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LIBERAL EDUCATION 
john Agresto 

Most essays on liberal education are pompous affairs. 
They prattle on about how such an education liberates 
the human spirit, opens our minds to other ways of life, 

exposes us to higher "values," makes us more sensitive, more 
humane, more aware, more sparkling. Then follows an often 
patronizing comment about those who were led into studying the 
useful rather than liberal arts-perhaps engineering, or computers, 
or, worst of all, commerce. Finally, they often end with a bit of 
ostentatious hand-wringing over the 
nasty character of American culture, 
which seduces the young away from 
their native idealism through the 
workings of those twin devils of 
modern society, technology and 
bourgeois materialism. 

This is pretty much all balderdash. 
I have never been convinced that a 
liberal education makes you more 
moral than you were; it only makes 
you smarter than you were. It may 
not make you more sensitive or 
humane; it only hopes to make you 
more discerning and knowledgeable about things that matter. It 
does not necessarily make you more refined; although, poorly 
pursued, it might make you more pedantic. Its aim was never 
softness of spirit but toughness of mind. 

One reason to look again at the meaning and promise of a 
liberal education is that such an education has fallen on hard times 
of late. Despite the historic presumption in American colleges 
that the liberal arts are learning's most sublime expression, the 
truth is that the liberal arts are in trouble, deep trouble. Last year 
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there were three times as many students graduating with a degree 
in computer science than in all foreign languages combined. Last 
year, history, foreign languages and philosophy together 
graduated 34,000 students, while 24 7 ,000 graduated in business 
alone. In 1971, half of all fulltime undergraduates were in liberal 
arts. Today the figures hover around 20 percent for women and 
10 percent for men. The truth is that liberal studies comprise a 
small and dwindling part of American education. 

So how shall we again promote the 
liberal arts in contemporary society? 
More importantly, on what grounds are 
the liberal arts worth defending? The 
worst defense, hinted at above, is one 
that sees the liberal arts as a way of 
softening the rough edges of our 
humanity, that teaches us "openness" 
to each and every "value," that saves 
us from being overly "judgmental," 
that frees us from every prejudice and 
opinion--except, of course, from those 
most contemporary of prejudices: the 
love of pluralism and the belief in the 

egalitarianism of all opinion. Such a defense begins, to be sure, 
exactly where liberal education always began , with a desire to 
break the chains of everyday life and the limits of received 
opinion and see what other cultures, great thinkers, significant 
events, or powerful literature might teach. But its proper end was 
always the attempt to ascend from opinion to knowledge, from 
superstition to truth, from suspended belief to judgment. Once 
the questions of better and worse are removed from liberal 
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A Message from the President 
Dear Friends, 

Somewhere along the way the idea of what constitutes a liberal education 
was lost, lost even to educators. Gone , it seems , is the idea of liberal 
education as a student's exposure to the best that has been thought and said 
and written. Gone is the idea of liberal education as a coherent and systematic 
study of the most important areas of human knowledge. Instead, even among 
those who profess their love for the liberal arts, we are treated to the belief that 
the liberal arts are akin to an educational smorgasbord-that getting a liberal 
education means tasting a little of this, savoring a bit of that. How often do we 
hear that such an education means taking a course in history, perhaps physics 
for non-majors, an interesting sociology offering, and maybe something in 
political science, all with the intent of helping you find something to major in. 
Somewhere along the way, even among its friends, liberal education became 
confused with incoherence, with dabbling, and with poking around. 

Once the idea of coherence was dropped from the notion of liberal 
education , it became commonplace to think that the fatter a college 's catalogue 
the more potentially liberal its education. But a fat catalogue doesn ' t 
guarantee a good education, it only guarantees that there are that many more 
courses a student will be unable to take. 

There are, I'm sure, a hundred reasons why liberal education is faring 
poorly these days . Part of the problem may be economic, since a liberal 
education costs money without the promise of significant monetary return after 
graduation. Part of the problem is academic. When fly-by-night fads take 
over the various disciplines, students flee. If professors declare that "all 
education is political," or that we cannot escape the confines of class, race or 
gender, then students soon think that liberal education is silly. If their minds 
cannot be liberated, at least they can study something lucrative. And, finally, 
it becomes difficult to teach the liberal arts when those who profess its various 
disciplines are not themselves liberally educated, thanks to the specialization 
and research required for today ' s Ph.D. Why institutions insist that in order to 
be an effective teacher within the liberal arts one needs a research degree in an 
area of specialization, based on a thesis written on a topic that no one 
previously thought worthy or interesting, is one of the age ' s great mysteries. 

Thus, this issue of Letters attempts to lay out what a liberal education is and 
isn't and what today ' s students may be missing in a college education. 

The comments we have received since we began Letters from Santa Fe have 
been very encouraging. As I wrote in my first column, one of our aims is to 
start a conversation among us about the character and quality of education, and 
we are finding that to be the case. Among those we heard from on our last 
issue on accreditation was Secretary of Education Lamar Alexander. He wrote 
to say that he appreciated the "ideas for reform of the current process" and that 
the issue would be "forwarded to the National Capital Advisory Committee on 
Accreditation and Institutional Eligibility for their review." It will be 
interesting to watch as this matter is resolved. 

