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Thomas Bender and Carl E. Schorske

Introduction

he humanities and social sciences in the United States have

lately been shaken by debates about both method and

mission. Questions have been raised about the nature and
definition of American academic disciplines, the role of ideology
and political commitment in scholarship, the possibility of objec-
tivity, the status of theory, and the place of knowledge in the
larger culture and polity.

Such questioning is not unique to the United States, nor is it
unprecedented in our history. Struggling as they have in the past
with the cultural politics of their complex and multicultural soci-
ety, Americans are again presenting urgent societal claims to the
educational and scholarly community. Social demand does not,
however, adequately explain the current discussion. There is a
deeper historical background to these debates that bears exam-
ination and deserves attention in its own right. The controversies
so much discussed in the past decade grow out of this history, but
they do not constitute the whole of its significance. The achieve-
ment of new levels of disciplinary professionalism over the course
of a half century has generated its own needs and produced its
own internal tensions as well as changed relations to the larger
public realm. To achieve greater self-awareness of the present cir-
cumstance of American academic culture, we need a fuller and
clearer sense of the dynamics, phasing, and patterns of its change.

There has been little inquiry into this history, for reasons that
are easy to grasp. The world of scholarship is generally oriented
toward the production of fresh perspectives and the articulation
of new disciplinary knowledge. Hence neither the individual
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scholar nor the academy as a whole is inclined to pause from its
normal pursuits to take itself as its subject and examine its own
Fransformations and condition. This study, launched by the Amer-
ican Academy of Arts and Sciences, presents the yield of a collec-
tive attempt at such an examination.

It is a vast topic. Our strategy for addressing it has relied upon
a combmapon of case study method, comparative analysis, and
contextualization. We begin by examining selected disciélines
separately. We asked scholars of different generations whose own
worls Fontributed to the transformation of their fields to write as
participants in and witnesses of those changes. In order to iden-
tify larger, transdisciplinary patterns, and contextual explanations
of‘changes, we supplemented the internal and self-conscious anal-
ysis by discipline with an external, more distanced, comparative
one.

This strategy is reflected in the structure of the volume: After a
broad historical sketch of the general social, political, and intel-
lectual context of the postwar university in Part I, Part’ II presents
separate essays on individual disciplines, at least two on each. As
one moves from one discipline to the next, from one generation
to another, one begins to recognize the phasing of change, pat-
terns of persistence and innovation, and evidence of both ,com—
monality and difference.

Part III is organized synchronically to make these larger fea-
tures visible. Utilizing the internal disciplinary narratives, its
a’utho'rs seek patterns across the disciplines in temporal pha,lses
situating disciplinary change in broader cultural and political deZ
velopments. These synoptic essays also explore the wider causes
gnd implications of academic change. We hope that this combina-
tion of firsthand testimony and critical commentary will encour-
age readers to reach beyond their natural interest in their own or
closely associated disciplines to reflect on the relation of disciplin-
ary change to the development of the larger academic enterprise
and its societal context.

The inquiry has involved a number of scholars in two formal
conferences, one held at the house of the American Academy of
Arts gnd Sciences in Cambridge, Massachusetts, the other at the
Huntington Library in San Marino, California. The conferences
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included participants from a broad array of humanistic and social
scientific disciplines, representing several generations, diverse
methods, and a range of professional styles.!
After the first meeting, we determined that the best way to pro-
ceed was to narrow the focus to four disciplines as the founda-
tion of the inquiry; English, philosophy, economics, and political
science were selected. Our choices identified what we called plu-
ralized disciplines, which we contrasted with more tightly unified
ones. In both the humanities and the social sciences, we selected
one discipline with a “strong ego” and inner consensus, and an-
other, more eclectic, even fractured discipline, even one rethink-
ing its foundations. We were also concerned to include disciplines
with different relations to a public beyond the academy, from
those aspiring to address a general public to those with sharply
defined and particular audiences. For the humanities, philosophy
represented an example of a firmly bounded and well-policed dis-
cipline, marked after 1950 by high self-confidence and a rather
limited public face. We understood English to be more pluralistic,
inclusive, contested, increasingly seeking to assume a general
public role. In a rough sense, economics and political sciehce rep-
resent a similar contrast within the domain of the social sciences.
Any such choice is, of course, necessarily limiting, always es-
tablishing a particular perspective that at once masks and reveals.
Our choices—as well as the half century span of our inquiry—
give less prominence than one might expect to many issues that
have been widely contested during the past decade. Two of the
disciplines we have studied, economics and philosophy, have been
among the least affected by the challenges posed by new and of-
ten politically driven fields such as feminism, the study of race, or

"These participants, some of whom were at both conferences, were: M. H.
Abrams, Svetlana Alpers, Annette Baier, Michael Baxandall, Thomas Bender,
Marhsall Cohen, Mark Edmundson, Catherine Gallagher, Stephen Graubard,
Russell Hardin, David A. Hollinger, Gerald Holton, Barbara Johnson, Mark
Johnston, Stanley Katz, Ira Katznelson, Robin D. G. Kelley, David M. Kreps,
Charles E. Lindblom, Alexander Nehamas, Joel Orlen, Hilary Putnam, Rich-
ard Rorty, José David Saldivar, Carl E. Schorske, Daniel Selden, Philip Selz-
nick, Elaine C. Showalter, Neil Smelser, Rogers M. Smith, Robert M. Solow,
Margaret Somers, Catharine Stimpson, George W. Stocking, Jr., Emily D. T

_ Vermeule, and Michael Woodford.
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multiculturalism. On the one hand, this disciplinary silence sug-
gests that common perceptions of the ubiquity of discussions of
race, gender, and ethnicity in academe are exaggerated. On the
other hand, their silence prompts one to ask why these disciplines
have be.en so oblivious to such pressing cultural concerns.

Despite our awareness of the importance of the natural sci-
ences both in shaping the internal culture of the academy and in
establishing the terms of the academy’s relation to the larger soci-
ety ansi polity, we have not included them here. We decided that
extending our inquiry into the natural sciences would so expand
the scale of the project as to make it unmanageable. Indeed, we
understand this project as an initial foray that will, we hope, en-
courage further inquiry that may include the natural sciences’ and
other fields not pursued here. :

Once the disciplines were selected, a small planning committee
was created that included, besides the two editors, specialists in
each of the four fields: Catharine Gallagher (English), Alexander
Nehamas (philosophy), Michael Woodford (economics), and Ira
thznelson (political science). These disciplinary specialists wrote
brief working papers outlining the phasing and patterns of

change in their fields. By revealing differences among the disci-

plines as well as their commonalities of intellectual orientation
and the chronologies of change across them, the papers enabled
us to develop our plan of work.
. Th.e most important cross-disciplinary illumination was the
identification of a virtual refounding of all four disciplines in the
‘1940s and 1950s. The refounding was a complex process, strik-
ing for the simultaneity with which a commonality of intel’lectual
style appeared across the disciplines. This redefinition of the hu-
man sciences responded in part to the wish to escape the ideologi-
cal legacy of the 1930s, in part to the new pressures of the Cold
War. Yet the changes were also spurred by the appeal of newly
ava.ilab.le theories and techniques that could satisfy professional
aspirations to rigor. This postwar reconstruction and its salience
in the fifties in all four disciplines became the baseline for the
study.

Following the disciplines from this moment of refounding im-
pressed upon us the further periodization for the project. Between
roughly 1960 and 1975, all disciplines were confronted by devel-
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opments in the larger culture and society, but they responded in
different ways. Each had to struggle with the ideals, accomplish-
ments, and limitations of the postwar academic agenda, with its
devotion to the model of science, its commitment to objectivity,
its confidence in the power of formal analysis, and its dislike and
distrust of ideology or any other contamination of disciplinary
autonomy and purity. The current condition of academic culture
represents the different resolutions of the challenges of that period.

The hold of the discipline over the academic intellect is power-
ful, as many of the essays in Part 1I show. Largely self-enclosed,
the essays reveal the internal sequential development in a series of
scholarly foci. Given their disciplinary commitments, many of the
practitioners did not find it congenial to approach the develop-
ment of their disciplines in a contextual fashion. They largely ig-
nored the possibility of external sources of disciplinary change,
whether by way of ideas from other fields or through the influ-
ence of broader political, cultural, or social phenomena. This un-
anticipated pattern in the narratives provides important evidence
of the capacity of the disciplines and their protocols to channel
the imagination of even the most vigorous academic mind. The
notion of academic culture as a whole is surely not entirely imagi-
nary, but it is clear from our study that it has only a limited hold
on the academic consciousness of our time.

The project, as developed on the basis of the working papers
by Gallagher, Katznelson, Nehamas, and Woodford as well as
with guidance from the conventional chronology of postwar
American intellectual history, assumed a three-period phasing of
academic change: the period of the postwar foundation, the chal-
lenges of the sixties, and the present. The structure of the project
based upon this understanding-of the phases of historical devel-
opment led us to seek contributors who had come of age profes-
sionally during these periods. We expected distinctively genera-
tional perspectives, which were to be the basis for historical
commentary emphasizing synchronic analysis across the disci-
plines within the larger context. In fact, the participants, regard-
less of generation, tend to play down or even omit entirely the
middle phase, the 1960s, as an autonomous period of intellectual
production. The personal testimonies in Part II show a strikingly
high level of agreement on a two-phase rather than a three-phase
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model of historical change. By contrast, the historians writing in
Part IlI, more disposed to external forms of explanation of intel-
lectual life, insist upon the separate importance of the 1960s, not
so much as a moment of academic revolution but rather as a
trigger of changes that would work through the disciplines in dif-
ferent ways into our own historical moment.

