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Chapter 7  

Thinkeries Ancient and Modern: 

Democracy’s Challenges for Liberal 

Education 

Ewa Atanassow and David Kretz 

The usefulness of liberal education for democracy is usually argued for in 
civic language: unlike vocational training, which prepares young people for a 
profession, study in the liberal arts prepares them for citizenship in their par-
ticular society and in the world at large. In advancing this argument, defend-
ers of liberal education often adduce its classical Athenian and Socratic ori-
gins to underscore both its enduring value and democratic credentials.1 Yet 
the earliest account we have of Socrates as educator, and the only one not 
authored by an associate of Socrates, is hardly reassuring. Aristophanes’ 
Clouds, which the poet claims is the “wisest of my comedies,” offers a penetrat-
ing critique of Socrates’ endeavor.2 The accusation enacted in the play, and 
reprised some half-century later in Plato’s Apology and Republic, is that So-
cratic education is at best useless and possibly harmful to democratic society. 
Iconoclastic and unorthodox, dismissive if not destructive of social and civic 
conventions, it is as likely to corrupt as to enlighten those who undergo it. 

                                                 

 

 
1 See Martha Nussbaum, Cultivating Humanity. A Classical Defense of Reform in Liberal 

Education (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997) and Martha Nussbaum, 
Not for Profit. Why Democracy Needs the Humanities (Princeton: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 2010). Also Alexander W. Astin, “Liberal Education and Democracy: The 
Case of Pragmatism,” Liberal Education 83, no. 4 (1997): 4-15; George Fallis, Multi-
versities, Ideas, and Democracy (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2007); Fa-
reed Zakaria, In Defense of a Liberal Education (New York: W.W. Norton & Compa-
ny, 2015). 

2
 Aristophanes, “Clouds,” in Four Texts on Socrates, trans. T. G. West and G. S. West 

(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998), line 522. All references to specific lines in 
the play are to this translation unless otherwise marked. au
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In the first part of this article, we revisit Aristophanes’ charge against So-
crates and his school of thought whose novelty is marked and mocked with a 
new word: thinkery. Placing that charge in its democratic context, we propose 
that the play is equally critical of Socratic education as it is of democracy’s 
narrowly utilitarian approach to learning embodied in the comic protagonist 
Strepsiades. The clash between the two, we claim, is the play’s main target. In 
the second part, we suggest that Aristophanes’ challenge is still with us and 
merits to be taken seriously by defenders of liberal education today. Discussing 
one institutional response to that challenge, we argue that if it is to be useful for 
modern democracy liberal education needs to address the heterogeneity of 
values, and that a core-text based curriculum is uniquely fit to do so.  

Proceeding this way, we reflect – with the help of a core text - on the prom-
ises and pitfalls of core-text based liberal education. We thus aim to question 
and affirm the capacity of the core-text approach to illuminate contemporary 
issues and stimulate probing self-reflection. 

Democracy and Socratic Education 

Before restating the ancient case against Socratic education, a comment on 
our textual approach. Clouds is traditionally read as a parody of Socrates. 
Although neither the main protagonist nor eponymous hero, Socrates is the 
only real-life personage in the play, and his activity is a crucial element of the 
plot. Moreover the comedy anticipates and helps explain Socrates’ fate: his 
conviction by the Athenian people, a quarter century after Clouds’ staging, 
on charges of impiety and corrupting the youth. In short, Socrates’ person 
and activity appear as the most significant stake of the play and its main 
preoccupation.  

Shared by the great majority of modern scholars, this conventional interpre-
tation goes back to Plato. Along with shaping the image of the historical So-
crates, Plato influenced the reception of Aristophanes’s comedy by comment-
ing directly on the play. Plato’s Apology alleges that Clouds popularized a cari-
cature of Socrates’ person and endeavors, and points to this demotic misre-
presentation as critical for the outcome of Socrates’ trial.3 For philosophical 
and literary reasons of his own, Plato originated the view that Socrates was the 

                                                 

 

 
3 References to this text are from Plato, “Apology of Socrates,” in Four Texts on Socrates, 

trans. Thomas G. West and Grace Starry West (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1984). For the reference in the Apology to Aristophanes, see 19a-c. au
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comedy’s main target, and that in caricaturing Socratic education Aristo-
phanes misunderstood its meaning and purpose.4 

Without devaluing this time-honored interpretation, we propose that 
Clouds is an attack as much on the Athenian demos embodied in the prota-
gonist Strepsiades as on the Socratic project.5 Indeed, the mismatch between 
the two is the richest source of comic laughter. Foregrounding the play’s per-
ceptive critique of democracy and its poignant social commentary, our read-
ing calls attention to the continuities between Aristophanic and Platonic So-
crates. We further suggest that, as a dramatic reflection on the troubled rela-
tionship between Socratic education and democratic society, the play offers 
an insightful ancient perspective on the contemporary debates on higher 
education.6 

