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Foreword
This report was originally written in Swedish in 2001. It is the outcome of a
study of one specific Swedish liberal studies initiative at university level. Since
international readers have shown an interest in the report we dicided in 2002
to translate it into English. The main point of the report is the way in which it
makes the reader explicitly aware, on the basis of individual cases, of the important links between the concept of liberal studies, the quality of programmes and student learning in higher education.
The justification behind the decision to evaluate this particular initiative
at the Jönköping International Business School is that it is, to the best of our
knowledge, unique in Sweden both in being a required element in a vocationally oriented educational programme and also because of its length – a total
of eight semesters. In addition we considered it important to see whether the
unanimously positive appraisals and attention which the initiative has received in the media in recent years were merited. It seemed natural to centre the
evaluation upon the experiences of the students in view of the fact that it is the
students’ lives that this liberal studies course is presumed to enrich in various
ways. We are well aware that other praiseworthy liberal studies initiatives can
be found in higher education in Sweden. One natural extension of this study
of the Jönköping International Business School course would be a survey of
other examples. A project of this kind was launched in 2001/2002 and other
good examples are presented in a report called Bildning i svensk högre utbildning [Liberal education in Swedish higher education].
There is a lot more that can be said about the concept of liberal studies
than is to be found in this report. The concept is a complex one and far from
easy to delineate and define. Even so we are not afraid to claim that it comprises dimensions that are becoming more and more important in an information and knowledge based society. In using the term knowledge based society
we are referring to the enormous production of knowledge, which emanates
from the universities and higher education institutions and from high tech
science based industry as well and which is changing our lives more rapidly
than we have ever experienced and to an extent that we can scarcely surmise.
The major investments in higher education and research that have been and
will go on being made not only in Sweden but in most of the industrialised
countries is linked to the firm, widespread belief about their significance for
the economic growth of our societies. New products and new prosperous
enterprises are the expected result and they in their turn can guarantee continued development of our welfare. The needs of the labour market have been
given a prominent position. Priority has been given to the research and the
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programmes that can be expected to of the greatest benefit for the economy
and the labour market.
The increasing fragmentation of our cognitive maps is undeniably the inevitable price that must be paid for the leading role played by knowledge in
today’s society. Our thoughts may sometimes turn to Albert Einstein’s remark
when asked during an interview at the end of his life what he had wanted to
achieve with the revolutionary knowledge he had created. His response was: “I
wanted to understand God’s thinking; the rest is merely detail!” If his answer
is interpreted to mean “understand the broader context”, we can begin to
wonder who is undertaking this project today, when detail seems increasingly
to be taking over in the production of knowledge. Do specialisation and fragmentation, cost-benefit analysis and vocational focus mean that the idea of
a good general education has been abandoned and the holistic ideal ignored
in higher education today? The risk exists and should definitely be examined
closely. In our opinion, the question of what is and what should be the primary
purpose of higher education in Sweden needs to be brought out into the open
and discussed to a considerably greater extent that is now the case.
Section 9 of the Swedish Higher Education Act 2001/02 lays down that
“Undergraduate education shall, in addition to knowledge and skills, provide the
student with a capability of independent and critical judgment, an ability independently to solve problems and an ability to follow the development of knowledge,
within the field covered by the education.” The final proviso is interesting in this
context : “…within the field covered by the education.” This is clearly a constraint, one that makes it legitimate to remain strictly within the framework of
a specific educational programme. Given the expansion of knowledge taking
place today, it is felt to be difficult enough in the time available to cover what is
required within a discipline or a vocational orientation. Often little scope can
be seen for retrospective elements or excursions to other disciplines, attempts
to place their knowledge in a wider context or to enable students to reflect critically, in the true meaning of the word, on what they are learning.
One important educational task for higher education is, in our opinion,
to create conditions that allow students to develop their thinking and their
beliefs about phenomena and themes that are central to their own lives, not
merely in the practice of their future vocations but also as active citizens.
It would be unreasonable to believe that it will be easy to achieve consensus
on a uniform definition of what to regard as central – what abilities, disciplines, knowledge or cultural heritage will be important for Swedish students of
today and tomorrow. Neither can standardisation or uniformity be recommended. But it is extremely important to give more prominence to discussion
of this kind of content, not least in view of the changes that the upper-secondary school syllabus has undergone recently and also the heterogeneity of the
today’s student population compared with previous generations.
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Obviously it is important to stimulate discussion of the primary purpose of
higher education, to evaluate and disseminate results from interesting projects
that are under way, to offer examples of good practice and to encourage the
creation of favourable conditions for and the removal of obstacles to a good
general education. For this reason the National Agency for Higher Education
intends to pursue such activities with continued intensity.
Stockholm, February 2003
Sigbrit Franke
University Chancellor
Karin Agélii
Project manager
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Summary
Within the framework of the four-year programme in commercial law at the
Jönköping International Business School, Assistant Professor Leif Alsheimer
is offering a course of an unusual kind that is intended to provide students
with a broader basis of education. This report describes and assesses this liberal studies initiative.
The National Agency’s study reveals that this liberal studies workshop, or
core curriculum course as it is called, functions well in its context and is a popular concept with the students. It clearly fulfils its primary objective, which
is to ensure that the students understand the importance of respecting and
caring about other individuals, democratic principles and the rule of law.1
Interviews with students on the programme in commercial law have also
made it clear that they themselves consider that the contents and organisation
of the course present them with an intellectual challenge and extend the programme in economics and law to embrace aspects of history, philosophy, political science and government. The liberal studies element also gives students
greater empathic capacity, hones their ability to perceive historical processes
and deepens their understanding of other cultural, religious, economic and
political groupings in the world around them. The students also state that
the course stimulates their desire and ability to reflect on various social phenomena and to analyse them critically and challenge them. In addition their
ability to express themselves in speech and writing develops.
Some very rare comments that have come to light during the evaluation are
that a few students felt that they lacked time for reflection and reading, that
the examinations lacked meaningfulness and some also felt a sense of inferiority that found expression, for instance, in an unwillingness to participate in
discussions during the seminars. However these comments do not take away
the general positive attitude of the twelve interviewed students.
What the core curriculum course means in concrete terms for students on
the commercial law programme is that they have to read and discuss around
120 additional books and texts that in various ways reflect the core content of
the workshops as mentioned above: the importance of respect for individuals,
democracy and the rule of law. The students are also offered the opportunity

1. The rule of law is a concept that emerged in German jurisprudence during the second half
of the 19th century and which has become an important social ideal in the west. The rule
of law implies that in exercising its powers, in particular with respect to individuals, a state
is subject to judicial norms both concerning the premises on which its acts are based and
in their actual execution. The concept is normally taken to include the principle that an
individual may challenge the legality of the state’s actions in a court of law or some other
autonomous legal tribunal.
http://www.ne.se/jsp/search/article.jsp?i_art_id=297666 The Swedish National
Encyclopaedia June 18 2001.
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to participate in a number of seminars led by Leif Alsheimer, the creator and
driving force behind the concept. There is also a written examination each
term where students express their views on the issues linked to the liberal
studies theme. The core curriculum is an obligatory course, although no university creditpoints are awarded for participation2. The students interviewed
see nothing wrong in requiring the course, as they believe it provides them
with insights and abilities that will enrich both their private lives and their
future professional activities. They also believe that it would be difficult to
arrange on their own initiative the kind of “liberal education” provided by
the course.
The National Agency’s description and evaluation of this course is based
mainly on interviews with students and discussions with Leif Alsheimer.
Evaluative descriptions of the premises on which the course is based, the
realization process and its results are interwoven in the text with illustrative
quotations from the interviews. In addition to an evaluative description of the
liberal studies workshops, the report also contains an introduction written by
the University Chancellor, Sigbrit Franke, and Karin Agélii, project manager,
a presentation of the background to this study, its purpose and organisation,
as well as a section introducing the concept of liberal studies. The report concludes with a section in which future developments are discussed.

2. In Sweden all undergraduate education is provided in the form of courses measured in
academic creditpoints. A Masters degree, which in Sweden is an undergraduate degree, is
for example provided after studies totalling at least 160 credits (the equivalent of four years´
full-time study). A Bachelors degree is obtained after studies totalling at least 120 credits
(the equivalent of three years full-time study).
It is possible for students in Sweden to obtain state support to finance their studies in
higher education. This support consists of study grants and study loans in combination.
To receive study support over a period of years, students must pursue their studies with a
certain rate of success/get a certain amount of academic credits.
The Core curriculum course is obligatory within the Jönköping Commercial Law
Programme since the students will not get their Bachelor/Master Certificate if they ignore
the course and/or fail completely in taking the tests. Since the course does not give any
academic creditpoints it does not however influence the possibilities for students to receive
their state financial support.
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Background

Historical aspects of liberal studies
The roots of liberal education in Greece and Rome

In her book Cultivating Humanity (1998) Martha C. Nussbaum goes more
than two millennia back in time to ascribe the historical links of the concept
of liberal education. Nussbaum presents Socrates, often described as the first
real philosopher, as a thinker with a completely different attitude to knowledge from his predecessors. His fundamental approach – that the truth is accessible for everyone and that everyone can contribute to the search for truth
– is often considered as the core of democracy. Those who do not think for
themselves but merely accept existing traditions will never, according to Socrates, become true citizens.
At his “academy of thinkers” Socrates provocatively asserted and applied
his point of view that the basis of true democracy is reflective, critical thought
which continually challenges established norms and customs. This led to the
death sentence pronounced against him in 399 B.C. The official charge was
that his “false teachings” had “seduced the youth of Athens” and he was put
to death.
The ancient play The Clouds, a comedy written by Aristophanes twentyfive years before Socrates swallowed the poisoned draught, provides, according to Nussbaum, some insight into contemporary opinions about Socrates’
ideas. The story of the play is based on the relationship and conflicts between
a father and his son who is a member of the academy of thinkers that advocates
Socrates’ teachings and ideals. Socrates ideals, in the opinion of the father and
the majority of contemporary Athenian citizens, have made the young men
lazy, captious and impertinent. These ideals have also rendered them totally
unfit for warfare and unwilling to defend their country in battle. From the
point of view of a contemporary audience, everything relating to the academy
constituted a threat to the traditional democratic principles that Athens embodied. The play ends with the father burning down the building in which
Socrates disciples meet and it remains unclear whether his son is one of the
victims.
In establishing the historical links of the concept of liberal education Nussbaum also refers to the Roman politician and philosopher Seneca. He was a
Stoic, a group of philosophers who found inspiration in Socrates, and also a
man of great influence. In Seneca’s day the Roman Empire was extremely multicultural and comprised people of varying cultural and geographical origin
and different religions. Seneca’s power derived mainly from his position as
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tutor and personal adviser to two emperors, Marcus Aurelius and the young
Nero. As a result he was involved in planning the course of study for young
aristocrats known as Studia liberalia. The syllabus included grammar, music
and poetry, mathematics, the natural sciences and rhetoric. These subjects
were felt to provide a core of knowledge for preparation for the role of gentleman to which the patricians of Rome then aspired, a group referred to as
liberales. The main purpose of the syllabus was to school the young men in
the cultural and political norms and traditions that obtained. It was through
studies such as these, for instance, that the basic principles of democracy could
be sustained. In a letter to one of his friends Seneca criticised the form and
content of this syllabus. The only schooling that merits the epithet “liberalis”,
Seneca wrote, is one that makes the students free, which endows them with
the capacity to assume responsibility for their own thoughts and to assess critically the norms and traditions of their own society.
A lash of the whip or mock warfare – different concepts of education

During the Middle Ages and under the influence of the teachings of Catholicism, the monastery schools and the emerging university system played a
central role in education in Europe. Swedish society during the Middle Ages
and the 16th and 17th centuries is described by Per-Johan Ödman in his
book Kontrasternas spel – en svensk mentalitets- och pedagogikhistoria [A play of
contrasts – a history of the Swedish mentality and education](1995) as a “categorised” society. People were born into a particular social category – religious,
aristocrat, merchant, yeoman, serf or in a socially more undefined group such
as jester or fiddler, and remained there for the rest of their lives. Concepts of
education were linked to these categories.
Ödman claims that there were major differences between the religious and
the aristocratic concept of education. Education for those who were to wield
secular power was different in content and in form. Religious education revolved round the Bible, Latin, Greek and the subjects hallowed by antiquity
with rhetoric and logic at their centre. As in classical Greece, this type of education was considered incompatible with strenuous physical labour. On the
other hand, the starting point for the education of the knightly aristocracy was
physical training and various martial skills. The monasteries and the growing
university system with its ecclesiastical connections spread the religious concept of education, whereas it was normal for the aristocracy and the knights to
found their own “academies”. While the contents of religious education were
“beaten into” the youths who had been singled out for this career, teaching
for the aristocrats, according to Ödman, availed itself of less physical forms
of discipline. Here it was a question of imparting an unswerving sense of the
superiority and power granted by God and fate to these scions of the nobility.
This was better achieved through competitions and games than lashings or
beatings. Ödman also speculates as to whether the rivalry and struggle for
power between the secular aristocracy and the religious world also gave rise to
12

widespread aristocratic contempt for the contents of religious education.
The education and schooling of the yeomanry in agricultural chores took
place during the Middle Ages mainly in the family, under the influence of the
Church. The concept of education for mediaeval craftsmen involved the master–apprentice relationship embodied in the guilds. The new social groups
that emerged, such as merchants and rich burghers, had their own ideas about
what education should embody, based on utility. Ödman refers to a mediaeval
Norwegian text Kungaspegeln [A Mirror for Kings] and points out:
“In this excerpt we are told that a merchant should learn every language, in
particular Latin and ‘Welsh’, a requirement if he is to trade internationally.
Moreover he has to be familiar with laws, especially the various city laws that
did, after all, regulate trade and commercial activities. As an afterthought we
are told he should learn to count. However it is emphasised that good social
and moral behaviour are even more important than knowledge and skills like
these.” (p. 42)

One reflection is that the education described here is similar in many respects
to the commercial law programme at the Jönköping International Business
School with the core-curriculum course corresponding to the importance
emphasised here of good social behaviour, moral conduct and acting as a
model citizen, combining professional and liberal education.

Renaissance ideas — back to the classics
In many parts of Europe, especially in Italy, the Renaissance razed old, established ways of teaching, placed the individual at the centre, challenged
the traditional authorities and reinvigorated the Classical ideals of education.
Going back to the sources would provide a better basis for educating individuals. In Sweden, however, war and religious controversy put a stop to attempts
to liberalise and improve the educational system. During the 16th century, the
period in which the Swedish Reformation took place, teaching at the University of Uppsala had almost come to a standstill. When it began again in the
17th century, according to Lennart Svensson in his trilogy Från bildning till
utbildning [From education to vocational training] (1978), what students were
given before they went off to serve the Church or state was a traditional general education of the kind known from classical antiquity. Neither the form
nor the content of Swedish higher education was affected in any identifiable
way by the spirit of the Enlightenment during the 18th century, even though
the breakthrough of the natural sciences during the century added another
dimension to the concept of education. The ability to use the natural sciences
to demonstrate the immensity of the creation and the truth of the Bible was
to become, according to Svensson, as important an indicator of the educated
status of university graduates as was their familiarity with Catullus or the New
Testament in Hebrew.
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Are human beings human?

Are human beings human or not? This could be said to summarise the crux
of the philosophical debate about liberal studies and education. Between the
middle of the 18th and the middle of the 19th century this question was considered and answered by a number of German philosophers.3 The gist of their
responses is that a human being is never by birth human, in the sense of being
a member of a human community, but only becomes so by virtue of education or schooling of different kinds. The belief that the fate of individuals was
determined by God or original sin was abandoned. Even the idea that social
origin or innate talents could determine an individual’s fate was challenged.
Instead the philosophers maintained that it is the innate humanity of human
beings and the prevailing cultural and historical reality that sustains them, a
precursor of the view that man is man’s creator. This is sometimes referred to
as the educational philosophy of the Enlightenment. It regards the capacity
of human beings for independent thinking, for adopting independent stances
and for independent action as of extreme importance. The aim, therefore, of
education and upbringing is to foster the development of autonomous “rational” individuals who think in ethical terms, adopt political positions and act
accordingly.
Against this background it is easy to understand that educational philosophy, jurisprudence and political philosophy go hand in hand. This is not
to say that liberal arts courses, like the Core curriculum course described and
evaluated in this report, are more suitable for programmes in law, education or
philosophy than the natural sciences or engineering. On the contrary, Assistant Professor Leif Alsheimer who is the creator and the driving force behind
the course, emphasises that it is a general course and would suit any group of
students at all.
The idea that human beings are born in a state of nature and that it is the
task of society, “cultured civilisation” to lift them above it has of course existed
since long before the 18th century. Both where upbringing and educational
activities have been concerned it is more than likely that what we would refer
to as indoctrination or strict schooling has always maintained beliefs in innate
virtues and the individual’s own capacity to distinguish between right and
wrong and the concomitant belief that it is incorrect to force-feed them with
predetermined facts and values.
“Bildung” – and German neo-humanism

The bourgeois ideal of utility, which had already appeared in the Middle
Ages primarily among the merchant classes, becomes increasingly apparent
at the end of the 18th and 19th century. This ideal was to find its strongest

3. Such as Kant, Fichte, Schleirmacher and Herbart.
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expression in the French Revolution. As a nationalistic reaction to the French
Revolution and the Napoleonic tyranny that followed, movements appeared
in German philosophy that were to be called Idealism and Neo-humanism.
Once again the watchword “ad fontes” was to send everyone back to the
sources, and the German term “Bildung” from which Swedish “bildning”
(see Liedman’s definition on page 17) derives – was minted by the 19th century philosopher Johan Gottfried Herder. Herder’s ideal of education has its
roots in the 18th century Enlightenment’s subject-oriented view of mankind
advocated by Immanuel Kant and the Judaeo-German philosopher Moses
Mendelssohn. The Enlightenment perception of human beings once again
constituted a breach with the view of learners as passive objects, empty pitchers waiting to be filled.
Sven-Eric Liedman writes in his article “In search of Isis: general education in
Germany and Sweden” (1993) that Herder urged that education should consist
of “a universal history” of the development of the world. With this as his starting point Herder outlined a programme for individual personal development
in which geological, biological, historical and individual perspectives were in
balance. The principal ingredient in Herder’s concept of education was the
belief that real learning requires unconstrained personal development that is
spontaneous and creative.
From a linguistic point of view both the German word “Bildung” and
Swedish “bildning” derive from the term “bild” – image – and the ultimate
inspiration for Herder and many others was the idea that the goal of human
beings was to become the “imago dei”, a depiction of God, a belief rooted in its
turn in Mediaeval Christian mysticism. For Herder and his contemporaries it
was not so much a question of God’s image but rather, according to Liedman,
to attain the same level as the contemporary society in order to acquire greater
resources to enable participation in shaping the future.
The educational theories of the 19th century made the dualistic nature of
learning explicit and opposed a subjective view of knowledge to an objective
one. The subjective view is that the value of knowledge depends upon the learner. From this perspective, the learning process should involve establishing a
link between something unknown and the world experienced by the learner.
An objective view of knowledge considers it to be a fi xed, unchanging mass of
values that are the same for everybody. Liedman maintains that the strength
of Herder’s educational ideal and the conception of “Bildung” with its Swedish
counterpart “bildning” was (and still is) its inclusion of both the subjective
and objective aspect of knowledge.
The Humboldtian legacy

Wilhelm von Humboldt, Minister of Culture and Education in 19th century
Prussia, based his own educational theories on Herder’s ideas and put them
into practice when he founded the University of Berlin in 1809. The Humboldtian ideal was based for instance on the removal of all vocational courses
15

from the university. The task of the university was to mould civil servants,
not by imparting actual administrative skills, but through a general education based on study of the “classical” humanities. Humboldt’s university has
had an impact on various aspects of the structure and organisation of today’s
higher education in Germany and also in Sweden. It was thanks to the Humboldtian legacy that Swedish statutes adopted in 1852 established the right
for students to choose their subjects (Lernfreiheit) and for teachers to choose
what they wanted to teach within the requirements of their discipline (Lehrfreiheit).
During the revolutionary political and structural changes that took place
in Swedish society at the end of the 19th and first half of the 20th century,
the concept of education and the role it played in higher education underwent
changes. The long-standing tradition of requiring an obligatory preparatory
degree4 was abolished. During the first decades of the 20th century, as a result
of political directives, the Humboldtian mission of Swedish higher education
was rapidly replaced by orientation towards vocational training. One powerful political force was, according to Liedman, the right-wing politician, Ernst
Trygger,5 who was the University Chancellor 1926–37.
The disciplines of natural sciences and engineering, where social benefits in
medicine and health care were soon demonstrated, rapidly gained ground in
higher education. Philosophy and the humanities, which had formerly taken
pride of place, became less popular and influential. The ethical, moral and
personal development dimension and aims that had been stressed not only in
the classical and mediaeval idea of education but also by Herder and Humboldt were considered more suitable for less advanced stages of the educational
system.