On a sad note, William R. Beer, professor of Sociology at Brooklyn 
College, died this summer after a lengthy illness. Professor Beer wrote the 
article "Accreditation by Quota: The Case of Baruch College" that appeared 
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education, liberal education dies. 
If such a newer defense of the liberal arts is 

not worth pursuing, what can be said of older 
views? Caution again is in order. There was 
always a tendency, a strand of argument in the 
traditional defense of liberal education, that 
gloried in its irrelevance. Other arts were 
"useful," the liberal arts were not. Such 
defenses talked blithely of educating "the whole 
man," conveniently putting aside the good 
counsel of friends who said that it was not 
enough for a man to be good, he must also be 
good for something. 

Parts of this older defense were altogether 
too smug about the intrinsic rather than 
instrumental value of liberal education. Forms 
were kept long after the reasons behind them 
were lost, and the liberal arts opened themselves 
up to the charge of being little more than a 
museum culture. Self-consciously disconnected 
from all utility, the liberal arts seemed less like 
a preparation for life than a diversion from life. 
In America, a liberal education modeled on the 
leisure of European aristocracy was, sooner or 
later, bound to fail. Democratic societies , 
Tocqueville rightly predicted, will always prefer 
the useful to the beautiful, and even require that 
the beautiful be useful. Nor does antiquity 
carry with it the presumption of respect. 
Indeed, if anything, democracy gives its citizens 
a sort of instinctive distaste for things merely 
ancient. Why should we care for Beowulf or 
Keats? Why pay thousands of dollars for an 
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education so proudly disconnected from the 
world in which we live? 

The justification for liberal education must 
not lie in any misplaced faith in the power of 
English, history , or math to make us more 
"humane," nor in a belief that such 
studies have the ability to 
make us somehow "cul
tured ," nor in the 
view that a poten-
tial jack of all 
trades is bet
ter than the 
sure master 
of one. All 
that liberal 
education 
ever rightly 
promised 
was that it 
would open for 
us doors of knowl-
edge and imagination 
that would otherwise be 
closed. It never promised to make 
us happier, only smarter. Above all, it tried to 
make us smarter about things that truly matter. 

What, then, matters? What is it that we, as 
human beings, want to know? We want to 
know- or at least have some insight into
large questions of good and bad, of right and 
wrong. We'd like to know why good people 
suffer, why great nations fall. We ' d like to 
know what courage and cowardice, loyalty and 
treachery, might be. We'd like to know what it 
is we owe ourselves and what we owe our 
countrymen. We'd like to know what are 
causes and what are effects. We 'd like to know 
if ideas can carry any weight, or if everything is 
done by force. We 'd like to know what the 
models and standards of an exemplary life 
might be like. We'd like not to be so easily 
deceived. 

Liberal education is hardly alone in offering 
to answer such questions. Our countries, our 
parents, our priests, our friends all tell us they 
have the answer for us, already packaged, ready 
for the taking. And, to be sure, their answers 
may be right. But liberal educati on simply 
offers us the time and distance to consider the 
answers on all sides, and to say to those around 
us " Let me think about it, fo r perhaps you 
haven't told me everything." 

To reach this goal, the liberal arts have for 
centuries relied on one great means: Books. 
Great books. There is where the minds of men 
lived long after their bodies died. Books 
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represent-re-present- the world to us. In 
literature and drama, treatises, histories and 
essays, they hold the world up to reflection and 
for reflection. 

Paradoxical as it seems at first view, it is 
none the less true that the conserva

tive act of preserving the 
books of great litera

ture and the history 
of great deeds is 

the first and 
most radical 
step in the 
liberation 
of an indi
vidual's 
mind . 
Liberal 

education 
means the 

conservation 
and transmission 

of art, of thought, of 
human acts, and two mil-

lennia of radical questions and 
penetrating, differing answers. No matter how 
advanced our opinions, no matter how far on the 
cutting edge of scholarship we are, if our stu
dents leave college without knowing some of 
these books-many of these books-they were 
cheated. 

But it was not the rise of modern science, nor 
some new-found love of money, nor a premature 
withering of the inquiring mind of students that 
has turned the liberal arts into a wasteland. 
More pointedly, the fault is not so much in them 
as in us , their teachers. The attack on the 
foundations of liberal education has most 
effectively been waged from within. Today, for 
example, the great books of civilized life are 
often not criticized for being passe as much as 
for falling on the wrong side of contemporary 
feeling- for they are, we must note, often male, 
often white, and often European. Rather than 
liberation itself, whole sections of the liberal 
arts now stand accused of being the nasty tools 
of elitist bondage and oppression. 

But this is only the latest assault. Even 
before the ravages of modern ideological 
ludditism attacked the liberal arts, we had 
already started to abandon our books. Perhaps 
C. S. Lewis captured it best-

When a learned man is presented with 
any statement in an ancient author, the 
one question he never asks is whether it 
is true. He asks who influenced the 

Continued on page 4 . 
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We have 
de radicalized 
ideas and turned 
liberal education 
from a 
" 
tran .s:formative 
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catalogue or 
cafegoriz.ing and 
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Liberal Education 
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ancient writer, and how far the statement 
is consistent with what he said in other 
books, and what phase in the writer's 
development, or in the general history of 
thought, it illustrates, and how it affected 
later writers, and how often it has been 
misunderstood (especially by the learned 
man's own colleagues) and what the 
general course of criticism on it has been 
for the last ten years, and what is 'the 
present state of the question.' To regard 
the ancient writer as a possible source of 
knowledge-to anticipate that what he 
said could possibly modify your thoughts 
or your behavior-this would be rejected 
as unutterably simple-minded. 

