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Value Education and the Humanities as General Education

인문교양교육으로서 가치교육

Pf. Emeritus, Sung Ki HONG (洪 聖基)

Ajou University (亞州大學校)

홍성기는 1956년에 서울에서 출생하여 한국과 독일에서 문학, 

논리학, 철학을 공부하였다. 그의 박사학위 논문은 1~2세기 인

도의 불교논사인 龍樹(Nāgārjuna)의 주저 『中論頌』의 논쟁구

조에 관한 것이고, 이후 ‘괴델의 불완전성정리’, ‘데데킨트 절단

에 의한 실수 도입 증명’을 용수의 논쟁구조를 이용하여 비판

하였다. 2017-18년 한국교양교육학회장을 역임하였고, 교양교

육의 정상화와 학부교육의 재정의를 위해 2020년부터 동북아

시아의 교양교육 국제학술교류인 滄波講座와 국제포럼 조직에 

참여하고 있으며, 현재 ‘대학의 역사’를 주제로 연구 모임을 하

고 있다. 관심 분야는 연기론의 응용과 자유학예교육의 역사이

며, 『용수의 논리』, 『불교와 분석철학』, 『시간과 경계』등 전문서

적과 시사 문제에 대한 몇몇 공저가 있다. 아주대학교에서 

2021년 8월 퇴임하고 현재 명예교수로 있다.
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[Ⅱ]

The Nonutilitarian Utility of the Humanities

Pf. Yuet Keung LO (劳悅強)

 National University of Singapore

Lo Yuet Keung is Associate Professor of Chinese Studies at the National University of 
Singapore. He had taught in North America for over a decade before moving back to 
Asia. Professor Lo specializes in Chinese intellectual history and religions covering 
Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism and their interactions from the classical period to 
late imperial times. He authored six books in Chinese, including Intratextual and 
Extratextual: Interpretations of Classics in Chinese Intellectual History (National Taiwan 
University Press, 2010). He also edited two books and co-edited four others, including 
Philosophy and Religion in Early Medieval China and Interpretation and Literature in Early 
Medieval China. In addition, he published over 100 book chapters and articles in English 
and Chinese which appeared in Europe, America, China, Japan, Singapore, and Malaysia. 
Professor Lo is interested in making classical Chinese philosophy and culture accessible to 
the general public. Since 2014, he has been writing a weekly column on the Taoist 
philosopher Zhuangzi for a local newspaper; some of the essays were published as a 
book called Divining Dreams in a Dream: Essays on the Daoist Master Zhuangzi in 2016. 
Professor Lo was often invited to give public lectures on Chinese philosophy and religion. 
Currently, he is completing two books on early medieval China, one on Buddhist 
storytelling and one on Buddhist influence on female virtues.
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[Ⅲ]

Teaching the Humanities or Cultivating Humanity?

Reading Classics across Disciplines and Cultures 

in 21 Century

Pf. Mei Yee LEUNG (梁美仪)

 Chinese University of Hong Kong

Professor LEUNG Mei Yee (梁美儀) was the Director of 
Office of University General Education (OUGE) in the 
Chinese University of Hong Kong from 2012 to 2021. She 
had served in OUGE since 1999 to enhance the quality of 
general education courses. From 2008 onward, she led the 
development and implementation of the General Education 
Foundation (GEF) Program which required all undergraduates 
to read and to discuss classics across different cultures and 
disciplines in two compulsory courses. The GEF Program was 
recognized as Exemplary Program in 2015 by the Association 
of General and Liberal Studies (AGLS), USA. The GEF 
teaching team also won the Hong Kong University Grant 
Committee Education Award for excellent teaching in 2016.  
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Teaching the Humanities or Cultivating Humanity?

Reading Classics across Disciplines and Cultures in 21 Century 

Mei Yee LEUNG

Chinese University of Hong Kong

The Crisis in the Humanities

“Crisis in the humanities” is a recurrent topic in the discussion of higher education. In 

the US, the alarming calls can be traced back at least to 1920s (Bivens-Tatam, 2010) 

and more recently, there has been cries about a crisis “of massive proportions and grave 

global significance.” (Nussbaum, 2010) However, some eminent academics reject or 

downplay the notion of a crisis, and the debates are lively and on-going. Ahlburg 

(2019) attempted to objectively evaluate whether the crisis exist by using an evidence 

base and quantitative approach in collaboration with academics in 10 different countries. 

While the claim of world-wide crisis is not supported by the data of student enrolment 

in many countries, the continuation and adequacy of public financial support look more 

problematic. A closer look at the student enrolment statistics in different countries 

reveals that in many countries where enrolments are increasing, it is because that new 

areas such as visual and performing arts, communications and media studies are 

considered as subjects in the humanities. Enrolment in ‘core humanities’ including 

English, Classics, languages, philosophy and history is in general declining. Moreover, in 

many countries the humanities are seen only as a default option for students entering 

university. While academics discussed potential contributions of the humanities to social 

goods, it is not evident that they are widely understood or accepted, (Ahlburg, 2019, 

pp. 262-266) In short, claims of global crisis may seem too alarmist, but a general 

malaise does exist, especially for the core humanities. 

All these quantitative analysis are rather reassuring reference. Be that as it may, in the 

USA, reports of plan of cutting back positions of the humanities or closing down liberal 

arts colleges popping up time and again. (Marcus,2018) In UK, with the marketization 
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of higher education and the dominating culture of public accountability, the value of the 

humanities seems require particular justification in order to claim a share of the public 

budget. The humanities should demonstrate their distinctive contributions to the public 

good, and to explain why the humanities matter comparatively with other subject areas. 

(Small, 1-2) If the long standing repetition of alarms of coming catastrophe for the 

humanities does not reflect a real crisis, it points at least to a sense of it. 

(Bivens-Tatum, 2010) Afterall, statistics average out real-life qualitative experience, and 

a long term historical account disregards concrete life drama of losing one’s academic 

position in a university. 

But not all sense of crisis related to precarious situation at personal level or have 

purely financial concern. One of the origins of the sense of crisis comes from the 

feeling of being disregarded of misunderstood by the society of the contributions that 

the humanities can make to the society. It is often by a sense of responsibility to 

engage the humanities in a more public role that scholars offered its defence. For 

Martha Nussbaum, the cutting away of the humanities in school curricula means that the 

humanistic aspects of education in general “the imaginative, creative aspect, and the 

aspect of rigorous critical thought” are losing ground “to pursue short-term profit by the 

cultivation of the useful and highly applied skill suited to profit-making.” (Nussbaum, 

2010) Peter Brooks also argued that the skill developed in the humanities are “more 

than ever needed in a society in which manipulation of minds and hearts is increasingly 

what running the world is about”. (cited by Ahlburg, 264)

Common Core and the Humanities 

In fact, the society does have expectations from the humanities.