Vocationally oriented education versus liberal studies
Skills and personal development

Both Svensson and Liedman make a distinction between the concepts of
liberal and vocationally oriented education. Svensson points out that both
concepts conceive an object at which the activity is directed. The concept of
liberal education may, however, according to Svensson, contain an element of

4. Norway has retained this type of obligatory “introductory course”, however, in the form of
what is known as Examen philosophicum (Exphil) and Examen facultatum (Exfac). The
raison d’être of these courses has been the subject of discussion for many years and changes
in both their content and form have been proposed. In another of Sweden’s neighbours,
Denmark, during 2001 various types of preparatory introductory university courses have
been introduced under the name of “Studium generale”.
5. Trygger, Ernst, 1857–1843, lawyer, civil servant and politician (right wing). Prime minister
1923–24, Minister for Foreign Affairs 1928-30, Member of the Riksdag (upper chamber)
1898–1937 and leader of the right-wing group in the upper chamber 1913–33.
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self-development through ones own force, capacity and interest that cannot
be found in the concept of vocationally oriented education. Svensson claims
that liberal education is linked to identity in another way than vocationally
oriented programmes are. The latter focus more on the performance stage,
where it is important to make individuals act in specific ways or increase their
capacity to perform. Whereas liberal education is considered to apply to intellectual abilities, changes in personality and character. It is a form of nurture
and imparts conscience, norms and principles and in doing so focuses more
on knowledge and values. What is important is what one thinks. Vocationally
oriented programmes on the other hand are concerned with behaviour, skills
and performance. What is important is what one does. Non-material gains
and the sphere of interaction between humans are in the foreground in liberal
education, whereas Svensson asserts that vocationally oriented programmes
focus on material gains in professional skills.
In the article referred to earlier Liedman proffers the following modern
definition of the two concepts:
“In modern Swedish there is a fairly clear distinction between the word Utbildning (the
German Ausbildung) and Bildning, the first denoting vocational training or at least a
learning process aimed at a clearly-defined actual or practical goal. In short one became
utbildad in order to become a doctor or a lawyer, or to master Italian conversation or
shorthand. Bildning is a word which, after some years of disrepute, has now been introduced to signify a learning process which is less narrowly “useful” and where the subject’s
own learning and interests play a substantial part in discerning what is to be learned.”
(p. 90)
Liberal studies – A taboo subject

In her article Liberal education – en amerikansk modell att få inspiration av [Liberal education – an American model that can provide inspiration] University
Chancellor Sigbrit Franke points out that hitherto in discussions in Sweden
little attention has been paid to subjects such the nature of good general education, the wider mission of higher education and its social function or the
relationship between higher education and upholding democracy.
Committed voices advocating various forms of liberal studies in higher
education have not, however, been unheard in Sweden. The last reoccurrence
was in the middle of the 1980s when the National Agency’s predecessor, The
National Board of Swedish Universities and Colleges, published, for instance,
the pamphlet Bildningssyn och utbildningsreformer och behovet av bildningsmål
i gymnasium and högskola [Attitudes to liberal studies and educational reforms
and the need of liberal studies objectives in the upper-secondary school and higher
education] (1984) and Högskolans bildningsprogram – finns det? [Liberal studies
programmes in higher education – do they exist?] (1985). In the second of these,
Svante Nordin uses his article Högskolan och det nationella bildningsprogrammet [Higher education and the national liberal studies programme] to express his
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ideas about why the concept of liberal studies (bildning) and what he refers
to as the classical educational ideals have become a taboo subject in the Swedish debate on education. Nordin mentions two ideologies that have played a
significant but negative impact on liberal studies in higher education. One is
the “social justice ideology”, which depicts universities as upper class schools
and bastions of class dominated bourgeois values and ideals, and the other is
the “ideology of social functionalism and social technocracy”, which when
applied to education gives rise to quantitatively planned vocational oriented
programmes and state regulated “utilitarian” research.
Revived interest in liberal education

Today it is, however, possible to see indications that suggest there is increasing
interest in Sweden in the concept of liberal studies, their link with personal,
intellectual and ethical development and to active democratic citizenship.
Several praiseworthy concepts focusing on liberal studies, including the one
evaluated in this report, are being organised in the “arena of realisation” at
higher education institutions.
In the “arena of formulation”, in other words political bodies where policy is determined, there may also be some interest in a link between higher
education and promoting democratic citizenship. If the documents produced
for the politicians involved in shaping educational policy can be considered
representative of this arena, there are at least three fairly recent examples that
suggest growing interest. One of them is the Government Bill Vuxnas lärande
och utvecklingen av vuxenutbildning [Adult learning and the development of
adult education] (2000/01:27) and the parliamentary enquiry Nya villkor för
lärandet i den högre utbildning [New conditions for learning in higher education] (SOU 2001:13), where one of proposals made in its conclusions involves
changes in Section 9 of Chapter 1 of the Higher Education Act, which lays
down the mission for higher education.6 The European Commission’s memorandum on lifelong learning (2000) suggests that formal educational systems,
including higher education institutes, should promote personal development
to a greater extent than they do today.
In the parliamentary enquiry into new conditions for learning in higher
education referred to above, one of the references made is to the progress
report published by the Council for Higher Education Börjar grundbulten

6. The mission for higher education is: “Undergraduate education shall, in addition to
knowledge and skills, provide the students with a capability of independent and critical
judgment, an ability independently to solve problems and an ability to follow the development of knowledge, all within the field covered by the education. The education should
also develop the students’ ability to exchange information at a scientific level. Postgraduate
studies shall, in addition to what applies to undergraduate education, provide the knowledge and skills necessary to undertake independent research.” Higher Education Act (Law
1992:1434) Chapter 1, Section 9.
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rosta?”[Is the 1988 enquiry beginning to lose its edge?] (Westling, 2000). This
report asserts that the traditional view of the social mission of higher education “that it should consist of institutions that produce and supply knowledge”
(p. 55) is being increasingly challenged. The enquiry therefore claims that
the mission for higher education must be extended to “develop the students as
individuals”(ibid.) In all of the more or less politically inspired documents referred to above, it is generally maintained that changes are needed because of
the requirements of today’s labour market. The direction taken by the changes
proposed is towards the goals that have long applied to what can be called the
tradition of liberal education on which college7 programmes in the United
States are based.

7. In the USA college has been the term used for many years to refer to higher education institutions offering 4-year programmes for students coming from high school aged between
18–22. In recent years 2-year community colleges or junior colleges offering vocational
programmes mainly to adult students have rapidly increased in number. The USA’s first colleges were founded during the colonial period, as a rule on the initiative of various religious
denominations. The first, Harvard College, was founded in 1636 by the Congregationalists.
Columbia College, like Princeton, was founded in the 18th century by the Presbyterians,
and Swarthmore College by the Society of Friends. The individual states began to found
public colleges in the late 18th century but federal legislation in 1862 in the form of the
Morrill Act enabled the states to benefit from the financial support provided by land
ownership in the Middle West in particular. These land-grant colleges, as they were called,
assumed great significance in offering advanced practical instruction in agriculture and
industrial skills and soon began to stimulate development activities that were important for
their neighbourhoods. Up until the end of the 19th century, the colleges were more or less
the only institutions providing higher education in the USA. At that time, many of them
followed the German lead and began to introduce research and postgraduate programmes.
Colleges then provided the preparatory basic education for professional courses, for
doctors or lawyers for instance, and for postgraduate programmes. Just over half of the
75 per cent of each cohort that complete their high school studies then go on to college.
Enrolment is normally based on a Scholastic Aptitude Test, high school grades and teachers’
recommendations. Competition for places at the best colleges, such as Harvard, Stanford
or Chicago, or the best state universities such as Berkeley or the University of Michigan is
very intense. The private universities that charge high fees attempt to ensure a fair selection
based on talent by offering scholarships to needy applicants. Generally speaking the college
system like the postgraduate system can be seen as a market in which the institutions compete for teachers and students.
At the beginning of the 1990s in the USA there were about 3,000 colleges with or
without university status. Their quality varies greatly so that they can offer places to all
the applicants, as in the California state system. In most 4-year colleges the syllabus for
the first two years offers some form of general survey. Specialisation comes afterwards. The
best known is the liberal education syllabus introduced at Harvard in the 1940s on the
initiative of its president, James B. Conant. During the 1980s this was revised and requires
all students in each of the first two years taking the same courses in the humanities, natural
sciences and social sciences – a core curriculum. The overriding purpose is to provide
a general education. This is why many colleges are referred as liberal arts colleges. The
degrees awarded can are called either Bachelor of Arts (B.A.) or Bachelor of Science (B.Sc.).
Torsten Husén.
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Critical and traditionalist directions

In her preface to the book Alive at the Core (Nelson et al. 2000) Martha C.
Nussbaum writes:
“Most other countries of the world treat higher education as primarily a preparation for a career. Students typically study just one subject from the beginning, such as law or philosophy or chemistry. They do not get together across
disciplines in shared courses in the humanities, social sciences and natural
sciences. Higher Education in the United States, by contrast, has typically followed a different tradition. We believe that a college or university education,
while it offers specialized training in a major subject, should also offer general
preparation for life and citizenship, what has come to be called a ‘liberal education’ … ”
“ … But we have deep disagreements about what a liberal education should
do.” (p.xi)

In Nussbaum’s opinion, the Roman politician Seneca’s criticism of the
education system in ancient Rome mentioned above, presages the future
development of two ideologically opposed forms of liberal education. A “traditionalist” approach that attempts to preserve and maintain what is considered
to be valuable and good, and a “critical” approach that endeavours to appraise
prevailing circumstances and compare them with those elsewhere. For several decades a debate has been going on in the USA, sometimes described as a
cultural war, over the concept of liberal education. Martha C. Nussbaum also
expresses her own conviction that three abilities are most important, within
an educational system which, as she put it, aims at cultivating and enriching
individuals in today’s society. The first is the capacity to appraise oneself and
the traditions of one’s own society critically, the second is to regard oneself
primarily as a citizen of the world rather than someone who belongs to a specific group or religion, and the third is the ability to gain empathy and understanding of other people’s way of life and situation. All of these abilities can
be expected to have impact on students’ habitual actions and lifestyles and to
play an important role in the way in which they deal with their future, both
in the private family sphere, in their role as citizens and in their professional
conduct in working life. The method that Nussbaum advocates for training
and practising these abilities is of course modelled on the pedagogical methods of Socrates.
One aspect of liberal education in America that modern critics of the liberal education concept condemn is the widespread practice of organising
the programmes around a fi xed corpus of literary classics, or in other words
books, texts, documents, etc. that are considered to represent and account
for the most important discoveries and ideas through the ages. These classics
often include the Christian Bible, which, according to the critics, is sometimes studied without any links to its historical and religious context, such as

20

the Jewish writings from which it derives. Another aspect of liberal education
which arouses criticism is that most of the “great” literary works included in
the corpus have been written by European men. Critics imply this means that
the texts do not adopt the “politically correct” standpoint of advocating equality in every respect from the ethnic, social or gender perspective.
Some liberal arts programs in the USA use literary classics more as a means
to an end rather than an end in itself. An example is Joseph Tussman’s Experimental College Program at Berkeley in the 60s in which he used mainly
classical, but some contemporary as well, writings to illustrate “times of great
moral crises” through out history and ways in which they were dealt with
historically. This was not a course in “Great Books” as Tussman said, but he
did prefer to use “greater rather than lesser books” (Trow 1998). An ongoing
Swedish example of another use of literature to teach liberal studies is Leif
Alsheimer’s core curriculum course, where he uses literary works to explain
the importance of his core themes. It is this course which we will examine in
the next section.
The term core curriculum8 invokes the concept of organising a programme around a commonly shared core of knowledge which is considered
an important preparation for life in general or in some particular context.
Internationally, the core curriculum concept is most firmly grounded in the
college system in the USA, where today six areas of knowledge are described
as constituting “the core of undergraduate education”. These usually include
“the humanities, English, mathematics and computer science, science, social
science and the fine and performing arts. Some American colleges have arranged theses areas of education in core curriculum courses.
In organised education9 in Sweden the idea of a core curriculum has mainly
gained a foothold in the upper-secondary schools, where all pupils, irrespective of the programme they are taking, are required to study certain joint

8. The Swedish National Encyclopaedia defines core curriculum as follows: a term used
mainly in the American educational system. In schools it means either the core subjects,
especially at upper-secondary level, that all pupils should take or information taken from
different disciplines that is considered relevant for everyone, such as technological or social
information. In this second meaning it can also refer to interdisciplinary knowledge. At
college level in which there is a wide range of choice of subject and course, core curriculum
is most often used in the first meaning. For instance at Harvard core curriculum means
that for at least one year all students take courses in six prescribed disciplines, literature
and art, natural sciences, history, social analysis, foreign cultures, and moral analysis. The
skills these courses are expected to promote are the ability to write clear, effective prose,
competence in at least one foreign language and the capacity to think in quantitative terms.
In Sweden some trial core curriculum programmes have been organised at Lund University.
9. The Swedish educational system consists of the compulsory comprehensive schools, uppersecondary schools, and tertiary education at universities or higher education institutions.
There are also informal educational alternatives such as people’s high schools, adult education study circles and in-service training.
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courses in the eight core subjects10. In higher education in Sweden various core
curriculum initiatives have been initiated and concluded since the 1970s at
various places. One of them was the ambitious and carefully planned trial at
Umeå University at the end of the 1970s and the 1980s. Lund university has
also offered core curriculum activities of various kinds.

10. The eight core subjects in the upper-secondary schools (for young people) are Swedish,
Mathematics, English, Social studies, Physical Education, General Science, Religion and
Aesthetic activities.
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Case study of a liberal arts initiative in a
Swedish professional programme
General background
The process and methods

The University Chancellor’s initiative

Between November 2000 and June 2001 the Department of Evaluation at
the National Agency for Higher Education conducted a study aiming at describing and evaluating the liberal studies initiative known as Core curriculum
– en bildningsresa [Core curriculum – an educational journey] which is one of
the obligatory courses in the programme in commercial law at Jönköping International Business School. The study was initiated by the University Chancellor, Sigbrit Franke. The main reason for requesting the evaluation was the
Chancellor’s own interest and her desire to stimulate development of contents,
organisation and teaching methods in higher education. The liberal studies
initiative offered in the commercial law programme at Jönköping International Business School was interesting since it appeared to be unique in length
and in being a required course within the framework of a vocationally oriented
programme. There was also a desire to ascertain whether the unanimously
positive criticism and attention that the initiative had aroused in the media in
recent years was merited or not, as well as a general interest on behalf of the
National Agency in establishing the students’ points of view.
Karin Agélii, a member of the staff of the National Agency’s Evaluation
Department, and also a doctoral student in education at the Department of
Education at Stockholm University, has been responsible for the evaluation
together with Katherine Trow11, a clinical psychologist and research fellow at
the Centre for Studies in Higher Education at the University of California in
Berkeley. The report has been written by Karin Agélii. Dan Johansson, also a
member of the staff of the National Agency, has contributed to certain aspects
of the evaluation.
Main concerns

What does liberal studies mean in higher education in Sweden today and
what should the concept consist of? This is how the two main concerns that
overshadow this evaluation from beginning to end can be summarised. Admittedly, the example of liberal studies described and evaluated in this report

11. KatherineTrow has previously conducted evaluation studies in order to establish the impact
of what are called liberal-arts studies in the United States on the people’s lives over a period
of time. See the section on future possibilities for a more detailed description.
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functions effectively in the context of the interviewed students at the Jönköping commercial law programme. But it is definitely not a patent solution, a
complete answer to the questions posed above. The description in the report
of how a vein of liberal studies based on text study can enrich a vocationally
oriented programme and of the benefits and problems that the students feel
this gives rise to, may hopefully inspire and assist the faculty of other higher
education institutions to answer the same questions in their own way and on
their own terms.
Aims

The aims of the National Agency’s evaluation have been:
1. to present, in the form of a report, a thorough description of the liberal
studies workshops, also known as the core curriculum course, developed
and offered by Assistant Professor Leif Alsheimer as one element in the
programme in commercial law with an international focus at Jönköping
International Business School,
2. to evaluate the concept from different perspectives on the basis of statements made by Leif Alsheimer and the students,
3. to propose further possible measures in this area to the National Agency
for Higher Education.
Analytical dimensions

In describing and assessing a phenomena such as liberal studies it is possible
to focus on several central dimensions. One which is considered of particular importance in the context of liberal studies concerns the individual. An
evaluation of this dimension can, for instance, focus on the “internal” development of individuals – creation of identity, life style and approach to life,
relationship to knowledge and learning and individual intellectual growth
– which is linked to both moral/ethical and aesthetic values.
Evaluations of impact on the individual level could also focus on “external”
conditions such as individual performance on the basis of specific cognitive
knowledge and skills relatively independent of values and morality.
Other examples of important dimensions on which educational evaluation
can focus are the organisational forms for its provision, the content that is generated and communicated and also organisational, economic or other forms
of linkage with other parts of society – in other words the impact of educational programmes and what contributions they may make to the surrounding
community. This evaluation has touched on all of these dimensions.
Interviews

The normal practice of the National Agency in conducting appraisals and
evaluations of subjects and programmes is to use groups of assessors made up
of knowledgeable individuals selected after the Agency has consulted the institution concerned. In this evaluation the assessment group consists of twelve
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students, four men and eight women of varying ages and in various “phases”
of the commercial law programme (a detailed presentation of the students can
be found in Appendix 1).
Susanna Rosell, a fourth year student and chairperson of the student council for the commercial law programme – was employed for contacting and
choosing interviewees. Her instructions from those responsible at the National Agency for Higher Education were simply to find twelve male and female
students willing to be interviewed. The students should also be of different
ages and at different stages in the law programme.
The interviews were carried out with the strictest confidentiality. No one,
apart from Susanna Rosell, the interviewers and the interviewees know the
real names or identities of those who took part. The presentations in Appendix 1 of each of the individuals interviewed have been read and approved by
the students concerned. The interviews were conducted by Karin Agélii, who
was responsible for the project, and Dan Johansson in January and February
2001. All of the student interviews, except one which took place at The National Agency for Higher Education in Stockholm, were held at Jönköping
International Business School. Each interview lasted for between an hour and
an hour and a half and was based on a specially devised interview guide (Appendix 2).
On the basis of the questions posed and the responses of the twelve students, the evaluation mainly casts light on the dimension linked to the individual. Principally it takes the form of a continuous account of comparisons
between the statements made by the teacher responsible, Leif Alsheimer, about
the intention and aims of the liberal studies concept and how the students say
they experienced it. For this reason we have had numerous discussions of a
more or less formal nature with Leif Alsheimer in the course of the evaluation. Information has also been collected through informal conversations and
correspondence with other individuals with experience of the course under
evaluation. For instance, the chairperson of the student council for the commercial law programme mentioned above, Susanna Rosell, and also Göran
Wahlgren, who is a teacher and administratively responsible for the commercial law programme, have provided general information about the liberal
studies workshops, the commercial law programme and its students. Carita
Åbom was interviewed briefly on the extension of the liberal studies workshops to the Computer Economics Programme for which she is responsible
at Jönköping International Business School. The National Agency has also
had contacts with Maria Landén, a senior executive at Ernst & Young AB,
as a representative of future employers. In addition Karin Agélii and Dan
Johansson sat in on three core curriculum seminars during the end of the
autumn semester of 2000. Since those responsible for the evaluation at the
National Agency for Higher Education lacked full control of the selection of
the interviewed and since the evaluation is mostly based on the statements of
only twelve individuals, generalizing comments like “all students within the
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commercial law programme are enthusiastic about the core curriculum course”
are avoided in the report. The qualities of learning and personal growth that
are communicated by the students interviewed are however still vivid examples of how liberal studies can be experienced by Swedish students.
The National Agency for Higher Educationwould like to take this opportunity to express its gratitude to all those involved, in particular the students
who took part in the interviews and Leif Alsheimer, for their assistance and
their contributions to the evaluation.

The Institution

An autonomous institute with a broad offering

In 1993 the Swedish Government decided that the University College of
Jönköping could operate as an autonomous institute of higher education. Its
contract with the government extends until 2009 and enables the University
College to function under the same conditions as those applying to the staterun higher education institutions.
The University College of Jönköping is an educational trust that owns the
four limited companies which make up the institution: the International Business School (Handelshögskolan) which has about 1,500 students and a staff
of 100, the School of Engineering (ING ) with about 1,300 students and 65
employees, the School of Education and Communication (HLK ) in which
about 2,500 students are enrolled and which has a staff of 94, and University
Services which employs 60 people and which is responsible for providing premises, administrative functions and maintenance. The University College of
Health Sciences in Jönköping, which for a long time has been operating in
collaboration with the autonomous institute became the fifth company owned
by the trust in 2001. The University College of Jönköping therefore spans a
considerably broader range of programmes than any of the other higher education institutes in Sweden that are not run by the state.
The university buildings, including the older ones occupied by the University College of Health Sciences, are situated close to each other on the same
central campus on the shores of lake Munksjö in Jönköping. Most of the campus was completed in 1997, but the most recent buildings, which house the
School for Education and Communication, were inaugurated in September
2000. Although the university buildings differ in design and colour, cohesion
is provided by the use of similar materials and design features. Remnants of
the smelting plant that once occupied the site of the campus have been preserved and incorporated into the new building. The university library, for
instance, is housed in what used to be part of the foundry.
Entrepreneurship and commercial renewal

In its information material, the University College of Jönköping lays great
stress on the concepts of entrepreneurship and internationalisation together
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with innovative teaching methods. At the Jönköping International Business
School the focus is also on entrepreneurship and new commercial ideas, focusing mainly on small and medium-sized companies.
The teaching and research staff at the Jönköping International Business
School are organised according to their disciplines in the sections that form
the basic organisational units. These sections are jurisprudence, languages,
accounting, politics, economics together with statistics and economic geography, informatics and EMM, which stands for entrepreneurship, marketing
and management. These sections offer students optional free-standing courses or more or less organised programmes, such as the four-year programme in
commercial law with an international focus that was set up in 1994.
Leif Alsheimer considers that the Jönköping International Business School
has provided a suitable setting for his liberal studies initiative. He claims that
the University College and the Jönköping International Business School provide scope for the teaching and research staff to take their own initiatives and
that the attitude is permissive and untrammelled by bureaucratic and organisational structures. In fact, he does not feel that he has encountered any
problems in finding support for and implementing his liberal studies concept.
The President of the International Business School did probably not recognize
the potential value of Leif ´s proposal in the first place, never the less he reacted
permissively on impuls. Leif puts it like this:
“I didn’t discuss the concept in detail with anyone else before the course started.
But of course I had to get the go-ahead from the President of the International
Business School . I went to see him quite late one evening. He was on his way to a
meeting and his response was ‘Sure, get going on it’. He could hardly have envisaged that it would attract such enormous interest from different quarters. And
neither could I.”