This book largely defines itself in the movement between two
i modes of inquiry, one emphasizing the practitioner’s perspective
! which is discipline-focused, the other seeking to map the large;
| configurations of academic culture across several disciplines and

to analyze these in a historical context. What have been the yields

of this dual approach to the transformation of academic culture?

How much has the strategy illuminated, how much distorted or

concealed from view? The reader will form his own answer to

these connected questions, but they deserve brief consideration
here.

The disciplinary witnesses were chosen on the basis of their
representation of the most influential and innovative tendencies
of their fields in a given phase of development. This principle of
selection obviously privileged the professional mainstream. It re-
sulted inevitably in a simplified picture of the pluralistic reality
prevailing in the more divided disciplines, such as political science
and English, and in a neglect of the scholarship of the mar-
ginalized within the most united disciplines, economics and phi-
losophy. Yet the focus on dominant scholarly tendencies also pro-
duced a positive result. It revealed with unexpected clarity first
the commonalities, then the divergencies among the disciplines as
they responded to historical change. It showed how the first
period under review, 1945-1960, witnessed the establishment
of the primacy of analytic method and a quest for epistemological
certainty not only within each discipline but across the whole
spectrum. The strongly positivistic, neo-Lockean intellectual
foundations given to all four disciplines in the 1950s—even the
New Ciriticism in English had some of its roots in Lockean lan-
guage theory—set the terms for subsequent developments in the
disciplines. Against this common background in the early Cold
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War era, the difference in the responses of the disciplines to the
crises of the sixties and seventies stands out in sharp relief. At one
end of the spectrum was English, where involvement of the schol-
ars with the moral claims of ethnic and gender minorities occa-
sioned a virtual revolution in the definition of the discipline’s
aims, scope, and methods. Not only did the formal analytic of the
New Criticism come tumbling down, but the very legitimacy of
literary art as the center of their profession was assailed by youn-
ger literary scholars seeking to establish cultural studies as a
metadiscipline. At the other end of the spectrum, €conomics
maintained its method-centered distance from the social problems
and issues that, in the 1930s and 1940s, had been important to
its mission. Cannot English thus be seen to have assumed in al-
tered form the role of social criticism that economics had aban-
doned? This shift in roles, if such it was, points beyond the acad-
emy to America’s two major domestic crises in our century, and
the deep differences between them. In the 1930s, the national
crisis was economic. Depression vaulted economics and the social
sciences to center stage, to lead the academy’s response_to soci-
ety’s ills and needs. In the 1960s, with capitalism retdrned to
strength and ethnic and gender questions challenging the status
quo in fundamental ways, culture replaced the economy as the
crisis area. Therewith the humanistic disciplines—especially En-
glish and history—became the principal carriers of the academy’s
social-critical function.

The upheavals of the 1960s that projected cultural and minor-
ity issues into the center of American public life fostered a virtual
intellectual revolution in the discipline of English. In philosophy
and political behavioralism, it evoked a response less drastic, that
of reform. Practitioners in both the latter fields, without aban-
doning the scientific canons of the 1950s, expanded their applica-
tions to accommodate issues previously excluded or ignored. The
intra-disciplinary narratives in this volume as well as Katznelson’s
comparative synchronic analysis of the 1960s record these adap-
tations of the astringent scientific orthodoxies of the fifties to ad-
dress new societal demands for community and the recognition of
minority cultures. Here the developing intellectual substance of
the disciplines is shown in a direct relationship with historical

change.
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In the process of adaptation to new social claims, more flexible
inter-disciplinary ties were formed. In political science, economic
thinking informed rational choice theory, while analytic philoso-
phy fortified political value theory. Analytic philosophers after
1970 also reached out to address ethical and socio-political ques-
tions previously regarded by the strictest of their founding fathers
as not properly philosophical. The economists, as their research
and teaching expanded into management science, law, and other
practical professions, drew once again upon descriptive disci-
plines such as sociology and anthropology, which mainstream
theorists had abandoned as incompatible with their scientific
standards. But these excursions did not affect the theoretical and
methodological identity established for economics in the early
postwar years, when the aspirations of its most creative scholars
to scientific rigor narrowed its social scope. The academic intel-
lectuals who espoused the American civil rights and cultural iden-
tity politics of the sixties offered no serious critique of economics
as a discipline any more than they challenged capitalism as a sys-
tem, however much they sought to open its opportunities more
widely. More than any other field here studied, economics, imper-
vious to the winds of social change, maintained the intellectual
foundations established in the early postwar years.

However justified it has proven to be in mapping changes
where scholarly identity is largely defined and empowered, the
use of the dominant tone-setters in the individual disciplines as
the primary vehicle of our account has also resulted in obscuring
or neglecting some significant elements in academic transforma-
tion. Three of these deserve particular mention: the marginaliza-
tion of subdisciplines; the changing nature and roles of inter-
disciplinarity; and the influence of European ideas.

Wherever the postwar redefinition of an academic field pro-
duced the virtual hegemony of a single school of thought, as in
philosophy and economics, certain questions and/or approaches
to the discipline were soon delegitimized or sidelined. Some sub-
fields were absorbed into other disciplines: the history of eco-
nomic thought and discarded parts of philosophy found room in
history departments; problems of poverty and class, in sociology
departments. The host disciplines, however, adapted the immi-
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grant intellectual substances to their own perspectives. In the pro-
cess, their vital relation to their mother-disciplines was lost.

In the case of pluralized disciplines such as political science and
English, our stress on the most salient tendency in the field in
each period has resulted in serious underrepresentation of schol-
arly subgroups of persistent vitality. Thus in politics departments,
political theory grounded in classical philosophy not only had a
continuous life during the ascendancy of behavioralism, but ac-
quired a new influence in the aftermath of the upheavals of the
sixties, when the issues of community and political culture gained
an urgency that behavioral science was ill-suited to deal with. In
English, where scholarly variety has long been characteristic, the
concentration on the problems of the culture wars in this study
has, despite our best intentions, produced a reductionist picture
of a field whose multiplicity of outlooks has been if anything in-
creased by its crisis of identity.

A second consequence of the project’s organization by individ-
ual discipline has been an insufficient attention to the role of in-
terdisciplinary formations in our academic culture. Theig, study
would have had great value in tracing the changing relations be-
tween different parts of the academy and the sectors of the soci-
ety their work serves, and in illuminating the emergence of new
transdisciplinary scholarly communities that may redefine the
academy’s intellectual and institutional structures.

While some subject-centered fields were inter-disciplinary by
long tradition—classics or oriental studies, for example—two
new kinds of programs rose to prominence in the mid-century. In
the 1950s, after Sputnik, area studies of foreign societies were
established all over the country. Designed to produce a knowl-
edgeable group of scholars and specialists who would increase
America’s capabilities as a world power, they were generously
funded by the government and the Ford Foundation. Social scien-
tists and historians played a leading role in these programs. Such
programs have offered a continuing function for scholarly
methods marginalized in their disciplines of origin.

American studies, autochthonously generated by the univer-
sities, was developed largely by humanists. Literary scholars com-
mitted to strengthening the relationship of their discipline to his-
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tory when the New Criticism was decontextualizing it played a
major role. In contrast to the foreign area programs, American
studies, whose origins lay in the New Deal years, drew faculty
and students of a socially critical persuasion, in contrast to the
more policy-oriented foreign area programs where “experts”
were educated. In this respect, both types of programs contrib-
uted to the increasing polarization of the social sciences and the
humanities that has marked the last half century.

The foreign area and American studies programs have been not so
much inter-disciplinary as multidisciplinary. Subject-matter cen-
tered, they brought together several disciplines to shed their partic-
ular lights on a common object. While they did not fuse methods
or create a new metadiscipline, they provided an institutional
frame that served as both model and spawning ground for post-
sixties cultural identity programs such as women’s studies and
black studies. This was particularly true of American studies. The
special nature of cultural identity problems also stimulated and
spurred theoretical approaches that challenged disciplinary iden-
tity definitions.

As new common analytic, theoretical, and ideological outlooks
penetrated a wide variety of disciplines in the 1980s, metadisci-
plinarity began to succeed multidisciplinarity. In this study, the
essays on English are attentive to this development. The choice of
disciplines represented, however, does not do justice to the per-
vasiveness of metadisciplinary intellectual tendencies in many
fields that may yet produce some institutional reorganization of
academic culture. David Hollinger’s final essay surveys the evi-
dences of the recent search for a transdisciplinary community of
discourse. In strongest contrast to the autonomistic thrust that
characterized the disciplines in the 1950s, their current porosity
suggests that any future study of academic culture would profit
from a greater concentration on substantive intellectual trends
that work their changes across and despite disciplinary bound-
aries, and that may yet breed new taxonomies of learning.

Our disciplinary narratives yielded a new awareness of the
changing affiliations of American scholarship with European in-
tellectual life. In refounding its academic culture in the early post-
war years, as we have noted above, America in its quest to secure
both liberalism and intellectual certainty returned to its Anglo-
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Saxon philosophical roots. Of continental thought, Austrian
philosophical and economic ideas, themselves deriving from En-
glish empirical rationalism, were fruitfully absorbed into their re-
spective American fields. French and German influences, however,
stifled by Nazism, cut off by the War, and little relevant to the
quest for a stable liberal capitalist order at home in the postwar
decade, lost their important traditional place in American social
science and philosophy. (Max Weber and Tocqueville were nota-
ble exceptions.)