When talking about educating citizens to participate in a global economy in 1993, 

Sheldon Hackney, president of the University of Pennsylvania and later Chairman of the 

National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH), focused on the role a humanities 

education could have in helping students explore a range of common and important 

questions related to problem of values:
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“The country have never needed the humanities more. … we face a crisis of 
values at home. What is happening to family and community? Who are we as a 
nation and where are we going? What hold us together as a nation and what do 
citizens owe to each other? What is the relationship of the individual to the 
group in a society whose political order is based upon individual rights and in 
which group membership is still a powerful social influence?” (Cited by P Jay, 
2014, 20)

24 years later, political and cultural commentator David Brooks made very similar 

comments. He argued that we are suffering from an inadequate dispersal of the skills 

that a humanities education can impart. Brooks suggested that broader education in the 

humanities and some of the social science may help “build new national narratives, 

revive family life, restore community bonds and shared moral culture.” (cited by 

Ahlburg, 5)

Both argued for an important role the humanities could and should play: that the 

humanities had an advantage in contributing to the discussion of perennial questions 

about values, family, community, nation, and the relationship of individual to the 

society. Unfortunately, this assigned role of dealing with perennial questions triggered 

only controversies, or even “wars” among the practitioners of the humanities, and 

consensus seems difficult to achieve. 

In the 1980s, when many colleges and universities were urged to address problems of 

general education, the content and methods of the humanities became centre of attention 

because they seemed have an advantage to organizing programs for core curriculum to 

replace broad distribution.” (White, 1996. 262) Unfortunately, the so-called culture wars 

erupted. Extreme positions of the conservative critics and the ‘cultural left’ presented to 

the public an image that the humanities were about an “either /or choice between 

tradition and politics, between a vision of the humanities as the static preserve of 

timeless cultural value, on the one hand, and a hotbed of critique and revolt, on the 

other.” (Jay, 21) and the polemical language used in many attacks in the academy 

“gave little evidence of the humanities’ capacity to provide insight and promote 

balanced judgement.” (White 263) At the turn of 21st century, the idea of a common 

core inspired by the content and methods of the humanities that could benefit all 

students and the community interested few in the academia and drift into oblivion.



38 - The 5th Libertas Liberal Education Symposium

Community, Value and the Humanities 

Using the term of the humanities to designate a branch of learning does not have a 

very long history. The Oxford English Dictionary defined the humanities as “the branch 

of learning concerned with human culture” with a first citation dated 1855. (Siskin and 

Warner) As the term is an organizational or classifying one, and the subjects that are 

classified under the humanities can vary from time to time, when discussing ‘the future 

of the humanities’, Collini (2017, 225) suggests that an essentialist approach is not 

preferable, and “we do better to speak of individual disciplines rather than use the 

category of ‘the humanities’”, More radically, Siskin and Warner (2019) proposes a 

‘dezoning of knowledge’ to put an end to the crisis of the humanities. Academics 

should abandon the border of academic ‘zoning’ and “ [w]ithout the blunt, binaristic 

borders between zones .... Scholars could interact with their counterparts in all fields 

without the burdensome assumption that they represent more -- an entire community 

more -- than their specific area of expertise. Literary historians, for example, could do 

literary history without also having to be the experts in the “human” in the room -- an 

act of humility that our fellow humans across the disciplines might appreciate.” 

‘Dezoning’, if put into practice, can without doubt end the crisis of the humanities, 

because this is just the end of the humanities. 

The position taken is indeed revealing: this individualistic view of specific subject is 

denying the fundamental value and broader concern of the humanities: that they are 

connected with human nature and to the cultivation of humanity. Only by keeping this 

connection  that it can seek to contribute, beyond the specialist-academic production, to 

the society and for the common good.

The origin of the humanities can be traced back to classical Greek paideia, Cicero’s 

humanitas, Saint Augustin’s De Doctrina Christiana, and studia humanitatis proposed by 

Renaissance humanists. (Encyclopaedia Britannica). 

Spanning from mid-5th BCE to 15th century, these predecessors of the humanities were 

different education programs. The idea of what qualities one needs to have to be 

political and social leader of a republic was first clearly articulated in Cicero’s On the 

Orator. Cicero used humanitas (human nature) to describe the formation of an ideal 



[Ⅲ] Teaching the Humanities or Cultivating Humanity? - 39

orator through artes liberales. Eloquence is an ultimate virtue for an orator, but it 

should however be accompanied by learning and virtue. “Eloquence is actually a certain 

ultimate virtue…which embraces all knowledge and then explicates the sentiments and 

thoughts of the mind with such words that it can compel those who listen in any 

direction it applies itself. But the great its power is, by just so much is there the 

greater necessity of it being conjoined with integrity and the highest wisdom.” (Cicero, 

On the Orator, Kimball, 2010, 33, emphasis added) Later, stoic philosopher Seneca put 

virtue as the highest goal of liberal education. The virtue exalted by Seneca contained 

two aspects: one aspect is about knowing one’s emotions to free one from one’s 

passion which can “banishes fear, get rid of desire, or curbs passions”. The other aspect 

is opening to the other, to treat the other as the equal of oneself. Kindness is a virtue 

that “stops us from being arrogant towards our fellows, or bad tempered. In words, 

deeds and feelings she shows herself obliging and good-natured to all, regarding other 

people’s troubles as her own…”; and the virtue of Mercy “spares another’s blood as if 

it were its own, and knows that no human being should make wasteful use of another 

human beings…” (Seneca the Younger, “On Liberal and Vocational Studies”, Kimball, 

2010, 38-40) Virtue is more important than learning.

As education programs, the artes liberales evolved and first stabilized around 5th century 

C.E. into the normative one including seven liberal arts which incorporated three 

language arts (trivium: grammar, logic and rhetoric) and four mathematical arts 

(quadrivium: mathematic, geometry, astronomy and music)Rhetoric was the crowning 

subject. (Kimball, 1995, 30) the artes liberales  were redefined in the middle of 13th 

century as a five-step program of intellectual formation in the order of trivium, 

quadrivium, natural philosophy, moral philosophy and metaphysics. ( Kimball, 1995, 67) 

Among them, logic is the most important. (Kimball, 2010, 126, 127))

In 14th and 15th century Italy scholar proposed a different ideal which focused on the 

literary and artistic heritage of the ancient world. Studia humanitatis were taught with a 

commitment to moral instruction of the good citizens and the continual refinement of 

the human person, and a focus on the literary and artistic heritage of the ancient world. 

