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DO COLLEGES HAVE SOMETHING TO OFFER UNIVERSITIES CONCERNING LIBERAL EDUCATION?


Do colleges have something to offer universities about liberal education? You bet. Are universities apt to be receptive to the offer? I doubt it. Nonetheless, here goes.


Nothing I'm about to say could possibly be true of all universities and certainly not at all times. The reason is two-fold. I'll be painting a picture of liberal education that not even all the members of this consortium, devoted to the advancement of liberal learning as they are, will unreservedly agree to. And I'll delineate a portrait of the essential university that will diverge considerably from many particular institutions, some of which are, in any case, just colleges gussied up with some graduate programs. 


That limited applicability must be the fate of any answer to a sweeping question. Here I should say that this question was put to me by the powers that be, but also that I have come to recognize, over many years of watching and sometimes participating in efforts by professors to develop a liberal education or a liberal arts component within their institutions, that it is a perfectly fair question. For coming from a college, and a tiny one at that, I have a certain experience, limited, to be sure, with both aspects of this question, the theoretical and practical one.


I want to begin way off in the theoretical heavens, with a brief reflection on schemata, for I think I've just admitted that my reflections will be somewhat schematic. Thought schemata seem to be of the devil if they are inherited, desiccated and domineering, in short, if they are unexamined calcified opinions. But they come from the opposite source, from heaven-born philosophy, if they are the product of our own thinking and are seen as firm but flexible guides to action. I'd go so far as to say that the best intentions of saving education – and I'm leaving out the qualifying adjective on the bold hypothesis that education and liberal education are essentially identical – will seep away in confused diffuseness and counterproductive compromise unless the putative saviors have some clear concept of the what-and-why of liberal learning. To put it in bluntly un-current terms: You have to have some notion of human being and human good to produce a deep-rooted program of education. For the other sort is apt to be untethered to lasting passion and therefore a fly-by-night that falls apart at the first glare of practical difficulty.


And here is the first consequent difficulty: Whatever the medieval university meant by taking on that name, the modern uni-versity has turned that round and is, and wants to be, a multi-versity. In fact I recall being myself briefly involved in a debate, decades ago when diversity was becoming a mantra, that concerned the intellectual and ethical unity of a university. The other party, surely having fact on its side, claimed that conceptual institutional unity on human matters was quite inappropriate to a great, comprehensive institution of learning. The issue really was that the two parties understood “learning” in different ways and the institutions that support it: With a verbal meaning learning is a continuous activity, while taken nominally it's a done deal: We encourage the first kind of learning in students but expect the second kind of learning, learnedness, in professors. So at a university, while students will be, we hope, learning in the verbal sense, their professors are required to possess some perfection of learning, in short to impart some specialty. But their mandate is not only, or perhaps even least of all, to teach what they know authoritatively, but to contribute, as the phrase goes, to their field. Such contributions are valued by each professor's peers in terms of their originality, be it evidenced in novelty or in innovation. And the discovery or invention of such novelties is through research. In ambitious universities the aim of provosts and presidents is to shape a faculty that will give the institution the reputation of being a major research university. When I was a member of an external reviewing team for the very university that is hosting us – we had been invited to review to what turned out to be a very impressive program of liberal education occupying a separate place within Notre Dame – the university-wide administration laid that fact out to us, if not overtly, yet unmistakably: A great university is a research university. 


Human life being finite, not to say brief indeed, the result of leaning on faculty to do research is bound to turn teaching undergraduates into a somewhat subsidiary activity. And that, in turn, encourages the star system, since it is economical both for the professors and the institution to throw students together into large lecture halls. And to make this tolerable or even amusing, the lecture should be a performance, and those professors who shine at this, or even just twinkle, are the most desirable. 


I imagine that few academics doubt that this description has a certain accuracy. Indeed it just seizes on a rational outcome of the very concept of a research university. It is a clear concept which produces for such universities a great advantage over most liberal arts colleges, that of knowing pretty exactly what they want and how to evaluate, even quantify, it. (I taught for two very happy years in the School of Education of an up-and-coming university of this type, some of whose faculty members, who were then my colleagues and friends, tried to persuade me that promotions were awarded in accordance with the readings of a parcel scale kept in the dean's office, on which published pages, or those accepted for publication, were weighed. Since the dean happened to be a graduate of my college, I never believed this.)