When it resumed in the 1950s, the postwar flow of ideas across
the Atlantic reversed its direction, switching from west to east as
American scholarship in many fields acquired a primacy in
Europe that was the intellectual accompaniment of the nation’s
world power. When issues of culture and community moved
to the center of the American stage, however, new continental
:nfluences entered American academic culture. The liberal Anglo-
Saxon thought of the fifties, oriented toward science, was ill-
suited to deal with the problems of community, identity, and af-
fective values that erupted in the sixties and that have been with
us ever since. In the ever-widening area of cultural studies,*onti-
nental philosophic and critical thinking has become a major fac-
tor in recasting the function and substance of scholarship. The
development of transdisciplinary intellectual discourse and the
shifting impact of European ideas of different kinds and prove-
nance have thus become closely intertwined. Both are among the
many problems touched upon but not resolved in this study. For,
whatever its accomplishments in clarifying the dimensions of the
broad but under-cultivated field of academic culture, our inquiry
is offered as a beginning only, seeking to draw readers into the
issues raised and to prompt further investigation and reflection.




Thomas Bender

Politics, Intellect, and the American
University, 1945-1995

has been the “golden age” of the American university.! The
period was haunted by the bomb, McCarthyism under-
mined academic freedom, and the Cold War distorted intellectual
agendas. Other qualifiers could be named. Yet one cannot but be
impressed. The American research university simultaneously adapted
and actively furthered a dramatic expansion and significant diver-
sification of its student body and faculty while its research*and
graduate training capacity was greatly strengthened. It was a re-
markable transformation, with both quantity and quality rising.
Recognizing new constituencies and opportunities for expansion,
universities sought and gained both private and public support.
On the government side alone, there was a massive reallocation of
resources; between 1950 and 1970 governmental expenditures for
higher education rose from $2.2 billion to $23.4 billion, and to
$31 billion in 1991.2
There was a pattern of leveling up: by 1970 or so, research and
training was no longer dominated by a select few institutions—
Chicago and the Ivies. Distinction was as likely to be found in
major public institutions (Berkeley, Ann Arbor, Madison) as pri-
vate ones, though recent developments, since about 1985, threaten
to reestablish this divide as major private institutions have gained
resources relative to public ones.? All areas of the country became
home to major research institutions, and the number of institu-
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tions with stature as major research and graduate training cam-
puses increased from about twenty to more than 125 in the half
century.* But if there has been some leveling at the top among the
institutions examined in this inquiry, considerable differentiation
still marks the 3,600 institutions of higher education in the United
States, where a half million faculty teach. Over the past half
century this decentralized system has become nationalized even
while remaining differentiated, making difference feel more hierar-
chical now than in 1940 when institutions, including Harvard,
Berkeley, and Princeton, were more local, even parochial in out-
look.’

Before World War I, many of the most ambitious and talented
American scientists and scholars had sought advanced training
abroad. During the interwar years, however, the American univer-
sity became self-sufficient, and the academic leaders of the post-
war era were mostly American trained, though in some fields they
were significantly influenced by the émigré scientists and scholars
who fled European fascism.®

The American research establishment had taken form during the
interwar years, and postwar developments would build upon these
foundations. Two characteristics in particular would have struck
visitors from major research centers in Europe. First, there was
(and is) the American combination of advanced research and un-
dergraduate teaching in a single institution. Second, visitors would
be surprised by the number and diversity of decentralized institu-
tions, each organized more by local opportunity than by national
policy. Partly from these two circumstances, there was more space
and more opportunity in the American system for innovation and
for the incorporation of new disciplines and fields. The fact that
change could occur faster and with less bureaucratic conflict in the
loosely organized Ametican system would become an advantage in
the years of growth after the war.

Before the war, national academic systems were rather insular,
but the postwar years witnessed the development of an interna-
tional scholarly community, sustained in part by exchange pro-
grams supported by the United States government (e.g., Fulbright
scholarships) and major foundations. In the natural sciences, where
resources were so important, the United States came to dominate
this internationalized research environment, but there was an im-
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portant international role for the United States in the social sci-
ences, especially in sociology (briefly) and economics (continuing).
More recently, the end of the Cold War has promoted a new level
of international visibility for American academic experts, and in a
broader context the advent of global academic communication has
been both advanced and dominated by American research and
scholarship.

The quantity and quality of American research cannot be mea-
sured with any precision, but some crude indicators are available.
For example, 80 percent of all citations in electronic retrieval
systems are in English.” And the awarding of Nobel Prizes indi-
cates an increasing recognition of American research: before 1946,
one in seven Nobel Prizes went to Americans, while between 1946
and 1975 Americans received one in two.? Notwithstanding the
attention given to a few French ideas recently imported into the
United States, American research universities are massive export-
ers of research and importers of graduate students, mostly in
science but also more generally. With no intention of trivializing
the matter, one can say that only American scholarship, reseaxgch,
and advanced training have the international stature and appeal of
American movies, popular music, software, and basketball.

Yet the public has taken little notice of this success; indeed, in a
spirit of disappointment Americans may even be initiating its
dismantling. Within academe, moreover, there is a pervasive sense
of unease, and the origins of this self-doubt precede the current
financial crisis of higher education. In fact, there is a certain
paradox in the success of academe. Its recognized achievements
(disciplinary excellence in the context of dramatic expansion) have
not strengthened academic culture as a whole. It has even pro-
duced conflicts about its mission, particularly its civic role, and
there has been a weakening of the informal compact between the
university and society.

Academe is also a victim of larger transformations in American
society. The incorporation of higher learning into the center of
American established institutions, including the government, has
enhanced the university, but it has also made it vulnerable to a
larger disaffection with those institutions. Universities have also
been focal points (and sometimes at the leading edge) for increas-
ingly controversial efforts to overcome racial and sexual injustices.
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The most compelling aspirations of the universities—whether one
speaks of advanced scholarship or progressive social interven-
tions—have prompted more criticism than congratulation.

What follows is a brief and necessarily selective elaboration of
the phases and contexts of change in American academic culture.
It highlights some of the more important social, intellectual, and
political trends that have intersected and affected the trajectory of
academe’s ascent and apparent loss of standing.

MAKING THE GOLDEN AGE

The period following World War II was one of two great moments
of academic reform in the United States—the other coming after
the Civil War, when the sixty-seven land grant colleges were
created and the modern American research university was estab-
lished. In the half century following the founding of The Johns
Hopkins University in 1876, educational leaders augmented a
substantial university system in the United States. But it still fell
short of the highest ambitions of the research community, a point
underscored in Abraham Flexner’s scathing report of 1930 on the
universities of the United States, Great Britain, and Germany.’
Twenty years later a major appraisal of the state of American
scholarship praised progress but saw most of it as very recent.
Prewar social science and humanities research, it seemed in 1953,
was too often marked and marred by “fact-finding,” “over-spe-
cialization,” and “trivial investigations.”'® Moreover, the style of
academic life had begun to change since the war. A genteel profes-
sion became more diverse and worldly. Postwar academics were
less gentlemanly and more professionally ambitious, fired by aspi-
rations to upward mobility. '

There was a strong sense that the postwar era would demand
more from universities, both as teaching and as research institu-
tions. Harvard commissioned a study of its curriculum, producing,
in 1945, General Education in a Free Society, otherwise known as
the famous “Red Book.” Two years later the President’s Commis-
sion on Higher Education presented its multivolume report, Higher
Education for a Democracy (1947). Both envisioned an expansion
of education: more students and wider responsibilities for the
future direction of society. The Red Book made a case for studying
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science and the texts of the European humanist tradition, associat-
ing them with freedom and democracy. This argument, framed
against the backdrop of fascism and communism, preserved a role
for history and the historical disciplines in a blueprint for a higher
education oriented to contemporary concerns. The President’s
Commission pointedly criticized economic and racial barriers to
equal education, and the language was strong enough on the issue
of racial injustice to prompt several commissioners, including the
scientist Arthur H. Compton and historian Douglas S. Freeman, to
note their dissent. The report was attentive to the diversity of the
American people, and it urged reforms that would make higher
education responsive to their various needs and interests but at the
same time committed to a curriculum sufficiently unified to nour-
ish a common culture and citizenship. The report explained that
“liberal education,” the lineage of which was distinctly aristo-
cratic, must be converted into its democratic counterpart, “general
education,” which is “directly relevant to the demands of contem-
porary society.”!!

The next half century would witness the predicted expansion of
access to higher education, but it is not clear that university'faculty
expected to make much accommodation to these changes, nor
does it appear that any special needs or aspirations of these new
students were considered by the faculty and administration. The
faculty of elite institutions provided the vision for the Golden Age
of the postwar university, and its priorities reflected their inter-
ests. 12 Between 1940 and 1990, federal funds for higher education
increased by a factor of twenty-five, enrollment by ten, and aver-
age teaching loads were reduced by half.t?

The nationalization of higher education tended to establish a
single standard for excellence—the model of the major research
university. Ernest Boyer complained that just when American higher
education opened itself to a larger and more diverse student body,
“the culture of the professoriate was becoming more hierarchical
and restrictive.”* This process seems also to have advanced a
growing commitment to (and internalization of) meritocratic stan-
dards. Family backgrounds, regional loyalties, and ethnic back-
grounds generally counted for less, and the universities became the
principal carriers of the universalistic values then described as
“modern.”!S One must recognize the historical incorporation of
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these values into the core meaning of the university to understand
the threat presented by supposed challenges to them today. Much
that seems upsetting today might have been less provocative to the
interwar American university.!¢

Faculty values—research opportunities, better colleagues, better
students, greater autonomy—drove university development and
established the standards by which universities were judged and
ranked, at least those universities that aspired to distinction (and
in a nationally competitive market, more and more were urged
toward such aspirations). The goal of raising academic standards
in appointments tended to empower elite scholars and depart-
ments over administrators, and it reduced the claim of institu-
tional or local particularities. Indeed, the historian Richard Freeland
argues that “the central constituencies of the academic culture
were the scholarly disciplines and the learned societies they spon-
sored, for it was these groups that could confer a reputation for
excellence.”'” So radical was this transformation that Christopher
Jencks and David Riesman called it, in the title of their book of
1968, The Academic Revolution.

