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 I love teaching.  I love teaching in a small liberal arts college.  I hate reading books and articles about teaching (most of them).  I hate reading books (or listening to lectures, most of them) about the liberal arts, and the crisis thereof, and the coming MOOC revolution, etc.  The books and articles about teaching and about the liberal arts and about the Nation’s Higher Education Plight just don’t accord with my on-the-ground experience, don’t capture it, don’t speak to it, don’t seem to be able to promote it well, or to assess it appropriately, or to criticize it accurately.  I have all sorts of theories about why this mismatch has occurred, but I’ll keep those to myself for now.  What’s more, to be fair, I also don’t think my own efforts at writing and lecturing about teaching the liberal arts have done justice to the topic, not even close.  But here goes nothing, because try we must.


Graduation was yesterday, as I start writing this essay on a Monday morning.  It was a gorgeous southern California day, crisply sunny with a slight wind blowing, budding and aromatic desert flowers and lush foliage all around us, birds tweetering from somewhere in the mesh of leaves (I saw a red tail hawk circling above).  Did I mention that Pomona College holds its graduation exercises outdoors?  Speaker Walter Isaacson exhorted the seniors to think differently in posthumous emulation of his biographical subject Steve Jobs, and to connect their individual passions to larger purposes—a pretty good if standard message overall, as such speeches go.  Proud parents and their progeny left the occasion professing tearfully happy loyalty to this small college: how fast the years went by, how transformative they were, how wonderful the place is, how dedicated everyone is, how much they will miss it, all the ideas and experiences and friendships they cultivated along the way.  The seniors on this day seemed to accept the impending reality that they are indeed ready to go forth into “the world” precisely because they’ve had a four-year exposure (they realize only now, a bit too after-the-fact) to something like The Way Things Ought to Be, a taste of earthly paradise, or at least a beautiful well-appointed country club of unencumbered thinkers freely pursuing, with each other, texts and topics and truths and virtues and projects and conundrums that seem, on their own, Worth Pursuing.


Data that institutional researchers have been assembling and adducing bear out the sentiments and anecdotes indicating that these lucky graduates of selective American-style SLACs have auspicious (and gainful) rather than tragic futures ahead of them.  But, you’ll retort, only a very small percentage of U.S.-based students are and can be educated in such flourishing SLACs (I’d calculate the current percentage at, at most, .3% of the 18 million U.S.-based undergraduates), so why dwell on such an inaccessible educational model?  Because, I’d reply, it ought to be considered the gold standard, the Rolls Royce, the telos, the sunnum bonum, the goal or end toward which all undergraduate education should aspire.  It’s a model that should be extended to others, rather than reserved for the fortunate few.  My colleagues at Pomona College and I feel enormously privileged to teach at such a place.  We pinch ourselves on a daily basis.  This past semester I described to outsiders my two seminars thus:  Imagine two rooms populated by the best students imaginable—smart, hard working, thoughtful, creative, curious, kind, humble, interesting, diverse, fun—and that’s my life.  That’s what I encounter when I walk into my classes, no kidding.  I lose sleep at night because I so look forward to the next day of class.  I didn’t want the semester to end.  I didn’t want those discussions to end.  The students said the same thing (not as a compliment to me, but as a credit to the class dynamics, and really to the college mission and model).  We read a lot, the students had to write a lot, our conversations were lively, pressing, and important.  We had amazing assemblages of individuals gathered in an intimate setting, a venue structured so that they could learn with and from one another.  It works.  (Take note, the world should hear that:  Something, even absent fanfare, in the U.S. is going incredibly right, paradisiacally so.  We should bear that in mind, especially before we dismantle much of our higher educational apparatus, looking for something else, smashing the golden egg and killing the goose all at once. ) 


