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PREFACE

There cannot be anything so disingenuous, so misbecoming a
gentleman or anyone who pretends to be a rational creature,
as not to yield to plain reason and the conviction of clear
arguments.

—JOHN LOCKE, SOME THOUGHTS
CONCERNING EDUCATION

The field of reason teems with people who are putting us on.
When we exclaim “be reasonable!” we’re often addressing
someone who makes arguments but will never be convinced by
one, a bullshitter, or a shill, or our hyperpartisan social media
frenemy. What they lack in reason isn’t a set of tools, packaged
by higher educators as “critical thinking,” for their argument
building and repair projects. They can argue and evaluate argu-
ments, sometimes with frustrating ingenuity and skill. What
they lack, whether because, like the bullshitter, they don’t care
which argument is best, or because, like the hyperpartisan, they
care too much about the triumph of their team, is the disposi-
tion to treat reason not just as a tool but as an authority.

By “be reasonable!” we don’t mean “mind your syllogisms!”
Behind our exclamation is a question: “Aren’t you ashamed?”
Our way of talking captures the sense, still alive in us despite
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the resolute unseriousness of public speech, that reason is not
only an authority but also the kind of authority that is an honor
to obey and a disgrace to betray, the sense that there’s such a
thing as conduct unbecoming a reasoner. The strength or weak-
ness of that sense distinguishes competent users of reason, who
may be highly skilled at making weak arguments seem strong,
and reasonable people, between an intellectual community and
a debate team. I was on the debate team, so I get the appeal. But
the debater fears, as the political and educational philosopher
John Locke puts it, “the disgrace of not being able to maintain
whatever he has once affirmed”; he fears yielding to reason if
that entails yielding to his opponent.' He doesn’t fear the dis-
grace of clinging to an argument long after it has been refuted.
This kind of clinging is the special province of pundits, spokes-
people, and other hired guns, but we notice it, also, in our col-
leagues, classmates, neighbors and, if less often, ourselves.

This book makes a case for liberal education, whose aim is
becoming reasonable in the sense outlined above, an aim de-
manding enough that falling short of it is the repeated experi-
ence not only of students but also of their teachers. We can’t
afford to be distracted from it, but we are. The distinction be-
tween reasonable people and skilled arguers, an echo of the
ancient distinction between philosophers and sophists, is at
best an intermittent concern even for colleges and universities
that proudly display liberal education on their banners.

This book also makes a conservative case for liberal educa-
tion. Get out your camera, for here is that rare beast, the con-
servative professor. I admit it, not only on the occasional anon-
ymous survey but also in the pages of conservative outlets like
Commentary Magazine and the late, lamented, Weekly Standard.
These are my credentials. But I should also explain what kind
of conservative I am and what that has to do with reason, if only
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to counter a stereotype we’ll come across later. When profes-
sors are asked why conservatives are scarce in academia, many
reply that conservatives are closed-minded, an explanation that
is itself closed-minded.

The political philosopher Leo Strauss quipped that one “of
the most conservative groups here calls itself Daughters of the
American Revolution.” The “conservatism of our age is identical
with what originally was liberalism,” according to which gov-
ernments, instituted to secure rights, and limited in scope, de-
rive their legitimacy from the consent of the governed.” Liberal-
ism, so understood, has more than one parent, but the foremost
is Locke. No less a conservative than George Will puts Locke
at the heart of the American Founding, and conservatives “seek
to conserve” not the throne or the altar but “the American
Founding.”® I'm with him. I won’t blame everything I say about
conservatism on George Will, but I do claim that my position,
though less fashionable than it once was, is in the conservative
mainstream.

Conservatives like me suppose that the capacity to reason
well is widely distributed. Thomas Jefferson wrote that the Dec-
laration of Independence articulated “the common sense of the
subject” of American rights and British wrongs “in terms so
plain and firm as to command . . . assent.”* He anticipated that
“the free right to the unbounded exercise of reason” would re-
inforce the principles of the Revolution and the prestige of gov-
ernments devoted to them.® But—here’s Will again—“the right
to consent” affirmed in the Declaration “presupposes in the citi-
zenry a certain threshold of rationality, hence a durable claim
to respect.”® This respect, as well as the need for a people to take
the measure of governments acting in widely varied circum-
stances, requires “ongoing meditation on America’s Founding”
rather than rote recitation of its principles.”
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Such meditation is a requirement of free government, but it’s
also, and not only in political matters, one of its finest fruits.
“The right improvement and exercise of our reason,” for Locke,
is “the highest perfection that a man can attain to in this life.”®
It should be no surprise that conservatives who admire Locke
also admire liberal education.

Yet our good cheer about liberalism is mixed with pessi-
mism. That’s partly because we have a dimmer view than pro-
gressives do of reason’s power in politics. We're convinced, with
Locke, whose Of the Conduct of the Understanding is a master
class in the mind’s failings, that it requires uncommon effort
and vigilance to establish and maintain a zone of rationality in
an area crowded with natural and artificial obstacles to reason-
ing. It is also because, though we favor liberalism, we think that
all political orders have vices. With the political theorist Alexis
de Tocqueville, we say that polities devoted to freedom and
equality can make manifest the natural dignity, even greatness,
of human beings. But we also say with Tocqueville that such
polities can break the connections between person and person,
present and past, so that “nothing is linked together.”® Nar-
rowed, isolated, and weakened, democratic citizens may be
eager to give up on governing themselves intellectually and
otherwise.

Finally, although we think that some arguments command
assent, we're aware that knowledge is elusive. Even in the
matters that concern us most, and even when we can calmly
think things through, we may gain no more than modest confi-
dence that we have hold of the truth. Reasonable people dis-
agree, and so, like Locke, we conservatives value “the opposite
arguings of men of parts, showing the different sides of things
and their various aspects and probabilities.”'® We're partisans,
yes, but not in the scorched-earth style.
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This version of conservatism is friendlier than others to lib-
eral education, but it’s not the only version that has favored or
should favor it. Since the middle of the twentieth century,
American conservatism has been a “movement of ideas,” whose
intellectuals have tried not only to change the world but also to
understand it and persuade others that their understanding is
reasonable.’’ Conservatives have been spirited, usually confi-
dent, participants in the battle of ideas. Even when liberal edu-
cation hasn’t followed naturally from their principles, they’ve
sometimes championed it as giving a hearing to conservative
ideas that might otherwise be neglected. This stance has cer-
tainly included attacks, fair and unfair, on our colleges and uni-
versities, and on their use as a platform for left activism. But it
hasn’t been despairing, as the conservative view of universities
now threatens to be.

If conservative arguments for liberal education can seldom
be heard today over the denunciations, that may be because
many conservatives have lost confidence in their prospects in
the battle of ideas.

In his 2016 essay, “The Flight 93 Election,” Michael Anton,
one of few intellectuals to back Donald Trump before he was
elected, derided those who still think such a battle worth fight-
ing. Conservatives spend “several hundred million dollars a
year on think-tanks, magazines, conferences, fellowships, and
such, complaining about this, that, the other, and everything”
Words, words, words, many of them spoken on the “fundraising
circuit” Wake up. The battle of ideas is over. The left won. Con-
sequently, we have a “tidal wave of dysfunction, immorality, and
corruption.” America is a “cancer patient.” Sure, Anton admits,
a Trump presidency may be disastrous, but if Clinton wins,
“death is certain.” The conservative scribblers and chatterers
who reject Trump are part of an unholy alliance of “America’s
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ruling and intellectual classes.” They’re motivated by “pay-
checks” and the desire to be accepted.’*> When conservative
intellectuals huff about being reasonable, they mean that
they’ve got theirs and to hell with the country.

As for universities, they’re “wholly corrupt” and at the ser-
vice of the globalist, left-progressive, “junta,” to whom they feed
our young."? Universities say theyre devoted to “the free search
for truth and its free exposition.”'* But smart conservatives in
the Anton mold know that universities lie. When professors
huff about being reasonable, they mean, “Do what progressives
say, not what your rube parents say.” From the outside, then,
conservatives rail against universities. Sometimes, there are for-
ays in to deliver “Socialism Sucks” merchandise to besieged
conservative students and to goad the natives into discrediting
themselves. But it’s naive to take universities seriously when
they pledge allegiance to reason, and today’s conservatives,
toughened by the blows of an unremittingly hostile left-wing
order, are nothing if not hard-nosed.

Some left-wing academics, too, we’ll see, argue that univer-
sities feign allegiance to reason while they groom students to
serve corrupt masters. These masters—neoliberals, Zionists,
white supremacists, and so forth—aren’t the same junta that
conservatives take to be in charge. But the upshot is the same.
When universities invoke “the free search for truth and its free
exposition,” they mean, “Look over there while we take your
money and rationalize oppression.” The academic left, being
on the inside, has some hope for universities. But its resis-
tance from within includes resistance to the pretense that
universities are anything other than political tools. Today, the
bad guys control the universities. Come the revolution, the good
guys will. But it’s naive to take universities seriously when they
talk reason, and today’s radicals, toughened by the blows of an
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unremittingly hostile right-wing order, are nothing if not
hard-nosed.

Not only from the right, then, but also from the left, colleges
and universities are accused of paying lip service to reason and
real service to another, wicked, master. Who says bipartisanship
is dead?

If the nightmare visions of higher education to which I've
alluded are true to life, then one may as well not aspire to turn
professors and students to the work of becoming reasonable
people. But those visions aren’t true to life. I won’t stint on criti-
cizing colleges and universities. But the charge that they pre-
pare students for enslavement to a progressive or conservative
oligarchy that has higher education under its thumb is inaccu-
rate and unjust. Because I'm a conservative, persuading conser-
vatives of this is a goal near to my heart. But I write for anyone
looking for an alternative to the despair that passes for realism
in our understanding of the present and possible future of
college.

That alternative isn’t dewy optimism. Becoming reasonable,
my kind of conservative avers, is hard and always unfinished
work. Still, in a different context—speaking of liberal demo-
cratic communities—my friend, the political theorist, Steven
Kautz, said, “Perhaps our hopes from reason were too great, but
that is surely not a sound basis for abandoning reason, or for
repudiating the many victories of reason over the forces of prej-
udice”™® That sounds right for academic communities, too.
Universities that make “Become reasonable!” their motto will
not easily live up to it and can’t be certain that students, parents,
legislators, and philanthropists will buy it. But this uncertainty
isn’t cause for despair.

I doubt that we who defend liberal education are going
down, but there are worse things than to go down swinging.
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CHAPTER ONE

Holding Harvard to Its Word

Convictions

This book is animated by several convictions. Here’s one story,
straight out of Cambridge, to cover them all. Late in 2015, at An-
nenberg Dining Hall, hungry Harvard undergraduates got a prize
with their meals: the Holiday Placemat for Social Justice."

The Holiday Placemat for Social Justice instructed students
headed home for the holidays on how best to pierce the resis-
tant skulls of their unwoke relatives regarding various issues,
including student activism, Islamophobia, and “Black Murders
in the Street.” The placemat also covered a Harvard-specific
issue, namely the title, “Master.” Harvard had dropped this title
for dormitory heads because some students associated it with
slavery, although, as no one disputes, Harvard’s use of “Master”
had nothing to do with slavery. The complaint, articulated by
elite students, was no more defensible than the demand, made
by the regular folk students at Lebanon Valley College, to
change the name of Lynch Hall because it reminded them of
lynching.? Nonetheless, Harvard’s placemats urged students
not to back down, no matter how much less awkward it might
make Christmas dinner. They were to say, perhaps with a smirk,

1
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that “it doesn’t seem onerous” to change the name. Uncle
Trumpkin, one presumes, would be struck dumb.

This placemat had been distributed not by enterprising lib-
eral students, but by administrators, the Freshman Dean’s Of-
fice and the Ofhice of Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion. When
word got out, Harvard tried Harvard-splaining. Don’t worry
that we’re mobilizing our students to proselytize for the left
because, as one dean said, it’s “not that you have to believe in
what’s on the placemat.” No coercion, no foul.

Another dean suggested that the placemats would encourage
dialogue, which might also have been said of placemats that
endorsed Jill Stein or denounced sex out of wedlock. A school-
child could see through this defense. Accordingly, eighteen
members of Harvard’s Undergraduate Council signed a letter re-
minding Harvard’s leaders of what they should have known—
prescribing “party-line talking points stands in stark contrast to
the College’s mission of fostering intellectual, social, and per-
sonal growth.” Perhaps administration officials looked it up in
the catalog and realized that their undergraduates knew Har-
vard’s mission better than they did. More likely, Harvard didn’t
want to digitselfa deeper publicity hole. The offices responsible
for the placemats apologized.

What can we learn from this incident? First, it’s interesting
that we know about it. Okay, it’s Harvard. But isn’t it strange
that dining hall news caught coverage from major outlets, from
Fox News to CNN? Journalists love a “Look, the campus lefties
are at it again!” story.

One conviction, then, that I have about higher education is
that its story is poorly told. Larry Summers, former president
of Harvard, admits to “a great deal of absurd political correct-
ness” at universities. But, he says, “The main thing that’s happen-
ing is what always happens: professors teach courses, students
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take courses, students aspire to graduate, they make friends,
they plan their lives, they have a formative experience, they are
educated.” Anyone “who thinks that’s not the main thing going
on on college campuses is making a mistake.”* As a freelance
higher education writer, I regularly scan the academic ocean for
the equivalent of shark attacks. But as a professor with more
than two decades of experience, acquired at four different insti-
tutions of higher learning, I know that Summers is right. Most
days, there are no shark attacks. But even in higher education
news, if it bleeds it leads.

Although news about campus activists occasionally makes
the New York Times, one more often sees campus shark attack
stories in conservative outlets, since professors are among the
elites whom conservative populists love to hate. American con-
servatives have been taking professors to task at least since Wil-
liam F. Buckley’s God and Man at Yale. But that book could be
characterized, in George Will’s words, as a “lovers” quarrel.”®
Decades after God and Man, Buckley’s National Review pub-
lished an article by Allan Bloom, which grew into the best-
selling The Closing of the American Mind, a book that, whatever
fault it found in them, was full of love for universities. Bloom,
the teacher who got me into this mess, was no conservative,®
but the National Review’s association with him shows that it
wasn't so long ago that conservatives thought universities were
worth fighting for. Such conservatives still exist, but the domi-
nant strain in contemporary conservatism is done with the lovers’
quarrel, in the midst of a bitter divorce, and more inclined to
murder its ex than to try to win her back.

Another conviction of mine is that conservatives shouldn’t
give up on universities.

Yet the Harvard placemat story backs up the academy’s con-
servative critics. The left is so embedded not only at left-branded
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places like Oberlin and Berkeley but also at “grandees r’ us”
Harvard that one no longer needs student activists and radical
professors with imposing beards to march around and demand
things. After the shouts of activists subside, the news trucks
depart; but the droning of deans, where the campus action is,
continues. It’s hard to know whether the activists of the sixties,
who worried about being co-opted, would feel triumphant or
dismayed at how college administrators have, without fanfare,
taken up their cause. “Of course we’re distributing social justice
placemats,” they seem to tell us; “Why all the fuss?”

Another conviction that led me to write this book, then, is
that colleges and universities harm their reputations and mis-
sions by adopting, even in this snoozy way, the language and
priorities of one branch of the left. I doubt I'll persuade many
campus activists, who seem almost as hot to tear the university
down as their conservative adversaries. But I hope to lure from
the sidelines some of the many professors, administrators,
alumni, and students who dislike controversy. The left has more
power on campus than it has numbers because other stake-
holders, as they say in the movies, don’t want no trouble.

One other observation about the curious case of Harvard’s
holiday placemat: contrary to the widespread view that stu-
dents, especially elite students, are coddled whiners, some of
Harvard’s students are the heroes and heroines of the tale.
Members of the Undergraduate Council, whether they agreed
or disagreed with the points the placemats promulgated, didn’t
want to be spoon-fed. They rebelled against their keepers for
“telling them what to think and what to say.”” They demanded
to be treated as reasonable people.

College students aren’t, as some on the left would have it,
moral exemplars at whose feet their degreed but clueless care-
takers, born prior to the discovery of justice, could profitably
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sit. But they also aren’t, as some on the right would have it, cry-
bullies who should be given a stern lecture about real hardship
before we expel them without their suppers. Whatever closed-
mindedness students exhibit isn’t obviously worse than that of
their elders. Whatever suspicion students have of the glories of
speech and debate is partly justified by the stupidity and insin-
cerity of what passes for public discussion. Without romanticiz-
ing college students, we should be able to imagine that a non-
trivial number of them will respond to an education that makes
free discussion seem at all attractive.

That brings me to a final conviction. Colleges and universi-
ties should respond to and cultivate in students that in them
which responds to the summons, “Become reasonable!” Locke,
the philosopher of freedom, was also a philosopher of disci-
pline. In Some Thoughts Concerning Education, he aims at the
cultivation of “right reasoning [in order] to have right notions
and a right judgment of things, to distinguish between truth
and falsehood, right and wrong, and to act accordingly” The
products of Lockean education will feel and think that there can
be nothing so “misbecoming a gentleman, or anyone who pre-
tends to be a rational creature, as not to yield to plain reason
and the conviction of clear arguments.”® The discipline of yield-
ing to and acting on reasonable arguments, rather than im-
pulses, tribal loyalties, or superstitions, protects one’s freedom
and can be a source of pride. There’s something appealing about
education in such a discipline.

I don’t claim that liberal education properly understood
greatly resembles the education of Locke’s Thoughts, much of
which is about pre-adolescents. Nor do I claim that the intel-
lectual freedom experienced by Lockean citizens is the peak of
intellectual freedom. Socrates, the patron saint of liberal educa-
tors, about whom we’ll hear more later, arguably guides us to
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still greater peaks. What I'll claim is that even those who can
imagine higher heights would raise a glass if we had in our col-
leges and universities communities of students and faculty who
considered it a disgrace not to listen to reason. We'd raise sev-
eral more if our students carried that standard of praise and
blame into their lives after college. Universities, as if bored with
what they call “critical thinking,” have unfurled a multitude of
other banners sporting other terms: diversity, empathy, world
citizenship, civic engagement, and so on. But the work of culti-
vating the reason, and pride in being reasonable, of which Locke
writes, is difficult. If universities, distracted by other things, fail
at it, students and graduates marching under those other ban-
ners are unlikely to do themselves or others much good.

I aim especially to defend that last conviction. Colleges and
universities will do better at justifying themselves, at guarding
students against foolishness and fanaticism, and at preparing
them to exercise good judgment, if they focus more single-
mindedly on shaping students in the mold of the person Locke
describes. We're no gentlemen, Lockean or otherwise. But we
profess ourselves rational creatures. Our colleges and universi-
ties need to do everything they can to ensure that we’re not mere
pretenders when we claim to found our judgments about true
and false, good and bad, right and wrong, on more than passion
or prejudice. That’s a worthy aim for liberal education.

A Failure and a Success at Explaining
Liberal Education

Early in my career, on my way to a job interview, I was forced to
talk to a man jammed next to me on the airplane. Like many
professors, I shouldn’t be allowed out in public, but at least I
know it. So I had gone to great lengths to avoid conversation.
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I buried my face in a book; I played dead. But my neighbor was
persistent and got me to talk about my work.

Remember: I was on my way to an interview. Thus prepared,
I told him that I'm a teacher and that I bring my students into
close contact with great thinkers who challenge their preju-
dices, goad them to think for themselves, and exemplify how
to think well about important and elusive things. I told him
that I'm also a scholar, engaged in the same work I ask my stu-
dents to do. At the time, | was writing an essay on the eighteenth-
century political philosopher, Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Reading
Rousseau, I explained, clarifies, and suggests serious objections
to, the way in which certain politicians and philosophers have
tried to found politics on compassion. This was, I must say, my
best stuft.

After along pause, my new acquaintance said, “I wish I could
say that sounded interesting.”

Fast forward to 2013. I'd written an op-ed for the Wall Street
Journal about the anti-Israel movement in academia, about
which I'll say more in chapter 5. Bob, an alumnus of Ursinus
College, where I teach, wrote to me. My argument, he said, con-
firmed his opinion that a too-liberal academia was ruining
young minds. Thanks to me, he felt great about his decision,
made years earlier, to stop giving money to Ursinus.

Sorry bosses.

I responded to Bob’s letter, making a pitch for Ursinus not
unlike the one I'd made for myself on the airplane, refined, I
hope, over the decades. We struck up a friendship. Bob is a re-
tired doctor who served in the US Navy, just missing action in
World War II, and who re-enlisted for Vietnam. After the war,
he spent many unpaid hours helping people who needed medi-
cal care, near home and abroad. If Bob, who had risked his own
life, saved the lives of others, and delivered many, many babies,
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had said his life was more admirable than mine, I wouldn’t have
contradicted him.

Yet Bob, a self-described conservative, respected professors.
At Ursinus, he'd focused on preparing for medical school and,
since he had to work to afford his education, had time for little
else. Later on, however, Bob sought out some of the same minds
that I introduce my students to, including Socrates’s student,
Plato. He had struggled with Plato. Who doesn’t? Thomas Jef-
ferson once complained of Plato’s “sophisms, futilities, and in-
comprehensibilities.”” But Bob was more than ready to believe
that he’d missed something worth knowing. He thought and
thinks that a person who can help him understand philosophers
like Plato, and so help him make better sense of things, deserves
high respect.

Perhaps Bob has more respect for professors than our capac-
ity to educate warrants. But from my friendship with him, I
draw two conclusions. First, even those most angered at the
stories they read about universities may not be badly disposed
toward them or the work that most professors and students do.
It would be comforting, in a way, if contempt for higher educa-
tion were contempt for the life of the mind. If our accusers were
proud ignoramuses, sure, we might all go down with the ship,
but we could at least go down with smug expressions on our
faces. No doubt some haters hate even our best work. But I
doubt that Bob is the only lover of learning who disapproves of
colleges because we’ve failed to make the best case for them.
Which brings me to the second conclusion: Such a case might
change minds. It’s not comforting to think that we bear some
of the blame for our own woes. Still less comforting is the pos-
sibility that we're not only bad at communicating our case to
others but also not confident in it ourselves.
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We Can Do Better Than This

Allan Bloom, in The Closing of the American Mind, wrote that
professors of the humanities, tasked with “interpreting and
transmitting old books,” don’t “believe in themselves or what
they do.” On the one hand, theyre “old maid librarians” who
don’t imagine that the books they shyly love can be loved by the
young. On the other hand, when they’ve tried to win the hearts
of students, they’ve followed the un-shy example of 1960s pro-
tessors, who looked for ways to incorporate “these tired old
books” into “revolutionary consciousness.”'® This trend hasn’t
diminished since Closing came out in 1987 and helps explain
why the Modern Language Association, officially dedicated to
the study of language and literature, makes news mainly when
its members debate the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. I will, as is
practically required in a book of this kind, bemoan the influ-
ence of the academic left later. But despite the persistent mis-
understanding of Closing as blaming all of the academy’s trou-
bles on leftists drunk on French theory, let’s not forget those old
maid librarians. They tell us that humanists wouldn’t have gone
in for politics if they’'d thought they had something else of great
worth to offer.

A similar diffidence weakens the case for liberal education.
Many four-year colleges and universities invoke liberal educa-
tion to signal that they offer more than specialized knowledge,
job skills, and artisanal food. Yet when one orders a meaty
explanation of liberal education, one is usually served word
salad.

Sometimes, the salad is assembled by well-meaning and ex-
perienced teachers and scholars who have logged hours in
lonely conference centers, thinking and talking about liberal
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education. Consider the Association of American Colleges
and Universities (AAC&U), “the leading national association
concerned with the quality, vitality, and public standing of un-
dergraduate liberal education”'! They meet regularly to dis-
cuss liberal education, have a journal called Liberal Education,
and frequently communicate with the public about liberal
education.

Here’s the definition of “Twenty-First Century Liberal Edu-
cation” that this reflection, discussion, and experience have
produced.

Liberal education is an approach to learning that empowers
individuals and prepares them to deal with complexity, di-
versity, and change. It provides students with broad knowl-
edge of the wider world (e.g. science, culture, and society) as
well as in-depth study in a specific area of interest. A liberal
education helps students develop a sense of social responsi-
bility, as well as strong and transferable intellectual and prac-
tical skills such as communication, analytical and problem-
solving skills, and a demonstrated ability to apply knowledge
and skills in real-world settings."?

Inspired yet? If not, hear out Katherine Bergeron, president
of Connecticut College, who, in an interview, pats her college
on the back for, as the headline puts it, “Remaking the Liberal
Arts”"? This great remaking, like the AAC&U statement, as-
sumes that the fresh new case forliberal education, the one that
will grab the kids, their parents, and, let us pray, philanthropists,
is that liberal education will henceforth help us deal with com-
plicated things. With regard to its core requirements, Connecti-
cut College’s faculty “asked the question, does this make sense
for...a global and networked twenty-first century?” No, they
concluded, it didn’t make sense because, although we’ve been
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talking about an increasingly interconnected world since the
eighteenth century, prior curriculum architects were unaware
that things are complicated.

