 

sought, through a natural hygiene and a natural environment, to provide students with both a physiological and 

psychological balance. 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

                                                             

22  The expressive semantic regimen translates a certain feeling and also awards some value to a certain situation: 

“When Romeo says of Juliet ‘she is the sun of my days’” (Charbonnel, 1999, pp. 34-35).  



 

 

 

 

                                                             

23  The agricultural metaphor is linked with similitude, as it compares heterogeneous entities belonging to different 

ontological genres, as exemplified by Célestin Freinet's analogy when he compares a child with a wheat grain (1994, 

T.1, p. 334). The horticultural metaphor, as understood by Daniel Hameline, serves as a relevant means of expressing 

the analogy, the similitude between the growth of the natural plant and the growth of the child, between “The elements 
of the compared (the teaching) and the comparer (the feeding of the plant)” (Charbonnel, 1994, pp. 54-55). Note that 

we are talking about different ontological genres. 

24  Cf. The metaphor and the metaphor in education in this same paper. 



 

 

 

                                                             

25  Hans Blumenberg in one very same line wrote: “Immediately, metaphors can be remains, rudiments in the way 
of myth to logos” (2003, p. 44). On the author’s theory of “metaphorologie” and its developments, see, for example, 
Anselm Haverkamp and Dirk Mende, 2009.  



 

 

 

 

                                                             

26  It comes to mind Paul Ricoeur’s The Rule of Metaphor (2004), while Hans Blumenberg prefers to use the concept 

of “absolute metaphor” identified with the myth (2003, pp. 165-170), and Gaston Bachelard uses “axiomatic 
metaphor” to denote a kind of metaphor of excellence and absolute, which works, so it seems to us, as one of the 

strongest imagination reagents alongside the four elements (earth, water, fire and air) characterized as “the hormones 
of imagination” (2004, p. 19). The deepest psychic structures of imagination are the archetypes. Bachelard specifically 

organizes much of his research around the four imaginative elements – air, water, earth and fire. Bachelard also calls 

the four elements “the hormones of imagination”: “They execute the great syntheses which give a little regularity to 

the imaginative. In particular, imaginative air is the hormone which makes us grow psychically” (2004, p. 19). 



 

 

 

  

  

                                                             

27  Never be overstated that the metaphor of the container, by making the student a receptacle and submissive and 

the teacher a “dumper” (dumping something in the container) consecrates the idea of Traditional School's “well-filled 

head” (Montaigne) (the idea of transmitting something), while the metaphor of growth, by making the student 

critical of the pedagogical and participatory authoritarianism in their learning and the teacher an attentive gardener to 

the growth and interests of the student, consecrates the idea of the New Education’s “well-made head” (Montaigne) 
(the idea of participation and of “centers of interest” (Decroly): “One can not transmit, it is not possible to transmit a 
thought such as one transfers a liquid from a full container to another empty” (Hameline, 1981, p. 124).  
28  An insistent metaphor, which really is foundational and symbolically pregnant, values the figurative sense to 

the detriment of the literal sense, the equivocal sense to the detriment of the univocal sense and finally appreciates 

the connotation which triggers subjective associations, to the detriment of denotation which favours the objective 

and more informative referent. 



 

 

 

 

                                                             

29  Notice that an image becomes symbolic from the moment in which through its sensitive content evokes, or 

suggests, a chain of images guided by a virtual meaning (life, death, peace, happiness, etc.). If one looks at the plant 

example, besides seeing the real vegetal species that it represents (scientific knowledge), it can also awaken in 

our consciousness the following: “a cozy garden or the chopping of wood in order to heat, but which can orientate 
next into the direction of the thought of life and even of a life with an impressive longevity, and at last towards the 

idea of an eternity beyond death” (Wunenburger, 2011, pp. 16-17).  
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