This pattern of change freed faculty for a stronger research
orientation, and it enabled a firmer sense of academic autonomy
and disciplinary professionalism. Whereas the Red Book had asked
philosophers to investigate and teach “the place of human aspira-
tions and ideals in the total scheme of things,” the postwar disci-
pline, embracing the inward-looking and donnish analytical move-
" ment, eschewed such a civic role. In retrospect it appears that the
disciplines were redefined over the course of the half century
following the war: from the means to an end they increasingly
became an end in themselves, the possession of the scholars who
constituted them. To a greater or lesser degree, academics sought
some distance from civics. The increasingly professionalized disci-
plines were embarrassed by moralism and sentiment; they were
openly or implicitly drawn to the model of science as a vision of
professional maturity.'

The proper work of academics became disciplinary development
and the training of students for the discipline. The authors of the
Red Book recognized this possibility and pointed out that “one of
the subtlest and most prevalent effects of specialism has been
that. . .subjects have tended to be conceived and taught with an
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eye. . .to their own internal logic rather than their larger usefulness
to students.”®® Talcott Parsons, who taught at Harvard, reflected
the dominant mood in an address to the American Sociological
Association in 1959. He argued that as a scientific discipline
sociology “is clearly primarily dedicated to the advancement and
transmission of empirical knowledge” and only “secondarily to
the communication of such knowledge to non-members.”?

The transformation of academic culture was possible, in part,
because the onset of the Cold War mobilized the state to invest
heavily in research and scholarship, especially in science and in
area studies.?! One of the great developments of the postwar
university, in fact, was the academic enclosure of international
studies, which had earlier been widely distributed among mission-
aries, journalists, and travel writers, and international business.?

But the needs of the Cold War state were not the only reasons
for investment in higher education. The postwar years were marked
by an awareness of expanding resources and a level of abundance
that would permit massive investment in the universities, espe-
cially the biggest and best ones. After a decade of scarcity, the
GNP grew over 100 percent between 1939 and 1945. There was
a sharp but brief dip in economic growth between 1945 and 1947,
but the rebuilding of Europe and the building of a permanent war
economy sustained growth almost without interruption for two
decades. The titles of two widely read books capture the mood:
David Potter’s People of Plenty (1954), followed by John Kenneth
Galbraith’s The Affluent Society (1958).2

It is difficult today to grasp the magnitude of the infusion of
new funds into the university, especially the most select research
universities, in the quarter-century following World War IL. By far,
the greater portion of these investments went to the natural sci-
ences and engineering, but substantial funding went to the social
sciences, and this support may well have artificially sustained a
very high level of professional development and a sense of au-
tonomy. For the period from 1946 to 1958, foundation support
for academic social science amounted to more than $85 million,
48 percent of which went to three institutions (Harvard, Colum-
bia, and Berkeley).2* Between 1959 and 1964, the big three foun-
dations (Rockefeller, Ford, and Carnegie) bestowed nearly $100
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million on political science departments, half of which went to the
same three institutions.?

But it was not only applied knowledge nor international studies
nor politically useful knowledge that was supported. Theoretical
work in both the natural and social sciences was nourished, as was
humanistic scholarship. Indeed, postwar Americans WCI‘; newly
sympathetic to the claims of scholarship and art, a point noted at
Fhe time by the critic Lionel Trilling.26 The depression had discred-
ited the business elite, who had historically been a major source of
anti-intellectualism in the United States.?” Intellectuals inside and
out.side of the government gained status, partly because of the
policy success of Keynesian economics, an academic theory of
acknowledged utility.

In the twenty years following World War II, American intellec-

tuals, according to Edward Shils, were welcomed into the centers
of American power and influence.?® Americans had become vastly
more 1‘receptive to what Clark Kerr in 1963 called the university’s
“m‘vxsxble‘ product, knowledge.”? Policy studies were developed in
major university institutes, but the less practical disciplines were
supported as well, as evidence of the cultural achievements of a
new world power. John F. Kennedy symbolized this new sensibil-
ity, both for the technocrats he brought into his administration
gnd for his apparent cultural sophistication. His interest in art and
intellect implied a qualitative liberalism that led to the creation of
the National Endowments for the Arts and Humanities in 1965.
. The new and broadened respect for humanistic learning was
important, but the idea of research was especially associated with
science. Much of science’s appeal derived from its promise of new
technologies and economic development, a mantra regularly in-
voked by university presidents before state legislators. It was a
successful strategy in the short run, but over time it left science and
the research university vulnerable. Quite unexpectedly, it invited
radical critics of the 1960s to blame the university for séciety’s ills
and for complicity in the war. Conservatives, who had always had
reservations about state support for research except for that in the
defense-related category, grew increasingly skeptical. By the 1980s
public support had seriously eroded, with serious consequences
not onlly for science but for the standing of academic research in
general.
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Reference to the G.L Bill is commonplace in discussions of the
expansion of higher education, and I must reiterate its importance
here. In 1947—1948, the Veterans Administration paid the tuition
for almost half the male college students in the United States, and
by 1962 higher education had received $5 billion from that source
on behalf of veterans of World War II and the Korean War.30
Mostly due to the impact of the G.L Bill, the number of college
students doubled between 1938 and 1948. Those who recall the
Quonset huts on college campuses will have a sense of the true
magnitude of this population increase. But it was an opportunity
as well, making new resources available, especially to public uni-
versities. The G.L Bill paid out-of-state tuition rates for soldiers no
matter what their residence. This produced windfalls for many
universities, especially the University of California, which in 1947-
1948 took in more than $12 million from out-of-state fees. That
surplus revenue, combined with the general growth of the Califor-
nia economy, supplied Robert Sproul and Clark Kerr with the
unrestricted financial resources that enabled them to leverage Berke-
ley to the premier position it had achieved by 1960.%!

But enrollment was driven by other forces as well: a new aware-
ness of the value of college degrees and the prosperity to sustain
the ambitions of an expanding middle class. The rate of the rise in
college enrollment kept accelerating. Between 1960 and 1980 the
number of college students tripled, the largest percentage increase
since the period from 1875 to 1895, the first era of massive
educational reform.? The magnitude of this increase no doubt
accounts in part for the strains within the university and between
the university and society.

Not only did the numbers of students increase, but so did the
range of their social backgrounds. Enrollments had been increas-
ing since the-late nineteenth century, but as recently as 1940, the
student body of American higher education remained largely up-
per middle class in origin. Only after the war did American higher
education become a mass phenomenon, increasing its representa-
tive character every decade thereafter. If our campuses as a whole
still fail to be genuinely representative, urban campuses, even of
elite research institutions, come close. By the 1970s, the changes in
class origins, gender ratios, race, and ethnicity were beginning to
transform the culture of the university, even as the university
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expanded the cultural resources available to increasingly diverse
cohorts of students.

As universities grew and moved to the center of American soci-
ety, so did the professoriate and intellectuals generally.?® Indeed,
the 1950s witnessed considerable self-consciousness among intel-
lectuals. Aware of themselves as a rising class, they wrote endlessly
about the role and status of intellectuals in the United States. This
enhanced position coexisted with a worry that mass society would
provide no home for serious intellect.>* Intellectuals often por-
trayed themselves as beleaguered, seeking a haven in a hostile
world, and they defended the university as a free space for intel-
lect. With the rise of McCarthyism, such defensiveness and the
need for this sort of safe place in universities became all the more
important; Richard Hofstadter responded by writing a history of
academic freedom that emphasized its legitimacy and importance
in the McCarthy era.®

POSTWAR CULTURE

The immediate postwar mood in the United States was one of
relief, but it was not a period of relaxation. There was an under-
current of uncertainty, even terror. The bomb, the specter of an
expanding communism, and the ever-present preparation for war
transformed the conditions of life. Was the United States, even if
more worldly and more powerful, up to the challenges of the era?
Public policy and private aspirations both pointed to the promo-
tion of a consumer society, marked by a landscape of corpora-
tions, suburbs, and shopping centers that redefined middle-class
life. While science offered progress, many worried; while moder-
nity beckoned, there was a pervasive sense of alienation in this
new world, something evident in the most notable literature and
painting of the period.

Even as Americans embraced a bright and shiny world of con-
sumer products, American intellectuals became more sensitive to
the problem of evil than at any time since the seventeenth century.
It was almost predictable that Perry Miller, the distinguished Harvard
professor of American literature, would in 1949 publish an intel-
lectual biography of Jonathan Edwards that self-consciously made
him a contemporary, or that the neo-orthodox theologian Reinhold
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Niebuhr would become a beacon for a new “realism” in American
liberal thought, even for many nonbelievers.’¢ More generally,
literary studies rediscovered and celebrated those American writ-
ers, particularly Nathaniel Hawthorne and Herman Melville, who
challenged American optimism, who were sensitive to the power
of blackness, and who expressed a tragic sense of life. Freud, who
had been misinterpreted in the 1920s as a proponent of sexual
liberation, became for intellectuals in the 1950s a darker Freud,
the Freud who wrote Civilization and Its Discontents (1930).”