And so, Connecticut College professors said stiltedly to
themselves, we “need to create some new structures that help
students deal with complexity because the goal of an education
is to prepare students to confront the increasingly complex
world problems.” The main innovation of the new curriculum
is the “integrative pathway,” made up of a group of courses, in
various disciplines, linked by a theme, through which students
pursue a question they’ve chosen. This way of organizing part
of a student’s career builds on sensible propositions. Questions
often have to be pursued across different areas of study, stu-
dents are more likely to understand the importance of different
modes of inquiry if they use them to pursue a question that
interests them, and students should take some responsibility
for shaping their own educations. That’s good. But it’s hard to
see what the new curriculum aims at, apart from a graduate who
is capable of dealing with complicated things and who’s nice
rather than naughty, for Connecticut College also embraces the
AAC&U'’s goal of “social responsibility.”

I don’t mean to pick on Connecticut College, whose core
looks better than most to me, or the AAC&U in particular,
though campaigners for liberal education ought to be less
diffuse and more inspiring. Unfortunately, from Harvard on
down, the statements of purpose and principle that supposedly
animate our colleges and universities may as well have been
produced by Mad Libs. Adjectives, like integrative, interdisci-
plinary, interconnected, entrepreneurial, twenty-first century,
complex, dynamic, and problem-solving, are distributed among
brochures as if at random to make it appear that something
buzzy is going on. In generating such language, we're not putting
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lipstick on a pig; there are many wonderful things going on at
our colleges and universities. Rather, were covering up our in-
ability to state what the main aim of liberal education is by
promising to tend to all aims and to be up to date, not to say cool.

Why This Book?

Liberal education is often explained poorly. But I've named one
book that explains it well, The Closing of the American Mind.
Allan Bloom wrote it more than thirty years ago.

From Closing, we learn that liberal education responds to the
question “every young person asks: “‘Who am I2’” which means,
““What is man?’” Teachers assist students in fulfilling “human
nature against all the deforming forces of convention and preju-
dice” But in “our chronic lack of certainty” about how to answer
the question of what we are and what the best way of life is,
liberal education “comes down to knowing the alternative an-
swers,” many of which are to be found in books, “and thinking
about them.” The “liberally educated person” is free enough of
the prejudices of her time and place to “resist the easy and pre-
ferred answers” to these questions.'* Liberally educated people
will almost certainly be good at dealing with complicated
things, and may even be nice. But they’ll also know what it’s like
to put the questions of what one is and of how one should live
at the center of their concerns, and be familiar with the plea-
sure, usefulness, and freedom of conversing about those
questions.

I think that liberal education so conceived can shape reason-
able people, the shaping of whom I've proposed as liberal edu-
cation’s aim. I agree with Bloom, as I'll explain in chapter 3, that
liberal education entails, though it’s not exhausted by, attention
to old books. Among the vices Tocqueville finds in modern



HOLDING HARVARD TO ITS WORD 13

democracy is that it fosters an “instinctive distaste for what is
old.”*® This prejudice, “the belief,” as Bloom puts it, “that the
here and now is all there is,” protects every other prejudice of
our time by discrediting in advance appeals to the wisdom of
other times.'® This presentism isn’t the only impediment to be-
coming reasonable, but it is among the most formidable. As the
examples I use will make clear, I've been influenced by Bloom’s
charge to teach and learn from old books. Closing s still in print.
So why make a case, again, for liberal education?

First, my book is concerned with the case for liberal educa-
tion in this urgent moment. To be sure, when you read of, or, in
my case, live in the midst of, debates over whether there are
enough women or people of color in the curriculum, you might
think you’ve stepped out of a time machine and into the early
1990s. But the challenges of one time are never quite the same
as the challenges of another. The here and now isn’t all there is,
but sensible people attend to it.

In my career, I haven’t witnessed as much anxiety about the
future of colleges and universities as I see now. The first essay I
wrote about higher education concerned the Massive Open
Online Courses—MOOC:s is their delightful acronym—that
some commentators thought would upend, or just end, tradi-
tional higher education. If the most distinguished and charis-
matic professors could lecture to hundreds of thousands of
students, each taking in the lecture and doing coursework on
his or her own time, and the cost of that experience could be
reduced to a tiny fraction of the cost of a class on a residential
campus, many students, the argument went, would abandon
brick-and-mortar colleges. Disruption was the word of the
day.'” Sebastian Thrun of Google and self-driving car fame had
founded Udacity and was racing to offer college credits on the
cheap. Thrun had predicted that there would be, in fifty years,
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only ten colleges and universities left in the world. My col-
leagues and I sat nervously in our offices, listing other jobs for
which we were qualified. My list was short.

I thought then and think now that professors—we are as
fretful as we are socially inept—were overreacting to MOOC:s.
It hardly seemed likely that saying “Look, now it’s on a screen!”
would cause many students to get better at absorbing lectures
and educating themselves than they’ve proven to be histori-
cally. And Thrun was singing a different song the following
year: “We don’t educate people as others wished, or as I wished.
We have a lousy product.”*®

Still, there’s more pressure to explain the value of liberal edu-
cation now than there has been. People for whom the long re-
cession was a fresh memory even before the pandemic struck
want, understandably, to be shown the money.

But there’s also more opportunity to make a case for liberal
education. Colleges and universities are desperately seeking to
distinguish themselves.

I don’t mean, although I wish to save my job as much as any-
one, an opportunity to better the market position of liberal arts
colleges like mine. No moral law requires my continued em-
ployment. Cathy Davidson, of the City University of New York,
has the right idea when she says, “If we profs can be replaced by
a computer screen, we should be.”'® The bosses will have to pry
me out of my office with a crowbar, but they’ll be right to do so
if no good case can be made for choosing the kind of education
I practice over cheaper varieties.

But I'm convinced that the guidance required to cultivate the
kind of human being I've described with Locke’s help doesn’t
scale. However good some televangelists may be at reaching
into the souls of people they’ll never meet, it’s hard to see how
reason and attachment to reason can be cultivated in students
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by professors who know nothing about those students’ preju-
dices, and the fears and hopes behind them. Our best hope for
success in that endeavor is to create a community, an intellec-
tual community, in which our standards of praise and blame
suit people who seek the truth together.

I pause to acknowledge that this vision will have to contend
with actual student communities, in which the weekend some-
times starts on Thursday afternoon. Despite our best efforts to
bring the life of the mind into the dormitories, other concerns,
with drink, sex, sports, roommates, and creative combinations
thereof, often drown us out. Our goal isn’t to make every col-
lege evening a night at the opera or every student into a pipe-
wielding, monocle-wearing intellectual. It is rather to cultivate
in our students an experience of and a taste for reflecting on
fundamental questions, for following arguments where they
lead, and for shaping their thoughts and actions in accordance
with what they can learn from those activities.

Here is a second reason for returning to the theme of liberal
education. Bloom reflected on “the kind of young persons who
populate the twenty or thirty best universities,” like those he
taught at the University of Chicago.?® That’s not my sample. I've
spent the bulk of my career at Ursinus College and Carthage
College. Ursinus is, as I write, ranked eighty-two by U.S. News
among national liberal arts colleges. Carthage, to U.S. News, is
a regional rather than national college. Both provide superb
educations but either might be, as Ursinus is, listed among
“A+ schools for B students.”

Most popular books on higher education are about super-
elite students. Think of William Deresiewicz’s Excellent Sheep,
which is about how rough things are at Yale. Or they've been
written by professors or leaders at super-elite colleges. Think
of Andrew Delbanco’s College: What It Was, Is, and Should Be
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(Columbia), William Roth’s Beyond the University (Wesleyan),
and Anthony Kronman’s Education’s End (Yale, again).*' I think
Bloom was right that graduates of the top schools have “the
greatest moral and intellectual effect on the nation.” They de-
mand our attention. But his book, a “report from the front”
defined by our super-elite colleges, left room for a report from
a different front, one occupied by students who haven’t always
been deemed suitable for liberal education. Perhaps they “lack
the freedom to pursue a liberal education.” Perhaps they “have
their own needs and . . . very different characters from those”
Bloom writes about.”?

But perhaps they’re not so different. I teach an essay by Earl
Shorris, a public intellectual best known today for his work in
education. The article isn’t about my students, who on average
are securely in the middle class, but about poor students who,
at first glance, seem to lack the freedom to escape their neigh-
borhoods, much less pursue a liberal education. Shorris did
something that seemed crazy to me. Persuaded that the human-
ities, not job training, were the road out of poverty, he assem-
bled a class consisting almost wholly of students at or below
150% of the poverty threshold. The class included homeless
people. It included people who had been in prison and people
who could barely read a tabloid newspaper. To this unlikely au-
dience, Shorris proposed an education, which came to be called
the Clemente Course, in philosophy, poetry, American history,
logic, and art history.

Shorris told potential students that they would “have to read
and think about the same kinds of ideas [they] would encoun-
ter in a first-year course at Harvard or Yale or Oxford.” He told
them, “You’'ll have to come to class in the snow and the rain and
the cold and the dark. No one will coddle you, no one will slow
down for you.” There would be tests and papers and, upon suc-
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cessful completion, only a certificate, which Shorris couldn’t
promise would be accepted anywhere for college credit. He told
them that if they were to take the class, it would have to be
“because you want to study the humanities, because you want
a certain kind of life, a richness of mind and spirit.” One might
think this pitch would empty a room of people barely getting
by, but of “about twenty students” to whom Shorris first made
it, “all but one . . . applied for admission.”**

As I said, Shorris’s idea sounded crazy to me, and even the
frighteningly optimistic Shorris worried, especially about his
neediest students. Why should people struggling through the
month “care about fourteenth-century Italian painting or truth
tables or the death of Socrates?”** In fact, nearly half failed to
complete the course. But fourteen earned credit from Bard Col-
lege, which had signed on, and Shorris’s students proved to be
interested in fourteenth-century Italian painting, truth tables,
and the death of Socrates. To take one of many examples, here’s
Shorris on what happened after students were presented with
a complex logic problem:

When Sylvia and I left the Clemente Center that night, a
knot of students was gathered outside, huddled against the
wind. Snow had begun to fall, a slippery powder on the gray
ice that covered all but a narrow space down the center of
the sidewalk. Samantha and David stood in the middle of
the group, still arguing over the answer to the problem.>

Here we have a small, engaged, community adjudicating a dis-
pute about the truth by weighing the arguments.

Versions of the Clemente Course have since been offered to
many students in many places, including to “internally dis-
placed persons” from Darfur, in western Sudan, the site of a
conflict that has caused unspeakable misery. Ismat Mahmoud
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Ahmed, who helped teach the course, looks back on it: “At the
beginning of the class, there was a prevailing feeling of despair,
but as the study progressed that feeling was replaced by hope [;]
this might be one of the reasons that strengthened my trust in
philosophy.”?¢ This trust, as Shorris understands it, isn’t that
there is a straight road from liberal education to the alleviation
of suffering. It’s that even people in dire need and difhicult cir-
cumstances can benefit from and experience happiness in the
pursuit of what the social theorist W.E.B. Du Bois called the
“riddle of existence.” That riddle was once taught “in the groves
by Plato” to aristocrats. In Du Bois’s teaching days, at Atlanta
University, it was taught to the children of freed slaves.*”

Here, as a final witness, is a Clemente Course student, who
had “escaped from a polygamous cult” some years prior to find-
ing the course: “I was born with a giant question mark in my
head.” She had been taught that her inquisitiveness meant that
there was something wrong with her. “I know,” she said after
experiencing the course, “that all the questions inside of me are
freedom.”*®

Most of my students, again, are in the middle class. It’s not
absurd to think that this class is uncommonly cold to liberal
education. On average, its members are comfortable enough
not to yearn for liberation, but not so comfortable that they can
easily be diverted from the question of how to make a living to
the question of how one should live. Yet it is absurd to wring
one’s hands, as my colleagues and I sometimes do, and wonder
if we dare present our students with an old book that speaks to
enduring questions, rather than a new one that speaks to the
questions of the moment. I've rarely known students to think
any better about the latter sort of book, though professors and
students alike may find the sailing smoother. It’s not too much
to expect that our students will prove as capable of entering into
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a conversation with Plato or Lincoln, or as open to being gov-
erned by the stronger argument, as Shorris’s were.

I propose that the health of our civilization depends in part
on meeting this expectation. I suspect that I've already taught
more schoolteachers than many Harvard, Yale, and Princeton
professors teach in an entire career. Graduates of our super-elite
colleges don’t pursue a teaching career in great numbers, except
at the university level. Yet our future teachers should have at
least as rich an education as our investment bankers and man-
agement consultants do. Du Bois, speaking of a group in direr
straits than the American middle class, said that the most
important purpose of “higher training schools” was “to furnish
the black world with adequate standards of human culture and
lofty ideals of life.” Such schools would have to be staffed by
“teachers of teachers” who would “so far as possible, be broad-
minded, cultured men and women.” They would practice an
education that, though useful for breadwinning, “seeks as an
end culture and character rather than breadwinning.”*’

Can any serious person claim that the teachers of our
children shouldn’t be broad-minded and cultured?

A Cautiously Optimistic Personal Note

I haven’t always been optimistic about the prospects for liberal
education outside of the top twenty or thirty schools. Like most
people who pursue graduate training at those schools, I
assumed—because attending top schools doesn’t inoculate one
from stupidity—that I'd teach at the kind of school I'd attended.
But my first tenure track job was at Carthage College, of which
almost no one I knew had heard. Not long before I started at
Carthage, I heard an anxiety-provoking story from an acquain-
tance who had taught there, who was a dynamic, even fiery,
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lecturer. During one class, as he channeled the spirit of which-
ever thinker was on the agenda, as he paced, gestured, and de-
claimed, a student raised his hand. Did he have a question?

“Dude,” the student drawled, “I don’t know what you're talk-
ing about.”

Having come from the practically medieval University of
Chicago, where professors were considered demigods, and
where students were often turned on by old books, I wasn’t sure
I'was ready to teach at Carthage. I worried that Greg Campbell,
then president of the college, had overestimated our chances of
launching, as he planned, a successful great books major there.
But he was the boss, and they paid green dollars, so I did my
part to develop the program.

My skepticism increased when my friend, Chris, suggested
that a two-course sequence required for the new major, Foun-
dations of Western Thought, should be taught in the style of
seminars he had taken at his alma mater, St. John’s College. In
such team-taught seminars, one of the “tutors” poses a question
meant to initiate a conversation about the book under consid-
eration. Although tutors step in from time to time to participate
in or guide the conversation, the seminar puts more responsi-
bility on students to reason together about difficult questions
than occurs in any other kind of class I've taught. St. John’s stu-
dents, though, are the kinds of weirdos who choose to attend a
school built entirely around a great books curriculum. How
would our Carthage students, who had made no such choice,
fare with questions like these, which we confronted in different
class sessions: (1) Why, according to Martin Luther, must we
live on faith alone? How can one live on faith alone? (2) In
Anna Karenina (our students read this vast Tolstoy novel in its
entirety), Stiva and Levin exemplify different understandings
of happiness and different understandings of love. Who is the
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superior man and who has the superior understanding? (3) What
is nobility, according to Friedrich Nietzsche? What character-
istics do noble people have? If Nietzsche is a fan of nobility, why
does so much of what he says seem to undermine it?

Each of these questions included prefaces that helped our
students to see why it might occur to thoughtful readers and to
notice parts of our reading that could help. But our students
didn’t have the questions or any of the prefatory material before
class began; having been asked only to read carefully, they were
presented with the opening question in class. Thereafter, they
were on their own for much of the session. We all, students and
teachers, got used to, and began to take pride in, what teachers
and students often find humiliating, namely, long silences. Sev-
eral minutes would almost always pass before the first student,
having gathered her thoughts enough to begin the conversa-
tion, spoke. But I was surprised, repeatedly, at the extent to
which our refusal to seize the wheel was rewarded by our stu-
dents. They'd uncover the same quotation or observation we
might have brought in to advance the discussion, or find their
footing in some other, unanticipated, way. I doubt that those
students retained less than they would have had I lectured for
the entire hour and forty-minute class period. I'm confident
that many of them retained the experience of exploring, with
the aid of the books and their peers, difficult questions whose
bearing on their lives they could grasp.

At Ursinus College, I was lucky to work with President John
Strassburger. Strassburger loved Abraham Lincoln and, like
many such enthusiasts, had a high estimate of the possibilities
of democracy and of democratic peoples. My experience at
Carthage notwithstanding, I was skeptical of Strassburger’s
faith that our students, coming in with mostly modest high
school accomplishments, could be made to embrace a required



22 CHAPTER ONE

two-semester program, the Common Intellectual Experience,
already in place when I got there. My Carthage students had at
least elected to take a great books course. Every Ursinus first-
year had to take the Common Intellectual Experience. All
would be asked to pursue, with the help of texts like Plato’s
Euthyphro and Descartes’s Discourse on Method, the questions
around which the course revolved: How should one live? What
does it mean to be human? What is the universe and what is my
place in it? I was interested in those questions when I entered
college, but I was, like those St. John’s students, a bit of a weirdo.

As with most anything required, not every student embraces
the Common Intellectual Experience. If you serve ice cream in
a required course, there will be those who step forward to de-
clare the flavors ill-chosen and the temperature intolerably cold.
There are days when I wonder if it would be wiser to teach Rock
Divas and their Discontents, which my students might find
amusing, rather than the Book of Job, which my students find
less “relatable.” Yet on the days when the course works, and there
are such days, my students seem to have the experience, which
many of them recall as alumni, of becoming absorbed in and
taking responsibility for a conversation that is no longer about
school, or jumping through hoops for a good grade. The con-
versation is instead about how their convictions, of which they
may have been only half-aware before they were asked to ex-
plain them, measure up under scrutiny and against competing
convictions.

I now think that Presidents Campbell and Strassburger
grasped something I didn’t. I don’t think that everyone should
go to college, or that all students are capable of the same degree
of intellectual independence, or that the quality of academic
work on average can be the same at a Carthage or an Ursinus as
itis at a Princeton. But I'm convinced by my experience in the
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programs those presidents championed that the capacity to
benefit from a liberal education, and to become the kind of
human being who takes pleasure and pride in trying to distin-
guish the true from the false, is widely distributed—a thought,
as I noted in the preface, that informs the kind of conservatism
I favor.

That thought is one plausible inference from an observation
made by Tocqueville, who visited the United States in 18311832
and went on to write the most insightful work on democracy I
know, Democracy in America. Tocqueville, who fears that de-
mocracy will snuff out greatness, nonetheless argues that it can
make manifest “the natural greatness of man.” Only in democra-
cies does humanity itself, “man, taken apart from his time and
his country and placed before nature and God with his pas-
sions, his doubts, his unheard of prosperity, and his incompre-
hensible miseries,” become a fit object of poetry.*

Not that Tocqueville argued that universities should take the
human situation he describes as its object. He thought that, at
least in the nineteenth century, “the education of the greatest
number” would have to be “scientific, commercial and indus-
trial.” The study of Greek and Latin literature might cause its
practitioners, spoiled for moneymaking, to “trouble the state in
the name of the Greeks and Romans instead of making it fruit-
ful by their industry”*' But we can only chuckle at the danger
that our political world will be unsettled by pissed-off classi-
cists. We are free to conclude that liberal education is one of few
ways democracies have of raising up a present-minded, materi-
alistic people to a kind of greatness.

This idea, democratic even in its recognition of democratic
vices, helps explain why Locke inspires my argument. Locke’s
Thoughts concentrates on the education of gentlemen, who
have the leisure to study and who, as members of England’s
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governing class, will determine England’s course and set its
tone. It is not only a gentleman, however, but also “anyone who
pretends to be a rational creature” who should learn to yield to
“plain reason and the conviction of clear arguments.” And, as
Locke says in Of the Conduct of the Understanding, “Every man
carries about him a touchstone, if he will make use of it, to dis-
tinguish . .. truth from appearances.” That touchstone is “natu-
ral reason,” a “noble faculty” possessed by “men of study and
thought” and by “the day laborer,” the differences between
whom have more to do with experience and education than
with inborn talent. Not everyone can be Einstein. But anyone
can learn to “make use of better and surer principles” in decid-
ing what to think about and how to act in matters that greatly
concern them.*” This is one way of understanding the natural
greatness of man.

Perhaps, as two of Locke’s most able interpreters observe, we
can’t help but ask whether Locke is too optimistic about the
power of reason in human affairs.** Optimism about the capac-
ity of students to be reasonable, for which I see some grounds
in my teaching career, can’t be a dogma for educators. But it
seems the right starting point for liberal educators within
democratic polities, which depend on the capacity of their citi-
zens to be reasonable.

What's Not Coming and What Is

Two disclaimers. First, yes, I know. The higher education sector
is vast and varied. We award more bachelor’s degrees in parks,
recreation, leisure, and fitness studies than we award in English.
The eighteen- to twenty-one-year-old students I work with are
different from the many older students attending college. Some
students are homeless. Some struggle to afford nutritious food.
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I wouldn’t have brought up Earl Shorris and the Clemente
Course if I thought that my argument mattered only to affluent
eighteen- to twenty-one-year-olds. But as a preemptive attempt
to fend off commentators who take any intervention in the
higher education debate as an insult to their work, I acknowl-
edge that my book won't solve all of higher education’s prob-
lems. It won’t house the homeless, feed the hungry, forgive
student loans, or prevent the spread of mumps in the dorms.
There’s plenty of work to go around.

Second, and here I address my political philosophy friends,
this isn’t a work of high theory. I understand that in lumping
together Du Bois, Locke, Socrates, and others, I'm neglecting
important distinctions. There is a height at which the merit of
an education that produces a Benjamin Franklin should be
compared to an education that produces a Plato. But we’re so
far from that height that what those educations might have in
common is more important for our purposes than what they
might not. If my colleagues and I could shape a few Franklins,
we wouldn’t beat our breasts over not having shaped a Plato.
We're modest that way.**

In this chapter, I've explained why I think my book is needed.
Skepticism about, and even hostility toward, our colleges and
universities may not be as deep as educators fear, but the bland
and scattered justifications even liberal arts colleges offer for
themselves do us no favors. And I've introduced becoming
reasonable people as a worthy and inspiring aim for liberal
education.

In the next, second, chapter, I clear some more ground for
myself by addressing friends and critics of higher education on
the left and the right. My fellow conservatives are right about
the outsized influence of the left at many colleges and universi-
ties. Those who sympathize with the idea that universities are
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schools of reason should know how the embrace ofleft politics,
though often half-hearted and bureaucratic, undermines that
idea. But many conservatives overestimate the extent and depth
of the problem and consequently consider universities lost.
That hasn’t always been the case for conservatives and shouldn’t
be the case now.

But enough ground-clearing. In the third chapter, I develop
the idea of liberal education as the shaping of reasonable people
and investigate its relationship to leading alternative ideas, that
liberal educators should teach students to deal well with com-
plexity and that liberal educators should shape students for
citizenship. And I defend the aim of becoming reasonable as
desirable, possible, and consistent with the aims of nearly all
conservatives.

Here, though I know dissent is possible, I assume agreement
that when we think, as in physics, about relations of cause and
effect, we have reliable ways to distinguish between strong and
weak arguments. Together, they constitute what we call scien-
tific reason. Relations of cause and effect aren’t limited to par-
ticles, and so this kind of reason has proven useful in my own
field of political science in assessing, for example, whether a
given policy has produced its desired outcome. But politics, and
not only politics, turns in part on questions with which scien-
tific reason doesn’t much help, questions that present them-
selves to free persons trying to understand themselves, to make
sense of their relations with others, and to form judgments
where much is necessarily unknown to them. This abstract idea
finds concrete expression in doubt, on the part of students and
others, that there can be a rational approach to such questions.
I follow others in arguing that there is such an approach, even
if it doesn’t offer the laws and formulas that scientific reason
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sometimes provides, and in naming this aspect of reason
“judgment.”
Long experience in the classroom gives me sympathy with

1”

the cry: “Great plan! Wake my students up when it’s over!” In
the fourth chapter, I consider students, what they are like—
though I think they are much harder to know than one might
imagine—and what they need from our colleges and universi-
ties. There are grounds for optimism about students, whom
we're too apt to patronize or denounce.

Here I also take up the vexed issue of free speech on campus.
We’ve been asking students to love a Wild West of speech in
which they’ll derive truth from the clash of white-hatted and
black-hatted partisans. That approach barely distinguishes col-
lege campuses from public parks. We should ask students to
join a community for whose members speech is not a weapon
to deploy against the enemy, but the means by which people
who pursue the truth and hope to live according to what they
capture of it teach and learn from each other. The members of
such a community may or may not turn out to be free speech
warriors. But because they benefit from a diversity of opinion
and depend on the freedom to follow arguments where they
lead, they may prove more deeply attached to campus free
speech than those who know only the standard free speech
arguments.

