
The
Thin

Tweed
Line
A Lecture Series on the History of the 

Modern University



Sponsored by

The William O. Douglas 
Honors College at 

Central Washington 
University



The University

The development of the university is one
of the key factors that would lead to the
enlightenment, technological, and
information revolutions.

-Steve Jackson, 2001



Not a Business
The University has its own history of
development.  The modern university is
not a dysfunctional wreck in urgent need
of reform by business, military, or political
leaders, but an organization built from 
trial and error that create colleges and 
universities that survive hundreds of years.



Understanding
To truly understand the university 
requires an understanding of the 
culture that created it, and the forces 
that tested the university, as well as 
understand the models and systems 
that were tried, found wanting, and 
discarded.



Lecture One: A Tale of Two Teachers

Socrates and Jesus
By 
Steve Jackson, Danielle Brandli, 
 Jazmyne Sturgeon, Logan Dearinger
Jordan Vidmore, and Lyndsey Burkette

http://www.linkedin.com/in/snjackson
http://www.linkedin.com/in/snjackson


Thesis
Western culture and the western 
educational system that supported the 
enlighten and scientific revolutions can 
be traced to two major cultural inputs.  
the Judeo-Christian ethical system 
exemplified by Jesus of Nazareth, and 
the system of rational inquiry 
exemplified by Socrates of Athens.



Socrates
(469 BCE to 399 BCE)

Socrates of Athens was a controversial teacher during 
Athen’s golden age.  His followers would found a system 
of philosophical thought that would have a profound 
effect on the Mediterranean society.  



Jesus
(~4 BCE to ~33 CE)

Jesus of Nazareth was a Galilean 
Rabi whose human-centered 
teaching and emphasis of ethical 
behavior leading to rewards in an 
afterlife resulted in a strong 
Jewish and later gentile 
following.



Historical Understandings

Neither Jesus nor Socrates
wrote their ideas down.  
Our understanding of each
person comes from the memory 
of people that knew them, 
or had second hand
information on them.



Mythical Understandings

In a historical context, it is important to
understand how the people who followed

Jesus and Socrates after their deaths
understood their message and lives, even

when that understanding is mythical.



Historical Analysis
It is also important to try and 
understand the historical human as 
well as they mythical cultural figure.  
This understanding can only be 
achieved by using tools of historical 
analysis.



Standards of Evidence
Canonical Preservation

Criterion of 
Embarrassment

Confluence of Facts

Primacy of Sources

Overt Agenda

Lex parsimoniae



Canonical Preservation
Theory that understanding of historical 
figures is based on the existence of canonical 
works.  Canonical works survive the 
winnowing process of history better that 
works that do not enter an official canon.  
Canonical works are often political 
interpretations of ideas and events.



Criterion of Embarrassment
When histories contain inconvenient or 
embarrassing facts the are counter to the 
best interests of the writer, it is likely these 
facts are true.  For example, both the charges 
against Socrates and the fact that Jesus was 
crucified as a common criminal are 
“embarrassing facts” and more likely true.



Confluence of Facts
When multiple sources with different providence 
or that use different methods of demonstrating 
validity agree, then it is more likely that the 
sources are correct.  Single sources of 
information are more likely to be inaccurate 
(although they may still be accurate).  For 
example, nearly every source lists crucifixion as 
the cause of Jesus’s death.  This is a more reliable 
assumption that any other theory.



Primacy of Sources
Sources that are closer in time and space to 
the events they describe are more likely to be 
accurate than sources that are later in time or 
farther away in space.  For example, the 
Gospel of Mark, written around 70 C.E., is 
likely more accurate than the Gospel of 
John, written around 90 C.E.



Overt Agenda

Sources with an obvious overt agenda may 
reflect the bias of the author rather than the 
subject they are reporting on.  Many texts are 
re-written or originated to make the historical 
figure serve as a champion of a particular way 
of thinking. 



lex parsimoniae
Ockham's razor.  When given a range of 
possibilities, the simplest explanation is 
the best.  You hear a large group of 
equines passing your window.  It is easier 
to assume they are horses until some 
evidence leads you to believe they are 
actually zebras.



Meta-analysis

Meta-analysis is the use of
a wide range of tools to build a 
plausible scenario in which to 
understand a historical figure.



The Greeks



Greek Literacy
Greeks were literate as early as the 28th 
Century B.C.E., but a series of invasions and 
natural disasters caused a “dark age” between 
the 12th and the 8th Century.

Greece was in any case never a major center of 
agriculture, and its lands were of limited 
fertility.