From one perspective, the postwar years are notable for a re-
vival of religion. Among intellectuals Reinhold Niebuhr exerted
enormous influence, and at a more popular level church member-
ship was growing rather dramatically. Yet it was also a moment of
triumphant secularism in the academy, and by the end of the
1970s the secularism and liberalism of the educated classes and the
religiosity of other, less cosmopolitan Americans marked a major
fault line in American culture and politics that would be manifest
in the political and cultural conflicts of the 1980s and 1990s.38

It is too easy to overlook how deeply encompassing Christian
academic culture was before 1945. We remember T. S. Eliot’s
literary prescriptions, but we should also recall his important
political intervention in 1940, with a small book on The Idea of a
Christian Society.® The academic humanities were the possession
of Christians in the 1940s. Lionel Trilling’s appointment in En-
glish at Columbia in the late 1930s was highly unusual, and before
World War II there were no Jews in any Yale College department.
In the context of what David Hollinger has denoted a Kulturkimpfe
in the United States, scientists and others mobilized in the 1940s
against an aggressive and worrisome religious resistance to sci-
ence, modernity, and cosmopolitanism. It was with such dangers
from religious as well as political ideologies in mind that Robert
Merton, Sidney Hook, and other secularists sought to establish a
cluster of modern, Enlightenment values: science, democracy, cos-
mopolitanism.*

All of this would change after 1945. American intellectual cul-
ture, academic and literary, would be de-Christianized.*! There
were rapidly growing religious movements that had significant
potential, later realized, for anti-intellectual hostility to the arts
and to academic culture, but in 1950, a secular and scientific
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culture was established in the American university, enough so that
Willi.am F. Buckley could make a mark attacking it.*? Protestant
dominance within the faculties of American research universities
and elite colleges, especially in the humanities, was dissolved by a
dramatic influx of Jewish scholars and scientists and, much later
a smaller influx of Catholics. ’ ’
I.n 1936, on its three hundredth anniversary, Harvard altered its
urpversity seal, dropping Christo et Ecclesiae, leaving only Veritas
with three open books. The change signaled the progress of ;
secular, scientific understanding of knowledge. Heretofore, whether
formally articulated or not, religion had provided the n,loral au-
thority and basis of cultural unity for higher education, even for
the new research universities. But by the middle third of the
twentieth century, it was assumed that the university would be
held together by the ideal of inquiry, which would unify scholars
investigating the whole domain of knowledge. This vision was not
new; it had been articulated in the United States by Harvard’s
Charles W. Eliot in the late nineteenth century. But the context
was new; now academic culture was thoroughly secular. Under
such circumstances, as Julie Reuben has recently argued, the idea
of research lacked the capacity to provide the unifying authority to
sustain an academic culture that amounted to more than the
aggregate of autonomous disciplines.” Indeed, it may even be, as
§he suggests, that this combination of secularization and spec;al-
qation paved the way at Harvard and elsewhere for the introduc-
tion of a formalism in philosophy and other disciplines that fos-
tered a separation of method from a substantive ethics.

The increasing emphasis on scientific method and objectivity
alopg with a shrinking menu of social questions to be examined’
derived in part from the advent of substantial foundation suppor;
for the social sciences in the interwar years. To an extent, the
emphasis upon objectivity represented an obvious caution ai)out
pffending powerful donors. But it served scholars in a deeper way:
it legitimated political interventions by denying any political char-
acter to the act. “If their findings were morally neutral, objective
descriptions of institutional and human functions,” as Edward
Purcell has written, then social scientists did not have to face the
question of value or take responsibility for the “actual conse-
quences” of their interventions.*
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The growth of federal support, beginning with the establish-
ment of the National Science Foundation (NSF) in 1950, led to the
elevation of peer review to a sacred level. The policy of peer
review protected the academic freedom of scholars and shielded
foundations, the NSF, and, later, the National Endowments from
criticism. But, by privileging audiences of peers, this development
encouraged a focus on the model of science, an emphasis on
method, and a narrowness of reference in social studies and hu-
manistic scholarship. The unintended but distinct long-term effect
of this reorientation of research authorized disciplinary (even
subdisciplinary) autonomy and a certain distancing of academic
work from society at large. By the 1990s this structure of self-
governance by peers would be characterized in important sectors
of the larger public as elitist and irresponsible, and it became the
focus of attacks on the National Endowment for the Arts and, to
a lesser extent, the National Endowment for the Humanities.

A sense that ideology had made the first half of the twentieth
century an age of disaster encouraged a quest for certainty at mid-
century. Much as Descartes had been driven to secure a ground for
absolute knowledge in the aftermath of the revocation of the Edict
of Nantes and in the midst of the religious wars of the seventeenth
century, intellectuals in the mid-twentieth century, witnesses of
war and totalitarian ideologies, may have been drawn to episte-
mologies of certainty as an antidote. One can imagine, as Stephen
Toulmin has, that in such circumstances the dream of certain
knowledge as an alternative to ideology, perhaps even to politics,
would have an appeal.* This impulse is clear in philosophy, politi-
cal science, and economics; the case of literary studies is more
complex, for the New Criticism combined a quest for analytical
precision with a hostility to the science from which this program
derived its cultural value.

By 1950 the intolerance generated by McCarthyism and the
Cold War moved academics and intellectuals generally to make
themselves and their work less vulnerable to attack. For example,
Marx was replaced by Freud, the word “capitalism” dropped out
of social theory after the war,* and class became stratification.
Economics, in its Keynesian and consumerist emphases, was ori-
ented to growth and consumption, turning away from reform and
distribution questions.* The creation of the Department of Social
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Relations at Harvard in 1946, under the leadership of Talcott
Parsons, was an important interdisciplinary initiative, but it also
marked a revealing shift in academic outlook, one exemplified by
Parsons himself: his interests shifted from history and political
economy to sociology, cultural anthropology, and psychology,
especially psychoanalysis. Interest in transformative theories of
society, in short, waned.

More broadly, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., staked out a progressive
position that was clearly distinguishable from Marxism and com-
munism. In The Vital Center (1949), he articulated an ideology of
freedom that promoted liberal internationalism and domestic re-
form.* But his tract was not quite a clarion call of Enlightenment
optimism. Acknowledging the influence of Reinhold Niebuhr’s
neo-orthodox thought, he stressed human limits. History, as he
saw it in 1949, “is not a redeemer, promising to solve all human
problems in time; nor is man capable of transcending the limita-
tions of his being. Man is generally entangled in unsolvable prob-
lems; history is consequently a tragedy in which we are all in-
volved.”*® Nonetheless, this skeptical or ironic attitude fostered an
activist posture in intellectuals committed to the Cold War.

For those who wanted to get on with disciplinary scholarship,
such times recommended particular methodologies, more scientific
and less engaged. The political scientist David Easton has found in
McCarthyism a stimulus for the development of a more scientific
and objective political science, for it provided a “protective pos-
ture for scholars.” It was, he suggests, a gain for political science
even if “for the wrong reasons.” ! But one must be careful iI;
generalizing. A precise sense of chronology and generational suc-
cession is needed. For some academics, particularly in the immedi-
ate postwar group, talk of method carried a progressive agenda
much as had been the case with the development of the new,'
method of historical economics in the last third of the nineteenth
century. But in many cases, increasingly over the postwar decades
the method had its own fascinations. ’

If such was the path of philosophy and the social sciences
toward sharper and more precise models of knowledge, the hu-
manities, or at least parts of history, literary studies, and anthro-
pology, turned in the opposite direction, interestingly, for some of
the same reasons. In the face of absolute ideologies, such figures as
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Lionel Trilling in literature and Richard Hofstadter in history
stressed the extraordinary complexity of social life, urging re-
straint and a sense of the tragic in history.”?

Both groups—those seeking simplicity and those stressing com-
plexity—were nervous about the politics of mass democracy. For
one group, expertise might obviate excessive participation by the
thoughtless masses. The other group, cognizant of totalitarian
mass societies in Germany and the Soviet Union and of the worries
of émigré scholars about such societies, expressed their distaste for
populism, which they demonized, associating it with anti-modern,
unrealistic, and intolerant politics.’* More comfortable with elites
than with the masses, these quasi-democrats envisioned a moder-
ate pluralism in which negotiation among elites forestalled enthu-
siastic democracy and promoted sound policy.**

The social sciences seemed to hold special promise for address-
ing the challenges of the postwar era. Gunnar Myrdal’s An Ameri-
can Dilemma (1944), commissioned by the Carnegie Corporation,
represented both the ambition of social sciences and the hope
invested in them.s After Hiroshima, both John Dewey and &obert
Maynard Hutchins, combatants on so many educational issues,
agreed that social knowledge must now catch up to technological
knowledge, with universities taking the lead. Within forty-eight
hours of Hiroshima, in an act as comic as it was important,
Talcott Parsons and four fellow social scientists submitted a letter
to the Washington Post asserting that in light of “the startling
news of the atomic bomb,” the social sciences had a vital role in
the now urgent challenge of peace. Human intelligence could solve
“human problems as well as. . .those of atomic physics.” The letter
urged a high-level study to “explore the needs which the social
sciences must fill in a world equipped for suicide.” Continuing this
argument, Parsons later argued successfully for the inclusion of the
social sciences in the National Science Foundation.’ Parsons did
not turn his hand to the study of the atomic age; rather he devoted
himself to the development of a discipline of sociology. By outlin-
ing a general theory of social action and explanations of social
development at the societal scale (modernization theory), he sought
to endow the social sciences with the status of the physical sci-

€nces.
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. Other social scientists did, however, turn to the task of describ-
ing and understanding contemporary culture. Indeed, the postwar
era saw the emergence of the “social-science intellectual,” and
David Riesman, senior author of the best-selling The Lonely Crowd
(1950), became the most widely known. It was specifically as a
social scientist that he appeared on the cover of Time magazine in
1954.57 Byron E. Shafer has recently observed that “the immediate
postwar years were to be the glory days for the social sciences. . ..
Thf:y had achieved practical wartime applications; they had ac-
quired new research techniques; they possessed nearly unlimited
a§pirations. They could finally hope to join the ‘true’ sciences
simultaneously advancing knowledge of social life and addressing’
real social problems.”*® At this golden moment, method and social
purpose worked together.