None of these features of the modern multiversity are particularly favorable to liberal education as I conceive it. Let me review them going backwards and on the way work in my version of the question I'm supposed to talk about: What is it that colleges have to teach universities? For I'm supposing the question whether they do have something to offer to the world to be rhetorical.


I'll begin, then, with research and ensuing publication, both as the weight-bearing activity of professors and in its effect on liberal education. That it is their central activity is borne out by their common reference to “my work.” It never, in my hearing, has meant undergraduate teaching. 


I would readily agree that a teacher engaged in research is a boon, even a necessity, for graduate students. But for undergraduate students such a commitment is often harmful, since, because of their professors' preoccupation, students are drawn into highly specialized studies at too early a time in their learning. Their introductory education is then consigned to generalities of the sort found in lecture-delivered survey courses. But such learning is not, to my mind, liberal. Liberal learning is not found in overviews and simplifications, but in face-to-face conversations about deep and difficult fundamentals and elements – the liberal arts.


By these I mean ways of inquiry and elements of knowledge conveyed in works of outstanding imagination and reflection, all of which have the characteristics of being deeply engaging in themselves and indispensable beginnings for advanced study. It is, I think, the proper business of a faculty to work out what those elements of liberal learning are. And if the teachers do that, they certainly have something to offer the universities, perhaps above all the vision of a real community of learning, whose members shape its curriculum in their very own way and yet think it through so carefully as to be able to give an account of its result – something that other such communities might profitably work with.


To return to the issue of research not so much as it usurps the undergraduate teaching in universities, but as an intellectual issue. (And here I want again to emphasize that these are generalizations, to which we all know exceptions.) Colleges are, as far as I know, more apt to take account of good teaching in their promotion and tenure reviews, though most also require research and publication. What a college faculty might offer a university faculty – perhaps I'm dreaming here – is a radical review of scholarly research as an intellectual activity. Those of us who follow to some degree the politics of research know that questions are raised even in the hard sciences about its value as a routinized, required activity – while in the humanities these questions rise to severe doubts. To put it bluntly: Required research can ruin its subject both for teachers and their students.


To be sure, physical, and to some degree human nature beckons to be discovered. Here the criteria for truth-telling are pretty much held in common, and original work in mathematics and science is a plausible category because nature is not to be trifled with, and if originality becomes invention, she and her more faithful followers will soon expose that false originality. Consequently both mathematics and science are progressive: Sometimes untenable notions are exploded, but more often old theories are newly explained as provinces in a larger world picture.


This is not so in humanistic scholarship, nor apparently in the social sciences, and certainly not in academic philosophy. There fashions succeed each other and come full circle. Sometimes elegance is valued, and sometimes sophistication. There renaissances, modernisms, and post-modernisms take their turn. Sometimes poems are said just to be, and sometimes they are taken as controlled expressions of passion; novels are pure complex creations or social commentary. Truth is personally relative or a social construction. Endeavors that might by their very nature appear to be universal, such as philosophy and liberal learning, are confined to departments or special programs, while techniques one might think of as pertaining to specified investigations such as quantification and information are proclaimed as techniques for living. Work done a decade ago sinks away under the weight of its own mass and the pressure of recent, career-required publication, and some new conceptual construct dominates production for a while to give way to the next novelty. 


Does anyone think these scholarly accumulations are really cumulative? Are we ourselves or our graduate students trained better in establishing truth, analyzing society or reading books? No, we aren't, and they aren't. 


I'll give an example. I recently had a wonderfully hilarious experience; I leave it to you to savor this: I was invited to a study center in Jerusalem to lead a seminar – their choice – on Pride and Prejudice. So I actually went to Jerusalem to read Jane Austen. I own a highly respected edition of the novel and thought I'd do what we discourage our students not so much from doing – they'll do what they like – as from referencing in our seminar discussions. However, against my better judgment I read the introduction, which made heavy post-modern going of Jane Austen's authorial techniques. As so often, critical theory got in the way of paying attention, of noticing how her indirect discourse has a summary and evaluative function, how her direct speech renders deficiencies of mind and heart without ever becoming unshapely, what tense interest she imparts to human affairs by her reticence, and how on rare occasions she, as authoress, intervenes directly. I can't refrain from telling you my favorite discovery of my preparatory reading: Jane Austen is in the third-person mode of narration. Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy has just heard his offer of marriage accepted by Elizabeth Bennett: “The happiness which this reply produced was such as he had probably never felt before; ...” Probably? Doesn't the author know? It's wonderful. “Probably” here is to her character's life what our respect for our friends' unknown past is to them: an acknowledgment that they had and will have a life outside of our supervision. So she has released her character into a world independent of her. I might report that Jane Austen's people came alive in Jerusalem – as they do anywhere.


