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I have long believed, as I wrote a dozen years ago, that “the liberal arts must, and indeed should, coexist in colleges alongside the crudely instrumental demands of learning to make money, to cultivate expertise, and to develop good citizenship.” I am no longer so sanguine about this co-existence, but at the time it seemed to me reasonable—after all, in this way institutions would merely mirror the breadth of purposes that animate the lives of individuals. I continued: “This means that if liberal arts education is to receive its due, its advocates must take the trouble to articulate its value and assert its uniqueness.” Many of the people here are better than I am at this, but I have tried to do my part when the opportunity arises. Out of what is by now a rote and almost mulish sense of duty, I’ve try to describe and praise liberal arts education to people who don’t yet have any deep or abiding connection with it. Speaking to academics, donors, students, and board members, I’ve tried to explain and convey what the liberal arts are, what they ask of us, and why they matter in human life. 
Against this background, the prospect of the present conference confused me. Concerning the announced topic of the theoretical concept of the liberal arts, I have little to offer an audience with whom I expect to agree about most aspects of liberal arts education. I told myself that it wasn’t worth burning so much gasoline and jet fuel for what might be the academic version of those mind-numbing church services, the ones where hard-core true-believers stand up and take turns re-evangelizing each other.  

About the other conference topics—discussing the relation of research specialization, administrative structures, and other aspects of contemporary practice in higher education to the liberal arts—I have plenty to say, but none of it good, and much of it obvious. But the practical orientation of the conference caught my imagination. I think the central importance of good teaching in the liberal arts is too often minimized; for a variety of historical and practical reasons, (i.e. accidents,) it is crowded out by the greater attention paid to curriculum and student discussion. But it’s not easy to know how to support faculty members learning to teach in liberal education programs. 

I once co-taught a series of workshops on the liberal arts for recent graduates of doctoral programs who had been newly hired into liberal arts colleges. The participants had been “recommended”—i.e. sent—by their deans, and had gone mostly to undergraduate colleges where the “liberal arts” component meant nothing more than having to endure large entry-level lecture courses they didn’t care about, getting those distracting distribution requirements out of the way before settling down to a specialty. They knew little to nothing of the traditions that informed the small colleges that had hired them. 

I found in these workshops fascinating, but immediately I ran into something I was not prepared for: furrowing brows and a sense of unease that increased throughout the first day. Socializing afterwards, I decided to find out the cause.

These new professors had made it through graduate school by being, first and foremost, good students. They listened to what was expected of them, and they worked hard to do it. They knew that a certain amount of research production would be required in their new job, as would a certain amount of subject coverage in the classroom. But now they were hearing that their new jobs meant more. They heard that taking up responsibility for a liberal arts tradition that would require a great deal of time and broad intellectual curiosity, all in the aftermath of what is after all the narrowest passage of their careers. The workshop had convinced them that the liberal arts are of real worth and importance. So they were naturally calculating already how to do a good job at this, too. But they could tell that on top of their class prep and their research commitments, it was going to be all too much. 

Once I understood this, my heart went out to these young people. Out of some kind of pity, I started right away to walk back the importance I had emphasized about the liberal arts tradition in the workshop. Don’t worry, I told them. Just do what you can. Don’t take the ideals in the college brochure too literally. Once you get on campus, you’ll see that most people only pay lip service to the liberal arts. I bet your chair and your dean won’t really take them all that seriously. The participants told me that they found this reassuring.

What these new academics understood, and I had forgotten, was that in the business of higher  education, they were now employees—in fact had been already for some time—and their job security depended on acting like one. The idea that they could now think outside of the narrow channels of their training, that they should  pursue the broader questions of human life wherever they lead, instead of instead of figuring out how to do a good job at what was expected of them, was for many disconcerting. Some in the humanities and social sciences especially did believe their critical training made them apt critics of society, but they expected to criticize as knowers, not thinkers, to stand towards their community at large as representatives of an expert class, not as connections to a deeper sense of our shared humanity, as learners, inquirers, or leaders. Overall, they understood much better than I did what was about to be expected of them. When such teachers join a core liberal arts program, what can we tell them to help?

To address that question with a concrete example, I’ll discuss Plato’s Symposium. My question is this: how to describe to a scholar the right relation between disciplinary expertise and the general work of liberal education? Since of the Platonic dialogues, the Symposium is one that frequently turns up in the reading lists of text-based undergraduate liberal arts programs, I hope it may be a useful point of reference for those who teach or will teach in such programs. I plan to claim—convincing you would be too much to ask in so limited a venue—that the Symposium does bear instructively on this pedagogical problem. 