The commercial law programme and the workshop element

Training in international law and economics

The commercial law programme with an international focus offers training in
commercial and taxation law. It comprises 160 credit points or four years of
full-time study and qualifies students for the award of the degree of Master of
Commercial Law. The programme combines law with economics, languages
and work experience12. It is intended to provide the students with qualifications to enable them to work with legal issues in an economic setting, both in
Sweden and internationally.
12. A brief description of the contents of the programme:
Year 1: 40 credit points in law
Year 2: 25 credit points in law, 15 credit points in business administration
Year 3: 20 credit points in law, 10 credit points in language for special purposes, 10credit-point bachelor’s project in law and year 4: 30 credit points in optional courses (or 1
semester of study abroad and 10 credit points in optional courses), 10-credit-point master’s
project in law.
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In addition to the academic courses, the importance of obligatory workshops is stressed even though no credit points are awarded for them. They are
intended to train the students in various skills so that they are better prepared
for their future professional careers. Workshops are offered for instance in business cultures, computer skills, information searches, written and oral communication, filing tax returns as well as the liberal studies workshops.
The liberal studies workshops

This is how the Jönköping International Business School home-page described the liberal studies workshops in April 2001:
“But your personal development is also important. Here, for instance, we can
offer help in the “ liberal studies workshops”. This means reading literary works
and other texts dealing with the humanities and the social sciences, in addition
to the other set books in the programme, and taking part in seminars. The liberal
studies workshops have become very popular among students and Assistant Professor Leif Alsheimer, who started them, has been awarded a cultural prize 13 for his
initiative.”
The liberal studies workshops, or the core curriculum course to use the
term normally employed, differs from the other workshops by continuing in
tandem with the regular courses throughout the four years of the programme.
The commercial law programme’s core curriculum course has attracted no
little attention in the Swedish press even though Leif Alsheimer does not feel
that he had conducted any conscious public relations campaign for his idea.
However, he has often given interviews or attended the conferences to which
he has been invited. It was after he had reviewed Katherine Bernhardi Trow’s
Habits of Mind in Svenska Dagbladet, one of Sweden’s national dailies, on
September 28th 1999, the day that an article by MarieLouise Samuelsson on
the core curriculum course appeared in its cultural section, that he began to
receive phone calls from the press and other quarters asking about the course.
As he remarks:
“The course, which is after all not really particularly revolutionary, has received a lot of attention from different quarters. People ring from the press, other
higher education institutions, the National Agency etc. and they want me to give
an interview or a lecture. In fact it is beginning to be a bit too much and I have
had to start saying no.”
Leif Alsheimer has also published other articles and reviewed books on
liberal studies and higher education (in Svenska Dagbladet and Svenskläraren,
13. Leif Alsheimer has been rewarded with several cultural prizes; for example from Jönköping
municipal cultural committee in 2000, The Swedish Author’s Fund Award for promoting
Swedish literature, the diploma of honour in the year 2002 from The Swedish Council
of International Reading Association and the Swedish National Encyclopaedia´s prize for
increasing knowledge within the area of education in 2002, as well as educational prizes
such as the STINT foundation´s prize for “teaching excellence” in 2001 and in the same
year the students at Jönköping International Business School appointed him the best educationalist.
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the magazine for teachers of Swedish, for instance), which reflect his ideas,
commitment and thoughts about the subject. It is sometimes alleged that is
difficult to be a prophet in your own country, but as a matter of fact the teachers responsible for other programmes at the Jönköping International Business
School, such as the programme in computer economics, inspired and guided
by Leif Alsheimer, have started their own versions of the core curriculum
course.
Every performance needs a producer

Leif Alsheimer considers that in working with liberal studies workshops a
leader and some cohesive force is required. He compares the core curriculum
course to an exhibition or a performance, cultural events that need a producer
who has the final word about what form it will take. The overall purpose is
to devise interesting themes and an effective structure. Leif Alsheimer’s comment is:
“I don’t believe there would have been a course if a lot of people had been involved in setting it up. And if it had been the work of a committee it would definitely
have lost its soul. One drawback, of course, is that courses like this tend to stand or
fall with their originators.”
Göran Wahlgren, who is responsible for the commercial law programme,
also believes that without Leif Alsheimer it would have been difficult to run
the liberal studies workshops. He says:
“In the short term it would cause problems because there is nobody else who is
so familiar with literature as Leif or who has his capacity for linking the different
themes dealt with in each semester’s texts. In the long term we could of course pool
our resources to continue [without Leif] but to a much more modest extent.”
A roof without walls

Another important circumstance, or perhaps in this case deficiency, that needs
to be made clear in the context of any evaluation is the limited, or rather almost
non-existent, financial parameters within which the liberal studies workshops
at the Jönköping International Business School have to be planned.
“The annual budget at the moment is 36,000 Swedish krones for 175 students!
It’s only because I read such a lot that it is at all possible to run the seminars and
the other activities.”
The lack of funding means, in Leif Alsheimer’s opinion, that “the building
does have a roof but the walls are missing.” He is referring mainly to the number of seminars, which he intends to increase and augment in various ways if
the course ever receives the financial resources to make it possible.
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The students

Ethnic diversity

Since its start in 1994, the programme in commercial law at the Jönköping International Business School has enrolled about 50–60 students each autumn.
The proportion of men to women has remained constant at 60 per cent women
and 40 per cent men. Basically nothing is known about the social background
of the students, according to Göran Wahlgren. When it comes to their ethnic
background, however, he says that over a handful of students each year come
from immigrant backgrounds, some first generation immigrants themselves,
others with immigrant parents. Leif Alsheimer also points out that several of
the students in the commercial law programme have an ethnic background
that is not Swedish. Some of them are refugees and it is these students, in his
opinion, who have a different attitude to education in general and the core
theme of the liberal studies workshops “respect for the individual, democracy
and the rule of law”. As he says:
“Several of our students are refugees with a totally different attitude to respect
for democracy as well as to education and knowledge. They have radically different experiences and they understand that the one thing human beings cannot be
deprived of is knowledge and thought. I have seen students with experiences like
these react to the educational atmosphere in Sweden and the indifference Swedes
often display to various important social issues.”
The effects of age and self-selection to commercial law

Most of the students on the commercial law programme come more or less
directly from the upper-secondary school. A few have already spent a few years
studying and one or two every year have been working for a number of years.
Leif Alsheimer claims that he can see a clear difference between the discernment of the young students and those who are somewhat older and with it
their attitude to the contents of the course:
“There’s another kind of basis, in discussions for instance, when there are older
students involved. The younger students seem to be influenced by the more discerning attitude of the older students.”
Göran Wahlgren’s general comparison of the commercial law students
with other students is “a group of students who are enterprising and know what
they want. They are very concerned about the quality of the programme.” From
the point of view of results most of the students on the programme are successful, in his opinion. The programme’s home page asserted in April 2001 that
on completion of the programme the majority of students had no difficulty in
finding attractive jobs.
The twelve students from the commercial law programme interviewed within the framework of this evaluation serve here as spokespersons for the students on the programme as a group. But all of the individuals interviewed have
of course their own histories that affect their personal comments used here to
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illustrate important aspects of the liberal studies course. Personal descriptions
of the key figures interviewed will be found in appendix 1.

Educational background

Misinterpreted literary allusions as inspiration

Rather than point to any specific source of inspiration for the core curriculum course, Leif Alsheimer claims that it was more a source of irritation that
engendered it. He says:
“When I began to teach on the courses in practical law in 1995, I was shocked
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a complete book in their life. So I understand what he [Leif Alsheimer] is saying,
of course … But I have never felt uneducated directly, because I’ve always been a
reader, I’ve always tried to think about what I am doing and what I am involved
with.” ( Bengt)
Amelia, who also went straight from the upper-secondary school to the
commercial law programme, says that she felt she was educated in comparison
with her schoolfellows but not in comparison with “academics”:
“… because I have met people who have been right through the upper-secondary school and still don’t know even one-third of this “general knowledge”. There
are people who don’t even know who Hemingway is and they have completed their
upper-secondary school courses. So compared with ordinary school-leavers in Sweden, you feel pretty well educated. But then you come here and meet academics
and it’s back to zero, you are nobody, it’s just zero. So it’s a question of what you
compare with, with the others where you come from or with the people that work
here.” (Amelia)
Several of the students, mainly the women, agree with Lilli and Ingalill
that the few occasions in their lives when they have felt really uneducated have
been in conversations with Leif Alsheimer:
“The first time I spoke to Leif Alsheimer I felt really uneducated. I thought I
was down here (she points downwards) and he was up there. There really was a
difference in level. You felt you had read far too few books. Although up to then I
felt I had read a lot. In that kind of context, when you meet people like journalists
who tell you things you have never even heard about, then you feel uneducated.”
( Lilli)
“Uneducated? Yes, but we all are a bit sometimes. If you want to be mean for
instance, then you can be really uneducated. I don’t know, I’ve always read a lot
… obviously if you start to discuss some things with Leif, then you can feel very
uneducated sometimes (laughter). But it’s not as if I feel that anyone has put the
label ‘uneducated’ on me.” (Ingalill)
Students’ Definitions of education

The definitions below were elicited by asking the students to define on the
spur of the moment what they personally meant by education. One thing
revealed by these free association definitions is that the students do not feel
that the concept of education is linked to any specific discipline such as history, classical languages or philosophy. Instead emphasis is placed on general human abilities and qualities, often of an ethical or practical kind. For
example, understanding and being able to mix with people who think and
behave differently, the capacity for open-minded, unbiased reflection, insight
into and understanding of the problems that exist in the world around us and
the ability to process these insights and structure them meaningfully:
“I’ve got one definition of education that comes from someone else that will
have to do for now. It’s when a clever, educated person is able to open a reasonable
quality newspaper, not just a local paper, and can discuss everything in it … all
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the news, national, international and everything. Being up to date and knowing
what it’s all about, being aware – that’s education.” (Amelia)
“Education on the whole for me is being able to mix with people. Being able to
meet other individuals irrespective of their background. Irrespective of where they
come from and how they behave, you should be able to deal with other people in a
“professional” way. Yes, understanding other people … things and circumstances
and events.” (Bengt)
“For me it’s pretty much a question of education making it possible for you to reflect yourself about things and circumstances. Seeing things in a wider perspective.
Instead of having a fixed opinion and deciding to stick to it, whatever you hear. So
education is very much a matter of keeping an open mind, open to impressions and
influences. That’s what I think. That’s education for me.” (Gabrielle)
“I think that education means everything, experience, it’s all woven together in
some way. It feels as if you can compare education a bit with experience. Because
you are always learning something all through your life. As long as your personality
is developing it’s education, in my opinion. As long as you are learning something
new, it doesn’t matter what it is you are learning.” (Hans)
“An educated person doesn’t make judgements, doesn’t criticize. She has a bit
more sense. That’s what you think about. Somebody who can be open, who has a
bit of experience, has seen or read or heard and can assimilate it. Not wearing a
mask and saying ‘No, this is where it stops! I don’t want to hear any more, I don’t
want to look, I won’t.’” (Ingalill)
“And for me education is, how shall I put it. You are getting new impressions
all the time in lots of different ways. And through a lot of different channels. Education for me, that’s being able to assimilate all that comes at me from different
directions and in different ways and being able to make something structured and
meaningful of it all. And being able at the end to apply it to something, be able to
use it, take advantage of it as an added value. I can say that’s education for me.
(Johan)
Getting to the roots of the problem: Abdication of adult and political
responsibility

Even though Leif Alsheimer maintains in various contexts that many young
people in Sweden today are ignorant in some respects, he stresses that they are
neither stupid nor incapable of learning. Their lack of knowledge of the world
around them and lack of insight into why things are the way they are is, in his
opinion, a result of the “abdication” of the adult world (mainly parents and the
school system devised by politicians) from its most important duty – to impart
different forms of knowledge and to foster respect for human dignity, democracy and the rule of law. Leif claims that many adults attempt to buy their
way out of their responsibilities by giving their children objects, for instance,
and allowing them to spend hours in front of a television or a computer game.
And that no allowance has been made at the political level for the consequences of more or less the entire population attending upper-secondary schools
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and acquiring the qualifications needed for enrolment in higher education.
His uncompromising words are:
“If they had taken these consequences into consideration, they would have given
the upper-secondary schools totally different teaching resources and a different
educational programme, focusing consistently on knowledge and training. As it is
now, children who come from environments that are not familiar with education
have been betrayed completely. For children like this there is nothing as valuable
as rewarding, intensive contacts with teachers so that they can discuss things with
them and put some flesh on the bones of their subjects. Abdication of adult responsibilities is nothing less than a betrayal of the young and I am not going to accept it!
Every generation has to be won over to respect for the individual, democracy and
the rule of law.
Are liberal studies suitable for the upper-secondary level?

We asked the commercial law students on Leif Alsheimer’s “core course”
– which is how the students refer to it amongst themselves – if it would work
at upper-secondary level today, responses varied. Fabian and several others
(only men) are negative. They claim that teenagers in the upper-secondary
school are so occupied with living their own lives that they are incapable of appreciating and learning anything from lives described in texts. They therefore
emphasise the value of placing a liberal studies concept based on reading many
books, like the one in the commercial law programme, at college level:
“In the upper-secondary school there’s little incentive for pupils to study.
Schoolwork consists of getting through the courses. Personal maturity, and the
ability to understand how useful it can be, is missing. In higher education students
have passed some sort of threshold after all …
… And the level of knowledge [at the upper-secondary school] varies a lot from
class to class, so I think it would be difficult to find good books that would suit
everyone.” (Fabian)
When I was at upper-secondary school staying at home reading books is not
what came first, not at all. You had your school and then you wanted to be out
with your friends and do totally different things. It’s only recently that my eyes have
been opened to what books mean, I think. I don’t believe it [liberal studies] can be
important in the upper-secondary school because that’s when you would rather be
with your friends than sit reading.” (Bengt)
I can only go a little on my own experience. Then I don’t think that it [the core
concept] would work at the upper-secondary school. I think at that age, 16 to 20 or
whatever it is, there’s too much else that’s interesting. You develop as a person anyway to such an extent so I don’t think you need that as well, it would be a burden.
I think it’s better to have it at this level. I know myself … the books that you were
supposed to read for the courses in Swedish weren’t much fun. I think it’s better to
wait until you can get something out of them …
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… you can catch up on a lot of what you missed in the upper-secondary school
now, both where studies are concerned and everything. Catching up like this is no
problem.” (Hans)
Others react more positively, at least in terms of their desire, ability and
interest in reading “developmental” books even in the upper-secondary
school.
“You read the classics at the upper-secondary school, but not to the same extent
[as in the core course in the commercial law programme] and not like this. I don’t
know … but I think it would have worked in my class. At my school it would have
been all right because the pupils there were serious. But I doubt whether people
who wanted to be hairdressers would have accepted it or thought it was interesting
or even fun. It depends what you are aiming for …” (Amelia)
“I would have liked it at the upper-secondary school. A lot, personally. But not
as many books as this. After this I feel that we didn’t read enough at the uppersecondary school. Too few Swedish classics, for instance. It probably depends on
what school you went to. We had to read lots of excerpts from books. But it’s not the
excerpt you remember – what you need is the whole book in that case. You don’t
get much at a personal level from reading two pages of a novel by Strindberg. So I
think it would be great on a smaller scale and then of course mainly for those who
are interested. Of course everyone should have to read a certain number of books in
any term at the upper-secondary school. But it should be voluntary to some extent,
as well, for those who are interested. And a list makes it easier to choose books that
are a bit better than the ones I would choose myself.” (Katarina)
“Yes, I think it would work. What I remember as being a problem at the
upper-secondary school was that our Swedish teacher – she was rather ambitious
– thought that we should read complete books and come into contact with a lot
of literature. But we all thought “where are the books going to come from?” You
can’t buy whole sets of books, and that perhaps is the problem. I believe that when
you are at upper-secondary school you’re not as prepared to co-operate and go to
the library yourself, for instance, to borrow books. But I’m sure that there is an
interest among pupils. But there may be more practical considerations that prevent
it.” (Gabrielle)
“Yes, I believe that it would work [a core course at the upper-secondary school
level]. If you reduce the number of books and perhaps lower the level as well. These
books we have are quite heavy. Some of them are outright textbooks. That can be
a little heavy at the upper-secondary school. If you drop the level a bit and reduce
the number of books then I sure it could be done. … When I was at upper-secondary school myself, I didn’t study more than I had to. Of course it’s not easy to fit a
concept like this into an upper-secondary school programme. But you could have
workshops as well as the programme and combine different subjects like Swedish,
history and civics, for instance.” (Elin)
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Form and content
In this section some specific aspects of the form and content of the core curriculum course will be described in more detail from the point of view of how
they are experienced and assessed mainly by the commercial law students and
by Leif Alsheimer, the instigator of the course. The following aspects will be
dealt with in the order in which they are presented here: the seminars, the
themes for each semester, literature and films, examinations, discussion and
reflection and the role of the teacher.
The text introducing the section on the seminars will also present one
of the core curriculum seminars. This description deliberately includes the
personal reflections of the author of this report, Karin Agélii, in the form of
a “journal intime”14. It should be pointed out that this description does not
contain any standpoints representing the National Agency as a whole. It is
primarily intended to provide a concrete, close and personally expressed understanding of some of the phenomena described, analysed and evaluated in
this report.

Seminars

Seminars in a cruise liner

Sometimes the reaction is a chuckle of approval, sometimes a perplexed expression. As he walks to and fro in front of his audience, he spices his narrative
with illustrative anecdotes, provocative formulations and a forceful choice of
words. The students seated in rows listen eagerly and ask interested questions.
It is December 13th 2000 and Saint Lucia’s Day. The semi-circular buildings
of the Jönköping International Business School tower like a cruise liner over
the shores of lake Munksjö, and in one of them law professor Leif Alsheimer
is holding one of his core curriculum seminars for the semester. About 200
students will be attending the four sessions to be held during the day to listen
attentively to the committed and spontaneous discourse of their charismatic
pilot.
I am sitting way back in one of the corners of the auditorium together with
my colleague, Dan Johansson, and the chairperson of the commercial law
student council, Susanna Rosell. Susanna has been asked by Leif Alsheimer
to function as an intermediary in our contacts with the students on the programme.
Even though the seminars are not compulsory, the auditorium is full.
“Nobody would voluntarily miss one of Leif’s seminars,” Susanna remarks.
So that she can help us, Susanna is going to sit with us during the sessions that
last for about two hours each time. When I suggest that we could well manage
14. The concept of the “journal intime” was minted and used for historical research which
takes diary material as its point of departure. The concept refers basically to a diary in
which the author tries to describe her or his experiences and feelings. Diary entries like
these are contrasted with the more impersonal notes found in logs and journals.
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without her, Susanna replies that she will gladly sit with us for her own sake.
Leif Alsheimer has already told us that one of the difference he perceives
between the core curriculum course at Jönköping International Business
School and the others he is aware of in Sweden is its scope and its emphasis
on the importance of both written and oral skills. Other differences are that
the course is a required element in a vocationally oriented programme and its
length. To the best of his knowledge there is no other core curriculum or liberal studies concept in Sweden that extends over a total of eight semesters.
Who was Philip II?

