THE RADICALISM OF TRADITION:
TEACHING THE LIBERAL ARTS IN
A MANAGERITAL AGE

Jackson Lears

Jackson Lears is Board of Governors Professor of History at Rutgers
University. He is the author of Fables of Abundance: A Cultural History
of Advertising in America (Basic), which won the Los Angeles Times Book
Award in History for 1995, and No Place of Grace: Antimodernism and
the Transformation of American Culture, 1880-1920 (Pantheon). He
has also co-edited the volumes The Culture of Consumption: Critical
Essays in American History, 1880-1980 and The Power of Culture:
Critical Essays in American History.

THIS ESSAY INDULGES IN A FAMILIAR CRITICAL
gambit—ripping aside the veils of misunderstanding and penetrating
the mists of misrepresentations to expose what the author thinks is the
truth. Or at least a clearer and more capacious version of it than what
passes for common knowledge. This is the closest a cultural critic gets
to the prophetic mode: “It is written...but I say unto you.”

What has been written—at least until very recently—is that for some time
now we have been caught up in a cultural war between politically cor-
rect leftists inside the university and neo-conservative curmudgeons
outside it. The curmudgeons argue that the pursuit of free intellectual
inquiry—the traditional mission of the university—is under unprecedent-
ed attack from prissy speech codes and politicized professors uncon-
cerned with older standards of objectivity. The leftists respond that
curricula are more diverse and open and vital than ever before.!
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This is what is written. But I say unto you that the culture war conceals
a much more serious conflict, a much more fundamental threat to the
life of the mind in the university. What follows will first summarize the
major issues in the culture war, as they are understood by the partici-
pants, then set aside this cold, congealed porridge and serve up a more
enticing argument. My basic assumption is that conservative critics
have correctly put their fingers on a serious problem: the academy is
enveloped by a crisis of meaning and purpose, and traditional notions
of intellectual freedom are profoundly at risk. But conservative critics
are quite mistaken in their attempts to identify the causes and cure of
this crisis.

Contrary to received opinion, the chief threat to intellectual freedom in
the academy is not political correctness—though the tyranny of various
ideological fashions (right and left) is real, and can be oppressive. The
main menace is market-driven managerial influence: the impulse to
subject universities to quantitative standards of efficiency and produc-
tivity, to turn knowledge into a commodity, to transform open sites of
inquiry into corporate research laboratories and job training centers.

The attempt to turn universities into businesses challenges the conserv-
ative understanding of the humanities. If the liberal arts tradition is
understood as a worldview, rather than a collection of courses, it poses
a radical challenge to the managerial impulse—far more radical than
self-proclaimed traditionalists like William Bennett realize. We need to
recognize the radicalism of the liberal arts tradition, if we want to sus-
tain and revitalize our concept of “what the university is for.”

The arguments in the cultural war are familiar. The neo-conservative
assault has been repeated so often it might even be called “the official
critique”; as tuition costs soar, professors suckle at the public (and
sometimes private) teat, writing impenetrable jargon, ignoring students

1 For a representative example from each side, see Roger Kimball, Tenured Radicals:
How Politics Has Corrupted Our Higher Education, rev. ed. (Chicago: Elephant
Paperbacks, 1998) and Lawrence W. Levine, The Opening of the American Mind
(Boston: Beacon, 1996).
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or teaching them lamely, protected by an outmoded tenure system.
Students are baffled, wandering, ignorant, and their free speech is
silenced by dour custodians of political correctness.

The origins of this sad situation, according to the official critique, can
be traced to the same source as every other evil in late twentieth-centu-
ry American culture: the 1960s counterculture. Its assault on standards
allegedly led to grade inflation, a failure of faculty nerve, an academic
culture that blends a pervasive moral relativism with goose-stepping
ideological conformity. It is tempting to dismiss this critique, but as
Richard Nixon said, in a different context: “That would be wrong.”