Before proceeding, I’ll make sure my presuppositions are legible by briefly describing what I mean by a liberal arts education. A liberal arts education, it seems to me, should pretty much just aim at wisdom, but since, no doubt like many others here, I have accreditation on my mind, I’ll put it crudely in the form of outcomes. A liberal arts education should mobilize the discipline and knowledge of literary and scientific culture sufficient to the following five goals:

· To provide a basic familiarity with and power to investigate more deeply the background ideas, forces, and theories that have produced the world we live in. 
· To provide students an experience of the most powerful or formative alternative views about the basic questions of life, with enough sympathetic understanding that even opposing sides can both be seen as plausible to a person of good will and intelligence. 

· Students should develop rigorous habits of reflection and internalize standards of intellectual honesty that will protect them against dogmatism and sensitize them to the ugliness of polemical oversimplification and contempt. 

· A liberally educated person should be able to make intelligent use of experts and expertise without being an expert—without being limited by the ever-narrowing horizons of particular expertise.

· Students so-gifted and inclined should be able to discover in their experience of the liberal arts the existence of a self-animating intellectual life, but this should not and cannot be made the goal of all.

There are a few pedagogical principles that follow from these goals, which I’ll state without justification: Just as students learn best about the reality of their relation to food by growing, slaughtering, and preparing their own, liberal arts students should learn to read their own original sources. It should be largely conducted through discussion. It should remain rigorously relevant to understanding the present, in that sense of “understanding,” as Whitehead puts it, in the phrase “to understand all is to forgive all.”

Finally, and this is the principle I’ll discuss at length here, liberal arts teaching should have an unobtrusive and flexible relation to contemporary scholarship, and certainly never be dominated by scholarly trends or antiquarianism.
I am far from convinced that a robust liberal arts program can take place within a college or university dominated by a disciplinary faculty. But if you have a strong sense of the modes and goals of liberal education, then in general it’s better and happier to find some way to do some good work within the limits of your circumstances, certainly better than  posing critical evaluation as if it that made for constructive action. When it comes to teaching and the liberal arts, we always have small chances to do right by ourselves, our friends, and at least a few of the colleagues and students we meet—and those chances alone make for a lucky life. It would be intemperate and implausible to demand that your work also be honored and imitated on a national scale. In short, it’s worth thinking about what kind of intellectual leisure we need model and provide to young people learning to teach the liberal arts.
The relation of original texts to the traditional disciplines is an issue that faces most general education programs that make use of them. Today most American colleges and universities are departmentalized, and so core programs are taught by faculty with specialized academic training, corresponding disciplinary commitments, and ongoing research responsibilities. The presence on campus of trained scholars offers a pool of expertise to a general education program, and yet it raises the question of how best to take advantage of this expertise. 

To varying degrees we all rely, and rightly so, on scholarship to help us learn to navigate the difficult books that constitute the major texts of any literary tradition. But does a liberal arts education benefit from the application of such expertise directly? Does it support or distract from a liberal education if a professor presents a book through the lens of secondary literature, or shows students how current disciplinary models apply to interpretation?  

You can tell already that I have my doubts. It is no secret that the model of progress in the sciences has come to dominate the way we understand disciplines in the academy, so much so that even a published effort to use, for example, Plato’s help in order to understand our own erotic natures would now receive the remarkably unerotic name of “research.” An introductory course in the sciences is designed to introduce students to the research methods and the basic themes--models of explanation--that will support further and more advanced work. Consider how this pattern might be, and in point of fact quite frequently is, applied to the Symposium. 

Responsible professors of philosophy who bear in mind the duty to prepare students for more advanced disciplinary study are required to show their students how the Symposium exemplifies the dominant issues in philosophical scholarship. And this “duty” may even be a labor of love as well--very often these are the very issues that engage the scholarly interest and drive the “research agenda” of the professors. What are the research methods and explanatory models that will introduce students to the way research work is done in philosophy? I will mention three ways the dialogue cashes out in terms of this approach on the lower undergraduate level, and claim that in all three cases, what constitutes responsible teaching of a scholarly discipline is at odds with the effort to provide non-specialists with a liberal education. 

In the Anglo-American school, the Symposium is traditionally introduced as the product of Plato’s “middle period,” written when he was first differentiating his own (presumably) more metaphysical thought from the strictly ethical concerns of his teacher, Socrates. The teacher shows the students which characteristics of the dialogue might verify this categorization, for example the metaphysicalization of ethical concepts or the doctrinal emphasis on the unmixed self-sufficiency of transcendent ideas. This set of intellectual moves is an application of the “developmental” or “periodicity” thesis. While lately on the wane, this thesis dominated Platonic scholarship for much of the last 100 years. The thesis divides Plato’s dialogues into three major categories of style and substance, in an effort to answer an important question that occurs to any attentive reader of Plato’s writings—why does Plato write dialogues in such drastically different styles? 