Clouds opens with a nocturnal monologue by Strepsiades – a middle-aged 
Athenian of rustic origins who finds himself in financial difficulties. In Strep-
siades’ telling, the reason for his troubles is that his patrician wife and horse-
obsessed son spend beyond the family means. Yet as he complains about it, 
Strepsiades reveals that the root-cause of the problem runs deeper. The result 
of an opportunistic marriage, his household is beset by lack of consensus not 
simply about how much to spend, but about how one should live and what is 
just and valuable. The clash between Strepsiades’ rural values and his wife’s 
aristocratic ones is epitomized in the name of their son: Pheidippides, which 
can be rendered as a thrifty horseman - an uneasy compromise if not a down-
right oxymoron.7  

 

                                                 

 

 
4 The scholarly locus classicus for this view is K. J. Dover, Aristophanes’ Clouds (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1966). This critical edition and commentary remains influential. 
For a recent version of the same argument, see Nussbaum, Cultivating Humanity, 
15-17. 

5 We draw on James M. Redfield, “Aristophanes and Education,” The Journal of the 
Center for the Study of Democratic Institutions (1976); Ewa Atanassow, “Democracy 
and Education in Aristophanes’ Clouds: A Sketch,” Kronos Philosophical Journal 3 
(2014): 58-67; Piotr Nowak, The Ancients and Shakespeare on Time (Leiden: Brill 
Publishing, 2014). 

6 As discussed below, Nussbaum likewise turns to Clouds for lessons about democracy 
and education, Nussbaum, Cultivating Humanity, ch. 1. Both our reading of the 
play and our curricular conclusions differ from hers. 

7 Aristophanes, “Clouds,” 116 fn. 16.  au
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“She w o uld  take  this  so n of  he rs  and f ondle  hi m, sayi ng,  

‘ Whe n y o u a re  big  a nd d rive  a  char iot  t o  the  ci ty ,  

l ike  M e gac les , we ari ng a  festa l  r obe …’ But  I  wo ul d sa y,  

‘Rathe r, wh en  y ou bri n g the  goats  aw ay f ro m the  ro cky 

gr o und,  

l ike  yo ur  father , c lad  in  leathe r…’  

But  he  w as n’t  p er suade d  by my s pee ches  at  a l l :  

He’s  be en p o uri ng ho rs e- i t ies  up o n my money.”  8 

Beside the risible name, the marriage of two different ways of life has re-
sulted in the erosion of paternal authority and intergenerational clash. Grow-
ing up amidst competing life aspirations, Pheidippides could not simply re-
spect and obey his parents but has had to choose between their moral codes, 
and side with the more persuasive. Embracing his mother’s social class, young 
Pheidippides looks down on his father’s ways and budgetary worries.  

Often ignored, the play’s opening scene offers a pithy social commentary: 
the family in crisis stands for the polity in crisis. The family-polity analogy 
suggests that the crisis of the Athenian society, economic in appearance, is 
moral in nature and has in part issued from the marriage of different values 
and modes of life. This pluralistic marriage has resulted in weakened authori-
ty and generational strife made inevitable by a diluted consensus about what 
is just and valuable. 

Drowning in debt and unable to prevail over the expensive tastes of his son 
and wife, Strepsiades resolves to enroll in Socrates’ school and seek an educa-
tional solution to his financial problems. From his initial decision to join the 

                                                 

 

 
8 Ibid., 70-74. First broached at this juncture, the problem of persuasion, and its Greek 

cognate “obedience,” punctuates all the exchanges between father and son. It is al-
so a central theme of the play, of which the titular Clouds are the divine incarna-
tion, see James L. Kastely, “The Clouds: Aristophanic Comedy and Democratic 
Education,” Rhetoric Society Quarterly 27, no. 4 (2009): 25-46. au
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Thinkery throughout the play, he epitomizes a characteristically democratic 
approach to education as means for advancement and a solution – indeed the 
solution – to all social problems and ills. A dramatic instance of continuing 
education, Strepsiades’ scholarly endeavors further suggest that democratic 
society requires life-long learning. They also reveal the democratic aspect of 
Socrates’ pedagogy. Contrary to Strepsiades’ initial expectation, study at the 
Thinkery is free of charge. And though there is an admission process of sorts, 
if aged, street-smart Strepsiades can get through it, it seems, anyone can.9 

When first setting foot in the Thinkery, Strepsiades seems to know next to 
nothing about Socrates. Yet he is clear about his own objectives: he wants to 
learn how to argue his way out of debt. A utilitarian through and through, he 
is ready to try out any means – even adopt new gods, the eponymous Clouds – 
that may help achieve his end.10 Unfazed by religious or ethical commit-
ments, Strepsiades flexibly accommodates himself to new circumstances and 
values. For all his flexibility, however, a flexibility inscribed in his very name, 
he proves unshakably stable in his self-interested aims and, in the end, un-
teachable.11 