We have for too long trivialized the liberal 
arts and turned ourselves into pedants by 
thinking it smarter to learn about books 
rather than from books. Knowing all about 
the author-his life, his times, 
his maladies, his training, 
and his influence-
we have deradical-
ized ideas and 
turned Ii beral 
education 
from a trans
form at iv e 
event into a 
catalogue of 
categorizing 
and caricature. 
No longer does 
our heart hurt for 
Hester Prynne, for 
we 're busy writing papers on the roots of 
Transcendentalism. No longer does Hawthorne 
write to teach; he now writes to be analyzed. 

My guess is that all this will quickly be 
labeled "conservative." Fair enough. If liberal 
education cannot or will not conserve the land
marks of civilization, then it will have failed. 
When, as we learned in the late 1980s, two
thirds of America's high school seniors have 
no idea when the Civil War took place, a third 
do not know that Columbus sailed before 1750, 
two-thirds cannot connect the word 
"Protestant" to the word "Reformation," and 
vast majorities have no notion whatever of 
Chaucer, Whitman, Austin or Dante, then the 
liberal arts, as the keeper of memory and cul
ture, have failed. 
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But political terms like "conservative" will 
soon fail to describe any real restoration of lib
eral education. Ironically, the more we try to 
conserve for our students the great writers and 
thinkers of the past the more we increase the 
pluralism, the diversity, of ideas and perspec
tives. A public fed only the contemporary does 
not live in a diverse society but a fully homo
geneous one. In today's culture, every restora
tive act is a liberal act. Indeed, it is also the 
most radical of acts, since truly great books, 
ideas, objects, and people-from Socrates to 
Pascal to Rembrandt to Freud-together teach 
us a radical cosmopolitanism of the first order. 
The most reactionary societies are the ones that 
live only in the present, in the storehouse of 
accepted opinion, without ever looking side
ways or back. If we truly want to liberate 
minds, we would again present to all our stu
dents the great ideas and insights of civilized 
life; then we would see how liberal education 
has the singular ability to both liberate and to 
preserve simultaneously. 

All in all, this defense of liberal education 
has centered around the student. 

It is the opening of today's 
mind and the quicken

ing of today's soul 
that has animated 

what have 
written above. 
But that may 
only be part 
of the story. 
Yes, a lib
eral educa
tion exists to 

do justice to 
our children 

and our contempo
raries. But liberal education also serves to do 
justice retrospectively. Tacitus says of history 
that it serves to recreate the past so that the 
great things that men have done can be 
praised and the wicked held in eternal con
tempt. If that is true, then the function of lib
eral education is more than erudition, utility, 
insight, or even enlightenment. We keep 
alive the works of the past because we owe it 
to those who did great deeds never to forget. 
So, in the end, the restoration of humane 
learning may not simply be an act of culture 
or intelligence, but of justice. 

This essay is taken from an article printed in 
the Spring 1988 issue of the Boston College 
Magazine. 
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A College Graduate's Despair 
Max A. Boot 

W ith this year ' s graduation season 
drawing to a close , we won't have 
to listen to many more 

commencement speakers. Usually, they tell the 
graduating seniors how lucky they were to 
spend four years acquiring wisdom. As a 
graduating senior at UC Berkeley, I have a 
somewhat different perspective- one that 
wasn ' t heard often at this year ' s 
commencement ceremonies but that contains a 
great deal more truth about the state of 
American higher education today. 

I have done relatively well academically at 
Berkeley. Even so I don't think I've received a 
true liberal education- at least not in the way 
that a well-educated man of the 19th century 
would have understood it. Back then , a 
university was supposed to provide 
nourishment for mind, body and soul. 
American colleges stopped catering to the latter 
two long ago, when mandatory attendance in 
chapel and at physical education classes was 
abolished. Now , Berkeley and other leading 
research universities have even stopped feeding 
students' minds . 

What I've missed is an education that 
integrates philosophy, history , literature and 
the other humanities into a coherent whole. 
Part of the fault is my own: I did not seek out 
some classes that I should have. But a large 
share of the burden lies with the university, 
which lacks a core curriculum-for example, 
"Great Books"-that could provide a general 
education. 

Instead, Berkeley, like many other large 
universities , offers a host of overly specialized 
courses that seem to have little connection. 
The history department offers a class on 
Theodore Roosevelt; English has a course on 
science fiction; philosophy offers a class on 
Hegel. That ' s it. Almost no courses attempt to 
bridge the gulf between these areas. Those that 
should-that is, introductory courses aimed at 
freshmen- have an added drawback: They are 
taught by inaccessible professors in giant 
auditoriums before thousands of bored 
students. 

The man responsible for this deplorable 
state of affairs is Clark Kerr , UC president 
during the 1960s and one of the most 
influential figures of post-World War II higher 
education . Kerr dreamed that the college 
would become all things to all people-a 
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"multiversity." Instead, it wound up serving 
almost everybody inadequately. 