The developmental thesis proposes to answer this question in the most quasi-scientific, reductive way possible: it tries to explain the major categories of style and substance in the corpus not as matters of style and substance per se, but rather as products of variation over time in developmental forces. I need hardly add that since the dialogues do not, in their details, fit very cleanly into this scheme, a vast effort to save the theory by massaging the details—a whole research agenda—was opened up by the theory for scholars to pursue. It led even to labeling as inauthentic dialogues that had been attributed to Plato ever since the generation following his death, simply because they do not happen to fit. 

It is true that the periodicity thesis is currently one of the two or three most influential interpretations of Plato, and so any teacher intent on preparing students for the graduate study of ancient philosophy is obligated to orient them to it. But for a student who reads Plato as part of a non-specialized liberal arts program, how important is it? After all, it is a historically idiosyncratic approach, all too clearly expressive of the envy for the certainty of natural science that overtook Anglo-American social thought during the 19th century. And it relies on several quite questionable assumptions, few of which are ever brought to light in an undergraduate classroom. But most significantly for our purposes, it is stunningly boring. It distracts from a real encounter with the text. The Symposium is about eros, not about the determination of doctrinal development.

This means that assigning a dialogue to a “period” functions, in the rhetoric of the classroom, to get in the way of a liberal encounter with the book. After all, why should anyone but an antiquarian care what Plato maintained in some “middle period”? From a student’s point of view, perhaps the irrational powers that dictate college curricula have, on a reactionary whim, chosen to insist that in order to earn my degree I must remember how to identify a dialogue from the middle period—for a few weeks, at least. In the same spirit, in another class I may have to know how to identify a vase from the Ming period. Both items are merely “interesting,” to use that most damning of student adjectives. The ideas fleshed out in the dialogue are relegated to the status of interesting historical curiosities—vases in a museum. There is no sense of mystery, no sense of anything compelling or provocative that lies beneath the surface and can draw us into an engagement. It’s a discussion of eros without any eros. 

Consider Diotima’s notion that the most prosaic eroticism is the bodily expression of a yearning we all have for an exquisitely transcendent plane of existence. Certainly this is well worth at least taking seriously. Thinking about it means overcoming our initial reactions long enough to imagine that it might somehow be true, to let reading a book expand our sense of the possibilities that the world may hold out. This liberal, liberating process stops in its tracks when a dialogue is relegated to a period. 

In just the same way, I once had a job guiding people in the outdoors, and when certain clients harassed me by constantly asking for the proper names of plants and flowers that I didn’t know, I often just made them up. I could get away with this because no one ever asked about the same plant twice—having relegated it to the mental category signified by the name, they stopped wondering about it altogether. The same thing happens to a student approaching Plato for the first time under the influence of scholarly apparatus like the periodicity thesis. No longer compelling in itself, to judge by the model set by the teacher, the dialogue turns out to be a mere example of what really is of interest, namely, what is of scholarly interest to the expert—the thesis. The student is understandably left wondering, then, why a liberal education requires reading this book. And the potentially fruitful effort of asking why the dialogue is written in its own peculiar manner is pre-empted by the pseudo-answer of a “style” or a “period.”

A second traditional theme often applied to the Symposium is to see in it an example of Plato’s theory of ideas. Diotima does claim that ascent up the ladder of eros enables the student to “behold beauty itself,” pure and unmixed. But in Plato’s time, no less than in ours, this was a bizarre way of talking. Part of the experience of the dialogue is to be brought up short by these strange locutions, and to wonder what she can possibly be talking about? I’ll have more to say about this mystery further on, but for now let me note that if these locutions are officially identified as examples of Plato’s theory of forms, then any wonder the reader might have is pre-empted. Plato has a theory, here it is, and of course we know, or the teacher can tell us, that in a later period he raised certain difficulties with this theory, and so presumably he must have changed his mind. Here the dialogue is relegated not only to the status of historical curiosity, but reduced to the vehicle of a doctrine, to which logical tools may then be applied for evaluation.