We are sitting in ascending rows in the auditorium, with large windows behind us. At the centre of the room in front of us is the podium and the wall
behind is obscured by a whiteboard. Leif Alsheimer is standing in front of the
podium chatting to some of the students in the front row. This session is for
students who have just completed the first four months of their programme in
commercial law. In addition to the usual legal texts they are also expected to
have read twenty or so textbooks and novels prescribed for the core curriculum
theme for this semester, which is history, economic history and philosophy.
Among the books read by the students are such works as Svante Nordin’s
History of Philosophy, Unintended Consequences by Depak Lal, Georg Henrik
von Wright’s The Myth of Progress and A Modern Swedish Economic History by
Lennart Schön (a complete reading list can be found in Appendix 3).
The average age of the students appears to be about 20 or 21 and I am reminded of a school classroom when Leif announces that the session is about to
begin. He says that the main topic for this session will be the long or enduring
structures of history and points out that the concept of enduring structures in
this context comes from the French expression “La longue durée d’histoire”, a
phenomenon studied and described by the French historian Fernand Braudel,
for instance. He mentions that according to many historians, Braudel among
them, climate and geography are factors that have had as much power over the
common people as their rulers. One example he refers to is the way in which
Braudel claims that the actions of Philip II can be explained in terms of the
influence of the climate of the Mediterranean and its geography.
Who was Philip II, I wonder, and when and where was he king, but I have
little time for further reflection because now Leif switches to Russia in the past
and the impact of its climate and geography on the way in which agriculture
was organised, and with it Russian society. He says that the harsh climate and
the barren soil led to the creation of the collectively operated farms of the Russian peasants long before Communist ideology had shaped the nation. I begin
to understand that the enduring structures talked about consist mainly of the
mentalities of ethnic groups, which Leif, with the support of others, claims are
deeply rooted and change slowly.
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Teasing provocation

Leif continues his wide-ranging narrative, illustrating it with examples of various phenomena and places in Russia. He refers, for instance, to the Russian
search for appropriate religious and ideological doctrines, the Byzantine conception and portrayal of Christianity with its emphasis on form, the “filioque”
controversy and the Russian Orthodox view of mortal life as a hell followed
by paradise after death.
“How does that affect the mentality of people?”, he asks rhetorically.
Next he touches on the concept of fatalism without going into it in any
depth. Instead he recommends a writer.
“Göran Schildt, a Swedish writer from Finland who spends part of each
year in Greece, reflects on the problematic nature of fatalism in Greece in the
latest volume of his memoirs Tvivlets gåta [The Mystery of Doubt], he says and
gives a brief account of the gist of the work.
As Leif speaks, he walks to and fro in front of the whiteboard. The students are listening and seem interested. One young woman raises her hand
to ask what he meant by saying that form was more important than content
in the Russian Orthodox church. His response is that all the icons that adorn
Orthodox churches reveal the emphasis on form if you contrast them to our
“Scandinavian churches” which in comparison seem very austere. This leads
him to recommend yet another book, Per Arne Brodin’s recently published
Ryssland, Idéer och identiter [Russia, Ideas and Identities].
“It was reviewed recently in Svenska Dagbladet by Ove Wikström. Has
anyone here read the book or the review?”
No response, and Leif is not slow to add the humorous but nevertheless
provocative comment that no doubt the students only read the sports pages
and, of course, the articles about soap operas. There are smiles but no other
reaction. As I myself have never heard of Per Arne Brodin or the reviewer’s
name, I feel that I have been bracketed with the students. I can only console
myself by thinking that I have hardly ever watched a soap opera or a quiz programme on television. I spend most of my spare time with my children. They
matter more than any soap opera or Ove Wikström to me.
The concept of despotism is linked with the Russian Tsar, who, according
to Leif, entitled himself “the owner of the great householder”. Leif also mentions the patience of the great masses of peasants that populate Russia, working hard to till the earth and acquire their daily bread. And that they have
always been ready to obey their rulers.
“The Tsar owned his people, they were all his slaves,” he says.
One woman student asks whether it is the relationship between subjects
and the Tsar that has created the fatalistic Russian mentality rather than religion and the church. Leif’s response is that the power of the Tsar interacted
with religious beliefs to create the views held by individuals about themselves
and their potential.
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“The Church and the Tsar, fatalism and despotism, together formed the
bedrock of autocratic Russia,” he declares.
I look around the auditorium and wonder what is going on in the minds
of the attentive and relatively silent students. I myself feel that it is rather difficult not to have had any definition of the meaning of terms like fatalism,
despotism and autocracy when they are being used with such emotive values.
Leif seems to take it for granted that everyone knows the meaning of the expressions he is using.
As a student I would definitely have wanted to discuss the concepts.15
“What does autocracy mean and in what context was it minted?” is perhaps
the question I would have posed to Leif. But it is obvious that some degree of
courage and self-confidence would definitely be needed to ask a question like
that and at the same time reveal one’s lack of education. Later I looked some
of these terms up in a dictionary. For example, I assimilate the information
that autocracy is the opposite of democracy in the meaning of government
by the people – in other words a state or an organisation that is governed by
a despot.
Amusement at Yeltsin’s gaffes

Leif also describes how Peter the Great had a considerable number of boyars
executed without further ado.
“He mocked the priesthood unstintingly and ridiculed them in public just
to show who was in charge. So the Church couldn’t offer the Tsar much opposition. Unlike western Europe where there was a constant struggle between
the secular powers and the Pope,” is Leif’s summary.
As I do not know when Peter the Great was Tsar of Russia, I want some
dates, some historical landmark, but this longing does not last when Leif
draws parallels between the despotism of the Tsars and the former Russian
President, Boris Yeltsin, who, Leif tells us, displayed many autocratic features
and despotic patterns of behaviour.
“What democracy means for Yeltsin is that everybody thinks like he does,”
is Leif’s remark, which elicits chuckles of delight from the rows of students.
The students continue to smile, many of them nodding in recognition,
when Leif refers entertainingly to several well known and widely reported
examples of Yeltsin’s despotic behaviour: drunkenly conducting a German
military band; an inebriated 20-minute harangue in the USA with everybody
laughing at him and not even President Clinton able to keep a straight face;
pinching a press secretary so hard that she flinched.
“All these examples fit in with the Russian ideal of a ruler,” Leif claims,
adding that during the Communist era the rulers were similar in principle. In
the forties anyone who failed to comply with Stalin’s order to dance was likely
5. I have since learned that Leif and the students had in fact discussed these concepts in the
course on constitutional law that preceded the core-curriculum seminars.
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to get a bullet in the neck. And he continues by pointing out that the way in
which Putin, the current president, dealt with the sinking of the “Kursk” was
a recent example of the persistence of traditional concepts about rulers and the
paranoid fear of enemies.
His conclusion is that when you can identify mental characteristics like
these, you have a basis for forecasting what may happen and what strategies
the world can expect. Then he stresses that it is not his intention to maintain
which courses of action are right or wrong in various circumstances. What he
is trying to do is to make the students aware of the differences between the
behaviour of Russian and Swedish politicians, for instance.
Difficult structures

Yeltsin’s gaffes have lightened the atmosphere. And when Leif asks the students to work in pairs for a few minutes and discuss what other enduring
structures they can envisage and describe them, there is a great deal of interested activity. Everyone talks – me too, with Susanna and Dan. I try to present
an idea about co-participation in Sweden which I vaguely link to the powerful
Swedish labour unions in the early 20th century. I can trace the structure back
through history to the alliances made by two kings, Gustav Wasa and Gustav
III, with the burghers and the peasants. Dan and Susanna also have their own
theories about enduring structures.
After a while Leif calls us to order:
“What about enduring structures in the Balkans?” he asks.
One student points out that there are a lot of ethnic groups crowded together on the Balkan peninsula.
Leif clarifies his question by adding, “Yes, but an enduring structure – in
the mentality.”
“Structures based on personal power, an “us and them” mentality,” is the
proposal of another student.
“Up to a point. It’s a community based on patrons and clients. But there’s
another important element. Children are often characterised by one of these
approaches,” is Leif’s clue to elicit a prominent enduring structure in the Balkans.
Nobody else ventures a guess so he continues.
“The ‘here-and-now’ mentality and thinking in cycles which leads to a
vicious circle of revenge, those are two enduring structures in the Balkans.”
This cyclical thinking is made obvious, in Leif’s opinion, by the film Before the Rain Comes which the group will be seeing in the following semester
as part of the core curriculum course. Leif wonders if anyone has already seen
it. Only one young woman has done so, and she says that it was a good film,
but difficult to understand.
Leif asks for more examples of enduring structures. I interpret the way he
reacts to some of the proposals to mean that he is doubtful about them – the
antagonism between France and England that could clearly be seen in the
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political manoeuvres during the French Presidency of the EU, French centralism and the western world’s fear of innovation are examples. A gentle argument begins between Leif and a young man on the front row. I think they are
discussing violence and religious conflicts, but as I am sitting right at the back
of the auditorium I cannot hear what is being said properly. The whole thing
concludes, however, in a general question posed by Leif to the entire group:
“What about the spiral of violence in North and Latin America, is that an
enduring structure?”
The young man who had recently been arguing with Leif claims that it
could be a consequence of the areas being violently conquered so often. Then
he asks himself (and Leif) whether it is not the case that conflicts which start
in the name of religion are really about power.
“Yes, of course, a lot of them are about power,” is Leif’s response, and then
he refers the question back to the USA and the term “WASP”.
“It’s WASP power that I would classify as an enduring historical power
structure in the USA,” he says.
What does WASP mean? Neither I nor perhaps others in the auditorium
can believe that he is referring to the hard rock group tainted by devil worship
that existed in the 1980s. And our faces must be living question marks because
Leif quickly asks if we know what WASP stands for.
Before anyone can answer, he writes the words “White Anglo-Saxon Protestant” on the whiteboard, adding that you could add the word “Male” to
the abbreviation. One student wonders how this can explain that so many
members of the American Senate are Jewish.
“Jews are more or less included in the WASP category today. They play an
important role in New York, for instance,” is Leif’s response and he adds that
Kennedy was the first Roman Catholic president, so breaching the barrier of
religion.
Knowing without knowing that you know

We take a ten-minute break. I open a window to let in some of the chilly December wind that has begun to blow around the university buildings. I reflect
that it is far from easy to understand why wars and violence are endemic in
the Balkans that are relatively close to us. Nonetheless, it is definitely worth
trying to understand. The “here-and-now” mentality, patron-client societies
and cyclical thinking referred to by Leif sound to my ears far too simple a basis
for the explanation. But they will probably provide a sound point of departure
next semester when the students will return to the complexity of the Balkans
through various books and films in the course of the workshops. Suddenly I
am envious and wish that I too could be served a more structured opportunity to gain some understanding of the wars and conflicts between different
ethnic groups going on in the world around us. I decide to devote my summer
vacation to a “liberal studies assignment”. Why not, I think, with the help of
Leif’s reading list, and regain my calm. The students are also relaxing during
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the break, many going for a walk and others remaining in their seats.
“More enduring structures!?” with the enthusiastic liveliness that characterises his teaching, Leif brings the seminar back to order.
A male student says something about the American continent and yet another wonders what things are like in Asia and what kind of enduring structures could be found there. Leif’s example of an enduring structure in Asia is
the Indian caste system which he asserts can be found in various forms in different places. He explains briefly that what it entails is the inability to escape
one’s social position.
“It’s one example of a ‘anthropological view of culture’ – you remain in the
social position you were born in – as opposed to a ‘humanistic view of culture’
which allows individuals to influence their own position,” he adds.
He continues to make associations, linking humanism with a linear conception of time which, as it spread, gave rise to discoveries, or vice versa.
“Can you think of any Swedish examples of enduring structures”, he then
asks.
When the students remain silent so that he receives no response, Leif shakes his head, threatening in jest to go through and erase all the grades he gave
on the last test and fail the students retroactively.
“It begins with K,” he then says and writes a large K on the whiteboard.
Still no response. He writes a large O next to the K and suddenly I am
reminded of playing hangman with our teacher in junior school, probably as
some kind of educational gimmick. Another letter is added, N, before Leif
gives up and says, “Well, then I’ll have to tell you,” and writes the Swedish
word for consensus –KONSENSUS – on the board.
“In Sweden the peasants have been part of the power structure with their
own authority and influence for a long time,” he explains. “You can trace it as
far back as the latter half of the 15th century, perhaps even to the parliamentary meeting of the Estates at Arboga in 1435. This is unique and has led to the
way in which Swedes talk to achieve consensus,” he continues, adding “Surely
you remember the words of Sten Sture – ‘What affects everybody should be
agreed by everybody’?”.
And even though I and all the other students finished the game hanging
from the rope, I feel a sense of joy and pride. I think hopefully that perhaps
I am not totally uneducated after all. Because what Leif is referring to is just
what I was trying to express in our group discussion earlier. But why was I
unable to realise what Leif was vainly trying to elicit from the group of silent
students? Presumably there are more people sitting here who feel a sense of
failure because they did not know how much they knew.
Leif’s favourite topic – the decline of language

The concept of consensus still sets its stamp on the way Swedish politics and
democracy are organised and function, according to Leif, and he refers to the
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current parliamentary enquiry into the retirement pension system. Then he
“glides over” to the falling standards of the system of parliamentary enquiries
and the public authorities when it comes to their use of Swedish. He mentions
several current examples of the incorrect use of language that he has come
across recently. He reads aloud, for instance, an advertisement from the National Board of Education that obviously “delights” him.
A student joins in and gives her own appalling example of the misuse of
Swedish in an educational context.
“Hallelujah, more examples please,” says Leif, genially rubbing his hands
in a theatrical gesture.
But none are forthcoming and Leif quickly steers us back to the concept of
consensus with some reflections on the differences between consensus thinking in Sweden and Russia. He then says that he is going to leave enduring
structures and move on to something else.
“What has been the most interesting and fascinating aspect of your reading
for your first liberal studies theme?” he asks.
The young man who was arguing a little with Leif earlier and who is the
individual who has had most to say during the seminar claims that his personal favourite is Frängsmyr’s Svensk idéhistoria [History of Swedish Ideas].
Leif continues with a brief account of Weber’s theory about the link between capitalism and the protestant ideas of Luther and Calvin about the accumulation of capital being a worldly foretaste of later admittance to heaven.
“It directed people away from pointless consumption and encouraged
thrift,” Leif says and refers to Tawney’s Religion and the Rise of Capitalism
which is one of the set books on the course.
“Are there no philosophers that have affected social changes in Russia?” is
a question posed by one student.
“There was no time for organised, political philosophy about the future.
People spent all their time finding enough to eat to survive from day to day,”
is Leif’s response.
Here I react mentally. It is possible that Russia has never had particularly
many individuals able to the same extent as Western philosophers such as
Plato, Descartes, Kant or Wittgenstein, to mention only a few, to devote their
entire existence to philosophy and to disseminate their thoughts in print. But
philosophy is a phenomenon that must exist everywhere and in everybody.
It goes without saying that in the course of history there have been Russian
intellectuals and thinkers. Remember all the great Russian writers. And the
doctrine of Marxism – if it can be called a philosophy – obviously gained a
footing in Russia. I feel that these are exciting ideas and more questions arise:
what kind of thought or books can be defined as philosophy, who can be called a philosopher and why do some cultures or regions seem to have more of
them than others?
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The preacher and disciples

I abandon my own reflections and once again survey the auditorium. As far
as I have seen, the students have not been making assiduous notes but still
they listen constantly and with obvious interest to Leif, who has now moved
on to the importance of a text-based culture for the welfare of various “ethnic
groups”. According to Leif, the Jews provide one example of a small ethnic
group with an ancient and eminent culture based on texts.
“And between 20 and 30 per cent of all Nobel prize winners have been
of Jewish origin. Whereas the cultures with traditions that are handed down
orally, like the Roma for instance, have nearly always been marginalised,” Leif
continues.
He goes on from thread to thread, linking the one with the other. At times
I have no difficulty in following the course his ideas and thoughts are taking,
at others I miss the links. This is probably because I have not read the text
books and the works that provide the foundation for the theme of the seminar and also because all my observation has begun to weary me. I look at the
students in the room with a little more attention and notice that in fact the
women seem to be more interested, judging by their facial expressions, than
the men. Indeed some of the women, perhaps I am one of them, seem to be a
little reverential. Even so it is the men who have most often voiced their agreement with or opposition to Leif’s observations. Are the reverent expressions
primarily an expression of “feminine adoration” for Leif Alsheimer as an individual, this educated (in their eyes) older man who can make forthright pronouncements on the way things are? Or are there general differences between
the facial expressions of men and women in teaching situations? Or perhaps, I
speculate, it may even be the case that there are fundamental differences between the attitude of men and women to those aspects of the complex concept
of education that Leif Alsheimer has touched on today.
My mind’s eye conjures up an image of a preacher, proclaiming the word
to an eager congregation of worshippers of liberal studies at the University of
Jönköping. Then I hear him say:
“Descartes –‘I think therefore I exist’. If he had been alive today he would
have said ‘I can be seen therefore I exist’.”
Is it more important today to be seen than to think?, I wonder. As far as
his disciples are concerned Leif is obviously capable of both when, for what
may be the third time this semester, he deals with the Western eagerness to
make discoveries. This time the theme is linked to what is called the centre/
periphery theory which, as far as I can follow, deals with the equilibrium between various economic, geographic and cultural areas. Leif points out that
many tourist countries, and many of the ski resorts in Sweden as well for that
matter, run their activities for tourists without very much inventiveness or
investment in “thinking for themselves”.
“It’s one example of non-dynamic economic systems,” he points out, adding once again that he is not trying to indicate what is right or wrong.
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The ideological basis of the reading list

Leif’s continual observation that he is not trying to indicate what is right or
wrong demands careful consideration. What is really happening when the
books and works for a theme-based course like this one are chosen? What
criteria apply? Should the “author” of the list place explicit emphasis on any
profile, any ideology or approach that she or he believes the list reflects? Could
the aim of “political correctness” result in the choice of a little of this and a
little of that, some women, some men, some right-wing, some left-wing, some
reactionary, some revolutionary and so on?
Leif has already made it clear to me that if the core curriculum tradition
establishes itself and spreads in Sweden, which is what he hopes of course, then
there will be a “kaleidoscope” of various concepts and directions. If, by any
stroke of fortune, I were to get the opportunity to make my own core reading
list on the theme of history, philosophy and economic history, I would want to
include Sven Lindkvist’s books. His way of describing history seems brutally
frank. He spares nobody but reveals that in every culture, and perhaps especially those that have been presented in the light of history as good and righteous victors, there exist evil and oppression in varying degrees and forms.
What books on this theme would the students have chosen themselves if
they had been given the chance, I wonder, while Leif rounds off the seminar
and the students leave the room. A lot of them probably intend to continue
discussing some of the topics that came up during the session, perhaps over
a mug of “glögg”, the warm mulled wine that Swedes often drink on Saint
Lucia’s Day and Christmas. A small group of men remain by the podium
continuing the discussion with their teacher. Sven Lindkvist’s historical
descriptions linger in my thoughts. The expression “History is written by
the victors” set to the melody of “The Pearly Gates are Opening Wide” rings
through my head.
The effects of the seminars on the reading: Infuses enthusiasm and helps to
summarise

The aim of this excursion into the world of the core curriculum seminar was
to convey in concrete and personal terms what takes place within the framework of the programme being evaluated. It is now time to return to what
the students experience and what they said during the interviews about the
seminars to begin with and then about other aspects of the commercial law
programme’s core curriculum course. Most of the students interviewed share
the opinions of Gabrielle and Fabian cited below that the seminars are very
important in summarising and linking the most important features of the
books they have read and also inspiring the students to give priority to reading
the set books over other spare time activities. Moreover, the students regard
the seminars as fun and entertaining.
“When you read the books it feels as if you get something from one place and
something else from another. Something from every area. But then I myself feel that
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I need to have them tied together in some way. Something conclusive that makes it
possible to relate the various bits to each other and see the links between them and
arrange all the bits into a whole. That’s what I think is needed and that’s what the
seminars provide. If Leif has lectured on some aspect, it soon becomes a lot more
interesting. Before you may have felt ‘Are we supposed to read these books again!’
Then when he’s said something about them you really feel you want to get down to
reading them. So I think that they [the core seminars] really inject enthusiasm and
they really rouse interest in literature – for me at any rate.” (Gabrielle)
“Leif ’s lectures make it easier to take the books on-board, they explain those
aspects of their contents or what they are about that would otherwise be difficult
to approach. Leif ’s seminars are never boring.” (Fabian)
Freedom and Flexible contents

The students also point out that there is more freedom in the core seminars
than in other courses in the programme. Nothing is right or wrong when they
are discussing the core books. This means that the seminars feel very different
from the seminars and lectures that form part of the programme proper.
“It’s much more spontaneous, there is more freedom to think and to you are free
to make associations with the subject, theme, your feelings, everything. They are
totally different in that way, although at the same time I feel that Leif ’s teaching
in the other subjects has actually been similar. But by and large there is in fact a
big difference.” (Hans)
All of the students interviewed pointed out that what they most appreciated during the few seminars that were given was being able to hear Leif
Alsheimer’s reflections. However, one student considered that the seminars
could be more dynamic if other interesting and incisive speakers could be invited to participate. Several students claim that they themselves have a lot of
scope to influence the subjects dealt with by Leif through the questions they
ask.
“You don’t get the feeling that when he comes in he has already decided what
he’s going to cover in detail. Instead he leaves us quite a lot of scope to ask questions.
And if you ask a question he assumes you must be interested in that particular area
and continues to talk about it. So I think he bases a lot on what interests us and
goes into those areas more deeply. And in fact questions do come to mind, so that
you reflect on something there. There are a lot of opportunities to ask questions and
you feel that you are welcome to take part in what’s going on and try to steer him,
as it were, towards the kind of information you want.” (Gabrielle)
Even though Johan and Bengt also say that they have many chances to
ask questions and steer discussion during the seminars, they claim that many
of the students do not take advantage of these opportunities for various reasons.
“But a lot of people feel a bit inferior in some way. Because he [Leif Alsheimer]
has a rather unusual approach – that’s true for me as well but I am a bit more assertive than most of the others. It’s a question of being able to defend your opinions.
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It’s something to do with the way I was brought up, cementing your opinions and
overcoming anybody else with your arguments. So it doesn’t make any difference
to me. But a lot of people are a bit intimidated. There’s no ‘Good thinking but …’
he comes back at you directly with his arguments instead, which is how it should
be in my opinion. To start a discussion.” (Bengt)
Fabian is also somewhat hesitant about whether he feels any incentive or
encouragement to participate in the seminar discussions. He believes that this
may be linked to the fact that on many occasions he has not read particularly
many of the books he is expected to read before each seminar:
“Leif knows so much and sometimes you get the feeling that whatever you say
will be wrong. When you haven’t prepared very well and not read particularly
many books then you always regret not having read more and you’re rather afraid
to put your hand up.” (Fabian)
What are the desirable number of seminars?

