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Liberal Education as a Cultural Practice from J.W. Goethe
and F. Nietzsche to E. Said
Ulrike Wagner
2nd May 2019
This lecture addresses the conference topic by bringing the history of a liberal ideal of Bildung into
conversation with current debates. Taking Nietzsche’s On the Advantage and Disadvantage of
History for Life ( 1874) as a point of departure, we will go back to the turn of the eighteenth-century
and examine how key figures of the period grappled with what Nietzsche takes to be crucial
ingredients of a productive relationship between history, educational concerns of his own age and
questions of cultural value on a broader scale. Taking into view writings on art, architecture,
literature and religion by J.W. Goethe, J.G. Herder, and F. Schleiermacher, I suggest that it is a set of
techniques of viewing, reading, writing, collecting, commenting, and translating that is foundational
to a liberal model of education as it has developed since the eighteenth-century. We will also
discuss these past approaches to liberal learning and Nietzsche’s treatment thereof in the late
nineteenth-century together with current theories and methodological considerations by Edward
Said, Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht and Sheldon Pollock. This transhistorical and cross-disciplinary vantage
point on the career of liberal education broadens and deepens our understanding of our learning
and teaching today; the historical perspective also helps to better assess its present use and value
and ideally inspire future visions.
Ulrike Wagner is a wissenschaftliche Mitarbeiterin at Bard College
Berlin and director of the German Studies Program. She received her
Ph.D. in German and Comparative Literature from Columbia
University and an M.A. in North American Studies and German
Literature from the Free University of Berlin. At Bard College Berlin
she has taught in the “Language and Thinking” program and
developed courses on European and American Romanticism,
Germany’s Jewish Enlightenment, literature and culture of the
Weimar period in Berlin, the history of German literature through
the lens of human-animal relationships, and contemporary debates
in the German public sphere. Her current research interests concern
two interrelated areas: The relation between religious criticism,
education and culture in the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
history of philology; and the relation between German Romanticism and American
Transcendentalism in the context of religious debates, historicism, aesthetics, and the rise of the
liberal arts model of education. She has published several articles in journals and books, co-edited
the volume Herder and Religion and is currently completing a book manuscript titled The Practice of
Philology: Emerson, Herder, and Madame de Staël.

The Future of Archaic Greek Education, with Reference to Nietzsche’s
On the Advantage and Disadvantage of History for Life
David Hayes
3rd May 2019
In much of On the Advantage and Disadvantage of History for Life, Nietzsche warns against the
study of history. However, Nietzsche also says that his “untimely” text would have been
impossible without his serious study of ancient Greece (he calls himself its “nursling”). From
Nietzsche, we learn that the Greek education was “unhistorical.” But more than that – in the
way of a positive description of the form that Greek education took – Nietzsche does not
provide. Since we know that Nietzsche esteemed the archaic Greek culture most of all, and
because it is the least known to us now, I will describe the archaic Greek education with
concrete examples. Long before Plato and Aristotle invented the institutions that became our
college and university, the higher education of Greek youth took place in symposia, by listening
to and singing songs. Can we recognize this as a higher education at all? If so, then (in a
Nietzschean spirit, but tempered with moderation) what might we take from archaic Greek
education for ourselves, to enliven the 21st century liberal arts college?

David Hayes received his B.A. in English from Kenyon
College in 1992 and his PhD from the Committee on
Social Thought at the University of Chicago with a
dissertation on early Greek lyric poetry. He came to Bard
College Berlin as a fellow in 2005. For the last two years,
he has been a Visiting Research Fellow in the Institute
for Value Studies at the University of Winchester, UK. He
is happy to be returning to teach at BCB this coming fall.

