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What Is Liberal Education? Part II 

 

Welcome, new students, returning students, and tutors, to St. John’s College, and to the 

Graduate Institute.  Today each of you is joining, or returning to, a College that describes itself 

as a community of learning, and that dedicates itself to inquiry: to asking fundamental questions, 

and to pursuing answers to these questions.  As members of such a community, we must from 

time to time shine the light of inquiry on ourselves.  Today I mean to do so by asking ‘what is 

liberal education?’ 

As I reassured the audience of my summer convocation address, let me reassure you too: 

I don’t mean to try to answer this question in the next fifteen minutes.  My only somewhat more 

modest goal involves dividing the question into two parts.  Last term, I asked the question ‘what 

is liberal?’, and with the assistance of the College’s motto, offered the following answer in the 

case of education: 

Liberal education is bookish education, freeing education, childlike education.  As 
education through conversation with the great books, it is the consummation of 
practice and a courageous confrontation with what is most real.  It is the education 
of the free who know they are not free into a freedom they do not desire.  It is an 
education that forgets and begins again, that plays at the most serious things, and 
that thereby gives us a world in which to live. 

But this answer is obviously preliminary, because it depends in turn on the answer to a deeper 

question.  ‘That’s all very well, Mr. Black,” someone might say, “but what is education?”  To 

begin to answer this question, I propose to pose it to three great books, two of which are on the 

reading list of our graduate Program.  These books are Rousseau’s Emile, whose subtitle is On 
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Education; Plato’s Republic, whose subtitle is On the Just; and Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and 

Evil, whose subtitle is Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future. 

If we understand what is asked in the question ‘what is education?’ it must be because we 

think that there is such a thing.  So why do we think this?  Let’s confine ourselves to human 

beings: the beings whose education is most interesting to us.  When we observe the human 

beings around us, we cannot help but be struck by the differences between them in their activities 

and capacities.  Some of them are capable of much, some of little; some need much, some need 

little.  Perhaps most strikingly, some human beings are largely capable of providing for their own 

needs, and some are not.  Once we are able to judge the ages of human beings, we might make 

the following generalization: that human beings are born weak, because unable to care for 

themselves; that as they age they sometimes flourish and become strong; and that if they live 

long enough, the strong eventually decline and become weak again.  These changes, these 

differences between human beings at different ages, might even be more striking to us than those 

underlying qualities that all human beings share.  And the cause of these changes, Rousseau tells 

us near the beginning of Emile, the cause that shapes human beings over the course of their lives, 

is education.1  Education is the answer to the question of why human beings differ so much, not 

just from one another, but each of them from one time to another. 

But there is something puzzling about this first attempt at a definition of education, which 

takes education as the cause in general of change in human beings.  For we tend to want to think 

of education as the cause, and so by extension as the process, of good change in human beings: 

education, we think, changes us for the better.  Rousseau acknowledges as much when he writes, 

“[e]verything we do not have at our birth and which we need when we are grown is given us by 

education.”  Education, we are likely to insist, is change in human beings in a certain direction: 
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toward some completion, toward being grown, toward some good.  It is odd to think of the 

changes that, even in the best case, follow the completion of growth – that is, our inevitable 

decline – as part of our education. 

Rousseau takes this difficulty into account as he develops his argument in Emile.  This 

education, the one that gives us what we lack at birth but need when grown, comes from three 

sources: nature, men, and things.  “The internal development of our faculties and our organs,” he 

explains, “is the education of nature.  The use that we are taught to make of this development is 

the education of men.  And what we acquire from our own experience about the objects which 

affect us is the education of things.”  What we ordinarily think of as the content of our education 

– the opinions we are taught about how things are and what we ought to do – is really only part 

of our education, according to this account.  And the expansion of the definition of education to 

include internal developments and experiences, as well as opinions, makes it possible to 

distinguish growth from decline, and good education both from bad and from no education at all.  