One big reason it works at Pomona College:  We have a large endowment per student.  Before 2008 said endowment reached $1.9 billion (for 1500 students), and now it’s hovering around $1.4 billion.  Those material conditions matter.  Pomona College exists in a capitalist country, and it relies almost entirely on surfeit capital donated by generous alumni and enhanced (usually) through savvy stock market investments—besides tuition, there are no other revenue streams available to it, as there would be at most research universities (big ticket athletics, corporate sponsorships, government soft-money, research patents, professional school partnerships).  Pomona trustees, alums, administrators, and faculty have steered those material advantages decidedly toward certain values: a broad-based liberal arts education available to the qualifiedly admitted regardless of need.  We have held firm to a “need blind” admissions process, with the understanding that sufficient financial aid will be forthcoming to all those admitted, and the financial aid package will include no loans.  In theory, and largely in practice, no one graduating from Pomona College should be in debt.  Even after the stock market crash of 2008, all of us tightened our belts, forgoing raises and the like, in order to reaffirm our commitments to the “need blind admissions” and “no-loan” policies.  We don’t see our students as “elites” (e.g., consistently about 20% are first-generation-in-the-family to attend college); we see them as do-gooders and underdogs.  Indeed, we wish our good fortune could be extended to others, the educational model democratized and somehow, someday made available to many throughout the country, and beyond.  

Sadly, though, one finds nothing of that aspiration in Andrew Delbanco’s otherwise wonderful College: What It Was, Is, and Should Be; instead, one reads a summons to lowered sights and defeated expectations: “It is a pipe dream to imagine that every student can have the sort of experience that our richest colleges, at their best, provide.”
  Precisely that pipe dream was my democratic vision in America Goes to College: Political Theory for the Liberal Arts (SUNY, 2002), a pipe dream that continues to inform my colleague Susan McWilliams and my forthcoming co-edited volume The Best Kind of College: An Insiders’ Guide to America’s Small Liberal Arts Colleges (SUNY, 2014).  Other countries (most notably China) are indeed finding the (communist/socialist/authoritarian) money to found U.S.-style liberal arts colleges and programs, while we toy with technology.  Bill Gates’ personal worth is reportedly $72 billion; the Gates Foundation’s endowment is around $36 billion.  Warren Buffett’s net worth is around $54 billion (and he will be bequeathing a good portion of that to the Gates Foundation).  Right there, two philanthropic-minded individuals who care about education command $162 billion.  That sum could found and endow—overnight—108 Pomona Colleges, providing a top-of-the-line debt-free liberal arts education to 40,000 graduates year after year after year, if only Gates could get his educational priorities straight (and learn from Buffett’s investments in Grinnell College).  You ask about the public sector with its depleted coffers?  The public cost of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars is estimated to have been around $4 trillion.  Had that one-time discretionary expenditure been allocated instead into founding new Pomona Colleges with $1.5 billion dollar endowments each, we in this country would now be able to provide 4 million of our 18 million undergraduates with a Rolls-Royce caliber liberal arts education, completely debt-free, year after year after year, an investment that would keep on providing individual and national dividends well into the future.  Simplistic, you say?  I say: the language of “pipe dream” is an alibi, a cover for grossly misplaced priorities.

The U.S. small liberal-arts college—distinctively American in origin
—was surely a democratic model from its missionary inception:  go forth and found small colleges in humble outposts across the country.  Those small and rather fiercely independent claims to expanding education were eventually overtaken and overshadowed by the German-model research university, now Americanized.  That business plan—high level, specialized research and graduate education, subsidized by large-scale undergraduate education at the bottom of the organizational pyramid—would dislodge and supplant the erstwhile SLAC claim to democratic access.  Today, the operative rivalry is no longer the SLAC model vs. the R-1 (or R-2) model.  We now have a new institutional player that promises to expand democratic access and inclusion in higher education:  the MOOC model.  For purposes of the rest of this essay, I’ll drop most discussion about public and private research universities and instead frame the stakes of the discussion around a SLAC vs. MOOC comparison (I’m ignoring, as irresponsible and disingenuous, the “Don’t Go to College at All” movement).  In most ways, that SLAC vs. MOOC comparison provides sharpened opposition:  small-scale teaching versus massive-scale instruction; face-to-face teaching versus on-line learning; labor-intensive teaching versus economies-of-scale efficiencies; and a liberal arts curriculum versus a STEM-centered curriculum.  