Nobody is sure what the university's 
mission is anymore: Is it to educate elite 
students? To create a social melting pot? To 
conduct graduate-level research? Partisans of 
all three viewpoints have waged intermittent 
battles on the Berkeley campus for decades , 
leaving all the players profoundly dissatisfied. 

Undergraduates are therefore denied the 
opportunity to pursue a comprehensive 
curriculum . Instead, they are left , like 
shoppers in a giant supermarket , to wander the 
aisles, picking products at random, never sure 
that their selections will add up to a nutritious 
meal. Laissez faire may work in the economy, 
but it's no way to run a university. 

This loss of mission has also allowed a 
weird collection of nuts and cranks to assume 
prominent positions at Berkeley, as they have 
at other leading U. S. colleges. 
Deconstructionists in the English department 
teach that words have no intrinsic meaning . 
Revisionists in the history department teach 
that the Constitution was the result of a 
capitalist cabal. Newly minted Ph.D. 's in the 
ethnic-studies field teach that America has 
waged genocidal war against its racial 
minorities for centuries. Instructors in the 
"Peace and Conflict Studies" department teach 
strategies for nonviolent protest. A sociology 
professor instructs students on the "plantation 
system" in professional sports today. 

This is education? Thankfully, I've been 
able to avoid most of these professors with an 
ax to grind. I have managed to study almost 
exclusively with professors who believe in old
fashioned academic standards and the 
importance of Western civili zation. But most 
students don ' t fare as well. The lucky ones 
merely miss the chance to be educated. The 
unlucky ones are indoctrinated by 
unscrupulous lecturers. 

It ' s safe to say , then , that the reality of 
college education today is a far cry from the 
dreamy land of learning and higher thinking 
described by commencement speakers. Just 
ask any recent graduate. 

Max A. Boot, a history major, graduated from 
UC Berkeley and is currently a graduate 
student at Yale . This op ed appeared in the 
Los Angeles Times. 
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EDUC 
I t w_as once the cust~m in the great universities to propound a 

senes of theses which, as Cotton Mather put it, the student 
had to "defend manfully." I should like to revive this custom 

by propounding a thesis about the state of education in this trou
bled age. 

The thesis which I venture to submit to you is as follows: 
That during the past forty or fifty years those who are 

responsible for education have progressively removed from 
the curriculum of studies the Western culture which pro
duced the modern democratic state; 

That the schools and colleges have, therefore, been send
ing out into the world men who no longer understand the 
creative principle of the society in which they must live; 

That, deprived of their cultural tradition, the newly edu
cated Western men no longer possess in the form and sub
stance of their own minds and spirits, the ideas, the 
premises, the rationale, the logic, the method, the values or 
the deposited wisdom which are the genius of the develop
ment of Western civilization; 

That the prevailing education is destined, if it continues, 
to destroy Western civilization and is in fact destroying it; 

That our civilization cannot effectively be maintained 
where it still flourishes, or be restored where it has been 
crushed, without the revival of the central, continuous, and 
perennial culture of the Western world; 

And that, therefore, what is now required in the modem 
educational system is not the expansion of its facilities or 
the specific reform of its curriculum and administration but 
a thorough reconsideration of its underlying assumptions 
and of its purposes. 

Universal and compulsory modem education was established 
by the emancipated democracies during the 19th century. "No 
other sure foundation can be devised," said Thomas Jefferson, 
"for the preservation of freedom and happiness." Yet as a matter 
of fact during the 20th century the generations trained in these 
schools have either abandoned their liberties or they have not 
known, until the last desperate moment, how to defend them. 
The schools were to make men free. They have been in operation 
for some sixty or seventy years and what was expected of them 
they have not done. The plain fact is that the graduates of the 
modern schools are the actors in the catastrophe which has 
befallen our civilization. Those who are responsible for modem 
education- for its controlling philosopy-are answerable for the 
results. 

They have determined the formation of the mind and educa
tion of modern men. As the tragic events unfold, they cannot 
evade their responsibility by talking about the crimes and follies 
of politicians, businessmen, labor leaders, lawyers, editors, and 
generals. They have conducted the schools and colleges and they 
have educated the politicians, businessmen, labor leaders , 

lawyers, editors and generals. What is more they have educated 
the educators. 

Modern education is based on a denial that it is necessary or 
useful or desirable for the schools and colleges to continue to 
transmit from generation to generation the religious and classical 
culture of the Western world. It is, therefore, much easier to say 
what modern education rejects than to find out what modern edu
cation teaches. Modern education rejects and excludes from the 
curriculum of necessary studies the whole religious tradition of 
the West. It abandons and neglects as no longer necessary the 
study of the whole classical heritage of the great works of great 
men. 

Thus, there is an enor
mous vacuum where until a 
few decades ago there was 
the substance of education. 
And with what is that vac
uum filled : it is filled with 
the elective, eclectic, the 
specialized, the accidental 
and incidental improv isa
tions and spontaneous 
curiosities of teachers and 
students. There is no common faith, no common body of princi
ple, no common body of knowledge, no common moral and intel
lectual discipline. 