Why would anyone think that teaching about the so-called “theory of forms,” (an expression, by the way, that Plato never used), is an adequate way of teaching Plato?  The notion stems from the assumption that the substance of Platonic philosophy is the doctrines asserted in each dialogue, or to put it in a more modern way, that the substance of philosophy is propositional, located in statements. After all, assigning doctrines to a period presumes that the relevant ideas can be clearly determined. The fact that in Plato few statements go unchallenged, and even fewer survive the challenge of an even semi-alert reader, more reasonably suggests another possibility—that doctrines are the instruments of thought, not its products. Diotima, for example, notes that Socrates may be unable finally to see the meaning of her assertions, and Socrates himself never says otherwise, even as he reports them. Why does he point this out? The implication is that even here at the peak of the ladder, the ideas, even the idea of beauty in itself, are invitations to further reflection. These ideas are what we think with, not what we are meant to think. 

If our students miss this invitation to thinking, if Plato’s ideas are replaced by propositions to be analyzed, a “Theory of Ideas” with a capital “I,” then what difference does it make? Well, one of the common notions about the Symposium is that in proposing the theory of ideas, it and dialogues like it have moved away from Plato’s supposedly earlier approach of refutation, or elenchus. In what is called the earlier style, we typically see Socrates dissecting some common notion like courage, piety, justice, or friendship, infuriating his interlocutors by showing that their conventional opinions about these ideas don’t withstand rational examination. By the time he writes the Symposium, so the story goes, Plato has moved away from this approach to develop a more positive metaphysical doctrine. And indeed, straight-out refutation is, with one intriguing exception, missing in the Symposium. Far from attacking the earlier speeches, in careful and subtle ways the culminating speech by Socrates takes up and sustains on a purified level many of the earlier themes. Given this, the simplistic notion that the theory of ideas and the idea of beauty itself is the main focus of the dialogue makes it seem that the elenchus is gone.

In fact, however, beneath its beautiful and playful exterior, the Symposium is one of the harshest and most unrelenting of the refutative dialogues. The praises of love all compromise themselves in instructive ways, and virtually every hackneyed and romantic notion of erotic love is trotted out and revealed, on close reading, to be in the main a self-flattering delusion. That love is like finding another self, that true love is changeless, that being in love means unconditional acceptance, that our true loves understand us, that true love is independent of all circumstance, that love brings out the best in us, that love redeems our lives, that love is what makes the world go round, that love conquers all—all of these, and more, are asserted with arguments that close-reading show to be so patently self-deluded that it is hard for the romantics among us not to feel slapped by the time you arrive at the foot of Diotima’s ladder. 

I found this out the hard way in a seminar I taught once on the Symposium before I had managed to understand it very well. I asked the students to begin the class by describing their own ideas about the meaning of erotic love, thinking that we could test the dialogue by tracking how it expanded their views as we proceeded. But as we then read on carefully, speech after speech exposed the hollowness of the very views my students had so gamely identified as their dearest ideals. And accustomed as they were to expert authority in the classroom, there was no way to convince them that I hadn’t planned the whole thing. Try as I might to blame it on Plato, they felt set-up to the end. And by that end, half of them practically hated me. But the other half was exhilarated. Both halves, at the least, had a real experience with a book.

This leads to the deepest reason that we prefer the shelter of scholarly expertise to the wide-open struggle with a text. What analysis of the Symposium’s speeches shows is that the flimsy character of unexamined opinion is not limited to propositions that can be expressed and refuted analytically. It is not only our opinions about things like gods and justice and virtue that are acquired conventionally without any real grounding. It turns out that even our desires themselves have this shadowy character. We not only don’t really know the things we believe, we don’t even really know what it is that we want. 

One thing a liberal education ought to hold out, in the final analysis, is this: a cultivation of intellectual arts that makes possible the discovery that much is unobvious in ourselves and in the world. Of course by the “unobvious” I mean the “mysterious,” and the response we feel when we wonder at the mysterious is what Plato terms “eros.” When this happens to you, you either hate it or love it. But it can’t be boring. 

I will mention only briefly a third common axis of Platonic interpretation that today popularly crops up in undergraduate classes. It is the idea, stemming from the critiques of Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, that Platonic idealism is life-denying, life-hating, unable to cope psychologically with the ambivalence and messiness of diverse particularity. This prevalent interpretation does have the considerable merit of stemming from a heartfelt response to Plato’s writings. I don’t find it finally convincing, but it does recognize on a deeper level the tensions implicit in Plato’s presentation of the ideal forms. When students in discussion raise this kind of objection, it signals a real engagement.