[A short paragraph-long digression:  I won’t rehearse the in’s and out’s of recent MOOC developments, though I will mention that in addition to the faculty-led rejection, most notably at San Jose State, Amherst College, and Duke, of the coming MOOC-ificiation of U.S. higher education, we at Pomona College also recently considered a MOOC partnership only to refuse it after careful review.  A Silicon Valley start-up on-line venture, Minerva University,
 founded by the Snapfish CEO and endorsed by sitting board members Lawrence Summers and Bob Kerry, sought West Coast accreditation this past year by “partnering” with an established WASC-accredited college, and so they sought out Pomona College as their sponsor.  Our president seemed plenty intrigued and even enticed but left the matter, finally, to faculty approval.  At a fateful meeting, one faculty member after another expressed strong views about why this particular for-profit, on-line enterprise was inimical to our core mission and to liberal arts education more generally.  Our president, at the end of the meeting, said that it was clear that we would not proceed with any partnership with Minerva University and their $25 million in start-up venture capital.] 

Back to the main concern at hand, about conceptualizing education:  I’ve tried, time and again, to sell, explain, and promote the liberal arts in general and the SLAC model in particular, to find the high concept, the sound bite, the narrative, the PR spin that provides a pithy answer to the question, for parents, politicos, and the public, Why should we spend $40K+ per year for a liberal arts degree?  By my count, I’ve given 23 (I come cheap) keynote addresses on the liberal arts.  Each time, I’ve tried out a different tack, pushed a new point, high lighted a new area of emphasis.  Today I want to dwell on the slowness and market-inefficiency of the SLAC approach to teaching.

In the fall semester of this past academic year, I taught my usual Classical Political Theory course.  Mid-course, a few student papers especially knocked my socks off.  A first-year student submitted one of them.  Before writing it she visited me during my office hours and subsequently emailed me several times.  She explained her idea for the paper, and I immediately took notice.  Hers was a daring idea, and she needed no help with the details and the execution; rather, she needed some signal that it would be okay to proceed with such a wayward thesis.  She was going to write about Dante’s relationship to Virgil, in the Commedia overall but mostly in the Inferno.  In class I had, of course, been pointing out Dante’s poetic emulation of Virgil’s infernal guidance, and how Dante-the-poet parlays that legacy into the character Dante-the-pilgrim as “following” Virgil-the-guide moving down through the rungs of hell and part way into Purgatorio.  That clever poetic bit bequeaths, however, a rather bitter Virgilian lesson:  harden your hearts, concentrate your wits, draw some hard judgments about what matters in life, now in view of this vision of death.  We witnessed, for instance, the reaction Dante-the-pilgrim has toward Paolo and Francesca, at the outset of his infernal journey, and compared that apparent sympathy with his savagely kicking the ice-encased head of Bocca Degli Abbati at the bottom.  Dante, I suggested, has undergone a Virgilian-inspired character development, and so, presumably, should we as his followers.  

But my first-year student saw through Dante’s ploy (and my presentation of it), calling it a “superficial homage” to Virgil and a “deceptive poetic conceit.”  She attended to the usual parallels between Dante’s infernal mission and Virgil’s earlier one, but noted that Dante’s praise of Virgil seems excessive in his “lavish exuberance”:
Dante the poet, regardless of his intention, manipulates Virgil into leading Dante the pilgrim.  This Dante-Virgil-Dante sandwiching is, to say the least, strange.  The strangeness thickens as Virgil addresses Dante as “my son” (VIII.64) and Dante addresses Virgil as “the sweet Guide and Father” (VII.106).  Since Guide and Father are proper nouns here, there is a blasphemous implication that Virgil is not just kin, but the Father - as in, Dante’s Christian God.  He then re-affirms this by addressing Virgil as “my Lord” (VIII.109).  Pilgrim Dante does not just establish a familial relationship with Virgil, but one of sacrilegious deification.  At an allegorical level, this suggests that humans should worship their Virgilian intellect as a god and master.  

