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There are a number of ways that one can fruitfully distinguish between the work of the research university and that of the liberal-arts college. Let me suggest one that I find useful, and which, for the sake of stimulating discussion, I will express as crisply as possible. The research university, in this view, is principally oriented toward the creation of new knowledge, while the liberal-arts college is principally oriented toward the development of whole persons. Let me elaborate on this formulation. 
The research university exists primarily for the purpose of pushing back the frontiers of human knowledge: making new discoveries, formulating pathbreaking theories and interpretations, crafting new inventions, advancing new technologies, finding new cures for disease, testing new therapies, and revising and perhaps improving our understanding of our past. That penetration and conquest and expansion of the intellectual frontiers of our understanding is the research university’s animating spirit and its central activity. It is at bottom the very spirit of modern science. A research university at which nothing new was being explored or discovered, and no new territories were being mapped out, would be unworthy of the name. It would have lost its reason for being. For it is the research university’s mission to explore strange new worlds, to seek out new life and new civilizations, and to boldly go where no man or woman has gone before. 

The liberal-arts college has a quite different purpose. Far from being the Starship Enterprise, it is more likely to resemble the Magic Mountain. It defines itself primarily as an entity dedicated to molding the minds, hearts, and characters of its students, and thereby preparing them for adult life. Hence it is an entity far less interested in intellectual innovation or in the general relief of man’s estate than it is in the activity of personal formation. That goal can be reached by a variety of means, and liberal-arts institutions can be quite diverse in their makeup. Liberal-arts colleges can be either highly traditional or highly radical in their curricula, and sometimes a bit of both. One could argue that they are nearly always implicitly grounded in something resembling the medieval concepts of trivium and quadrivium, or in the cultivation of certain arts that we have traditionally called “liberal,” meaning that they are designed primarily not to advance our collective knowledge but to instruct individuals in the exercise of ordered liberty, the discipline of self-rule. Such methods are respected not because they are newest and best, but precisely because they have been used to good effect in the past. 
The liberal-arts college is also more likely to entertain normative ideas of cultural literacy, of “what it means to be an educated person,” of the modicum of things such a person should know and the points of reference one should have fully in one’s possession, as part of the background music of a rich and cultivated life lived in community with others. But a great deal of divergence on these points, too, is quite possible. What might seem essential at Thomas Aquinas College will not seem so at Amherst, and vice versa; what works at Deep Springs will not work at Oberlin; and what makes sense at Bennington may not make sense at Pomona. But what seems consistent across the board, though, is that the liberal-arts college sees the chief task before it as one of formation, the task of instilling in its students the intellectual and moral qualities needed for them to become free men and women, capable of civil discourse and rational deliberation, reliable moral judgment, aesthetic discernment, broad sympathy for the range of human experience, and wise and energetic citizenship—qualities that will also make them capable of adaptation, of the ability to learn new things in a rapidly changing world, whose specific contours no one can confidently predict, let alone tailor a college curriculum for. 
To credit these ambitions to the liberal-arts college is not to say that the research university is inalterably opposed to such things, or uninterested in (or incapable of) inculcating them in its students. That would be a ridiculous claim. Almost every institution that calls itself a research university also has a large, and sometimes very large, undergraduate student body, and many such institutions approach the task of undergraduate education with the utmost care and seriousness. Nor does it deny that liberal-arts colleges in America may have faculties and programs that push back the frontiers of knowledge quite as impressively, and perhaps even more rewardingly, as do those at Behemoth U. It’s important to keep in mind that I am speaking here of two ideal types, and they rarely occur in anything like a pure state. Indeed, in the world of American higher education as one actually finds it, the two categories nearly always mix and mingle in ways that can be both highly confusing and highly creative. 
But it is for that very reason extremely useful to try to think of the ideal types in analytic separateness, especially for the purposes of such a discussion as this one, so that we can disentangle and clarify the ways in which our existing institutions are trying to do many different things at once, even at the risk of operating at cross purposes, and doing them less well than they might. The question that my use of these ideal types will help us to address more clearly is this one: what is the institutional telos, the most fundamental and essential goal and tendency at the heart of each of these respective kinds of institutions? And the question might even be applied fruitfully to a consideration of those places where both activities are going on at once. Should we think of, say, Harvard College and Harvard University as distinct institutions with distinct ends, and that therefore are, or ought to be, doing entirely different, even conflicting things? 