Socrates’ arduous and ineffective efforts to liberally educate his aging pupil 
provide the occasion to display with dramatic means, and through a Strepsi-
dian/democratic lens, the nature and purpose of Socratic education. Theoret-
ical and encyclopedic, this education includes comic versions of what we 
might recognize as natural science, mathematics, geography, astronomy, 
theology, linguistics and poetics, as well as logic, rhetoric and dialectic, the 
special province of the Clouds. The purpose of this comprehensive program 
baffles the pragmatist Strepsiades who keeps questioning its relevance.12 

                                                 

 

 
9 Denying to have been anyone’s teacher, Plato’s Socrates likewise portrays his activity 

as democratic in spirit: taking place on the market place, it is accessible to anyone. 
Plato, Apology of Socrates, 17c-d, 33a. 

10 Aristophanes, “Clouds,” 423-426, and 1477. 
11 Ibid., 432-433, 737-739. Strepsiades’ name comes from the verb strephein: to twist and 

turn and also to cheat, ibid., 117 n 7.  
12 Ibid., 140-215, 316-319, 420-425, 636-639 with 205 and 648-50. Later in the play, when 

similarly questioned by his son, Strepsidaes gives a recognizably Socratic answer:  
PHEID. What would someone learn from them that is of any use? 
STREP. Truly? Whatever is wise among human beings. And you will know yourself – how 

unlearned and dense you are. (Ibid., 840-842)  au
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As has been noted, not only Thinkery’s curriculum but also its innovative 
pedagogy aiming at self-knowledge is strongly reminiscent of the Socratic 
approach we know from Plato.13 Rather than one-size-fit-all, it is an indivi-
dualized program tailored to the needs and capacity of the student as diag-
nosed by Socrates. In the play this personalized approach is exemplified by 
Strepsiades’ and Pheidipides’ different educational tracks. It is also evidenced 
by Socrates’ refusal to teach Strepsiades the one thing he wants to learn: 
rhetoric. Judging Strepsiades unfit for this kind of study, Socrates insists he 
“must learn other things before that.”14 

Along with being custom-made, Socratic pedagogy is also radically undog-
matic: starting from the student’s own concerns, it prompts the student to 
think through a problem and ascend to an answer of his own.15 To what ex-
tent it is core-text based is debatable: at the end of the play, newly graduated 
Pheidippides engages in recitation, and argues with his father about poetry 
invoking Socrates’ judgment. This suggests that a kind of textual learning 
must have been part of his studies.16 

The Thinkery, one could argue, represents liberal arts education at its best – 
a robustly interdisciplinary course of study geared to enhance the student’s 
faculties and self-awareness through the pursuit of learning for its own sake. 
The purpose of Socratic education is not to impart skills or supply informa-
tion, but to improve the mind and reorient the soul away from mundane 
concerns toward a new end: knowledge.  In the play, the aloofness of these 
intellectual aspirations are famously illustrated in Socrates’ first appearance 
suspended in a basket: claiming to “tread on air and contemplate the sun,” he 
seems reluctant to bother with mere ephemera.17 Intellectually aloft and de-
tached from worldly utility, the Socratic program is diametrically opposed to 
Strepsiades’ down-to-earth utilitarianism: if the unworldly purpose of Socrat-
ic education is cultivation of the mind and its redirection toward lasting 

                                                 

 

 
13 E.g. ibid., 385, 480. For a sustained comparison see T. G. West and G. S. West, Four 

Texts on Socrates (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998), 30-36; Harold Tarrant, 
“Midwifery and The Clouds,” Classical Quarterly 38, no. 1 (1988): 116-122. 

14 Aristophanes, “Clouds,” 658. 
15 Ibid., 693-695, 700-706, 737. 
16 Ibid.,1353-1372. Both Republic and Protagoras, Plato’s two key dialogues on educa-

tion, show Socrates to engage in interpreting major works and authors in the Greek 
tradition.  

17 Ibid., 225-234; West and West, Four Texts on Socrates, 124. au
th
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truths, what Strepsiades desires is a strictly vocational training that would 
improve his communications skills and help save his finances. 

Although the encounter between Strepsiades and Socrates brings to light 
their antithetical orientations and opposed – instrumental vs. liberal – views 
on education, there are ways in which the two men are alike. Both are in a way 
a product of democracy as both have benefitted from democratic conditions. 
Strepsiades’ upward mobility and the opportunistic mindset it has required 
are quintessentially democratic phenomena. So is his individualistic fixation 
on material interests. Likewise, the existence of Socrates’ school and his phi-
losophical activity are aided by a social context in which education is not only 
for the few but (as in the case of Strepsiades) in growing popular demand.18  
What is more, both Socrates and Strepsiades are roughly the same age, and 
both – the one as parent, the other as educator – are involved in, and respon-
sible for, the formation of the young represented by Pheidippides. Both, if for 
very different reasons, end up failing that responsibility. Though polar oppo-
sites, their respective attitudes conspire to complete the corruption of the 
young Pheidippides. How and why does this happen? 