Since each of the three educations must tend to the same end, Rousseau tells us, and the 

education of nature “is in no way in our control,” a good education, an education properly 

speaking, is one in which the educations of things and of men are directed to the end imposed by 

the education of nature.  And since we could not bring ourselves knowingly to pursue a 

consistently harmful education – even if such an education is better than a contradictory one – 

our supposition must be that the end imposed by the education of nature is good.  Here, then, is a 

second definition of education, one that seems closer to what we mean by the word: education is 

the cause of good changes in human beings, because it is oriented by nature.  Or, to put the same 

point differently, for education to be the cause of good changes in human beings, there must be 

such a thing as nature. 
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This definition, which we arrived at with the assistance of Rousseau’s Emile, is shared by 

a second great book, Plato’s Republic.  At the beginning of Book Seven of that work, Plato has 

his Socrates present an image of “our nature in its education and want of education.”  Picture 

human beings as if they were bound head and foot in a cave underground, such that they are all 

forced to face a wall.  Far above and behind them, a fire burns.  Nearer, but still above and 

behind them, other human beings stand along a road behind a partition, and carry artifacts that 

they raise up above the partition, into the light of the fire, such that the artifacts cast shadows on 

the wall that the prisoners face.  While they do this, some of the puppeteers make sounds that 

bounce off the wall, and so seem to come from the shadows.  Socrates asks whether such human 

beings, bound as they are, can see anything other than the shadows cast by themselves and by the 

artifacts raised above the partition.  His young interlocutor, Glaucon, says that they cannot.  And 

so Socrates concludes, with Glaucon’s agreement, that these human beings will take the shadows 

of artificial things for the truth – when in fact the truth is only fully available to those who free 

themselves or are freed from their bonds, who make the painful climb toward the dazzling light 

at the mouth of the cave, and who emerge to look at and eventually to see the things themselves, 

which are not artifacts, in the light of the sun. 

The horror and the beauty of this image, the horror of our imprisonment and the beauty of 

the promise of our liberation, are so striking that it is easy to pass over Socrates’ remark that this 

is an image of our nature “in its education and want of education.”  Is it clear which part of the 

image represents which condition of our nature?  Socrates tells us that we are in the cave “from 

childhood,” not from birth: so there must be a point early in our lives when each of us, in the 

language of the image, is brought down into the cave – by someone who is able to exit it, of 

course – and placed in our bonds, facing the wall with its shadows.  Could this point be when we 
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are first able to understand and articulate speech: that is, at the beginning of what we ordinarily 

call our education?  Later in his conversation with Glaucon, Socrates does call the condition in 

the cave one of “greater lack of learning,” but this hardly settles the question, since he also notes 

that “education is not what the professions of certain men assert it to be”: it is not the art of 

putting knowledge into a soul that lacks it, but the art of turning the whole soul from that which 

is coming into being to that which is, and finally to the brightest part of that which is, the good.  

Socrates’ image teaches us that it is a question of education against education, then: there are 

those who claim that education happens only inside the cave, and those who claim that education 

happens only outside, in the light of the sun.  And the difference between these two views, 

certainly within the cave but perhaps also outside it, is a matter of life or death. 

It is tempting, and perhaps also easy, to accept Socrates’ encouragement and side with 

Glaucon in the view that education is the noble and painful struggle against artifice on behalf of 

nature, against appearance on behalf of the truth, against becoming on behalf of being, and 

against evil on behalf of the good itself.  It is very tempting to believe that the peak of education 

is a kind of emigration to the Isles of the Blessed: the achievement of heaven on earth.  But this 

would be to ignore Socrates’ remark that education is the art of turning the whole soul from 

becoming to being.  This remark implies that education, even as Socrates understands it, takes 

place chiefly, and perhaps even entirely, within the cave.  According to Socrates’ image, the 

need for compulsion – another term for this art of turning – ceases once the soul has been forced 

to stand up, to turn around, to walk, to look at the light, to climb the rough, steep, upward way, 

and at last to emerge from the cave.  Once outside of the cave, the soul only needs to become 

accustomed to the light, in order to see everything that can be seen. 
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Let’s turn to the last of our three great books, Beyond Good and Evil, for help in thinking 

through some further implications of Socrates’ definition of education as an art of turning.  In the 