(Kimball, 1995, 78) 

In spite of the different forms and contents of liberal arts, there were shared 

characteristics in these education programs: the number of subjects studies were limited, 
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the body of texts to study were relatively constant, the Greco-Roman tradition was 

respected even though the emphasis may differ (rhetoric, logic or heritage of the ancient 

world). Through the concrete curriculum of liberal arts, the aim of education was the 

cultivation of the human person to attain the quality of eloquence, virtue, reasoning and 

refinement of taste to be orator, philosopher, or gentleman. 

In the second half of the 19th century, the German model of research university 

flourished and, with its devotion to specialization and new knowledge, displaced the 

liberal arts colleges as the compass of higher education. (Kimball 1995, 163) The 

scientific emphasis on value-free research challenged the commitment to a unified 

prescribed curriculum, and the ideal of speculative research undermined “the classical 

notion of a liberal education…in which truth was look upon as uniform, fixed and 

eternal.” (Kimball, 1995, 167). The liberal arts subjects gradually remodelled into 

academic disciplines under the category of the humanities, and when the elective system 

widely adopted, and Greek and Latin ceased to be entry requirement of universities, the 

decline of liberal arts and the humanities became obvious. 

Plumb provided a very vivid description and insightful observation of the crisis of the 

core humanities interwoven with the decline of traditional liberal arts education. In the 

introduction of Crisis in the Humanities, Plumb (1964, pp.7-8) described the golden 

days of the humanities where “History, Classics, Literature and Divinity… were , with 

Mathematics, the core of the educational system and were believed to have peculiar 

virtues in producing politicians, civil servants, Imperial administrators and legislator.” 

However, “the rising tide of scientific and industrial societies, combined with the 

battering of the two World Wars, has shatter the confidence of humanists to lead or to 

instruct. Uncertain of their social function , they either clung to their traditional attitudes 

and pretend that change could be repelled, or retreated into their own private 

professional world and deny any social function to their subject. Plumb believed both 

courses were “suicidal”. 

As an historian, Plumb observed that the rise of natural science deeply influenced 

history. The ‘scientific revolution’ in the study of history brought about 

professionalization along with narrow specialization and fragmentation. 
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“The contribution of the scientific attitude to history has been monumental. It has given 

the subject an intellectual discipline which it had never previously possessed, and it has 

multiplied the material of history a millionfold… But each study is largely an end in 

itself, a pursuit by professionals for professionals. History is now strictly organized, 

powerfully disciplined, but it possesses only a modest educational value and even less 

conscious social purpose.” (Plumb 28) Historical investigation produces only an “arid 

desert of monographs”. Most of the historians cannot reach out to “inform, instruct, 

enliven, and ennoble and render more profound the common heritage of man”, because 

wide discussions were distrusted, and broad generalizations must be put off until all the 

buried facts have been examined under academic light. (Plumb, 1964, 27-28, 44) 

In the area of classic studies, Finley also lamented the classicists who refused to find a 

bridge to the widespread popular interest in classical literature, art and archaeology. He 

“turns his profession into a narrow guild, a self-contained world of specialists 

communicating with each other alone, surrounded by an illusory defensive wall of 

all-or-nothing Utopianism. Exact-linguistic studies, meticulous editing of texts, detailed 

investigations into problems of chronology or lexicography are all essential…But they 

remain no more than ‘the entrance hall and the ante-chamber of learning’…A mere 

collection of linguistic, literary, or historical data is…no more meaningful or purposeful 

than a collection of stamp.” (Finley in Plumb, 21)

In other humanities disciplines, such as literature, fine arts and philosophy, the situation 

is not better. Professionals cherish their corrosive literary criticism, jargons or linguistic 

conundrums rather than reaching out to citizens who crave for knowledge and 

understanding. (Plumb, 8) 

Denying the social function to their subject, forgetting the aim of the humanities is to 

educate, to cultivate the quality of the human person, these are the deep causes of the 

crisis of the humanities. If the ideal of the traditional liberal education was to cultivate 

elites, Plumb and his academic friends, being aware of the change of the times, 

preached for educating the citizens with their expertise, the humanities. 
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The Humanities for the Future of Humanity

The challenges humanity facing in the 21st century are unprecedent. Global warming and 

ecological crisis, conflicts and wars with weapon of mass destruction, artificial 

intelligence and biotechnology with the power to reshape and reengineering life, to name 

but the most impending. What should educators in the humanities do to prepare the 

students to flourish in this versatile and globalized world?

In his recent work, 21 Lessons for the 21st Century, Harari gives compelling 

descriptions and sharp analysis of the problems the world faces today. In this grim, or 

even devastating picture of the world of tomorrow, there seems not much that we, as 

teachers, can do. 

In today’s world, goes Harari, “the last thing a teacher needs to give her pupils is 

more information….instead, people need the ability to make sense of information, to tell 

the different between what is important and what is unimportant, and above all to 

combine many bits of information into a broad picture of the world”. He recognizes 

that this has been the ideal of Western liberal education for centuries, “but up till now 

even many Western schools have been rather slack in fulfilling it.” It may also be 

futile to focus on providing students with a set of predetermined skills, because since 

“we have no idea what the job market will look like in 2050, we don’t really know 

what particular skills people will need. (Harari, 265, 266) We can agree with him so 

far, and would think more effort should be made to fulfil the promise of liberal 

education.

When he addresses directly to the young, Harari is more frank and direct: 

“As strangeness becomes the new normal, your past experiences, as well as the 
past experience of the whole humanity, will become less reliable guides…To 
survive and flourish in such a world, you will need a lot of mental flexibility 
and great reserves of emotional balance…Teachers themselves usually lack the 
mental flexibility that the twenty-first century demands, since they themselves are 
the product of the old educational system…

So the best advice I can give to a fifteen-year-old…is : don’t rely on the adults 
too much… Because of the increasing pace of change, you can never be certain 
whether what the adults are telling you is timeless wisdom or outdated bias.” 
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(Harari, 269-271)

The young cannot rely on technology. “If you know what you want in life, technology 

can help you get it. But if you don’t know what you want in life, it will be too easy 

for technology to shape your aims for you and take control of your life.” One cannot 

rely on oneself as such neither: “The voice we hear inside our heads is never 

trustworthy, because it always reflects state propaganda, ideological brainwashing, and 

commercial advertisements, not to mention biochemical bugs.” (271)

The only positive advice Harari gives is “ you will need to work very hard at getting 

to know your operating system better—to know what you are and what you want from 

life. This is, of course, the oldest advice in the book: know thyself.” So it is this 

timeless wisdom that we need, and urgently.(272) But how can one to get to 

self-understanding?

Studying is not what we may expect to get to true satisfaction. The academic world 

provide him with “powerful tools with which to deconstruct all the myths humans ever 

created, but it didn’t offer satisfying answers to the big questions of life.” His side 

hobby of reading a lot of books about philosophy and had lots of philosophical debates 

only provided endless intellectual entertainment but not real insight.”(315) Harari’s 

ultimate suggestion is meditation, an inward journey to observe the reality as it is, to 

realize that the deepest source of one’s suffering is in the patterns of one’s own mind 

(318).