Yet, the graduates of these modern schools are expected to 
form a civilized community. They are expected to govern them
selves. They are expected to have a social conscience. They are 
expected to arrive by discussion at common purposes. When one 
realizes that they have no common culture is it astounding that 
they have no common purpose? That they worship fal se gods? 
That only in war do they unite? That in the fierce struggle for 
existence they are tearing Western society to pieces? They are 
the graduates of an educational system in which, though attend
ance is compulsory, the choice of the subject matter of education 
is left to the imagination of college presidents, trustees and pro
fessors, or even to the whims of the pupils themselves. We have 
established a system of education in which we insist that while 
everyone must be educated, yet there is nothing in particular that 
an educated man must know. 

For it is said that since the invention of the steam engine we 
live in a new era, an era so radically different from all preceding 
ages that the cultural tradition is no longer relevant, is in fact 
misleading. I submit to you that this is a rationalization, that this 
is a pretended reason for the educational void which we now call 
education. The real reason, I venture to suggest, is that we reject 
the religious and classical heritage, first, because to master it 
requires more effort than we are willing to compel ourselves to 
make, and, second, because it creates issues that are too deep and 
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too contentious to be faced with equanimity. We have abolished 
the old curriculum because we are afraid of it, afraid to face any 
longer in a modern democratic society the severe discipline and 
the deep, disconcerting issues of the nature of the universe, and 
of man's place in it and of his destiny. 

By separating education from the classical religious tradition 
the school cannot train the pupil to look upon himself as an invi
olable person because he is made in the image of God. These 
very words, though they are the noblest words in our language, 
now sound archaic. The school cannot look upon society as a 
brotherhood arising out of a conviction that men are made in a 

I 
I 

common image. The teacher 
has no subject matter that 
even pretends to deal with the 
elementary and universal 
issues of human destiny. The 
graduate of the modern school 
knows only by accident and 
by hearsay whatever wisdom 
mankind has come to in 
regard to the nature of men 
and their destiny. 

For the vital core of the 
civilized tradition of the West is by definition excluded from 
the curriculum of the modern, secular, democratic school. The 
school must sink, therefore, into being a mere training ground 
for personal careers. Its object must then be to equip individual 
careerists and not to form fully civilized men . The utility of the 
schools must then be measured by their success in equipping 
specialists for successful rivalry in the pursuit of their separate 
vocations. Thus there is a cultural vacuum, and this cultural 
vacuum was bound to produce, in fact it has produced, progres
sive disorder. For the more men have become separated from 
the spiritual heritage which binds them together, the more has 
education become egoist, careerist, specialist and asocial. 

In abandoning the classical religious culture of the West the 
schools have ceased to affirm the central principle of the 
Western philosophy of life-that man ' s reason is the ruler of his 
appetites. They have reduced reason to the role of servant to 
man's appetites . The working philosophy of the emancipated 
democracies is , as a celebrated modern psychologist has put it, 
that "the instinctive impulses determine the end of all activities. 
.. and the most highly developed mind is but the instrument by 
which those impulses seek their satisfaction." 

The reduction of reason to an instrument of each man's per
sonal career must mean also that education is emptied of its con
tent. For what the careerist has to be taught are the data that he 
may need in order to succeed. Thus all subjects of study are in 
principle of equal value. There are no subjects which all men 
belonging to the same civilization need to study. In the realms 

of knowledge the student elects those subjects which will pre
sumably equip him for success in his career; for the student 
there is then no such thing as a general order of knowledge 
which he is to possess in order that it may regulate his specialty. 

And just as the personal ambition of the student rather 
than social tradition determines what the student shall learn, 
so the inquiry and the research of the scholar becomes more 
and more disconnected from any general and regulating body 
of knowledge. 

For what enables men to know more than their ancestors is 
that they start with a knowledge of what their ancestors have 
already learned. They are able to do advanced experiments 
which increase knowledge because they do not have to repeat 
the elementary experiments. It is tradition which brings them to 
the point where advanced experimentation is possible. This is 
the meaning of tradition. This is why a society can be progres
sive only if it conserves its tradition. 

The notion that every problem can be studied as such with an 
open and empty mind, without preconception, without knowing 
what has already been learned about it, must condemn men to a 
chronic childishness. For no man , and no generation of men, is 
capable of inventing for itself the arts and sciences of a high civ
ilization. No one, and no one generation, is capable of rediscov
ering all the truths men need , of developing sufficient knowl
edge by applying a mere intelligence , no matter how acute, to 
mere observation, no matter how accurate. The men of any gen
eration, as Bernard of Chartres put it , are like dwarfs seated on 
the shoulders of giants. If we are to "see more things than the 
ancients and things more distant" it is "due neither to the sharp
ness of our sight nor the greatness of our stature" but "simply 
because they have lent us their own." 

For individuals do not have the time, the opportunity or the 
energy to make all the experiments and to discern all the signifi
cance that have gone into the making of the whole heritage of 
civilization. In developing knowledge men must collaborate 
with their ancestors. Otherwise they must begin, not where their 
ancestors arrived but where their ancestors began. If they 
exclude the tradition of the past from the curricula of the schools 
they make it necessary for each generation to repeat the errors 
rather than to benefit by the successes of its predecessors. 

Having cut him off from the tradition of the past, modern 
secular education has isolated the individual. It has made him a 
careerist- without social connection- who must make his 
way-without benefit of man 's wisdom- through a struggle in 
which there is no principle of order. This is the uprooted and 
incoherent modern "free man" .. . . 