In the fifth chapter, I use the debate over Israel in the acad-
emy as a case study. I began to write about higher education and
the campus wing of the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions
(BDS) movement at around the same time. I came to the Israel
question through the back door, not as a pro-Israel man but as
a concerned academic, convinced that the influence of BDS,
whether one loves or despises Israel, compromises the missions
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of our colleges and universities. I see the BDS fight as closely
connected to the issues raised in the other chapters. Other
movements—the Palestinian issue was only a small part of the
protests that swept through American campuses in 2015—
would make fine case studies, but there is much to be said for
dealing with what one knows best. Reflecting on how leading
BDS advocates think of universities and their work there, and
on the various ways in which BDS detractors have tried to com-
bat it, will help us better understand why it can be difficult to
do the work of becoming reasonable on our campuses, and how
it can be done nonetheless.

That will be a bridge to my conclusion, in which I reflect
briefly on prospects for reform.

The Closing of the American Mind was “written from the per-
spective of a teacher” The case for liberal education has been
damaged by overuse of the term, as if it’s a perfume one dabs
on preprofessional degrees to make them more presentable, or
amandated kid’s trip to the museum to absorb “culture.” Liberal
education is hard to describe, but it’s connected to a vivid teach-
er’s vision, the “divination” that “there is a human nature, and
that assisting its fulfillment is [our] task,” that “students are only
potential, but [that] potential points beyond itself; and this is
the source of the hope, almost always disappointed but ever
renascent, that man is not just a creature of accident, chained
to and formed by the particular cave in which he is born.”**
Understanding human nature and aiding in its fulfillment is a
goal that is both unavoidable and just out of reach for people
who care about young people. This problem, which would seem
to require our undivided attention, is a problem from which
we’ve become distracted.

My aim is to make us focus on it.
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Left, Right, Wrong

Politics makes most of us stupid. It moves even those who
aren’t stupid to say stupid things. Alexander Hamilton, in open-
ing The Federalist Papers, observes that “a torrent of angry and
malignant passions will be let loose” in “cases of great national
discussion.” In that same opening, Hamilton accuses his op-
ponents of conspiring, out of selfishness or “perverted ambi-
tion,” to break the new country apart. Yet many of those op-
ponents merely demanded a Bill of Rights, which the 1787
Constitution lacked. The Federalist Papers are among the most
rational interventions into politics ever written. But even they
remind us that to win in politics, we have to twist the views of
our rivals and appeal to unworthy impulses. The Federalist
Papers, even as they suggest that conserving the Founding means
conserving a republic established by “reflection and choice,”
also suggest that it means maintaining a keen sense of reason’s
vulnerability in a storm."

My students have heard that the debates between Abraham
Lincoln and Stephen Douglas are the peak of American politi-
cal discourse. When they read them, they’re surprised to find
each speaker spinning conspiracy theories in order to paint the
other as, to coin a phrase, the enemy of the people. That doesn’t
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mean that the Lincoln-Douglas Debates are overrated, or that
politics is altogether irrational. It does mean that it’s difficult to
make room for rational arguments in politics, even in democra-
cies that pride themselves on their relative enlightenment.

So, colleges and universities, if they are to be homes of rea-
son, should be leery of politics. But they aren’t.

More than fifty years ago, the authors of the Port Huron
Statement, a founding document of American student activism,
called for “an alliance of students and faculty” to galvanize a
new left, taking in “allies in labor, civil rights, and other liberal
forces outside the campus.” Within the universities, this alliance
would “consciously build a base for [its] assault upon the loci
of power.” From “its schools and colleges across the nations,” a
“militant left might awaken its allies.” On this view, politics is
not an extracurricular activity but the very stuff of higher
education.?

Regardless of what you may have heard, our universities
aren’t governed by balding radicals and their student disciples.
But today, the student activists of the sixties are heroes to many,
and even administrators, those squares, usually profess to view
activism as a sign of health. At least the kids are passionate
about something. Seen in the right light, planning assaults on
the loci of power, which has historically involved reading and
the use of big words, looks like a rich alternative to beer pong.

It’s telling that Richard Rorty, one of the most perceptive
critics of the New Left that the Port Huron Statement helped
launch, endorses its understanding of campuses as “centers of
social protest.” All “universities worthy of the name” have been
such centers, and if “American universities ever cease to be such
centers, they will lose both their self-respect and the respect of
the learned world.” Rorty contemns “conservative critics” who
object to seizing universities as bases for assaults on the loci of
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power. Such duffers disapprove of “politicizing” the universi-
ties. But as far as Rorty is concerned, if you visit a university,
and all you see is deep thinking going on, you're supposed to
shake your head, sniff, and say, “That’s all fine and good, but
why no marching?”

Rorty, then, is mystified that any serious person objects to
left-wing activism as an aim of higher education. Such a person
ought to be “ashamed” of himself, for if universities aren’t in the
business of remedying American sadism and selfishness, what
are the damned things for?* The debate on the left is not about
whether universities should be leery of politics, but rather over
what kind of politics they should enthusiastically embrace.

And the only debate in higher education is the debate on
the left.

Our Far Left-Liberal Universities

In Passing on the Right: Conservative Professors in the Progressive
University, Jon Shields and Joshua Dunn introduce a “closeted”
conservative professor who insists on meeting them at an off-
campus park. They find a “secluded spot,” but their man “was
edgy and spoke softly” When “the sound of footsteps intruded
on our sanctuary, he stopped talking altogether, his eyes darting
about.” This professor, on the job for ten years, was terrified of
being exposed as a conservative.*

At nonsectarian private colleges like mine, according to the
2016-17 Higher Education Research Institute Faculty Survey,
just 10.7% of professors consider themselves conservative, and
another 0.5% say they’re on the far right. We’re outnumbered
by the 13.8% of faculty who put themselves on the far left, not
to speak of the 50.5% who consider themselves liberals. Even if
you combine “middle of the road” faculty with self-identified
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conservatives and far-rightists, that combination is still greatly
outnumbered by the far left-liberal contingent, 64.3% to 35.7%.
At all institutions surveyed, that disparity is 59.8% to 40.2%.°

In fields in which politics are most likely to be discussed—
the relative parity of conservatives in engineering is cold
comfort—things get still worse. In the social sciences, where
my department of politics sits, John Kerry, who lost the presi-
dential election of 2004, would have won it in a historic land-
slide, 88% to 6%. I suppose I should rejoice that political sci-
ence, according to a 2018 study of faculty at top liberal arts
colleges, has only 8.2 registered Democrats for every registered
Republican. The study didn’t spot any Republicans in its sample
of anthropologists.”

Yet most professors aren’t sweating these numbers. Accord-
ing to Neil Gross, author of Why Are Professors Liberal and Why
Do Conservatives Care, the most popular explanation among
professors for the scarcity of conservative faculty is that conser-
vatives are closed-minded. Closed-minded people aren’t com-
fortable in higher education because people in higher educa-
tion are so open-minded. The second most popular explanation
is that conservatives “are too interested in making money to
want jobs as professors.” Higher education isn’t exactly where
the money is, and conservatives are—am I right?>—all about
the Benjamins.

One might expect that academics on the left, ever on the
prowl for hidden prejudices, might find the near-total absence
of conservatives in some departments troubling. But a lot of
them consider the absence a natural and happy result of the
backwardness and greed of conservatives. That, in this judg-
ment, they may be relying on “strongly held stereotypes about
liberals and conservatives” seems not to have entered their
minds.®
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Life at Left-Liberal Colleges and Universities

How does the overwhelming left-liberalism of our colleges and
universities manifest itself? If you have enough interest in
higher education to read this book, you know that even left-
liberal professors, like Erika Christakis of Yale University, or
Brett Weinstein of Evergreen State University, can spark pro-
tests merely by crossing students and colleagues somewhat fur-
ther to the left.” You might think that actual conservatives who
open their mouths can expect to be fired, if they're fortunate
enough to avoid being boiled in oil.

But that hasn’t been my experience. Because I studied with
professors reputed to be conservatives, I couldn’t, even were I
so inclined, pass as a man of the left. Although it took me a
while to secure a permanent position, I interviewed for several
plum positions. If the deck were completely stacked against
conservatives, I wouldn’t have had the opportunity to bomb
those interviews. My work for conservative outlets commenced
before I earned tenure. Yet I can think of only one colleague
over two decades who has treated me unprofessionally for po-
litical reasons. I've worked with hundreds of people. I doubt the
percentage of difficult co-workers I've encountered in higher
education is any higher than it would have been in another line
of work.

My own good experience doesn’t mean that conservatives
are making it up when they complain about discrimination in
the academy. It would be naive, given a natural human weakness
for tribalism, to think that political prejudices never influence
tenure and hiring decisions. There are surely entire fields, like
gender studies, in which the espousal of conservative views
could deal a mortal blow to one’s career. Moreover, there is
some survey evidence that significant minorities of liberals and
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conservatives are willing to discriminate against their opposite
numbers in hiring and other decisions.'® Since liberals vastly
outnumber conservatives in academia, conservatives must be
bearing the brunt of whatever political discrimination may be
occurring there.

Even when conservatives face no discrimination in hiring
and promotion, universities can turn up the heat on them, par-
ticularly on social conservatives like Scott Yenor, who made the
mistake of arguing, in a conservative outlet, that transgender
activists want to weaken the rights of parents. For this, he was
publicly accused, by the school’s director of Diversity and Inclu-
sion, of harboring a “pathetic fear” of change and of initiating a
line of thought that ends in genocide.'! Posters appeared on
campus demanding that Yenor be fired, there were calls for him
to be investigated, and the faculty senate entertained a resolu-
tion that would have amounted to a censure of their colleague.
In fairness to Boise State, Yenor was not investigated, censured,
or fired. But he was wrung out."?

Still, 'm not the only conservative who gets on all right in
academia. According to Shields and Dunn, the conservative
academics they interviewed “generally told us that the academy
is far more tolerant than right-wing critics of the progressive
university seem to imagine.” Only about a third of their inter-
viewees tried to hide their politics prior to earning tenure, ten-
ure being a near-guarantee against being fired. That sounds like
alot, but given the high stakes involved, and the possibility that
offending a vindictive colleague might sink one’s chances, ju-
nior professors are notoriously cautious. They pretend the de-
partment chairperson’s jokes are funny, that they love serving
on committees, that the new strategic plan is a gem and, in sum,
that everything is terrific. These are people inclined to conceal
their very personalities, let alone their politics. So it’s reassuring
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that the great majority of conservatives whom Shields and
Dunn interviewed felt no need to hide."?

We should view these results with some skepticism. Inter-
viewees willingly identified themselves as conservatives to
Shields and Dunn, who don’t claim their sample is representa-
tive. The professors who so identified themselves may be more
content than other conservatives who didn’t, perhaps for fear
of being shunned or otherwise harmed. Yet Samuel Abrams,
working with a much larger sample, and with a survey in which
respondents remained anonymous, found that conservative
professors are somewhat more satisfied in academia than liber-
als are."* Faced with such findings, critics of the liberal academy
resort to “false consciousness” explanations of a sort usually
more popular with the left. Conservatives in academia are so
oppressed they’ve started to like it."®

This line of analysis, I'm sorry to say to my conservative
brothers and sisters, is the last resort of the evidence-deprived.

We Don’t Want No Trouble

But don’t worry, friends. It’s bad enough at colleges and univer-
sities. That small group on the far left, even if its members don’t
usually threaten the livelihoods of the few conservatives they
work with, has an outsized influence on many campuses.

You've all seen a movie or TV show in which a character,
sensing danger, raises his hands, takes a step back and says, “I
don’t want no trouble.” To understand the influence of the left
at our colleges and universities, you have to understand that
most people who study or work at them don’t want no
trouble.

We faculty members don’t want no trouble. We're at univer-
sities because we want to investigate interesting questions,



36 CHAPTER TWO

whether they concern dark matter or Aristotle. We like to be
around other odd birds who pursue such questions. Often, hav-
ing been inspired by teachers, we like to mentor students.
Often, we get to do our work without much interference from
fellow teachers or higher-ups and are happiest when we’re not
in each other’s business. If a situation arises that requires us to
be in each other’s business, particularly if people seem angry
about it, many of us will be tempted to appease whichever fac-
tion is capable of making the most trouble. Then we can get
back to our labs and offices.

Students don’t want no trouble either. Although there are pe-
riods in which student activism is a popular sideline, few students
come to college to do politics. They may be there to get a job, or
to enjoy themselves before they have to get a job; most of them
hope to learn something. Some of them find activists irritating,
but for the most part, like their professors, students confronted
with a tense campus environment want to defuse the tension,
which means appeasing the people who are shouting loudest.

In a superb essay on how comedians are selected to perform
at college campuses, Caitlin Flanagan profiles the students,
members of activities committees, who help make the deci-
sions. They’re not usually activists themselves. But they’re nice
people, unlikely to be deaf to students who say their feelings are
hurt, or that they feel threatened, by edgy jokes. And they’re
cautious. So, although they may have “nuanced opinions” about
comedy, they understand that if you hire a comedian who hugs
the line between funny and offensive, there could be trouble.
Consequently, without much conviction, they choose “comedy
so thoroughly scrubbed of barb and aggression that if the most
hypersensitive weirdo on campus mistakenly wandered into a
performance, the words he would hear would fall on him like

a soft rain.”*¢
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Administrators, the main villains in Flanagan’s tale, seriously
don’t want no trouble. Their job is to attract and retain students.
They also don’t want anything to unsettle the digestion of their
alumni, who may not open their wallets if their stomachs are
upset by scenes for which the curated annual report has left
them unprepared. Yale will survive the viral video of a student
screaming at a faculty member because his spouse was judged
soft on offensive Halloween costumes. But most administrators
don’t work at universities that have $25 billion endowments and
applicants willing to cut off a limb to be admitted. So most ad-
ministrators would ban Halloween if they could. Short of that,
they’ll do what they can to stop students from getting upset
about anything, especially in public. That means that their first
impulse—also their second and third—is to appease those
most likely to make trouble.

A mentor taught me, referring to our department, that any-
one who cared about departmental affairs could have a dispro-
portionate influence over them, because most department
members, like the faculty I describe above, wanted to do their
work without being bothered. The same is true of college cam-
puses in general, and that helps explain why, even though the
far left is a small minority on most campuses, far-leftists have an
outsized influence. They care a lot about governing the college.
They’re more likely than other faculty members to describe
themselves as “scholar-activists,” meaning that, for them, as for
the Port Huron gang, universities are primarily sites for doing
political work. Whereas most faculty members consider aca-
demic governance a chore akin to weeding in the hot sun, for
the scholar-activist, it's how you make universities more reflec-
tive of and effective at promoting your political priorities.

Jacques Berlinerblau, a credible witness in part because he
denies that left-wing professors indoctrinate their students,
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agrees that those same professors have an influence well beyond
their numbers. On an average campus, says Berlinerblau, there’s
a “tiny cohort of conservatives,” a “much larger but graying and
listless group of traditional liberals,” and “a somewhat smaller
but much more institutionally influential and powerful group of
scholars on the extreme Left.” Berlinerblau doesn’t think that
left-wing professors are interested in indoctrinating undergrad-
uates, mainly because they’re not interested in teaching. But he
thinks they’re eager “to control institutions” and are “really good
at playing this game.” It is the fond desire of the “politicized pro-
fessor” that “you could walk from one side of the campus to an-
other and never find an alternative to his worldview."”

Neither activist students nor politicized professors have
numbers. But a funny thing happens when their determination,
and willingness to make trouble, interacts with the desire of most
others at the university to dodge trouble. You get universities will-
ing to make large concessions, in the curriculum, in hiring, and in
day-to-day management, to their leftmost constituents.

The Campus Atmosphere in Conclusion

I've said both that many conservatives are comfortable on cam-
pus and that the far left has an outsized influence there. What,
then, are campuses like? Conditions vary, but I have no reason
to believe that the campuses where I've worked are unusual.
Here’s one telling episode.

I'm at an informal meeting about a first-year course, of which
I'teach a section. A student—one or two are present along with
faculty—observes that the text we now use to discuss race isn’t
working. The other, benighted, kids aren’t grasping the concept
of white privilege, according to which our social and political
arrangements not incidentally but systematically favor white



LEFT, RIGHT, WRONG 39

people. Yes, systematic racial bias is the subject of the book in
question, but students are still resisting the idea that they are
personal beneficiaries of a system best described as oppressive.
We need to choose a text that will do a better job of making sure
our students get it. The student who makes this point—an ex-
cellent student by the way—hasn’t learned that it’s imprudent,
even in today’s academy, to propose that our aim as teachers is
to cram our point of view through the clenched jaws of our
students.

But no one says anything. So I say that, in this particular
course, we're trying to teach students how to reflect on funda-
mental questions, like what justice is, rather than to break down
their resistance to critical race theory. I say that I've been teach-
ing, in another course, a debate about race in America between
Ta Nehisi Coates of The Atlantic and Jonathan Chait of New
York Magazine. According to the latter, although we are far from
racial equality, the basic story of the United States is of “halting,
non-continuous, but clear improvement.”'® According to the
former, “white supremacy” is our heritage and has only been
“reinforced,” repeatedly, since the end of chattel slavery.'® I say
that we are now being asked to construct a curriculum that will
cause students to reject Chait, not to mention black intellectu-
als who share his view, and to embrace Coates. I conclude that
this means that the college, in a required course, will not only
be attempting to push students to the left but also telling them
precisely where they should sit on the spectrum of left-liberal
opinion. I await a motion to make me professor of the week.

Instead, another faculty member, a shade or two whiter than
I am, announces that my arguments are a symptom of “white
anxiety.”

After waiting in vain for support, I object that accusing one’s
opponents, without a shred of evidence, of being in the grips of
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a race-based mental illness, is no way to advance our under-
standing of an issue about which, after all, reasonable people
disagree.

Awkward silence. Someone changes the subject.

What can we learn from this incident? Let me begin with
what it doesn’t suggest. It doesn’t suggest that left-wing ideo-
logues run our campuses. In this course, as in every other re-
quired first-year course I've taught, we continued to read a vari-
ety of texts, many of them the kinds of classics some conservatives
believe are no longer taught at the university. Nearly all of my
colleagues would nod vigorously if told that our mission is not
to indoctrinate our students but to introduce them to influen-
tial and worthy approaches to enduring questions. And, in spite
of my public outing as an anxious white dude, I wasn’t frog-
marched out of my office the next day and packed off to reedu-
cation camp, or even unfriended on Facebook.

What the incident does suggest is that most faculty mem-
bers, whether or not they accept certain pieties of the left, don’t
question them aloud. So it’s easier and less controversial to as-
sert that we live in a white supremacist culture than it is to ques-
tion that assertion. It’s easier and less controversial to assert that
we live in a culture that endorses rape than it is to question that
assertion. It’s easier and less controversial to assert that we
should revamp our academic programming to advance racial
and gender justice than it is to question that assertion. It’s easier
and less controversial to admit to a vote for Jill Stein than it is
to admit to a vote for George W. Bush. And, finally, it’s easier to
sit silently when one’s colleagues are, without evidence, accused
ofharboring a racial bias so deep that it infects their every argu-
ment than itis to object. We should worry about self-censorship
(though people shouldn’t blurt out everything that’s on their
minds) not only for its immediate but also its long-term conse-
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quences. As my father-in-law, the political theorist Werner
Dannhauser, wrote, “What is unsayable becomes unthinkable
for most human beings.”*°

It may seem odd to say both that most faculty members I
know reject the idea that our mission is to indoctrinate our stu-
dents and that it’s hard to question the idea that our academic
programming should advance a left-wing conception of social
justice. This situation defies logic. But, in my experience, the
leading solution to the problem that turning colleges into social
justice Sunday schools contradicts what most professors other-
wise think about their missions is not to talk about it.

Did I mention that we don’t want no trouble?

I'was discussing a curricular proposal with a liberal friend of
mine, an excellent teacher and no ideologue. The proposal was
surprisingly forthright about its intent, which was to move stu-
dents toward a certain understanding of justice and inspire
them to act on it. My friend planned to vote for it. He was con-
vinced that few professors would teach the proposed text in the
spirit the proposers hoped it would be taught. Moreover, al-
though he wasn’t the sort to push a point of view on his stu-
dents, he didn’t think that it would be a calamity if some profes-
sors indulged themselves that way, so long as that point of view
was antiracist.

That suggests an additional explanation, admittedly specula-
tive, of why highly contestable views aren’t challenged vigor-
ously on our campuses. Remember Berlinerblau’s graying tra-
ditional liberals? They may have supported President Obama
while their more radical colleagues saw him as a neoliberal,
drone-war-waging, sellout. But even grayer and more moderate
people of the left have sympathy for the young and radical. They
may worry a little that their colleagues are undermining the de-
votion of colleges and universities to inquiry, a devotion they
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themselves share. But that worry competes with the sense that
the young are usually on the right side of history.

Whatever the best explanation of the causes may be, it seems
safe to say this about the political atmosphere on many college
campuses. Although conservatives, for the most part, can work
in peace, and although not that many faculty members are on
the far left, there is little appetite for challenging conventional
left-wing wisdom. The problem is not that left-wing activists are
wrong, and everyone else is right. The former can compel the
latter to reexamine views—about what educators should be
doing, or about how service workers should be treated, or
about how the United States should conduct itself abroad—
that deserve scrutiny and may have hardened into prejudices.
The problem is, rather, that the public discourse at many of our
colleges and universities, a public discourse that is bound to
influence decisions about curriculum, hiring, student life, and
other matters, approximates in some subject areas the discourse
of a one-party state.

What's Wrong with Being Politicized?

Nowadays, if you complain to a professor that colleges and uni-
versities are politicized, you may be met with a condescending
smile. The jaded have the politician’s habit of dismissing
charges, once proven, as old news. But even among the earnest,
the view that academic work can be anything other than politi-
cal seems naive. I tried, years back, to persuade a colleague of
mine on the left to co-write a letter concerning the Boycott,
Divestment, and Sanctions movement (BDS), which I'll dis-
cuss in chapter 5. We agreed that in the name of a dubious and
hyperpartisan understanding of Middle East politics, BDS ac-
tivists seek to drive certain institutions and individuals out of
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the community of scholars. We agreed that this position, where
it prevails, threatens academic freedom.

But my colleague balked when I suggested we criticize BDS
for dragging universities into politics. I wanted to argue that if
we concede that colleges and universities are properly vehicles
for people’s politics, legislators and trustees are free to conclude
that they, and not professors, should get to decide what politics
gets taught. This point still seems to me almost too obvious to
need stating. But, my colleague asked rhetorically, aren’t col-
leges and universities inherently political? And don’t scholars
always bring to the table a politics that guides the questions
they ask and the conclusions they draw?

What does it mean to worry that our universities are politi-
cized? Our worry can’t be that professors have motives for en-
tering academic life other than the ice-cold pursuit of the truth.
No one blames the biology researcher who wants not only to
inquire into the natural world but also to cure cancer. A friend
of mine who went into the field of security studies traces his
interest back to the Yom Kippur War, which he saw unfold on
television when he was four years old. There’s nothing wrong
with entering the security studies field in the hope of promot-
ing peace. While there are pure researchers who select an object
of study for no reason apart from intellectual curiosity, we don’t
need to demand such purity of our researchers or teachers. But
we can ask them, as members of a scholarly community, to
agree with this proposition: in conflicts between one’s convic-
tions and the best argument, the best argument should
prevail.

To worry that our universities are politicized can’t mean,
either, that when we become convinced in the course of our
work of a politically relevant conclusion, we must remain silent
about it. Prudence counsels academics to be wary of being
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perceived as partisans. But there’s no principled reason that an
economist who, after rigorous study, concludes that the mini-
mum wage will or won’t depress employment, should refrain
from sharing that conclusion in an op-ed, or even at a political
convention.

And our worry can’t mean that we think naively that colleges
and universities can be insulated completely from politics. In
balking at the idea that politicization is our enemy, my colleague
on the left may have been recalling the feminist slogan, “The
personal is the political.” Arrangements deemed private—for
example how husbands should treat wives—can’t be addressed
without attention to arrangements deemed public—who rules
and to what end? Feminists or not, we conservatives can hardly
object to the commonsense idea that politics, even liberal
democratic politics, has far-reaching effects on how we think
about and act within families, neighborhoods, businesses, and
yes, universities. Similarly, one can’t deny that colleges and uni-
versities are political in the narrow sense of involving relations
of power—between administrators, faculty, and students, be-
tween the tenured and non-tenured, between men and women,
and so on. Those relations of power can undermine the university
as a community of people who are trying to be reasonable, in
which one’s status should depend on one’s capacity to make and
judge arguments well.