Consider the reflex response of most left academics to the conservative
view—derisive dismissal, rooted in limitless self-satisfaction. The leftist
disdain for Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind was symp-
tomatic. Almost to a man and woman, the academic establishment in
the humanities closed ranks against Bloom. Like later conservative
polemics, The Closing of the American Mind was full of mindless rant
against the sixties counterculture, the demonic aspects of rock and roll
(which could be discovered, you may recall, if you played the right
songs backward, slowly). But beneath the rant there was a note of
pathos, a longing for longing. Bloom wanted students to establish an
erotic relationship with knowledge—erotic in the strict etymological
sense. He wanted students to embark on a quest. The idea never
occurred to most of them. Bloom’s liberal critics, intent on defending
their turf, missed his fundamental insight: There is something missing
in higher education; beneath the rampant utilitarianism, there is some
profound defect of spirit.2

Few participants in the culture wars have even hinted at what that defect
might be. The right has focussed its energies on political correctness,
reducing multiculturalism to merely another version of anti-intellectu-

2 Allan Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind (New York: Simon and Schuster,
1987). Among the liberal responses is George Levine, et al., Speaking for the
Humanities (New York: American Council of Learned Societies, 1989).
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alism. And that attack has provoked the left defense of multiculturalism

as intellectual openness. Both sides are onto something.

Conservative charges of anti-intellectualism have some merit. The acad-
emy has always sheltered lazy professors, who died from the neck up at
tenure. It’s a familiar pattern. What is new is that anti-intellectualism
comes tricked out now in conceptual verbiage, the meat-grinder
approach to theory, wherein Gramsci, Foucault, Lacan, whoever, are
used as tools to demonstrate some predictable thesis that the author has
decided upon in advance. At the same time, for the last fifteen years or
so, vaguely postmodern leftist sentiment (for lack of a better term) has
also justified a pseudo-populist celebration of corporate-sponsored
entertainment.

Amid the general euphoria of the American fin de siécle, such celebra-
tion is not confined to academics. But it is especially appalling among
people who claim to be professionally dedicated to fostering critical
intelligence. Academic pseudo-populism breeds a determination to
characterize any judgment of intellectual or aesthetic quality as elitist,
except the judgment that this or that production is elitist. This refusal
of judgment is precisely the opposite of what liberal education is all
about. Conservative critics have accurately traced some academic anti-
intellectualism to left or liberal sources.

Buct there are also genuine signs of vitality emerging from some of the
same sources. Postmodern cultural theory, for example, has encouraged
the emergence of challenges to positivist orthodoxy in a variety of dis-
ciplines, even the supposedly “hard” sciences, let alone the soft ones.
The debate has fallen into the same pattern of demented dualism that
characterizes the culture wars in general, with positivists and postmod-
ernists exchanging sneers and insults. But the recognition that scientif-
ic knowledge, like all knowledge, is embedded in culture, history, and
power relations remains an important and liberating idea.

3 See the essays collected in “The Sokal Affair: A Postscript,” Social Text 50 (Spring
1997): 123-52.
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In the classroom we also have the exhilarating spectacle of multicultur-
alism actually at work. A few years ago I was asked to sit in on a class
taught by a colleague, Steve Reinert, who was coming up for tenure. I
expected this experience to be a routine ritual. It was not; it was extra-
ordinary. The course was Byzantine history, byzantine to me in every
sense. The historical sources Reinert was considering were those apoc-
ryphal texts from the Koran that became known as the Satanic vers-
es—the ones that put a price on Salman Rushdie’s head. This was what
he dared to discuss in a class that was full of Muslims, Hindus,
Catholics, Jews, maybe even a Protestant or two (remember, this was in
New Jersey). The debate was passionate; Reinert orchestrated it deftly.
There was mutual respect and candid criticism; I am certain some seri-
ous learning occurred. How seldom that sort of scene has been includ-
ed in the culture wars debate! There has been endless debate over
curricula, but almost never any about teacher-student exchange, where
education actually happens.

Both the postmodern challenge to positivist orthodoxy and the enact-
ment of multiculturalism in the classroom are rooted in the subsoil of
the liberal arts tradition. The critique of positivism stems from the soci-
ology of knowledge created by Karl Mannheim and others, from the
philosophy of science popularized by Thomas Kuhn and others, from
the entire hermeneutic tradition. This is not an intellectual fad that
postmodernists cooked up on the spur of the moment.4

The practice of multiculturalism is equally rooted in tradition. It rests,
at least in Reinert’s case, on the familiar ideal of objectivity—not impar-
tially but honesty to the evidence. “Let’s look at the evidence,” he kept
saying. “Let’s examine the text before us.” Of course, we know it’s not
so simple: the richer the text, the more it may resist straightforward
interpretation—not to mention translation. Yet, however difficult the
interpretation, the more evidence, the better. Multiculturalism at its

4 Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia: An Introduction to the Sociology of Knowledge,
trans. Louis Wirth and Edward Shils (1932; New York: Routledge, 1991); Thomas
Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 3rd ed. (1961; Chicago: The University
of Chicago Press, 1996).
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best is about expanding the kinds of evidence we typically look at in
the classroom. This only enriches the liberal arts tradition. Who could
object to that?