Our Educational Institutions between Past and Future:
The Crisis of Education as a Crisis of Authority
Michael Weinman
3rd May 2019
As the title of my presentation intimates, I intend here to offer a response to Arendt’s “Crisis in
Education” (1954), read as the response it is to the Nietzsche’s thinking about the institutions of the
“progressive” liberal state (i.e., self-identifying as “modern”)—in his early lectures “On the Future of
Our Educational Institutions” (1872) and his Untimely Meditations (written 1873 and after,
published 1876), especially his “Use and Abuse of History.” I do so for reasons that might be obvious
but nevertheless merit being said: we are gathered here today to celebrate what can only be called
a fluorescence of (“American-style”, but also Humboldtian) liberal arts education in contemporary
Europe. At the same time, this very kind of education—a pedagogically-generalist and
morally-humanist education in the sciences of spirit, embracing both the social sciences and the
humanities as these are divided in the English-speaking world—is surely not flourishing in the land
whence it “returned” to Europe. What are we to do with that fact? How are we to understand it? In
reading Arendt with and against Nietzsche, we will come to see that it is a deeper crisis concerning
the status of tradition and authority in liberal modernity as such that rests at the root of liberal
education’s defensive position in the United States today and should give us pause as we consider
how to maintain and extend the strides that the Humboldtian program has made here in Berlin and
in a growing number of places across Europe.
Michael Weinman is Professor of Philosophy at Bard College Berlin
since 2013, after originally arriving as a Guest Professor in 2010. He
is the author of three books, most recently, The Parthenon and
Liberal Education, published in the SUNY Series in Ancient Greek
Philosophy from SUNY Press in 2018, an investigation of the
Parthenon as an education in the liberal arts co-authored with Bard
College Berlin faculty member Geoff Lehman. His earlier books
address the role of pleasure in Aristotle's ethical thought and the
relevance of Virginia Woolf's experimentation with narrative for
debates about subjectivity in continental philosophy, respectively.
Michael also has published articles and book chapters on Ancient
Greek science, especially mathematics, and its reception in 20th-century German philosophy and on
themes in contemporary political philosophy. His current recent interests focus on Husserl's Crisis
and the practical relevance of classical Phenomenology and the relevance of Arendt’s heterodox
understanding of power and political violence for contemporary debates about populism and the
challenges facing the liberal international order today.

Plato, The Parthenon, and Liberal Education
Geoff Lehman and Michael Weinman
3rd May 2019
In Book 7 of Plato’s Republic, Socrates and Glaucon discuss the relationships among the five
mathematical arts and describe the way that thinking these arts together leads to dialectic, the
crucial step in the education of a philosopher. This approach would be essential for defining the
notion of liberal arts education as it was later practiced in the Platonic Academy. However, the
problem-oriented approach to mathematics on which this was based appeared already a century
earlier, in music theory and, especially, in the design of the Parthenon, the principal religious and
civic monument of fifth-century BCE Athens. The Parthenon’s construction is grounded in the
symmetria (commensurability) of its elements – most notably, in a continuous proportionality
throughout the building that is based on musical ratios – suggesting an analogy to the role musical
ratios play in the world’s creation as presented in Plato’s dialogue Timaeus. Still more importantly,
the being and the experience of the Parthenon is shaped by an overriding concern with harmonia
(harmony) – the joining together of irreducibly different things – a concern that motivates the
various refinements to the building’s proportionality, including its curvature. First and foremost, the
Parthenon seeks, in a way that is analogous to Republic 7, to create a harmony among the arts of
arithmetic, geometry, and music (harmonics), related arts that are also understood to be irreducible
to each other since the discovery of the irrational by the fifth-century Pythagoreans. In the
Parthenon, a temple dedicated to the goddess of both (practical) wisdom and craft, we thus find an
orientation towards problems in the treatment of the mathematical arts, an orientation that
reflects the education that the Republic describes as proper to the philosopher. Can we thus think
of the Parthenon as an invitation to dialectical thought? That is, does the building offer the viewer
(/ visitor/ worshiper) a dialectical, and thus philosophical, education?
Geoff Lehman received his B.A. in humanities from Yale University, where he studied literature,
philosophy, and art history in an interdisciplinary context. He received his PhD in art history from
Columbia University, with a dissertation on the relationship between perspective and Renaissance
landscape painting. Before coming to Bard College Berlin, Geoff taught art history for several years
in Columbia University’s core curriculum. His research interests include the theory and history of
perspective, landscape painting and land art, the phenomenology
of art and of viewer response, and the relationship between art
and philosophy. His most recent book, The Parthenon and Liberal
Education, co-authored with Bard College Berlin colleague Michael
Weinman, is a study of the Parthenon in relation to Plato and to
ancient Greek music theory and mathematics, published in March
2018. Geoff joined the faculty at Bard College Berlin as a fellow in
2006, and became a member of the permanent faculty in 2008.