As a professorial critique, however, this approach again has a disorienting effect on what ought to be the eros for ideas in the classroom. It doesn’t wonder or question—it attacks and debunks. It assumes that the weaknesses it identifies in the dialogues, weaknesses so manifest to us, were hidden to Plato (or in some versions of the theory, hidden only to Socrates). This encourages students to feel superior to Socrates and Plato, surely the fastest way to make an intellectual fool of yourself. And once again, if this inadequacy is already known, what could possibly be interesting, let alone compel our wonder, about reading the book? Instead of helping the book to engage concern or wonder, the critique portrays it as of interest only as a kind of cultural pathology, laid open, of course, for examination by the master pathologist, the scholar.

One might respond that the idea of beauty itself, its causative power existing over and above all embodiment, is an unmistakable indication of a rejection of life as we find it. But the manifest logical problems with this claim, familiar to scholars under rubrics like the “third man problem” or the “problem of participation,” must motivate us, if doctrinal debunking hasn’t driven us off by boredom by this point, to look beneath the surface of the claims for a deeper meaning.

In my view, analysis of the speeches preceding Socrates’ speech have shown that in general, what appears to the speakers as eros is in fact an idealized form of willful (and incoherent) self-assertion. Similar insights are available to contemporary readers in the work, for example, of Bataille and Foucault. This is especially manifest in Agathon’s speech, which identifies Agathon himself with eros, and then proceeds to claim that eros is all-powerful and utterly plastic—i.e. able to become anything it wishes. But in contrast to this critique of our usual opinions of love, Diotima’s model of eros focuses attention on its reproductive results—results springing from, but somehow separate from, the lover. In this light, the radical separateness of “beauty itself” is an image of human eros liberated from fearful or prideful self-reference and self-assertion. By being separate, the “idea” in the text embodies an image of erotic engagement with something independent of us, while mysteriously related to us at the same time. It describes the possibility of a rare kind of comprehension that is not a form of willful construction.

In this sense, the logical conundrum of participation simply reflects a more fundamental experience--our experience of intellectual eros. If Diotima’s talk about beauty itself is an image, then in it we can glimpse an erotic relation to something that is not ultimately about ourselves alone, that is not irretrievably assertive. By contrast, these depths will never unfold--they remain hidden--in the face of more assertive critiques of Socrates’ rationalism, or of the “theory of ideas” taken as a set of ontological propositions.

What bearing does all this have on the place of Plato in a liberal education? Any reader of Socratic dialogues is familiar with the salutary way they invariably raise the question of expertise, the question of by what warrant anyone can claim to know what they believe or opine. It’s remarkable how infrequently this challenge to expertise is applied seriously to the professor in the give and take of the classroom.  But even further, in all Platonic dialogues the problem of philosophical pedagogy is paramount.  This is not the epistemological question of how we can know, but the liberal question of how we can learn to think with more depth and more truth—and in the dialogues this question is inseparable from what is usually, for those paying attention, an uncomfortably vexed encounter with the texts. Reading them carefully is good instruction in almost any effort to learn, and by extension in the effort to teach. This fact alone justifies the anchor position Plato plays in many general education programs. It is the answer to the student who wants to know why it is important to study Plato. But this fertile combination—of wonder, engagement, hard work and vexation—is circumvented by the imposition of expert theorizing.

How, then can we approach the teaching of original texts in a liberal arts core program? Should the frequent desire of the experts to defend their curricular territory by teaching the books they already study be accommodated? Should specialists be excluded from core programs? Should norms of discussion be imposed to prevent experts from dominating proceedings with their expertise?  I have seen all of these alternatives employed with varying and partial success. The better approach is to articulate and bear in mind the rich but differing goals of a liberal education, and then to adjust our work in the classroom, to restrain and redirect ourselves, in terms of those goals.

I realize this is easier said than done. My effort here has been indirect—to suggest what might be sought in liberal education by suggesting some of the ways liberal education is shrouded in darkness by the conceptual mapping, historical reduction, stylistic and propositional analysis applied to Plato in the academy. Robert Maynard Hutchins already observed in 1936 that the reason liberal arts colleges tend to imitate graduate programs is because the graduate schools have a clear idea of what they are doing, and the liberal arts colleges sadly do not. The vacuum of distinctive educational ideas in the colleges has been filled in the meantime from the bottom, by the influence, appropriate and always strong in the high schools, of John Dewey’s idea of education for personal growth and democratic citizenship. Between this brutally instrumental approach to learning and the airy detachment of scholarly specialization, the possibility of a vivid, rigorous, passionate, acute, in other words, of an erotic life of the mind, is squeezed to the limit. If liberal education matters, it must embody the effort to relieve some of this pressure—for faculty members, for students, for minds in general.
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