Certainly not William James, who penned a capacious definition of the
liberal arts tradition in “The Social Value of the College-Bred.” The
gentility of the essay’s title belies the radicalism of its implications. This
is part of what James had to say:

You can give humanistic value to almost anything by teach-
ing it historically. Geology, economics, mechanics are
humanities when taught with reference to the successive
achievements of the geniuses to which these sciences owe
their being. Not taught thus literature remains grammar,
art a catalogue, history a list of dates, and natural science a
sheet of formulas and weights and measures.

The sifting of human creations!-nothing less than this is
what we ought to mean by the humanities.... Studying in
this way, we learn what types of activity have stood the test
of time; we acquire standards of the excellent and durable.
All our arts and sciences and institutions are but so many
quests of perfection...and when we see how diverse the
types of excellence may be, how various the tests, how flex-
ible the adaptations, we gain a richer sense of what the
terms “better” and “worse” may signify in general. Our crit-
ical sensibilities grow both more acute and less fanatical....

What the colleges. ..should at least try to give us, is a gener-
al sense of what, under various disguises, superiority has
always signified and may still signify. The feeling for a good
human job anywhere, the admiration of the really admirable,
the disesteem of what is cheap and trashy and imperma-
nent,—this is what we call the critical sense, the sense for ideal
values. It is the better part of what men know as wisdom.>

5 William James, “The Social Value of the College-Bred,” Memories and Studies
(London: Longmans, Green, 1912) 312-14.
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James was not talking about creating what we now call “intellectuals,”
though he uses that word in his essay. We college-bred folk, he says,

ought to have our own class-consciousness. “Les Intellect-
uels!” What prouder club-name could there be than this
one, used ironically by the party of “red blood,” the party
of every stupid prejudice and passion, during the anti-
Dreyfus craze, to satirize the men in France who still
retained some critical sense and judgment!®

These were not intellectuals in the contemporary sense; they were sim-

ply thoughtful people.

Nor was James striking the familiar stance of the threatened humanist
in a world of machines. His was not a backward-looking vision. “We
must shake the old double reefs out of the canvas,” he said, “into the
wind and sunshine, and let in every modern subject, sure that any sub-
ject will prove humanistic, if its setting be kept only wide enough.””
The liberal arts tradition, in other words, was not a specific set of sub-
jects but a habit of thought, a frame of mind.

This frame of mind can most accurately be characterized in phrases
that have come to seem threadbare: the effort to cultivate discriminat-
ing sympathy, to combine a capacity for appreciation with the critical
spirit. This is what makes teaching a subversive activity and the univer-
sity a shelter for intellectual freedom. The platitudinous language of
the college catalog refers to a worthy and fragile ideal-an ideal that has
rarely been in more danger than it is right now, in the prosperous, can-
do corporate culture of the United States.

Our current plight can be traced back past the 1960s, to the early twen-
tieth century when universities began to embrace the Prussian ideal of
productive scholarship. The production model required that the com-

6 James, “The Social Value of the College-Bred,” 319-20.
7 James, “The Social Value of the College-Bred,” 321.

13
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pletion of scholarly tasks be certified by certain documents, called
“degrees.” Prussian productivism melded with American vocationalism
and anti-intellectualism—the love of the practical, the demand for cash
value now. The result was the accentuation of a fundamental conflict in
the university’s mission, between furthering the pursuit of truth and
serving the needs of established power. The modern American universi-
ty was to continue to preserve a place for the free play of ideas, but also
to provide technical expertise for government and business elites.

The marriage of Prussian productivism and American vocationalism
produced a monstrous spawn. James called it “the Ph.D. Octopus.”8
He meant the proliferation of credentials increasingly required for
admission to the managerial professional class, credentials that all too
often became substitutes for substantive thought. Many graduate degree
programs were characterized from the outset by a robust anti-intellec-
tualism. This was especially marked in graduate business education.
When it was suggested to the dean of a Midwestern graduate business
school that he offer courses on the problems of trade unionism, he said:
“We don’t want our students to pay any attention to anything that
might raise questions about management or business policy in their
minds.” Political correctness is nothing new on American campuses.