Only later would method and disciplinary development extrude
the civic work so central to the historical aspirations of the social
sciences, leading to the circumstance recently reported in the New
York Times: a survey by the American Economic Association
found that nearly two-thirds of graduate economics professors
consider their calling “too unrelated to the real world.”* It is
Fevealing that no present-day social scientists invite the general
interest of intellectuals in the way David Riesman, Ruth Benedict,
B. F. Skinner, or even Robert Merton, Talcott Parsons, Daniel
Bell, or Edward Shils did in the 1950s.5°

The end of ideology, a common phrase used to describe the
political and intellectual orientation of the 1950s, not only as-
sumed the exhaustion of Marxism in the West, but it implied a
shift from historical to analytic, process to structural, economistic
to culturalist approaches to the study of society and thought. Like
the phrase “consensus history,” the end of ideology presumed that
the big questions were settled. Political conflict, therefore, would
be within a consensus, thus inviting a style of social research in
what Robert Merton called the “middle range,” an approach that
elaborated on theoretical questions susceptible to rather direct
empirical verification.®® Parsonian social theory, less empirical
similarly assumed a consensus on core values.®2 ’

There were similar developments in other disciplines: intense
study and theory construction within tight bounds. The New
Criticism in English represented, among other things, an increase
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in professional ambition and a sharpening of the object of study—
the literariness of a work. The analytical turn in philosophy aban-
doned the discipline’s expansive Deweyan vision, but it promised
verifiable and universal truth. In political science, also, behavioralism
eschewed ideology and limited context in order to produce re-
markably fruitful middle range problems and theory. Economics
moved from institutional analysis and description of the economy
to rigorous models and the manipulation of massive data sets
newly available after the war.

Academic intellect in the 1950s and thereafter increasingly lo-
cated itself in a larger international arena and began actively to
study contemporary societies beyond the Northern Atlantic, but at
ihe same time it turned inward to the study of the United States.
While the influx of European émigré scholars Europeanized cer-
tain fields to a degree, ranging from political theory to political
sociology, musicology, and the history of art, there was a simulta-
neous proliferation of interdisciplinary American studies programs
that later became the staging ground and model for initiatives on
behalf of African-American studies, women’s studies, and ;thnic
studies.®? _ ;

Gradually, but especially in the past quarter-century, the core
intellectual tradition of general education that had earlier been
presumed to represent the best of European culture was increas-
ingly supplemented by engagement with the art, ideas, and expe-
rience of Americans. This shift partly explains the identification of
the university with the society in 1968 and afterward, an associa-
tion implausible during the interwar years. This blending of the
university into society (or vice versa) today provides the context
for many of the battles over historical representation and literary
canons. The “culture wars” as we know them would not be fought
on campus had this Americanization of academic culture not oc-
curred.®

A commitment to American nationalism grew stronger and more
celebratory as well soon after the war, something noted by histo-
rian Merle Curti.® American nationality was distinctive,
exceptionalist; it was at once pluralistic and consensual. Myrdal’s
famous study of race relations, for example, was built upon a
confidence that there was an American consensus, a universally
shared American creed. Will Herberg made a similar argument in
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his widely read Protestant-Catholic-Jew (1955).5 Religious differ-
ence need not divide the society, for there was agreement on the
idea of religion itself. This complacent and consensual nationalism
would be sharply challenged after 1968.

If many leading intellectuals (Reinhold Niebuhr, Arthur
Schlesinger, Lionel Trilling, Sidney Hook, George Kennan, and
Perry Miller, among others) embraced a humanism marked by a
tragic sense, it was also an era of sentimental humanism commit-
ted to representing the unity of man. Such was the appeal of Carl
Jung’s notion of archetype, of Joseph Campbell’s The Hero With
A Thousand Faces (1949),%” and of the anthropology of Ruth
Benedict. Perhaps the most widely known gesture of this sort was
the Family of Man exhibition. Organized by Edward Steichen at
the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 1954, it broke
attendance records at the museum and was seen by more than nine
million people over the course of a seven-year government-spon-
sored international tour. Haunted by the fear of nuclear annihila-
tion (the last segment was a six-by-eight-foot image of the hydro-
gen bomb), the exhibit acknowledged differences among humans.
Yet it was determined, in the words of Edward Steichen, that it
would “arrange these pictures so they stress alikeness.” Otherwise,
“we have lost out.”®

Even with their deep belief in American exceptionalism, or
perhaps because of it, educated Americans after the war were quite
receptive to European high culture. More than ever before it
seemed to belong to Americans, who had, after all, saved Europe.
With the expansion of higher education, a larger part of the
American elite became familiar with and sympathetic to the Euro-
pean humanist tradition. The Aspen Institute, founded in 1945 by
Walter Paepcke, a Chicago businessman who headed the Con-
tainer Corporation of America, Henry Luce, the founder of the
Time-Life empire, and Robert Maynard Hutchins, president of the
University of Chicago, provides an example of this superficial
Europeanization of American culture. The Institute sought to sus-
tain the value of culture in a commercial society, and it aimed to
use art and culture as a salve for a war-torn world. In 1949, it
sponsored a festival commemorating the two hundredth anniver-
sary of the birth of Goethe, a figure who represented the ideal of
a cosmopolitan humanist. Such an event, and others like it, were
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expected to heighten the stature of American culture, making it
commensurate with its postwar international leadership in politics
and economics. Aspen also presaged the movement of artists and
progressive business leaders who supported the public art move-
ment, the creation of Lincoln Center and similar institutions in
other cities, and the establishment of the National Endowment for
the Arts in the early 1960s.#

The utterly unexpected challenge to assumptions of political
consensus and to the authority of European high culture in the
1960s severely weakened the self-confidence and public standing
of the social sciences and humanistic scholarship. Many social
scientists, recognizing that they had a strong base in the academy,
turned inward, focusing more on the development of their disci-
plines than upon describing, explaining, and participating in the
society around them.”

Humanists moved in two directions. Some greatly expanded the
domain of the humanities, examining a broader range of cultural
expression, while others assumed an increasingly defensive pos-
ture. The unstable balance between responsibility for the cystody
of the tradition of European humanism and the task of cultivating
the critical intellect did not survive the 1960s. As early as 1961, in
a famous essay entitled “On the Teaching of Modern Literature,”
Lionel Trilling expressed his concern that the critical side might be
pressed too far.”' By the 1980s the two orientations within the
humanities that at their best complemented each other became
competing academic ideologies.

TOWARD THE 1960s

The intellectuals of the 1950s had come late to modernism, as
Irving Howe once remarked.”? But modernism had work to do for
Howe’s generation. It helped to free art from the contamination of
politics, a legacy of the ideological wars of the 1930s, and in the
midst of a mass culture that fed upon but threatened to devalue
art, modernist claims for the autonomy of art established a cat-
egorical difference that intellectuals valued.” The classic statement
of the cultural commitments of these modernists was an essay by
Clement Greenberg, “Avant Garde and Kitsch,” published in the
Partisan Review in 1939. Greenberg had no problem distinguish-
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ing art from pretenders to art or a poem from a non-poem, and he
articulated the formal challenges of modernism in his brilliant art
criticism in the 1940s and 1950s.

For Greenberg’s generation, the work of criticism was to estab-
lish “hard and fast cultural distinctions, exclusions, hierarchies.”
By the 1960s, this austere, formal, and highly intellectualist under-
standing of art seemed too limited, too constraining. A new gen-
eration, less fearful of contamination by the plenitude of cultural
expression surrounding them, more sympathetic to a native tradi-
tion represented in literature by Walt Whitman rather than Melville,
and more liberationist in feeling, looked to a “redemption of the
senses.”’* It was very much in this context that Paul Goodman,
Herbert Marcuse, and Norman O. Brown came to be favored
intellectuals in the 1960s. Susan Sontag provided the clarifying
text in her famous essay, “Notes on Camp,” published in 1964,”
but there were at the same time a number of other important
indicators of change: Allan Ginsberg, Andy Warhol, and the Judson
Church minimalists all challenged the categories that had seemed
so fundamental in the 1950s.

When Allen Ginsberg, who had graduated from Columbia in
1948, returned a decade later for a reading in McMillin Theatre,
the stage was set for delineating the difference between the 1950s
and the 1960s. Ginsberg had studied the major texts of European
humanism with Lionel Trilling, but he had also discovered a native
. tradition that began with Walt Whitman. His arrival in the sacred
precincts of the humanist tradition was a jolt to the prevailing
assumptions at Morningside Heights. Diana Trilling, in a famous
account that might have been remembered as an anticipation of
Norman Mailer’s “New Journalism” had it been on the progres-
sive rather than the reactionary side of the cultural divide, recoiled
at the proposition that Howl was literature and thus properly
sponsored (and certified) by the university.”

Once Andy Warhol represented a Brillo box and a Campbell’s
soup can as art, how could Greenberg’s categories stand? On
seeing the Brillo box and other works of art by Warhol in 1964,
the philosopher and art critic Arthur Danto recognized that art
could not be treated simply as a matter of vision, of image. In time,
he realized that Warhol, more than Marcel Duchamps, more than
anyone else, had forced a fundamental question: what is the na-
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ture of art?”” Warhol also knowingly challenged the conventional
modernist distinction between art and business. “After I did the
thing called ‘art,’” he reflected, “I went into business art. . for
business is the best art.””®

The group of poets, musicians, artists, and dancers who came
together at Judson Memorial Church in 1963 mixed all the arts,
creating what later came to be known as performance art. For
them the fact of the performing body was more important than
any objectified genre. Feeling that all things were possible, there
was a playfulness, a mixing of high and low, academic and ver-
nacular, physical and spiritual. They sought, as critic Sally Barnes
has written, “to embody democracy.””

