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n this lovely book, Zena Hitz underscores the importance of person-to-
person learning, as contrasted with the non-relationship of a university 
professor teaching to hundreds of students facts to be parroted.1 I think 

that this is likely to resonate with many readers, especially those who have 
had the privilege of experiencing person-to-person learning and know what 
students who go through a more factory-like experience are missing. One 
thing was not clear to me though: is person-to-person learning ultimately 
valuable because it is the best way to teach or because the participants in 
such an interaction are less alone because of it? The answer to this question 
might become clearer if we could answer another: why exactly is person-to-
person learning more effective? Even if we acknowledge the disadvantages 
of having too many students at once, isn’t it possible for a single motivated 
person to hole up in their bedroom without a teacher and to read vora-
ciously? To read well and to understand?2 Hitz offers us examples of people 
who did just that and found, in different kinds of isolation, an escape from 
distractions that enabled them to learn more effectively, sometimes making 
important breakthroughs in research.3 

I would like to offer a possible explanation for why person-to-person 
learning gives us something that we can’t get in isolation, by means of a de-
tour through another book that I thought about as I read Hitz: The Guide of 
the Perplexed. I started reading this masterpiece of medieval philosophy 
just a few years after I finished at St. John’s College (where I was Hitz’s 
classmate). The Guide opens with an epistle from Maimonides to a student, 
in which the Instructive Master recounts their experience studying together 
and says that he is composing the book for the benefit of this student and 
those like him.4 For some reason, my first association when I read that letter 
was the famous passage from W.E.B. Du Bois that Hitz discusses in her book 
(“I sit with Shakespeare and he winces not…”).5 Perhaps I flattered myself 
that Maimonides was thinking of someone like me, and thus speaking to me 
indirectly, like Du Bois’s imagined conversation with Shakespeare. 

Maimonides may be writing in the form of an address to a single stu-
dent out of respect for a rabbinic injunction that a scholar restrict teaching 
of certain subjects to small groups of students: “It is not permitted to ex-
pound upon forbidden relations in the presence of three, nor upon the ac-
count of the creation in the presence of two, nor upon the account of the 
chariot in the presence of one, unless he be wise and understand by his own 
faculty.”6 Consistent with his general claim that the ancient Jewish commu-
nity possessed all the same sciences as the ancient Greeks,7 Maimonides 
identifies the aforementioned account of creation with the Aristotelian sci-
ence of physics and the account of the chariot (i.e. the vision of Ezekiel) with 
the Aristotelian science of metaphysics. There is also the third secretive 
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discipline mentioned in that dictum over which Maimonides skips: “forbid-
den relations” (ʿarayōt), the teaching of which is prohibited in the presence 
of three or more students.8 It is sometimes argued that such omissions on 
the part of Maimonides are more significant than the things that he says 
explicitly,9 and so we are left to wonder which Aristotelian science corre-
sponds to the teaching of forbidden relations. One possibility is the science 
of ethics, which takes as its subject the “commonly accepted notions” 
(mašhūrāt), such as the rule that people must wear clothes, which became 
apparent to humanity only after Adam’s rebellion.10  

This hierarchy of secrecy11 (“forbidden relations” = ethics[?], which 
can be taught to two students; “the account of creation” = physics, which 
can be taught to one student; “the account of the chariot” = metaphysics, 
which cannot be taught to any student unless the student is self-sufficient; 
or if we label them according to the number of participants including the 
teacher: 3, 2, 1) calls to mind a different classification of three Aristotelian 
sciences, which were stacked up by medieval philosophers in a similar way: 
rhetoric, dialectic, and demonstration. The Muslim philosopher al-Fārābī, 
whom Maimonides regarded as the definitive authority on Aristotle’s logical 
corpus, states that whereas rhetoric requires three participants (a ques-
tioner, a respondent, and a judge), dialectic requires only two people.12 And 
then Maimonides’s contemporary Averroës, in his Middle Commentary on 
Aristotle’s Topics, states that while dialectic takes place between two (a 
questioner and respondent), apodictic demonstration is conducted “be-
tween a man and himself,”13 (one person). If we combine the statements of 
al-Fārābī and Averroës, we end up with a hierarchy that mirrors the one 
found by Maimonides in the rabbis: rhetoric (three participants), dialectic 
(two participants), and demonstration (one participant). 

This new hierarchy is different from the one which Maimonides cites, 
because whereas the Mishnah gives a maximum number of participants in 
each kind of discussion, al-Fārābī and Averroës are giving minimums. 
Nonetheless, support for the possibility that Maimonides connected the two 
kinds of classification can be found in the fact that he states that the topic 
of creation does not admit of demonstration, thus making it a topic for dia-
lectic (two participants).14  

The requirement that rhetoric have a judge, in addition to the two 
disputants, reminds me of Hitz’s description of “the academic takedown,” a 
spectacle of humiliation in which one scholar publicly destroys the work of 
another (“a cutting book review, a devastating objection from the back of 
the lecture hall…”).15 In such a competition, one need not actually attain the 
truth on a given topic. It is enough if one convinces the witnesses to the 
spectacle (the “judges,” so to speak) that one is right in order to achieve the 
desired humiliation.  

Apodictic demonstration, on the other hand, aims precisely at attain-
ing the truth. Built on premises the certainty of which no one would contest, 
such as “the whole is greater than the part,” there is no reason why a person 
would not be able to do it while living alone on an island. Consider Hitz’s 
example of Einstein, working alone in a patent office where “there were no 
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hotshot professors to impress, no university administrators to placate, no 
students to whom he had to justify his existence.”16 Disengaged from these 
“judges,” he was able to consider the workings of the universe in purity.   

And then dialectic uses “commonly accepted” premises that are not 
certain but are accepted by most people. The measure of such a premise’s 
acceptability, Maimonides says, is the degree to which it has been embraced 
by different nations.17 An investigation based on such a standard could not 
be conducted by an isolated person on an island, cut off from society; and 
therefore the condition that there be two participants for dialectic makes 
sense.    

But then wouldn’t demonstration be preferable to dialectic in any 
topic in which it was possible to use it? Demonstration works from certainty 
to achieve more certainty, whereas dialectic arguably works from folk wis-
dom to produce more folk wisdom.18 I think that the advantage of dialectic 
may stem from the limitations of demonstration. The premises on which 
demonstration builds seem certain to us, but maybe they are just quirks of 
our human brains.19 The closest that we come to proof that whatever is hap-
pening in our heads corresponds to external reality is the semi-democratic 
give and take of a conversation, in which any progress depends at least on 
the tentative acceptance of one speaker’s premises by their partner. Even if 
this does not guarantee that their inner world is like the outer world, it at 
minimum places them together in a shared world. And so I am brought back 
to the questions that I raised initially about Hitz’s book. Person-to-person 
learning (or “dialectic”) would seem to be effective because it requires a per-
son not to be alone in their thoughts. One need not decide whether it is val-
uable because it is effective or because it makes people less lonely: it is ef-
fective by virtue of making people less alone.  
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