Only one of the students, Hans, considers that the current arrangement with
one to two seminars per semester is adequate. Even he is not quite sure:
“Yes, I think it’s about right. Possibly sometimes … no I think it’s OK as it is.
But there should be an introductory seminar about what to read. I don’t think
people read the books the same order or at the same speed so it would be difficult to
arrange any more seminars. I don’t think it would give very much. Possibly if you
had to read five books for the first seminar. That would give you Christmas and
the summer vacation so there’s time to read quite a lot.” (Hans)
The other students interviewed would gladly have more core seminars.
One argument for this is that they could be arranged so that students were
obliged to plan their reading over shorter intervals:
“Postponing the reading until after Leif ’s seminars at the end of the semester is
not a particularly good idea. That’s yet another reason why I want more seminars,
perhaps three each semester, linked to fewer books.” ( Fabian)
Other arguments for more seminars are that they would allow more penetrating discussion, enable students to hear what others thought about the
books they had read and provide more opportunities of listening to and being
inspired by Leif Alsheimer. Some claim, like Lilli, that one seminar each
month would be appropriate.
“Yes, perhaps there should be one seminar each month. So that Leif could tell
us what order to read the books in and then we could read four books, perhaps,
and discuss them, and then continue. An ongoing discussion of these books all the
time would have been great!”
“… What you really want is some feed-back on what you have been reading.
Perhaps you want to know if you really understood what you read. And if you have
one or two seminars each semester there’s no time to deal with all the books on the
list. There isn’t a chance. But what’s important is wanting to know that you understood what the books said and having a continual discussion so that there isn’t
time to forget your own reflections.” (Lilli)
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“This discussion we’re having now [about the possibility of more frequent seminars] is really about his [Leif Alsheimer’s] personality. If it had been suggested at
some other university and with another lecturer then perhaps my opinion would
be different. No doubt about that. But the way I feel now, then definitely more
seminars.” (Bengt)

Semester themes

No fixed elements

It has already been pointed out that the core curriculum course is a continuous course taken by students during their four years on the commercial law
programme. It is also based on themes. Each semester Leif Alsheimer gives
the students a new core theme. The theme focuses on a specific area of interest and/or a social phenomenon. Neither the heading given to these themes
nor the order in which they occur are static or predetermined. The headings
have been altered on a number of occasions during the five year history of the
course, except for the first theme, “History, economic history and philosophy”
which begins the core course. The themes that Leif Alsheimer had “in store”
during the academic year 2000/2001 were:
• History, economic history and philosophy
• Law and society (integrated with the course in constitutional law)
• Power, tyranny, liberty, solidarity and moral courage
• Central Europe
• Russia, the Soviet Union and Communism
• Germany
• The Third Reich – evil
• Ethnicity, alienation, racism and nationalism
• Growing up, relationships, ageing
• The Natural Sciences (integrated as a subordinate theme in each of the
others)
A hefty introduction

Leif Alsheimer is responsible for and teaches the introductory “occupational”
course in law in the commercial law programme, Constitutional Law16, and in

16. In the course in Constitutional law the students are expected, for instance, to consider
and discuss the questions such as what purpose a constitution is really supposed to serve
and what system of justice can inspire confidence. The subjects studied in order to enable
them to form an opinion on these matters include the Swedish Constitution and the social
and legal circumstances that have influenced the forms it has taken throughout history.
International comparisons are made as well. For instance the abominable acts committed
by the police in Brazil against children are juxtaposed with the wording of the Brazilian
Constitution, which probably provides the strongest safeguards for the rights of children in
the world. The social institutions of the United Kingdom, which has no constitution, are
also taken into consideration.
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his opinion there are benefits to co-ordinating it with the first and second themes of the core course. The aim of the first of the core course themes, History,
economic history and philosophy, is, in his words, to “remedy” any gaps there
may be in the knowledge of the students in these particular areas. No fiction
is included in the reading list for this theme, only text books. Students who
have not acquired the basics at the upper-secondary school may well feel that
the first period in the commercial law programme is what Leif Alsheimer describes as a “hefty introduction”. For those who have used their time at uppersecondary school well, the course provides a form of extended revision.
Bengt and Amelia, who had just completed their first semester when interviewed, probably belong to this second group of students. They claim that
they did not find the contents of the introductory core theme particularly
new, demanding or stimulating but they mainly involved revising the history
courses they had taken at school.
“To be frank, I hardly read any of the core books this semester. I didn’t feel I
needed to. Primarily because we have had so much to do and then I felt I knew it,
as we did this at school. I looked through the contents pages and glanced at some
of the books that we were allowed to take into the exam. They were mainly about
history and I felt that I knew that already … but I don’t know how well I did
because we haven’t had the exams back yet.
“We read one book pretty thoroughly, that was the Swedish modern economic
history because we didn’t have that at school. Otherwise I haven’t read much. I
don’t think the first core course was that interesting as a whole. But if you look at
the titles, then they are all interesting and instructive books. But we had 17 books
to read in the first semester. And a full timetable. That’s pretty tough! Obviously
that’s rather hefty for people who didn’t read anything at school.” (Bengt)
“A lot of people have been able to sit back and just revise a bit.” ( Amelia)
Evil and respect for human dignity

Even though not directly requested to, nearly all the students have referred
to the titles and contents of various books that they found memorable. Often
they were not certain about the core theme to which they belonged. The students who had completed most themes found it difficult to specify any one
as particularly interesting. They maintained that everything that had been
included was interesting. Like Johan, many students considered that the themes merged into one another but that one recurrent element they had reacted
to was evil and human violence, or its converse, the importance of respect for
human dignity.
“Today, and in particular after the upheaval in Europe, during the last 15
years mainly, from 1989 and the fall of the Berlin Wall and the appalling pictures that have been cabled out of what used to be Yugoslavia, all of us, whether we
like it or not, have become aware of what human beings are capable of. And that’s
something that interests me and has affected me. This capacity of human beings
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literally to explode into violence and evil. What causes it? Why do people react the
way they do? How can you explain actions like this? So I must confess I found that
interesting. This relates to different themes. I would claim that at least half of the
themes have in one way or another been linked to this. People’s behaviour and why
they can act so blindly in ways they would never do otherwise. It’s an interesting
and complex issue. And it’s something that I think is stimulating, frightening and
interesting.” (Johan)
Hédi Fried’s trick

As part of the theme on the Third Reich and Evil Leif has sometimes ‘deceived’ the students to give them living proof of how easy it is to manipulate
people without them noticing it. He learnt one of the successful tricks from
Hédi Fried, someone he had the good fortune to meet because of the core curriculum concept.
“Hédi Fried is one of the few that survived Auschwitz. She is a fantastic person.
Her vitality and her history is almost incredible,” Leif adds.
The trick involves Leif claiming to be co-operating with the School of
Education in a research project to establish whether people with brown eyes
are more intelligent than others. So Leif asks the students with brown eyes to
sit on one side of the auditorium, and the rest on the other.
“And they do! Later during the course they realise that they have been deceived
and manipulated. This is a useful experience to have had when they read books
about the Third Reich, especially “Helt vanliga män” [“Ordinary Men” ] by
Christopher Browning and books about authority and obedience. When you yourself have been manipulated you are less prone to reject things and say ‘I’ d never do
anything like that’ or ‘They’ d never have fooled me’. It’s easier to realise that most
of the people who committed these appalling and evil acts in Hitler’s time weren’t
monsters but ordinary people. And that’s the awful thing – the uncommitted fellow-travellers. In one of his speeches, President Kennedy said that the hottest place
in hell is reserved for the uncommitted, and there’s a lot in that,” Leif remarks,
like the preacher he has been compared to previously in this report.
None of the students interviewed referred to tricks or manipulative acts
like these, one explanation being that they never have been exposed to any.
Leif Alsheimer allows nearly four years to elapse before using them again so
that they will not be seen through by students or stymied by “gossip” from
their predecessors.
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Books and films

Not everything has to come from a book

The required texts for the core curriculum course are arranged according to
theme in the reading list that Leif draws up. Like the themes for each semester, the books and texts are exchangeable and Leif updates and renews the list
regularly. The thematic reading list for 2000/2001 is included as an appendix
to this report (Appendix 3).
Certain films are also included in the core course to supplement the texts.
According to Leif, Before the Rain is an excellent core course film for the Central Europe theme and also for the theme on Russia as it reflects the way in
which people think in cycles. Other films or filmed versions of novels that
have been included in the workshops are Schindler’s List, Dead Poets Society
and Burnt by the Sun.
Those students who have commented on the inclusion of films have, like
Johan, reacted positively to the way in which they have been used to supplement the written material:
“We have watched films once or twice. That was an interesting idea. Not everything has to come from a book. A lot of what goes on in people’s minds can be
found in images as well.” (Johan)
Student choice

Lilli is the only one of the students interviewed who had envisaged the possibility of students being involved in the selection of the books for the course.
“It’s a question that comes up all the time about whether you should be able to
choose the books yourself. That’s what you do indirectly. For one thing in being able
to read other books that deal with the same theme, because Leif is always there to
give you advice on what to choose. And then we evaluate the course continuously
and make suggestions that Leif has in fact adopted. So suddenly some book you
suggested yourself turns up and that feels really nice.” (Lilli)
If, as Lilli claims, the question of being able to choose the books yourself
comes up all the time, one can wonder why she is the only person to mention
it during the interview. The most reasonable explanation is the one implied
by Ingalill below that Leif is in fact incredibly literary and that in comparison
the students do not feel that they have much to contribute. Like Ingalill most
students probably feel privileged in having “educational” books recommended
to them by Leif Alsheimer:
“I am going to read a lot of the core books when I have taken my degree. And
then I really will have the time needed to get into them properly. While you are
studying you don’t really have enough time to absorb everything. I think you need
to read them once, let it settle, and then read them again. So that you can really
think about them. This course has definitely aroused my interest in reading. I must
say to Leif, ‘Leif, please don’t forget to go on sending me the reading lists’. Because
new books are added and there’s a risk of missing them otherwise. [Interviewer:
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“Leif could start an educational network book club, perhaps?”] Yes, that’s a super
idea, for old students in other words!” (Ingalill)
Time to read?

Leif Alsheimer considers that a reasonable number of books for the commercial law students to read each semester alongside the ‘regular’ reading for their
law courses amounts to 15 core books or texts (both fiction and non-fiction).
Many students, like Ingalill above, claim that the time available does not correspond to the desire and ambition to read and reflect inspired by the core
curriculum course.
The question of whether and if so how the students cope with the core
reading list cannot be avoided. The responses of the twelve interviewees could
be interpreted to say that despite their ambition they rarely read all the books
on the list. How many they manage to get through depends mainly on how
much time they have to devote to the law courses and the nature of the text
(non-fiction or fiction). Fiction is felt to be quicker to read so that they can
get through it more easily.
In the twelve interviews it turned out that the students had different strategies for dealing with the lack of time and making sure that they had grasped
the gist of the texts. One strategy was to do most of the reading at home on
their own and then, as the exam approached to join a study group, formed on
the spur of the moment or already established, to go through the titles and
discuss them.
“Yes, that’s what we usually do before each exam, in fact. Really because it’s
often easier to read a book and then put it down without thinking very much about
it for yourself. But when there’s a group of you discussing it, then you have to think
about it properly, and things can come up that you haven’t thought about before
and that’s actually pretty good. We have not had organised discussion groups but
we have worked together a lot in class. And groups have formed naturally for students to discuss things and help each other.” (Gabrielle)
Diana, who has just finished the first semester’s “hefty introduction” when
the core texts consist entirely of non-fiction, made an arrangement with other
students so that she would not have to read everything. The group were able
to account for all the books on the theme by discussing them and describing
them to each other.
“We divided the books up between us to some extent. We were a group that concentrated on 2–3 books each, read them and then presented them in a discussion.
So each book was probably read by three people. This gave you a good overview …
[Interviewer: Efficient in other words?] Yes, exactly.” (Diana)
The core books instead of Ricki Lake

When asked whether the core curriculum course books diverted time from
their other studies, the students interviewed answered no in slightly different
ways. Lilli made no bones about the core books often seeming more attractive
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than the reading for the regular law courses but claimed that she had no problem in putting the law books first when an examination was approaching.
Several students stress that they regard the core curriculum course reading
as a leisure activity or relaxation. They read the core books instead of settling
down to watch Ricki Lake or Spin City or some more or less demanding entertainment programme. For this reason they claim that the core course does
not steal time from the “occupational” courses in commercial law.
“Well of course if you’ve got an exam in the law relating to credit then you
don’t sit down and read an illustrated magazine or something like that, of course
not, because you have to pass the test, and if you take it seriously you also want to
do well. But you don’t have to spend ten hours a day studying, and there are more
relaxed periods when you can sit and read these books rather than stare at Ricki
Lake on television. It works.” (Lilli)
We did not ask any direct question about how the students got hold of all
the books. Fabian mentioned spontaneously that it could sometimes be difficult to obtain them all. He welcomed the university library’s initiative of
making “mass purchases” of some of the core books:
“We should definitely be able to borrow the books we read from the library. I’ve
been told that the university library has bought 20 copies of all the important books
on Leif ’s list. About time too, because up to now you have had to look around to
get hold of the core texts.” ( Fabian)

Discussion and reflection between seminars

Three o’clock in the morning

If the course is to achieve its objective, Leif Alsheimer claims that discussion
and reflection between the seminars is important. As has already been mentioned, the students interviewed claim that discussions of the texts do take place
– mainly in the form of spontaneous and informal conversations between fellow-students.
“These [discussions] can occur during a break, or some evening when you have
just read something. We usually spend a lot of time reading in the library and
discuss things over a cup of coffee or something. The discussions are important.
That’s how you get different views of the books. It’s great to exchange ideas, you
form opinions and thoughts and it’s very good for you. You learn to discuss things
and argue your point of view. And to listen to other people. It’s positive in every
way.” (Elin)
“I talk to my friends about them [the core books] a lot. We sit and have coffee
and talk about the books we’ve had time to finish. I also spend a lot of time talking
to my mother who has also read a lot of books. And if you get the chance it’s great
to talk to Leif. Not only at the seminars but if you can grab him in a corridor as
well …
“I don’t discuss them with everybody, I talk to my closest friends from here, you
could say. You choose yourself who you want to study with. There are between three
53

and six of us and we can be discussing at three o’clock in the morning if we’ve been
sitting around talking after a good dinner, or on a bus, or on the phone late in the
afternoon. In fact anywhere. I think it’s very important because everybody has a
different perspective. You may think in one way while your friends think totally
differently. So the discussions help you to understand the books better. Unfortunately you can’t understand everything just from sitting there reading, so it’s good to
get other people’s impressions.” (Lilli)
Some of the older students, such as Diana, also say that they discuss the
current core books with people who are not fellow students:
“I have a friend that I meet occasionally. She’s about 55 or thereabouts … she
keeps her horse in the same stable as me. She has spent a long time at college and
university and has read lots of books. When I tell her about the books on the list
[for the core course] she has often read a lot of them. She thinks this is interesting
and that the list includes books that are really worth reading.” (Diana)

The role of the teacher

A natural talent for knowledge

The statements of several of the students suggest that Leif Alsheimer, as an
individual and as a teacher, plays a key role in making the core course popular
and engaging the students’ commitment and readiness to devote their spare
time to the core curriculum concept. For some of the students he seems to
represent an intellectual paragon:
“Yes, well he [Leif Alsheimer] is different, as a person he is really different. He
is special and he has a special kind of personality for good or ill. I mean that in
terms of knowledge he is naturally talented quite simply, in terms of knowledge
something that most, if not all, of us consider to be unattainable in principle. A
kind of superman. It’s there in the way he behaves as well. Right in the middle of a
discussion about contract law he can start discussing Egyptology or Russian history
or something else. He can switch tracks really quickly. He has a breadth and a versatility and it really doesn’t matter what you ask about, he has the answer. I found
that really impressive, I didn’t think people like that existed in real life.” (Johan)
Leif Alsheimer says himself that “switching tracks” is a strategy he deliberately adopts in his teaching.
“As a listener you cannot concentrate for all that long if someone is talking
about only one subject. If a lecturer can link the subject now and again to some
completely different dimensions then it provides a much needed distraction and
the students can keep up with the train of thought,” he explains.
Several of the students interviewed point out that Leif has what is often called “charisma”. Lilli and Bengt give vivid descriptions of Leif’s commitment.
“The reason the course is so good is a kind of combination of Leif ’s personal
qualities, his incredible learning and contents that are freer. The workshops are
Leif ’s passion as far as I can see. So when he stands there in front of us he’s really
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doing something he loves. And I think that after a while everyone is affected by his
enthusiasm and sits there discussing things. I really think so. Leif glows.” (Lilli)
“To be honest with you, as a teacher, in terms of the usual models he [Leif Alsheimer] is really quite hopeless. But I must say that it’s his lack of structure that’s
the magic. Some teachers stand there with their overheads and just read out what
the overhead says anyway. And at the end of the lecture they tell you it’s all on the
intranet anyway. Thanks a lot! In that case we didn’t need to be there at all. From
that point of view Leif ’s fantastic. I feel that there is a discussion taking place, you
can say there’s ‘action’.” (Bengt)
Attention to individual development

Leif Alsheimer points out that he makes great demands of the students while
at the same time he is careful to listen to what they say so that he can support
the ones he that he feels need help. Both Lilli and Elin say that they feel that
Leif’s questions help them to think ‘more deeply’:
“… Leif asks questions back. If I say that I felt it was like this … then he asks
‘OK, but why not like this or this instead?’ and then you’re forced to think a step
further, or perhaps two or three steps. So then you have to think completely! Leif
has the ability to evoke thoughts and conjectures.”
“... He [Leif Alsheimer] makes you feel smarter than perhaps you thought you
were. You realise that you can in fact think fairly well on your own bat. But he
spurs these ideas and thoughts. You aren’t afraid to discuss things with Leif and
that’s what’s so good.” (Lilli)
“He [Leif Alsheimer] perhaps asks questions, another kind of questions, that
really make you think deeply and say what you feel about various things. And he
brings up other aspects about something that you hadn’t thought of yourself. Or
he makes a link to something completely different. He sets you thinking in slightly
different directions than you would normally and linking different aspects to it.”
(Elin)
Superior knowledge can sometimes be intimidating

Although several of the interviewees maintain that Leif’s ardour, entertaining
narratives and stimulating questions help them to make intellectual progress,
some of the students claim that his mania for education, his immense knowledge and his concept of learning can sometimes be difficult to cope with, and
even inhibit their desire to get involved in discussion with their teacher:
“Leif is one of several very riveting teachers and they all have their good and bad
sides. What he goes in for is liberal studies, for good and ill in my opinion. You feel
pretty inferior. Leif ’s obvious mastery in terms of learning means that you don’t
want to get involved in a discussion with him as you always lose. It also makes it
difficult for us as students to check whether he is telling the truth, we quite simply
have to take him on trust.” (Hans)
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“But I think that a lot of people are intimidated by his authority. He knows a
great deal and there aren’t many who dare to speak. I think his seminars are good
and if you’re active during a seminar you really get something out of it. It’s clear
that a lot of us, I have been told, have a great deal of respect for him.” (Bengt)

Examinations

Developmental experience or a test

The core curriculum course is compulsory. Before students can be awarded
a degree they must have participated in it actively. This mainly means that
they must have read the set books and thought about them. To enable Leif
to assess whether they have done so, the students take a written examination
every semester.
Leif expresses mixed feelings about this form of examination. On the one
hand it works and the students turn up for the examinations and do well. On
the other hand he claims that a traditional five-hour written examination
represents a test situation rather than the kind of developmental activity he
would like the core curriculum course to have:
“I don’t like the formal testing, but these tests each semester are in fact the only
way I can make sure that the students have read the books and thought about the
theme for the semester. But I would have to get more substantial funding than a
total of 36,000 Swedish krones for 200 students every year to be able to arrange
more seminars and a take-home examination, which is what I would really like.”
he points out.
Advantages and disadvantages of examinations?

