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On Liberal Education as a Commodity 

 

“Education is the only commodity that people are willing to pay for and not receive.” 

I don’t know how this maxim strikes you, but I remember vividly how it struck me, as a 

young undergraduate sitting in an introductory economics lecture: with the shocking 

combination of strangeness and rightness that is the sign of a new truth.  The circumstances 

which led my professor to pronounce this maxim have faded from my memory: perhaps he was 

peeved that his lecture was ill-attended, or perhaps he was dismayed at his students’ poor 

performance on a recent exam.  But the force of the maxim has not faded for me, over the 

intervening quarter-century.  It seemed then, and it still seems now, to capture almost perfectly 

the puzzling combination on the part of most human beings of an eagerness to be educated, and 

an unwillingness to do what is needed to become educated.  Hence, “education is the only 

commodity that people are willing to pay for and not receive.” 

Reflecting on my professor’s maxim from the perspective of the graduate and 

undergraduate Programs at St. John’s, it’s easy to say that things here are different.  And justice 

demands that we acknowledge that, with respect to this maxim, things indeed are different at the 

College.  We have no ‘ten-minute rule,’ for example – no mythical rule that claims to determine 

how long students are obliged to wait after the beginning of a class for a late professor to arrive, 

before they are within their rights to disperse.  To the contrary, one of the most concrete 

implications of our saying that the great books, not the tutors, are the teachers here at the College 

is that our classes begin on time, whether the tutor is present or not.  The tutors assist students 
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with their learning, and they witness this learning; but their presence is neither necessary nor 

sufficient for learning to take place.  And this is as it should be: for ‘ten-minute rules’ and similar 

legalistic evasions are fundamentally thoughtless.  From the perspective of learning, either what 

a professor has to say is likely to be helpful, or it is not.  If the former, then one should be willing 

to wait as long as is reasonable, and surely longer than ten minutes; if the latter, then why wait 

that long – indeed, why come to class at all?  So we should acknowledge that students at St. 

John’s, and perhaps especially graduate students at the College, become members of this 

community of learning because they are willing to do what is necessary to learn, and so to 

receive the education that they have paid for. 

But justice also demands that we press beyond this moment of self-congratulation, to see 

as clearly as we can how we relate to our education, as graduate students and as tutors here at St. 

John’s.  Can we really say – speaking as students, for example – that we have never chosen to 

cut a class, nor wished that we could do so, for the sake of some other activity that, if pressed, we 

would acknowledge has less likelihood of educating us?  Can we really say that we have never 

forgone the opportunity to work on an essay for the sake of some apparently more pressing or 

pleasant activity, in the vague hope that there will be time enough to write the essay later?   Or, 

speculating more cautiously, from the perspective of a tutor, isn’t learning at St. John’s 

sometimes like being forced to consume a delicious meal at gunpoint?  Sure, we all love to read 

Plato, or Aristotle, or Rousseau, or Nietzsche – but must we do so right now?  And must we rush 

to be finished by 7:15, and ready with our opening question?  Certainly some of the feeling of 

constraint that comes with education is due to our membership in a community of learning, with 

all the compromise and limitation that entails.  But could there be something about learning 



 3 

itself, about education itself, that makes perhaps even the most willing and self-selecting among 

us seek to evade its demands? 

My professor’s maxim is helpful here, by framing its insight in the language of 

economics.  It begins, “Education is the only commodity…,” and it acquires its force with the 

concluding image of a thoughtless consumer who pays for this commodity but neglects to 

receive it.  But is education a commodity?  My economics textbook from that same introductory 

class defines a commodity as “any item of use to a consumer or producer.”  And though it is 

fashionable, especially in our circles, to say that a liberal education above all is not useful in this 

way – it is, rather, for its own sake – this seems to me to go too far.  None of us would be here if 

we suspected that becoming liberally educated would make no difference to our lives, or that it 

would change them for the worse.  Each of us hopes that education will change us for the better; 

this is its use.  For this reason, education is a commodity: it is an item that both producer and 

consumer agree is of use, and that they try to price based on their mutual sense of its usefulness. 