This essay is reprinted in part from Essays Yesterday and 
Today , John A. Lester, editor, Harcourt , Brace and Company, 
1943. 
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Some Thoughts on Liberal Education 
Nino Langiulli 

I t is not uncommon these days to hear the 
term "survivor" used as a term of praise. 
Now l submit that persons educated in the 

liberal tradition would question the usage. 
They will wonder whether "survival" is a virtue 
and therefore worth y of praise . How the 
survivor survived would be crucial. Mere 
survival is not a virtue because it may be that 
survival was achieved by 
treading upon others and 
leaving behind a long list 
of betrayals. Sometimes, 
as Sidney Hook noted, 
the worst thing that can 
be said of people is that 
they survived, since their 
survival has been at the 
cos t of everyone and 
everything else. 

Depending on how 
th e y survive, pe ople 
wri re for themselves 
e ither an e pitaph of 
infamy or one of glory . 
Those who prai se 
s urvi vors merel y for 
surviv a l write for 
themselves an epitaph of 
mindlessness. 

Consider a lso the orgy of sentimenta lity 
passing for morality, such events as the " Hands 
Across America" phenomenon or the " Live 
Aid" and "Farm Aid" concerts. Again those 
edu cated in the tradition will find these 
express ions of pity- whose purveyors wi ll 
grace with the name "compassion"-to be 
meager substitutes for the practice of the moral 
and theological virtues. They will regard these 
public displays of pity as mawkish and even the 
money raised from these displays as fleeting as 
paper in the wind when compared to acts of 
inte lli gence, co urage, fai rn ess and charity 
demanded in the ord in ar y and somet imes 
extraordinary events of daily li fe. 

What I am suggesting with these examples 
is that the tradition of liberal education commits 
us to excellence. It is the systematic cultivation 
of those things whic h make hum an beings 
excellent: reason and the freedom grounded in 
that reason. It is not a reflection or an echo of 
fas hi onabl e th eo ri es o r action s , of pop 
psychology or soc io logy o r a porr idge of 
cliches, buzzwords, and acronyms which can 
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openly deaden reason, deaden moral sensibility 
and deaden freedom. Liberal education consists 
in the formation of a proper harmony of 
intelligence, character, and taste- a harmony 
which is sometimes vaguely expressed in that 
quaint metaphor "well rounded. " ft does not 
consi s t in th e production of dilettantes or 
esthetes who believe that their education was 

aimed at holding their own in cocktail party 
discussions, or at mastering the Sunday New 
York Times or who believe that they are 
liberall y educ a ted because th ey have 
subscriptions to the opera, the ballet, or the 
museums. The tradition of liberal education is 
just as resistant to producing vol uptuaries 
w ith ou t character as it is to produc in g 
technicians or specialists without imagination. 
Indeed, it is a preparation for the terrors of life 
so that when fai lure or even tragedy occurs, one 
can face it and not be destroyed by it. Those 
who be lieve that liberal education is a hymn or 
"celebration of li fe" have understood neither 
liberal education nor li fe . 

If, howe ver, liberal educati on seeks to 
develop free and rational men and women who 
are concerned with the pursuit of knowledge, 
and who are conscious of their moral, religious, 
and social obligations, or to put it another way, 
if liberal education is the formation of persons 
cap able of respon s ibl e inte llectu a l se lf
detcrmination, then the test will be not only 
what they recognize as worthy of pursuit but 
a lso wha t they deem necessary to res ist. 
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Consequently, the pursuit of knowledge , of 
power, of wealth, of pleasure, of honor will 
always be subject to the moderating rule of 
reason. Excess and defect will be avoided. 
Freedom will consist both in their mastery over 
their opinions and over their passions, either of 
the erotic or the aggressive kind. Mastery over 
opinions will show itself in the ability to explain 
them and to account for them. Dominion over 
passions will show itself in such an expression 
of them that an absolute "letting go" or a 
"letting it all hang out" will not be permitted. 

In their relationships with others, liberally 
educated persons will give and accept service 
graciously. They will pursue learning together, 
enjoying the company of like-minded, 
independent, and confident people . They will 
avoid or try to keep under control those people 
who know only two postures-at one 's feet or 
at one's throat. They 
will surely avoid 
those postures 
themselves. Rather 
they will give respect 
and friendship, not 
flattery. They will 
have learned to 
respect ordinary, 
plodding, decent 
humanity which they 
acknowledge not 
only in themse lves 
but cherish in others. 
This ordinariness, as 
Eva Brann has said, 
is not the opposite of 
excellence, nor is the 
respect for it a 
mythologizing and 
romanticizing of the 
"common man ." 
Rather it is the 
ground from which 
excellence grows . 
The true opposite of 
this ordinariness-
actually there are two of them and they are both 
monstrosities- are barbarism and intel
lectualism. The first is the embodiment of 
mindless passion; the other is the abstraction of 
passionless mind . Liberal education aims at 
resisting both of these opposites. 