We can never more agree with Harari that “know thyself” is the timeless wisdom that 

we all need, but after all the global problems that he has so vividly elaborated in his 

book, we can only be frustrated to find that the only proposed solution is “saving 

yourself from suffering”. The implication is a desperate assertion: at collective level, 

nothing can be done, especially through education. 

The human cultivation that was at the origin of the humanities and carried on by 

different humanists across the time, is not only about self-understanding and self-control. 

There is always a dimension about community; about how one can and should live with 
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others. The society and the culture are part of our humanity because they are the 

creation of human beings, even if sometime they may work against individuals living in 

it. Knowing one-self without thinking of or caring about the community does not 

cultivate humanity in full.

In the time of Cicero, the community is the Roman republic, in the time of Plumb, the 

community is citizens of modern democracy, and today, what we need is to build a 

global community to face global challenges, and urgently. Apart from one self, our 

students need to learn to know people, cultures, religions other than theirs. Not only 

should one embraces diversities, but one has to understand our common humanity. 

In Cultivating Humanity. A Classical Defense of Reform in Liberal Education, Martha 

Nussbaum introduces and analyses how different educational approaches can create a 

community of critical thinkers to cultivate one’s humanity by taking charge of one’s 

own thoughts, being capable to think and act for the common good, respecting the 

humanity of our fellow citizens of different cultures, religion and races. Practicing 

Socratic method, developing sympathetic understanding, and leaning to arts to cultivate 

powers of imagination, are ways for educators to guide students to build up a 

community of citizens of the world. (Nussbaum, 1997)

In The Chinese University of Hong Kong, we have also, since 2012, fully implement 

an approach to general education that may contribute to cultivating our students into 

world citizens.

In 2012, a common core program comprising two 3-unit courses was introduced as a 

supplement to the existing distribution requirement of general education. The two 

courses, namely “In Dialogue with Humanity” and “In Dialogue with Nature”, one 

focusing on the humanities and the other on sciences, form together the General 

Education Foundation (GEF). The program tries to bridge between two major academic 

fields, where the lack of communication were bright to public notice since C.P. Snow’s 

famous lecture The Two Cultures. 

The courses are not structured by academic disciplines, however. Classics-text studies 

and seminar-based discussion are the main features of GEF. The syllabi are developed 
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around questions about life, society and knowledge, which are not bounded by any 

single discipline. Questions such as “What is a good life?”, “What is a good society?”, 

“What and how do we know about the physical world?”, “What is life?”, “What is 

scientific thinking and what is, if any, its limit?” are fundamental questions about life, 

society, and knowledge that teachers invite students to think through and make 

connections with their life experience when reading the texts. Students can raise their 

own questions in classroom discussion, reflective journal and term paper.

“In Dialogue with Nature”, looks at achievements made by scientific enquiries, and 

examines their limitations and human implications, through such classics as The 

Republic, Principia, The Origin of Species, The Double Helix, Silent Spring, and The 

Shorter Science and Civilizations in China. “In Dialogue with Humanity” asks what 

constitutes a good life and an ideal society; and explores their relationship through 

classics such as The Symposium, the Analects, the Zhuangzi, the Bible, the Qur’an, the 

Heart Sutra, Waiting for the Dawn and The Social Contract. 

Although we use classics as the major learning material, we do not use the classic texts 

as cannons, as if they possess absolute authorities and lead to unchallengeable truth. 

Content-wise, the excerpts of selected classics are drawn from a wide range of traditions 

and disciplines to provide students with a real multi-cultural and multi-disciplinary 

worldview. The collection of texts gives them a grasp of the thoughts essential in 

shaping knowledge, cultures and beliefs today, and enable them to revisit their own 

tradition to reflect on the elements that can stand the test of time or those need to be 

criticized or reformed. They are also exposed to cultures, traditions and knowledge that 

they are not familiar with. Careful reading and reasoned discussion will facilitate 

respectful communication with others, and revision of one’s own views. Pedagogically 

speaking, these texts are used as vehicles or access points through which students 

approach those fundamental questions. In the discussion sessions and written 

assignments, teachers guide students to discover their own answers. There are no 

definitive “correct’ answers, and students are encouraged to contemplate, criticize and, 

only where they see fit, adopt the values they have thought through. In short, the 

reading of classics is medium to help students gain ownership of their own thought and 

speech. In Martha Nussbaum’s sense, we use the classic texts to cultivate students’ 

humanity: be themselves yet open to other.
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GEF is also a community building program. Reading the same set of classic texts and 

discussing common themes can provide a common learning experience among students, 

and foster their sensitivity to common concerns of human existence. The condition 

created by GEF facilitates intellectual dialogue and the building of a community of 

learners. Peer Assisted Study Sessions (PASS) outside classroom teaching are also 

implemented to help students who struggle with reading classic texts, or who want to 

have more interaction with their peer beyond the classroom discussion. PASS is a 

voluntary based peer learning study recruiting students who performed excellently in 

previous year to serve as PASS leaders. They are trained to use Socratic method to 

lead the discussion outside normal class time. More and more students join these 

session voluntarily. 

From the teaching team a community of learners also emerged. “In Dialogue with 

Nature” tackles scientific knowledge with a humanistic perspective, while “In Dialogue 

with Humanity” tackles humanistic questions with a cross-disciplinary approach. We 

have two teaching teams, one from science background mainly for the teaching of “In 

Dialogue with Nature”, and the other from the humanities mainly for the teaching of 

“In Dialogue with Humanity”. Within each team, the academic trainings of the teachers 

are diverse though. The Nature team includes teachers from physics, chemistry, 

biochemistry, computer science, information engineering, pharmacy and science education; 

while the Humanity team comprises teachers from Chinese literature, history, religious 

studies, cultural studies, geography, political science, education and philosophy. Each 

teacher would guide students in his/her classes to go through the whole set of classic 

texts. I say “mainly” because we also encourage teachers from one team to teach the 

other course farther away from their academic background. However, to make sure that 

academic vigor is respected, reading groups are formed, seminars with invited scholars 

are organized, and in-house conferences are held. 

Community building is not something abstract on paper. It is lived by our students and 

our teachers, and our experiences tell us that it can be done.

What General Education can do in 21st Century?

Let me return to Harari to conclude.
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In lesson 8 Religion , in order to explain the role of religions in the 21st century, 

Harari categorizes the problems of the century into three types, namely, technical 

problems, policy problems and identity problems. He points out that for the first two 

types of questions, religions played an important role in the past, but become irrelevant 

nowadays. In contrast, for the identity problems, they are still impactful, but do more 

harm than help find a solution. (128) This framework is very useful for us to reflect on 

the role of different components in higher education, so we borrow it for our reflection, 

and will discuss his last point in relation to general education.