Such developments in the larger intellectual and artistic culture
posed serious challenges to academic culture in general and the
humanities in particular. Most of the humanities disciplines are
object-focused, and these larger cultural changes, well before
Derridean theories of deconstruction entered the academy, put in
question the status of the object of humanist inquiry. Moreover,
given the rigidity of the categories that defined not only proper
objects of inquiry but also disciplinary terrains, the university
found it difficult to engage the contemporary culture. By the end
of the 1960s the gap between the university and advanced culture
had widened to the point of open conflict.

If these changes in the cultural domain threatened to subvert the
ways of humanistic scholarship, political developments overwhelmed
the social sciences, which had been preoccupied with notions of
pluralist consensus and equilibrium models. Such approaches to
social analysis had provided no warning that transformative social
movements were taking shape. Economics, which had been cel-
ebrated for finding the secret of growth, lost some of its luster
when the pervasiveness of poverty was discovered in the 1960s.
And as the 1960s became the 1970s and the American economy
suffered a condition popularly called “stagflation,” economists
and the public wondered why their models seemed to lack the
capacity to explain what was happening.

Social criticism before 1963 had mostly described the follies of
white, middle-class consumers, complaining about suburban life,
tailfins on cars, organization men, or “other-directed” moderns.
By 1963, when Martin Luther King led the March on Washington,
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one can detect a shift marked by Michael Harrington’s The Other
America (1962) and Nathan Glazer’s and Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s
Beyond the Melting Pot (1963).%° Henceforth the focus of social
criticism became class, race, and ethnicity, with issues of gender to
follow a decade later. The “rights revolution” of the 1960s and
1970s empowered groups, largely because inequalities were often
associated with group designations. It was reasonable for groups
suffering discrimination to so organize and identify themselves,
but Americans began to worry by the 1980s that the much cel-
ebrated value of individualism was being threatened along with a
broader sense of the civic.

The political origins of the 1960s are in the mid-1950s, when
Rosa Parks refused to go to the back of a bus in Montgomery,
Alabama, and when the United States allowed itself to be drawn
into Indochina following France’s failure there. By the late 1960s,
however, the issues of life-style, war, poverty, and race converged,
making for a volatile compound that produced riots in cities and
divided university campuses. Some academics were radicalized in
the process; others retreated to more conservative positions. The
middle ground narrowed to the vanishing point. The university is
still struggling to accommodate the tensions produced by the con-
tinuing coexistence of the rigid categories embraced in the 1950s
and the expansive commitments and sensibilities associated with
the 1960s.

Perhaps the most important legacy of the 1960s has been a loss
of faith in elite institutions, among which universities were in-
cluded. The failure of the policies advocated by “the best and the
brightest” in Vietnam and the “dirty tricks” and casual disregard
of law and the Constitution by the Nixon White House produced
a legitimation crisis, weakening both political and cultural author-
ity in the United States. Academic experts, once identified with
grand hopes, had become a part of the problem, not a part of the
solution. It is a chastening story, the course from high optimism
about the collaboration of academic expertise and state action
reflected in the Full Employment Act of 1946 to the reaction by
the Left and the Right against the state and expertise in the 1970s.
The demolition of the Pruitt-Igoe housing project in St. Louis in
the mid-1970s came to symbolize the failure of a dream.
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Liberal'and radical academics, who in varying degrees had em-
braced a politics of participatory democracy in the 1960s, lost
confidence in the conventional political process by the end of the
1970s. Many of these academic intellectuals redefined politics in
cultural terms; the campus became the world. This move made
academic culture and the syllabus, more than the class system and
the conditions of community life, the locus of political energy.*!
There was also a celebration, often quite romantic, of the everyday
life of ordinary folk and marginal peoples. Elitism became a per-
vasive worry, and this sensitivity weakened a commitment to the
intellectual culture and disciplinary traditions that were (and are)
the principal resources of academic intellect.

The Right, by contrast, mobilized against the government, par-
ticularly attacking assistance to the poor, to education and schol-
arship, and to the arts. The political intellectual, historically asso-
ciated with the Left, came to be identified with the Right and with
a program hostile to government support of art and intellect. In
the 1980s, conservative intellectual journalists, ensconced in pri-
vately-funded positions, initiated extravagant attacks on acgdem-
ics—damning them either as boring and narrow pedants or as
unrealistic leftist revolutionaries.®? ;

The ride through and beyond the sixties was sometimes rough.
But one can say that along the way intellectual life was opened up
and many social and cultural practices were liberalized. It made a
difference, as so many commentators have remarked, that students
and faculty in universities began to dress alike after the sixties.*> -
This weakening of traditional hierarchies and authority had wide
ramifications, from classroom practices to the definition of re-
search topics. It mattered, too, that students and faculty had been
politically mobilized; no one can doubt that the moral and politi-
cal commitments of the sixties brought issues of race, class, and
gender (and new models of society, conflict, and stability) into

academic work. The concern with power and exclusion that was
so pervasive in the academy of the 1960s stimulated interest in the
relation of the Euro-American center to other peoples and to issues
of hegemony, colonialism, and domination. The European intel-
lectual tradition that had provided a foundation for higher educa-
tion (and freedom and democracy) in the Red Book of 1946 came
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to l?e associated by the academic avant-garde with forms of domi-
nation.

But if new critical perspectives and a pluralization of disciplin-
ary practices were authorized, there is also a legacy from the
sixties of disillusionment. And there has been a continuing conser-
vative backlash.

The ambitious, white, male, Europe-oriented, and quite privi-
leged professional culture of major research universities that had
taken its style and intellectual agenda from the 1950s could not
sustain itself through the last quarter of the twentieth century.
After about 1971, with some variation by discipline, there was a
serious and continuing job crisis in academe, especially in the
humanities, and this weakened the claims of established hierar-
chies. The shortage of jobs, along with federal affirmative action
regulations and pressure from women and African-American scholars
transformed the process of academic recruitment. Jobs were openl);
advertised; the “old boy” network lost legitimacy and its former
power to place students. Not only did this change promote greater
equality of opportunity among job candidates, but it also reduced
the advantage of a small cluster of traditionally powerful depart-
ments in each discipline.

There was an influx of women into the professoriate, especially
in history and literature; they were followed by a substantial
increase in African-American scholars and more generally by men
and women of distinctly modest and often ethnic backgrounds.
The presence of these new social groups in academe changed its
culture and promoted attention to issues of race, class, and gender.
But more generally, it produced a more varied and thus more
complicated academic culture that found it difficult to speak with
one voice. As leadership was fragmented (or diversified), so was
scholarship.® But this infusion of new talent and the breaking of
forms propelled the disciplines, making the era one of remarkable
intellectual invention, with new concepts and approaches marking
research, especially in history, political theory, anthropology, lit-
erature, and art history.
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What I have termed a cultural turn encompasses a number of
trends—historicism, the linguistic turn, hermeneutics—that are, of
course, distinct and even in conflict. Yet the term captures a
leading tendency of the intellectual culture of our time, distin-
guishing it from the broadly analytic emphasis of the immediate
postwar years.® The concept of culture, developed by Franz Boas
with relativistic and pragmatic implications, spans the century,
and by mid-century the idea had been absorbed by many disci-
plines. Just after the war, a commentator on academic trends in
the United States remarked (rightly, as it turned out) that the idea
of culture was “one of the most important and emancipating of all
twentieth-century contributions to knowledge in the social field.”36
It was in the 1960s, however, that our present understanding of
the cultural approach began to take shape. A profoundly influen-
tial challenge to the positivistic and analytical intellectual strate-
gies of the 1950s came in a brief, elegant book by Thomas S.
Kuhn, addressing a fairly esoteric issue in the philosophy of sci-
ence. That book, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962),
was quickly and eagerly read (and often misinterpreted) by schol-
ars in the humanities and social sciences.’” Kuhn offered a histori-
cist interpretation of scientific knowledge that incorporated rich
sociological insight identifying communities of inquirers as the
authority for knowledge claims. Although Kuhn (unlike some of
his readers) believed in a referential theory of knowledge and the
progressiveness of science, the implication of his work was a
loosening of the connection between object and the interpretation
of it. There was little sympathy for Kuhn’s book among analytical
philosophers, but it did take some of the glitter off the more
extravagant claims of the scientific method in the humanities and
social sciences. It complicated an eatlier generation’s assertion ofa
natural nesting of science, democracy, and toleration. Kuhn’s work,
moreover, provided a platform for Richard Rorty’s more radical
critique of the epistemological project of philosophy.?®

Moving in a complementary direction, Clifford Geertz defined
the human experience as interpretive; a human, he wrote in an oft-
quoted phrase, is “an animal suspended in webs of significance he
himself has spun.” Having earlier studied economic development
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in Indonesia, Geertz now outlined an approach to social inquiry
little concerned with issues of transformation or with the explana-
tion of change over time. Rather, he proposed what he called a
“thick description” of cultural moments, most famously a Balinese
cockfight.®” Both Kuhn and Geertz, as well as Quentin Skinner,
J. G. A. Pocock, Bernard Bailyn, and others who were deeply
involved in this shift toward hermeneutics, emphasized subjective
meaning (rather than social causation) as the focus of social in-
quiry. They understood culture (or language) as-constraining, as
having deterministic implications, yet, unlike later commentators,
they all assumed the possibility of innovation—“revolutions,” in
Kuhn’s phrase. And Kuhn even ventured a theory of scientific
change.

With Michel Foucault, whose works were first taken up in
American academic discourse in the late 1960s and the 1970s, the
deterministic implications of this move were vastly expanded; the
human subject tended to disappear, trapped in existing “epistemes”
and external linguistic structures. Foucault directly challenged the
humanist tradition and the progressivist claims of the Enlighten-
ment.”