Rather, we who worry about the politicization of our univer-
sities take issue with the idea that there’s no such thing as a
common good among truth-seekers, which we should prefer to
our partisan convictions and use to clear away the prejudices
and distortions introduced by politics. We’re not convinced by
the philosopher Michel Foucault, who puts truth in quotation
marks and claims that it is “linked in a circular relation with
systems of power.””! We're convinced instead by the historian,
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Thomas Haskell, who argues that if we adopt Foucault’s prem-
ises, then assertions about academic freedom, about the special
status professors merit by virtue of their devotion to the truth,
has “to be interpreted as self-serving rhetoric.”>* We're sur-
prised that our colleagues think that they can adopt such prem-
ises and still have a leg to stand on if politicians say, “Since you
admit that your enterprise is just another means of exercising
power, and since you're weak and we’re strong, we're removing
you and installing our people in your place.”

What could they do other than shrug, smile, and say “You've
gotus.”?

That practical concern aside, the slogan “Everything is politi-
cal” simplifies and diminishes intellectual work. Go back to that
informal meeting about a first-year course, in which my col-
leagues and I were discussing what to include regarding race.
Thirty years ago, the discussion would have been about “multi-
culturalism.” Back then, an earnest, moderate, philosophical
liberal might argue to include, say, Du Bois’s The Souls of Black
Folk, by appealing to a sensible idea: the careful investigation of
diverse peoples and civilizations is part of what’s needed to be-
come reasonable.>® Such investigation reveals alternatives to
our habitual way of looking at things and causes us to wonder
if what we think reasonable is, in truth, narrow-minded. With-
out it, “Be reasonable!” can be less a call to open one’s mind
than to close it. Du Bois pursues this theme when he proposes
that the “rich and bitter depth” of the American black experi-
ence can give America and the world “new points of view.”>*

Allan Bloom argued that, whatever earnest liberal philoso-
phers might say, multiculturalism was made popular by political
considerations. Its intention was to “propagandize acceptance
of different ways,” not promote understanding of those ways.**
Whether Bloom was right, as I think, or not, one is today more
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likely to say forthrightly that “diversity” in the curriculum is
needed not to investigate peoples or cultures in the hope of
becoming more reasonable but to uncover power and privilege
in order to overturn them. For this purpose, it’s probably more
useful to read and reread Peggy McIntosh’s “White Privilege:
Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack” than to read Du Bois. Mc-
Intosh may be white, but she deals exclusively with the central
issue, oppression, and fulfills directly the aim of education, to
cause holders of skin or sex privilege to recognize that they’re
oppressors and to inspire them to reject oppressive power
structures.>®

Du Bois, a keen analyst of power and an activist, is no stranger
to this species of argument. But you might say he sometimes got
sidetracked by other concerns. In particular, he entertains the
idea of a “sovereign human soul that seeks to know itself and
the world about it,” that has a good in common with other would-
be knowers, that imagines itself in communion with Shakespeare
and Aristotle, and supposes it can be “wed with Truth.”*’

That sounds more interesting to me than “everything is po-
litical,” but people engaged in serious activism don’t have the
luxury of being interesting.

Undermining Our Mission: Curriculum

Protesters shutting down speeches or shouting at professors
make good video. But the consequences of the situation I've
outlined, in which professors, administrators, and students let
the pieties of the left go unquestioned, are subtler. I'll focus on
those consequences that bear directly on the mission of the uni-
versity, to help students become reasonable people, and to nur-
ture in them the understanding that anyone who claims to be
reasonable must yield to the best arguments.
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Back to the curriculum. In 2015, the faculty of Columbia Uni-
versity’s required Literature Humanities class (LitHum) voted
to add Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon to the syllabus. As Julie
Crawford, then chair of LitHum, observed, Song of Solomon was
“the first work by a living author on the syllabus, the first by an
American, and the first by a black American.” Crawford reflects
on the puzzling but characteristic way in which the discussion of
Morrison was framed by some commentators: “The inclusion of
Morrison increased the ‘diversity’ of the course, and, in particu-
lar, . .. she [was] the first writer ‘of color’ on the syllabus””

By diversity, no one meant “range of experience and expres-
sion.” Students in LitHum are expected to make sense of texts
that emerged from the “Mediterranean and Near East”
2,800 years ago. They’re expected to decipher texts from
“fourth-century Roman North Africa, fourteenth-century Flor-
ence,” and “nineteenth-century St. Petersburg.” They're ex-
pected to enter the minds of authors who, though they some-
times knew of each other, come from bewilderingly different
worlds, speak different languages, understand what it means to
be human in deeply different ways, and articulate their under-
standings in distinctive forms of poetry and prose. Yet “diver-
sity” as used by champions of the change was really “shorthand
for meaningful categories in current American political dis-
course.” Only in these terms would reading Toni Morrison, an
American author whose America we inhabit, count as an expe-
rience of diversity more than reading Homer, whose world is
almost lost to us. But Homer is white.

Except he isn't, as Crawford points out. Nor, in “any mean-
ingful sense,” are St. Augustine, the “early scribes of Genesis” or
a number of other writers read in LitHum. One doesn’t need
color photographs of the various authors to understand Craw-
ford’s point, that “whiteness is not a transhistorical category”
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and that “what we call race . . . has not worked in the same way,
or been understood in the same way, across time or culture.”*®

If you doubt that, consider Sarah E. Bond’s 2017 article,
“Why We Need to Start Seeing the Classical World in Color.”
Bond, a classicist, begins by observing that “many of the statues,
reliefs, and sarcophagi created in the ancient Western world
were in fact painted.” The association of classical sculpture with
white marble conveys a “false idea of homogeneity—everyone
was very white!—across the Mediterranean region.” Bond ar-
gues that this false idea of “white” Greeks and Romans contrib-
utes to “the false construction of Western civilization as white.”
And that idea makes it artificially difficult for people of color to
“see themselves in the ancient landscape that we present to
them.””® For making this scholarly and only mildly political ar-
gument in an online arts journal, Bond found herself subjected
to violent threats, emanating from the right.*°

In insisting that Western civilization is dead, white, and male,
the alt-right and much of the left are united. Who says biparti-
sanship is dead?

Those who today speak for curricular diversity in terms the
alt-right finds congenial demand that we think of the disparate
authors of the so-called Western canon as “dead white males.”
They demand of colleagues, administrators, and the students
whose minds they’re charged with improving, that they bow to
bad arguments, that they pretend not to know things that they
know in order to be on the right side of contemporary politics.
They demand that we say with a straight face that it’s more of a
challenge to our beliefs to read a twenty-first-century lesbian,
or African American, or Latino, or disabled person (not a Jew,
though—Jews are riding high), than it is to read Homer or
Montaigne, with whom we have less in common. That is to say,
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they demand that we demean ourselves and disserve our stu-
dents by presenting propaganda as wisdom.

Undermining Our Mission: Student Mental Health

A similar demand influences our discussion of “microaggres-
sions.”*! Microaggressions are offenses, generally unintentional,
against members of disadvantaged groups. They range from
minor—°So, you're black; is Beyoncé authentic?”—to major—
“I've never met an articulate black person before; how did you
escape the hood mentality?” Microaggressions have been part of
mainstream thinking for only a decade or so, but campuses are
already hurriedly implementing programs to stamp them out.*
Few deny that words can cause great harm. But it’s along way
from this premise to the conclusion that a class of insults called
microaggressions should be exposed and eradicated. In 2017,
Perspectives on Psychological Science published a review of re-
search on microaggressions by Scott Lilienfeld, a professor of
psychology at Emory University. Lilienfeld’s review found the
research wanting. For one thing, it’s hard to say what a microag-
gression is, which makes microaggressions difficult to study.
Was it a microaggression when, one day, two of my Protestant
friends shared their concern that, because I was Jewish, I'd be
going to hell? I didn’t take it that way, though today I suppose I
might be encouraged to report it to a bias response team.*?
What if someone says, “I believe that the most qualified person
should get the job regardless of race”? That sounds innocuous
but is regarded as a microaggression in “widely used training
materials,” presumably because it denies, by suggesting color-
blindness is possible, the pervasiveness of racism.** Perhaps
one shouldn’t lump together the various phenomena that fall
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under the name “microaggression,” and a research program
bound to a category so “imprecisely defined and porous in
its boundaries” is suspect. Before we draw firm conclusions, “it
will be essential to shore up the microaggression concept
considerably.”*

Lilienfeld finds little or no support for the fundamental
premises of programs that target microaggressions. We don’t
know whether or not “microaggressions reflect implicitly preju-
dicial and implicitly aggressive motives.”*® There’s not much
evidence that “microaggressions are interpreted negatively by
most or all minority group members” or even that microaggres-
sions “exert an adverse impact on the mental health of recipi-
ents; researchers have uncovered correlations but not a causal
relationship between microaggressions and “adverse mental
health outcomes.”?” Moreover, Lilienfeld thinks that programs
designed to help with microaggressions may make matters
worse for students. A “heightened attention to microaggres-
sions may sensitize minority individuals to subtle signs of po-
tential prejudice, leading them to become hypervigilant.” They
may “become more likely to experience negative psychological
reactions following minor perceived provocations.” The psy-
chologist, Jonathan Haidt, and the free speech activist, Greg
Lukianoff, have raised a similar issue about the related phenom-
enon of “trigger warnings,” meant to alert students to the po-
tential trauma to which different readings and activities might
subject them. “People acquire their fears not just from their
own past experiences, but from social learning as well. If every-
one around you acts as though something is dangerous—
elevators, certain neighborhoods, novels depicting racism—
then you are at risk of acquiring that fear too.”**

In light of all this, there’s a good case for one of Lilienfeld’s
suggestions: that we halt microaggression programs until we're
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confident they’re doing more good than harm. But in a re-
sponse to Lilienfeld, Derald Wing Sue, a pioneer in microag-
gression research, inadvertently indicates why colleges are un-
likely to do so: it would be ideologically unacceptable. Sue
doesn’t try to contest Lilienfeld’s review; instead, he suggests
that science is not the right framework in which to consider the
issue. Microaggression programs are about “experiential reality
and about listening to the voices of those most oppressed.”
Those in the privileged majority may “enjoy the luxury of wait-
ing for proof,” but proof must not be demanded of those who
aren’t privileged. Lilienfeld is callously “applying the principle
of skepticism to the study of microaggressions, which may unin-
tentionally dilute, dismiss, and negate the lived experience of
marginalized groups.”® Consider again the possibility that the
aim of education is to promote reason and to form human be-
ings who think it a disgrace not to listen to it. Sue and others
who insist on microaggression programs, even when con-
fronted with reasons to think such programs might hurt those
they are designed to help, propose that marginalized students
mustn’t be taught to question their subjective experiences. Fac-
ulty members must pretend that the arguments in favor of mi-
croaggression trainings are stronger than they are. This posture,
apart from humiliating everyone involved, is antithetical to the
mission of the university.

Undermining Our Mission: Education as Exorcism

Toward the beginning of this chapter, I referred to a debate on
the left concerning what kind of politics universities should em-
brace. But it was an exaggeration to call it a debate. What Rich-
ard Rorty called the cultural left was already the main left on
campus when he identified it more than two decades ago. That
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cultural left sees the enemy as above all a mind-set that infects
our very language. The causes of cruelty toward blacks, women,
the disabled, and other historically disadvantaged groups are
deep in our culture and can only be rectified by a kind of revolu-
tion, in which the regime to be overthrown is not a monarchy
or oligarchy but the whitecisheteropatriarchy. Therefore, unlike
what Rorty calls the reform left, which tended to focus on elec-
tions and economic change, the cultural left focuses on getting
at a problem, sometimes dubbed “power,” that has infiltrated
everything. Power in this sense, as Rorty vividly puts it, “hasleft
an indelible stain on every word in our language and on every
institution in our society. It is always already there and cannot
be spotted coming or going.” It is “as much inside one as outside
one” and “only interminable individual and social analysis . . .
can help us escape from the infinitely fine meshes of its invisible
web*

Since reason and the norms that govern debate are them-
selves infected by power, whose “ubiquity is reminiscent of the
ubiquity of Satan,” it’s no surprise that commentators, not all of
them right-wingers, compare the academic left to a religious
orthodoxy. “If you happen to see the world in a different way,”
Andrew Sullivan says sarcastically, “if you're a liberal or libertar-
ian or even, gasp, a conservative, if you believe that a university
is a place where any idea, however loathsome, can be debated
and refuted, you are not just wrong, you are immoral.” Dissent-
ers, who might “contaminate others’ souls,” must be converted
or crushed. “You can’t reason with heresy.”*!

Consider the cancellation of classes at Connecticut College,
one day in March 2015, because of a series of incidents that,
though some were disturbing, might occur in any community
of non-saints. In August 2014, a professor of philosophy, An-
drew Pessin, wrote a Facebook post on the Israeli-Palestinian
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conflict that, when it was made public, offended and angered
some students. The post, which was carelessly worded, could
be read as comparing Palestinians to dogs, though, read in con-
text, it applied, without question, only to Hamas terrorists.

Pessin was denounced by some students as a racist. More
strikingly, despite the ambiguity of what Pessin had written, and
his subsequent apology, several academic departments, includ-
ing history, sociology, and theater, stepped forward to “con-
demn speech that is full of bigotry and hate.”** There followed
exchanges on the then-popular anonymous forum Yik Yak, in
which Pessin’s critics were targets of nasty criticism themselves,
and in which anti-Semitic epithets were deployed (Pessin is
Jewish). The college responded to all this by holding a forum.
Administrators canceled early evening “events, programs, and
practices” to support the forum, which reportedly became a
three-hour-long airing of student grievances concerning
racism.®

But that one forum, and the cancellation of events to allow
as many as possible to attend it, was deemed insufficient. A new
incident, according to a letter from President Katherine
Bergeron, of “racist graffiti” had been uncovered. This was an
emergency: “We must take action immediately to expose and
eradicate this ignorance and hatred.” A mere three-hour forum
wouldn’t do the trick. Bergeron had “decided to cancel [the
next day’s] classes to ensure these events receive the proper at-
tention.”** Ultimately, Pessin left Connecticut College on medi-
calleave and didn’t return until more than two years had passed.
They never did catch the racist grafhiti artist, who likely was not
a member of the campus community.*

Without downplaying the pressure Bergeron must have been
under, or the agitation on campus over troubling events, I think
that Bergeron’s decision to cancel an entire day of classes over
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bathroom grafhiti is hard to defend. Even authoritarian regimes
have trouble keeping a lid on graffiti and even good communi-
ties are unlikely to eradicate anonymous, ugly expression. What
message does it send to declare a state of campus emergency
over such incidents and to cancel all college business in the
hopeless hope of eradicating, as one might seek to exorcise de-
mons, the last racist graffiti artists? While I wouldn’t describe
this as the beginning of a trend, I would describe it as the logical
culmination of a view according to which one of the primary
purposes of a college campus is to encourage left political activ-
ism. In that case, the task of cultivating reason, itself inhabited
by demonic prejudices, properly takes a back seat to the task
of exorcism.

No wonder that St. Olaf College, in spring 2017, prompted
by a racist note and subsequent protests, canceled classes. It
may seem cynical to suggest that administrators, by handling
incidents of racism this way, empower anyone who cares to shut
down a campus.

However, the St. Olaf note was a hoax.*$

Burn It Down: The Conservative Response

If the campus left has been, in the face of great challenges to
colleges and universities, chasing the last racist grafhiti artists,
conservatives are tracking another strange quarry—the reli-
gious studies / gender studies double major.47

You see, somebody once did that double major and ended
up in alot of debt.

I first came across the name Cortney Munna in Glenn Rey-
nolds’s 2012 book The Higher Education Bubble.** Munna, twenty-
six years old, was still $96,000 in debt for her New York Univer-
sity degree. She was making $22 per hour as a photographer.*’
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But the New York Times story that alerted commentators to
Munna’s plight was loan porn, not a serious treatment of stu-
dent loan debt. Munna was a wildly unrepresentative case. In
2012, median student loan debt, for those who held it—many
don’t borrow—was $12,800.%° The mean, to which loan worri-
ers always appeal, was $23,300, brought up by the small percent-
age of borrowers who, like Munna, had racked up enormous
debts.

But conservatives, even some who embrace the kind of con-
servatism I favor, found Munna irresistible. Reynolds himself
founded and writes for the widely read blog Instapundit, and
Munna’s case was also taken up by well-known conservative
figures, including George Will, Rod Dreher, and William Ben-
nett. Perhaps one reason for the attention is that Munna was, as
already noted, a religious studies / women’s studies major. That’s
rich, right? Left-wing professors, like so many Snidely Whiplashes
tying damsels to the train tracks, lure poor Munna into majoring
in an impractical, highly politicized, humanities major, leaving
her with a mountain of debt.

But Munna is wildly unrepresentative in large part because
of her majors. Hardly anyone majors in women’s studies. In
201415, 1,333 women'’s studies degrees were awarded through-
out the country. That is 7/100 of 1% of the 1,894,000 degrees
conferred that academic year. Approximately 4,500 were
awarded in religious studies, Munna’s second major. That’s
another 2/10 0f 1%. Cortney Munna, her indebtedness and majors
considered, was the rarest of rare birds. For those worried that
colleges and universities are too into the humanities, bear in
mind that business alone accounted in that same year for better
than 19% of all degrees awarded. Health professions accounted
for another 11.5% or so.*" The idea that the problem in higher
education is an overproduction of Cortney Munnas is laughably
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wrong.>* So why are otherwise intelligent people making this
case?

For one thing, Munna props up the “higher education
bubble” idea that has won conservatives over. Tuition has in-
creased at well above the rate of inflation (net price, what stu-
dents pay after aid is factored in, has, however, steadied re-
cently). At the same time, although college has become
increasingly important for people who want to remain in the
middle class, some college graduates find themselves unem-
ployed and more find themselves underemployed. Under these
circumstances, the argument goes, we can expect that parents
and other education consumers will abandon all but the top
brick-and-mortar colleges in favor of cheaper online options.
Traditional colleges and universities, threatened, defend “exist-
ing interests” and look to fill their seats with paying customers,
the good of students be damned. Innovative “edupunks” are
heroes because they’re “interested in finding new ways of teach-
ing and learning” that will enable students to get a better educa-
tion at alower cost. Change is coming, “it is unlikely to be either
modest or gradual,” and those who wish to survive had better
climb aboard the good ship Disruption.*?

This story isn’t as silly as the story that places Cortney
Munna at the center of our higher education woes. But it’s a
little silly. It neglects the fact that upstarts, not traditional col-
leges, are at the heart of our recent student loan troubles and
have thus far suffered the most serious consequences of defla-
tion in the higher education sector. According to a Brookings
Institute report, students attending for-profit institutions in
2011-12 borrowed just $848 less on average than students at pri-
vate non-profits and $1,811 more than students at four-year pub-
lic institutions. Attendees of for-profits tend to be less well-oft
than attendees of private non-profits, and they default on their
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loans at a much higher rate (almost triple in fiscal year 2010).>*
One might add that the recent history of for-profits has a bub-
bly feel. From 2000 to 2010, enrollment at for-profits nearly qua-
drupled, while, over the same period, enrollment at private non-
profits increased at a much more modest 20%.°° After 2010, the
floor dropped out of the for-profit sector, whose enrollment
declined by more than a third between 2010 and 2015 and has
continued to decline.

It’s true that, as a 2019 article puts it, “higher education en-
rollments have been falling for years” in the United States. Is
this a sign of the bubble Reynolds predicted would soon burst?
Signs point to no. The number of four-year private non-profits
fell by about 1.2%, between 2015-16 and 2018-19, but there re-
mained more such colleges and universities after that drop than
there had been in 2009. Four-year for-profits fell nearly 49%,
and there were 35.5% fewer of them than in 2009.%¢

Yes, many non-profit colleges and universities are under sig-
nificant pressure now. And, because the college-aged popula-
tion is projected to decline, they were already anticipating a
bumpy ride even before the global pandemic, which is widely
expected to make a challenging climate much worse. Bubble
conservatives may at last get the closings they’ve longed for, if
not for the reasons they’ve predicted.’” But the higher educa-
tion bubble, if we can speak of one at all, isn’t a creature of ir-
responsible hidebound colleges that are being disrupted by
innovators. It’s the supposed innovators who best fit the de-
scription of irresponsible institutions signing up students who
can’t afford college and leaving them without the resources to
pay off their loans.

So why have so many conservatives pushed a misleading
story? You can understand the libertarian-leaning Reynolds
being charmed by it: what libertarian doesn’t cheer a fat, happy
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government suckling being outcompeted by scrappy punks?
But even traditionalist conservatives, who ordinarily shake
their canes at punks, have adopted the Reynolds line. One can
only speculate about the motives of our bubblists, but my best
guess is that they’re in despair about higher education.

Consider Victor Davis Hanson, the renowned classicist and
military historian. His approach to higher education is in many
respects that of a traditionalist. Until recently, universities acted
as “cultural custodians,” and shaped “literate citizens,” skilled
readers, writers, and reasoners, who “appreciated the history of
their civilization and understood the rights and responsibilities
of their unique citizenship.”*® But the university “now finds it-
self being bypassed technologically, conceptually, and cultur-
ally, in ways both welcome and disturbing.” Hanson, to his
credit, acknowledges that the private, for-profit, largely online
enterprises that compete with traditional higher education
speed up a “creeping vocationalism,” a single-minded emphasis
on job skills that undermines classical education. Such schools
bring more shovels with which to bury “the old notion of offer-
ing liberal arts classes to enrich citizenship.”

That’s the disturbing part of the bypassing of colleges and
universities. However, inasmuch as brick-and-mortar colleges
have all but ceded their cultural custodianship and liberal edu-
cation missions in the face of the challenges from the left dis-
cussed earlier in this chapter, the upstarts certainly don’t make
matters worse. Their “unspoken premise is that if universities
do not believe in the value of teaching Western civilization as
part of a mandated general-education curriculum, then why
not simply go to the heart of the matter and offer computer-
programming skills or aeronautical-engineering know-how
without the pretense of a broad education?”
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In other words, if what we once called “liberal education” is
now an empty promise, we may as well take our vocationalism
straight, without the sermons. Things may blow up, then, for
many conventional colleges, but—and here is the welcome
part—°“the Internet,” “religious schools,” and “CDs and DVDs”
will increasingly provide places to go for those in need of a seri-
ous education. It may be regrettable that people will be forced
to locate such sources amid a Wild West of education hawkers.
It may be regrettable that they’ll have to relearn how to operate
their DVD players. But the American university has “forfeited
the only commodity,” the capacity to offer a classical education,
“that made it irreplaceable.” This “forfeited” tells you that al-
though the struggle may continue over classical education, it
has already been lost, so much so that Hanson has called the
American university a “virtual outlaw institution,” whose cor-
rupt professors and administrators offer little of value and
saddle clueless student-clients with unpayable debt.>”

While Hanson isn’t shouting “Burn, baby, burn,” his argu-
ment does suggest that universities are so far gone that nothing
short of a counter-revolution has a chance of helping them. His
reasoning reminds me of Michael Anton’s, which I introduced
in the preface. Anton famously begins, “2016 is the Flight 93
election: charge the cockpit or you die. You may die anyway.
You—or the leader of your party—may make it into the cockpit
and not know how to fly or land the plane. There are no guar-
antees.”®® Anton goes on to argue, to exaggerate only some-
what, that since a few more years of Obama-style liberalism will
destroy the country anyway, what the hell—let’s roll the dice.
Although there’s more than one strain of conservative thought
about our colleges and universities, we have, on the whole, en-
tered into the “what the hell” phase of the enterprise.
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It has not been ever thus. When William F. Buckley wrote
God and Man at Yale in 1951, he thought, with many of today’s
conservatives, that universities were dominated by suspect
professors. They were imposing secularism and the New Deal,
rather than the convictions of a cultural left yet to be born, but
imposing them nonetheless. Buckley also thought—as befits a
man who would say that the National Review “stands athwart
history, yelling Stop"—that the mission of university reform
was a longshot. Yet, he gives us the twentieth-century intel-
lectual, Arthur Koestler: “I. . . happen to believe in the ethical
imperative of fighting evil, even if the fight is hopeless.”®!
Buckley was a happy warrior, despite long odds. His prescrip-
tion was not to cheer on the forces of creative destruction,
in the unlikely, not particularly conservative, hope that some-
day, some way, something better might emerge out of the
ashes. Rather, he urged university trustees to intervene with
a view to restoring what Buckley saw as the core of the mis-
sion of the best universities, to preserve the best in the West-
ern tradition.