The technical problem, refer to questions like “how to help farmers deal with flooding 

or droughts triggered by global warming.” We may fix these problems with scientific 

and technological knowledge. And in a university, specialized knowledge training experts 

in major studies, especially in science and engineering subjects, will be very useful. 

The policy problems like “what measures should governments adopt to prevent, to 

contain or to mitigate the consequences of global warming?” need broadly educated 

leaders to solve. Those leaders may not be scientists, but should have a scientific 

mind-set, (they must have respect for truth for example), and they should have 

knowledge about governments and societies, and ability to work in team. They should 

also have the ability to deal with complex problem, make informed judgement, balance 

different claims to make decision, and communicate convincingly. Training in the 

humanities will be an advantage. To expose students to a broad range of knowledge, 

cultivate open mind-set and instil generic problem solving skills are the goals of general 

education, and distributive model should be appropriate to expose students to different 

fields of learning. Engaging pedagogy should be used to trigger active learning and 

deep reflection. Mere exposure will not be enough to form capable leaders, but 

providing an open mind-set and instilling self-learning skills constitute good starting 

points. 

The identity problems refer to questions like “should I even care about the problems of 

farmers on the other side of the world? Or should I care only about problems of my 

own of people from my own tribe and country?” To tackle this problem, general 

education with a common core to cultivate global citizens should be the good direction. 
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In the past, religions were invented to unite large numbers of people, to accumulate 

power, and to preserve social harmony. People identifying with these religions or 

ideologies would create cohesion in a group. Mass identities enhance mass cooperation 

and can generate enormous historical force. But when people distinguish and 

differentiate themselves from their neighbour, to reinforce cohesion, they easily turn 

against others with prejudice, contempt, and even cruelty. That is why Harari thinks that 

religions constitute a major part of the problem of identity instead of a potential 

solution to it. (Harari, 128) Not only religions, other ideologies can have similar effect, 

so in lesson 20 “Meaning” Harari deconstructs forcefully nationalism, fascism, 

communism,  liberalism along with religions (Harari, 273-313 ). 

But it is only one side of the story. When discussing the identity problems in 

“religions”, he himself observed that “These differing religious traditions often fill daily 

life with beauty and encourage people to behave more kindly and more charitably.” 

(Harari, 134-5) In lesson 12 “Humility”, he puts “Most people tend to believe they are 

the center of the world, and their culture is the linchpin of human history”. But if we 

study world history seriously, we know that all these claims are false. Instead, we will 

find “morality, art, spirituality, and creativity are universal human abilities embedded in 

our DNA.” (185) Different people may manifest these values differently, but there are 

common grounds we could and should recognize, and learn to be humble. Studying 

world history in the light of finding commonality among people will be a very good 

course to cultivate humanity in our students. 

In today’s world, the success in this kind of endeavours may be the only chance for 

humanity to move on. Teaching the humanities to cultivating humanity is more than 

ever needed in our society.







[Ⅳ] Human Learning, Learning Human - 51

Human Learning, Learning Human:

Approaching General Education in the Anthropocene
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This is a paper about change and innovation. As such, it necessarily participates in the 

process of education itself, for if change is not just for its own sake, and innovation 

means something more than novelty, then they ought to be informed by aims such as 

improvement, solutions, wider perspectives, or the acquisition of useful skills and 

knowledge—the same aims we ascribe to education, howsoever they are stressed or 

configured differently in each of its manifestations. It is also about hope, since the 

process must be founded in a belief that these aims are achievable. However, writing 

during the UN Glasgow Climate Conference (COP26), this is a commodity that is in 

short supply. What hope can there be, for the survival of our species, that of others, 

and for the future of the planet, when this last best chance is characterised by the usual 

business of horse-trading margins of economic exploitation, framed by the empty 

rhetoric of aggrandisement, and serves in the interests of a politics that puts stability 

before sustainability and justice? Erudition rather than action is rightly dismissed by the 

protesters, as “blah, blah, blah”, even as ‘world leaders’ scurry to appropriate their 

voices and defuse their rage, in a damning critique of societies that value sounding and 

looking learned rather than radically doing something different to what they have always 

done.

Education and the Anthropocene are each, to state the obvious, big concepts, and much 

is at stake. In the space available in one short essay, it is important to focus on 

essentials rather than attempt to elaborate a comprehensive argument. The primary 

objective of the paper is, after all, a targeted one, to consider how to approach the 

introduction of a Humanities-based General Education module for students in South 

Korea, alongside other modules, that might be thought of as disciplinary, applied or 

technical. However, the first point I wish to make, is that to approach this goal without 

attending to the immediate crisis confronting humankind would ultimately lead to 



52 - The 5th Libertas Liberal Education Symposium

meaningless learning objectives and experiences, failing to provide learners with the 

right tools for the work required of them. One might say that rehashing existing models 

would be like handing out fiddles they can play while the world burns, or deckchairs to 

rearrange while our collective Titanic sinks. It is interesting though, that the metaphors 

that have come to my mind to outline these dispositions are, themselves, quite loaded. 

On the one hand, tools imply technology, the capacity to build or fix, perhaps raise 

marvellous cities like Rome or construct ships, planes and machines yet to be invented. 

Music or the arts (even if only the art of arranging patio furniture in this case), on the 

other hand, are dismissed in the examples I used as mere pastimes, and more than this, 

as indications of the vanity and vain-glory of humankind, trifles compared to the 

ravages of nature. Already, then, we are stumbling upon a deeply rooted prejudice 

against the Humanities, taking the form of a binarism that might be seen to elevate 

technological progress over aesthetic appreciation. Surely the next generation should be 

equipped with twenty-first century skills commensurate with the advances in industry 

and technology, rather than spending time on ‘soft’ learning with no practical 

application? Yet, and this will be the second major strand of argumentation in the 

essay, to posit such a dualism would be to radically miss the point of education, 

particularly at such a pressing moment. 

Rather than sticking with the false dichotomy between arts and hard science, or, to put 

it in other terms, familiar to those from liberal or general education backgrounds, 

between learning for self improvement and advancement and instrumental or applied 

learning, it is time to forge new paradigms. I base this assertion on two recent theories, 

each of which addresses education, whether directly or indirectly, in terms of the 

contexts and uses to which it is put. Together, they make a strong case for changing 

the terms of the debate—we cannot answer questions about what to teach, far less how 

to teach it, until and unless we are clear about the reasons for educating, and in the 

current situation the answer to this fundamental question must, in some real sense, be 

about equipping humanity with an understanding of the climate catastrophe, and 

inculcating a real commitment to averting it, as much as providing the skills to do so. 