Unable or unwilling to go through the demanding curriculum, Strepsiades is 
expelled from the school. Though flunking the program he has learned a few 
things: above all a new confidence in the superiority of the learned, and their 
title to the property of others who, in turn, are rightly “the booty of us wise 
men.”19 Strepsiades deftly uses this newly found intellectual elitism to per-
suade Pheidippides “against his will” that he must enroll in the Thinkery.20 

Unlike his father, Pheidippides is at first skeptical of Socrates. His admission 
to the school includes the most famous part of the play: the “very great con-
test” of the Just and the Unjust speeches, which turns out to be a quarrel be-
tween two kinds of education, Old and New, that struggle for the young man’s 
soul.21 This culminating scene is often taken to epitomize Aristophanes’ at-
tack on Socrates as corruptor of the young. Mirroring Socratic cross-
examination, skilled-in-debate New Education prevails over its opponent by 

                                                 

 

 
18 See n. 8 above. As the chorus makes clear, Socrates is one among many “sophists-of-

the-things-aloft” active in Athens, Aristophanes, “Clouds,” 359.  
19 Ibid., 1203. 
20 Ibid., 867. 
21 Ibid., 957. au
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showing that, once scrutinized, Old Education’s dogmas become untenable.22 
Tellingly, Socrates is absent from this contest, which may be further evidence of 
his undogmatic pedagogy. In his school, Just and Unjust speech are granted 
equal hearing and battle it out to the best of their argumentative abilities. In 
effect, New Education – based on rational justifications of hedonism – wins.  

A comment on the pitfalls of rationalism, this scene may also have another 
meaning. As the play’s opening shows, a result of the marriage of different 
classes and values, hedonism and moral relativism have permeated Athenian 
society.23 An integral feature of democratic life, they need no Socrates to teach 
them. Taking place at the outset of Pheidippides’ schooling, the contest be-
tween Old and New Education suggest that the triumph of relativism is the 
point of departure rather than consummation of Socrates’ teaching – the very 
problem to which that teaching seeks a solution. Read this way, the play’s 
critique of Socrates is not that he corrupts the young but that he fails to ad-
dress, indeed only deepens, a corruption already present.24 

Presented with the contest, Pheidippides remains unmoved.25 Although, at 
first reluctant to study, unlike his father he soon proves to be a star pupil, 
indeed a disciple. The outcome of his studies is very different too: whereas 
Strepsiades has at best learned some new means to old ends, by the time 
Pheidippides graduates his objectives seem utterly transformed. If before his 
life was dedicated to the extravagant joys of horsemanship, now his extravag-
ance is of another kind: he has acquired intellectual tastes and new sophisti-
cated pleasures, chief among them that of critical thinking and subverting all 
things established. “How pleasant” – he exclaims upon leaving the Thinkery – 
“it is to consort with novel and shrewd matters /And to be able to look down on 
the established laws.”26 

                                                 

 

 
22 Nussbaum, Cultivating Humanity, 15-16 and Nussbaum, Not for Profit. As New Edu-

cation persuasively argues, traditional morality rests on a self-contradiction; the 
kind of contradiction Plato’s Socrates points out in the critique of poetry in Plato, 
Republic, book II-III. 

23 Aristophanes, “Clouds,” 8-10, 43, 79. 
24 Leo Strauss, Socrates and Aristophanes (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966), 

32-33. Likewise the opening books of Plato’s Republic offer a systematic critique of 
traditional notions of justice as a motivating force for the conversation. 

25 Aristophanes, “Clouds,” 1114 and 865. 
26 Ibid., 1398-1400. au
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The final scene of the play – the graduation dinner Strepsiades throws for 
his son –culminates in a quarrel over poetry. Against his father’s preference 
for the old classics, Pheidippides asserts (on Socrates’ authority) the superior-
ity of the avant-garde poet Euripides, and his tale of incest. Mocking all things 
old-fashioned, Pheidippides proceeds not only to beat up his father, but to 
persuade him that father-beating is just and according to nature. Only when 
Pheidippides promises to do the same and worse to his mother, does Strep-
siades realize the far-reaching, tyrannical consequences of his son’s education. 
In the name of the very gods he had previously jettisoned, Strepsiades rushes 
out to destroy the Thinkery - a striking anticipation of Socrates’s fate. 