Let me come at this comparison in another way, thinking about the respective institutions in the language of physics. The research university has a centrifugal effect upon the life of the mind, not only by constantly turning its gaze toward the unknown, but by its imposition of the form of dividing-to-conquer that we call specialization. Expending most of its energy on the frontiers of knowledge means that the research university organizes the realms of knowledge into ever-smaller, more concentrated, and more specialized disciplinary units, the better to produce fresh insights and powerful intellectual advances. The research enterprise therefore inevitably contributes to the ongoing fragmentation of knowledge. As research findings proliferate endlessly in a thousand different directions, it becomes immensely challenging for specialists who are actively engaged in the work of intensive research to follow the literature even inside their own field, let alone in fields not their own. Broad, cross-disciplinary syntheses that encompass a wide array of fields and findings are difficult-to-impossible to achieve, and not much encouraged either by the professional disciplinary communities or, with a few notable exceptions such as the John Templeton Foundation, by the funding agencies that support research. 
Nor is there likely to be much reflexivity in research scholars’ thinking about their operating premises.  Research generally follows the pattern that Thomas Kuhn called “normal science,” which treats as unquestioned givens the theoretical assumptions and paradigms upon which that particular field is based, and directs researchers toward projects that flow logically and plausibly from the existing research in the field, and are therefore an easier “sell” to the institutions that fund such research. Fields and subfields over time come to resemble Leibnitz’s monads without windows, isolated bodies of ever-growing knowledge whose only enduring connection to one another is through the fact of their all being part of the research university—a connection that is institutional and bureaucratic, rather than substantive. But such self-segmentation is part of the logic by which modern scientific inquiry has come to operate under the auspices of the modern research university. “Only by strict specialization,” wrote Max Weber, “can the scientific worker become fully conscious, for once and perhaps never again in his lifetime, that he has achieved something that will endure. A really definitive and good accomplishment is today always a specialized act.”
The liberal-arts college, however, rebels against just that view, because taking the education of the young as its starting point, rather than the general advance of knowledge, is one of its defining marks. If the research university has a centrifugal effect, the intended effect of the liberal-arts college is centripetal, center-oriented, gravitating toward the core of the academic disciplines rather than peering out toward their peripheries. This difference in the fundamental physics of these two kinds of institutions has something to do with the different conditions of their respective births. If the institution of the research university was born swaddled in the confidently positivist epistemological assumptions of the nineteenth century, the liberal-arts college has an older provenance, one that has been battered and challenged but has so far survived all attempts to replace it completely. It is grounded in a vision of education as a synthetic whole, an enterprise in which all the disciplines have a place in the grand unity of all knowledge. It understands the proper role of education as one of introducing students to all these dimensions of learning, and to teach how the dimensions relate and cohere and reinforce one another. 
In many respects it looks back to the medieval world, not only for the pedagogical methods of the trivium and quadrivium, but to the holism and stability of what C.S. Lewis called “the discarded image” of "the medieval synthesis itself, the whole organization of…theology, science and history into a single, complex, harmonious mental model of the universe." In addition, the liberal-arts college ideal has continued to draw upon the Christian religious and ecclesiastical associations, Protestant and Catholic alike, with which a great many such colleges began their lives in America and Europe, associations that insisted upon the morally formative dimension of education, and reinforced a preference for the synthetic whole and a suspicion of excessive specialization.  
So which of these views should be dominant? Or, perhaps to ask the question in a better way, one that acknowledges the rightful place of both: How should we understand their relationship? Here we come to the opposition suggested in my title, between core and periphery, an opposition that I thought might be especially worth exploring at a conference made up of people who believe in the pedagogical uses of core texts. But I will warn you that I am using the opposition in a slightly idiosyncratic way. In present-day political science and political economy, the core refers to the wealthy and hegemonic metropolitan or colonial power which holds the periphery of settler societies and colonies under its sway, and exploits them. It is, in that formulation, an expression of political and economic power. But that is not how I am using the opposition here. At least I don’t intend it in that way. Instead, I mean something closer to the opposite. I want to associate the core of higher education with what goes on in the ideal liberal-arts college, and the periphery with what goes on in the ideal research university. 