James knew that even management theory could be taught as one of the
humanities; it did not have to be shackled to a narrow utilitarianism.
Buct that is in fact what happened in the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury, as soft and hard science alike acquired unprecedented prestige in
the academy. One reason for their phenomenal growth was that they
could serve as handmaidens to corporate and state power—sources of
data for the sorting and categorizing institutions that were increasingly
channeling “human resources” into productive purposes. Indeed the
very term “human resources” (like “human capital”) was a coinage of the
utilitarian consensus. The problem with this utilitarianism was that it

8 William James, “The Ph.D. Octopus,” Memories and Studies, 329-47.

9 Richard Hofstadter, Anti-Intellectualism in  American Life (New York:
Vintage/Random House, 1963) 263.
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was so often detached from any overarching aims and purposes; a focus
on technique distracted attention from larger goals. Means obscured
ends. The nuclear arms race was the classic illustration of the techno-
cratic madness Melville had captured in summarizing Ahab’s self-knowl-
edge: “all my means are sane; my motive and my object are mad.”10

The liberal arts began, in this atmosphere, to seem dilettantish by com-
parison to the hard-nosed managerial disciplines, with their problem-
solving ethos and their convincing simulation of a scientific spirit.
World War IT and the Cold War hastened the triumph of the manage-
rial outlook. Reading itself became a weapon of the Cold War, as
Reader’s Digest explained “Why Johnny Can’t Read and Ivan Can.” The
reason for this alarming state of affairs, according to most critics, was
that John Dewey’s pragmatic critique of the traditional curriculum had
led unimaginative educators to devise a bland agenda of “life adjust-
ment,” wherein students received credit for solving adolescent social
problems instead of learning basic skills. The Soviet launching of the
Sputnik satellite in 1957, candidate John Kennedy’s shrill warnings
about a (nonexistent) “missile gap,” and President Kennedy’s insistence
that the United States would beat the Soviets to the moon-all of these
developments intensified anxiety about the state of American educa-
tion and ensured that reform efforts would take a narrowly technocrat-
ic direction. The national security state combined with corporate
behemoths to promote an impoverished, utilitarian conception of the
university’s social role. For many educators, the university became a
“knowledge factory,” which was the phrase Chancellor Clark Kerr used
to describe the University of California at Berkeley.!!

10 Herman Melville, Moby Dick (1851; New York: Signet Classics, 1961) 187.

1 For an incisive cultural history of the anxieties impelling the space race forward, see
Michael Smith, “Selling the Moon: The U.S. Manned Space Program and the
Triumph of Commodity Scientism,” The Culture of Consumption: Critical Essays in
American History, 1880-1980, eds. Richard Wightman Fox and T. J. Jackson Lears
(New York: Pantheon, 1983) 193-226. Kerr’s views are perceptively discussed in
Geoffrey Hodgson, America in Our Time (New York: Vintage, 1976) 290-3. For a
sample of his thought, see Clark Kerr, et al., Industrialism and Industrial Man
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1960).

15
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Maybe it was no accident that some of the most raucous and best doc-
umented student protests of the subsequent decade occurred at Kerr’s
own university. There was a lot of anti-intellectual nonsense involved in
the protests, at Berkeley and elsewhere, but the anti-intellectualism was
really a sideshow. The main events were the Civil Rights and antiwar
movements and the counterculture they energized—and these cultural
movements demonstrated the radical strength of the liberal arts tradi-
tion. They showed its uses as a resource for resistance to illegitimate
power. The slogan of the free speech movement, which was the initial
phase of student protest at Berkeley, underscored the relationship
between education and politics: “I am a human being. Please do not
bend, fold, or mutilate.” Those words, worn on protest buttons, were
the instructions on the IBM cards that students used to register for
courses back in those days of primitive, main frame computers. They
signified the dawning awareness of the connections between a foreign
policy dictated by technocratic imperatives and an educational policy
dedicated to batch-processing students. As the awareness spread beyond
Berkeley, it developed into a forceful, complex critique of bureaucratic
rationality. That critical perspective remains the most enduring legacy

of the 1960s.