So she proposes (and I’m skipping over a brilliant exposition) that Dante-the-poet is actually distancing himself, and teaching--if obliquely--such distance, from Virgil: 
    Dante’s hell diverges from the natural representation; what Virgil has portrayed as pure, Dante inverts.  Virgil’s underworld marks a stark contrast to the “herds of naked souls” with eyes “burned of tears” (XIV.16-17).  The nakedness holds an implied, Eden-like purity - but of course, the irony is that these shades are tainted by the fall of man.  The burning tears here are deeply symbolic, as they encompass both the opposing elements of fire and water.  “Great flakes of flame” are said to fall “as snow falls” (XIV. 26-27).  These images signal an elemental collapse and perversion, a violent horror.  Dante’s hell consistently presents an over the top, gruesome pollution of natural, earthly elements.  His law for hell relies on this perversion; symbolic retribution depends on this inverted mirror.  Indeed; the devil himself is a grossly distorted version of the Holy Trinity; he has “three faces” (XXXIV.39) and “turned on his Maker” (XXXIV.35) until what was once “beautiful” is now “hideous” (34-35).  Oddly, this is reminiscent of Dante’s transformation of chapter six of the Aeneid; he consciously takes a beautiful, frequently mournful text and twists its center into a grotesque, frequently comedic poem.  He, too, turns on his “Maker” Virgil, causing a symbolic retribution of a different sort to occur at the intertextual level.
     There is something comedic about symbolic retribution; indeed, comedy at its core implies a sort of disturbance and inversion might be the darkest place comedy can go.  For example, the outrageously grotesque “face reversed on the neck” (XX.14) was only a fortune-teller in life; the gap between the bizarre somatic torture and the actual depth of the crime is the absurd realm where comedy falls.  A contradiction or an inversion, by its very nature, implies a gap in logic, a territory of confusion.  Guide Virgil, allegorically made to represent reason, has his weak points; he once is forced to leave Dante, and he is fooled by Malacoda, the demon.  Virgil is not an all-powerful god, but often painfully weak, human, even unreasonable.  This is not a collapse in the allegory of Virgilian reason, but a troublesome continuance.  It instead implies that there is something about the depths of hell which upends reason itself, something beyond the grasp of human understanding.
We readerly pilgrims, too, must leave Virgil behind; he is inadequate to the ultimate task of poetic redemption, and woefully so.  This is a stern, Virgilian judgment about Virgilian judgment; it is also a lesson about tutelage and independence.  Once someone—in this case, an undergraduate—points out that crucial point about Dante’s Commedia, it becomes glaringly obvious:  of course, it must be true.  Why, then, hasn’t anyone said it before?  I would love to take credit, as a Virgilian guide, to my soaring Dante-esque student, for her stunningly profound insights; but I, too, have to fade into the background (maybe even return to my rightful place in hell).  

My ultimate point is:  the above episode could never have transpired (except as an accident) in a MOOC environment.  MOOCs have to deliver authoritative knowledge and stabilized, conventional wisdom.  By design, they cannot feature the kind of teaching/learning situation in which the student teaches the teacher.   And we, those who teach in the teaching trenches, know that that is perhaps the best learning moment in the life of a student: when she can “correct” a teacher’s mistake, or surpass the teacher’s lessons, or indeed, to teach the teacher, to turn the tables, or less dramatically, to arrive upon independent judgments distinct from the teacher’s immediate guidance.  The best teachers welcome, and try to encourage and accommodate, even trigger, such innovative, independent thinking.  It can’t be programmed, only nurtured.  For Hannah Arendt, thinking itself—that is, real thinking—can never be formulaic, or precedented, or second-hand, or epigonal; thinking is always, as it were, thinking anew.  The best professors are those who recognize such newness, who seize upon such genuine thinking when it first appears, even inchoately, at the edges, who get excited by it, who try to cultivate it and discipline it and shape it.  My student needed a dose of confidence and some poetic license from her professor, who was willing to admit his own limitations (I’ll say that for myself), and not thwart student derring-do.  In contrast, you are never going to generate that kind of undergraduate cutting-edge, out-of-the-box, creative blasphemy—i.e., real thinking—through the coded algorithms of robo-reading programs, or peer wiki-review or crowdsourcing feedback, or MOOC-aided “discussion facilitators.”  You need a trusting, face-to-face, give-and-take relationship between questioning student and questioning teacher.  