Foucault built his scholarship on structuralism and went beyond
it; much the same happened in the human sciences generally.®! The
key American moment came in October 1966, when The Johns
Hopkins University hosted a conference funded by the Ford Foun-
dation on “The Languages of Criticism and the Sciences of Man.”
This intergenerational, international, and interdisciplinary confer-
ence, which eventually included one thousand humanists and so-
cial scientists in a two-year series of follow-up colloquia and
seminars, established a broad interdisciplinary base for the intro-
duction of French theory into the American academy. The pattern
of this infiltration of American academic culture was peculiar.
Although much of this thought had its origin in French philoso-
phy, it had almost no impact in American philosophy depart-
ments.”? Nor did it affect economics or political science, save for
political theory, a marginal subfield much invigorated by its ca-
pacity to absorb theory and contemporary issues. The main im-
pact was in less firmly bounded disciplines—literary study, anthro-
pology, and, to a lesser extent, history.
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Surprisingly, perhaps, the impact of French theory coincided
with an accelerating increase in the humanistic study of American
culture that fostered new fields and new theories. The study of
American literature and culture, for example, has moved very near
the center of humanistic inquiry in the United States today—
something quite unprecedented.”® The domain of American litera-
ture has been vastly expanded in the past twenty years, with new
interest in non-canonical texts, in writings by African Americans,
women, Native Americans, writers of the southwest borderlands,
and other previously marginalized or unnoticed literatures.

It was not simply that American academics began to study race
or gender or ethnic identity with a new seriousness, but this work,
impelled as often as not by a commitment to identity politics and
drawing upon both Foucault and Jacques Derrida, deconstructed
presumptively natural categories. Race, gender, and “oriental,”
for example, were not “natural” or transparent categories but
rather historical or cultural constructions that constituted forms of
power. Edward Said, Natalie Davis, Evelyn Fox Keller, Joan W.
Scott, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Werner Sollors, Carole Pateman,
Mary Poovey, Judith Butler, and Anthony Appiah, among others,
working in different disciplines and with different methods and
perspectives, developed these highly influential critiques.* This
work, which is often associated with multiculturalism and cultural
studies, is strongly supported by American foundations, particu-
larly the Rockefeller Foundation. It has a considerable interna-
tional presence, more than American humanistic scholarship has
had in the past. When foreign scholars turn to American research,
especially in the American field, they are quite likely to follow the
literature of race, gender, ethnic identity, and the like.

The work of the American pragmatists became the subject of
new interest at home and abroad in the 1980s.” Only a few
American philosophers moved in this direction, but they were
notable ones such as Richard Rorty and Stanley Cavell. Literary
critics, historians, and political theorists reinvigorated the prag-
matic tradition, which offered a moderate response to the Nietzschean
challenge promoted by Foucauldians and others.?

In some ways, the linguistic turn was a rediscovery of the semiotic
theories of an American, Chatles S. Peirce, the brilliant and eccen-
tric philosopher who a century earlier was among the founders of
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American pragmatism. But his was not the pragmatism of John
Dewey, for whom truths were tested by experience and by conse-
quential action in public. Although regard for Dewey’s program is
increasing today, Peirce’s approach to the study of signs, texts, or
discourses has been dominant. In this mode of scholarship there is
very little indication of an inclination or a capacity to bring textual
analysis into relation with the examination of institutions, and
that is worrisome. As Edward Said has written of contemporary
scholarship in the humanities, there is a danger of collapsing the
social into the text; in much current practice there is little or no
effort to bridge the gap between academic theory and the local
politics of everyday life.””

Contrary to the author’s intention, The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions fed an unease about science and about the Enlighten-
ment legacy more generally. Commitments to universalist catego-
ries became problematic in the 1980s, largely because the North
Atlantic local had too often been presumed to be a global univer-
sal. Species-centered discourse was severely weakened; the empha-
sis was on ethnos, on the situated speaker or interpreter. This shift
fairly marks the emergence of academic postmodernism, which
emphasizes the local, the particular, the fragmentary.”® More re-
cently there has been a move—as surprising as it is disturbing—Dby
religious traditionalists to build upon the postmodern critique of
the academy’s commitment to science and objectivity. For them
postmodernism authorizes a challenge to the secularism of the
research university. If there is no objectivity in science, they say,
then why not give religious perspectives equal credibility with
science in the academy?*’

PROSPECTS

The biggest changes since 1945 fall under the rubric of demo-
graphics: there is now a much larger and, more importantly, a far
more diverse professoriate. Greater roles have been taken by women
and African-American scholars in setting intellectual agendas, both
in the domain of race and gender studies and more generally.
Academic culture has in a sense been de-Europeanized. Although
European ideas, models, and traditions remain predominant, even
for those who challenge them, they are no longer transparent.
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They are interrogated and contextualized. The most energetic,
even aggressive, work in literature, history, anthropology, and
cinema studies is now exploring other cultures and the notions of
“difference” and “otherness.”

Although the culture wars continue, the theory wars have con-

~ cluded. There are signs that a reengagement with history is under-

way, which promises a more dialogic (and fruitful) relation be-
tween theory and history in the humanities and social sciences.
One sees this development in literature within the broad array of
critical practices comprehended, some more historical than others,
under the rubric “The New Historicism.” In the social sciences,
despite and to some degree in reaction to the imperial quest of
rational-choice theorists for a simplified and unified social science,
there is a renewed interest in institutional approaches and more
complex models in economics and political science. Philosophy is
the most resistant to the general drift toward some form of histori-
cism, to the point that Richard Rorty, who has made a strong
move in this direction and is perhaps the most widely read Ameri-
can philosopher, is no longer considered a philosopher at all by
most graduate professors in the discipline. Philosophy also makes
the strongest disciplinary claims for self-referential autonomy, ren-
dering its relation to the larger intellectual public the most prob-
lematic. In its practice, if not its content, philosophy seems to have
moved the least from the model developed in the 1950s.

At present, the humanities more generally seem to be moving in
two directions, both under the sign of a cultural or historical turn.
One eschews essentialism and emphasizes the contingent; even the
most basic conventional categories of identity are treated as un-
stable, as cultural or historical constructs—race, gender, sexuality.
Opening up such questions—provided it does not ignore the vari-
ous domains of experience and institutional forms of power—has
the promise of both scholarly fruitfulness and civic value.!®

But much current scholarship in the humanities, seemingly guided
by the same compass, points in a different direction. A particular
deconstructive style rather crudely, and I think unintentionally,
restores essentialism: one’s situation, especially circumstances of
race or gender, all too readily, even tautologically, determines
ideology. All unmaskings have tiresomely similar denouements.
Many advocates of this version of cultural studies embrace what
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they call a postdisciplinary academy, and they are hostile to the
notion of disciplines as they have developed since the Enlighten-
ment.'%

Thus one tendency in the broad domain of culture studies fruit-
fully combines the methods of the humanities with the topical
concerns once identified with the social sciences to open new
terrain. Another, however, rather discouragingly closes the circle
prematurely. As the space of academic inquiry opens up, as more
diverse methods and approaches are adopted, one might anticipate
a new cosmopolitanism among humanists. Unfortunately, such is
not the case; if anything, there has been, as David Damrosch has
observed, “an increase of factionality and coterie behavior.”102

Looking past such factionalism, one finds a broad divide in
academic culture today. One cluster of scholars resides in a variety
of humanities disciplines (including history and anthropology).
They share weak borders, openly-declared value commitments,
and a historical/cultural sensibility, which produces, inevitably, a
tendency toward particularism. Another group, identifying mostly
with the social sciences—in mainstream economics, political sci-
ence, law, sociology, and some versions of ethics—is more ori-
ented to tight subfields (often interdisciplinary) and to methods
affirmed as objective that attend little to considerations of time
and place. The gap between these two interpretive frames, which
roughly tracks the borders between the social sciences and the
humanities, is more difficult to bridge now than at any time in the
past half century.

Taking a longer view, however, one is naturally struck by im-
portant continuities, both substantive and structural, especially in
the social sciences. Issues of scientism, objectivity, formalism, and
the claims of rational-choice theory in the social sciences emerged
in the 1920s.19 The humanities have changed in much more fun-
damental ways than the social sciences since that decade, when
they were archaeological and philological, dealing not at all with
the aesthetic issues that are so much the issue today. Whatever the
changes in content, however, it is striking how little the structure
of the university has altered since the 1920s, when the present
pattern of departments and divisions emerged. The department
remains the basic organizational unit. Very few new departments
have been created anywhere since World War II, and even fewer
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have been abolished. The units of university organization no longer
clearly denote the actual intellectual work sustained, yet they
manage to provide an effective structure for it.

The relations between the university and the public have surely
been better at other times. While some disciplines and subdisci-
plines have established sub-publics (economics, for example, is
oriented to government and business elites, and feminist scholar-
ship is oriented to a wider, interdisciplinary, even interactive, but
still particularistic audience), the notion of a general public seems
to be attenuated. The dissolution of a public sphere and the limited
role of academic intellect in whatever survives of that sphere is
worrisome. A democratic culture and polity invites and needs an
open dialogue on all questions pertaining to the human condition.
Restoring a place for academic knowledge in the public culture
and a role for public discussion in academic culture ought to be a
high priority of both academic and public leaders. Yet we must not
dream of a perfect rapprochement, of a seamless web of discourse
uniting the language of daily life with that of the academy.

The university ought never be too comfortable in and with
society—and vice versa. To say that the university ought to be
connected to society is not to say that it might properly be a
synecdoche for the world. But neither should it claim a position of
transcendence.!® There ought to be a degree of friction deriving
from the critical spirit that is central to academic intellect. Our
thinking about the modern university, as Wendy Steiner has re-
cently observed, is contradictory. We imagine it at once “hermeti-
cally sealed from reality and centrally constitutive of it.” But, she
insists, “the value of the university, like art, lies in its simultaneous
relevance and irrelevance to reality, in a balance that we continu-
ally renegotiate.”?%
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