The Athenian Democracy
• Cleisthenes instituted the Demokratia in 508 BC
• Created the Council of Five-Hundred which gave              
citizens an active role
• Pericles breaks up the Council in 460 BC
• Under Pericles democracy meant equality of justice 
and opportunity
• Turned to an aristocracy by 430 BC 
• Democratic debate about war



The Life of Socrates
• Born in Athens May 468 BC
• Father Sophroniscus
• Mother Phainarete
• Wife Xanthippe, 3 Sons
• Pupil of Archelaus
• Pupils: Alcibiades, Critias, Charmides, 
Euclid, Aristippus, Antithenes, Xenophon, and 
Plato



Socrates as a Philosopher and Educator

• Psyche: superiority of the soul, “know thyself”
• Virtue: the knowledge of “goodness”
• Knowledge: good vs. evil
• The Socratic Method: “extorting a common truth 
from the loose and contradictory statements of 
different individuals”
• Questioning: finding faults in arguments
• Teaching techniques: do not tell what is good, guide 
pupil to see what is evil



The Peloponnesian War and Socrates’ Trial

• 431 BC- 404 BC, ends with the Thirty 
Tyrants in power
• 403 BC democracy regains power
• Events of the war lead to Socrates’ trial
• Metelus accuses Socrates of corrupting 
the youth
• Socrates is convicted by a margin of 30 
votes



Socrates’ Death 
in The Apology and The Crito

• Crito tells Socrates to escape
• Socrates stays in jail because it is the just 
thing to do
• Death by hemlock poison in 399 BC



Socrates’ Student Plato
• First person to continue Socrates works
• Took it in a scholastic direction
• Claimed no originality for his ideas
• All credit given to Socrates and Pythagoras
• “Plato held that the Ideas, the Forms of things, 
are self-existent, and not dependent upon the 
ever-changing objects of the senses. The 
noumenon, according to Plato, is the real, the 
phenomenon only appearance.”



Plato’s Student Aristotle
• Criticized Plato’s views and works on Socrates
• Took a more dynamic direction
• Depended on logical speculation for development of 
theories
• Went back to Socrates and took it in a different direction
• “Considering that there is nothing in the mind which is not 
first an image acquired through the senses, he taught that 
mind itself is only the potential power to think. All objects of 
thought are sensuous.”



The Hebrews



The Land of Canaan
The Jews were originally a Semitic speaking Canaanite 
peoples living in walled cities in the Middle East.  The 
early Hebrews were polytheistic, worshipping El, Baal, 
Yhwh, and Acerai who likely centered their religion on 
their holy temple and its sanctuaries. The lands of 
Canaan were not highly fertile compared to the 
centers of agriculture in Egypt and Mesopotamia, and 
the Jews were relatively poor. 



Nebuchadnezzar
In 586 B.C.E the Jewish temple was 
destroyed by the Babylonians under 
Nebuchadnezzar and their ruling class was 
taken into exile.  The Jews taken into exile 
met a religion of the masses called 
Zoroastrianism, and adopted a common 
language of Mesopotamia, Aramaic. 



Cyrus
In B.C.E 538 the Persians took over the former 
Babylonian lands under Cyrus the Great and 
allowed the exiled Jews to return to Canaan.  
These Jews, under the influence of 
Zoroastrianism, had adopted dualism, the 
concept of eternal punishment or reward, 
monotheism, and the religious concept of a 
chosen people with a set destiny.



Alexander the Great
In 334 B.C.E Alexander the Great defeated the 
Persians and took over Canaan.  Seleucus and his 
descendants tried to actively convert the Jews to 
Greek orthodoxy, but failed, causing a war in 166 
B.C.E that resulted in a century of Jewish 
independence.  The Jews lost this independence 
in 66 B.C.E to Pompey the Great, but had a rocky 
relationship with the Roman Empire.



Jesus of Nazareth
The historical Jesus was a Hebraic teacher (Rabbi) 
active in the first half of the first century common era. 
He was born between 4 BCE (the death of Herod the 
Great) and 6 CE (the Census of Quirinius) in Nazareth.  
He probably spoke Aramaic, was literate, and was 
trained as a common laborer. Their is difficulty pinning 
down historical information about his early years comes 
from his place as a member of the lower orders of 
society.



The Life of Jesus
Between 27 C.E. and 35 C.E. Jesus recruited 
a group of working class followers presented 
a new interpretation of Jewish post-exilic 
philosophy.  His teachings consisted of an 
acceptance of an afterlife, and the 
requirement of moral living (based on 
treatment of others and self) to meet the 
requirements of entry into the afterlife.



The Results

The message of Jesus caused a backlash among 
Roman authorities, who arrested and killed Jesus 
during Jewish Passover in 29 - 36 C.E.  The 
followers of Jesus formed a mystery religion based 
on the purported resurrection of Jesus, spreading 
the Christian sect of Judaism through out the 
Roman Empire, eventually splitting from Judaism.



The Spread of Christianity
After the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 C.E. 
Christianity spread rapidly despite oppression.  
Constantine's declaration of religious freedom in the 
Edict if Milan was a major step leading to the rise of 
Christianity as the majority religion of the empire.  
Jovian, Constantine’s heir, would be the last “pagan” 
Emperor.  The Roman Empire would act as a conduit 
of Christian thinking until its final fall in 1453 C.E.