Needless to say, the members of the tradition 
of liberal education are also united in their 
resistance to tyranny which is the perennial 
danger to liberty in general and to liberal 
education in particular. It should come as no 
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surprise that modern tyranny, because it has at 
its di sposal technologies and ideologies, 
threatens to become what no earlier tyranny 
ever became , according to Leo Strauss , 
homogeneous, perpetual , and universal. The 
members of the tradition mu st be constantly 
vigilant to defend the elementary and 
unobtrusive conditions of liberty. They must 
remind themselves that the face of tyranny is 
not that of a devil but rather of an angel. It 
does and will come speaking about its concern 
for the poor, for the oppressed races, the 
oppressed classes, even for the oppressed sex. 
It will appear to be sincere and devoted
sacrificial to the point of martyrdom-for its 
cause. ft will wipe away every tear from every 
eye. But when the mask of sincerity melts 
away, the face of tyranny will soon enough 
reveal itself for what it is-a contorted grimace 

of the lust for power. 
In fine, the tradition 

of liberal education is 
more than the study of 
languages, mathemat
ics , history, the sci
ences, philosophy, 
and theology. It is a 
training through those 
disciplines-in criti
cal reason and free
dom- in excellence. 
It is liberation from 
ignorance, from base
ness , from vulgarity. 
It demands from its 
adherents a complete 
break with the fash
ionable ideas of the 
careless intellectual 
and resistance to the 
vulgarity and terror of 
the barbarian. Since 
the modern tyrant is 
the incarnation of 
both the intellectual 
and the barbarian, it is 

the tradition of liberal education-save the 
power and will of God-that will offer the 
surest resistance to tyranny. 

Nino Langiulli is professor of philosophy at St. 
Francis College, Brooklyn Heights , N.Y. This 
piece , taken from a speech Mr. Langiulli gave 
when he was presented with the Alumni 
Association ' s Distinguished Faculty Award. 
originally appeared in the fall 1986 issue of 
Terrier, the College's alumni magazine. 
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The Aim of Liberal Education 
Leon Kass 

L et us begin by distinguishing liberal 
education from other sorts of education. Let 
us set aside that part of higher education 

which prepares one for one's future career, whether 
in the professions of law, medicine, divinity, 
engineering, or business or in scholarship or 
scientific research . In these cases , the mind is 
specifically prepared in the basic concepts and 
methods, either of practical arts , say, of legal 
reasoning or of healing, or of specialized 
investigation, in each case according to the accepted 
canons of the profession or discipline. Bodies of 
accumulated knowledge are transmitted, skills are 
acquired, and the particular methods of problem
solving are learned through practice. Expertise, 
competence, mastery are the marks of 
accomplishment. I do not for a moment discount 
the importance of such achievement and such 
training; but it is not liberal education. True, 
medicine or law or biology or politics can be 
studied in a liberal way, but when taught 
professionally or pre-professionally they are not. 
True, scholarly research can be an aid to liberal 
education- and vice versa-but the training or 
preparation of future scholars is not what liberal 
education is about or for. For the aim of liberal 
education is other than the advancement of the sum 
of human learning or the discovery of new truths or 
the growth of knowledge from more to more. 

But neither is liberal education just the 
transmission of accumulated knowledge, the pouring 
of old learning into new receptacles, or even the 
initiation of new members into the great tradition, 
understood as tradition. It is, of course, hard to call 
someone well educated who is ignorant of the Bible 
and the writings of Homer and Plato, Shakespeare 
and Locke, R9usseau and Tolstoy, Newton and 
Einstein , Darwin and Freud. Indeed, because of 
their depth, range, and power, these writings are the 
best materials for the practice of liberal education. 
But desirable though it is to know one's intellectual 
forebears, to know them as part of the tradition-or, 
in the current jargon, as part of the so-called history 
of ideas-is only to know about them and about 
what they thought , not to think with them. The 
history of thought, however valuable, is not itself 
thinking. And to regard the so-called tradition as 
authoritative, to accept its authority because of its 
venerability, is to give over the activity of thinking 
here and now. The same must also be said for the 
docile ingestion and unassimilated retention of the 
fruits of contemporary sciences, whether received 
authoritatively from written textbooks or even from 
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the mouths of Nobel Laureates. 
I would also distinguish liberal education from 

those aspects of education which aspire to or attain a 
broadening of views, an elevating of sensibilities 
and tastes, or even the sharpening of intellectual 
skills. These are, of course, all fine things. It is 
good to be exposed to and to know about many 
variations in culture, beliefs, and human activities. 
But learning is more than exposure, and collecting 
broad variations does not mean gaining deeper 
understanding. Liberal education is more than 
general education. 

It is also more than aesthetic and cultural 
enrichment. Our tastes and sensibilities can certainly 
stand refinement: It should be one of our goals to 
learn to recognize and to love the difference between 
what is noble and beautiful and what is vulgar and 
ugly. But even the love of Homer and Mozart or the 
growing taste for the beautiful in nature on in human 
character is not yet what I mean. 

Liberal education also goes beyond requiring the 
skills of careful reading, writing, listening, speaking, 
arguing, calculating, looking, and experimenting. 
These skills- often called the liberal arts-sharpen 
the mind and are invaluable as instruments for its 
proper work. But the skills alone are insufficient. 
When severed from the true work of the free mind, 
pre-occupation with skills can be enslaving, a kind 
of mental gymnastics which tones one 's mental 
muscles and swells one's vanity, but which in fact is 
useless and vain. What is the point of knowing 
"how to think" if one never seriously engages in 
thinking? 

