Excerpts from The Appreciation of Human Worth

by Everett Dean Martin

(from The Meaning of a Liberal Education, 1926)


I am not one of those who believe that education may be achieved without effort.  But study is not work only, it is also a form of enjoyment.  There are many things which it is a delight to know, not because such knowledge is useful or is required for a passing grade, but because it is an aid to the appreciation of value.  It is fun.


There are people who attend concerts from a sense of duty, striving thereby to improve their souls, but it is possible to listen to music with no other motive than the wish to enjoy it.  It is the person who enjoys music who in the end becomes the discriminating listener.  The same is true of the reading of books.  William James once said the classics are necessary to education because knowledge of them makes us "connoisseurs of human excellence."  Literature has a charm which is often lost when it is made "required reading."


An intelligent boy of seventeen who was having difficulty with his school work recently said to me, "I think it is because I really am not interested, and the things I wish to know they do not teach in our school because the colleges will not give credit for them."  When I asked him what study would interest him, he replied that he thought he would like to try philosophy and requested me to suggest a good book for a beginner, declaring that he intended to take up this study in addition to his school work.


I have no doubt that had he made this request of one of his instructors he would have been told that he had better spend his time preparing his lessons.  But I took a chance that his interest might be genuine, and told him that I thought he would find Plato's Republic a good introduction to Philosophy, and suggested that he read the first four books.  During the previous semester he had been permitted to drop one of his courses because reading was "too great a strain upon his eyes."  When I next saw the boy I inquired how he had go on with the Republic.  He said, "Why, I found it so exciting that I did not stop at the end of the first four books, but read all ten."  When I asked him what he found interesting in the dialogues, he said, "I do not understand many of the conclusions they reached, but I enjoyed listening in on those conversations.  They are so logical, and I liked the way Socrates leads the others along, springs surprises on them, and makes them see what they mean by what they say.  I begin to see what the difference is between thinking and just talking--and many passages were beautiful also."  For the first time in his life, he had realized that the pursuit of knowledge could be an interesting adventure.  Moreover, his parents told me that he had shown improvement in his regular studies.


When the ancients said that knowledge is knowledge of the good, they meant in part that with the increase of knowledge comes better discrimination.  If education is for anything it is that we learn to choose the good.  By the "good" I do not mean good in general, or good as an abstraction of philosophical discourse, nor the conventionally good.  I mean any excellence whatsoever.  In order to see and appreciate excellence, you must yourself have struggled for it.  He who has never striven to surpass himself, surrounds himself with the shoddy, the second-rate, the cheap.  In matters of taste, of sentiment, of good workmanship, he cannot distinguish between that which is genuine and that which is imitation.

1) What is the main message of these excerpts?

2) Can students achieve if they are never challenged?  Explain.