For you can draw students – and, as it turns out, professors – into an engrossing inquiry about the nature of fictions with this “probably,” but not if you override such telling detail with the modish subjects of research: three-feet-off-the-ground theorizing that you regard as de rigueur. Or subject them to diversionary backgrounding, which is usually – not always – irrelevant to the book or already contained within it.


Here is what college teachers with their students might offer university academics: a radical yet reasonable review of humanistic scholarship, its presuppositions, and its effect on students, particularly in respect to publication requirements and their effect on the scholar's quality as a teacher of undergraduates; the demand for contributing to the advancement of learning through original theses and its effect on the scholar's own attentive enjoyment of the intellectual life; the premium put on theory construction and its effect of putting intermediary artifacts between students and greatness. 


A consortium of college teachers might even come up with a collegiate alternative to the humanistic PhD, one earned more for leisurely reflection, tentative rethinking, and well-shaped articulation of perennial question than for surviving the ordeal of resolving a gratuitous problem and the anxiety of finding a new angle. And think of the revivifying effect, the re-humanizing of the humanities, if we gave up the notion that we must increase knowledge and instead embraced the idea that attentive immediacy is our best mode and that our concept constructions are jeux d'esprit that come to us in a felicitous moment and should shortly be let go for a happy next thought.


Which brings me to a very obvious role colleges might play in the current scene, though some universities will rightly say that they don't need models, being themselves the originators in this respect: the very notion of a college, as defined by small or, at least, moderate size and a concrete sense of place and community, meaning a notion based on fairly daily face-to-face meetings – not virtual electronic interactions but somatically realized conversations. Many universities are of course largely composed of residential colleges where much of undergraduate maturing in fact takes place. Stand-alone colleges do, however, have something apparently marginal but really crucial to contribute: It is a residual sense that education is a janus-faced enterprise. It looks without and within. The “without,” the preparation for acting in the world, for a vocation all educational institutions share; it is the “within” that small enclosed communities are often better at protecting.


Listen to talk, from the White House down to the state legislature: It is pretty exclusively of education turned into training. It is about America's global competitiveness and about economic recovery at home. It is about our deplorably low standing in global measures of competence and about the jobs that go begging in our companies because the workforce is ill-trained. The logic seems direct: Turn schools into training centers, colleges and universities, especially state universities – all alike. Now this siren call, to which many universities and colleges as well have in fact responded, does not, I think, lead, as is claimed, to a new sort of education but rather to its demise – if it becomes the highway that supersedes all the byways. Education and training, though sometimes they march along on the same road for a stretch, are simply different enterprises, distinguishable by a number of marks. Training can be made more efficient. But to think of education in terms of efficiency at all is a category mistake. If, however, you must, the maxim is: “the more efficient, the less effective.” For education, which I'll here again simply equate with liberal education, takes times, evokes confusion, involves futzing – and is consequently reasonably costly. Accordingly, testing for results is appropriate for training, while outcomes assessment for education is systematically off the point, the more so since its effects sometimes only show up decades later. Training is task-centered and situation-dependent, so that as time passes re-training is necessary. (Thus our staff complains that no sooner have they learned one IT system when they to go retraining in a new one.) Education is continuous and transferable; to learn liberally is to learn how to learn and so how to maintain a steady soul in the face of change. Training may give pleasure from the sense of competence, but its object is not chosen because it is delightful: Liberal education offers greatness to the learner's sense of wonder and turns the ordinary into the wondrous.


So, while education also has an outward-looking aspect, it is much less hard-edged in its mode and its results than is the way of training. But perhaps it is more consequence-fraught in the longer run, precisely because it has that other, inward-looking face. One way to put it is that while technical training often includes character habituation, education inevitably involves ethical reflection – and to my mind, while good habits go a long way in ordinary life, having thought things out is indispensable to prudent and decent action when push comes to shove.