None of the students interviewed had failed any of the core examinations, but
some of them had skipped an examination in one semester. Many of those interviewed were positive about the examinations, claiming that they a special
examination was needed to provide some impetus – ‘a shove forwards’. Lilli
has taken several core examinations and does not feel that they have been difficult:
“Often the exam doesn’t feel particularly exacting because we get a fairly broad
essay question that doesn’t really involve any specific book or books on the list but
is very comprehensive. You just have to describe a certain phenomenon, compare it
with something and write what you yourself feel about things. Mostly you sit there
for three or four hours and simply think about what links the books together, why
Leif has chosen these specific books and not others, what they have in common,
what they say about society today and what your own opinion is.”
“I definitely do not read the core books because of the examination, definitely
not! Then the questions are so broad17 that you cannot just read two or three books
and feel these are the main books so that should do. You have to read all of them
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to get an overall picture of what the subject is about. So even if some people would
like to read fewer books I don’t think it would work.
“… For me the exam is bit like an opportunity to show what I thought about
when I read the books. Not ‘O my God, an exam and I might fail’. No, no, I’ve
never felt like that!’” (Lilli)
Bengt, who has just taken his first core curriculum exam has the most
negative opinion. He explains why a take-home examination would be more
effective:
“I felt that this examination was totally pointless as far as I was concerned. Because it allows me no scope to write what I really want to. I would like to go home,
have a cup of tea and then sort of think for a bit. Sit down at the computer, write
… check some things in the books – ‘That looks good!’. The question we got was
‘Describe the progress in Western Europe towards the rule of law and democracy’.
Then you have to begin in Ancient Greece and Rome and move forward to the
20th century. In five hours. And I could feel all my motivation disappear as soon
as I read the question. I would have appreciated being allowed to write at home
and the quality would have been better. I must have been sitting there for at least
an hour and a half of the five all told. Then I left. I felt that was enough, I couldn’t
manage any more. That’s what feels bad. And then you don’t take the examination
so seriously because you don’t get any credits for it either.” (Bengt)
Amelia, another first-year student also feels that it is not a catastrophe not
to do well.
“There’s nothing to panic about if you fail the core examination – it doesn’t affect your grant or anything, and there are no credits involved but you’ ll just have
to take it some time before you get your degree in three and half years.” ( Amelia)

17. The test in December 2000 contained the following questions:
st
1 year: Describe the progress in Western Europe towards the rule of law and democracy.
When, where, how and why?
nd
2 year: Germany was unified in 1870 with the exception of Austria, as Bismarck did not
want Catholicism to dominate in a unified Germany. It has often been maintained that,
at least up until 1945, there existed a German “Sonderweg” (roughly “separate direction”)
compared to other European countries. This Sonderweg has been regarded as negative.
When the Federal Republic was founded and it was decided to nominate Bonn as the
capital a system referred to as Rhine democracy emerged. This epithet represents something
that is generally regarded as positive, indeed a change of direction in the history of modern
Germany. Account for and analyse the reasons for this point of view and why many people
reacted negatively to the decision to select Berlin as the capital once again. Do not forget to
give reasons for your point of view.
rd
3 . year: Hugh Seton-Watson, the historian, has maintained that “if there is one single
factor which dominates the course of Russian history, at any rate since the Tartar conquest,
it is the principle of autocracy”. Develop this opinion and describe in broad terms through
the years in what way autocracy has played a dominant role in Russia. Do not forget to use
examples from novels.
th
4 year: In his book Donojilc´ draws a map of what he expected to happen to Jugoslavia.
Analyse in the light of subsequent events in what respects Donojilc´ was correct and where
he was wrong and discuss the value of fictional warning bells of this kind.
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Carina feels that there should not be any written examination at all. Small
seminar groups that met more frequently would be adequate. Hans, on the
other hand, believes that there would be too much direction and an “odd feeling” if the examinations took the form of group discussions:
“I feel it [the examination] could take the form of seminars so that we would
get more out of it. When you take a written examination all the input comes from
you. You sit there writing for your own sake and nobody else gets anything out of it.
But a seminar – and this wouldn’t work with 70 students but we would have split
up into 4–5 groups – allows me to benefit from different experiences and ideas.
It’s a question of funding, I realise that too. But it would give 100 times as much.
I don’t think it’s a good idea to bring writing into this. It’s too demanding and a
lot of people may put it on the back-burner.” (Carina)
“The alternative [to the written examination] would be discussions in smaller
groups. Sitting with Leif and talking your way through. That’s one alternative I
could envisage. But in some ways that would be highly regulated … I could envisage it but I feel that it would be a bit risky to sit like that. The atmosphere could
be odd.” (Hans)
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Results of the interviews and conclusions of the study
Seeing things in context and questioning things

The main results that are indicated by the interview responses of the students,
in particular those in their final year, reflect the ethical and personal development dimensions of the concept of liberal studies described in the introduction to this report. The most dramatic effects of the course could be described
as helping students to “make progress” in the way they think – about existential, philosophical, ideological and ethical issues in particular.
Being able to see a context and to acquire deeper, more ‘meaningful’ understanding of why the world looks the way it does and the reasons for people’s
behaviour provides a sense of satisfaction that Johan describes like this:
“When you read you can see clear similarities between the actions of Lieutenant
Mattias Flink and the bloke who murdered two girls outside Kristianstad in the
south of Sweden, and in what way they were like the people who murdered their
neighbours in the Balkans. And then similarities with the National Socialists
in the 30s and 40s, and members of Los Angeles gangs. With everyday violence.
In a way it’s a question of making connections – lines between different points.
And then suddenly you realise that it’s not just points and lines any more, but it
turns into a sort of picture, it takes some kind of shape. And I must say that it’s
an “aha-experience”, closing the gaps. Suddenly it’s a constellation of points and
lines.” (Johan)
Johan and many of the others claim that the ability that the core course
has mainly stimulated during his four years on the programme is the capacity
to question things. In addition the course has made him more aware of the
extent of his ignorance, two fundamentals that the philosopher of philosophers, Socrates, claimed to be necessary both for the intellectual development
and learning process of the individual and for the development of a truly democratic society.
“Perhaps it’s this business of questioning more. Asking why, why is it like this?
Why do people behave like this? And if you make it a rule to ask why, your thinking
often goes a step further. And in the end you come up with the way things should
be. Then whether it’s right or wrong is another matter but if you can only realise
in some way how much you don’t know, then I think that’s a big step towards
knowledge.” (Johan)

Turning students into complete human beings

Leif Alsheimer’s description of the core curriculum course is that it is a ‘course
in tolerance’ which is intended to turn the students into ‘complete human
beings’ rather than specialists in commercial law. Our interpretation of Lilli’s
comment below about empathy and the ability to see shades of meaning rather
than black and white is that for some students at least this has been achieved.
The transition from viewing things as black and white to a more discerning
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view of knowledge and ‘truths’ is a sign, according to Perry’s theory of ethical
and intellectual development referred to in the conclusion of this report, that
individuals are progressing towards a more highly developed ethical stage.
One in which they have an unwavering conception, although respecting the
diverging standpoints of other people, of what is right and wrong or good and
bad in various contexts.
“Yes, it’s just that you don’t only see things as either black or white but see areas
of grey quite simply. You learn to develop your capacity for empathy, to understand
other people, understand the differences between various ways of thinking and you
learn that it doesn’t matter what you think and it usually isn’t wrong as long as
you can justify it and know yourself why you think the way you do. I don’t know,
but it sounds as if I feel I’ve become a better person and of course that’s silly, but
it’s something like that, actually.” (Lilli)

The difficulty of formulating usefulness in concrete terms

However, the students find difficulties in grasping and describing the direct
and obvious benefits of the core course. It is this lack of any obvious value together with the experiences of pleasure or satisfaction that Sven-Eric Liedman,
in the definition cited at the beginning of this report, claims is yet another
characteristic of the concept of liberal education and of the ethical and personal development dimension. Amelia, who has just started the programme, is
looking forward to being able to read the literary core books and believes that
the benefits of the course may have become clear to her when she takes her
degree in four years time:
“I am keen to see what’s coming next as so far we have only had history books
and now we will get the others … it feels as if that’s what we are really going
to … But I feel on the whole that the knowledge we are going to acquire is something we’re not going to realise … what we’ve learnt … until the four years have
finished. Then we’ ll have gone through the whole thing. It won’t be until then that
we’ ll understand what it’s for, how to use it. How it has enhanced us.” ( Amelia)
One concrete result that many of the students mention, however, is that the
core course has changed their television viewing and that they now more often
watch the news, social debates and social documentaries. They also assert that
their thoughts about the kind of phenomena these programmes deal with have
become more incisive and more complex. This can be interpreted as saying
that the core course has wrought a thoroughgoing and permanent change of
the students’ patterns of thought and behaviour.
Some students also state that they apply the insights gained from the core
course and the reading list to their own everyday experiences. These include
Ingalill, who has children of school-age, and Lilli, who intends to work in an
international context when she has taken her degree:
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“What I have got from the last course is that in order to belong to a group we
must abandon aspects of our own identity. That’s something that could definitely
be developed further even in primary school. Getting young people to realise that
the most important thing in life may not be belonging to some trendy clique … In
other words you have to deny yourself to belong to the group. If you can get children
to realise this, then perhaps they wouldn’t try so hard. You could discuss this and
talk to them about it. There doesn’t seem to be any other way. You have to try to
get them to ask themselves if they really are prepared to do so. At least tell them,
ask them if they are ready to use violence against themselves, restrain themselves
just to belong. If they don’t want to be who they are.
“That’s what my children want to be in some ways and they’re just as stubborn
as I am and refuse to betray themselves. So they shrug their shoulders. But I know
and I have seen children who would do almost anything to belong to a group. It’s
frightening.” (Ingalill)
“In encounters with other cultures you don’t notice people who perhaps used
to seem ‘strange’ but you understand that they behave in a certain way because
of their own experiences. Which is only good, because I can gain experience and
knowledge from them so that I can learn things too, instead of acting like this [with
a dismissive gesture] and saying ‘No, I don’t understand this’ and being frightened
and not wanting to join in. You have greater understanding of what is going on
and perhaps you make friends a bit more quickly just because you are not as afraid.
Any prejudices you may have had disappear because you know what they are based
on. But the fact is that you get to know yourself and other people too. You feel more
secure in strange situations because you have read about them and know something
about how to behave.” (Lilli)

Experience in formulating arguments leads to increased self confidence
and that in turn to community activities

The course provides students with a sure footing when they formulate arguments for or against different aspects of society or social issues and this leads
to improved self confidence Leif Alsheimer points out.
“This may be one reason why the commercial law students takes such an active
part in student union activities of various kinds,” he claims.
Additional support for this opinion comes from Göran Wahlgren, who is
responsible for the commercial law programme as a whole, who describes the
groups of students with these words:
“[the commercial law] students are often active in IHHJS, the student association, and most of the leading positions have been occupied by commercial law
students through the years.”
Five of the twelve students interviewed said that they were actively involved in some form of “community role” in addition to the sporting activities
to which most of them devoted some of their time. The organisations and
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activities referred to included the Red Cross, a trade union, local politics, the
student association referred to above and the Republican Movement, described by the student concerned as “quietly and mainly in the form of an electronic
network promoting the idea that Sweden should be a republic.”
Even though several students, such as Lilli above, agree that the core course
makes it easier for them to take part in discussions with other people in different contexts, none of them state that it has improved their self-confidence.
On the contrary, as has been pointed out, during the actual seminars some
students lose their self-confidence, feel inferior and therefore have no desire
to question things or get involved in discussions.

Process vision

Leif Alsheimer wants the students to understand why they are reading the
books they read and to be aware of the importance of analytical reasoning. For
instance he wants them to understand that it is often possible to see similarities and draw parallels between the problems concerning society and democracy in the past and today. He believes that the core books enable students to
notice that important phenomena and problems tend to ‘re-occur’ in various
historical processes and geographical areas.
“I want the students to understand that you can discern processes in the development of societies and democracy by noticing small signs and details. The erosion of
respect for democracy and the rule of law often begins with some form of encroachment of the rights of individuals or minority groups,” he claims.
When the students are asked how the core curriculum course has influenced their life as students or in any other way, another response is that it has
given them what could be called subject-specific knowledge, in history, law
and politics in particular. Several of the text books on the core reading list
deal with history. The fact that the commercial law students are capable of reflecting on social developments from a historical perspective is also something
that is revealed by the examination answers that have been shown to us:
“We have read quite a lot of history and that helps you perhaps to understand
how other countries act on the basis of their history and their evolution. You can
see conflicts and the like and understand them. My knowledge of history has increased.” (Elin)
“And then we have learnt an enormous amount. The first reading list we had
contained a lot of books related to law. Because it was about the rule of law, totalitarian regimes, i.e. Communism versus Nazism and then you really learnt how
the rule of law should function in a country and what happens when it fails and
why rules are important. This was a really good way of beginning to study law
and it made me understand the fundamental reason for the existence of laws. And
why they have to exist.
“But now I feel that I understand a bit more about politics and about social
issues. That’s something I’ve got from the core course in fact. Before it was a case of
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‘Well they’re all the same, the ones with power. There aren’t any major differences.’
That’s roughly what I thought about politics, but now I can see in more detail. But
I’m not yet someone with an ardent interest in politics, not at all.
“You understand more how important democracy really is. I think that some
words that used only to be words with a certain definition have suddenly begun to
mean something. You have a feeling for the word because now it means something.
That’s not the way it used to be but it was ‘Well it must be good for something’
but now I really know what democracy means and how important it is for it to
exist.” (Lilli)

Evidence of linguistic development

Leif Alsheimer considers that he can see a rapid maturation process in the
students. They become better at writing in particular. He points out that as
the core curriculum course itself does not involve very much writing and the
students only really express themselves in writing in connection with the examinations each semester, it is mainly in the other courses, such as the language
courses that form part of the programme, that their improved writing skills
can be observed. Göran Wahlgren expresses it like this: “It is undeniable that
the core curriculum workshops have attracted a great deal of attention, but their
main impact on the programme has been the improvement in students’ ability to
express themselves when they write their ‘papers’ and essays.”
The emphasis in the course on reading also, according to Leif Alsheimer,
emphasises the importance of students acquiring a mastery of Swedish. He
considers that a feeling for language, a mastery of Swedish, may perhaps
provide the most important key to independent thought and greater understanding of individuals, the rule of law and democracy imparted by the core
curriculum course.
“The students are not going to become historians, literary critics or linguists,
that’s not the aim, but a feeling for language is no less important in view of the future careers of these commercial law students when they are going to need a feel for
shades of meaning and to be able to use the language to ‘ depict things in pictorial
terms’ for their own mind’s eye and those of others,” he explains.
Even though the students maintain that the course has made them want to
read and discuss books more, that their vocabularies have expanded and that
they have exercised their ability to read and absorb large quantities of text,
none of them refers spontaneously to the linguistic development that Leif Alsheimer claims forms part of their educational voyage of exploration.
What the students emphasise instead is thinking. When asked directly if
the course has developed their language or their writing, the response, at least
from those in their third or fourth years is that they their ability to use language, in both speech and writing, has definitely improved during the course of
the programme. Some claim that this kind of development would have taken
place without the influence of the core course. But by referring to the widely
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accepted assumption that those who read a lot also become better at writing,
they assert that it is probable that the core course has been one of the elements
that have improved their language skills.
“It’s difficult as well when it comes to the ability to write. Difficult to make
out whether this development has anything to do with the core course. You spend
a lot of time working with language in the programme as a whole, so it’s difficult
to work out what depends on what.” (Gabrielle)
“The whole programme has obviously influenced it [language]. It has affected
writing and the ability to write freely. In other words to associate from one word
and then in some way to let it flow from there. But I believe mainly that my ability to think has developed, and then put things down on paper. I consider that the
thinking comes first and it’s great to be able to cope with writing it out. So, yes,
certainly, it’s had that effect.” (Hans)
“It [the ability to write] improves, if you read a lot then you practise your ability to write and also to discuss things. You get a larger vocabulary. You can say that
you get better at writing if you read a lot. That’s what I think.” (Elin)

Conclusions of this evaluation

If the core curriculum concept is evaluated on the basis of the students’ responses, attitudes, commitment and interest, then it must be described as
successful. It more than achieves its main objective – to make the students
understand how important it is for people to respect each other, democratic
principles and the meaning and consequences of the concept of the rule of law.
It is also clear that this course develops the students’ ability to make their own
independent critical judgements.
The general popularity of the core curriculum course is related to the
benefits attained by the students themselves. Their responses show that the
course helps them to “progress” in their thinking on existential, philosophical,
ideological and ethical issues. Being able to see contexts and acquire more discerning, more “meaningful” understanding of why the world is how it is and
why people behave as they do provides the students with great satisfaction and
stimulates them to adopt their own standpoints on various social issues.
A few students point out that they feel that there is not enough time for
reading and reflection, that the type of examination does not fit in with their
desire to express themselves more profoundly or to listen to the opinions of
others and that sometimes they lack the courage or the desire to take part in
discussions during the seminars.
These minor criticisms do not detract from the positive experience of the
core concept described by the students interviewed.
The “sole begetter” problem, or in other words the fact that the concept
lives and dies with Leif Alsheimer, is one that the Jönköping International
Business School may need to consider. However, the search for perfection
should not obscure what has already been achieved. In view of the evaluation
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above and taking into account the modest resources with which the core curriculum course has been run, the results are impressive and concrete evidence
of how seriously Jönköping International Business School takes its motto of
“educational innovation”.
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Future prospects for liberal studies
As one of the aims of the evaluation of the core curriculum course at Jönköping International Business School has been to propose steps that the National
Agency may take in the future with regard to the concept of liberal studies,
this report will conclude with some observations on future measures. It contains discussion of a number of core areas in which the National Agency and
other interested parties could continue or inaugurate evaluations, studies,
research and development. These core areas can be summarised under the
following headings: student learning as one aspect of the concept of quality,
methods of integrating liberal studies in vocationally oriented programmes,
the demands of the commercial world and the tasks of higher education, developments in liberal studies methodology and the need of longitudinal, interview-based evaluation.

Student perspectives and the quality of programmes
It has already been pointed out that the core curriculum course in the commercial law programme can be seen as an example of educational innovation.
Moreover, it can be maintained that the course also indicates that the Jönköping International Business School is well on the way towards a more developed “student perspective” in its programmes.
In a report published in 1999, Studentperspektiv på verksamhet vid universitet och högskolor – utveckling och helhet [Student perspectives on programmes at
higher education institutions – development and totality] the National Agency
points to the need of more student perspectives in higher education in Sweden.
The report contains a thorough definition of the concept. One main thesis
which should be indisputable is that in higher education institutions operating on the basis of student perspective, student development is an objective
to which explicit priority is given. The report also asserts that this objective
must be defined as more than the acquisition of knowledge, which may not
be quite so self-evident.
The report also stresses the fact that adopting a student perspective is not
always the same thing as doing what students want. However, it is very important to consult student opinion and take it to heart and also to ensure that
there are written records of the justification for any strategic choice not to
comply with student wishes.
Someone who has listened to his students is the American Professor of statistics, Richard J. Light. In Making the Most of College: Students Speak Their
Minds (2001) he describes the factors and clusters of factors that he considers,
on the basis of students’ statements, can explain why certain students do better than others. For just over a decade Light and his research group conducted
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extensive interviews with approximately 1,600 students on a number of occasions about how happy they were, their intellectual commitment, leisure
activities, choice of programme and their results, etc.
One of Light’s most important conclusions is that extra-curricular activities are enormously important for the satisfaction felt by students and their
success in their studies. As many as 80 per cent of the students say that extracurricular activities of an academic nature are those that have the greatest
impact on them in the course of their studies. Whether this concerns drama,
music, reading, or studies of subjects not included in the programme itself,
part-time work or the like, the students claim that it makes their lives enjoyable and enriches their studies.
The teachers who communicate considerably more than the knowledge
needed to pass the ‘occupational’ courses and who can link their students
into the students’ own personal lives, to the world around them, to values and
historical experience are the ones that students appreciate most. Learning in
depth and good results are engendered mainly in courses organised around
small, structured teaching groups demanding many written papers and with
committed teachers who continually challenge their students with questions
involving different perspectives. Written work is, according to Light’s study,
the single most important factor for good study results. It is also extremely
important for timetables to allow students to plan long sessions of undisturbed
reading if they are to gain a clear understanding of larger and more complex
contexts. Light’s study also reveals that course books must be read from the
point of view of comprehension and should also preferably be discussed with
others if they are to be meaningful and rewarding.

Intellectual development a future criterion of quality
At the beginning of the 70s William G. Perry Jr (1981 and 1998) had already
outlined a proposed theory for the development of student thinking. The basis
of his outline can be described in simple terms as consisting of three stages of
development: thinking in terms of black and white, relativistic thinking and
adopting an individual standpoint while still respecting the views of others.
His ideas have subsequently stimulated many other practitioners and theoreticians to undertake their own studies and formulate their own theories in
this field, one example being, for instance, King and Kitchener’s Judgemental
Stage Model (1994).
The National Agency’s evaluation of the commercial law programme’s
core curriculum course is admittedly focused mainly on describing the form
and content of the course in concrete terms and also assessing to what extent
it attains its objectives. In their responses, however, the students on the programme have provided us with a wealth of examples of the way in which the
course has also included factors of the kind that Light claims lead to successful
studies. Their statements also indicate that the course has challenged them in68

tellectually and that it leads to permanent changes in their patterns of thought
and action of the kind described by Perry and others.18
For some time now, discussions have been taking place at the National
Agency about the future evaluation of quality factors of the kind referred to
here, and concrete plans are being made. These will concern not only the ways
in which higher education institutions deal with important factors linked to
students’ results that Light, for instance, claims are important for successful
studies but also the dimensions of individual development and ethical and
intellectual growth described by Perry and others.
A starting point, from which it is hoped lessons can be learnt to enable
future progress, is provided by the national survey of students Studentspegeln
2002 [The student mirror 2002] with a “learning focus” arranged by the National Agency of Higher Educationduring the Autumn of 2001.