Preface to that work, Nietzsche claims that the good itself – the pole star of the Socratic art of 

turning, by whose light education is to be distinguished from indoctrination – is an invention, an 

error, and a piece of philosophic dogma.  And throughout the work he opposes to this Platonic 

dogma a series of painful questions.  If there is such a thing as nature, is it good for human 

beings?  To the extent that we have access to the truth, it is good for us, and is it better for us 

than appearance?  Is there such a thing as being, and can it concern us more, or be worth more to 

us, than becoming?  And is there such a thing as evil, or is it really a distorted view of something 

that is properly called good? 

If education as Socrates understands it takes place entirely within the cave, then it seems 

better to understand education in terms of fundamental questions like these than in terms of 

philosophers’ predetermined, dogmatic answers to such questions.  This does not mean, 

however, that these questions lack answers.  Roughly speaking, for example, Nietzsche seems to 

think that the answer to each of these fundamental questions is ‘no.’  But it is in asking these 

painful questions, in discovering how matters stand for oneself with regard to these questions, 

that education understood as the art of turning primarily consists.  What follows from these 

questions – insight into which answers are given to us as predetermined, and which answers can 

be changed – teaches us about the limits to our learning, and so educates us about what education 

can be for us.  In other words, despite the great foreground differences between Nietzsche and 

Plato’s Socrates, they agree that education understood as the cause of good changes in human 

beings now must mean the pursuit of self-knowledge: obedience to the Delphic command, ‘know 

thyself.’  They agree that obedience to this command is painful, though they both hint that it is 
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not only painful.  And they agree that obedience to this command is not the matter of a moment, 

nor of a few months or years, but of a lifetime.  As Socrates’ image implies, each human being 

who succeeds in escaping the cave also gains the power to be a puppeteer, or worse, one who 

draws down the young and binds them in a cave of his own making. 

On the basis of these brief reflections on three great books, I can now hazard an answer to 

my opening question.  What is liberal education?  For education to be possible, for there to be a 

cause of good changes in human beings, there must be a nature of human beings that can be 

known, and a good of this nature in each case.  If there is such a nature and such a good, then 

education requires the pursuit of self-knowledge, the pursuit of knowledge of this nature and this 

good.  So education in the true sense must therefore above all be the repeated reopening of the 

question of whether there is such a nature, one that can be known, and that has its corresponding 

good.  Education in this sense is intrinsically liberal: for it is with the assistance of great books 

that we best seek to know ourselves, it is through self-knowledge that we find the freedom that 

suits us, and it is in this freedom that we become childlike, ready to begin again asking with 

playful seriousness our fundamental questions about nature, truth, being, and the good. 

I would like to conclude by announcing that there will be two study groups this term, one 

on the French language, meeting on Monday afternoons, from 3:30 to 5:00, in the Hartle Room, 

beginning on September 10th, and the other on Nietzsche’s Human, All-Too-Human, meeting on 

Thursday afternoons, also from 3:30 to 5:00 in the Hartle Room, beginning on August 30th.  

Schedules will be circulated by email.  Also, I would like to invite you all to take part in the 

refreshments provided at the back of the Great Hall, before going to tutorial. 

The fall 2012 term of the Graduate Institute is now in session.  Convocatum est. 
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Jeff J.S. Black 
Annapolis, Maryland 
22 August 2012 
Delivered 23 August 2012 
 

Notes 
 

1 In this address, I draw chiefly on the beginning of Book One of Emile, page 38 in the Bloom translation; on 
Republic 514a-518c; and on Beyond Good and Evil, Preface, and sections 9, 230, and 231. 