This may seem paradoxical, since the institutions that deal in the periphery, the research universities, are clearly the richer and more powerful element in the dyad, while the liberal-arts colleges are the weaker, more embattled, and more vulnerable one. But if one thinks of the content of what is being taught, and being learned, this formulation makes a great deal of sense. In the research university—thinking here of its fundamental identity as a research university, and not the ways in which it provides general education to undergraduates—students and scholars are required to generate original research, which means that they must devote themselves to exploring and fleshing out topics that have not been explored by previous writers in that discipline. Unless they choose to violate the norms of normal science, which they do at their peril—just consider how many doctoral dissertations have foundered on the excessive ambition of their authors—that means that their topics will be of modest importance at best. They will be peripheral to the heart of the discipline, a “valuable contribution” to one or another of the regnant paradigms but not themselves paradigmatic. Not a new interpretation of the origins of the First World War, but a revisiting, based on newly released sources, of leadership struggles in certain brigades of the U.S. Army in 1917. The liberal-arts ideal will think it more important that students know about the First World War than that they have specialized knowledge about the Army’s internal politics, or know how to go about doing research on the subject. The research university will have a very different orientation. 
My point here is that in most fields the frontiers of knowledge, where the pioneering encampments may be very thin and isolated, are generally far less interesting, and far less important to the education of the whole person, than are the core areas, where most of the real work of liberal education is accomplished. I will try to say this as nicely as I can: There are nearly always good reasons, compelling reasons, why the questions being asked, or the writers and subjects being excavated and studied in most doctoral dissertations have not been treated before. It is a real challenge to keep alive one’s sense of the power and sweep of the disciplinary core, the very things that brought on into the field, while attending to a small and previously unexplored corner of things. Indeed, no less a celebrant of the research university than Weber himself ended his study of The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism with an outburst against modernity’s “iron cage” of rationalization, a condition of “mechanized petrification, embellished with a sort of convulsive self-importance,” a world of “specialists without spirit, sensualists without heart,” of a humanity that had become a “nullity” that deludedly imagines “that it has attained a level of civilization never before achieved.” Everyone who has gone through graduate training has had at least one moment when Weber’s imagery has seem entirely plausible. 
And yet, the standard liberal-arts model, particularly when it sees its chief goal as the work of cultural conservation, has its deficiencies too. There may be a sense of complacency and disengagement, even fussiness, that sets in when such curatorial premises are in charge. There may be a sense that all the Great Books have already been written, and all the great discoveries have been made—or if there are others to be made, someone else is making them, and is doing so somewhere else, and is no concern of ours. Our chief task is living wisely off our inherited fortune, not making a new fortune by our own efforts. And I would contend that there is something healthy in human nature that rebels against such premature closure. 
What may be missing from it is precisely a sense of possibility, of mystery, of the lure of the undiscovered. It was against just such a sense of cultural stasis and ennui that Ralph Waldo Emerson rebelled, and one reason why, despite my many reservations about his rather boneheaded optimism and childish mysticism, I find him to be so stubbornly indispensable to my own thinking about these matters. I cannot help but thrill, and partly assent, even in the face of my reservations, to these hortatory words at the beginning of his book Nature:
Our age is retrospective. It builds the sepulchres of the fathers. It writes biographies, histories, and criticism. The foregoing generations beheld God and nature face to face; we, through their eyes. Why should not we also enjoy an original relation to the universe? Why should not we have a poetry and philosophy of insight and not of tradition, and a religion by revelation to us, and not the history of theirs? Embosomed for a season in nature, whose floods of life stream around and through us, and invite us by the powers they supply, to action proportioned to nature, why should we grope among the dry bones of the past, or put the living generation into masquerade out of its faded wardrobe? The sun shines to-day also. There is more wool and flax in the fields. There are new lands, new men, new thoughts. Let us demand our own works and laws and worship.