The question of contempt for current higher education
practices
Studies have been made in Sweden showing that higher education does not
automaticly lead to better paying jobs. A new Swedish financial periodical,
Smart, recently urged its target group – young adults – not to be fooled by
what its editor, Martin Kreuger, described as “the bluff about the importance
of higher education”. A number of articles were published portraying young
people without higher education who said that they were happy and that they
had well-paid and, in the eyes of many, interesting jobs in various successful
companies.
“These examples show that there are alternative career paths open to those
with the daring and the desire. At the same time the experts pontificate gloomily about the longer and longer periods of higher education that are becoming increasingly important in the labour market. There is something fishy
going on.”
“... But a lot of Swedish universities and colleges are not worth the noodles you
will end up eating or the meagre study loan when it can be proved that you
could get a good job anyway. Most companies are more concerned with how
you perform and do not care what you have learnt, as our lead articles show.”
(Smart’s editorial, issue nr. 4, 2001)

18. As one stage of a possible continuation and augmentation of the evaluation process that
will focus on an assessment of the intellectual and ethical development of the commercial
law students, the National Agency has collected 16 essay answers from the core curriculum
examination taken by the students in December 2000.
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But for the fact that the same editorial calls for more liberal studies in higher
education, Smart’s formulations could be described as contempt for education:
“ … there is far too little said about education and far too much about training. Many of the programmes in higher education today are neither academic
enough nor sufficiently vocationally oriented. Where are you going to find any
real intellectual challenges in a system that instead of stimulating education
have to cope with tasks imposed for political reasons such as creating gender
equality, counteracting segregation or remedying regional imbalances? How
often have you been advised to apply to a university because of the value of
being better educated or of critical scholarly thought? Instead they tell you
to go on studying with the weak argument that ‘it will be easier to find a job
afterwards’.” (Ibid.)

Göran Wahlgren implies that the effect of the core curriculum workshops on
the students’ personal development is intimately linked with the overall quality of the programme.
“It’s important for the students to mature and develop as human beings, which
we may not always see the fruits of as it becomes more apparent when they start
to work. We want to send better lawyers and people into the labour market than
other higher education institutions do.”
In this way the core curriculum course becomes one of the elements that
adds to the competitiveness of the commercial law programme at Jönköping
International Business School and increases its status. Göran Wahlgren feels
that this has been acknowledged by several representatives of the commercial
world:
“Yes, spontaneous contacts with employers confirms this. For one thing they
think that what we are doing is totally correct, because this is the kind of person
they want – that’s what some of them say when they ring teachers for references. And
when I go out to information sessions outside the university about our programme I
always hear a lot of appreciative comments about our core curriculum workshops,
even from such conservative quarters as the Swedish Bar Association.”

Proof of the pudding: one employers judgments of the core
curriculum course-graduates
In the course of this evaluation the National Agency has also been in touch
with Maria Landén, who is on the executive staff of the international auditing
agency Ernst & Young’s19 Corporate Tax Service, where she is also a depart19. Ernst & Young describes itself a knowledge company dealing with audits, taxation and legal
matters and corporate finance. In more traditional terms Ernst & Young could be described
as an auditing company which employs large numbers of lawyers.
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mental manager. Maria Landén has a great deal of influence on the company’s
recruitment policies in her own area, has interviewed many job applicants
and has recently decided to recruit more lawyers who have completed the programme in commercial law at Jönköping International Business School. In
her opinion more should be expected of a university graduate than the specific
knowledge relating to a vocational field:
“When we recruit we are looking for people with ‘a full set’ of skills. That means
that we are looking for individuals with substantial skills, a well developed analytical ability and the like. But it’s just as important for the applicants to be intellectually aware and to have the manifest ability to think for themselves. When we
recruit direct from university these qualities are particularly important.”
The core curriculum workshops played an important role for the decision
to recruit from Jönköping International Business School and Maria Landén
says that the company is very pleased with all the students who have come
from the programme.
“The students [from the commercial law programme at Jönköping International Business School] we have interviewed have impressed us with their historical
and geographical awareness. During the interviews, and later after they have been
taken on, they have expressed their great appreciation of the core workshops and
have given us vivid descriptions of how significant they feel they have been.
“The three individuals I know a little more closely are very independent, creative and have great integrity. I also consider that they are very mature for their age
and unusually familiar with the world around them and the major issues. I also
think that these qualities could probably be found in the applicants we interviewed
but did not accept for various reasons.”
When asked if a liberal studies course like the one at Jönköping International Business School gives students some added value in the labour market,
Maria Landen’s response is:
“I definitely think so. Ernst & Young is a good example. Up to now we have not
recruited lawyers directly from university to any great extent, mainly because we
felt that after university they normally need a ‘bit of polish’. But this is not what
we have felt about the students from Jönköping, so the quota we are recruiting
directly has gone up.”
She has the following to say about liberal studies in general in higher education, the community and the workplace:
“In my opinion Swedish society already has been impoverished and will in
the long run be so to an even greater extent by the failure of higher education in
Sweden for so many years to take greater responsibility for educating students.
That’s why this initiative at Jönköping International Business School deserves so
much credit. It is shows that they are taking more responsibility, both to the students and to society. I work with international contacts every day and I feel that
representatives of industry in Sweden have everything to gain from a higher level
of education.

71

I think that liberal studies are important for all students in higher education.
The value is perhaps higher for law students, for instance, because professionally
they are going to have to be able to express themselves extremely well in speech and
in writing, and have to understand different situations from various points of
view. I have spent a few years working in England. They have a completely different educational tradition. Before you can become an auditor or a tax consultant
(who are usually lawyers) you have to take a ‘general’ degree at a university in
history or English, for instance, or something totally different. My colleagues in
England included two with doctorates in bio-chemistry, one with a doctorate in
social anthropology, several historians, a linguist, a mathematician and so on. We
often discussed politics and cultural matters with a lot more involvement than I
have experienced in Swedish workplaces. This may be an extreme comparison but
it made me aware of how narrow higher education is in Sweden. There are far too
few elements of general education, too little practice in oral and written presentations and the ability to think for yourself.”

Bridging gaps between vocational training and liberal
studies
Whether the core curriculum course also provides one way for the Jönköping International Business School to “attract” students to its programme
in commercial law cannot be determined. No more than a few of the twelve
students interviewed knew about the core workshops before they began the
programme, and only one said that it had played a decisive role in the final
choice.
Today there is still a large demand for places in humanities and social sciences, but the numbers applying for the natural sciences and engineering are
dwindling. Perhaps one solution could be to offer students clearer and more
explicit opportunities of pursuing multi-disciplinary programmes which
combine engineering, the natural sciences, social sciences and the humanities. There are already exist several examples of engineering and natural sciences programmes that deliberately attempt to integrate the social sciences,
philosophy and elements of the humanities in their courses. Are there by any
chance also humanities or social science programmes that contain elements of
the natural sciences or engineering?
Most of the students interviewed in the course of evaluating the core curriculum course said that they had always been interested in the social sciences
and languages. Their positive attitude to the overview of the social sciences
today provided by the course is not therefore very surprising. How would they
have reacted if the core course has contained a greater focus on the natural
sciences and mathematics?20 The national inventory of initiatives in liberal
20. In fact, the natural sciences are one of the themes included in the core curriculum course
using popular scientific texts written for laymen. However, Leif Alsheimer does not organise a separate seminar on this theme.
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studies inaugurated by the National Agency may, hopefully, provide answers
to questions of this kind.
Making the kind of distinction between liberal studies and vocationally
oriented programmes contained in this report may be productive in some
ways. In purely concrete terms, however, it is more than probable that the opposite approach with attempts to integrate vocational orientation with the liberal studies dimension presented here will be one of challenges facing higher
education institutions in Sweden in the future. One book that can be recommended to institutions that do want to endeavour systematically to eliminate
a dualistic cast of mind and bridge gaps between vocational training and liberal studies, between the knowledge bases of different disciplines and between
student learning and teaching, is Learning that Lasts: Integrating Learning,
Development and Performance in College and Beyond by Marcia Mentkowski &
Associates (1999). This provides a thorough description and discussion, which
is also relevant for Swedish higher education, of the concept of knowledge that
governs all the programmes offered at Alverno College in Milwaukee.
The debate about teaching methodologies in higher education was rekindled during the spring of 2001 largely due to the report entitled Nya villkor
for lärandet i den högre utbildningen [New Conditions for Learning in Higher
Education] (SOU 2001:13) submitted in February 2001 by the Committee
on Educational Innovation in Higher Education. The Committee’s proposals, which included increasing the importance of the role played by teaching
credentials in staff appointments and providing greater opportunities for university teachers to raise their level of awareness about their teaching, did not,
judging from many of the reactions published, meet unanimous approval.
Often the arguments expressed concern about what is felt to be an impossible
combination – ‘senseless’ expansion, the development of methods required
to increase the level of examination and no change in the scanty level of funding. In various publications concepts such as “crazy pedagogics”, “educational bluff” (Univeritetsläraren [The University Teacher] Issue 10, 2001 and
others) and “educational commissars” (Svenska Dagbladet, July 24th 2001)
have been minted.

In depth interviews and longitudinal studies
It is no coincidence that all the results and books referred to in this concluding
discussion are based on what can be described as in-depth interviews. Linden
West, a psychologist and researcher at the University of Kent in Canterbury
in the UK maintains in a doctoral thesis Beyond Fragments, adults, motivation and higher education, a biographical analysis (1996) that questionnaires
on motives, motivation and interest in higher education will never be able to
probe the levels of individual consciousness and subconsciousness that govern
ideas and actions. Students and others involved in higher education are, he
claims, very strongly influenced by the economic, prudential arguments for
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higher education that they have been fed. Few students reflect that there may
be other, individual responses that differ from those already devised to reflect
the beliefs of the author of the questionnaire or the policy makers about the
reasons for studying.
Given this conviction, West therefore based his thesis on an in-depth, interview- based study that covers several years. At recurrent intervals he interviewed a number of “non-traditional” students in Britain about their reasons
for studying and their motivation to learn. On the basis of his analysis, West
considers that the reasons why students pursue higher education programmes and their motivation for meaningful, permanent learning should be seen
rather as aspects of a personal development that is taking place than a stage
in their career ambitions. His study is full of narratives from life that testify
to how university studies have contributed to uphold and intensify feelings of
impotence and fragmentisation.
Within the framework of what was called the “Long Project” at Umeå University in Sweden, extensive longitudinal21 surveys and research studies were
conducted during the 1980s and 1990s to monitor and evaluate the outcomes
of programmes in four different areas. Several theses focusing on the changes
in the students’ conceptual worlds were produced within the project22.
This was one of the projects that encouraged Katherine Bernhardi Trow,
the subject expert and adviser for this evaluation of the core curriculum course
at Jönköping International Business School, to carry out a study based mainly
on in-depth interviews with forty individuals who twenty years previously
had completed a remarkable two-year programme with a focus on liberal studies at the University of California in Berkeley. This study is presented in her
book Habits of Mind: the Experimental College Programme at Berkeley (1998).
Trow’s evaluation reveals both the immediate “short-term outcomes” and
the “long-term effects”. Examples of the first is that considerably fewer students dropped out of the University than students who had not been in the
programme and that a large number of Tussman students went on to take
advanced degrees. The abilities fostered by the programme and which have
since given the students continued intellectual satisfaction, richer lives and
professional advantages mainly comprise abstract, analytical thinking, understanding what they read and being able to apply it in their own surroundings,
awareness and knowledge of linguistic relationships, empathy and the ability

21. Longitudinal studies can be carried out in a number of different ways. What they all have
in common is that they focus on processes of change that are protracted, over many years
and sometimes over several generations.
22. One of them was submitted by Anders Olofsson’s in 1993 – Högskolebildningens fem ansikten. Studerandes föreställningar och kunskapspotentialer i teknik, medicin, ekonomi och psykologi – en kvalitativ utvärderingstudie [The Five Faces of Higher Education. The conceptual
worlds and potential for learning of students of engineering, medicine, economics and psychology
– a study in qualitative assessment.]
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to interpret and understand events in the world around them. The students
also assert that the value of the programme and the abilities it developed become increasingly apparent as they get older, and therefore their judgments
of some of its long-term effects became visible only several years after they
graduated.
This evaluation by the National Agency of the core curriculum course at
Jönköping International Business School cannot, of course, answer questions
about the future happiness of the students, or their existential, psychological
or physical condition, empathic capacity, intellectual agility, cultural capital,
choice of career or future commitment to shaping the community. But it is
not impossible that some individual higher education institution, the National
Agency, or, perhaps, some interested graduate student will one day undertake
studies that can give such answers.
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Appendix 1

Key interviewees 23
Amelia

At 19 Amelia is a first-year student in the commercial law programme and she
was brought up in a large Swedish city. She is the younger of two children.
Amelia states that she has ‘two families’ as her parents are divorced and living
with new partners. Her mother was a local government employee, her father
a civil servant. Amelia took the social studies programme at the upper-secondary school with the focus on English. She has had summer jobs in shops and
been working with social therapy together with her mother. Amelia is actively
involved in sports and has worked as a trainer in the sport she practises. She
chose between studying international law at Linköping University and the
commercial law programme at Jönköping. Her decision to come to Jönköping
was made after visiting an exhibition about educational courses and finding it
difficult to make contact with the information officers from Linköping. Amelia is now living in a flat quite close to the campus. She is actively involved in
the JIBS student association.
Bengt

Bengt is 21 and now attending the first year of the commercial law programme. He grew up in a medium sized Swedish town and is the second of
three brothers and sisters. His father is the head of a major company and his
mother works with financial aspects of an organisation. At upper-secondary
school Bengt took the social studies programme with a focus on Europe. After
leaving school he did national service, worked as a computer salesman and
spent some time travelling. He is still employed and can work when he feels
like it and has the time. Bengt is very interested in the Alpine sports that he
actively pursues. He decided to take the commercial law programme at Jönköping because he considered that it maintained a high standard and had high
status in the business world.

23. The names of all the students are fictitious and each of them has checked and approved the
presentation from the point of view of content and to protect their anonymity.
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Carina

Carina is a first-year student aged 29. She is the oldest of three brothers and
sisters and grew up in a medium sized Swedish town. Her father is a building
contractor, but is now involved full-time in politics. Her mother took university courses when she was ‘quite old’ and is now responsible for the financial
department of a major company. When she was 21, Carina and her husband
had their first child. Today they have three. The family live in a small community outside Jönköping. Carina was not particularly interested in studying at
upper-secondary school so she took the three-year social studies programme
in the adult education classes later. To begin with, while her children were growing up, she took one subject at a time, and then a group of subjects concentrated to one year before she began the commercial law programme. Carina
has worked during the summers since she was 14, with various kinds of jobs.
Her most recent job was in the world of banking. That was when she got the
idea of applying to the commercial law programme at Jönköping. For family
and emotional reasons, Carina would find it difficult to contemplate studying
anywhere but Jönköping.
Diana

Diana, aged 36, is studying in her first year, and is the youngest of four children who were brought up in a small Swedish town. Her parents ran a family
business, which has now been taken over by her brother. At upper-secondary
school she took a two-year vocational programme in which she did well. Her
great interest was and still is in horses. She is living with her partner in a small
community outside Jönköping. After leaving school, Diana worked for many
years in banks. One of her colleagues had completed the commercial law
programme at Jönköping and recommended it to her. It appealed to Diana.
She supplemented her two-year upper-secondary programme with courses in
adult education in 1999, and then applied to and was admitted by the commercial law programme.
Elin

Elin is in her second year and is 22 years old. She grew up as the youngest
of two children in a small community in Sweden. Her father is a civil engineer and her mother employed in the Swedish Air Force. At upper-secondary
school she took the social studies programme. She then took a year off school
and spent some time living in London, working in a shop. Since leaving school
she has had various summer jobs, most recently in a bank. The commercial
law programme at JIBS was Elin’s second choice, and initially she applied to
study for a bachelor’s degree at Uppsala, where she was admitted. When she
took a closer look at the differences between the programmes, however, she
chose the Jönköping programme because its international, commercial focus
was more suitable for her. She hopes to get a job as a company lawyer when
she graduates.
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Fabian

Fabian, aged 22, is in his second year. He grew up as the oldest of two children
in a nuclear family living in a small Swedish town. His father is self-employed
and his mother works as an assistant nurse. After completing the social studies
programme at the upper-secondary school, Fabian took various temporary
jobs while also studying 20 credits in work science on a part-time programme.
He intended to train as a teacher, but when he was looking through the prospects from Jönköping University College he was attracted by the commercial
law programme instead. Fabian is living in a student flat in Jönköping. After
completing the programme he intends to get a good job but he is considering
taking some time off to travel to begin with, as he has not done so to any great
extent so far.
Gabrielle

Gabrielle is in her third year and is 22 years old. She grew up in one of the
communities surrounding a large Swedish city and is the youngest of two
children. Her parents have no higher education. Since leaving the age of 16
Gabriella has had a number of different service jobs in vacations and sometimes in the evenings. She took the social studies programme at upper-secondary school and started on the commercial law programme at JIBS straight
after leaving school. She decided to choose this programme partly because of
the excellent information about the contents and organisation of the course
from the vocational adviser at her school. Gabrielle intends to spend the coming term studying abroad. On completion of the programme she wants to
get out into the business world as soon as possible.
Hans

Hans is 28 and in his third year of the programme. He grew up in a mediumsized Swedish town with both his parents as the oldest of three children. His
father is a librarian and his mother works for an adult educational organisation. He completed the three-year social studies programme at upper-secondary school and then worked for four years – first in various temporary jobs
and then in a car-rental company. He still has some contact with the labour
market, and is, for instance, an active trade-unionist. He first thought of studying law at the upper-secondary school. Before applying and being admitted
to the commercial law programme on the basis of the Scholastic Aptitude Test
he improved his grades in social studies by taking adult educational courses.
He considered taking international law at Linköping but decided to come to
Jönköping partly because his girl friend was also going to study there and also
because he had friends who had taken the programme and spoke very highly
of it. He has recently married and is looking forward with great excitement to
the birth of his first child in a month or two.
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Ingalill

Ingalill is in her fourth and final year of the commercial law programme and
is 37 years old. She grew up in a small Swedish community and is the oldest
of three children. Their father works in the car industry and her mother in
an office. After leaving the compulsory school at the age of 16, Ingalill took a
four-year upper-secondary school programme in engineering. She then began
to work. She has driven a lorry, worked in shops and in restaurants. She also
spent several years working for the post office. Ingalill lives with her partner in
a house outside Jönköping and they have three children. Before beginning the
commercial law programme she took an adult education ‘turbo programme’
to improve her school-leaving qualifications. She chose between the computer
and economics programme and the commercial law programme. In the spring
she will be writing her master’s thesis on intellectual property. When she graduates she hopes to find a job in which she will go on developing.
Johan

Johan is in his final year and is 22 years old. He grew up on a farm in the
countryside not far from a small community. He is the older of two children.
Their father has a degree in agricultural and rural management and now runs
his own company developing products. His mother was trained as a dentist
but is not employed by the local authority. Johan has devoted a great deal to
his studies. He has helped his parents to maintain and look after the family’s
buildings but has not other work experience. He describes himself as an outdoor person with a special interest in animals, the countryside and shooting.
When he was taking the social studies programme at the upper-secondary
school he decided to go on studying in the area of law or economics and began
the commercial law programme straight after leaving school. As he had very
good grades he could choose between a number of different programmes and
it was the mixture of law and economics at Jönköping that helped him to
make up his mind. When he graduates from the programme, he is likely to go
on to take postgraduate courses in law.
Katarina

Katarina, 23 years old, is in her fourth and final year. She is the older of two
children and grew up in a large Swedish town. Their mother works as a school
administrator and their father is a state-employed engineer. Katarina took the
three-year social studies programme at the upper-secondary school. During
the year after she left school Katarina was employed as a apprentice teacher
in a primary school and also travelled to England and Germany to study
languages. She has also had various forms of summer job. Katarina chose the
commercial law programme at Jönköping largely because of the excellent information provided by Jönköping University College at her upper-secondary
school. She has not yet decided whether she will continue her studies abroad
or try to get a job when she graduates in the near future.
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Lilli

Lilli is in her final year and is 23 years old. She came to Sweden with her parents from another European country in her teens. Most of her time was spent
on learning Swedish during her final three years of compulsory schooling. At
the upper-secondary school she took the social studies programme. She got
good grades, despite her difficulties with Swedish, very much because of the
basic schooling she had acquired in the country she came from. Her father is
a doctor and her mother, who studied literature at university, has worked for
instance as a language teacher, interpreter and proof-read publications. Lilli
has no work experience but went on to university straight from school. IT
was mainly the combination of languages, internationalism, economics and
law that made her choose the commercial law programme at Jönköping. She
intends to be an international commercial lawyer and to seek positions where
she can benefit from her own particular linguistic and cultural competence.
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Appendix 2
Interview guide
National Agency for Higher Education
Karin Agélii
Department of Evaluation
December 2000
Registration no. 849-3279-00

BASIS FOR INTERVIEWS WITH COMMERCIAL LAW
STUDENTS AT JÖNKÖPING INTERNATIONAL
BUSINESS SCHOOL
1. INTRODUCTIONS
The interviewers introduce themselves, the purpose of the interview
and the main objects of the evaluation.
Presentation of the structure of the interview is presented.
The student presents him/herself:

Describe yourself and your family background (gender, age, type of home,
parents’ education, brothers and sisters, occupation of parents and brothers or
sisters). Describe your current situation and your plans for the future.
2. EDUCATION AND CULTURE

Describe your education and your experience during your education/years at
school. Are there any particularly interesting areas you would like to stress?
Have you taken any other programmes in higher education before beginning
the commercial law programme? What, when and where?
Do you have any experience of working? What, when and where?
How did you experience the transition between working and studying at university? Alternatively, How did you experience the transition between upper
secondary school and studying at university?
Did you feel that you were sufficiently prepared in terms of knowledge for
higher education?
Have your parents influenced your choice of programme?
Did you take the labour market into account when you chose your programme?
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Have you felt uncertain in connection with your university studies? When
did this begin/end?
Why did you choose commercial law and why did you choose Jönköping for
your university studies?
What is your overall experience of studying commercial law at Jönköping?
Try to give some definition of what the concept of civilisation means.
Have you ever felt that you yourself were uneducated? When, how, where and
why?
Do you think that it would be possible to organise “liberal studies workshops”
of this kind at the upper-secondary level? Why/Why not?
Do you think that Swedish people have a different attitude to education than
people from other ethnic backgrounds? If so, why?