This means that we have to talk about values, perhaps even recalibrate values, since 

doing what we always have done (making profit, competing for resources) will give us 

what we always got (exploitation of the environment, extraction, and disregard for 

nature).
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The first theorist I propose to consider is not one who is conventionally associated with 

thinking about education, yet his thesis has far-reaching consequences for how we frame 

our endeavours in universities and schools. I refer to the contemporary Chinese 

philosopher, Yuk Hui, who focuses on technicity, or the ontologies according to which 

technologies are ascribed value, as the cornerstone of modernity, and, in particular, led 

to the current state of our planet. He writes:

The Anthropocene is regarded as a new era—a new axis of time—in which 
human activities influence the earth system in previously unimaginable ways…. 
The recognition of the Anthropocene is the culmination of a technological 
consciousness in which the human being starts to realise, not only in the 
intellectual milieu but also in the broader public, the decisive role of technology 
in the destruction of the biosphere and in the future of humanity: it has been 
estimated that without effective mitigation, climate change will bring about the 
end of the human species within two hundred years. The Anthropocene is closely 
related to the project of thinking modernity, since fundamentally the modern 
ontological interpretations of the cosmos, nature, the world, and humanity are 
constitutive of what led us to the predicament in which we find ourselves today. 
(Yuk Hui, 2016, pp.311-12)

Yuk Hui is not directly addressing the role of education, however the way in which he 

lays out delusional and misplaced faith in technology as the summum of human activity 

points clearly to the interconnections between his thesis and our “consciousness”, how 

we “interpret” and “imagine” the earth system and the cosmos, in short, to the basic 

components of education when it is conceived of contextually—perception, ontology, and 

understanding. This connection becomes more evident as Yuk Hui proceeds to identify 

the dilemma we currently confront: can we solve the planetary crisis by throwing new 

technological solutions at it, through an accelerated ‘geo-engineering’ of our 

environment, as COP26 seems to be prioritising, or do we need to learn from the 

mistakes of our past and adopt new approaches? His answer is informative. 

“Ameliorative measures” such as reducing pollution (or, one could add, carbon trading 

or capture), he writes, “are necessary but not sufficient”. (pp. 298-299) More important, 

he argues, is to become aware of how the European model of neo-liberalism, now 

elevated to a world ecology, is premised on a technicity that never tires in mining 

nature for its resources and reducing humanity to labour in its service. Other thinkers, 

such as Bruno Latour (2018) and Achille Mbembe, arrive at similar conclusions, and 

also point to the same solutions. For Latour, it is incumbent on us to seek answers that 
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posit “the terrestrial” as co-agent, rather than the setting for our actions (p.42), while 

Mbembe looks to pre-colonial Africa (much as Yuk Hui finds alternative models in 

Chinese traditions) for ontological and metaphysical dispositions for myths, oral literature 

and cosmologies that “concern the limits of the Earth; the frontiers of life, the body 

and the self; the themes of being and of being in relation; and of the human body as 

an assemblage of multiple entities, the articulations between these a task to be resumed 

continuously.” (89)1

In each case, it is incumbent on us to find ways to reset natural balances, find (and 

reimagine) ways to live sustainably, learning both from ancient, and often overlooked, 

forms of wisdom, and from attuning to the natural ‘cosmotechnics’ that inform them. 

There is a lot to learn (as humans), even more to unlearn (about what human has 

become), and not much time in which to do it.

I refer next to the work of Tim Ingold, (2018) a very different thinker, who revisits 

some of the most insightful educational thinking of recent years in terms of precepts 

drawn from his own discipline, anthropology. Building on John Dewey’s rejection of 

education as a form of transmission of knowledge through imitation or inheritance, 

Ingold points to anthropology’s emphasis on participation, practice and community as the 

requisites for an attentive education, one that provides learners with shared experiences 

leading to reflection, reassessment and reasoning. In this sense, it is counter-intuitive to 

prescribe goals, or pre-determine outcomes. Instead he refers to the ancient Greek 

concept of ‘school time’ as unhindered by destinations or aims, much as the 

anthropologist approaches ‘the field’ through attending to it, rather than bringing 

expectations to it:

The purpose of school was not to furnish every child with a destiny in life and 
the means to fulfil it, in the form of a given identity with its particular ways of 
speaking, acting and thinking. Quite the reverse: it was to un-destine, to suspend 
the trappings of the social order, to detach means from ends – words from 
meanings, property from use, acts from intentions, thinking from thoughts – so as 
to set them free, bring them into presence in the here-and-now, and place them 
at the disposal of all…. (T)he educator is not so much a custodian of ends as a 
catalyst of beginnings, whose task it is to restore both memory and imagination 
to the temporal stretch of life. 
Education in this sense is a form of longing, a practice of care, a way of doing 

1 The original reads “Ces questionnements concernaient les limites de la Terre, les frontiers de la vie, du 
corps et du soi, la thématique de l’être de de la relation, du sujet humain comme un assemblage 
d’entités multiples dont l’agencement était une tâche sans cesse à reprendre.” Translation is mine.
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undergoing, and its freedom is the freedom of habit… It is a field alive with 
minor gestures, in which false problems can be set aside for real ones – ‘open 
problems that bring us together in the mode of active enquiry’. (p.49)

Ingold goes on to draw out three characteristics of this disposition, or approach (for he 

is effectively considering the question of how we learn) as follows:

1. Education should not take place in isolation, independently from the concerns of 

society, but rather as an integrated part of the social, in common, or what he refers to 

as commoning.

2. We should not conceive of education as a staging point, or a way to get from a to 

b, but rather as an immersion in the thick of things. Quoting Michel Serres, (1997) he 

describes this as entering the middle of the river, the current or the milieu, something 

better though of not as a dividing line but as a new and unpredictable space that 

‘unfolds into a universe’. (p.48)

3. Education ought to be approached with detachment, leaving preconceptions behind. 

He denounces the orthodoxy where, instead, it is the repository of our prejudices, by 

quoting the French author, Daniel Pennac describing school children on their way to 

class, ‘Look, here they come, their bodies in the process of becoming and their families 

in their rucksacks’. The task of education, it becomes clear, requires these assumptions 

to be left outside the classroom: ‘The lesson can’t really begin until the burden has 

been laid aside and the onion peeled”. (Pennac, 2010, p.50) 

These principles might, at first glance, seem in contradiction to my emphasis on context 

(in communing, the objects of study are defamiliarized, uprooted; by detaching learners 

from their background their situation is suspended), however, what I would argue, with 

Ingold, is that in seeing education as a milieu where all participate in enquiry together 

as equals a new kind of context is created, the educational context, and this is one that 

can open up, or unfold, beyond this. As Ingold concludes:

[B]eing collectively present here and now means not only that you are present to 
others. They are also present to you. They too are lifted from the positions and 
categorisations into which they have been consigned by the majority, freed up 
from the ends to which they are customarily deployed and brought to our 
attention not as objects of regard but as animate things in their own right, to 
which we are bound to respond…. Things act, they speak to us directly, make us 
think: not just about them but with them. They become part of our word as we 
are of theirs. We care for them, as they for us. This is what it means to study. 
(p.49)
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Our approach to education, then, for Ingold, is as important as what we study, for it is 

in cultivating and fostering attentive, care-ful dispositions that we learn, re-learn, or 

even, forge the values that we share. By stressing the animate nature of the world 

around us, and our obligation to it, he is clearly aligning education with an un-doing of 

those ideologies and philosophies that have relegated the non-human to the category of 

the worth-less.