Such interactions cannot, moreover, be produced within a culture of measurable and commensurable “outcomes assessment.”  You cannot pre-engineer a moment in a course when a student corrects the professor (“Course objective:  through calculated incompetence and pedagogical sloppiness, the professor in this course will allow himself to be corrected by students at crucial learning junctures”), nor can you have an assessment protocol tabulating such moments, namely when the authoritative professor reveals himself or herself to be a student at heart, open to learning (“Course assessment:  professor allowed himself to be corrected X number of times, with a R factor of deviation from his standard lesson”).  For my part, I tried to invite critical interactions in the course by, for instance, including the following Course Objectives statement on the syllabus:
COURSE OBJECTIVES:  In the last thirty years, I have never stipulated a course’s “Course Objectives” on a syllabus.  Those of you in Classical 1A, Fall 2012 are reading a first here.  But I really must tell you that I’m cranky about the whole idea of such “Course Objectives” syllabi statements.  True, they are becoming more common, and in some places, required (not yet at Pomona).  Their proliferation is the result of a many-pronged movement in higher education toward “outcomes” assessment.  In my view, they are more appropriate for courses whose materials are conducive to didactic, rather than Socratic, pedagogies.  Still, the vast majority of these aspirational syllabi statements are jargon-laden, intelligence insulting, and gross, pitched ideally toward the crude ends of defining and measuring the value of a course, as if education were just another consumer commodity.  More generally, I think these statements are inimical to the spirit and practice of liberal arts education, especially at small liberal arts colleges.  They effectively reduce, in advance, the ambit of exploration in a course.  They preempt, or at least displace, the importance of serendipity and ambiguity in a course.  They favor short-term and discrete deliverables rather than long-term and slow-stewing amelioration.  They normalize the process of thinking as programmatic rather than broodingly and searchingly open-ended.  They grant tacit privilege to professorial control-freaks and small-minded taskmasters (albeit in the name of student learning) rather than granting genuine license to creative and interactive student participation.  They discourage risk-taking, on the part of both professor and student.  And I think they stifle the pleasures, and the trials, of learning. My modest objective in this course, were I to name it, is to help structure an educational atmosphere that joyfully withstands the growing stupidification of our times.  I ask for your help to that end.
What I also want to say about the above episode is that the entire process was slow and, in market terms, horribly inefficient.   Reading Homer, and then Virgil, and then Dante, and then thinking about each, takes time.  Talking about those books takes time.  Writing about them takes more time.  Reading and commenting about such papers take time.  Meeting with students before, during, and after such papers takes time.  The whole thing is slow going, and drawn out.  In many other areas of life, in response to the fast and frenetic pace of modernity, we are starting to notice counter-movements that appreciate the virtues of slowness:  in food production and consumption, in artistic production and consumption, in environmental protection, in gardening, in travel, in parenting, in finance, in fashion, in conversation, in science, in sex.
  But we really haven’t started talking about slow teaching and slow learning.
  Reading a long novel takes time (speed reading or skimming won’t do the trick).  Slogging away at a lab experiment, running iteration after iteration, requires patience.  Learning a language takes practice.  Thinking, more often than not, requires brooding and pondering.  Instead, we’ve been told that the MOOCs have an educational advantage of dividing course lessons, Ted-talk-like, into quick and manageable and fast-paced 10-12 minute parcels that accord with the short attention spans and multitasking tendencies of the Gamer/Twitter generation.  Reading a book is, thus, an inefficient and antiquated content-delivery modality when you can quick-Google everything you need to know about a particular book and its plot, along with its readily downloadable cut-to-the-quick interpretations.  But do we really want to encourage, rather than resist, those short-attention spans?  Do we really want to produce surgeons, or pilots, or mechanics, or scientists, or programmers who concentrate only in ten-minute intervals?  Will we really be entering a brave new world in which lawyers bill on ten-minute billable rates?  Do we really want to encourage and pander to students who cannot sit through a 90-minute film without fidgeting and reaching for their mobile devices?  Do we want the next generation of day-care workers to pay attention to our kids for only ten minutes at a stretch?  Let’s face facts:  The fast-food business model, cutting costs and corners through vertical integration and standardized production, doesn’t translate into a viable teaching model.  

