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W HAT follows is a descriution of a St. Tohn’s 
Seminar. 

L I 

A book or a part of it is to be discussed; about twenty 
students (usually fewer and seldom more) sit around a 
table, and two tutors have to act as moderators of the 
discussion. The students are supposed to have read the 
book or the assigned part of it before coming to the 
seminar. Some have done that well and thoroughly, some 
not well and superficially; it may even happen that a 
student has not read the book at all. One of the tutors 
begins the discussion by raising a question, directly re- 
lated to what is said in the book. Sometimes a silence 
ensues before a student chooses to answer the question; 
sometimes the answer follows the question immediately. 
This answer may provoke a comment or a refutation or a 
new question coming from students or tutors. Thus an 
exchange of opinions develops, which can be animated, 
even heated, or calm and slow. Quite a few students 
participate in this exchange, while some remain silent. 

What happens while this exchange goes on? Many 
things. What the book is about may be clarified to some 
extent. How its content is connected with the content 
of other books may be discovered, weighed or subtly 
suggested. But more important things do occur. A student 
might find his most cherished thought elucidated or his 

* Paper prepared for the 2i5th Anniversary Colloquium at St. John’s 
College in Annapolis, Friday, October 15, 1971. 

rr.gst hurcjecsnme q~e:tio~ p~.:v,~ere< i:l thp bc~ct!:; ~~9.8. this 
gives him the opportunity to bring about a discussion of 
this favorite theme of his, which turns the seminar away 
from the book altogether. And yet, what is then being 
discussed may be something more fundamental for the 
understanding of one’s world and one’s life. Or, on the 
contrary, a student may see for the first time that some- 
thing he had always accepted is actually highly doubtful. 
A sentence, even a single word, uttered by one of the 
participants in the discussion, may open to him a new 
vista, may challenge his deepest convictions, may aggra- 
vate the awareness of his ignorance. 

It is thus that learning takes place, not in the sense 
that the students are being “informed” about opinions 
and doctrines uttered in the books, about events and facts 
mentioned in them, about plots and stories presented and 
narrated. What .is achieved is rather an expansion of the 
intellectual horizon, a fostering of understanding, a demo- 
lition of false assumptions. This may not happen at all 
in any one seminar or even in a series of seminars; but 
it is likely to happen after a while, which means that only 
a steady continuation of the seminars through a lengthy 
period of time makes the seminar exercises fruitful and 
beneficial. 

1 wo fundamental rules determine the discussion. 
As the College catalogue puts it: “every opinion must be 
heard and explored, however sharp the clash of opinions 
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