Buckley’s vision of universities as defenders of a kind of or-
thodoxy, though it leaves more room for inquiry than simplistic
ideas of orthodoxy might acknowledge, contrasts sharply with
Allan Bloom’s idea, that “our chronic lack of certainty” about
fundamental questions means that liberal education aims at
“knowing the alternative answers” and “thinking about them.”
But for a time in the history of conservative thought, a fruitful
alliance between these two positions emerged. A conservative
like Buckley set out to defend known but unpopular truths.
Such a conservative thought that relativism, a view according
to which there are no truths, only the opinions of cultures and
individuals, was a scourge. Bloom may have thought that the
university should do no more than teach students to reflect on
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fundamental questions, to know the best alternative answers,
and to follow the arguments wherever they might lead. But such
a university, by virtue of taking Buckley’s answers seriously, by
giving them, as I said in the preface, a hearing, would be much
better than the universities Buckley saw in front of him. Accord-
ingly, Buckley’s National Review published the Allan Bloom
article that gave birth to The Closing of the American Mind, and
Buckley gave Bloom his seal of approval when he hosted him
on Firing Line. For a time, education understood as the cultiva-
tion of the knowledge and virtues essential to the pursuit of the
truth and education understood primarily as the transmission
and strengthening of known truths were allies against a relativ-
istic left that denied both of these possibilities.

If today, conservatives, instead of standing athwart history
yelling “Stop,” are now stamping on the higher education
bubble yelling “Pop,” it must be because they believe, as Hanson
seems to, that the battle of the universities has been lost and that
the best policy is to burn them down, rather than leave them to
our enemies. Perhaps we can return in a century or two to build
again.

This hopelessness is unwarranted. Even today, a student at-
tending the University of Wisconsin, Madison, which among
public institutions has a strong left-wing reputation, can seek
out the American Democracy Forum, a program devoted to the
study of the American Founding and political thought more
broadly. I doubt a Buckley would find much to quibble with
there. Claremont McKenna College, the seat of some of the
nastier student demonstrations of the recent past, houses the
Salvatori Center, which “examines timeless truths in an effort
to understand our civic condition.”®* From Harvard’s Program
in Constitutional Government to Roosevelt University’s
Montesquieu Forum, programs exist at numerous colleges
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and universities to support the study of old books and the pur-
suit of big questions.

Are we winning? No. Are we, and here I include professors
from across the political spectrum who value liberal education,
able to preserve that kind of education as a living, accessible,
possibility for a great many students? Yes. Conservatives ought
to spend less time drafting brilliant headlines about individual
students, among the millions who attend college, who hold un-
fortunate views (Campus Reform once published an entire story
about a single student who said something irritating about
“manspreading”) ® and more time highlighting such successes.
The old alliance between Buckley and Bloom needs reaffirming.



CHAPTER THREE

The Importance of Being

Reasonable

In the first chapter, I made gentle fun of defenders of liberal
education, like the Association of American Colleges and Uni-
versities, for sticking the liberal education label on a package of
buzzwords. But it’s easy to make fun, harder to articulate a plau-
sible account of liberal education. I take my shot in this
chapter.

The highest aim of liberal education is not a set of skills but
a kind of person. The liberally educated person says to herself,
following Locke, that there “cannot be anything . .. so misbe-
coming . .. anyone who pretends to be a rational creature, as
not to yield to plain reason and the conviction of clear argu-
ments.” This kind of person, who honors reason, still has to
work at becoming reasonable. The odds against reason are long.
But let’s lean into our ambitions and call her a reasonable per-
son." What makes shaping reasonable people a better aim for
liberal educators than shaping people who deal well with com-
plex ideas and situations, an aim frequently invoked by rele-

vance mongers?

63
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On Smart People Who Are Stupid

To begin with, people who deal well with complexity are often
also dopes. Yes, politics makes most of us stupid. But when we
say that politics has made someone stupid, we have in mind a
person who is otherwise smart. Rocket scientists, doctors, con-
stitutional law theorists, and others, whose high capacity to deal
with complex ideas can’t be doubted, are, alas, the same people
who appall us on Facebook and Twitter. The problem with your
average social media nemesis isn’t that he’s bad at reasoning. He
may be good at marshaling evidence for weak arguments and
exposing weaknesses in strong arguments. He has all the tools
to detect prejudices—in others—but doesn’t turn those tools
on himself. Like a spokesperson for a cornered politician, he
identifies your exaggerations and errors, but does so in the
name of a deeply partisan, perhaps delusional, view of things.

Obscured in our praise of liberal education for preparing
students to confront a complex world is the difference between
those who consider reason an instrument to get the better of
others and those who consider reason an authority. The former
are marked by their tendency to cling to their argument long
after the evidence against it is decisive. If anything, they fight
more aggressively after their case has crumbled. As we saw in
the preface, when we exclaim, in frustration, “Be reasonable!”
we don’t mean, “Kindly observe the rules of deduction and in-
duction with greater care.” We may not even be aware of a spe-
cific error our tormentor has made. We mean, “Stop playing
around, or trying to win, or serving your party, or selling your
wares, and consider, as if it really mattered, what valid conclu-
sions we can draw from what we know.”

A vast psychological literature, usefully filtered through
popular books like Thinking Fast and Slow,” counts some of the
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depressingly many ways in which educated people are biased.
Knowledge, there’s reason to believe, can make matters worse.
Charles Taber and Milton Lodge, both political scientists,
tested the hypothesis that “when given a chance to pick and
choose what information to look at,” people “will seek out sym-
pathetic, nonthreatening sources.” The hypothesis held up.
People in favor of gun control or affirmative action, even when
urged to be evenhanded, “sought out more supporting than op-
posing arguments” pertaining to those issues. More striking,
well-informed participants were bigger offenders than their less
informed counterparts.® “Citizens,” in sum, “overly accommo-
date supportive evidence while dismissing out-of-hand evi-
dence that challenges their prior attitudes.” That goes “espe-
cially” for “the most sophisticated.”*

Experts, and not only in politics, can be worse in this respect
than non-experts. The psychologist Philip Tetlock, in a famous
study of economic and political prediction, found that “those
who know more forecast very slightly better than those who
know less. But those with the most knowledge are often less
reliable” because “the person who acquires more knowledge
develops an enhanced illusion of her skill.” The resulting over-
confidence is one reason that experts may prove no better at
prediction than “dart throwing monkeys.”® A lot of knowledge
is a dangerous thing.

Here, then, is one reason for educators to aim at the reason-
able person, who thinks nothing more unworthy of a rational
being than refusing to yield to the better argument. Those who
adopt this aim confront directly a problem as observable in
Locke’s seventeenth century as it is in our twenty-first. Even a
person in full command of tools to identify and defeat preju-
dice fixates on “the prejudices that mislead other men or par-
ties, as if he ... had none of his own.” Almost no one “is ever
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brought fairly to examine his own principles.” By principles,
Locke means general rules, whether they concern morality or
not, that guide our thoughts and actions. One needn’t be a pes-
simist to think that people little disposed to question “preju-
dices imbibed from education, party, reverence, fashion [and]
interest,” though they may appear to be competent, are pro-
tected only by luck from making dangerous mistakes.®

They’re also not free. The person who cannot be “brought
fairly to examine his own principles,” derived from miscella-
neous sources neither willed nor understood by him, doesn’t
think for himself.

Yes, I know that there are limits to our intellectual freedom.
Tocqueville explains that a “man who would undertake to ex-
amine everything by himself . . . would keep his mind in a per-
petual agitation.” We live by too many rules to examine them all
for ourselves. I ask my political philosophy students why I
shouldn’t, supposing I'm sure I won’t get caught, murder some-
one for money. If I had to rely on their ability to back up their
strong prejudice against hitmen, I would have murdered some-
one for money long ago. Yet it’s good for them and for their
country, which frowns on murder for hire, that they often rely
on what they’ve been taught about morality, instead of with-
holding assent until they’ve acquired enough philosophy to nail
things down. Although Tocqueville concedes that “every man
who receives an opinion on the word of another puts his mind
in slavery,” he calls it “a salutary servitude” without which
people would not be able to use the freedom they have.”

We can accept this humbling proposition, however, and still
honor the spirit of Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, which
addresses itself to those “who see in the freedom of the intellect
something holy” Tocqueville thought that the unchecked au-
thority of the majority “might in the end confine the action of
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individual reason within narrower limits than befit the great-
ness and happiness of the human species.”® When he reminds
his readers that we always “encounter authority somewhere in
the intellectual and moral world,” Tocqueville isn’t urging sur-
render. Rather, he’s warning us that the independence from
individual tyrants of which democrats boast masks the tyranny
of the majority.” And Tocqueville exhorts us to secure as much
intellectual freedom as we can in a time not nearly as hospitable
to it as we think. That’s why Allan Bloom could say, “Tocqueville
taught me the importance of the university to democratic soci-
ety,” which consists especially in “preserving the freedom of
the mind.”*°

We don'’t create ourselves or even construct our beliefs about
the world without borrowed premises. But within those limits,
liberal education, an education in freedom, shapes people who
hold up their opinions—about raising children, or caring for
friends, or practicing politics—to rational scrutiny.

I concede that colleges and universities should also train
people to deal with complex ideas and situations. We need
people conversant with complexity to run our hospitals, plan
our retirements, and defend our shores. But reasonable people
have that covered. People who think it disgraceful not to yield
to the better argument resist simplifying distortions. The re-
verse isn't true. A person can delight in dealing with complexity
without having the least interest in examining his own princi-
ples. And people who don’t have the least interest in examining
their own principles are trouble.

Almost no one “is ever brought fairly to examine his own
principles.” As mindful as we are that smart people do stupid
things, we have nothing on Locke when it comes to identifying
the failure of what passes for education. Even “men of study and
thought” who “reason right” and are “lovers of truth,” Locke
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says, can lack the discipline required to notice that “the grounds
upon which we bottom our reasoning” reflect our narrow expe-
rience. Most of the people we call learned are like inhabitants
of anisolated island who, because they have never encountered
a rival, think themselves “the wisest people of the universe.”
They think they’re liberated but talk only to people who share
their assumptions. Worse, and probably more common, are
those “who put passion in the place of reason” and “neither use
their own nor hearken to other people’s reason any farther than
it suits their humor, interest, or party” They are able “to talk and
hear reason” but content themselves with self-righteously
spouting self-serving sophisms."'

We worry, as if we were in a state of crisis, about correcting
particular biases, or about whether our graduates can locate
Vietnam on a map, or about how well they score on aptitude
tests. But we hardly worry about whether the student who scores
an A on an essay is what Locke calls a “logical chicaner”™—a per-
son merely skilled in debate—or a “man of reason,” who seeks
to improve his understanding. These are “the two most different
things” Locke knows of, but the education he criticizes fails to
produce one more reliably than another.'? As for us, the distinc-
tion is barely on our educational radar. Even the people who suc-
ceed in college by the various metrics we use to gauge success may
be fools. Now that’s a crisis, made no less alarming by the inability
of any civilization we know of to resolve it satisfactorily.

Constructive Shaming

One way of explaining how politics makes us stupid is that, in
politics, we often become shameless, or at least ashamed of the
wrong things. We bend all our efforts toward winning a political
argument, even when those efforts cause us perversely to assert



IMPORTANCE OF BEING REASONABLE 69

untrue or grossly exaggerated things. When that happens,
something has overcome in us the widely shared opinion that
it debases a person to stray so far from good sense. Perhaps we
just want to have our own way and don’t mind dirtying our-
selves to have it. If we do feel shame, it’s only at being the kind
of loser who isn’t clever or tough enough to exploit others. Or
it may be, instead, that one is passionately committed to a par-
tisan cause. In that case, acknowledging even a kernel of truth
in the other side’s position, or calling out one’s own side for
making hyperbolic claims, seems squishy. We’re much more
ashamed of that squishiness than of going further than the evi-
dence permits, so we suppress our doubts. The tendency to
cling to a view after one can no longer offer serious arguments
in its defense, though especially notable in politics, is present
in every area in which our passions or interests are engaged,
from religion to morality to child care to business strategy.

Another reason for liberal education to aim at the reasonable
person, then, is that such a person is ashamed of the right
things. Remember that we're willing to call someone who hon-
ors reason a reasonable person, even if she is so far merely an
apprentice. When that person says that nothing misbecomes a
rational being more than persisting in a plainly irrational argu-
ment, she means that one ought to be ashamed of such persis-
tence. Contemporary critics of Locke sometimes complain of
his use of shame in education, and Locke does call “esteem and
disgrace” the “most powerful incentives to the mind.”** But in
light of the daunting obstacles to our attempts to be reasonable
and the prodigious power of shame, which persists despite our
aversion to many forms of shaming, it would be foolish not to
try to make use of it.

Mark Edmundson, a professor of English at the University of
Virginia who has written extensively on humanities education,



70 CHAPTER THREE

tells of a Columbia University instructor who, legend has it,
asked his students, “One: what book did you most dislike in the
course? Two: What intellectual or characterological flaws in
you does that dislike point to?”'* Edmundson admits that the
question is heavy-handed but approves the idea behind it. Stu-
dents should come to see education as a test not mainly of their
capacity to perform on exam day but of their capacity to be-
come a worthy audience for works of great merit. If they find
Shakespeare a bore, is it possible that they, not Shakespeare,
have failed to rise to the occasion? Edmundson opens his essay
with a description of course evaluation day in his classroom,
when his students, who usually need a zany anecdote to get
going, toil away with great attention and energy. The course has
to make itself worthy of them, not the other way around. If
Edmundson has been on his game, students will bestow on him
the highest honor, that they found his class “enjoyable.” My
own, too kind, students can live with even less than enjoyment,
giving high scores so long as class isn’t grating: “I didn’t even
mind going!”

College education should, as we now like to say, spark joy,
and teachers have to meet students where they are. But since
we regularly fail to follow arguments where they lead, fail to
persist in thinking when thinking gets hard, and fail to stick
with arguments that threaten our self-confidence, good teach-
ers have to make us feel these vices. A course that we merely
enjoy can’t do that. Joseph Cropsey, my first political philoso-
phy professor, would sometimes say “Courage!” when we came
upon an especially difficult passage. But any work that requires
courage puts us at risk of displaying cowardice. We shouldn’t
whip ourselves too hard over a common and understandable
failing, but we couldn’t honor reason if we didn't also think it
dishonorable to run away from it.
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If one feels corny about imitating Cropsey, it’s not because
shame is passé. Rather, as Edmundson argues, the standards of
praise and blame that govern student life are poorly aligned
with the standards of praise and blame that suit a community
of learners. While Edmundson depicts his students as more
passionless than irrational, he sees them as anything but shame-
less. Rather, they’re tyrannized by the reigning opinion that one
shouldn’t take education, except as a vehicle for success, too
seriously. “You're inhibited, except on ordained occasions, from
showing emotion, stifled from trying to achieve anything origi-
nal. You're made to feel that even the slightest departure from
the reigning code will get you genially ostracized. This is a cul-
ture tensely committed to a laid-back norm.”** One doesn’t
have to agree with Edmundson that consumerism is to blame
for this state of affairs to think his description at least partly
right. If one doesn’t find a way to begin to substitute new stan-
dards of praise and blame for the reigning ones, learning will be,
apart from the rare student who bucks the norms, superficial.

Edmundson’s piece is more than two decades old, and his
portrayal of students as cool doesn’t quite fit the passionate stu-
dent protesters who have dominated media portrayals of cam-
pus life in recent years. But shame is no less powerful a force for
student activists than it is for those who find caring uncool. The
activists and those influenced by them, according to Jonathan
Haidt and Greg Lukianoft, inhabit a “call-out culture,” which
rewards “people who shame or punish alleged offenders”
against social justice.'® Think of the incident at Yale I referred
to in chapter 2. Nicholas Christakis, whose designation as pro-
fessor of social and natural sciences suggests a man prepared for
many contingencies, could do little to appease his students, one
of whom, with that combination of vulgarity (“Who the fuck
hired you?”) and moralism now in fashion, told him that he was
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“disgusting” and “should not sleep at night.” In short, Christakis
should have been ashamed of himself.

Of what, exactly? Christakis’s spouse, Erika Christakis, an
expert on child development, had written an email questioning
Yale’s approach to offensive Halloween costumes. That ap-
proach consisted mainly of counseling students to err on the
side of inoffensiveness. Erika observed that what counted as
offensive was open to dispute. She added, now speaking as a
“child development specialist,” that Yale’s attempt to “control”
young people’s Halloween choices suggested a dim “view of
young adults, of their strength and judgment.”"”

Reasonable people can disagree about whether Yale was of-
fering friendly advice or “control” to its students, but that wasn’t
the heart of the matter for student critics. Nicholas deserved to
be shamed, as they saw it, partly because he seemed to endorse
Erika’s harmful Halloween heterodoxies, and partly because he
thought the matter worth discussing at all. Concerning the lat-
ter offense, Nicholas was told that his effort to make “an intel-
lectual space” of the residence hall over which he and Erika
presided was not only misplaced but a reason to demand his
resignation.'® Although Nicholas remains a member of the fac-
ulty at Yale, both Christakises felt compelled to resign as resi-
dent masters, so powerful was the backlash against the attempt
to make an argument, grounded in expertise, about a contro-
versial matter.'’

The love of justice sometimes moves a person to seek out the
best evidence and arguments available, and student activists are
often thoughtful. However, the call-out culture is no friendlier
to education than Edmundson’s culture of cool, with which it
coexists.”® What'’s lacking, for the most part, outside of some
individual classrooms, is a standard of praise and blame accord-
ing to which it’s shameful to close one’s mind.
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Objections and Replies

A sensible person might now interject that there are many,
more pressing, things to be ashamed of than being unreason-
able, such as abandoning a friend when the going is hard, or
selling out one’s country. I'll have something to say about that
when I take up the relationship between liberal and civic educa-
tion later in this chapter. I'll say now, following Locke’s lead,
that becoming a reasonable person is the crown, not the whole,
of an education.

Take, for example, cowardice, which seems on its face to be
more shameful than being stubbornly unreasonable. “Without
courage,” Locke grants, “a man will scarce keep steady to his
duty and fill the character of a truly worthy man.” Locke, there-
fore, reccommends working on a child’s courage from very early
on, and delivering him to higher education with a mind that has
“mastery over itself and its usual fears.”>* Whatever the defects
of early education today—some worry that children are raised
to fear too many things—we, too, can expect that young people
arrive at college with at least minimal character training. Though
such training might fail, efforts will have been made to render
young people disinclined to run away from a fly, to sell out a
friend for money, or to neglect their studies for food, drink, and
sex. They will have begun to receive this training before reason
is much developed in them. Becoming a reasonable person
doesn’t crowd out the aim of becoming a courageous, just, or
moderate person.

However, Locke is after the courage “of a rational creature.”
English education, Locke acknowledges, succeeds in shaping
adults willing to “venture their lives for their country,” who
show “courage in the field” and fearlessness “in the face of an
enemy. Yet it fails reliably to shape people for what Locke calls
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“true fortitude,” the “quiet possession of a man’s self and an un-
disturbed doing his duty, whatever evil besets or danger lies in
his way.”?* First, it neglects the uses of fear, which was “given us
as a monitor to quicken our industry and keep us upon our
guard against the approaches of evil.” A fearless person would
soon be dead. The “resolution of a rational creature” differs
from the “brutish fury” of the berserker who charges into dan-
ger without consideration of the usefulness or likely conse-
quences of his action. Second, the English education in courage
neglects dangers that “attack us in other places besides the fields
of battle” Though “death be the king of terrors, yet pain, dis-
grace, and poverty have frightful looks” that “discompose most
men.” The same person who has been trained to be perfectly
calm in the presence of a lion may lose her composure when
people ridicule her, even if the people ridiculing her are poor
judges. Such a person, though useful in some situations, par-
ticularly those involving large feline predators, will, on the
whole, be of little use to herself or others. What’s wanted is a
courage consistent with a “just estimate of the danger,”** a cour-
age that lets in enough fear to “keep us awake and excite our
attention, industry, and vigor” but does “not disturb the calm
use of our reason” or “hinder the execution of what that
dictates.”**

It’s a standing, gentle, joke among my colleagues that no
matter what the literary or philosophical text, our students dis-
till it into some version of “stand up for what you believe in.”
Our task is not to disabuse them of this worthy sensibility; most
of us are ourselves no fans of the unprincipled or cowardly. In-
stead, with the aid of our texts and their different understand-
ings of what one should believe in, and of the obstacles to put-
ting principle into practice, we ask our students to step back and
consider whether what they want is good and what standing up
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for it might entail. While these are philosophical questions,
they’re also questions that impose themselves on people who
hope to help their friends, or their families, or their country,
rather than inadvertently to harm them.

Even after we adopt a standard of praise and blame according
to which it’s disgraceful not to listen to reason, things that were
disgraceful before, like cowardice, don’t stop being disgraceful.
But the reasonable person is the sort who considers, as Locke
does, the possibility that much of what passes for courage is
narrow and foolish. And at least some of the reasonable person’s
courage will be displayed in her willingness, if necessary, to be
designated a coward by people of narrow and defective under-
standings. The reasonable person, to repeat, is ashamed of the
right things.

But that way of putting it provokes another objection. Con-
servatives have been known to accuse left-wing professors of
indoctrinating their students. Yet I've endorsed the idea that
professors should try to shape their students, in part by influ-
encing their understanding of what’s shameful. That raises the
suspicion, one felt by some of Locke’s readers, that when stu-
dents accept the authority of reason, they’re really accepting the
authority of teachers, who have stacked the deck in favor of a
way of life they or those who pay the bills find congenial. Rather
than being liberated or bettered, such students have traded one
form of mental unfreedom for another, a “new mode of domi-
nation and subjection.”*®

The use of shame alone needn’t worry us much. We've al-
ready noticed that reason’s strength shouldn’t be overestimated.
About a closely related matter, Locke’s use of custom in educa-
tion, the political philosopher and Locke scholar Ruth Grant,
says, “Custom is powerful but not authoritative. Reason is au-
thoritative but largely ineffectual. . . . The only solution is to
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enlist custom’s power in the service of reason’s authority.”*® The
same can be said of shame, which here is used to support, when
it might otherwise undermine, our examination of our own
principles. The difference between an education that uses
shame to encourage submission to a tyrant’s capricious will and
one that uses it to encourage submission to the best available
arguments doesn’t dissolve because both educations make use
of shame.

However, Grant concedes some ground to the objection
we’re considering, which not only worries about the use of
shame but also suggests that what poses as reasonableness is
prejudice. “Even the Lockean principle that reason is authorita-
tive, but custom is not,” for example, “should be subjected to
critical examination.” Perhaps it won’t be if colleges and univer-
sities shape students whose custom is to scrutinize customs.
Conservatives who praise custom as a repository of wisdom
will be with Grant when she warns that “a ‘culture of reason-
ableness’ can become a new orthodoxy.”*’

This is a genuine danger, particularly because a community
devoted to becoming reasonable can’t pretend to be neutral
about the goodness of that aim. Locke himself is mindful that
teaching, too often, “when looked into, amounts to no more but
making [students] imbibe their teachers’ notions and tenets.”
But the teachers who receive Locke’s praise “freely expose their
principles to the test” and “are pleased to have them examined”
so that “they themselves, as well as others, may not lay any stress
upon any received proposition beyond what the evidence of its
truth will warrant.”*® Their injunction to be reasonable, unlike
the injunction to submit one’s will to a tyrant, invites investiga-
tion and challenge. Any teaching can harden into orthodoxy,
but the general spirit of liberal education is inhospitable to
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orthodoxies, even when they’re advanced by the militantly
unorthodox.

Can Colleges Shape Their Students?

Perhaps some readers are now convinced that shaping reason-
able people is desirable since only such people are free and
because merely smart and learned people are often fools. Per-
haps some of those readers are also convinced that to shape
reasonable people one needs somehow to win them over to
new standards of praise and blame. So maybe that would all be
great. But is it possible?

Anyone who has spent time in a classroom might doubt the
power of colleges and universities to influence the standards of
praise and blame that guide their students. It’s all we can do,
after all, to get students to stop deleting our emails. Yet we also
know that students in large numbers can be initiated into com-
munities whose standards are quite different from the ones they
walked in with.

In a scientific community, for example, members, however
competitive and ambitious they may be, are expected to chan-
nel their ambition into the pursuit of a common good, the truth
about nature, or at least the best working model of it they can
develop. To achieve this aim, they share their findings, often
across the national and other boundaries that otherwise divide
people, and submit them to the scientific community to be con-
firmed or debunked. They become proud of pursuing the truth
via experiment, and therefore of their readiness to live with the
ground shifting underneath their feet. John Dewey, the
twentieth-century philosopher from whom I borrow this de-
scription of the scientific community, may have been wrong to
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offer it as the model for all communities of reasoners, and to
welcome the “general adoption of the scientific attitude in
human affairs.”*® But I suspect he’s right that new members of
a scientific community adopt new standards of praise and
blame that often bleed from the classroom and the lab into the
way they see themselves altogether. That’s how it looks to me
when I teach advanced science students.