Aristophanes’ Clouds is a dramatic rumination on the use and abuse of So-
cratic education for democratic society. Its primary target, we suggest, is the 
pervasive pragmatism of the democratic turn of mind represented by the 
protagonist Strepsiades. Zooming in on the tribulations of an ordinary Athe-
nian citizen, the comedy shows how and why democratic life necessitates that 
norms, previously received as given, become subject to pragmatic reconside-
ration.27 Democratic equality promotes a utilitarian approach to the authority 
and achievements of the past. It both leads to, and is crucially enabled by, 
questioning ancestral ways and traditional values. Yet the very instrumental 
spirit that helps equalize classes threatens to strain the bond between genera-
tions and undermine social trust. The relaxation of social norms that makes 
equality possible erodes community standards or, rather, produces a contest 
of competing standards, and the threat of paralyzing relativism. From its 
opening scene, Clouds points to education as pivotal for reestablishing inter-
generational bonds and social consensus. Yet it also warns that, when educa-
tion is treated only instrumentally for the acquisition of skills and mere means 
without addressing the heterogeneity of moral ends, it is bound to aggravate 
democracy’s problems rather than solve them. From the main avenue to indi-
vidual and social wellbeing, education so understood may well become the 
instrument of society’s undoing.28  

If Strepsiadian utilitarianism is one of the comedy’s targets, philosophic 
contempt for worldly concerns is the other. Though infinitely more respecta-
ble, Socrates’ flight in the theoretical proves just as dangerous as Strepsiades’ 

                                                 

 

 
27 Peter J. Euben, “When There are Gray Skies, Aristophanes’ Clouds and the Political 

Education of Democratic Citizens,” The South Atlantic Quarterly, 95 ,no. 4 (1996): 
890-891. 

28 James M. Redfield, “Aristophanes and Education,” 14. au
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pragmatic pursuit of rapacious self-interest. And like the latter’s attempt to 
escape the bonds of society, it is bound to backfire: while a few might actually 
embrace philosophy as a way of life, most are likely to use it as means to en-
hancing their own non-philosophical, anti-civic ends – a corruption of which 
Strepsiades and Pheidippides are the object lessons. We may, hence, under-
stand the play as a warning: even if successful in elevating select individuals, 
because of its lofty aspirations, and essentially elitist and non-utilitarian nature, 
the Socratic program cannot but fail to educate the broader public. By emanci-
pating its adepts from moral scruples and theological constraints, rather than 
forestall, it may help actualize the tyrannical potential of democracy.29 

In short, in Aristophanes’ portrayal, Socratic education and democracy, 
though mutually constitutive, are not in simple harmony. Clouds warns that, 
rather than imparting virtues and needed correctives, liberal education may 
deepen the tendencies that vitiate democratic society. In turn, the democratic 
mindset may end up destroying the temple of liberal education. 

A Modern Thinkery: One Answer to the Challenge Considered 

The question whether liberal education can be harmonized with democracy – 
or is, as Aristophanes’ play suggest, useless at best and potentially harmful to 
it – is not only relevant, but increasingly urgent.30 Contemporary answers 
cover a wide spectrum. On one side of the debate we find authors, let us call 
them conservative, who express doubt that liberal education is necessarily 
democratic. Yet they value it highly nevertheless, especially in its core-text-
based form, either for its own sake or because they think that it is precisely the 
aristocratic, purportedly useless nature of liberal education that serves as an 
important antidote to the flaws of democratic societies (for example, mass 

                                                 

 

 
29 That Plato’s Socrates recalls philosophy, in Cicero’s formulation, down from the hea-

vens and charges it to inquire about ethics and politics may well be a response to 
Aristophanes’ critique. West and West, Four Texts on Socrates, 36. 

30 In a recent New York Review of Books article “Our Universities: The Outrageous Reali-
ty,” Andrew Delbanco highlights the demoralizing effects of College experience es-
pecially on students with non-privileged background, July 9, 2015. Cf. Nussbaum, 
Not for Profit; Zakaria, In Defense of A Liberal Education; Astin, “Liberal Education 
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culture, relativism, and forgetfulness of the past).31 On the opposite end of the 
political spectrum we find thinkers of the radical Left who cherish the poten-
tially anti-traditional effects of liberal education and demand that it justifies 
its existence by serving progressive social ends.32 

Martha Nussbaum occupies an interesting middle ground between these 
poles. A vocal defender of liberal education, Nussbaum agrees with the Left 
that this education can and should be anti-traditional. While seconding criti-
ques of core-text-based curricula, she differs from them through her faith in 
reason as a universal human capacity for arriving at “norms of human well-
being and respect for rights” that “will survive critical scrutiny in all times and 

                                                 

 