I cannot resist adding a personal element to my account of these matters, since my formal postsecondary education is a product of two very different institutions, one of which is arguably the purest example of the liberal-arts college model—St. John’s College in Annapolis—and the other of which is the first and arguably purest example of the American research university—Johns Hopkins. They both have the somewhat suspect word “John” in their names, but that is just about all they have in common. And yet I owe a great deal to both of them. And I think the chief thing I owe them has to do with the fact that I have spent a good deal of my intellectual life moving between them—moving from the core to the periphery, and then back again. 
. 
I can perhaps best illustrate that trajectory with a story. The time was the mid-1980s, and the scene was a relaxed departmental social occasion, where lowly graduate students like myself had a chance to wolf down hors d'oeuvres, guzzle some decent white wine, and mingle with the faculty. After a while, I found myself drawing apart from the chattering crowd, settling into easy conversation with one of the senior members of the department. A man of considerable scholarly distinction, he also was known, despite his warmly congenial manner, as an exceptionally frustrating and arbitrary taskmaster with his own graduate students. But it was said that he occasionally let down his guard with students who were not his own.

What, I asked, was the hardest part of his job? I was just awkwardly trying to make conversation. But he took the question seriously and pondered it for a while, much longer than I had expected, his gaze sinking toward the floor. Then he gave a surprising answer, the words emerging with the emphatic certainty that one reserves for convictions tested by experience. He had been pondering not what to say, but whether he should actually say it, as we do when we contemplate spilling the beans by disclosing a closely-kept secret. "You know what is really terrible?" he asked, slowly raising his eyes to face mine intently. "It's watching what happens to young people when they come to graduate school. They arrive bright-eyed, eager, charming people of wide interests, whose college experiences opened them up to the world of ideas. And they are so happy, at first, to find themselves once again in a place where ideas are talked about, and where they can meet people who have written the books they read in college."

He paused for a moment, then continued, his voice tightening. "It is our job to break down that enthusiasm, to narrow them, to socialize them into an academic profession. To turn them into drudges." He reflected on what he had said, and gave a resigned shrug. "Sometimes it's the best ones that leave in the first or second years. Sometimes the ones who finish, and go into the profession, are the least interesting." Another pause, and then an ironic smile which tacitly said "end of discussion." And then we were quickly on to another subject. In the twinkling of an eye, his guard had gone back up, and I never again heard him say such things. But I never forgot what he said—and the fact that he, of all people, had said it. He was a true-believing, by-the-book graduate professor, at the pinnacle of his profession. But he knew something was wrong with the whole arrangement. And strangely enough, I took heart from hearing the truth spoken, however fatalistically. For so long as the human heart yearns for something better, that something better is not yet entirely lost to us. 
I am in no doubt that the graduate education provided at America’s research universities is the best in the world, in almost every field. But it is cold comfort to know that we are the world's best at the routinization of intellectual inquiry and the fragmentation of knowledge. As our chief means of forming college teachers, graduate training could hardly be more dysfunctional if we had set out to make it that way. It is miraculous that there are so many thoughtful teachers and independent-minded scholars in our colleges, when they have been run through a regimen that is as hostile to human nurture as it is to critical thinking—but that makes for good normal-scientists accumulating new discoveries on the peripheries of their disciplines.

There is good reason to be concerned about the intellectual orthodoxies that have taken over the academy in recent years. We care deeply about diversity of skin colors and gender identities, but care not a whit about the diversity of political or social views, let alone the freedom to express and debate them. Religious believers in particular are justified, I think, in complaining of the aggressive secularization of the academy. All of this is unfortunate and disturbing. But it may be that the expanding reach of professionalization itself, which is the hallmark of the research university and its chief reason for being, represents the greatest barrier to the existence of a vital and vibrant intellectual culture in America. This is not a new observation. It is one that William James made 110 years ago, in his 1903 essay on "the Ph.D. octopus," an essay still widely admired—and honored entirely in breach rather than observance. But the fragmentation he described, and the yearning for wholeness it leaves in its wake, is with us more than ever. 
This is, in my opinion, a deeper problem than the problem of political uniformity. The politicization of scholarship is usually regrettable, almost always damaging, and sometimes quite pernicious. But the impulse behind it at least reflects a desire to find integration and unity and moral significance in the world, albeit in a debased or deficient form. The same can't be said of our professionalized disciplines, whose narrow and jargon-laden discourse sets out to divide the world into what inevitably become incommensurable pieces. No wonder even the best graduate professors sometimes feel a twinge of conscience about their role in perpetuating it all.

So one can come back from one’s time on the periphery, as I have, as so many in this organization have—and as I hope I’ve made clear, the periphery is a place that is full of its own kind of exhilarations—but one can come back from them with an intensified sense of just how much is at stake in the health and vitality of the core. “We shall not cease from exploration,” wrote T. S. Eliot, in “Little Gidding,” “And the end of all our exploring/ Will be to arrive where we started/ And know the place for the first time.” In short, one leaves the core partly in order to return to it again, with fresher and wiser eyes. 

There is a dialectical tension between core and periphery, a way in which the two support one another and point toward one another, even as they compete. That tension is at the heart of the dynamism of Western civilization itself, and sustaining it is part of the complex mission of American colleges and universities. But today it is the core more than the periphery that needs our support, our attention, and our buttressing. Given sufficient funds, the research university can continue to produce an endless flow of discoveries and gadgets and innovations galore, for the foreseeable future. But it cannot tell us very much about what we should do with them. 
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