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17 September, 2008
Strengthening classical education is 

well understood to be in the European interest

Anyone who has concerned himself with the longer-term educational effects of Latin and Greek instruction, could perceive a section of the “Key Competences” paper of the European Union of 18/12/2006 almost as a purposeful preparatory framework for a plea for classical education. This is particularly applicable to the chapters on “Communication in foreign languages” and on “Social and civic competences” (L 394/14 ff.).  

My argument follows a two-step plan: In the first step, I recall crucial recommendations of both the aforementioned EU paper and other EU documents; in the second step, I attempt to demonstrate that strengthening classical education is in the interest of the recommendations cited.

A.
The capacity of young people for independent language learning 

should be promoted.

I.
Valid recommendations of the European Union:
Building on the goal of "promoting language learning" (L 394/10, number 2), the "Key Competences" paper stipulates: 


„A positive attitude involves … an interest and curiosity in languages …” (L 394/15, number 2)
The Commissioner for General and Professional Education, Culture and Multilingualism, Ján Figel’, stated in his speech in Regensburg on 20 April, 2006 on “Linguistic Diversity  in Europe” : 


„For a long time the Commission has pursued the goal of the advancement  of individual multilingualism on an ongoing basis, until all citizens have practical skills in at least two other languages in addition to their mother tongue.“

II.
The use of classical education in terms of these recommendations:

No question: If it is not successful in increasing “interest in languages”, the desirable multilingualism will not move forward decisively.  But, how will the “interest in languages” be increased? How will we get to a stage where people are prepared for and capable of learning two, three, four or more foreign languages?
First of all, here I would like to remind you of the experience that a knowledge of 
Latin makes learning further languages easier. I can report myself, from my almost twenty years of activity in a classical grammar school [Gymnasium] in Karlsruhe: the students have already been learning Latin since the age of 10 or 11 years; English instruction was introduced two years later at the latest. Many of these students developed such an interest in language learning, that while they were still at school, they (willingly!) accepted a third or fourth foreign language. More and more other schools where Latin was cultivated in a similar manner have similar reports to make, but for the most part “no fuss” is made about this. At these schools, this is regarded as normal.

Something which should be less noticeable, but certainly not less important than the language skills acquired is that these students had also thus acquired a key competence whose urgency will become even greater in the future: the ability to independently, quickly and successfully learn any other foreign languages!

How do we explain this astonishing effect? In the age of between 10 and 12 years, children live through their best learning years in multiple respects. Mental abilities which are awakened at this age need training in order to evolve in the best possible way. Inasmuch as it seems in a paradoxical way to be a downright advantage that when learning Latin, intuitive comprehension is only seldom possible: Latin “obliges” students to abandon the avenues of thinking and association which are familiar to them, in order to try to understand 

-
unfamiliar grammatical rules, 

-
unfamiliar sentence structure, 

-
unfamiliar abstract concepts, 

-
unfamiliar living conditions, and

-
unfamiliar ethics, religiousness and thought processes.

The fact that students also often struggle with translation from Latin is connected with this, as, in this endeavour, they must repeatedly run through the process of putting forward, checking and correcting their own presumptions (hypotheses) which is important for education. A productive effort also resides in the fact that, for the most part, the accurately fitting expression must be sought in connection with this process – valuable training in the use of their native language and/or the language of their country. 

It is statistically documented that Latin can be a particularly effective training programme for mental abilities. This is also valid for average talent. 

This training is most effective for the establishment of a lifelong inclination for language learning at this age level, if it is already connected with new language training: Whereas in Latin (and Greek) more emphasis is placed on reflection, instruction in a new language aims at comprehension of not just the written but also the oral form of the language involved and at the ability to express oneself orally and in writing in this language.  In this context, the word “communication” is used mainly. Both of these kinds of training, the “classical” and the “modern”, cannot replace each other; they complement each other. European educational policy should consistently foster their connection already at the age from 10 to 12 years old – in the interest of the foreign language competence of its citizens.
The arguments for Latin which have been stated up until now are valid with respect to learning any foreign languages. I should not fail to mention that Latin, therefore, also makes learning many European languages easier, because they either originated from Latin or, were strongly affected by Latin at least in their historical development: 

We know that nine European languages originate directly from Latin, including French, Italian and Spanish. Learning these "Romance" languages is certainly greatly accelerated by Latin. In order to understand them historically, Latin is indispensable. – Latin also helps to make learning English easier. Although English is a Germanic language, the proportion of Latin words in sophisticated written English is approximately 60 percent!