Slowness, and the labor-intensive costs slowness requires and exacts, is anathema to a prevailing economic orthodoxy, according to which modern technology continues to disrupt old craft-like professions and labor practices by introducing newly efficient economies of scale, which traverse space and time boundaries through digitized wizardry.  MOOC proponents envision a day, coming very soon, when optimal student-to-faculty ratios will be seen as 300,000 to 1 rather than 9 to 1.  On that day all students worldwide will have fingertip access to the best talking-head professors worldwide, and the subsequent shakeout will be dramatic.  Delbanco conjures up such a world when he quotes the chairman of Sun Microsystems: “People who, in the pre-digital past, would have been teachers in college classrooms will have to ‘go and do more productive things’—just like those obsolete [movie theatre] piano players had to do.”
  Economist Richard Vedder’s corporate-speech tag line is often quoted these days, namely that “with the possible exception of prostitution, teaching is the only profession that has had absolutely no productivity advance in the 2400 years since Socrates.”
—and Vedder’s sarcasm is supposed, I suppose, to suggest that sex and teaching could and should be made more productive and efficient.  I realize that the on-line porn industry is leading the way (as it does for all on-line technological innovation) to make human sexuality more cost-efficient and “productive,” in accord with Vedder’s apparent economic and un-Socratic priorities.  I don’t care much about that.  I do care when a prostitution analogy infiltrates and degrades our thinking about education.  Indeed, I suspect that much of the current fetishizing of on-line education borrows from an illicit, pornographic model of human interaction.  For now, though, I want to clarify a few points about market mentalities as ways of conceptualizing education.  

Again I borrow, for starters, from Delbanco, who says that there are basically three answers today to the question, What is college for?
  The first is an economic one:  college is good for the economic competitiveness of individuals, imparting functional skills and providing job training; and producing such skilled individuals is also good for the aggregate economic benefit of the nation as a whole.  The second rationale is a political one, on behalf of democracy:  college confers an education in citizenship, producing informed and even virtuous citizens, so that democratic culture doesn’t descend into licentiousness, vulgarity, mediocrity, and mob rule.  The third reason Delbanco doesn’t pin down, and he admits that the notion is amorphous, but he proposes roundaboutly that the final rationale for college today is that college teaches one to “enjoy life” in a meaningful way, albeit a kind of enjoyment that provides “a hedge against utilitarian values.”
 

My responses to each of these are as follows:  the traditional way of conceptualizing academic inquiry is that a marketplace of ideas is not the same as a marketplace of goods and services—two very different kinds of marketplaces—though there are certainly areas of intersection and overlap between the two.  To the traditionalist, however, a marketplace of ideas needs robust protection against the encroachments of the economic marketplace (that which produces and distributes commercial goods and services).  Another way of putting this is that the marketplace of ideas pursues truth (and other high-minded priorities) regardless of whether such truth is salable or popular.  We sometimes refer to such inquiries, pursuits, or practices as non-instrumental.  Scholars, teachers, researchers, scientists are (i.e., ought to be) truth-seekers and truth-tellers; they are interested in norms and ideas of truth, beauty, integrity, friendship, fairness, and so forth; and the practical application of such tenets of truth and beauty is but a secondary, derivative consideration.  Another way of putting this is operationally, as a matter of pedagogy:  You will not have many students poring over Joyce’s Ulysses if they first subject that activity to an economic cost-benefit analysis, if they first require hard-and-fast answers to the questions, What economic skills will I gain by spending this time reading Ulysses, What opportunity costs are involved, How exactly will this get me a lucrative job, How can I monetize it?  A reader of Joyce—much like most lab researchers, or students of theater, or students of higher mathematics—has to be guided by a motivational psychology different from the metrics following from the economic rational-actor model.  In order to finish that novel, he or she will likely need to suspend utilitarian considerations for the time being, even if abundant economic benefits eventually accrue to that individual, after the fact, in delayed compensation for gaining valuable skills and proclivities as a byproduct of the educational process.  Pragmatist Louis Menand wishes to elide any stark distinction between the marketplace of ideas and the marketplace of goods and services and proposes that academe needs to pay more attention to teaching marketable skills, such as business writing.
  He doesn’t offer any teaching advice, however, on how to inspire students to spend hours upon hours in a science laboratory attending to what looks like endless tedium, or why a student today should crack a big forbidding book like Ulysses rather than going straight for Wall Street bucks.  His project is to accommodate the commercial market, a strategy that might still permit some respectable educational activity to be admitted through the back door; but to me that accommodation requires too great a compromise to the idea and to the practice of pursuing ideas independently of, as if in a suspended state of freedom from, overriding economic calculations.