But education differs from other commodities in one crucial respect: it is the only 

commodity about which its producer and its consumer necessarily disagree about what the 

commodity itself is.  The reason for this disagreement is straightforward.  To desire education, 

one must lack it, and know that one lacks it.  But to lack education means to be ignorant to some 

extent of what it means to be educated – which also means to have opinions about education that 

are to some extent mistaken.  Conversely, to provide education one must be educated, and know 

what it means to be educated.  Therefore there is a necessary misunderstanding between those 

who would ‘produce’ education and those who would ‘consume’ it, as to exactly what is being 

produced and consumed.  Now economists are familiar with versions of this misunderstanding 

that arise by accident with other commodities.  Consumers might be unaware of the supply of a 
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commodity, or of the demand for it in neighboring markets, and so they might end up paying a 

price that is too high or too low.  Such misunderstandings are inefficiencies in the operation of 

the market that should be removed by better communication.  But only in the case of education, I 

would submit – and especially the most comprehensive kind of education, liberal education – is 

it impossible to remove such misunderstandings in advance, because the understanding of the 

commodity is the commodity.  This is what makes it possible for the hapless student in my 

professor’s maxim to pay for an education that he does not receive.  The student pays for an 

education that he wrongly understands in terms of grades and a degree, and he fails to receive the 

education that his professor rightly understands in terms of the more comprehensive insight that 

comes only with long labor. 

I hope it is by now clear that the puzzle that I raised with my professor’s maxim, and 

pursued using the language of economics, is really the same puzzle about learning that arises in 

Plato’s dialogue Meno.  In perhaps the most famous of his many attempts to evade the labors 

Socrates is trying to impose on him, Meno – the ‘poster child’ for those who pay for their 

education but fail to receive it – makes the following claim: it makes no sense to labor to learn 

what one does not know.  Either one knows a thing fully, Meno reasons, in which case there is 

no need to learn it; or one does not know a thing at all, in which case there is no way to learn it.  

For how would you begin to learn, let alone finish learning, something of which you are utterly 

ignorant? 

Socrates’ solution to Meno’s evasive puzzle is to insist that there is a condition other than 

either knowing or not knowing: a mixed condition in which we have opinions about the things 

that are, some of which are true, and some false.  This mixed condition is the human condition, 

according to Socrates: no human being ever finds himself on either horn of Meno’s dilemma, 



 5 

either knowing something fully, or being utterly ignorant of it.  And as the dialogue continues, 

Socrates is able to explain on the basis of this mixed condition how it is that human beings learn: 

by juxtaposing our opinions with one another and with the things in the world, we first come to 

know in a determinate way what it is that we do not know, and then – often with the help of a 

teacher – we learn these things, to the extent that human beings can know them.  Socrates’ name 

for this human kind of learning is ‘recollection.’ 

What I have said so far about the Socratic doctrine of recollection in the Meno is 

commonplace, and overlooks several interesting details.  But there is a less commonplace 

connection between the doctrine of recollection and another famous Socratic doctrine, advanced 

in the Republic: the doctrine of the well-born falsehood, or the noble lie.  Socrates introduces this 

falsehood into his conversation about the best regime because he needs it, to give all the citizens 

of the regime – or failing that, at all the citizens but the rulers – a natural attachment to their city 

and to the land on which it is built, as well as a pious attachment to the city’s caste system.  Now 

the language of the falsehood is language that Socrates earlier calls tragic, and associates with 

the style of Gorgias.  (Interestingly, it is also language for which Socrates’ interlocutor at the 

time, Glaucon, has no taste.)  It replaces things that are simple and knowable with things that are 

complex and mysterious: the rearing and education of the citizens, for example, become their 

fashioning beneath the earth, and the discernment by the rulers of the virtues of the citizens 

becomes their discernment of metals placed within the citizens by a god.  These replacements 

make the falsehood persuasive, and the attachment of the citizens to their regime more firm.  But 

in the Meno, Meno himself is said to be a lover of tragic language, which is associated there too 

with Gorgias.  Meno also prefers the complex and mysterious to the simple and knowable: a 

definition of color, for example, as “an emanation of shapes commensurate with sight and hence 
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subject to perception,” rather than a definition of shape as “that which alone of the beings 

happens always to accompany color.”  And in that dialogue, Socrates also comes up with a well-

born falsehood, one that makes use of Meno’s preferred, tragic language to describe our mixed 

human condition, and to claim on the basis of this condition that learning is possible. 