In light of the extraordinary importance of Latin for the building of foreign language competence, it is astonishing that Latin plays virtually no role in the educational policy papers of the EU. I have only limited knowledge of the state of the discussion on the European level. I have followed the debate more closely only in Germany. In that context, sometimes a consideration against Latin is presented which seems to be legitimate at first: It is desirable that students learn at least two modern foreign languages. If students were to choose Latin as the first or second foreign language, often there would no longer be any room left for the second foreign language. Students would then sit the university entrance [Abitur] examination with only one modern foreign language. 

In my opinion, this line of argument needs to be corrected: Advocates of a historically grounded European education support the desire that students following the advanced educational course learn at least two modern foreign languages as well as Latin. For students who are mastering Latin, this does not constitute an excessive demand, for the most part.

Therefore, we are requesting that school administrations all over Europe already offer more young people the possibility of learning at least two modern foreign languages in addition to Latin at school. This would certainly be a wise consequence of the multilingualism which is being promoted for Europe. 

B.
The knowledge, interest and understanding which are necessary for 

“civic competence” should be promoted.

I.
Valid recommendations of the European Union:
Items which are named as essential for social competence and civic competence in the “Key Competences” paper include the following:

„Civic competence is based on knowledge of the concepts of democracy, justice, equality, citizenship, and civil rights.“  (L 394/17, number 6 B)

„knowledge of … the main events and trends in national, European and world history “ (L 394/17, number 6 B)


„Individuals should … be prepared … to overcome prejudices …”   (L 394/17, number 6 A) 

„… appreciation and understanding of differences between value systems of different religious and ethnic groups lay foundations for a positive attitude. “  (L 394/17, number 6 B)

„Individuals should have an interest in … intercultural communication and should value diversity and respect others … “  (L 394/17, number 6 A)

„Understanding … how national cultural identity interacts with the European identity …“ (L 394/17  number 6 A)
II.
The use of classical education in terms of these recommendations:

1. „Civic competence is based on knowledge of the concepts of democracy, justice, equality, citizenship, and civil rights.“  (L 394/17, number 6 B)
Anyone who is familiar with nothing else except our modern democracy, often doesn’t know how to appreciate its value. In order to be able to appreciate the value of our democracy and our civil rights, we must have tried to understand other forms of government and societies and have acquired a historical grasp of them and of the sacrifices which were made to achieve democracy and civil rights. In Greek and Latin class, students become familiar with very diverse types of societies: aristocratic rule, tyranny, grassroots democracy, military regime, (Roman) aristocratic republic and monarchic empire. Opportunities such as these to make comparisons help them to have a keener awareness of the advantages of parliamentary democracy.

2.
„knowledge of … the main events and trends in national, European and world history “ (L 394/17, number 6 B)

Freedom is the greatest value which distinguishes democracies from all other forms of government. However, how easily this value can be shattered is often overlooked. – Today, those periods in history in which democracies played a role offer instructive material for study concerning the value as well as the fragility of freedom. 

This is particularly applicable to the period of history, in which liberal democracy was put to the test for the first time: the 5th and 4th centuries B.C. in Greece. By means of the literature of that period, we can study on the one hand, how freedom made ground-breaking human heights of achievement possible but also on the other hand, how freedom, if it was abused, could cause momentous aberrations. In Greece, on the one hand, freedom facilitated the development of probably the greatest intellectual culture of all time (the invention of tragedy, comedy, rational historiography, ethics, political philosophy, science, classical dialogue, and rhetoric …). On the other hand, freedom degenerated into arbitrary justice, demagogic partisan bickering, populist foreign policy, self-destructive military undertakings inter alia and finally to the complete loss of freedom for many centuries. 

Ancient Rome also provides rich material for study about freedom as a political value. In the centuries before the disintegration of the free Roman Republic in the year 27 B.C., Cicero and Sallust, in particular, wrote of the threat of a loss of freedom and made people keenly aware of how precious freedom is and how easily we can gamble it away. – And then, after political freedom was destroyed, Tacitus, especially, described with great bitterness, what a humbling, and indeed often what a brutal effect the loss of freedom had on people. This historian’s analyses are of particular relevance today to our current situation. The French Minister of Education, demonstrated this impressively a short time ago in his book, “Tacite – ses vérités sont les nôtres”. 