*

In the second part of the essay, I seek to apply the insights of Tim Ingold and Yuk 

Hui, particularly their emphasis on an attentive pedagogy, to the more local problem at 

hand, namely, how to approach the design of a general education component common 

to all students, to be taken alongside other modules. In doing so, I am aware of the 

many practical and political constraints involved in introducing educational change, and 

therefore my approach is one that is adaptable, while nonetheless being grounded in the 

principles of what colleagues and I have written about elsewhere (Cohen de Lara et. al., 

2019) as ‘learning-centred education’—a practice that foregrounds the process of attentive 

and contextual learning over the expectations of teachers or the interests of learners, 

neither of which, on their own, can sufficiently reorient pedagogy away from 

reproducing existing social structures. Paolo Friere, in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 

provides a far-reaching critique of the former, demonstrating how traditional education 

dehumanises learners, but, I would argue, the dialogue he seeks can also be 

counter-productive if it is too far weighted in favour of learners’ agendas or direction. 

After all, they, as much as their teachers, are products of the same social situations. 

Instead, and to put it more schematically than such questions deserve, for the sake of 

advancing the argument, I emphasise the context, practice and content (which together 

constitute the ‘why’, ‘how’ and ‘what’) of education over the participants (the ‘who’).

My consideration of the ideas of Yuk Hui and Tim Ingold, I hope, have already 

provided an indication of the first two questions: determining what to teach is perhaps a 

more familiar conundrum to those of us working in universities. Endless turf wars over 

what belongs in which disciplinary group or sub-group are commonplace, and as higher 

education is increasingly aligned with national and corporate interests, questions about 

the utility of the curriculum have become highly charged. From the perspective of a 

planet in crisis, though, these debates pale into insignificance. Advocates of 



[Ⅳ] Human Learning, Learning Human - 57

interdisciplinarity, such as Steph Menken and Machiel Keestra, argue that it is only be 

questioning the assumptions behind disciplines, and integrating their insights, 

“notwithstanding their theoretical and methodological differences”, (Menken and Keestra, 

2016, p.24) that scientific advances are possible. They cite progress in epigenetics and 

our understanding of visual perception as examples of how taking into account plural 

perspectives can counter science’s in-built assumption that “the universe will behave 

tomorrow according to the same laws as yesterday and today”. An interdisciplinary 

approach to the ‘what’ of education, they continue, is therefore one that emphasises the 

ways in which the object of study consists of complex adaptive systems (such as 

tipping points) through explicit strategies of integration (adding, adjusting and connecting 

perspectives, theories, knowledge bases). The relevance to our world today should be 

clear. As, our experiences become more complex, less predictable, and more likely to 

result in tipping points that overturn our existing preconceptions, then the ways in 

which we process information and acquire insight must, even more urgently, correspond 

to the problems we confront, rather than to models in textbooks we have derived from 

past experience.

It could be argued, however, that the requirements outlined here apply more to hard 

sciences than to the humanities. After all, problems such as carbon reduction, 

geo-engineering or medical advances are more pressing, require exactitude and will 

benefit the world most if they can take on board the insights of multiple scientific 

disciplines. As Yuk Hui has pointed out though, technicities are not ideologically 

neutral, and our thinking can evolve if it is informed by an awareness of which 

assumptions it makes, what its viewfinders are, what it includes and excludes as 

relevant—and these exercises are the very fabric of a humanities education, particularly 

one that is less fixated on the objects of study and more attentive to learning how to 

learn, thinking about how we think, seeing what seeing is.

Before elaborating further on an approach to General Education then, I briefly want to 

cite three examples demonstrating the importance of humanities approaches for students 

and researchers with, themselves, complex educational curricula. All three are drawn 

from experience. First, an ambitious programme in international studies developed to be 

taken alongside any disciplinary programme at the University of Technology Sydney 

facilitated the learning of a new language, in its cultural context, and including a year 

of in-country study that was supported by educators across disciplines. This gave a 
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generation of engineers, lawyers, medical practitioners and many other professionals a 

chance not just to experience new linguistic and cultural codes, or how these 

recalibrated the assumptions within their disciplines, but to engage with how deeply 

worldviews are embedded within language, and how different things look when 

alternative systems are adopted. Next, at Amsterdam University College, within the 

ambit of a liberal arts and sciences education, we pioneered laboratory-style learning in 

the humanities and social sciences. (Dibazar and Pratt, 2020) To some extent, this 

initiative already crossed the macro-disciplinary divide, as the learning design was often 

informed by the Science Cycle whereby predictions were tested against observations. 

More valuable than this though, were the lessons those involved, not least us as 

teachers, learned regarding the importance of attention and happenstance. Through 

structured activities such as watching, walking, waiting and wondering (activating the 

imagination by targeted inputs including first hand experience, texts and artworks), we 

sought empathetic encounters with what was happening around us, including that which 

could not be predicted. Education in the field, or in the wild, is an opening to 

questions that arise rather than those that are predetermined, and the Culture Lab classes 

I was involved in would often come upon enigmas that exceeded any of our expertise, 

challenging us to work out how we could find out more, and what was important to 

discover and know. Finally, as a humanities researcher, my most recent project 

considering humans at the edge of the Anthropocene exposes me to cultural objects that 

confront the boundaries between the human and the non-human, whether the natural 

world to which we intrinsically belong, yet persist in denying, or other forms of 

intelligence, artificial or imaginary, which, like new languages, suggest alternative 

ontologies and technicities, and with them, different perspectives or values. As such, in 

addition to considering these objects as belonging to culture, I am drawn to theorists 

from other areas, such as Karen Barad (2007) and Nico Carpentier (2017), who point to 

the importance of approaching society and culture in ways that accommodate both 

materiality and discourse, emphasising the entanglement of agencies in the quest for 

what matters.

Turning, then, to the immense opportunity for designing a General Education that 

matters, particularly at a critical moment for our planet, I would encourage an approach 

that, informed by the considerations above, rather than setting a syllabus or prescribing 

a curriculum, first and foremost focuses on ‘how’ and ‘why’ we attend to the world, 
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and takes this disposition as the starting point for the activities that follow. The 

implications are radical and implementing them takes courage, but confronting our 

responsibility for destroying the planet is perhaps the only chance we have to learn how 

to mend it.