I take this connection between the falsehoods of the Republic and the Meno – their 

common use of tragic language – to indicate the following.  First, where important matters are 

concerned, we are all to some degree resistant to learning.  Our resistance comes from our 

attachment to opinions that make us feel that we know more than we do.  Learning always feels 

to us at first like losing something; and losing something hurts.  This pain marks the distance 

between the learner and the teacher, and explains why they necessarily misunderstand one 

another.  But second, and more hopefully, wise teachers can use the very source of our resistance 

to learning – our faith that we already know what is most important for us to know – to 

encourage us to endure the pain of learning, and to face this pain again and again. 

One consequence of these claims is that our teachers and administrators should not be 

ashamed to speak of a liberal arts education as a commodity.  Not only is this required in order to 

be understood in our commercial society, in which as many things as possible have their price; it 

is also recommended as a way of encouraging students to learn.  There is something tragic in the 

claims that a liberal arts education will produce skills in speaking, writing and thinking; or that it 

will prepare students for the workplace of the future; or that it will guarantee a lucrative career; 

or that it will produce better citizens of a democracy; or that it will make students happy – 

something tragic, and so something false.  But these are well-born falsehoods: they are false only 

because they are partial, they resemble the truth, and they do more good than harm. 
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Lastly, the members of our community should not be ashamed to speak in this way 

because this is how the great books have always spoken to their readers: by knowing how to 

speak and how to keep silent when they ought; by knowing just what to say.  In his greatest 

work, Emile, about the education of an imaginary child, Rousseau tells a beautiful story in this 

vein about one such great book: Plutarch’s Lives.  A young boy who has just read the “Life of 

Alexander” is made by his foolish teacher to babble at a dinner party about the episode in which 

Alexander dares to drink a potion given him by his friend Philip – despite having just received 

intelligence that Philip means to poison him.  This intelligence turns out to be false, and 

Alexander lives; but the guests at the party disagree about whether Alexander’s action is 

courageous, or foolhardy.  “After the dinner,” Rousseau writes, 

suspecting, on the basis of several bits of evidence, that my young doctor had 
understood nothing at all of the story he had told so well, I took him by the hand 
and went for a turn in the park with him.  Having questioned him at my ease, I 
found that more than anyone he admired Alexander’s much-vaunted courage.  But 
do you know in what he found this courage to consist?  Solely in having 
swallowed at a single gulp a bad-tasting potion, without hesitation, without the 
least sign of repugnance.  The poor child, who has been made to take medicine 
not two weeks before, and who had taken it only after a mighty effort, still had its 
aftertaste in his mouth.  Death and poisoning stood in his mind only for 
disagreeable sensations; and he did not conceive, for his part, of any other poison 
than [medicine].  Nevertheless, it must be admitted that the hero’s firmness had 
made a great impression on the boy’s young heart, and that, at the next medicine 
he would have to swallow, he had resolved to be an Alexander.  Without going 
into clarifications which were evidently out of his reach, I confirmed him in these 
laudable dispositions. 

I would like to conclude by announcing that there will be five Graduate Institute-hosted 

study groups this term. Two will meet on Monday afternoons from 3:30 to 5:00, beginning on 

January 14th: one on Dostoevsky’s Brothers Karamazov, and one on three of Shakespeare’s 

plays: All’s Well that Ends Well, Measure for Measure, and Troilus and Cressida.  A third group, 

on the French language, will meet on Mondays from 3:30 to 5:00, but beginning on January 21st.  

A group will meet on Thursday afternoons from 3:30 to 5:00, beginning on January 10th, to read 
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the last part of Nietzsche’s Human, All-Too-Human, and the whole of Dawn.  And a group will 

meet on Friday afternoons from 4:00 to 6:00, beginning on January 18th, to read Heidegger’s 

Nietzsche lectures.  Schedules for these groups 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. 

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

Graduate Institute. The spring 2013 term of the Graduate Institute is now in session.  

Convocatum est. 

 

Jeff J.S. Black 
Annapolis, Maryland 
4 January 2013 
Delivered 7 January 2013 
 
 
 

Note 
 
Those who would like to see just how many interesting details I have overlooked should consider Meno 75b-77b and 
80d-81e in comparison with Republic 413a-415d.  The story about Alexander taking his medicine can be found near 
the middle of Book Two of Emile. 