3. CORE CURRICULUM WORKSHOPS form and content
Literature and themes

What kind of books did you read before you began your studies in commercial law?
Have you come into contact previously with the books used in the workshops?
Has any element in the course (book, film or theme) affected you in particular? How and why?
Have you felt any need to go any more deeply into any subject raised by the
books selected? When, why and what?
Seminars/lectures

What do you feel about the seminars/lectures in the workshops compared to
the other seminars/lectures?
Do you feel spurred/encouraged to take part in the discussions during the
seminars? Why (not)?
What do you get out of Leif Alsheimer´s seminars that you do not get from
reading the books or discussing things with your fellow-students?
How often would you like to have seminars led by Leif Alsheimer?
Examination

How have the examinations affected your interest in reading the set books for
the workshops?
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Have you failed any of the examinations in the workshops? When and why?
Would you prefer some other form of examination? If so, what and why?
Reflection and discussions

What are your reflections on the books selected?
Have you ever discussed the books with your fellow students?
When and where have these discussions taken place?
How important are discussions with fellow students?
Do you also learn from other students, as you do from Leif? What and why
(not)?
The role of the teacher

Describe the way Leif Alsheimer teaches in the workshops.
Do you feel there any differences from the teaching of other teachers in the
commercial law programme?
Miscellaneous

When did you hear the core curriculum workshops mentioned for the first
time?
Would you prefer the core curriculum workshops not to be an obligatory element in the programme? Why?
Do you feel that you would rather use the time you devote to the workshops
for studying other subjects?

4. SIGNIFICANCE

What is the biggest influence the core curriculum workshops have had on your
life as a student or otherwise?
Try to express the concept in terms of feelings (such as boring, heavy, strange,
exciting, enriching, fun).
Would you consider that you are involved in political or social issues? What
form does this involvement take?
How do the workshops affect your ability to write and to take part in discussions?
Have the workshops made you feel that you now understand things you previously did not or made you perceive the world differently? Why, what and
when?
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Have the workshops affected your perception of yourself or your future vocational role?
Have the workshops affected your view of different groups in the community?
Has the knowledge you have gained from the workshops influenced the way
you think and argue in other courses in the Commercial Law programme?
Do the workshops prompt you to think or reflect in new ways about different
social phenomena such as democracy or environmental movements.
Describe if possible situations where you have benefited from having taken
part in the core curriculum workshops.
Would you like to alter the workshops in any way?
FINALLY: Is there anything that has not been mentioned in this interview
that you would like to add? What did you think of the interview?
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Appendix 3

The Core curriculum reading list 2000/200124
Theme: History, economic history and philosophy

Allmän historia [General History], vols 1–5, various; Almqvist & Wiksell
Davies, Norman, Europe, A History; Oxford University Press 1996
Diamond, Jared, Vete, vapen och virus [Guns, Germs and Steel]; Norstedts
1999
Frängsmyr, Tore, Svensk idéhistoria: Bildning och vetenskap under tusen år
[A History of Swedish Ideas: Education and Science over one thousand years];
Natur &; Kultur 2000
Glenn, H. Patrick, Legal Traditions of the World; Oxford University Press
2000
Hylland Eriksen, Thomas, Historia, myt och identitet [History, Myth and
Identity]; Bonnier Alba 1996
Lal, Deepak, Unintended Consequences; MIT Press 1998
Landes, David S., Nationers välstånd och fattigdom. Varför vissa länder
är rika och andra fattiga [The Welfare and Poverty of Nations. Why Some
Countries are Rich and Others Poor]; Prisma 2000
Nordin, Svante, Filosofins historia [History of Philosophy]; Studentlitteratur
1995
North, Douglass C., & Thomas, Robert Paul, The Rise of the Western World,
Cambridge University Press 1973
Parker, Noel, Revolutions and History; Polity 1999
Schön, Lennart, En modern svensk ekonomisk historia [Modern Swedish
Economic History]; SNS 2000
Tawney, Richard H., Religion and the Rise of Capitalism; Penguin Books
1990
von Wright, Georg Henrik, Myten om framsteget [The Myth of Progress];
Bonniers 1993
Ödman, Per-Johan, Kontrasternas spel I – II [A Play of contrasts 1–11]; Norstedts 1995

24

The titles given in Swedish denote works that students are expected to read in Swedish. A
translation has been provided of all the Swedish titles, even though some of these works
may not have been translated into English.
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Theme: Law and Society

Arendt, Hannah, The Origins of Totalitarianism; Harcourt Brace & Company 1975
Citron, Britt-Marie, Solve & Co; Norstedts 1999
Falcone, Giovanni, & Padovanni, Marcelle, Cosa Nostra; Forum 1993
Gellner, Ernest, Conditions of Liberty: Civil Society and Its Rivals; Hamish
Hamilton,1994
Höffe, Otfried, Political Justice; Polity 1995
Lasch, Christopher, The Revolt of the Elites and the Betrayal of Democracy;
W. W. Norton & Company 1995
Lundquist, Lennart, Demokratins väktare. Ämbetsmannen och vårt offentliga etos [Custodian of Democracy. Civil Servants and our Public Ethos];
Studentlitteratur 1998
Lundquist, Lennart, Medborgardemokratin och eliterna [Citizen Democracies and the Elites]; Studentlitteratur 2001
North, Douglass C., Institutions, Institutional Change, and Economic Performance; Cambridge University Press 1990
Olson, Mancur, Power and Prosperity: Outgrowing Communist and Capitalist Dictatorships; BasicBooks 2000
Petersson, Olof, Rättsstaten. Frihet, rättssäkerhet och maktdelning i dagens
politik [Liberty, the Rule of Law and Division of Powers in Politics Today];
Publica 1996
Petersson, Olof, Statsbyggnad. Den offentliga maktens organisation [Creating States. The Organisation of Public Authorities] ; SNS förlag 1998
Putnam, Robert D., Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American
Community; Simon & Schuster 2000
Putnam, Robert D., Making Democracy Work; Princeton University Press
1993
Rose-Ackerman, Susan, Corruption and Government; Cambridge University
Press, 1999
Siedentop, Larry, Democracy in Europe; Allen Lane 2000
Strömberg, Tore, Rättsfilosofins historia i huvuddrag [Main Elements of the
History of the Philosophy of Jurisprudence]; Studentlitteratur 1989
Soto, Hernando de, The Mystery of Capital; Basic Books 2000
SOU 1998:124 Demokrati på europeisk nivå? [Democracy at European
Level]
SOU 1999:58 Löser juridiken demokratins problem? [Can Law Solve the
Problems of Democracy]
Strezelewicz, Willy, De mänskliga rättigheterna historia [A History of
Human Rights]; Ordfront Minerva 2001
Walden, George, The New Elites. Making a Career in the Masses; Allen
Lane 2000
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Theme: Power, Abuse of Power, Liberty, Solidarity and Moral Courage

Boureqat, Ali, In the Moroccan King’s Secret Gardens; Morris Publishing
1998
Böll, Heinrich, Katharina Blums förlorade heder [The Lost Honour of Katharina Blum]; 1974
Fallaci, Oriana, En man [A Man]; Alba, 1981
Golding, William, Lord of the Flies; Demco Media, 1959
Havel, Vaclav, En dåre i Prag [A Lunatic in Prague]; Symposion, 1989
Hayek, Friedric, Frihetens grundvalar [The Constitution of Liberty]; Ratio,
1983
Johnson, Eyvind, “Krilontrilogin” [The Krilon Trilogy], Bonniers 1943–
1945
Järv, Harry, Prometheus’ eld. Försvar mot maktmissbruk från mytisk tid till
1900-talet [Promethean Fire. Defence against the Abuse of Power from the
Mythic Period to the 20th Century]; Atlantis, 1998
Kundera, Milan, The Book of Laughter and Forgetting; Harper Perennial,
1996
Lagerkvist, Pär, Dvärgen [The Dwarf]; Bonniers, 1951
Machiavelli, Niccolo, Fursten [The Prince]; Natur & Kultur, 1987
Mahfouz, Naguib, Respektable herrn [Respected Sir]; Alhambra 1988
Orwell, George, 1984; various publishers
Popper, Karl, The Open Society and its Enemies; Routledge, 1995
Safranski, Riidiger, Det onda eller frihetens drama [Evil or the Drama of Liberty]. Natur & Kultur, 1999
Steinbeck, John, The Grapes of Wrath; Knopf, 1993
Vassilikos, Vassilis, Z; Aldus/Bonniers, 1968/1970
Theme Central Europe

Gerner, Kristian, Centraleuropas historia [History of Central Europe]; Natur
& Kultur, 1997
Glenny, Misha, The Rebirth of History. Eastern Europe in the Age of Democracy; Penguin Books, 1993
Hjort, Daniel, Caféliv [Café Life]; En bok för alla 1996
Janik, Allan, & Toulmin, Stephen, Wittgensteins Wien [Wittgenstein’s
Vienna]; Doxa, 1987
Kafka, Franz, Processen [The Trial]; W & W, 1980
Koestler, Arthur, Natt klockan tolv på dagen [Darkness at Noon]; Tidens
förlag, 1984
Konrad, György, Förloraren [The Loser]; Alba, 1980
Magris, Claudio, Donau [Danube]; Forum, 1991
Milosz, Czeslaw, Själar i fångenskap [The Captive Mind]; Natur & Kultur,
1956, 1996
Morton, Frederic, I elfte timmen. Wien 1913–14 [At the Eleventh Hour.
Vienna 1913–14]; Alba, 1992
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Musil, Robert, Mannen utan egenskaper [The Man without Qualities]; Bonniers, 1998
Roth, Joseph, Radetzkymarschen [The Radetzky March]; Fischer & Co,
1996
Tsernjanski, Milos, Vandringar [Rambles]; Norstedts, 1994
Theme Russia, the Soviet Union and Communism

Bodin, Per-Arne, Ryssland och Europa. En kulturhistorisk studie [Russia and
Europe. A Study in Cultural History]; Natur & Kultur, 1993
Bulgakow, Michail, Mästaren och Margarita [The Master and Margarita];
Norstedts, 1998
Conquest, Robert, Den stora terrorn. Stalins skräckvälde under 30-talet [The
Great Terror. Stalin’s Reign of Terror during the 30s]; Prisma 1973
Courtois, Stéphane, et al, Kommunismens svarta bok [The Black Book of
Communism]; Bokförlaget DN, 1999
Dosiojevskij, Fjodor, Brott och straff [Crime and Punishment]; W & W,
1997
Furuhagen, Birgitta (red.), Ryssland – ett annat Europa. Historia och samhälle under 1 000 år; [Russia – another Europe. History and Society during
1 000 Years]; Utbildningsradion/SNS-förlag, 1995
Gogol, Nikolaj, Döda själar [Dead Souls]; Niloe, 1984
Gontjarov, Ivan, Oblomov; Natur & Kultur, 1958
Karlsson, Klas-Göran, Historia som vapen [History as a Weapon]; Natur &
Kultur, 1999
Pipes, Richard, Den ryska revolutionen [The Russian Revolution]; Natur &
Kultur, 1997
Skott, Staffan, Slutet på den sovjetiska parentesen [The End of the Soviet Parenthesis]; Tiden, 1995
Smith, Hedrick, Ryssarna [The Russians]; Bonniers, 1977
Solzhenitsyn, Alexander, En dag i Ivan Denisovitjs liv [One Day in the Life of
Ivan Denisovich]; W & W pocket, 1987
Solzhenitsyn, Alexander, Gulagarkipelagen [The Gulag Archipelago]; W &
W, 1974
Zinovjev, Alexander, Homo sovieticus; Coeckelberghs, 1984
Theme: Germany

Broch, Hermann, Sömngångare 1–3 [The Sleepwalkers 1–3]; Alba, 1982
Böll, Heinrich, Grupporträtt med dam [Group Portrait with a Lady]; Bonniers 1973
Böll, Heinrich, Skyddande belägring [Protective Emplacement]; Bonniers,
1980
Döblin, Alfred, Berlin Alexanderplatz; Walter Ekstrands Bokförlag, 1978
Elias, Norbert, Tyskarna & civilisationens bräcklighet [The Germans and
Fragility of Civilisation]; Atlantis 1996
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Garron Ash, Timothy, Personakten [The File: A Personal History]; Norstedts,
1998
Grass, Gunther, Blecktrumman [The Tin Drum]; Bonniers, 1999
Hesse, Hermann, Glaspärlespelet [The Glass Bead Game/Magister Ludi];
various editions
Karlsson, Ingmar, Landet i mitten [The Country at the Centre]; Timbro
1991
Krockow, Christian von. Ett tyskt århundrade 1890 – 1990 [A German Century 1890 – 1990]; Tiden 1991
Mann, Thomas, Bergtagen [The Magic Mountain]; Forum, 1959
Schneider, Peter, Efter muren [After the Wall]; Norstedts 1992
Walser, Martin, Äktenskap i Phillippsburg [Marriage in Phillippsburg];
1957
Theme: The Third Reich

Arendt, Hannah, Den banala ondskan [The Banality of Evil]; Daidalos,
1997
Broch, Hermann, Vergilii död [The Death of Virgil]; Atlantis 1986
Browning, Christopher R., Helt vanliga män [Quite Ordinary Men]; Norstedts 1998
Friedländer, Saul, Förföljelsens år 1933–39 [The Years of Persecution 1933–
39]; Natur & Kultur, 1999
Fromm, Erich, Flykten från friheten [The Escape from Freedom]; Natur &
Kultur 1945, 1993
Gay, Peter, My German Question. Growing Up in Nazi Berlin; Yale University Press, 1998
Herf, Jeffrey, Reactionary Modernism: Technology, Culture and Politics in
Weimar and the Third Reich; Cambridge University Press, 1984
Igra, Ludvig, Den tunna hinnan mellan omsorg och grymhet [The Thin
Membrane between Care and Cruelty]; Natur & Kultur, 2001
Kaplan, Alice, The Collaborator; Chicago University Press, 2000
Kershaw, lan, The Nazi Dictatorship, 4 ed.; Arnold 2000
Lagerkvist, Pär, Bödeln [The Executioner]; Atlantis, (1933) 1998
Levi, Primo, Är detta en människa [Is this a Man?]; Bonniers 1988
Mann, Klaus, Mefisto [Mephisto]; Berghs, 1981
Milgram, Stanley, Obedience to Authority; Pinter & Martin, London (1974)
1997
Moravia, Alberto, De likgiltiga [Time of Indifference]; Bonnier 1945
Olsson, Vibeke, Molnfri bombnatt [A Cloudless Night for Bombing]; Bonniers, 1995
Riesman, David, Den ensamma massan [The Lonely Crowd]; Arkiv förlag
1999
Schlink, Bernhard, Högläsaren [The Reader]; Bonniers, 1997
Sereny, Gitta, Vid avgrunden. Från barmhärtighetsmord till folkförintelse
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[Into that Darkness. From Mercy Killing to Mass Murder];Ordfront 2000
Shirer, William L., Det tredje rikets uppgång och fall [The Rise and Fall of
the Third Reich]; Forum, 1977
Tisma, Aleksandar, Kapo; Norstedt, 1995
Todorov, Tzevatan, Facing the Extreme; Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1999
Tusa, Ann & John, Nürnbergprocessen [The Nurenburg Trials]; Legenda,
1987
Theme: Ethnicity, Alienation, Racism, Nationalism etc.

Andric’, Ivo, Bron över Drina [The Bridge over the Drina]; Bonniers, 1960
Drakulic, Slavenka, Som om jag inte vore där [As If I Wasn’t There]; Norstedts 1999
Donojlic’, Milovan, Brev från en serbisk by [Letters from a Serbian Village];
Symposion, 1998
Enzensberger, Hans Magnus, Inbördeskrig [Civil Wars: from L.A. to Bosnia];
Bonnier storpocket, 1993
Floyd, Camilla, Respekt [Respect]; Bokförlaget DN, 1998
Gardell, Mattias, Rasrisk [Risk for Race]; Federativs förlag, 1998
Gellner, Ernest, Nationalism; Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1997
Glenny, Misha, The Fall of Yugoslavia. The Third Balkan War; Penguin
Books, 1996
Hochchild, Adam, Kung Leopolds vålnad [King Leopold’s Spectre]; Ordfront 2000
Ignatieff, Michael, Krigarens heder. Etniska krig och det moderna samvetet
[The Warrior’s Honour. Ethnic War and the Modern Conscience]; Daidalos,
1999
Schlesinger, Arthur M., The Disuniting of America; Norton, 1998
Shachar, Nathan, Vilsenhetens förklädnader [The Disguises of Confusion];
Atlantis, 1996
Sudetic, Chuck, Blood and Vengeance: One Family’s Story of the War in Bosnia; W W Norton, 1998
Svensson, Per, Den leende mördaren [The Smiling Murderer]; Bonnier Alba,
1994
Theme: Growing up, relationships, old age

Bergman, Ingmar, Laterna Magica; Norstedts, 1987
Burman, Carina, Min salig bror Jean Hendrich [Jean Hendrich, My Late
Brother]; Bonniers, 1993
Camus, Albert, Den första människan [The First Man]; Bonniers, 1997
Chang, Jung, Vilda svanar. Tre döttrar av Kina [Wild Swans. Three Daughters of China]; Stenströms, 1994
Delblanc, Sven, Livets ax [The Grain of Life]; Bonniers, 1991
Ehn, Billy, Frånvaron. En berättelse om övergivenhet [Absence. A Story about
Abandonment]; Carlssons, 1996
96

Fallaci, Oriana, Brev till ett barn som aldrig föddes [Letter to a Child Never
Born]; Alba 1982
Haase, Hella S., I den långa väntans skog [In a Dark Wood Wandering];
Tiden 1993
Häggkvist, Birgit, Försöksråttan [The Guinea Pig ]; Bonniers 2001
Isaksson, Ulla, Boken om E [The Book about E]; Bonniers 1993
Ishiguro, Kazuo, Återstoden av dagen [Remains of the Day]; Viva, 1990
Johnson, Eyvind, Romanen om Olof [The Novel about Olof]; Bonniers
1934–37
Kjaerstad, Jan, Förföraren [The Seducer]; Atlantis, 1997
McCourt, Frank, Ängeln på sjunde trappsteget. En irländsk barndom
[Angel´s ashes. An Irish Childhood]; Bonnier Alba, 1997
Lagerkvist, Pär, Gäst hos verkligheten [Guest of Reality]; Albert Bonniers
förlag, 1958
Moberg, Vilhelm, Din stund på jorden [Your Earthly Span]; Albert Bonniers
förlag, 1998
Nicolson, Nigel, Porträtt av ett äktenskap [Portrait of a Marriage]; Bonniers,
1974
Postman, Neil, Den förlorade barndomen [The Disappearance of Childhood]; Prisma, 1984
Ramel, Stig, Gustaf Mauritz Armfelt; Atlantis, 1997
Rui, Li, Släktgården [The Family Farm]; Atlantis 1999
Sereny, Gitta, Ohörda rop [Cries Unheard]; Ordfront, 1999
Wästberg, Per, Ung mans dagbok [A Young Man’s Diary]; W & W 1996
Wästberg, Per, En ung författares dagbok [A Young Writer’s Diary]; W & W
1997
Theme: Natural Sciences

Bergström, Ingmar, & Forsling, Wilhelm, I Demokritos fotspår [In the
Footsteps of Democritos]; Natur & Kultur, 1992
Bohm, David, & Peat, F. David, Ordning & kreativitet [Order & Creativity];
Korpen, 1990
Coveney, Peter, & Highfield, Roger, Tid utan ände [Time without End]; ICA
bokförlag, 1992
Davies, Paul, Det femte undret. Sökandet efter livets ursprung och mening
[The Fifth Miracle. The Search for the Origin of Life]; Prisma, 2000
Hawking, Stephen, Kosmos en kort historik [A Brief History of Time];
Prisma, 1996
Hoffman, Donald D., Visual Intelligence; Norton, 1998
Leslie, John, The End of the World; Routledge, 1996
Maddox, John, What Remains to be Discovered; Macmillan 1998
Nilsson, Peter, Rymdljus [The Light of Space]; Norstedts, 1992
Nilsson, Peter, Solvindar [Solar Winds]; Norstedts, 1993
Nilsson, Peter, Stjärnvägar [Star Paths]; Norstedts, 1991
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Nörretränders, Tor, Märk världen [Note the World]; Bonnier Alba 1993
Penrose, Sir Roger, The Large the Small and the Human Brain; Cambridge
University Press 1997, 1999.
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