Contemporary critics have joined in a national ritual of the last twenty
years: trashing the sixties, reducing a multifaceted cultural movement
to the self-indulgent gropings of overprivileged kids at elite universities.
Let me suggest a different perspective, even if I have to risk the confes-
sional mode to do it.

I went to a conservative, Southern school: the University of Virginia. I
joined Naval ROTC. I never went near a Students for a Democratic
Society meeting. And yet I was profoundly affected by the antiwar
counterculture. For me at least, the second half of the 1960s was a great
time to study the humanities. It was probably also a great time to teach
the humanities. Enrollments were soaring in philosophy, literature, his-
tory. The Vietnam War made us confront urgent ethical dilemmas. It
made us ask ultimate questions about meaning and purpose in our
lives. Sometimes we asked those questions sophomorically. (Many of
us, after all, were sophomores at the time.) Yet we challenged the
implicit denial of meaning and purpose that was embedded in the man-
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agerial ethos of our policy makers. We read canonical authors, who our
professors assured us were “major”: Melville, Faulkner, Shakespeare.
They helped us understand what we were up against: the proud man’s
contumely, the insolence of office. They helped us challenge that inso-
lence; they gave us the language of resistance. “Poetry makes nothing
happen,” W. H. Auden said.'> He was mistaken. In my own mind and
those of my contemporaries, poetry made something happen. Tradition
proved it had a radical edge.

Now that edge is considerably duller, worn away in part by the big lies
of William Bennett and other pseudo-traditionalists. Humanities
enrollments are down. Who wants to study a collection of stodgy,
unchanging masterpieces preserved in amber? Who wants to study dead
white males who do nothing but shore up the status quo, who teach us
we're living in the greatest country in the world—no, the greatest coun-
try in the history of the world? That is not what the liberal arts tradi-
tion does. And for anyone who bothers to investigate, the humanities
curriculum is more capacious and vital than it was in the 1960s, because
it includes non-white, non-male, and non-Western texts. But on most
campuses consumer demand is elsewhere.

The reasons for this change are complex. After the Vietnam War and
especially after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the link between
national security and the knowledge factory loosened a little. The pri-
vate sector and its needs came to the fore. In such documents as A4
Nation at Risk, the university was charged with failing to produce and
prepare the labor force of the twenty-first century.!3 By the middle and
later 1980s, the market had acquired the stature accorded to God in
medieval theology—the Primum Mobile, the First Cause, the Unmoved
Mover, the oracle to which all questions had to be referred. And uni-
versities fell into line with the resurgent managerial ethos. They began
to behave more like corporations.

123y, H. Auden, “In Memory of W. B. Yeats,” I, line 5, Selected Poetry (New York:
Modern Library, 1959) 53.

13 United States, National Commission on Excellence in Education, A Nation at Risk
(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1983).

17
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The evidence for this change is all around us. Some of the most egre-
gious examples involve cybermania—the current fascination with the
virtual classroom. No one can deny the value of Internet databases,
course websites, and the like. Out of the technological ferment much
good will come. There will also be a lot of waste: at every major uni-
versity in the country, one can still see enormous closed circuit televi-
sion sets looming over lecture halls, gathering dust, never used, relics of
an earlier period of technophilia. Much of the expensive hardware we
are now purchasing will one day meet the same fate (indeed some of it
already has).

But the problem with cybermania is subtler than the squandering of
resources that might better be used elsewhere. It involves, as well, an
attempt to substitute technology for the human interchange that hap-
pens (or should happen) in the classroom. Any use of computers that
undermines face-to-face contact is potentially destructive to education.
Distance learning is to learning as phone sex is to sex: it may be better
than no learning at all, but you wouldn’t want to confuse it with the
real thing.

It is important to see administrators’ enthusiasm for distance learning
as part of a long-term strategy for containing labor costs in the academy.
As early as 1994, Educause, a consortium of 1,600 academic institu-
tions and 150 corporations, produced a national learning Infrastructure
Initiative. It was a detailed study of what professors do, breaking down
which discrete functions could be automated or outsourced for “pro-
ductivity enhancement.” In the university, as in the corporation, infor-
mation technology is a means of controlling budgets (provided
professors don’t fight back by demanding copyright over their lectures
and classroom materials).14