  The “civics” case for liberal artsy college-going has become popular lately among college presidents, who seem to like that particular combination of rhetorical puffery and promissory relevance:  We are, à la Jefferson and Adams and Franklin and other founders who were all rather smarty-pants in their ways, actually serving the Local Community, the Nation-State, and maybe even Global Citizenship, and not just the crass Economy or Privileged Elite-dom, when we produce broadly educated (albeit poorly specialized and poorly skilled) liberal arts college graduates.  It sounds good, an appeal to the public weal.  Martha Nussbaum proffers a more epistemological case for the not-for-profit humanities’ contributions to Democracy:  broad-based literary sensibilities extend our cognitive and affective sympathies, an internalized quid pro quo-ness that is, she says, crucial for sustaining democracy (“The future of the world’s democracies hangs in the balance.”
)  I’ve gone on record elsewhere
 as an outspoken critic of the “civics” case for the liberal arts (note that the subtitle to America Goes to College was Political Theory for the Liberal Arts and not Liberal Arts for Political Theory), though I understand why college presidents, with their institutions under increased outside scrutiny and pressure, want and need to find an extrinsic justification for a college’s intrinsic ways and purposes (no longer can a college fundraiser say, in effect, we are a money-laundering operation; thanks for your money, and trust us to do the right thing with it).  In brief, my complaint against the civics case:  It is horribly reductive to a liberal arts educational mission.  The purposes of a (broad-based, liberal arts) college education exceed, or are distinct from, or are sometimes averse to, those of democratic enculturation. A good person is not the same as a good citizen, Aristotle told us. A good geology major is not the same as a good citizen.  I don’t want a music student spending too much practice time worrying about whether and how playing a Percy Grainger piece in the concert band will necessarily contribute to her future neighborly, national, or cosmopolitan citizenship (though it well may do so).  

The “civics” case for college also puts constraints on the various notions and practices of citizenship.  Those who repair to the civics case for college typically mean to convey by “citizenship” something like “good upstanding citizens, pillars of the community, surely worth, therefore, the overall pubic-private investment, almost like a patriotic responsibility.”  They tend not to dip into the subversive, gadfly register of “Socratic citizenship”
 or the Thoreauvian civic imperative toward civil disobedience.   Another way of making this point is to adopt the marketplace model and apply it to the civic realm.  In thinking about politics as a marketplace, we need to differentiate between and among many different kinds of civic marketplaces, each with its own purposes, none of which coincides with the norms of the academic agora:  the rough and tumble of a political campaign is geared toward winning votes, not toward establishing truth; the adversarial judicial system is conducted within established procedural and evidentiary boundaries, organized not for the sake of determining truth or justice as such; and the deliberative purposes of the jury don’t accord with the professional purposes of the courtroom advocates; the intermediary arenas of Tocquevillean civil society are poised toward fostering social capital ties, not cognitive verities.  Thus, the notion of citizenship sweepingly invoked for all-college purposes is a partial, tendentious one; and, instead, we are compelled to distinguish between and among many different roles, forms, and logics of citizenship:  politician; voter; minor; lawyer; jurist; judge; protester; neighbor; diplomat; ex-pat; member of the military.  

Finally, the “civics” case for college doesn’t work because the free, deliberative, discursive space of an academic marketplace (think Habermas) has to be insulated against not only undue economic influence but undue political influence as well.  Increasingly, with the internationalization of the curriculum and of our studentry, we are called upon to educate in our classes not just young democratic-republicans to-be but also, potentially, future royalists, theocrats, authoritarians, communists, anarchists, transnationalists, libertarians, stateless refugees, drifters, the undocumented, rebels, deep ecologists, and many more.  Hannah Arendt once wrote that academic freedom is no proper substitute for political freedom.  That may be, but by a similar token the free purposes of academe ought not be subordinated to a particular political regimen (even for throwaway PR and fundraising purposes).  