What, then, could be left for the aim of liberal 
education, if we exclude professional training, 
research and scholarship, general broadening and 
culture, the arts of learning, and familiarity with the 
intellectual tradition? I have already hinted at my 
answer: Not the adding of new truths to the world, 
not the transmission of old truths to the young, but 
the cultivation in each of us of the disposition 
actively to seek the truth and to make the truth our 
own. More simply, liberal education is education in 
and for thoughtfulness. It awakens, encourages, and 
renders habitual thoughtful reflection about weighty 
human concerns, in quest of what is simply true and 
good. 

This piece is taken from the early part of a speech 
Leon Kass delivered on September 25, 1981, to the 
entering freshmen at the University of Chicago as 
the annual Orientation Week "Aims of Education" 
address. 
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What are the Liberal Arts 
The followinf.! piece is taken from a St. John's 
College brochure for interested high school 
students. 

L iterally, "liberal" comes from the Latin 
root "liber" which means free. There is 
a certain kind of intellectual freedom 

gained from studying liberal arts which helps 
one form sound and independent judgments 
and allows one to be free from accepting 
currently modish but not necessarily sound 
opinions. Another 
kind of freedom is 
the freedom from 
specialization. The 
liberal arts student is 
not concentrating on 
a particular field and 
is thus able to make 
connections between 
different disciplines. 
The world isn ' t seen 
only in engineering 
terms or accounting 
terms. The student is 
able to rely on an 
analogy, illumination, 
or insight from one 
subject to explain 
something in another 
subject. 

The primary function of the liberal arts has 
always been to bring about an awareness of the 
forms that are embodied in combinations of 
words and in numbers so that they become 
means of understanding . Traditionally , the 
liberal arts were seven in number: grammar, 
rhetoric, logic- the arts of language; and 
arithmetic, geometry, music and astronomy
the arts of mathematics. 

In more contemporary terms, the liberal arts 
bring to light what is involved in the use of 
words and numbers in all kinds of discursive 
thought, in counting, measuring, deducing, 
demonstrating, analyzing, thinking, writing, 
speaking, and listening. They are the arts of 
judgments and decisions. 

It is, however, not subject matter alone that 
determines the character of the liberal arts, for 
the way in which a formal discipline, a subject 
matter, is taken up is decisive. The art of 
questioning, and of seeing oneself differently 
as a result, is central to a liberal arts education. 
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It is not enough to acquire knowledge and to 
develop facility in the arts of language and 
mathematics. There must be a constant 
questioning, a search for the grounding and 
consequences of propositions, truths, and 
beliefs. We must ask the persistent questions 
of human existence, which have relevance to 
the contemporary problems with which we 
have to deal. Only to the extent that we 
honestly face such philosophical questions will 
we be able to confront our future in a 

meaningful way. 
As knowledge 

advances and the 
fundamental outlook 
of civilization changes 
over the centuries, 
these arts of 
understanding remain, 
in one form or 
another, indi-
spensable. They 
enable men and 
women to win 
knowledge of the 
world around them 
and knowledge of 
themselves in this 
world and to use that 
knowledge with 
wisdom. Under their 

guidance men and women can free themselves 
from the wantonness of prejudice and the 
narrowness of beaten paths. Under their 
discipline they can acquire the habit of 
listening to reason in others and demanding 
reasons in themselves. A genuinely conceived 
liberal arts curriculum cannot avoid aiming at 
these most far reaching of all human goals. 

Through both curricula and pedagogy it is 
hoped that a liberal education will impart such 
stimulus that students will become their own 
teachers for the rest of their lives. It has been a 
firm and well-supported belief that students 
who have begun to seek and understand the arts 
that are common to all disciplines, who have 
learned to be their own teachers, and who have 
a beginning awareness of the fullness and 
variety of human experience will necessarily 
be the citizens best equipped to deal 
intelligently with the particular professions 
they choose and with the human situations in 
which they find themselves. 
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Profile 
St. John's College is an independent, non-sectarian.four-year, liberal arts college. 

•founded: 
Established in 1696 in Annapolis, Maryland, as King William's School and chartered in 1784 as St. John's College. Great Books Program 
adopted l 937. Second campus in Santa Fe opened in 1964. 

•Curriculum: 
An integrated, non-elective arts and science program based on reading and discussing, in loosely chronological order, the great books of 
Western Civilization. 

•Approach: 
Tutorials, laboratori~s. and seminars requiring intense participation replace more traditional lectures. Classes are very small. Student/faculty 
ratio is 8: I. 

• Degree Granted: 
Bachelor of Arts in Liberal Arts. 

•Student Body: 
Enrollment is limited to about 400 undergraduate students on each campus. Current freshman class made up of 46% men and 54% women, 
from 34 states and several foreign countries. Students may transfer between the Santa Fe and Annapolis campuses. 

• Alumni Careers: 
Education-21 %, business-20%, law-IO%, visual and performing arts-9%, medicine-7%, science and engineering-?%, computer science-6%, 
writing and publishing-5%. 

• Graduate Institute: 
The Graduate Institute in Liberal Education is an interdisciplinary Master's degree program based on the same principles as the 
undergraduate program. Offered on both campuses year-round. 