14 Eyal Press and Jennifer Washburn, “The Kept University,” Atlantic Monthly (March
2000): 52; Jacques Steinberg and Edward Wyatt, “Boola, Boola: E-Commerce
Comes to the Quad,” The New York Times (13 February 2000) 4: 1, 4.
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The drive to enhance productivity is even more apparent in universi-
ties’ turn to part-time and temporary employees who do not require
expensive benefits packages. The adoption of this familiar corporate
tactic has transformed the status of the faculty. Since 1975, the number
of nontenure-track jobs has increased by 88 percent, while tenure-track
positions have declined by 9 percent.!> The epidemic of insecurity in
the academic job market has intellectual as well as economic conse-
quences. Consider the recent comments of the distinguished anthro-
pologist Clifford Geertz. His own academic work, he reminisces, has
been “mercurial, various, free...and not all that badly paid.” Now, he
says, that kind of “errant career” seems less and less possible:

there does seem to be a fair amount of malaise about, a
sense that things are tight and growing tighter...and that it
is probably not altogether wise just now to take unneces-
sary chances, strike new directions, or offend the powers.
Tenure is harder to get...and the process has become so
extended as to exhaust the energies and dampen the ambi-
tions of those caught up in it.... All T know is that, up until
just a few years ago, I used to tell students and younger col-
leagues that they should stay loose, take risks, resist the
cleared path, avoid careerism, go their own way, and that if
they did so, if they kept at it and remained alert, optimistic,
and loyal to the truth, my experience was that they
could...have a valuable life, and nonetheless prosper. I don’
do that any more.1°

Contrary to contemporary business mythology, economic insecurity
does not promote intellectual creativity. Absence of tenure does not
necessarily help people keep their edge, inside or outside the academy.

15 Richard Moser, “The End of the Mid-Century Social Contract and the New
Academic Labor System,” paper presented at the American Historical Association
Annual Meeting, Chicago, 7 January 2000; Jack H. Schuster, “Reconfiguring the
Professoriate: An Overview,” Academe (January-February 1998): 49.

16 Clifford Geertz, speech to the American Council of Learned Societies, quoted in
Moser, “The End of the Mid-Century Social Contract,” 6.
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But the managerial mentality is not really concerned with the quality of
intellectual life. Dependence on short-term faculty is a symptom of a
short-term managerial perspective, an emphasis on quick payoffs,
which has the same impact on the university that it does on other
workplaces: the erosion of loyalty, of long-term commitments.
Temporary faculty have no incentive to develop long-term relation-
ships with students or to acquaint themselves with the enduring goals
of the university—if there are any enduring goals left.

The short-term perspective has an equally corrosive impact on research,
even in laboratory science. Paul Berg, a Nobel Prize-winning bio-
chemist at Stanford, laid the crucial foundations for splicing DNA to
make hybrid molecules—research that led to the creation of the first
recombinant DNA clones. This is the sort of work that underlies the
partnership between universities and biotechnology firms. But, as Berg

observes,

The biotech revolution itself would not have happened had
the whole thing been left up to industry. Venture-capital
people steered clear of anything that didn’t have obvious
commercial value or short-term impact. They didn’t fund
the basic research that made biotechnology possible.1”

In the past, freedom from market pressures has allowed the university
to fund the kind of research that has no immediate commercial appli-
cation but ultimately leads to unexpected rewards. Can this sort of
open-ended curiosity survive in a cultural climate that encourages pro-
fessors to think like entrepreneurs? Only if universities refuse to tailor
their research agendas to the needs of industry, and reassert the core
value of the liberal arts tradition: the pursuit of truth for its own sake.

Market constraints threaten the curriculum as well. Recent reports from
Framingham State College in Massachusetts and George Mason

University in Virginia show just how serious the situation has become.

17 Paul Berg, quoted in Press and Washburn, “The Kept University,” 54.
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Framingham State has abolished chemistry and philosophy outright.
George Mason has identified degree programs in German, Russian,
Classics, and other humanities departments as targets for extinction.
The justification for these draconian measures is simple: consumer
demand. Other disciplines (or pseudo-disciplines) have burgeoning
enrollments—computer science, mass communications, management
training, and the like are packing them in. The humanities are simply
not maintaining a market share.18

There are two problematic assumptions underlying this market-based
pedagogy. The first is that students are sovereign consumers. This is
absurd. Students are no more sovereign than any other consumer in an
oligopolistic economy. In fact, as most professors have observed, stu-
dents often tend to be passive and nearly inert, bumping aimlessly from
one requirement to another, fearful and confused about the future,
anything but avid consumers. The second assumption is that the facul-
ty have nothing of their own to offer—no independent authority or dis-
ciplinary tradition. They are merely employees in a bureaucratic service
economy, according to the corporate mantra, training the labor force of
the twenty-first century—unless, of course, they manage to become
Internet entrepreneurs, marketing Shakespeare online to retirees in
Palm Beach. To do this they have to embrace the market model them-
selves, to fight for intellectual copyright and transform the notion of a
“university community” into a Hobbesian joke, which on some cam-
puses it may already have become.