In fact, European history of the 20th century also provides the opportunity for such studies. However, we must bear in mind, that the temporal proximity of the 20th century makes the formation of a really unbiased opinion about the events of that time difficult, as many of those alive today are still connected with the former players, due to being related or to a political party affiliation or in some other manner. 

Many will agree with the recommendation: In order to safeguard freedom, young people should be given an ample opportunity to discuss the possible dangers to freedom in an even-handed manner. I also hope that I showed that engagement with the ancient world would also offer far greater opportunities for this than is often assumed. 

3.
 „Individuals should … be prepared … to overcome prejudices …”   (L 394/17, number 6 A) 

„… appreciation and understanding of differences between value systems of different religious and ethnic groups lay foundations for a positive attitude. “  (L 394/17, number 6 B)
„Individuals should have an interest in … intercultural communication and should value diversity and respect others … “  (L 394/17, number 6 A)

Doubtlessly, humans have a penchant for prejudice. Good educational work is geared to moderating this tendency, at least. Reading and interpreting ancient texts gives students varied incentives over many years to become involved with foreign perspectives and mindsets. Teachers of ancient languages are aware of this and report that especially older students often have to go through a protracted training process first, before they are ready and able not to judge unfamiliar opinions prematurely (prejudice) but rather to accept them first at once and to make an effort to understand them.

Prospects of success are then greatest, if students already before puberty (undisturbed by disputes about everyday politics!) get to know and discuss fascinating, foreign customs and opinions (e.g. the eating and bathing habits of the ancient Romans and Greeks, the triumph of the Romans, sport and school for Greeks and Romans, Socrates’ teachings or those of Diogenes in the tub, inter alia). In this way, Latin and Greek instruction can succeed in developing the desirable openness to foreign convictions and the readiness to grapple with them fairly – in short: the “interest in … intercultural communication” (L 394/17, number 6 A).

4.
„Understanding … how national cultural identity interacts with the European identity … “ (L 394/17  number 6 A)  
The most important identity-creating basic values to which Europe owes its special way of life are freedom, rationality, truth and responsibility (Richard Schröder, a theologian and publicist in Berlin). In accordance with these fundamental values best European traditions reject other widespread “values”, which are incompatible to them, especially: despotism, revenge and the rigorous, collectivist concept of honour.
How do we explain that in nearly all European societies these specific European values still have validity, whereas in some other important cultures completely different moral concepts are valid? In many cases, we regard the existence of our moral concepts and their current standing as constitutional matters which are decreed by nature! In fact this is an error: intellectual/moral values are not inherited like biological traits. They must be newly acquired by each generation and by each individual person. Thus, it is the duty of educational policy to provide any possible assistance to students in their acquisition of Europe’s intellectual/moral legacy.  

For the most part, the aforementioned basic European values can be traced back to Ancient Greece. They were developed to their full extent for the first time in the 5th and 4th centuries B.C. Writers such as Herodotus, Thucydides, Plato and Aristotle, inter alia, should be mentioned here. The peculiar traits of these authors include the fact that the aforesaid basic values are not just affirmed in their declarations, but are also put into effect in their linguistic behaviour: 

-
The value of freedom moulds their linguistic behaviour, inter alia, inasmuch as these authors themselves make use of the freedom to express their opinion and at the same time grant others the freedom to a differing opinion. 

-
The value of rationality moulds their linguistic behaviour, inter alia, inasmuch as they subject themselves to the rules of rationally conducted discussion and argument. 


-
The value of truth moulds their linguistic behaviour, inter alia, inasmuch as truth for them still has a higher standing than the authority of individuals or groups. 

-
The value of responsibility moulds their linguistic behaviour, inasmuch as their work is not discernible in the service of individual or special interests, but rather in the service of a concern which is geared to the common good. 

Intellectual/moral values are handed on much more effectively by the power of exemplary behaviour than by instruction. The power of these Greek authors to mould tradition certainly is also based on the fact that they didn’t only propagate the aforesaid basic values, but also simultaneously exemplified them in their linguistic behaviour. 

The power of the Greek intellectual culture can also be recognised from the way in which it has already shown its effect in several periods of history: Not only the Romans but later on also (High) Islam and then Christian Europe owe civilising impulses to a return to Greece’s intellectual culture.

Finally, I would like to give an example, which, in my opinion, shows clearly why it is so necessary to keep the memory of the origins alive:  If a bombing takes place in some parts of the world, revenge for it is almost regularly promised or even sworn. Up to now, in Europe, such vows of vengeance have not been customary. How do we explain that? 