 
31 Allan Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind (New York: Simon and Schuster, 

1987); Jacob Klein, “The Idea of Liberal Education,” in The Lectures and Essays of 
Jacob Klein, ed. Robert B. Williamson and Elliott Zuckerman (Winnipeg: St. John’s 
College Bookstore, 1985); Redfield, “The College, the University, and the New Col-
legiate Division”; Diana Schaub, “Can Liberal Education Survive Liberal Democra-
cy?” The Public Interest 147 (March 2002): 45-60; Leo Strauss, Liberalism Ancient 
and Modern (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968); and also the possibly 
apocryphal but certainly telling anecdote related in Robin Burke, “What I Learned 
from Some Eminent Émigré Scholars,” WindsofChange, July 25, 2014, 
http://www.windsofchange.net/archives/what_ 
i_learned_from_some_eminent_emigre_scholars.html. Revisiting Cardinal New-
man’s ideal, Roger Scruton enjoins: “Confine learning and teaching within a sacred 
precinct, shut it off from the world, so that it can move by its own inner force to-
wards futile knowledge, and you will produce a whole and healthy mind, the mind 
able to adapt, to focus and to comprehend, in all the changing circumstances of 
the world outside,” Roger Scruton, “The Idea of a University,” The Salisbury Review 
20, no. 1 (2001), 8. 

32 See Mark Bauerlein, “The Enemies and the Friends of the Humanities,” First Things 
(August 2014) for some postmodern philosophers’ surprising sympathy for the ca-
non and Michael Weinman, “When is someone ‘like us’?” Public Seminar, Decem-
ber 7, 2015, http://www.publicseminar.org/2015/12/when-is-someone-like-
us/#.WFJV2EQvJA and Michael Weinman, “Butler’s ‘ethic of vulnerability’ and re-
defining ‘liberal’ in ‘liberal arts’,” Public Seminar, December 16, 2015, 
http://www.publicseminar.org/2015/12/butlers-ethic-of-vulnerability-and-
redefining-lieral-in-the-liberal-arts/#.WFJWIk2QyJA for a defense of core-text 
based education on postmodern and left-wing grounds. David Kretz, “What is it to 
live with contingent foundations? A reply to Michael Weinman,” Public Seminar, 
January 8, 2016, http://www.publicseminar.org/author/dkretz/ offers a critique of 
such a defense. au
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places.”33 Most pertinently for our argument, she cites Socrates as the primary 
champion of her vision of liberal education. Starting with a reading of the 
Clouds, Nussbaum argues that, like contemporary American colleges, So-
crates was charged for corrupting the youth by subverting traditional ways 
and introducing new ideas about what is true and valuable. At the same time, 
in his appeal to reason and argument, Socrates was firmly opposed to cynical 
relativists like the sophists Thrasymachus and Callicles in whom Nussbaum 
sees the precursors of the radical Left. Opposed both to the dogmatism of 
traditionalists and the relativism of radicals, Nussbaum contends that So-
crates championed ideals central to deliberative democracy, and that he of-
fered the kind of education democracy needs.34 She adduces four characteris-
tics of Socratic education that she deems essential: it is for everyone, it is 
suited to the pupil’s circumstances, it is pluralistic and concerned “with a 
variety of norms and traditions,” and it makes sure that “books do not become 
authorities.”35 

We agree with Nussbaum that liberal education and democracy can be 
made compatible, and that avoiding both dogmatism and relativism is crucial 
to this end. We also concur that classical Athenian sources are helpful for 
understanding contemporary issues. Yet, dissenting from Nussbaum’s reading 
of those sources, we think that her particular account of Socratic education is 
not rich enough to meet Aristophanes’ challenge. Nussbaum is particularly 
critical of core-text-based approaches to liberal education because of their 
allegedly dogmatic nature (35-6). She cites her didactic experiences in a num-
ber of colleges to illustrate how the liberal education she envisages might look 
like in practice. Following her example, we argue our case through discussing 
and problematizing one curricular solution that highlights the value and po-
tential usefulness of core-text-based liberal education for democracy. 

Bard College Berlin (BCB, formerly European College of Liberal Arts), where 
the authors teach (Atanassow) and studied (Kretz), is a small, residential lib-
eral arts institution located on the outskirts of former East Berlin. Over 15 
years old it is the first of its kind and one of only a handful of liberal arts initia-
tives in Germany. In 2015/16, it had around 150 students coming from ap-
proximately 40 countries and just as many cultural and academic 
backgrounds, and employed 21 permanent faculty members representing 11 
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nationalities and 16 different disciplinary orientations. Through its residential 
character and suburban location it forms a close-knit academic community 
while also mirroring, in its racial, sexual, religious, and social diversity, the 
pluralistic societies of Western democracies.  