So here is what small residential colleges might model for large research universities and for degree-oriented state schools: For students, leisurely education, not driven by career competition or intellectual one-upmanship or information cramming; from college faculties the example of collegial decorum based on continual common conversation. Of course, I'm smiling while I'm writing this, and I'll be grinning when I read it to you. Yet it, intellectual collegiality, happens – and perhaps somewhat more in college communities than in university systems.


There is, incidentally, a certain public resonance to this slower way. It shows up in the “Slow Movement” inspired by Sten Nadolny's novel The Discovery of Slowness. This movement, although best known for its advocacy of slow cuisine over fast food, also extends to the pace of living; Sarah Bakewell's engaging life of Montaigne, How To Live … In One Question and Twenty Attempts at an Answer presents Montaigne as the avatar of life – and learning – slowed down. So we have allies.


Nonetheless, this is not a favorable time to preach leisure, when so many people are still unemployed. Yet it is a most needful preaching for the future of our young. It is almost an act of heroism for liberal arts colleges to stick to their pretty nearly spiked guns about this, and now I want to add an element that is perhaps even more contrarian, compared to the generally published intentions of a research university.


From its very conception, in Bacon's New Organon, of institutionalized research, one of its most determinative features has been that researchers do not distinguish their subjects by dignity or beauty; their curiosity is egalitarian and inclusive. Thus Bacon's catalogue of proposals for research – histories as he calls them – lists histories of excrements and rainbows, of worms and cosmography, and (I love this) of “Venus, as a species of Touch.”


In this spirit students in the name of self-advancement and social service are encouraged higgledy-piggledy to contemplate ideal intellectual structures of unsurpassed elegance and to take on concrete current problems of intractable grievousness. I think that is doing students some harm and the world not much good. I believe in a maxim that is serviceable for all kinds of institutions of learning: First think, then act. Once again, it doesn't hold for training; there learning is most effective when it runs concurrent with practice.


There are strong curricular implications in such a heroically pre-practical view of liberal learning. I call it “heroic” because in these critical times for colleges one choice almost all faculties and their administrations are faced with is that between heroically and chancily sticking it out or conformingly and resignedly giving up. The heroic way is to keep telling the world that liberal education is done for its own sake, or better, for the sake of one's soul. The conforming way is to present ourselves as – and so eventually to become – engines for increasing life-time earnings. As far as I know, it is as yet undetermined which of these will serve us better even as a survival strategy. 


The curricular implications, as I see them – and there's no surprise here, seeing that I'm a tutor at a great books college – is that our students should for these four years keep company with the finest works members of our species have made. They may involve themselves – and do – extracurricularly with political advocacy and its literature and with problem-solving and its organizations. But their studies and their life together should be under the aegis of greatness, so that when they come to act, they will know to what worthy end.


To put together the pieces of what we might have on offer for our bigger siblings: the aspect of a faculty agreeing on some skills, studies, and reverence-worthy works human beings would be the better off for having in common, the supportive ways of teaching that concentrate not on the professor's learnedness but on the work's riches and the student's participation, a view of learning as leisure that allows students latitude for playfulness and absorption, for confusion and insight, for lone vigils and intimate conversation and that permits the deferral of worldly responsibility until some sort of inner formation has happened. For this is the inward-turned face of education, which calls on the mind to reflect on itself and events, the imagination to accumulate its own and borrowed treasures and the feelings to cultivate themselves into readiness for friendship. It's hard to figure a happy life without some such learning, and colleges are the very venues of its pursuit and the showcase of its realization.


At the beginning I expressed doubt that research universities would be very receptive to our offerings. I also made some excuses for a certain schematism that I know would turn up in my talk. What I meant is that in thinking a problem out and then formulating it for others to hear, thoughts turn – so the verb itself says – into formulas. Public speech, if it has some determinacy, is after all, thought brought to a standstill and thereby into shape. And therein might actually be a little hope for being heard. For a long time talk about “liberal arts” colleges has been pretty much worn out, and for many schools the epithet is merely a verbal holdover. You'll have noticed that I've made only the slightest passing reference to the liberal arts, what they are and how they are related to liberal education. Maybe the time has come for a more vigorous reformulation and a more lively rhetorical defense of these arts of learning – their what and their why, laid out variously but vigorously, with practical prescriptions and above all, with engaging examples. We might be heard then, if not by our big brothers, the research universities, then at least by an educationally bepuzzled public – which would be even better. 