Similarly, professionals, like the journalist, the doctor, and
even the much-maligned lawyer, don’t just work a job. Each
profession has standards, intellectual and moral, that, whether
they re always honored or not, define praiseworthy and shame-
ful activity. This is the kind of work people consider a vocation,
work experienced as a call that makes demands on and reshapes
aperson. One isn’t, as a rule, initiated into such vocations as an
undergraduate, and not always in schools at all. But the success,
however incomplete, of such professions at transmitting their
standards to new recruits should make us optimistic about ini-
tiating students into a new kind of community, a community of
reasonable people. We needn’t settle for satisfying our custom-
ers, as if their standards of praise and blame were forever fixed.

I admit that being a lawyer or scientist is a more concrete and
obviously attractive goal than being a reasonable person. If you
ask entering students what they hope to get out of college, I
doubt even one will say, “I hope to become reasonable.” Yet
colleges have long aspired to transform their students, not sim-
ply into members of a profession or discipline, but into human
beings with virtues that those students probably didn’t enter
college to acquire. Even today, Andrew Delbanco argues in Col-
lege: What It Was, Is, and Should Be, the American college re-
tains some of the spirit of pre—Civil War, religiously afhiliated,
colleges. Such colleges, “whatever their particular creed in what
has been aptly called ‘an age of moral pedagogy’ . . . agreed that
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their primary purpose remained the development of sound
character in their students.”*°

This purpose persists even in research universities, although
they’re more apt to justify themselves in terms of the produc-
tion of new knowledge. Dewey, a champion of such universities,
argued that education was needed precisely to change the
mental dispositions of students, whose parents were still stuck
in ways of thinking ill-suited for a democratic future. That
future depended on “a change in the quality of mental disposi-
tion—an educative change.” To develop the qualities of mind
and character appropriate for emerging democratic conditions,
one had to “produce in schools a projection . .. of the society
we should like to realize and [form] minds in accord with it.”*!
Although Dewey here speaks of education in general, he ex-
pects higher education to assist in the “enormous task of liberat-
ing the American public mind.*?

The University of Chicago’s Robert Maynard Hutchins,
among the most influential college presidents in American his-
tory, was a Dewey critic and an advocate for a general education
centered on the great books of Western civilization. But his
ambition to transform students was hardly, if at all, less than
Dewey’s. Hutchins spoke of the purpose of the university as
“the single-minded pursuit of the intellectual virtues.” That pur-
suit, however, leading us into our intellectual inheritance, gives
the university an additional aim, which Hutchins also described
as the purpose of education, “to connect man with man, to con-
nect the present with the past, and to advance the thinking of
the race.” Like Dewey, Hutchins expects that the university, by
transforming students, will transform civilization, which may,
as a result, “outgrow the love of money.”**

My point isn’t that either Dewey or Hutchins is right but rather
that both, though associated with the new research universities,
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share with the old colleges the ambition to transform individu-
als not obviously seeking transformation. Each puts himself at
the head of, in Hutchins’s words, an “evangelistic movement”**
toward a kind of education that, though not quite in tune with
the times, and consequently, not quite in tune with what stu-
dents and parents want, can succeed. Dewey and Hutchins may
not have changed the course of civilization, but they were im-
mensely influential and have shaped the souls of countless
students.

It’'s ambitious to think that higher education can shape stu-
dents, who often come to college seeking very different things
than we want to give them. But that ambition is fully in keeping
with the tradition of American higher education. Today, we
should be more surprised by its absence than its presence.

“U” Is for Useful: Appealing to Mixed Motives

Compared to these evangelists, we have an easier sell. Locke,
for example, at least begins with eminently practical consider-
ations. Although Locke addresses himself mainly to people he
calls gentlemen, who have time for study, a gentleman is a “man
of business,” adept at managing his estate. He is also a man of
affairs, capable of being “useful in his country” by, for example,
playing a role in the justice system.>* The gentleman is no egg-
head. He may cultivate his reasoning and widen his experience
by reading ancient authors, but he finds those ancient authors
valuable because they “observed and painted mankind well and
give the best light into that kind of knowledge.”*® One can
hardly deny that a man of business or affairs needs to know
what good teachers can teach about the ways of other people.
Locke admits that much of what teachers traditionally push
on students, including musty books, is a “deal of trash,” useless
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and never to be thought of again.>” But the taming of the mind
and widening of experience that Locke recommends includes
subjects like ethics, history, and poetry. A “comprehensive en-
largement of mind . . . assisted with letters, and a free consider-
ation of the several views and sentiments of thinking men of all
sides” suits “a soul devoted to truth.” But it isn’t impractical or,
as we say with a hint of contempt, “academic.”*® Rather, every-
one should pursue such an enlargement of mind to the extent
opportunity affords because the understanding is the “last re-
sort a man has recourse to in the conduct of himself” in every
important matter.*®

This approach to education, though it comes to us courtesy
of an Englishman, has deep roots in American thought. Benja-
min Franklin, his Autobiography explains, formed a “club of mu-
tual improvement” called “the Junto.” The club sounds like a
philosophy seminar, in which each member is required to pro-
duce “one or more queries on any point of Morals, Politics, or
Natural Philosophy, to be discussed by the company,” and also
to write, once every three months, an essay on a subject of his
choice. Debates, in the spirit of Locke, were “to be conducted
in the sincere spirit of inquiry after truth, without fondness for
dispute.” Yet club members, many of them clerks or tradesmen,
apparently saw no conflict between the kind of work they were
doing in the Junto and their desire for professional advance-
ment, nor did they have any difficulty moving from philosophi-
cal queries to plans for a neighborhood watch.** No doubt,
members of the Junto, and the larger group of people Franklin

”* take pleasure in self-improvement,

calls “lovers of reading,
rather than regarding it as an unpleasant means to a desirable
end. At the same time, Franklin’s pursuit of the truth in the
company of others, and with the help of books, is never disen-

tangled from Franklin’s practical aims. The Autobiography is a
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classic rags-to-riches story and Franklin, like Locke, has enough
regard for what motivates his readers to propose that he who
chooses to love reason may just get rich.

Because of this, I get less annoyed than some devotees of
liberal education when colleges try to sell their usefulness.**
The literary theorist and all-around curmudgeon, Stanley Fish,
isn’t alone in insisting that the humanities, at least, are quite
useless.*’ Suppose we agree with Fish, for argument’s sake, that
the purpose of the university is contemplation rather than prac-
tice, or with his inspiration, the philosopher Michael Oake-
shott, that we want an undergraduate to come to college “to
seek his intellectual fortune.”** Suppose, too, we agree that
when universities justify themselves in practical terms, they risk
being judged solely on that basis. These agreements shouldn’t
stop us from acknowledging that even people who may come
to take great delight in what goes on at the university, and to
value the pursuit of truth for its own sake, enter with, and even
graduate with, mixed motives. Plato has never been rivaled in
his portrait of the pleasures of friendship founded on the pur-
suit of the truth. But even he wasn’t above, in his account of
Socrates, suggesting that teachers of reason benefit polities and
individuals who may never come to value philosophy for its
own sake.*®

We should be clear with ourselves and with our students that
becoming reasonable people is not the equivalent of learning
how to win friends and influence people. We should even be
wary, as we'll see when we consider liberal education and civic
education, of suggesting that becoming reasonable is the equiv-
alent of eating one’s vegetables or performing community ser-
vice. But we shouldn’t turn our noses up at the kind of practical
pitch for education that Franklin perfected.
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The student drawn in by such a pitch may find that being part
of a community of reasonable people is worthwhile for other
reasons. Consider Earl Shorris, whose project to teach humani-
ties to the poor I introduced in chapter 1. At first, he pitches his
course as a way of learning what rich people learn. “You've been
cheated,” he says. The rich, because they learn to reflect on
things instead of reacting impulsively, figure out “how to use
politics to get along, to get power.” Shorris also appeals to pride.
“I think you're the elites,” he tells his prospective students.
When the course starts, Shorris explains that he will be less a
lecturer than a midwife, helping students give birth to the
knowledge they possess in embryo. One of his students later
reflects that “it was the first time anyone had ever paid attention
to their opinions.” This is still a kind of pride, but the kind that
measures worth in terms of one’s membership in a community
of reasoners and potential knowers. During the course, one of
Shorris’s students phones him about a problem he had been
dealing with at work. Shorris fears the worst, but the student
has called because he is proud that, in a situation in which he
might once have reacted impulsively, he stepped back and asked
himself, “What would Socrates do?”*® Like the young person
who asks, “What would Jesus do?,” this young person has been
drawn into a new community with new standards.

Part of Shorris’s success resembles that of a good coach. He
sets high expectations, instills pride in students, and shows that
he cares about and is willing to work for their success. He makes
his students feel that they are engaged, with him, in important
work. The comparison of teacher to coach can be dispiriting.
Imagine a basketball coach presented with a group of players
who aren’t sure they’re interested in the game and are perhaps
not even aware that they’re expected to play basketball. Liberal
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educators can expect to feel like that coach frequently. The
skeptic with whom I opened this section, who wonders how
teachers can influence their students at all, is no fool. Still, at
least one award-winning professor, Joe Hoyle, tells us that
he looks to the legendary coach, Vince Lombardi, for inspira-
tion, particularly to one quotation. “A man,” Lombardi says,
“can be as great as he wants to be. If you believe in yourself and
have the courage, the determination, the dedication, the com-
petitive drive and if you are willing to sacrifice the little things
in life and pay the price for the things that are worthwhile, it can
be done.”*’

Hoyle teaches accounting.

Not every teacher has to channel Vince Lombardi. That’s not
my style. But teachers, who now have thrust into their inboxes
the latest studies of the latest techniques grounded in the latest
in cognitive psychology, shouldn’t underestimate the good, old-
fashioned, power of the student-teacher relationship. Nor
should they underestimate the appeal, which Franklin under-
stood well, of a community of reasoners, participation in which
may be even more appealing than participation in a community
of accountants. Most teachers have felt, as students, the excite-
ment of not relying on authority in the most important matters,
of making progress in their understanding of those matters, and
of making that progress in the company of others, whose
achievements don’t subtract from but rather add to one’s own.
Our students can, too. Once, one of mine chided me for merely
listening to everyone’s answers and commenting on them. He
wanted me to ask more questions, to probe his answers, to put
him to the test. He had learned from other teachers, as Shorris’s
students did, the appeal of being taken seriously, which did not
mean being patted on the head, or even having one’s view con-
sidered. Being taken seriously meant, for this student, recogniz-
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ing that he wouldn’t be satisfied with less than an answer that
could hold up under scrutiny. It meant treating him as the kind
of person who would be ashamed to settle for a merely plausible
answer when a better one might be available. It meant treating
him as a reasonable person.

He was, I hasten to add, atypical. But a teacher, particularly
one living in a democratic country, can’t assume that only a few
elite students can be shaped along those lines, or that only
teachers and a handful of students are reasonable people. My
mother, who, grew up relatively poor and dropped out of
Brooklyn College, was interested enough in the one philosophy
class she took to keep some of the books and to encourage her
children to take an interest in them. After she died, I found that
she had kept almost nothing behind as a record of what she
thought, apart from a paper she wrote for that class, in which
she was asked to make a case for the kind of life she intended to
lead. The teacher who devised that assignment took the risk of
expecting his students to reflect on serious and difficult matters,
an expectation one fears one might not be able to help one’s
students to meet. But it insults our students to imagine there’s
nothing in them that responds to that kind of summons.

As Mr. Cropsey would say, “Courage.”

Books and Longings

Locke is not my man in every respect. For one thing, as I indi-
cated in chapter 1, liberal education as I understand it involves
the study of old books. Locke recommends old books, includ-
ing ancient ones. But such books aren’t central to his plan. In
some ways, the thrust of his argument makes us skeptical that
books are “profitable employments of our time” and suspicious
that “bookish men” fail to attain “solid and true knowledge.”
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Locke counsels readers not to accept on authority what can be
confirmed only by one’s own mind. The reader influenced by
Locke searches in books for “proofs,” which she then examines
for “truth or falsehood,” “probability or improbability.” Conse-
quently, Lockean readers might not give themselves up to a
book, even for a time, preferring instead to “see and follow the
train” of an author’s “reasonings, observe the strength and clear-
ness of their connection, and examine upon what they bottom.”
Although Locke recognizes that different kinds of matters need
different kinds of proof, he has his readers approach books like
a mathematician looking at the works of older mathematicians
for tips.*®

There are two problems with this sensible-sounding ap-
proach. The first is the presumption that you can learn much
from a carefully constructed book by reducing it to the terms
of alogical proof. The second is the presumption that the stu-
dent already has the tools to judge works that generations have
handed down to her with a recommendation to profit from
them. When we look at books recommended to us in this way,
as collections of observations and reasonings auditioning for
acceptance on our terms, we, like Edmundson’s students, dis-
count the possibility that we should accept the author’s terms
instead.

Locke’s advice is mostly sound. An author, old or new, is fi-
nally to be judged by the “evidence he produces and the convic-
tion he affords us, drawn from things themselves.”** But the
“Show me!” attitude of the man from Missouri or of the impa-
tient venture capitalist who won’t buy anything you can't sell
her in ten minutes is ill-suited to learning what one doesn’t al-
ready know. Locke, although he advocates careful reading and
prods us to view familiar standards skeptically, can put us in that
frame of mind about books.
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Yet Locke also explains why a community of reasoners needs
old books. No one is free, he says, even the sincerest follower of
reason, from narrowness. We “see but in part, and we know but
in part, and therefore it is no wonder we conclude not right
from our partial views.” To a point, this natural defect can be
remedied by conversing with others. Locke recommends that
one converse even with those who “come short of him in capac-
ity, quickness, and penetration.”*® Their experience might
widen ours. But even if we expand our circle to include contem-
poraries from other cultures, it’s safe to assume that our time,
like all times we know of, has shared prejudices. At Ursinus Col-
lege, our first-year seminar begins with Plato’s image of human
beings as prisoners chained up in a cave. Even those who appear
most cosmopolitan and conversant in the ideas of their time
and place are imprisoned by those same ideas, to which they
can’t imagine alternatives. Many worthy answers to our most
important questions will, as Allan Bloom says, “go against the
grain of . . . our times,” so that “booklearning,” though far from
the “whole of education,” is “necessary.”*! That’s one reason
why Locke, who makes fun of those who “will not admit an
opinion not authorized by men of old, who were then all giants
of knowledge,” also criticizes excessive fondness for “modern
inventions and discoveries.”>*

If Locke makes reverence for ancient books more of a target
than disregard for them, it’s likely because his seventeenth-
century reader still needs to be told to “use his eyes.” The great
astronomer and physicist, Galileo, skewered people who “put
the testimony of writers ahead of what experience shows” them,
the kind who reject unrefuted reasons and solid evidence
merely because they contradict Aristotle.>® Although the scien-
tific revolution had made some headway by the time Locke was
writing, excessive reverence for the ancients and pride in one’s
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capacity to cite ancient works still needed combatting, particu-
larly in the realm of education. Reverence is, to say the least, not
our problem. We, full of unearned irreverence, taught to “doubt
beliefs even before [we] believed in anything,” are more likely
to imagine that we have nothing to learn from the ancients
than we are to overestimate them.>* We are entirely too confi-
dent that we can see with our own eyes and unaware of the
narrowness of our field of vision. For us, old books are nearly
essential.

There is one other way in which Locke is not my man. To
explain it, I need to bring up his rival in education and politics,
Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Rousseau and Locke are known mainly
by their differences. Locke was among the fathers of the politi-
cal liberalism fought for by American revolutionaries and en-
shrined in the Declaration of Independence. Rousseau criti-
cized that liberalism and influenced the French Revolution,
which outstripped America’s in radicalism. Locke wrote the
most influential educational work of the seventeenth century,
Some Thoughts Concerning Education. Rousseau’s eighteenth-
century educational novel, Emile, took Locke on directly and
largely succeeded in spoiling Locke’s reputation as an educa-
tional theorist. Yet, in spite of these differences, Locke and
Rousseau aimed at nearly the same thing. The person who
emerges from Rousseau’s education, just like the person who
emerges from Locke’s, should permit, as much as possible, “no
other authority [to] govern him beyond that of his own
reason.”*

Rousseau introduces this standard amid a discussion of an
overwhelming challenge to rationality, namely, adolescence.
Rousseau’s young protagonist, Emile, is on fire, full of longing
for a still indeterminate object, specifically for a girl, but gener-
ally for connection with something beyond the self. You can
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read Locke’s educational works a hundred times and never no-
tice that he says nearly nothing about this phenomenon. But as
soon as you've read Emile, an educational work that takes edu-
cating adolescent desire seriously, you become aware of some-
thing missing, not only from Locke but also from our own edu-
cational ideas. Those ideas are long on sex education but short
on how to educate the kind of creature who falls in love.

This is no place to discuss the details of Emile, which
includes—spoiler alert—a carefully orchestrated courtship
and marriage. Suffice it to say that Emile reads works like Plato’s
dialogue on love, the Symposium. He doesn’t read them primar-
ily for good information about other human beings, though his
prior education has prepared him to seek and make use of such
information. Nor does he read them to boil them down to their
simplest logical components. He reads them to “feel and to love
the beautiful of all sorts.”* This aspect of Rousseau’s Emile
doesn’t mean that Rousseau has abandoned the aim of educat-
ing reasonable people. It means that a reasonable approach to
education can’t discount the power of a student’s longings,
which, it turns out, aren’t wholly for self-improvement. Nor can
it discount the importance to a person’s happiness of how he
makes sense of and pursues those longings.

I've already said that I don’t get annoyed when students sell
their usefulness. But even as we sweat profusely over the long-
term future of liberal education, we shouldn’t give up the claim
that we have more to offer youthful longing than a broad-
minded attitude toward booze and sex.

I'll have more to say about colleges in the next chapter. But
now is a good time to observe that the students I know, though
pragmatists in some respects—many worry about what job
their majors might lead to—are romantics in others. Many
come to college expecting to be changed in an ill-defined but
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big way. The hard work, then, is not convincing students that
there’s more to life than “making it.” If we shouldn’t be shy
about selling the leg up our students will have in the world of
work, we shouldn’t be shy about defending colleges and univer-
sities as more than career development offices with classrooms
attached. The hard work is making those classrooms, and other
parts of campus, believable as places in which one might be-
come reasonable.

The Need for Judgment

Perhaps the biggest obstacle to making classrooms and other
parts of campus believable as places in which one might be-
come reasonable is that few have confidence in reason. Granted,
most students and non-students have confidence in it when it
takes on its properly godlike mathematical or scientific form.
Even doubters of evolution rarely doubt the whole scientific
enterprise. And although some intellectuals say that science is
merely an interpretation of the world, as culture-bound as other
such interpretations, we’re grateful that science has granted us
high-fidelity headphones to tune them out. In mathematical
and scientific reason, most of my students believe with almost
perfect faith. But it’s hard for us to conceive of a kind of reason
that isn’t mathematical or scientific.

To understand why that may be hard, take my own field of
political science. I'll treat this example at some length, so let me
preface the treatment with an explanation of its significance.
The study of politics, I claim (following others), is like the study
of a wide range of phenomena that have this in common: they
all demand that we make our way toward the truth without the
formulas and methods that help us find our way when we’re
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looking strictly at relationships of cause and effect. They all de-
mand judgment.

Despite the “science” in its name, political science includes
people like me, who study old books, and who might feel at
home in a department of philosophy. My relationship with col-
leagues is peculiar. Suppose I ask my hallmate, “What have you
been up to?” She might reply, “I'm trying to figure out whether
allowing people to register to vote prior to the age of eigh-
teen—a policy called preregistration—increases youth turn-
out. I'm looking at data available in the Current Population
Survey and comparing turnout in states that have preregistra-
tion to states that don’t. If I use sound statistical methods to
control for other variables, I should be able to determine
whether preregistration is an effective policy or not.” I might
congratulate her on pursuing an empirical question resolvable
in principle by weighing and measuring. Now suppose, to be
polite, she asks me what I'm doing. I might answer, “Reading
Rousseau’s Emile. Again. To deepen my understanding of how
to educate free people.” She might nod politely, but the thought
bubble above her head will read, “Freak.”

My colleague, whether her study succeeds or not, strives to
be scientific. If all goes well, her weighing and measuring will
put her on more solid ground than previous students of voting
behavior occupied, so that she and her colleagues can be con-
fident they’re making progress. They won't need to go back to
eighteenth-century texts to advance their understanding of
politics, since eighteenth-century thinkers, in their access to
data and their ability to use statistical methods to interpret it,
were like children compared to a well-trained twenty-first-
century political scientist. In contrast, in political philosophy,
one learns not only from eighteenth-century thinkers but also
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from old interpretations of such thinkers. The latest paper on
Plato in the American Political Science Review isn’t necessarily
more helpful than one published in 1950. That suggests—and this
is what must seem most bizarre to others in the field of political
science—that there’s no progress in the study of political philoso-
phy. Why not, then, just kick us political philosophers out?

The short answer is that although it’s hard to grasp how rea-
son might work outside of science and mathematics, it’s impos-
sible to imagine understanding politics otherwise.

Much of politics can’t be understood in scientific terms.
Ruth Grant, to whom I'm indebted for the main arguments I
make in this section and the next, agrees with her science-
minded colleagues that politics involves the kinds of cause and
effect relationships that scientists study. Are economically in-
terdependent countries more or less likely to make war on each
other? That’s a question that, if we define “economic interde-
pendence” and “war” with sufficient precision, may lend itself
to scientific study. In some ways, “trying to explain political
events is like trying to explain the flow of a river or a cycle of hur-
ricanes.”’” But politics is also “an expression of human purposes
and intentions,” about whose meaning reasonable people will

disagree.58 “

How should we understand the present administra-
tion?” is a question that can be approached in part by looking at
cause and effect relationships (has the tax policy resulted in
higher wages?). But it can’t be adequately treated without careful
consideration of the players involved, their relationships, and
what their words and actions mean. So, trying to explain political
events is also “like trying to explain the performance of a sym-
phony or any other conscious collective human activity.*’

In thinking about politics, then, weighing and measuring
gets us somewhere, but the tools of the historian, the journalist,

and the critic, are indispensable. So also are the tools of the
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political philosopher, who “returns to old material in response to
new circumstances when those circumstances cannot be ade-
quately understood within the dominant conceptual regime.”®
For example, when we use “demagogue” to describe a politi-
cian, we use a term that has a contemporary dictionary defini-
tion, to be sure, but also a rich history of reflection on its mean-
ing with which we’ve largely lost touch. To understand what’s
going on, to understand whether “demagogue” has a meaning
we can use to identify a real problem or is just an insult we hurl
at popular politicians we dislike, we probably need to immerse
ourselves in that history.

Definitive scientific knowledge of politics eludes us because
of the uniqueness and complexity of any political moment.
Whether we should reject a war because it’s potentially “another
Vietnam” depends on difficult and non-scientific estimates of
the causes and character of the Vietnam War.®* Such estimates
have something to do with the motives of players at the time,
of what their real options were, and even of counterfactual his-
tory, what might have happened if different decisions were
made. We also need to grasp the motives and options of players
now and to try to predict how different policies under consid-
eration might change them. About these things, even after ex-
tensive analysis, reasonable people will disagree.

Definitive scientific knowledge of politics eludes us, also,
because conscious activity makes politics happen. The precise
reason for any given action may be hidden from the actors
themselves. About the motive and meaning of a political speech
or deed, even astute, careful, coolheaded, nonpartisan students
of politics, prepared to follow arguments where they lead, will
disagree.

And definitive scientific knowledge of politics eludes us
because moral questions matter in politics, and disagreement
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among reasonable people about the rightness or wrongness of
an action can persist forever.

In trying to understand politics, we learn that “the world
always remains opaque to us in important respects.”®® For this
reason, the study and practice of politics call for judgment,
“that faculty at work in any situation where reasonable people
might disagree,” the kind of situation that can’t be dealt with
by applying a mathematical formula or conducting a controlled
experiment.63

From this observation, we might conclude, with thinkers as
different as Aristotle and Locke, that different “sorts of things
are knowable in different ways and with correspondingly vary-
ing degrees of certainty.”* We might set to work on identifying
and teaching the standards and intellectual habits that help us
distinguish good from bad arguments when we lack the kinds
of arguments that put an end to disagreement. If we can’t make
meaningful progress in that work, then we're adrift, even if we
tend to avoid politics, since so many of our most important
decisions—should I intervene to help my friend or leave her
alone? Should I put my mother in a home or have her live with
me? Should I stay in this job, or risk taking another?—fall be-
tween “ignorance and knowledge.”®® We suppose that experi-
ence and reflection can help us to become better judges in these
matters. We suppose that we can know, and are responsible for
trying to know, something about them, that we are not reduced
to flipping a coin. But we also know that our defense of a deci-
sion, even if it satisfies us, isn’t impregnable. The other things
we might have decided to do instead won’t be ruled out to
everybody’s satisfaction, in the way that discarded scientific
theories have been ruled out.