A Future for Life: Nietzsche and the Liberal Arts
Tracy Colony
4th May 2019
In this lecture I will draw out the theme of education in Nietzsche’s early essay On the
Advantage and Disadvantage of History for Life which is the core text for our conference.
Nietzsche’s untimely concern regarding the constellation of life, history and science in his own
times can be read not just as a moment in the history of philosophy, but also, in the spirit of the
essay, as a resource for articulating the particular challenges of our own times. In many ways,
this text contains elements for composing a response to the increasing dissolution of radical
and compelling concepts of education today. In conclusion, I suggest some ways that the
interdisciplinary character of liberal arts can be seen to take on a renewed relevance for
untimely meditations on our current constellation of life, history and science in the
Anthropocene epoch.

Prof. Dr. Tracy Colony received his doctorate in Philosophy in 2001
from Leuven (Belgium). In 2000-01 he held a Flemish Community
Fellowship and in 2002-03 a DAAD supported post-doctorate at
Bard College Berlin, where, since 2003, he has taught. In 2006 he
received a stipend from the Weimar Classics Foundation.

Liberal Learning and the Art of the Democratic Conversation
Teun Dekker
5th May 2019
Traditionally, liberal education was the education that was given to free citizens, to enable
them to contribute to the governing of their societies. While modern incarnations of liberal arts
and sciences education have many other ambitions, they too contribute to giving students the
skills and knowledge they need to participate in the democratic process. In this lecture, I will
explain how liberal arts and sciences education can prepare students for participating in
democratic conversations, and present results from a research project I am conducting in which
I interview liberal arts and sciences students about their education that illustrate this.

Teun J. Dekker is Professor of Liberal Arts and Sciences
Education at University College Maastricht, where he teaches
courses on the intersection of the Social Sciences and the
Humanities, including History of Political Thought and
Distributive Justice in Contemporary Political Philosophy. He
conducts theoretical and philosophical research concerning
the nature of Liberal Arts education in the European context,
as well as its social, political, and educational significance. He
also seeks to spread public awareness of Liberal Arts
education among the general public, in the educational sector
and in the labor market, both in the Netherlands and in
Europe. He did his Bachelors’ degree at University College
Utrecht, with a double major in Social Sciences and
Humanities. He went on to do his Master’s degree and
Doctorate in Political Theory at St Antony’s College, Oxford
University. He has worked as Senior Policy Advisor in the Higher Education Quality Team at the
dutch Ministry of Education, Culture and Science, and between 2011 and 2018, he was
Vice-Dean of Academic Affairs at University College Maastricht.

20 years after Bologna -- BA still in Crisis
Samuel Abraham
5th May 2019
Twenty years ago, the Bologna Declaration allowed the division of university degrees in Europe
into BA and MA. It was aimed to synchronized the study models with the USA and the UK. The
division was mechanical and, for most the universities in Europe, the structure of the BA and
MA currently still resembles the former five-year-degree. Hence, the potential of a Bachelor
degree has not been reached. At the same time, the division allowed liberal arts model to
return back to Europe after a few centuries. It is this model that has a potential to rescue the
BA model at European universities. Let's argue about it.

Samuel Abrahám is President of Bratislava
International School of Liberal Arts and the Managing
Director of ECOLAS He studied Comparative Politics
and Political Philosophy in Canada (Toronto, Ottawa).
In 1990 helped to establish the first political science
department in Slovakia. Since 1996, he publishes and
edits journal Kritika & Kontext published in English and
Slovak. He is co-founder and managing director of
ECOLAS -- European Consortium of Liberal Arts and
Sciences. In 2006, he founded Bratislava International
School of Liberal Education (BISLA) where he serves as
a Professor and rector.

Student Liaisons from Across the Channel
Hannah Bunt
5th May 2019
Without a doubt, conferences can be inspiring places that spark even more inspiring
conversations. Yet how often are those conversations just nice memories and not the starting
point of an exciting opportunity? And how could European LAS students, in the context of the
current LES conference, meaningfully fill up the time space between the annual student
conferences? In conversation with students at the conference, Samuel Abrahám and Hannah
Bunt will discuss what the new ECOLAS student liaison network, that will serve this purpose,
might look like. The liaison network will serve as a working group of various interesting
suggestions and plans expressed during the student conference. The input from the
conversations during the discussion and from throughout the conference will be crucial in the
student liaison network’s development.

First-year Arts and Sciences student at University College
London. She currently studies modules in social psychology
and political and social sciences, alongside Spanish and
skills-based interdisciplinary core courses. Together with
ECOLAS, she will be setting up a student liaison network that
will inspire LAS students with opportunities within the context
of Liberal Education. The network should be a place where LAS
students from across Europe can share useful and interesting
information, common projects and it will inform students and
their institution’s faculty about this Europe-wide engagement
of LAS students.