The primary democratic virtue of the curriculum has been its experimentali-
ty. Over the fifteen years of its existence, the College has developed in an ex-
ploratory and dynamic way, trying out different mixtures of great books and 
problem-based approaches, semester and trimester systems, summer 
schools, year-long programs and, as of 2009, full fledged four-year B.A. de-
grees. Since 2014, it offers two undergraduate liberal art programs, one with a 
focus on the arts and humanities, the second one with a focus on economics 
and political science. Both degrees consist of three components: 1. a set se-
quence of Core Courses that are mandatory for all students of the same co-
hort; 2. Concentrations that are a form of majors, without necessarily focusing 
on a single discipline; 3., Electives including language courses and an intern-
ship. The Core curriculum is the heart of both degree programs. Taking up 
about a fifth of each program, it spans six semesters and offers a multidiscip-
linary introduction to the Western intellectual tradition: beginning with Greek 
culture and civilization, it continues with Medieval literature and theology, 
Renaissance visual art, Early Modern science, Nineteenth-century political 
economy, and concludes with a class on Modernism.36  
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 For detailed information on the degree structure see “Degree Programs,” Bard Col-
lege Berlin, accessed 15 December 2016, www.berlin.bard.edu/academics/degree-
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Fig. 7.1: Overview of BCB’s B.A. in Humanities, the Arts, and Social Thought. 

 

Nussbaum wants to give philosophy pride of place in the liberal arts curri-
culum because it teaches critical thinking and logical analysis.37 Yet if we take 
Aristophanes’ challenge seriously, we can see how a democratic education 
needs to teach its students more than just the ability to detect and the skills to 
refute fallacious reasoning. Most importantly, it needs to encourage a reflec-
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 Nussbaum, Cultivating Humanity, 34. Nussbaum understands critical thinking to be 
generally synonymous with Socratic education: the index of her 2010 book Not For 
Profit links the entry for critical thinking to Socratic approach and vice versa. See 
Michael Roth, Beyond the University: Why Liberal Education Matters (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2014) and David Hayes “Against Critical Thinking Pedagogy,” 
Arts and Humanities Higher Education 14 (October 2015): 318-328 for a critique of 
such pedagogy. au

th
or

 pr
oo

fs



Thinkeries Ancient and Modern   123 

 

 

tion about values and the capacity to reason about their values together.38 
Learning (about) values seems inherently in danger of collapsing into either 
dogmatic indoctrination or shallow relativism. Bard College Berlin tries to 
avoid both extremes by focusing the curriculum on core texts and works of 
art.39 Nussbaum is highly skeptical of such approaches: “books are all too 
likely to become objects of veneration and deference” and encourage the hope 
“for a quick fix for complicated problems.”40 By contrast, BCB’s curricular 
approach is premised on the belief that, if used rightly, core-text-based learn-
ing can be a foundation for a robustly democratic education. This approach 
rests on three pillars. 

The first pillar is what we can call its mode of learning. Studying at Bard Col-
lege Berlin involves very few lectures and takes place predominantly in small, 
egalitarian, discussion-based seminars, where students and teachers with 
very different backgrounds come together to reflect on how to live and live 
well together. While not entirely absent, only a limited use is made of lectures 
that involve one person speaking to other persons, as they seem prone to 
emphasizing only one particular perspective. Seminars, on the other hand, 
provide a much more open and dialogical format, where different perspec-
tives can be allotted equal opportunity to present their views. This is especial-
ly valuable in the core courses. They are mandatory for all students of a co-
hort, and thus the whole national, sexual, racial, and social diversity of the 
college translates directly into diversity in the classroom. This is a powerful 
way of guarding against dogmatic one-sidedness. At the same time, seminar 
discussions can only function and be fruitful if norms of mutual respect and 
civility are adhered to, and when reasons are given, arguments made, and 
textual evidence cited. These close-reading practices and demands for rigor 
reinforce a distinction between valid and invalid, better and worse readings 
and thereby counteract interpretive relativism and sophistry.  

                                                 

 

 
38 An earlier version of the B.A. degree was called Value Studies. See also Peter Hajnal 

and Thomas Nørgaard, “Value Studies and Democratic Citizenship,” in Civic En-
gagement, Civic Development, and Higher Education, ed. Jill Reich (Washington: 
Bringing Theory to Practice, 2014) for a defense of the civically oriented character 
of this curriculum. 
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 For an argument for including works of art in a core-text based curriculum see Geoff 

Lehman’s contribution to this volume. 
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The second pillar is a focus on co-teaching and collaborative curriculum de-
velopment. Core texts are inherently complex and not exhausted by any single 
interpretation. Moreover, as defenders of core-text based education often 
emphasize, they also stand in disagreement with each other.41 A curriculum 
that puts several core-texts together and asks students to read and think 
through these texts carefully, while drawing attention to the complexities of 
argument and presentation, would be a poor way of imparting dogma. Fur-
ther, not only the texts, but also those who teach them disagree. Professors 
come to these complex works from very different disciplinary angles, and with 
diverse political, religious, and philosophical views. Through co-taught core 
courses students are always exposed to several approaches to any single work, 
which calls for intellectual independence and individual judgment on their 
side. In the Core, neither students nor professors can rely on the assumption 
that particular opinions or even basic conventions and premises of one’s 
particular approach will be shared. Like citizens of a deliberative democracy, 
they need to defend their particular positions in commonly accessible lan-
guage. Most importantly, they are forced to defend the value of their views 
and approaches. Not only specific views but the content of the curriculum 
and its current relevance are continuously contested and debated in course 
seminars and extracurricular public forums. This approach to core-text based 
education is both challenging and stimulating for teachers and students alike 
and makes the teaching process a co-learning process. While following a 
chronological order from Greek antiquity to global modernity, the core 
courses at the same time also group core texts and artworks around certain 
values, such as justice, love, naturalism, harmony, objectivity, property, origi-
nality, and cosmopolitanism. By studying texts through dialogue centering on 
value questions we learn to articulate our agreements and come to see how 
our disagreements matter, and that they cannot be dogmatically ignored or 
explained away as merely relative.42 