I began this section by noting the high prestige of the natural
sciences and mathematics, and one way of putting our problem
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is that science and mathematics are the only game in town
when it comes to the pursuit of the truth. Our problem isn’t that
people don’t understand that judgment is desperately needed.
Whether we define judgment as a single faculty at work in situ-
ations in which reasonable people disagree, or as a bundle of
skills and virtues that help us negotiate such situations, we can’t
do without it. It would be hard to find anyone who, when
pressed, would deny that. It’s therefore distressing that “we
seem to have lost our bearings with respect to matters of

judgment.”

Is Judgment Possible?

No doubt part of the reason we have lost our bearings is the
belief, with which Allan Bloom opens The Closing of the Ameri-
can Mind, “that truth is relative.”®” But that belief, Bloom ac-
knowledges, doesn’t run deep. I'll say more about it in the next
chapter. As important, I think, is our skepticism that judgment,
however badly we may need it, is possible. Even students, and
non-students, who seek firm footing for their beliefs can be
brought up short by the suspicion that reasoning isn’t reasoning
if it can’t produce certainty.

It’s an exaggeration to say that the natural sciences provide
us with certainty or that natural scientists never disagree among
themselves. But they do appear to offer a reliable means to put
many things, within the limits of the evidence available at any
given time, beyond rational dispute. As Francis Bacon, among
the most influential theorists of and propagandists for the
emerging natural sciences, puts it, even the best minds, without
scientific method, “go round for ever in a circle, making trifling,
almost contemptible progress.”®® The merely “elegant and prob-
able” ideas of those who, says Bacon in a less charitable mode,
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may “lack the mental capacity” for experimental science, are
smoke compared to the “certain and demonstrable knowledge”
that attracts “true sons of learning.”%® There is science, and there
is everything else, which is a waste of time.

When, in the seventeenth century, Bacon set out to supplant
the frustrating back and forth struggles of philosophers, with a
science to put an end to such struggles, it would have been hard
to predict his success. Today, if you're not doing science, you
may as well be screaming and crying, because there are no stan-
dards to settle conflicts between your view and anyone else’s.

But there are such standards.

Because the first day of my political philosophy class often
coincides with Martin Luther King Day, my students and I read
parts of King’s “The Power of Nonviolence.””® Nearly all stu-
dents come to class disposed in favor of King’s argument,
whether because King is an icon, or because they dislike vio-
lence, or because, on their understanding of the history of the
civil rights movement, nonviolent protests work. We begin by
looking at some of the premises of King’s position, that, for ex-
ample, behind the “philosophy of nonviolent resistance” is a
“philosophy oflove.” And that behind the improbable idea that
love can defeat hate is the belief that “the universe in some form
is on the side of justice.” “Every person,” King says, “who be-
lieves in nonviolent resistance” believes that. My students are
much less uniformly attracted to that argument. They’re atleast
dimly aware that nonviolence can be a merely strategic maneu-
ver, to be deployed when it’s more likely to work than violence,
and even as an adjunct to more violent methods. We are, in
short, having started with a fuzzy, positive attitude toward non-
violence, now discussing what premises might be underneath a
commitment to nonviolence. That “underneath” is at least one
of the things we're talking about when we say an argument has
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depth. And, as everyone knows, deep arguments are usually
better than shallow ones.

We also ask what King means by various terms. Some are
unfamiliar. What could it mean to be “aggressive spiritually™?
Others are familiar but typically unexamined, like “beloved
community.” In investigating the meanings of those terms as
well as we can within the limits of the text we have in front of
us and of our own experience, we're trying to get clarity about
King’s argument. Everyone knows that, other things equal, clear
arguments are better than unclear ones.

At some point, a student will point to circumstances under
which nonviolence wouldn’t have worked. That student is de-
manding that, rather than generalizing from a single example,
we see how our argument for nonviolence fares when we test it
against different examples. Everyone knows that comprehen-
sive arguments are better than narrow ones.

Where we cannot gauge our progress mathematically or ex-
perimentally, progress can be measured, as Grant thinks pro-
gress in political theory can be measured, by “increasing depth,
clarity, and comprehensiveness.”’! These aren’t the only criteria
for distinguishing between strong and weak arguments, but
they’re among the most common.

When I say that “everyone knows” that some kinds of argu-
ments are better than others, I do so advisedly. As plausible as
it may seem when we consider hard science our gold standard,
it’s implausible, and inconsistent with the standards we adopt
when we’re not playing at relativism, that “the fact of disagree-
ment” implies “that nothing can be known.””* Gerald Graff, a
professor of English and education, finds continuity between
the kinds of everyday arguments, particularly about sports, he
engaged in before he became interested in “school,” and the
arguments in which he wants his students to participate.”?
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No one imagines that people can only scream and cry about
whether LeBron James or Michael Jordan is the Greatest of All
Time, merely because that question can probably never be set-
tled.”* There, too, we grasp the difference between deep and
shallow, comprehensive and narrow, clear and fuzzy arguments.
When we invite students into a community of reasonable
people, we're inviting them into a community they have a foot
in already.

It’s not only so-called relativists, by the way, who have trou-
ble grasping that some things lie in between what we are com-
pletely ignorant about and what we can know with certainty. In
God and Man at Yale, William F. Buckley believes he has caught
academics in a contradiction. Either they believe there is a
truth, in which case their duty is to transmit it, or they believe
there is no truth, in which case they’re relativists whose claims
to inquire into the truth are ridiculous.”® Buckley neglects a
possibility that a serious person might embrace. There is a
truth, but our capacity to grasp it is limited. We tend to think
we know the truth when we don’t. So we should inquire after it
in full awareness of our limits, cautioning ourselves against
claiming we know more than we do. This sense that knowledge
is elusive, and the caution and humility that should accompany
it, is one aspect of the conservatism I outlined in the preface.

The skeptic, the one who points to our difhiculty in getting
students to stop texting in class, may by now be growing impa-
tient. It’s hard even to get students to talk, much less to adopt
rigorous argumentative standards. As Graft says, we often “tol-
erate alow level of articulation and let students vent” instead of
“really engaging with—or even listening to—their classmates”
because we're happy they re talking at all.”® But first, students
are on to this. “Why should I talk for the sake of talking?” they’ll
protest during office hours. Silence is at least sometimes the
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result of the absence, rather than the presence, of standards.
Second, the teacher need not deploy these standards to shut
students down. I agree with David Hayes’s delightful essay,
“When BS is a Virtue,” that it’s important for students to “try to
inhabit the author’s or artist’s point of view, or to try out how
certain thoughts feel, or to develop their capacities for belief,
sympathetic intelligence, and attachment.””” Such exploration
need not be crushed immediately by demands for evidence,
definitions, and responses to counter-examples.

But for the exploration to continue, students need some con-
fidence that it can lead somewhere, that their attachments need
not be arbitrary, that they can be reasonable people.

Is Reason Enough? Liberal and Civic Education

Nearly everyone who claims to be doing liberal education also
claims to be educating students for citizenship. But if liberal
education is about shaping reasonable people, it’s not obvious
that it’s good for citizenship.”®

In chapter 1, I alluded to the possibility that Socrates, the
patron saint of liberal educators, may guide human beings to
higher peaks of freedom than Lockean citizens experience.
However, that freedom sometimes appears to be freedom from
what most of us consider important obligations. Plato depicts
a Socrates who avoids public life as much as possible, who ne-
glects the demands of Athens and of his family to pursue a pre-
dominantly negative wisdom, the kind that doesn’t cure cancer
or build buildings. Socrates doesn’t inspire his listeners, at least
directly, to get involved in politics or pursue social justice. He
neither proposes policies nor attends civil rights marches. His
“energies,” the political theorist Dana Villa tells us, “are devoted
to dissolving the crust of convention and the hubristic claim to
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moral expertise.””® Whereas Locke’s educational works point
toward some kind of citizenship, and Locke himself had a pub-
lic career, Socrates is barely a citizen at all. It doesn’t take a die-
hard conservative to find Socrates’s detachment worrying.
Socrates’s associates include future democrats, but they also
include future tyrants and traitors. Perhaps, then, Locke not-
withstanding, reasonable people aren’t reliable citizens.

Despite this concern, neither liberal democratic leadership
nor liberal democratic public opinion, for the most part, presses
colleges and universities to teach citizenship directly. Nor have
they insisted that colleges and universities teach students to
love liberal democracy. We should pause to reflect on this re-
straint. Thomas Hobbes, author of the influential seventeenth-
century work, Leviathan, argued that the universities should
teach, among other things, “how great a fault it is to speak evil
of the sovereign representative.”®® And governments hadn’t
needed Hobbes to come by the natural enough idea that uni-
versities ought to be instruments of their power.®" Yet in the
United States today, although even private universities suck
desperately at the government’s teat, politicians mostly don’t
try to meddle in the classroom. Even President Trump’s 2019
Executive Order to protect free speech on campus, whatever
one thinks of it, purports only to hold universities to standards
they, themselves, acknowledge.®* According to the American
Council of Trustees and Alumni, even many state universities
refrain from requiring coursework that would give their gradu-
ates a “working knowledge of the history, governing docu-
ments, and governing institutions of their country”®* Requiring
such coursework would be a far cry from using the universities
to prop up the regime. Yet the public doesn’t demand even that
much.
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Perhaps we grasp that if colleges were to proselytize for citi-
zenship, they would become, even more than they are now,
partisan battlegrounds. The meaning of citizenship is itself a
matter of political dispute, and advocacy for civic education at
our colleges and universities, which comes largely from within,
is frequently partisan. Some are unsubtly so. In an essay for the
Monkey Cage, a blog that presents political science research to
awider public, Elizabeth A. Bennion and Melissa R. Michelson
explain that Democratic gains in the midterm election depend
on student participation. They go on to recommend various
means of increasing it, including in-class registration drives. In
a subsequent piece, they argue that campus leaders have a civic
duty to boost participation and, again, that the classroom is a
great place to mobilize young voters. The “actual script is less
important than the captive audience.”®* Critics of higher educa-
tion could not have found better cartoon villains than Profes-
sors Bennion and Michelson, who just come out and say that
professors should use their classrooms to advance the fortunes
of the Democratic Party.

Other calls are subtler but still show how the civic education
mission, where it’s pursued directly, can conflict with the mis-
sion of shaping reasonable people. Martha Nussbaum, at least
since Cultivating Humanity, has argued that liberal education
should aim at “world citizenship.” In Not for Profit, she ties this
aim to another, of winning the society-wide struggle, carried
out in each individual soul, between “greed and narcissism” on
the one hand, and “respect and love” on the other.®* Here we
have a kind of political religion, whose devotees aspire above all
to cosmopolitanism, not patriotism, and pray for love to defeat
self-interest. This position is not unreasonable merely because it
is a position more likely to be adopted by the center-left than by,
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say, a libertarian. But there’s a tension between adopting, as
Nussbaum does, reason as an aim of education and simulta-
neously adopting a particular, highly contestable, understand-
ing of citizenship as an aim of education. We can imagine the
opening speech at orientation, which begins with the exhorta-
tion to follow the argument where it leads and ends by telling
you exactly where the argument leads—to love. Socrates is a
stopover on the flight to John Lennon.

We “all would like to think that wisdom goes our way,” Earl
Shorris says. Then, not unlike Nussbaum, he proves it by ex-
plaining one of the ways he evaluated his course: students had
“notably more appreciation for the concepts of benevolence,
spirituality, universalism, and collectivism” at the end of it than
they did at the beginning. He ends his rich description of his
Clemente Course by offering a concrete example of its success,
awoman who tries to start a union, not one who joins the Black
Panthers or goes to work for her Republican representative.®®
Follow the argument where it leads, says Shorris, but, surprise,
it leads to my politics.

That’s lucky.

So civic education can find itself at odds with liberal educa-
tion. Yet, as the political philosopher Martin Diamond has ar-
gued, universities do well to offer some kind of civic education.
“Someone else always pays” for higher education, and those
who give us their money and trust us with their children are
entitled to make demands. Where those who pay are govern-
ments, and parents and students who accept the legitimacy of
those governments, they are entitled to “some form of fidelity
to the regime or, at the very least, ‘a decent respect to’ its funda-
mental opinions.” Both prudence—having no interest in the
well-being of one’s societal sponsors is a bad look—and princi-
ple suggest that colleges and universities should, where they
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deal with politics, “give to the regime and its opinions a central
and respected place.”®” Notice that this concession falls well
short of describing the direct aim of higher education as the
production of loyal citizens or of adherents to a particular
creed.

In the United States, Diamond argues, this concession to the
polity does little, if anything, to dilute the aim of shaping rea-
sonable people. For one thing, “a decent stock of received opin-
ions and habits” is probably a more useful starting point for
rational inquiry than a vacuum. A student’s investment, how-
ever unconscious, in the reigning opinions gives her a stake in
inquiring into their foundations.®® When, in my course in
American Political Thought, students become interested in the
tension between the principles of the American Founders and
the principles of early twentieth-century progressives, it’s not
because they’re history buffs. Rather, they have a stake in be-
lieving both sets of principles, which coexist in our politics. So
they can be jarred by the possibility that belief in both isn’t
possible.

For another thing, the American Founders were “thoughtful
partisans of modernity” who understood themselves to be en-
gaged in an experiment and who advanced their principles in
the face of still living premodern alternatives. For that reason,
an education that affords a central place to the respectful study
of the principles of American politics makes the student aware
in a way she couldn’t have been before that those principles are
a conscious choice.®® Where such an education succeeds, most
students, whether because even a determined attempt to edu-
cate them to respect reason’s authority leaves some prejudices
intact, or because the case for American political principles is
good, will become more thoughtful, but not less attached, citi-
zens. If a handful of eccentric students comes to question the
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goodness of the polity, we can live with, and may even benefit
from, the challenge.

This confidence that the polity can survive rational scrutiny
is founded on what one might call the Enlightenment gamble.
We gamble on the proposition that, contrary to the experience
of Socrates, who was killed by his fellow Athenians, or of Gali-
leo, who was compelled to recant by the Church, pursuers of
reason need not be simply or primarily at odds with the polity.
The eighteenth-century Enlightenment took inspiration from
Locke who, without making the adoption of liberal democratic
premises the explicit purpose of his education, expected that an
education directed toward shaping reasonable people would
lead students to accept the “natural rights of men” and their
natural equality.”

It’s still appropriate to describe this confidence in reason as
a bet, and a conservative might today give fewer than three
cheers for the Enlightenment. But much has been built on this
bet over the past few centuries, including today’s colleges and
universities. For this reason, conservatives who reject it are hard
to distinguish from radicals.

A Conservative Challenge

I've refrained to this point from treating what I'll call anti-liberal
conservatism, which does reject the Enlightenment gamble and
makes a frontal assault on liberal education as I understand it.
But this species of conservatism is getting a hearing today. Not
only conservatives but also President Obama found much to
recommend in Patrick Deneen’s Why Liberalism Failed, a 2018
work, indeed worth reading, that sets our economic and cul-
tural ills at the feet of Lockean liberalism.”* To conserve liberal-
ism is to conserve the ultimate cause of our discontents. We
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must “reject the belief that the ailments of liberal society can be
fixed by realizing liberalism.” Instead, for Deneen and conserva-
tives of his type, “the only path to liberation from the inevita-
bilities and ungovernable forces that liberalism imposes is lib-
eration from liberalism itself.”>

On the educational scene, as we’ll see in a moment, Deneen
has provocatively recognized his kinship with at least one radi-
cal, a left-wing student radical, no less, and has disowned the
conservatism that animates this book. Indeed, he thinks that
defenders of the kind of liberal education I defend aren’t con-
servatives at all. There’s a bomb hidden in this otherwise
pleasant-sounding idea of becoming a reasonable person. To tie
these two thoughts together, Deneen thinks that true conserva-
tives should agree with left-wing radicals that the liberal demo-
cratic enlightenment is poison. Any view of education that
takes Locke as a starting point has started all wrong. I'll take up
this challenge now.

In February 2014, a Harvard undergraduate, Sandra Korn,
writing for Harvard’s daily paper, the Crimson, decried the “lib-
eral obsession with ‘academic freedom.”** The idea of academic
freedom, according to Korn’s argument, unrealistically suggests
that campuses should distance themselves from politics in favor
of the politically neutral pursuit of the truth. In attacking the
idea of academic freedom, Korn is also attacking the idea I've
defended in this chapter. Academic freedom, as it’s understood
today, means precisely that colleges and universities are de-
voted to following arguments wherever they lead, answering
only to the dictates of “scientific conscience,” or reason.”* Aca-
demic freedom, then, is closely tied to the idea that universities
are communities of reasonable people. Because such communi-
ties are worthy of protection and earn dividends, in scientific
progress among other things, for polities that protect them,
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trustees and legislators are expected to give professors even
more leeway than the First Amendment affords to other
citizens.

But universities, Korn claims, can’t be devoted to following
arguments wherever they lead because politics are inescapable.
What research gets funded and published, what topics are
deemed worthy of consideration, is “always contingent on po-
litical priorities.” When administrators tell protesters, “Respect
that speaker’s academic freedom, even though her argument
gives aid and comfort to bad actors,” they're really saying,
“Don’t challenge the status quo-hugging politics of the univer-
sity” In light of the pervasiveness of politics and the phony neu-
trality of academic freedom, students and faculty on the left,
Korn argues, should embrace a political standard, which she
calls “academic justice.” If, she asks, “our university community
opposes racism, sexism, and heterosexism, why should we put
up with research that counters our goals simply in the name of
‘academic freedom’?” We shouldn’t, she concludes. She’s up for
organizing to prevent one of Harvard’s few conservative profes-
sors, Harvey Mansfield, from publishing “sexist commentary,”
under the “authority of a Harvard faculty position.””® Because
we conservative higher-ed writers are not above searching the
pages of student newspapers for material, Korn’s opinion piece
drew plenty of harsh responses.

Deneen’s was unusual among them in containing the sen-
tence, “I agree with Ms. Korn.%¢

About what? First, he agrees with Korn that “academic insti-
tutions inevitably are dedicated to some substantial commit-
ments,” apart from a commitment to rational inquiry. He agrees
that academic freedom masquerades as neutral, although it’s a
weapon. Academic freedom was the “means by which the sub-
stantial commitments once held mainly by religious institu-
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tions were initially destabilized and eventually rejected” in favor
of “anew set of commitments,” liberal ones. As Korn thinks that
the appeal to academic freedom conceals and protects the uni-
versity’s conservatism, its ties to capitalism, Zionism, hetero-
sexism, and so on, Deneen thinks that the appeal to academic
freedom, or the appeal to reason, protects and masks the uni-
versity’s institutionalized radicalism, its disdain for religion,
tradition, family, and so on.

Second, and perhaps more important, Deneen agrees with
Korn that attachment to academic freedom, as it’s usually un-
derstood, does nothing to improve universities. Whatever free-
dom an academic may enjoy must be understood in terms of
and limited by a particular vision of the truth. Pope John Paul
IT and Benedict XVI have defended academic freedom under-
stood in this way as “necessarily limited to efforts to better un-
derstand and articulate the truth of the Faith.” But Deneen con-
cedes that the consensus understanding of academic freedom
is so far from this idea that Korn’s term, “academic justice,” is
clearer. “I agree,” Deneen says, “that we should be committed
to academic justice; I disagree that today’s academy has defined
justice correctly” Academic justice, not the pursuit of reason
untethered from specific conceptions of justice, can save us.

Let me begin by quarreling with Deneen about what aca-
demic freedom means. Deneen’s problem with academic free-
dom is that it’s connected to a broader Enlightenment effort to
“liberate humans from the dead hand of the past” and ultimately
from all restraint. It’s a freedom that demands the dismantling
of traditions on which human beings have relied for much of
their history, in favor of a freedom that leads nowhere.

More broadly, Deneen thinks that Allan Bloom’s under-
standing of liberal education, foolishly embraced by conserva-
tives like me, is part of the problem. It “reflects a commitment



108 CHAPTER THREE

to” liberty understood in a negative and therefore empty man-
ner as “the liberation of the individual from the past and limits
and place”®” And Deneen’s problem with liberal education fol-
lows from his problem with liberalism itself, which, as far back
as Locke, seeks “the active liberation of the individual from any
limiting conditions.””® What could be less conservative than
unmooring individuals from culture and tradition?

Deneen is right that academic freedom is not conservative
in the sense of preferring tradition for tradition’s sake. But it
does preserve the past. As the 1915 Declaration of Principles on
Academic Freedom and Academic Tenure, adopted by the
American Association of University Professors, puts it, the uni-
versity must be “the conservator of all genuine elements of
value in the past thought and life of mankind which are not in
the fashion of the moment.” The university is “likely always to
exercise a certain form of conservative influence” because in-
quirers into the truth won’t worship the present, and will have
a “reasonable regard for the teachings of experience.”® This fol-
lows from the enterprise that academic freedom serves, of test-
ing our opinions against the evidence and the best available
arguments, which entails, to put it in Locke’s terms, “compre-
hensive enlargement of mind . . . assisted with letters, and a free
consideration of the several views and sentiments of thinking
men of all sides.”'

As Ruth Grant says, at least part of that enlargement of mind
involves research in the humanities, returning to “old material
in response to new circumstances when those circumstances
cannot be adequately understood within the dominant concep-
tual regime.” Grant calls this return “conservative” in the “rather
literal sense that it depends on the conservation of the past, of
the records of human action, thought, and imagination.” She
also calls it conservative in another sense. Studying the works
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of the past “produces an appreciation of the immensity of
human achievement but also a recognition of the limits of human
understanding and human capabilities.” The study of the wisest
human beings and the most advanced civilizations brings the
deficiencies of all human beings and civilizations to our atten-
tion.'*! Liberal education as I've described it in this chapter is
just not in league with “the active liberation of the individual
from any limiting conditions.”

It isn’t easy to meet Deneen’s exacting standard for being a
conservative. In a striking column, he adopts the political theo-
rist Herbert Storing’s view that the Antifederalists, who fought
the ratification of the 1787 Constitution, were “the original
American conservatives.” Because they’ve made peace with
commercialism, which the Antifederalists disdained, and have
become “vociferous nationalists,” whereas the Antifederalists
doubted the possibility of democracy on the scale of the nation,
“today’s conservatives are liberals.”!%*

As I indicated in the preface, I join many, perhaps most,
American conservatives in agreeing that I am a liberal if by lib-
eralism one means, as Deneen does, the political philosophy,
“conceived some 500 years ago,” that sees “humans as rights
bearing individuals” and holds that governments are instituted
to “secure rights.”'*® To be conservative, for Deneen, is to op-
pose liberalism in this sense. In truth, even the Antifederalists
wouldn’t count as conservatives by this standard, since, as Stor-
ing shows, the principles of the American Revolution embod-
ied by the Declaration of Independence were among the things
they wished to conserve. If they favored keeping more power at
the state level than the Federalists did, it was because they saw
an “inherent connection between the states and the preserva-
tion of individual liberty, which is the end of any legitimate

governrnent.”104
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This is not the time to have it out between conservatives who
wish to conserve liberalism and those, like Deneen, who have
been waiting five hundred years to say, “I told you so!” But we
don’t need to have that fight to see that Deneen’s fundamental
reason for separating conservatives from the idea of liberal edu-
cation, that liberal education makes too many concessions to
the wrong turn Europe took in the seventeenth century, relies
on a rather narrow understanding of conservatism.

Even if we were to adopt Deneen’s understanding of conser-
vatism, there would be much to like in universities that seek to
shape reasonable people. Universities, whatever their many de-
fects, even today remain places in which alternatives to the pre-
vailing views can be encountered. The Open Syllabus Project,
which has collected syllabuses from more than a million courses
and ranks nearly a million texts, finds Plato’s Republic and Aris-
totle’s Ethics in the top ten of assigned texts.'® It’s not true, as
Deneen proposes, that the commitment to open inquiry is a
mere mask for cramming the reigning opinions into unsuspect-
ing minds. In fact, the university is one of the only places one
might happen upon a serious and sustained critique of a set of
political ideas that, just as Deneen says, has had hundreds of
years to rout the opposition. Even my Catholic students, at-
tached at least loosely to another ancient and troubled institu-
tion, nearly always learn for the first time when they take my
course that the Church puts forward arguments, grounded not
only in revelation but also in reason, for the positions it takes.

Deneen’s own critique of liberalism, that it pulls us toward
an impotent and shallow individualism on the one hand, and a
vast administrative state on the other, is largely derived from
Tocqueville. One is most likely to encounter Tocqueville as I
did, in college, where, according to the Open Syllabus Project,
Democracy in America ranks a healthy thirty-second among as-
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signed texts. Imagine if Deneen’s wish were granted and our
overwhelmingly left-liberal faculties were to agree with him that
they should settle on a view of “academic justice” and hire
teachers and craft syllabuses accordingly. Suppose they were to
cast caution aside, recognizing that professionalism is no more
neutral than academic freedom itself, and fully devote them-
selves to advancing social justice through their teaching and
research. Presumably, the stranglehold of liberalism, and the
left-wing views that Deneen considers predictable outcomes of
liberalism, would only tighten.