Delbanco’s third reason for college requires, in my view, the greatest attention, elaboration, and care.  It remains the Holy Grail for justifying college in these times of ours.  To my way of thinking, the economic and political rationales, both variants on instrumental utility, fail to capture the essential “why and the wherefore” of going to college and, if given too much weight in public and institutional discourse, serve to demean, corrode, and undermine the actual college experience of genuine thinking, of free inquiry and discovery, in a community of learners.  I sympathize with Delbanco’s difficulties in articulating this main reason for going to college, for I’ve tried my hand many times at that same task and haven’t yet found the right formulation that might be, especially to skeptics, clear, cogent, and compelling.
  After one of my most recent attempts, it dawned on me:  Whenever I try to talk about college these days, I stutter and stammer and slip and slide into a default modality of quasi-religious language—language about faith, higher purposes, better selves, communities of seekers, meaningful lives, prophetic voices, jeremiads, covenants, legacies, and redemption—although I surely convey, in so many words to my audiences, that I’m using such language advisedly, more or less in scare quotes, attempting to invoke the functional substitute of old-time belief for latter-day secular purposes.  Delbanco well describes this dilemma: “The era of spiritual authority belonging to college is long gone. And yet I have never encountered a better formulation [“Oh that the Lord would show me how to think and how to choose.”]
  I’m no longer convinced that college, divested of such spiritual inklings and tendencies, can be adequately explained and justified in strictly secular terms—and that’s precisely what the assessors and pundits and economists are demanding.  The new-age-ish platitudes—“critical skills,” “self-discovery,” “educating the whole person,” “liberated consumers,”
 “enjoyable intellectual exercises,”
 “multiple intelligences,” “service learning,” “social justice,” “social mobility,” “simple awareness,”
 “ecosophic awareness”
—betray their own desperation at filling in some gap.  Stanley Fish’s attempt to circle the wagons (we academics just happen to find pleasure in this peculiar activity of ours, but it serves no greater purpose whatsoever) seems insular and crepuscular rather than captivating and uplifting.  Spare me, moreover, the old fogey history lessons about the bygone educational visions of Matthew Arnold, Cardinal Newman, Thomas Dewey, W.E.B. Du Bois, Robert Maynard Hutchins, Allan Bloom, etc.

But I haven’t thrown in the towel on the project of conceptualizing education for our time.  Enter George Kateb.  His 2011 book Human Dignity is nothing less than an exposition on “the worth of human beings” and our “special place in nature.”
  Kateb testifies to the dignity of the individual in his or her singularity, a notion that turns on the creedal idea of the equal status of all persons; and he advances a notion of the dignity of the human species, which involves the uniquely human capacity, in and through language, to express and exercise curiosity, awe, gratitude, and atonement towards nature and to record and assess nature and our own place within it.  Kateb insists that dignity is an “existential,” and not a moral or theological value.  One doesn’t need to love fellow humans in order to believe that every person should be accorded dignity; as well, one can accord fellow humans dignity without abiding by a providential scheme of things.  In fact, Kateb says, reliance on theology removes the conceptual difficulties in the task of human self-understanding and thus effectively diminishes personal and human dignity (Kateb is a thoroughgoing atheist).  I won’t try to summarize the rest of the book, which takes many unpredictable twists and turns.  Toward the end, though, Kateb talks about the kind of education that is a testament, today and over time, to personal and human dignity, compared with those educational practices that diminish our dignity.  I don’t pretend that this formulation—as a reason to go to college—is yet ready for prime-time distribution.  But I think the rudiments are there.
  Spending so much time with each other, talking and talking, poring over books, caring about another’s papers, trying to get it right, reading history, reading literature, performing in a play, thinking and probing and wondering—I want to say:  we believe in such activity and “benefit” from it because we come to realize that such education presumes, expresses, and enhances a person’s (and a people’s) dignity, and we value such education for all others, too—not because it gets us to some place in particular, certainly not a promised land of milk and honey.  But we believe, quite deeply we all do, that education attends naturally and necessarily to humankind’s dignity.  Once we get this priority straight, we can then debate the best ways in which form follows function.
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