The egalitarian mode of teaching and the open-minded use of core-texts as 
starting points for reflections on questions of universal human significance 
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 Strauss, Liberalism Ancient and Modern, 7-8. 
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 “As Plato’s Socrates observed,” states one version of the college brochure, “disagree-
ment about values is a source of anger and enmity. By working together on such 
problems we are trying to educate ourselves as persons and citizens: it is an ongo-
ing exploration of the extent to which we can find or create common normative 
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are two pillars of democratic learning in the College. The third pillar is the 
integration of academic life into a small, close-knit community. The seminar 
discussions of value questions – including political, religious, and moral val-
ues – are engaged in by people who have afterwards to live together, not just 
within the same institution, but on a small-scale residential campus. Inquiry 
does not take place in a social vacuum (or in the clouds) and the participants 
of the classroom discussion quite literally have to live up to their points in the 
daily life of a highly diverse, residential community. Theoretical disagree-
ments on what is good and just have practical reverberations that are imme-
diately felt, and dogmatic or sophistic responses do not go unchallenged. 
Extending from common meals and living spaces to the intellectual exchange 
in the mandatory core classes, this intensely shared experience reinforces the 
continuity between objects of study and real life. It provides a background for 
the development of friendships (and, sometimes, enmities) that allow semi-
nar discussions to reach a depth and seriousness that would be impossible to 
attain if their participants were left mostly unconnected beyond the class-
room. The continuity between academic and non-academic life thus allows 
mutual feedback between the two, in which the problems and flaws of both 
can become a topic of consideration for either. Recent debates about the 
racial and sexual diversity of the curriculum, for example, have prompted the 
creation of an extracurricular discussion group, a student union, an elective in 
political philosophy, and have culminated in a students-led project to write a 
mock-constitution for the college.43 

The Core curriculum is only one part of each degree program, currently 
making up one fifth of the course credits. The Concentrations and Electives 
allow further flexibility and help both students and professors to specialize, 
which for both remains the safest bet for advancing to professional success, 
and the financial and psychological stability that comes with it. While the 
transdisciplinary nature of the Core is cherished, disciplinary diversity, too, is 
seen as something that enriches the conversation. By means of internships, 
modern language classes, and study abroad and exchange opportunities, 
Strepsidean concerns are given due attention. In addition, by giving fellow-
ships to student projects that engage social problems in and outside campus, 
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the College has been strengthening its civic engagement profile to make sure 
that the worldliness of the curriculum be of a civic nature and not merely a 
training in the strife for private gain.  

We do not mean to suggest that there are no shortcomings to this, or any, 
core-text-based program. Co-teaching as a particular mode of pedagogy and 
residential college in general are high-priced propositions. Ensuring broad 
accessibility for students of all continents and socio-economic backgrounds 
has been and will likely remain a pressing issue. Likewise, questions about 
how to broaden the range of texts and artworks studied in the program, with-
in and beyond Western civilization, while also maintaining overall coherence 
will continue to be raised. In both cases, the answers will be internally con-
tested and passionately debated. Overall, such pluralism seems well apt to 
prepare students for many vocations and social roles, not least of all for exer-
cising their rights and duties as democratic citizens in a global world. 

Conclusion 

Far from a misguided attack on Socrates, Aristophanes’ Clouds offers a pro-
found meditation on the ethical and psychological challenges of democratic 
life, and the kind of education that can meet those challenges. Highlighting 
the potential tension between liberal leaning and democratic societies, the 
comedy points to the need of finding a midway between the extremes of So-
cratic unworldliness and Strepsiades’ vulgar utilitarianism. A democratic 
education needs to teach its students to reason together about their values, as 
a continuous attempt to shape normative common ground for shared lives. 
First broached in the play, the questions of whether and how liberal educa-
tion can be supportive of democracy remains pertinent today. A self-
conscious modern Thinkery, Bard College Berlin’s curricular design offers, we 
submit, one possible answer. The ambition of its approach to the study of 
core texts is to make core-text-based learning an integral aspect of a public-
spirited and civically engaged, robustly democratic education.  
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