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A Trivium for the 21st  Century

What is the Purpose of Education?
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'Elements' of society are the problem.

Individuals are at fault.

Kids need certain character traits to be successful.

Science will tell us what these traits are.

Schools can deliver results.

Character Education:
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The Two Twins of Character Education:

The Twin 'U's:

Utility and Utopia
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Latest 'Scientific Solutions' to age old 
dilemmas.

Utilitarian viewpoint - teleological - an end 
point in mind.

Create a 'desirable' utopia.

Demand you change to fit the 'utopian' 
dream.

Self Help 'Airport Books' phenomena:
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The tracts that come and go in airport 
bookstores, promising solutions to problems 
that have baffled the greatest minds, are 
symptoms of a confusion that is incurable. 
We may expect many more books that offer 
to extricate us from conflict by sprinkling the 
magic dust of science on our disorders.
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Utility:

John Cridland CBI Director-General said:
"…we must support schools and teachers 
to help develop the skills, character and 
attitudes students need to progress in life."
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"We need young people who are 
rigorous, rounded and grounded, and 
business stands ready to play its part."
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Utopia:

Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues: 
"…Students need to decide the kind of person they 
wish to become…"
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"Character education is not about promoting 
the moral ideals of a particular moral 
system. Rather, it aims at the promotion of a 
core set of universally acknowledged 
cosmopolitan virtues."
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“The most successful tyranny...is the one 
that removes the awareness of other 
possibilities.”

Harold Bloom:
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Wants to solve humanity…
Character Education:
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Character:
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Character?
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Captain Ahab:
 

All my means are sane; my motive and my object mad.
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Education comes to be seen as “not far 
from game theory, an algorithm to be 
cracked in order to get to the next level.”

William Deresiewicz:
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Character is about the journey, rather than 
the destination, about doing things for their 
intrinsic value and not for some other 
reward.

Trivium 21c:
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When man is capable of being in 
uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without 
any irritable reaching after fact & 
reason… the willingness to embrace 
uncertainty, live with mystery, and make 
peace with ambiguity.

Keats: Negative Capability
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‘The concept of negative capability is the 
ability to contemplate the world without 
the desire to try and reconcile 
contradictory aspects or fit it into closed 
and rational systems.’

Keats: Negative Capability
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John Gray:
 

Accepting the fact of unknowing 
makes possible an inner 
freedom… If you have this 
negative capability, you will not 
want a higher form of 
consciousness; your ordinary mind 
will give you all you need.

Rather than trying to impose sense 
on your life you will be content to 
let meaning come and go.
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“you don’t build a self out of thin air, by 
gazing at your navel. You build it, in part, by 
encountering the ways that others have 
done so themselves.”

William Deresiewicz:
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Sharing the same root as virtue, we also 
have 'virtuoso,' meaning someone who is 
skilled, learned…

Virtue could be seen as an active idea, 
rather than an abstract otherworldly one.

Trivium 21c:
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Oakeshott (by Jesse Norman MP):

   Education is not a technocratic process 
of creating future workers, or even a 
simple transfer of knowledge. It is an 
adventure, an initiation into what… 
Oakeshott called:                                
“the conversation of mankind”.               

   It is how we learn to be human. 

20
9/16/14



A Trivium for the 21st  Century

"liberal learning… above all else, is 
an education in imagination, an 
initiation into the art of this 
conversation…"

Oakeshott:
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Oakeshott:
 

…Culture itself is these voices 
joined… in a conversation - an 
endless unrehearsed intellectual 
adventure… in which we are not 
disconcerted by the differences or 
dismayed by the inconclusiveness 
of it all.

22



Logos:  GE Lessing 1729-1781
‘If God held enclosed in his right hand 
all truth, and in his left hand the ever 
striving for truth, although with the 
qualification that I must forever err, and 
said to me ‘choose’, I should humbly 
choose the left hand and say: “Father, 
give! Pure truth is for thee alone.”’
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Steve Jobs:

Part of what made [Apple] great was 
that the people who were working 
on it were musicians, and poets, and 
artists… who also happened to be 
the best computer scientists in the 
world…
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New Scientist 8th March 2014:
Almost all the psychologists and 
development experts contacted by the 
NS favour a school system that caters for 
a broad range of talents and interests, 
and focuses less on measures and 
targets.
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Powerful Knowledge & Creativity:
 

Bringing the voices together, with their 
constraints intact, to conquer difficulties and 
enjoy the collisions, the culture and the 
anarchy…

 
'enabling students to reflect on and move beyond 

the particulars of their experience' 

to create something new…
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Boethius & Capella’s 7 Liberal Arts:

Four Calculating Arts: Arithmetic, 
music, geometry, astronomy

Three Philological* Arts (*literary study, 
history, philosophy, linguistics): 
grammar, dialectic, rhetoric
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Why Liberal Arts?

Art is drawn from opinion, resembled 
truth and can end up with a variety of 
different outcomes, virtues, or 
meanings.

Isodore of Seville c560-636

9/16/14
28



A Trivium for the 21st  Century

Edmund Burke

Society is a contract between the living, 
the dead and the unborn:
‘Trusteeship’
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The Trivium is an Art in itself:

The Trivium, being the basis of the 
liberal arts, is open ended: 
You start with knowledge, rules and  
precepts.

Grammar
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The Trivium is an Art in itself:

You then develop your own thinking 
and ideas in collusion, collaboration, 
or conflict with the knowledge you 
are exploring.

Dialectic.
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The Trivium is an Art in itself:

You then learn to express your ideas in 
a variety of ways.

Rhetoric.
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The Trivium

Past Present Future
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Trivial Conversation:
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Knowledge: The voices from the beginning of 
time to today, through different lenses, 
attitudes, disciplines, ways of seeing - in 
poetry and prose…

Investigating, thinking, accepting, rejecting, 
adapting

Making, communicating, adding to the 
conversation through time…



Steve Jobs:
It comes down to trying to expose 

yourself to the 
best things that humans have done 
and then try to bring those things into 

what you’re doing…
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Matthew Arnold:
 

Culture… is a study of perfection
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Passing On The Baton
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Motto:
St. Saviour’s & St. Olave’s School:

Heirs of the Past,
Children of the Present,
Makers of the Future.
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Philosopher Kids?
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I like to think that when 
a child leaves school 
they are like a 
philosopher kid, not 
fully formed but with 
the wherewithal to 
flourish in whatever 
they choose to do.       
Trivium 21c
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Philosopher Kid
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Turning outwards:

schools are about 
opening up the 
possibility of 
experience
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Philosopher Kid
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Not the human being 
but
the human becoming.
The Human forever 
becoming…
No arrival. 
Just adventure: 
out in the Agora.
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Martin Robinson
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