To begin with, it is important that those involved in delivering the education are given 

time and space to prepare. They will be engaged in forms of pedagogy with which, 

while building on existing best practice within and beyond formal education, they may 

not be familiar. They will listen rather than preach, facilitate and scaffold rather than 

direct, discover and explore, harness collective wisdom rather than be the fount of all 

knowledge. My first recommendation is therefore to form an engaged and willing cohort 

of teachers through training workshops that put attentive and open learning into practice, 

and provide moments for reflection, adaption and reassessment of their own values and 

connections. The same principles apply to the modules themselves. Working in small 

groups, the students are first encouraged to talk with and actively listen to each other, 

as a way of becoming aware of the values they share.

However, they should also be exposed to cultural norms, practices and assumptions that 

differ from their own, alternative mindsets that contest the taken for granted. This can 

take a range of forms, including sourcing together cultural texts and objects that convey 

meaning and values from the past, or from other societies, and responding critically to 

these differences.

Since the onset of the pandemic we have developed digital formats for interaction and 

communication, and while these fail to match the holistic and haptic experience of 

embodied contact, these nonetheless offer ways to connect across continents. Partnering 

with learners in other countries is therefore a way of opening up new perspectives.

Next, the learning design cannot be limited to the traditional classroom. If learners are 

to be given opportunities to connect more authentically with the world around them, 

then classes need to move, encounter, test theories and ideas where they come into 

contact with practice and experience. As such, projects and experiments should be 

encouraged that require interaction with environments and communities, and stakeholders 

invited to join in the learning. The projects in which the learners engage ought to give 

rise to reflection on the uses to which their learning is put: the time when students 

could complete internships with companies working on tweaks that raise profit margins 

with no regard for the environmental or human costs has long passed.
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When it comes to assessment, again a reassessment of our predetermined thinking is 

required. Combatting planetary decline is not measurable by nuanced grades nor by 

achieving prescribed learning objectives. What matters here is being present, in the 

fullest sense, encompassing participation and active awareness of themselves, others and 

the world, and none of us are competent to judge what a pass rate looks like in these 

regards. Instead of formal assessment then, or even any formal indication of success or 

failure, the module should be concluded with reflection, recognising what worked and 

what didn’t, and the reasons for this, leading to further attention and learning. This 

process could lead to sharing what has been learned, even awards and celebrations, once 

more identified by the learners themselves, but should also humbly include equal 

consideration of insufficiencies, false starts and errors.

In practical terms (for I am mindful of the need for an implementable rather than 

idealistic recommendation), the module could begin to shape as outlined in the figures 

below.

Figure 1: Planning Parameters

Pre-delivery (3 month 
project)

Planning and refining the module, with input from a 
range of stakeholders and including pilot sessions with 
learners

Teacher Training (2-3 
intensive workshops)

Participants should be motivated and willing to reflect on 
their own practice to develop facilitative and mentoring 
skills

Module Delivered in a unique format and timeslot (for example 
Saturday mornings, or evenings); Groups small enough to 
allow all learners to interact (15 max); Has a home base 
(classroom) and access to learning technologies; 
Flexibility to range elsewhere

Delivery (over a semester, 
say 12 weeks)

1-2 Focus on learning design and developing 
attentiveness in learning
3-4 Cultural objects, theories and encounters providing 
input from different perspectives
5-6 Exploring fields of activity, practices, places
7-8 Considering and piloting what adaptions or changes 
might mean (project work)
9-10 Communicating findings and engaging with 
stakeholders
11-12 Reflecting on learning

Figure 2: Key Components

Learning Design (identifying values, assumptions and forms of alienation) – including 
students in the process through dialogue, with each other, with other communities, and 
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through critical reflection on cultural objects
Local Learning Labs – learning in, from and with communities (their own/others), 
identifying concerns and exploring solutions, giving back/placemaking
Studio Classes – making and doing, (co-, re-)creating, practitioner informed reflection
Educational visits – to sites that are not pre-determined but emerge organically as part 
of the learning
Walking tours – whether mapping, wandering, exploring, with and without 
commentaries, generating pathways through attention to built and natural environments 
Curating and convening – putting collaging into practice
Encounters – on and offline, but always responsive, attentive, with care
Reflection and Further Learning

In brief, the components of a humanities-based general education for the mid 

twenty-first century should provide learners (including teachers) with spaces, activities 

and projects that challenge assumptions and seek new lessons, rather than reassure or 

comfort, encourage connection with rather than alienation from nature, each other, 

ourselves. A general education informed by the humanities in the current predicament 

ought to be taken seriously as an invitation to learners to develop an awareness of what 

it is to be human, what it can be, what it ought not be. 

Cixin Liu, the author of the acclaimed ‘Three Body’ trilogy, which uncovers a universe 

where humanity loses its primacy, and ultimately the species, provides a good example 

of the broader perspectives that learners of the module might consider. In an earlier 

text, of Ants and Dinosaurs, he imagines earth before humans, and tells the story of 

how dinosaurs, hampered by their mass and clumsiness, collaborated with the agile ants, 

who in turn, were incapable of creative thinking. In brief, they learned together, 

drawing on their mutual strengths and forging technicities that corresponded through 

simultaneous co-working, and in doing so advanced civilisation. As the novel progresses 

though, they learn an important lesson, and that is that care has to extent not just to 

those inhabiting the planet, but crucially also to the planet that sustains life. He 

describes this mutual collaboration as follows:

As communication between the two worlds improved, the ants absorbed more and 
more knowledge and ideas from the dinosaurs, for each new scientific and 
cultural achievement could now be promptly disseminated throughout ant-kind. 
And so the critical defect in ant society – the dearth of creative thinking – was 
remedied, leading to the simultaneous rapid advancement of ant civilisation. The 
result of the dinosaur-ant alliance was that the ants became the dinosaurs’ 
dextrous hands while the dinosaurs became a wellspring of vision and innovation 
for the ants. The fusion of these budding intelligences in the late Cretaceous had 
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finally sparked a dramatic nuclear reaction. The sun of civilisation rose over the 
heart of Gondwana, dispelling the long night of evolution on Earth. (Liu, 2010, 
p.57)

 I won’t reveal the end of the novel, but let’s just say that through their neglect of the 

proto-continent of Gondwana and the Earth, the sun will finally set on their civilisation 

and a long, night ensue. The subtitle of Liu’s novel is a “cautionary tale”. Human 

learning in the Anthropocene needs urgently to pay heed to our own, and others’, fates 

if we and our planet are to co-evolve beyond the brink of catastrophe.
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