In Europe, there is a tradition of a resolute rejection of vengeance. This tradition stems from Greek Antiquity and was strengthened by Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. Although, at first, the Greeks also had the social duty to take revenge, important authors such as Herodotus, Thucydides, Plato and Aristotle refuse the alleged duty to take revenge and offer an incentive to recognise the vicious cycle of revenge. Plato even combats vengeance by claiming that revenge is nothing other than “wrongdoing in return”!  

The European rejection of revenge was maintained by the fact that it continued to draw new strength repeatedly from its Ancient Greek and Christian roots. Unfortunately, it is very probable that a desire for vengeance will come to prevail again in Europe, if the increasing destruction of Europe’s cultural roots is not stopped! 

As the Ancient Greek influence on our moral concepts is very great, but, for the most part, less well-known than the Roman influence, I have discussed the Greek components in more detail. Rome acted as an intermediary in many cases. However, some of our values originally date from the Roman influence: the scrupulous administration of justice, the ethic of duty and the high standing of reliability and trust (“Fides“ was even worshipped as a goddess!).

The “Key Competences” paper of the European Union rightly promotes the creation of an awareness of “the European identity” (L 394/17 number 6 A). I hope that I showed that the thorough preoccupation with the Greco-Roman intellectual culture can contribute to create an awareness of the cultural identity of Europe. 
C.

A sense of responsibility should be promoted.
I.
Valid recommendations of the European Union:
„It also includes demonstrating a sense of responsibility, as well as showing understanding of and respect for the shared values that are necessary to ensure community cohesion … “  (L 394/17, number 6 B)

„… a need to understand and use language in a positive and socially responsible manner.”  (L 394/14, number 1)

„This competence is based on … integrity.” (L 394/17, number 6 A) 

II.
The use of classical education in terms of these recommendations:

As mentioned before, people are educated mainly by means of models. In the interest of European cohesion, it is to be desired, that there are at least some common, supranational models of integrity for Europe’s youth. 

Among the old pan-European models of integrity we can distinguish two groups: the Christian models (above all Jesus and many martyrs) and the ancient Greek and Roman models, e.g. Socrates, Cicero and Seneca, who all suffered death for the sake of their convictions. Nowadays however, in many families and in many schools in Europe the power of the Christian tradition has declined; and quite a lot of young people, who belong to other religions, even reject the Christian tradition. In this respect, the ancient Greek and Roman models of integrity have gained additional importance. 

Young people must be given the opportunity to be engaged with them in depth. Europe’s educational policy bears co-responsibility for ensuring that, despite religious differences, young people in Europe will discover common role models of integrity to whom they can turn. It is the classical education that offers Christian and non-Christian young people the opportunity to study pan-European Roman and Greek models of integrity such as the aforementioned Socrates, Cicero and Seneca.
Therefore, those very school subjects, where students can be involved with these personalities should not be weakened further, but rather strengthened. 

D.

The ability for dialogue should be promoted.
I.
Valid recommendations of the European Union:
„… all forms of behaviour that equip individuals … to resolve conflict where necessary.” (L 394/16, number 6)

„Communication in foreign languages also calls for skills such as mediation and intercultural understanding.“  (L 394/14, number 2) 

II.
The use of classical education in terms of these recommendations:

Among the traits of the great Greek authors (such as Herodotus, Thucydides, Plato and Aristotle) is the fact that their linguistic behaviour is characterised by the very values whose rescue appears to be extremely urgent today: freedom, rationality, truth and responsibility (focussed on the common good). 

The Socratic/Platonic dialogue is probably the most impressive model of such linguistic behaviour. The Socratic/Platonic dialogue aims at intellectual exchange, at mediation between different points of view and at resolving conflicts by rational discussion. Its “rules” are determined by the values of rationality, freedom, truth and responsibility. 

Values are mostly conveyed by means of good examples. Anyone who thoroughly studies the Socratic/Platonic dialogues has a good chance to practise the cultural technique of dialogue in its original form. I am convinced that such training can be very useful to develop the skill of “mediation” promoted in the “Key Competences“ paper and for the ability “to resolve conflict”.

As students mainly study and deal with the Socratic/Platonic dialogues in Greek classes, all of those who bear responsibility for education in Europe should decisively work against further weakening of Greek as a subject in European curricula.