So this is what we are up against in the fight to preserve and vivify the
life of the mind in the university—not a handful of old elitists, as left aca-
demics charge, but a mob of middle-aged managers. And both sides in
the culture wars ignore them. Meanwhile, as Willy Loman, in Death of
a Salesman, said, “the woods are burning.” Faculties are debating whether
to add another course in Women’s Studies, another course in African-
American Studies, while—at some institutions at leasc—whole depart-

18 Pregs and Washburn, “The Kept University,” 52-3.
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ments are being eliminated, whole disciplines, with long and rich intel-
lectual traditions. The situation is serious. What is to be done?

We humanities faculty need to examine critically our own sacred cows
and not just ritually defend them. And that includes the sacred cow of
tenure. I am a product and beneficiary of tenure; I support it whole-
heartedly. But we need to think about how the original rationale for
tenure has been undermined by the managerial ethos. Tenure was
meant to protect professors with unpopular ideas form troglodyte legis-
lators and pea-brained administrators. But, if we are not engaged in
sustaining, criticizing, and debating intellectual traditions, if we are
merely providing vocational training on consumer demand, the origi-
nal rationale for tenure becomes problematic, and we have to formulate

a new one or find some honest way to exhume the old one.

The contemporary academic crisis is not about job security any more
than it is about how many classes are online or which departments get
the most resources. It is about the attitudes we take to our most impor-
tant audience, a non-academic audience. Professors are constantly
berating themselves and being berated for withdrawing into the insular
world of scholarship, for not connecting with the real world. The real
world is right in front of us, in the classroom; it is composed of stu-
dents, 99 percent of whom have no intention of entering the academy
themselves. They are a non-academic audience; they require us, howev-
er implicitly and imperfectly, to become public intellectuals.

In thinking about how to approach their challenge, we might consider
some observations made by the Kentucky farmer and writer Wendell
Berry. He distinguished between field crops and tree crops, and pon-
dered how that distinction might inform an educational philosophy:

An index of the health of a rural community—and, of
course, of the urban community, its blood kin—might be
found in the relative acreages of field crops and tree crops.
By tree crops I mean not just those orchard trees of com-
paratively early bearing and short life, but also the fruit and
nut and timber trees that bear late and live long. It is char-

acteristic of an unsettled and anxious farm population—a



THE RADICALISM OF TRADITION / LEARS

population that feels itself, because of economic threat or
the degradation of cultural value, to be ephemeral—that it
farms almost exclusively with field crops, within economic
and biological cycles that are complete in one year. This has
been the dominant pattern in American agriculture. Stable,
settled populations, assured both of an economic sufficien-
cy in return for their work and of the cultural value of their
work, tend to have methods and attitudes of a much longer
range. Though they have generally also farmed with field
crops, established farm populations have always been
planters of trees...

...Good teaching is an investment in the minds of the
young, as obscure in result, as remote from immediate
proof as planting a chestnut seedling. But we have come to
prefer ends that are entirely foreseeable, even though that
requires us to shorten our vision. Education is coming to
be, not a long-term investment in young minds and in the
life of the community, but a short-term investment in the
economy. We want to be able to tell how many dollars an
education is worth and how soon it will begin to pay.!?

Calculating the payoff may be possible for field crops, but not for tree
crops. And students are a kind of tree crop. In a managerial age of
short-term perspectives—of techno-fixes and five-year plans—this
approach to teaching and learning will always (I hope) be necessary and
honorable, regenerative and even radical. This is what we need to
remember if we want the liberal arts to remain a living tradition, and
not just a dream some of us had.

19 Wendell Berry, “Discipline and Hope,” Recollected Essays, 1965-1980 (San Francisco:
North Point, 1981) 191-3.
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