In any case, the success of the Enlightenment gamble, which
is also Locke’s gamble, doesn’t culminate in a human being or
citizen who knows no limits. To subject oneself to the authority
of reason, to feel pride in obeying it and shame in abandoning
it, is to accept a limit. That is one reason why, in Plato’s Republic,
engaging in dialogue is at times presented as an obligation, “for
the argument is not just any question but about the way one
should live”*% Even the man Socrates is talking to here, Thra-
symachus, who acts as if he considers reason simply a means of
getting the better of others, isn’t deaf to the plea that a human
being should try to live within the limits of reason, rather than
willfully refuse all limits. When Locke sternly says that there’s
no worse failing for anyone who claims to be rational than not
to yield to reason, he works within the Socratic tradition, one
that subjects human beings to limits.

This tradition isn’t wholly conservative in any sense of the
term. Once we're brought to examine and test our own princi-
ples, however much we might imagine that reality has a conser-
vative bias, we may discover that those principles are unsound.
But as Buckley saw in considering Allan Bloom’s work, the mere
determination to take arguments seriously, in an atmosphere
otherwise hostile to conservative principles, is of great value.
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And at a deeper level, shouldn’t a conservative be at least as
satisfied as a liberal when a student feels the sting of the injunc-
tion to keep pursuing the argument, “for the argument is not
just any question but about the way one should live”? That’s the
quotation that I—and I'm hardly original in this—put at the
head of my syllabus for the Common Intellectual Experience,
among the first courses students take at Ursinus, which focuses
on fundamental, enduring questions that human beings can
encounter in nearly all times and places. Yes, 'm a conservative,
but I can’t think of any strain of conservatism that wants young
people to be frivolous about serious matters.



CHAPTER FOUR

Shaping Reasonable Students

Spend enough time on campus and some cynic will tell you that
college is terrific, except for all the students. Nonetheless, es-
pecially as we're fed a diet of stories about today’s students—
some find them heroic, others irredeemable—those of us who
propose aims for higher education have to reckon with the stu-
dents whom we aim to highly educate. My reckoning may be
less satisfying than some others in that my conclusion is mainly
negative: we professors know less than we think we know about
our students. If we hope to have reasonable students, we need
to be more reasonable about them. So I'll make a case for hope
but will also try to remain mindful that a man of fifty-one is in
danger of making a fool of himself when he claims to speak
knowledgeably about the young.

The Unbearable Opacity of Students

Last chapter, we heard from Ruth Grant that judgment is
needed because “the world always remains opaque to us in
important respects.” Some things that matter to us are also
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stubbornly complex and ambiguous, even after all the argu-
ments have been weighed. This is also an insight of conserva-
tism as [ understand it.

But when Grant says the world remains opaque to “us” in
important respects, that “us” includes teachers and that world
includes students. What can we know about the stubbornly
complex and ambiguous human beings whom we teach?

We'd like to know much. We assume that our students’ judg-
ment is in some ways enhanced and in other ways spoiled by
presuppositions, penchants, and passions of which they’re not
fully aware. This is, to use Plato’s simile, their cave. We suspect
that life in this cave, though healthy in some ways, is unhealthy
in others, and that being cut off from reflection on one’s presup-
positions, penchants, and passions stunts one’s growth. So al-
ready, teachers should know a lot about what their students
believe and care about—what kind of cave theyre in. And we
should know something about what non-stunted growth—or
human flourishing—is, and how our students can be helped to
have a share in it.

But teachers can’t take it for granted that they know these
things about their students. Parents rarely know their own
children as well as that, even though they observe them from
birth and typically have a small number to monitor. Even so,
how often does a well-intentioned intervention, not because of
some prejudice the parent has but because of incomplete
knowledge, go wrong? That’s never happened to me, but I've
read about it in the parenting literature.

Further, teachers, like everyone else, are prejudiced, subject
to, among other stupidities, confirmation bias—the tendency
to look for and interpret evidence to back up our preconceived
notions. We are also prone, more than most, I'd guess, to over-
confidence. We frequently appeal, in disputes with our col-
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leagues, to what “the students” say or think, without consider-
ing that the students we know may be unrepresentative, or that
our students may be telling us what we want to hear, or that we
may be hard of hearing. A colleague of mine once claimed, sin-
cerely I think, that her students had, unprompted, voiced their
approval of a change in the way we were handling a course. The
change had taken place a decade earlier, long before any of
those students had enrolled. They could not, unprompted, have
been aware of it, much less have had an informed opinion. A
defective but common feedback loop was likely at work: we
directly or indirectly let students in on what we think; they later
repeat it back to us; we run to our colleagues armed with this
evidence of what “the students” believe.

In Why Higher Education Should Have a Leftist Bias, Donald
Lazere performs this move on a grand scale. With five decades
of teaching experience to lend his words weight, he says that
students refuse “to see beyond their personal experience.” Their
families didn’t own slaves, they reason. They aren’t prejudiced,
they suppose. Therefore, the problem of race prejudice in
America must be grossly exaggerated.' No doubt, Lazere has
heard a non-trivial number of students voice some version of
the view that racial discrimination is no longer a major problem
in America. So have I. But the Higher Education Research In-
stitute (HERI) asks large numbers of entering freshmen most
years whether they agree or disagree that “racial discrimination
is no longer a major problem in America.” Year after year, few—
just 17.1% in the 2017 survey—agree even somewhat.>

Lazere might counter that things are different for the “Middle
American whites” he has dealt with at the non-elite universities
he has known.? These places, he’d have us believe, are packed
with Dittoheads and aspiring Ann Coulters. But that’s unlikely.
The HERI Freshman Survey slices the higher education pie into
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numerous pieces—public, private, religious, non-sectarian, and
more. In 2017, no subgroup broke 18% on the racial discrimina-
tion question. Either Lazere is hyper-attuned to a minority
view, or his students are atypical, in which case his work should
have been entitled, Why Higher Education in Unusual Class-
rooms Like Mine Should Have a Leftist Bias.

Making false assumptions about students can cause other-
wise conscientious teachers to take wrong turns. Lazere’s teach-
ing strategy proceeds from his narrow understanding of what
his students’ prejudices are. Like me, he wants to practice “lib-
eral education,” which entails “broadening students’ perspec-
tives beyond those of their upbringing.” But he also thinks that
many students are “limited in their political views to the con-
servative commonplaces” they’ve “heard from their parents
and peers.”*

Getting down to the genesis of these commonplaces, Lazere
argues that America has suffered and still suffers from “a con-
tinuous series of political and cultural offensives, engineered by
the Republican Party and its allies since the 1970s.”*> Compliant
media figures corrupted by wealth, and left-liberal leaders, “in-
toxicated by the sweet smell of success,” reinforce the “deliber-
ate social control, propaganda, polemics, and semantic agenda-
setting” that hold up the “conservative status quo.”®

Consequently, to broaden student minds, Lazere proposes
that classes in argumentative rhetoric should give “a full ac-
counting of [the sins] of the right,” while considering the “best
conservative rebuttals” available.” If the remainder of Lazere’s
book is any indication, rhetoric courses will henceforth consist
in reading and exposing the hypocrisy of Irving Kristol, Nor-
man Podhoretz, and other neoconservative figures with whom
Lazere has long-standing beefs.
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If you see a virtually all-powerful corporate conservative
cabal hiding behind the Democratic Party, the news media, and
other seemingly left-leaning American institutions, then you
might think that liberal education requires a frontal assault on
the cabal’s best hypnotists. You won’t be fooled, as Lazere evi-
dently isn’t, by the fact that—to return to HERI’s Freshman
Survey—students have complicated political views. In 2015,
more than 70% of incoming freshmen agreed that “colleges
should prohibit racist/sexist speech on campus.” Eighty-one
percent agreed that “same-sex couples should have the right to
legal marital status.” On the other hand, only a bare majority
agreed that “students from disadvantaged social backgrounds
should be given preferential treatment in college admissions.”®
In 2017, when, as we’ve seen, only a small minority denied the
salience of racial discrimination, a comfortable majority, nearly
70%, agreed that “through hard work, everybody can succeed
in American society””® Jean Twenge, the psychologist and ex-
pert on generational differences, reviewing a range of evidence,
finds both libertarian and socialist streaks in the new generation
that she has dubbed iGen (others call it Generation Z), about
which we’re about to hear more.'® Students tilt left-liberal but
don’t fit snugly into any political box.

Never mind, though; Lazere has met and taught a lot of
rubes.

Generation 222727

Survey data of the sort HERI gathers can check some of our
biases. But in thinking about my classroom, I don’t put much
stock in surveys, especially when they’re used to divide stu-
dents into generations.
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Early in my career, a Chronicle of Higher Education writer ad-
vised us, in the manner of a square delivering a lecture on hip-
ness, that most American college students were raised on, sniff,
“the institution known as ‘MTV.” When they gazed up from
“quick edits, contemporary music, and dazzling dance rou-
tines,” they demanded “warp-speed answers to their life issues.”
Who were we, then, not to rejigger our syllabuses to clarify
what our courses had to do with their careers? They were used
to innovative camera, lighting, and set design work, blended to
create a visual and auditory story of teen angst or joy. No prob-
lem. We had electronic whiteboards and PowerPoint. If we used
tech tools judiciously, we could “remain both the intellectual
and the technological leaders of our classrooms,” the masters of
our pedagogical domains. Above all, we mustn’t cross the kids,
whom we were to picture, with remote in hand, poised to
change the channel. We were advised to gauge their present
mood via “opinion pulses.”!!

The terms that describe the generations change. The advice
mostly doesn’t. In 2016, InsideHigherEd published an advice col-
umn that informed readers that members of a heretofore undis-
covered species, millennials “have a shorter attention span”
than the average Labrador retriever, and “are driven by instant
gratification.” But, straighten your pith helmet and dive in
because they can be lured into your pedagogical trap with
“video clips [a link directs us to TED talks], podcasts” and
other baits. Just be sure to “deliver knowledge in small doses:
Ten minutes is as long as you’ll be able to hold a Millennial’s
interest. So keep switching every ten minutes.” One might try a
“ten-minute anecdote, followed by a short video.” Try exploring
“microlearning.”'>

Reader, I didn’t try to explore it.
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And now we have Generation Z, or iGen. Its members need
“e-textbooks with videos, interactive figures, and built-in quiz-
zes.” The videos that they “watch online are rarely more than
three minutes long,” so who do we think we're kidding when we
ask them to concentrate on books?"?

This is where the pedagogical wisdom of the past two de-
cades, otherwise divergent, converges. More videos. Shorter,
please.

Let’s be fair to Jean Twenge, who makes that e-textbook rec-
ommendation. She’s right that sensible teachers “meet [stu-
dents] where they are.”'* Twenge doesn’t reccommend that we
stop asking our students to read challenging books. Rather, we
may have to build up to War and Peace, or even to long maga-
zine articles. Fair enough. As Twenge documents, what stu-
dents say about their reading habits supports professors, who
might otherwise be dismissed as nostalgics, when they gripe
that students are less interested in and practiced at reading than
they were two decades ago. Students weren’t great readers then,
either, but one can’t help but be deflated by this finding of
HERI’s 2015 Freshman Survey: 58.2% of incoming freshmen
reported spending one hour or less per week reading for plea-
sure during the previous year. In 1995, the high but marginally
less soul-crushing figure was 48.7%."

Even if we take the data at face value, however, they don't tell
us how to reach our students. Recall Mark Edmundson. His
students find him “enjoyable.” He’s down with “current culture”
and, consequently, students find even Sigmund Freud “interest-
ing” when Edmundson delivers Freud’s heavy ideas in the man-
ner, as Edmundson’s title puts it, of “lite entertainment.” But
Edmundson thinks his students can do more than enjoy the
works he teaches much the way they might enjoy a middling
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TV series. They can be challenged, inspired—perhaps changed—
by the works he teaches, even if they haven't been challenged,
inspired, or changed by books before. Edmundson vows that
“when the kids’ T'V-based tastes come to the fore, [he’ll] aim and
shoot” And “when it comes time to praise genius . .. [he’ll] try
to do it in the right style, full-out, with faith that finer artistic
spirits (maybe not Homer and Isaiah quite, but close, close), still
alive somewhere in the ether will help [him] out.”*¢

So the cultural odds are loaded, as one suspects they’ve al-
ways been, against the best kind of teaching. Nonetheless, I
doubt Edmundson’s buying it when he’s told, as a recent Chron-
icle of Higher Education advice column told all of us old-timers,
that one had best assign “a maximum of two five-page articles
for any one class.” That’s not because he’s crotchety, or hasn’t
noticed that some students fake their way through class discus-
sions, but rather because he thinks that genius can swim up-
stream. Contrary to the column’s author, assigning more than
ten minutes of reading is not mere “virtue-signaling to other
professors,” even though, yeah, yeah, yeah, it’s a “digital age.”"”

Some Almost Permanent Things

Again, Edmundson doesn’t deny that things change; his article
is largely about students brought up in a consumer culture that
hasn’t always existed. However, he banks on the likelihood—
never denied by generational storm spotters—that many things
don’t change. Perhaps Edmundson’s confidence is increased, as
mine is, by the way in which ancient philosophy and literature
resonate with some of our students, even though they aren’t
members of—what?—Generation Beta?

Although I admire the innovative and informative work of
Jean Twenge, an old University of Chicago acquaintance (Bur-
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ton Judson represent!), I'm suspicious of it, too. I don’t believe
her interview subject, “Melissa,” when she says, “I couldn’t care
less how I am viewed by society. I live my life according to the
morals, views, and standards that I create.” She is, I think, put-
ting herself and us on. I doubt that her comment represents a
“revolution,” in which Melissa’s “Generation Me,” “those born
1970 t0 1999,” are swept up, that is greatly diminishing the other-
wise reliable human tendency to care about what other people
think. Fine, the young people Twenge profiled are more in-
clined to dress down at work than their predecessors were. But
it hardly seems likely that they’re beyond making “a good impres-
sion on others” and trying to “elicit their approval.” Maybe Me-
lissa wears custom distressed jeans when she utters the sort of
statement Twenge reports and maybe she doesn’t. But the Gap
wouldn’t offer an array of ripped and distressed jeans if the young
were now dressing just to be “relaxed, natural, and happy.”*®
Rousseau noticed that his sophisticated French fellow intel-
lectuals had “natural” and “easy” manners and that they affected
to despise “public opinion.” But he also noticed that, if any-
thing, they cared more about what other people thought of
them than less sophisticated people did."'® They exemplified, for
Rousseau, a general characteristic of civilized people. Civilized
man, partly because of his economic dependence on others and
partly because he can’t escape their gaze, “knows how to live
only in the opinion of others,” drawing even “the sentiment of
his own existence” from “their judgment alone.”*® Perhaps this
portrait is hyperbolic. But it’s going to take a lot more evidence
than we’ve got now to persuade me that a new generation has
overcome shame. And when someone protests that he doesn’t
care what other people think of him, I suspect he cares a lot.
Indeed, although the first edition of Twenge’s Generation Me,
which appeared in 2006, didn’t deal with social media, the re-
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vised edition introduces us to “Chloe,” an eighteen-year-old
who says, “I have almost 10,000 followers and many of my
friends are not even at 1,000. . .. I guess I enjoy portraying my
life as fabulous.”*' Few will dispute Twenge’s judgment that this
statement is narcissistic. But Twenge doesn’t dwell on one con-
clusion we can draw from it. As much as young people might
bravely say, along with Melissa, that they don’t care what others
think, they probably, like Chloe, care desperately about what
others think.>* Anyone who has taken a horrified glance at Face-
book knows that for adults and young people alike, living in and
through the opinion of others didn’t go out with bell-bottoms.
Getting this right is no small thing. As I hope I indicated in chap-
ter 3, we misunderstand our students, and throw away one of our
best tools, if we imagine they have overcome shame.

On the other hand, I'm with Twenge when she says that
Generation Me and iGen, those “born in 1995 and later,” are
deeply individualistic.>® The sociologist Robert Bellah and his
co-authors worried about this trend more than thirty years
ago.** The political scientist Robert Putnam had us all talking,
twenty years ago, about how we now bowl alone.>* And in ob-
serving that modern currents pull us apart, Putnam and Bellah
followed Tocqueville, who was on to us in this respect almost
two hundred years ago. Tocqueville saw, as he looked at
nineteenth-century Europe and America, that democracy was
undoing an aristocratic order, in which one’s way of life and ties
to others were dictated by one’s place in a natural or divine hi-
erarchy. As that order receded, the individual increasingly
tended to “withdraw to one side with his family and his friends”
and to “seek the reason for things by [himself] and in [himself]
alone.”?® We conservatives aren’t ones to jump on a trend, but
we’'ll concede, now that it has been around for centuries, that
individualism is probably not a fad.
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From a Toquevillian perspective, it’s not surprising that in-
dividualism is on the rise today, as the resources Tocqueville
found pushing against it, in religion, civic associations, and
local government, all seem diminished. None of this is a knock
on Twenge, who agrees that individualism has been increasing
for “perhaps even several centuries.””” I mean only to say that,
like our anxiety about what others—from our friends to Twit-
ter randos—think of us, democratic individualism and its im-
plications aren’t going away soon. We can count on them.

These implications are—I know I've used these words before
but it wouldn’t be bad to tattoo them to our fists—complex and
ambiguous. Twenge’s data suggest that Generation Me under-
graduates, despite their individualism, believed more than their
predecessors “that their lives were controlled by outside forces.”
This finding at first seems at odds with their individualism. “If
GenMe’ers see themselves as independent individuals, why are
they increasingly blaming others when things go wrong?”
Twenge speculates that for GenMe students, whose self-esteem
was off the charts, one way to make sense of failure, which
couldn’t possibly be their fault, was to curse fate.*®

Tocqueville suggests, on the other hand, that a low estimate
of one’s ability to control things is an old democratic illness that
doesn’t contradict but rather follows from individualism. When
fixed hierarchies dissolve, and the democratic individual com-
pares himself to others, he “feels with pride that he is the equal
of each of them.” Who are they to tell him what to think or do?
But his isolation also has the effect of making him feel anxious
and weak. When he compares himself to the majority, he “is
immediately overwhelmed by his own insignificance.” To that
majority, he promptly cedes his mind and will. Similarly, demo-
cratic historians “attribute almost no influence to the individual
over the destiny of the species” because when “all citizens are
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independent of one another, and each of them is weak,” “indi-
viduals seem absolutely powerless” to make history.** When
the shackles of the old order are removed, one feels free, but
when one’s bonds to others are broken, one feels small. No
wonder that, late in the democratic day, we find people flexing
in one snapshot and freaking out in another.

Tocqueville’s explanation doesn’t exclude Twenge’s, and I
doubt one could prove either by poring over survey data. Such
data, though they may lead us to question our assumptions about
students, don't tell us what students think. It doesn’t take a psy-
choanalyst to imagine that a person’s deepest concerns may be
hidden from view. And if a survey happens to reveal what stu-
dents think, it may not tell us to what extent they care, why they
think what they do, or how one thought might be qualified or
contradicted by other thoughts. Even asking directly, whether
in a classroom or non-classroom setting, only helps so much
because it’s hard to be confident that you're hearing a student’s
actual views. Perhaps what’s needed, at our colleges and univer-
sities, is not another workshop on Generation Z, conducted by
generously compensated gurus, but rather alertness to our ten-
dency to think we know our students when we don’t.

That’s not to say that we lack resources in this matter any
more than a parent is completely at sea in knowing a child, ora
friend is completely at sea in knowing a friend. In more than
twenty years of teaching, for example, I've never felt misled by
Allan Bloom’s observation that “almost every student entering
the university believes, or says he believes, that truth is relative.”
And I've never felt misled by his less noticed observation that
almost every student also has a non-relativistic “allegiance to
equality” that runs deeper than that student’s relativism.** Rela-
tivism, the view that there is no truth but only multiple subjec-
tive opinions, is “not a theoretical insight but a moral postulate”
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that supports equality. As long as no way of life or opinion is
superior to any other, no person can be superior to any other.
That is why even students otherwise shy about the idea of evil
will react to racism, sexism, and other inegalitarian -isms with
anger, as evils, rather than as subjective opinions among other
equally valid subjective opinions. One finds the force of this
egalitarian relativism in strange places. A student of mine, dur-
ing a discussion of Genesis, proclaimed that the Bible should
be read as the literal word of God. She quickly added that this
was merely her personal opinion.

I don’t doubt that students today are different in some re-
spects from the students I taught at the beginning of my career
in the late 1990s. On average, for example, students now seem
to be less religious and more beset by mental health issues than
they were.* But, for whatever my testimony is worth, students,
in their propensity to worry about what others think of them,
or their individualism, or their love of equality, or their relativ-
ism, seem now about as they seemed way back then.

At least as important, I don’t think they’re worse or better,
from the standpoint of their capacity to become reasonable,
than the human beings Locke had in front of him in the seven-
teenth century. The very “inclinations of our nature,” Locke as-
serts, “dispose us to a right use of our understandings.” The
mind “no sooner entertains any proposition, but it presently
hastens to some hypothesis to bottom it on.” What’s more,
Locke thinks that we care whether that hypothesis is true or
not. So that when our “false maxims are brought to the test” and
fail, we will “acknowledge them to be fallible,” if only temporar-
ily.** Students still find it unsettling when they’re caught in a
contradiction, or when two things they want to believe in and
act on—say the lessons of Machiavelli and the lessons of
Christ—appear to contradict each other.
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But hastening to anchor our ideas on solid ground can work
against us. As Locke goes on to explain, our haste causes us to
rely “upon testimony” when it shouldn’t be relied on, “because
it is easier to believe than to be scientifically instructed.”** The
ground we find may be “true or false, solid or sandy.” That we
are “unquiet or unsettled” before we cast anchor suggests that
we may not be in a frame of mind to make sure we’re anchoring
someplace secure. To the unquiet and unsettled person, a con-
spiracy theory, or any wrongheaded theory that lets him imag-
ine he has a handle on things, may look solid. Even if you con-
vince him of his error, by showing him evidence against his
theory, you may find him, “the very next occasion that offers,
argu[ing] again on the same grounds.”

I'd be surprised if anyone reading this book hasn’t been puz-
zled or annoyed by the way in which refutations, accepted in
the moment, somehow don’t stick. Locke says that’s the way it
is with us when we aren’t in the habit of examining our prem-
ises. Although people “would be intolerable to themselves. . .
if they [were to] embrace opinions without any ground, and
hold what they could give no manner of reason for,” and are
consequently open to reason, they also readily abandon or turn
against it. The inclinations of our nature, now as back then, put
us in a position to become reasonable people, but they don’t
make it easy.>*

Are Our Students Safetyists?

Yet, to return to Generation Z, despite these permanent or
nearly permanent attributes of students, which give us much to
work with, people both inside and outside of colleges love to
play “Guess what’s new about students today.” We’ll probably
guess wrong. As with our attempts to speak the language of the
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young, or to keep up with social media technology, we're usu-
ally two steps behind when we try to describe our students.
Apparently, they’re no longer on MySpace.

If you were thinking about students in 2014, you probably
thought that students weren’t interested enough in politics. You
may have noticed them perk up in advance of and in the im-
mediate aftermath of President Obama’s election, but that
bump didn’t last far into his first term, as “We are the ones we've
been waiting for” gave way to the dull business of governing.
You may also have agreed with Arthur Levine and Diane R.
Dean, the authors of Generation on a Tightrope, that students
then had “less interestin . . . campus activism than their prede-
cessors,” that race was no more central an issue than parking in
what protests there were, and that building takeovers were
largely a thing of the past. Students then, unlike students before,
were too apathetic to fight the powers that be.?® That’s the im-
pression one might have gotten from a “snapshot of US under-
graduates enrolled between 2005 and 201436

The snapshot may well have been good, but in the 2015-16
school year, you'd have consigned it to the flames, as, starting at
the University of Missouri, protests, largely focused on issues
of race and surprisingly indifferent to parking, spread across the
country. By December 2015, activists had hammered out de-
mands at more than fifty schools.>” Politics on campus were
suddenly supercharged.

Jonathan Haidt and Greg Lukianoff, in their influential book,
The Coddling of the American Mind, have tried to make sense of
these developments—particularly the attitude of student activ-
ists toward speech—in terms of generational change. Lukianoff
noticed, around 2013, that moves to censor speech, which had
typically come from college administrators, were now coming
from students. Demands to censor speech also came with a new
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justification, that speech jeopardized students’ mental health
by making them feel unsafe. Safety, “gradually, in the twenty-
first century, on some college campuses . . . underwent a pro-
cess of ‘concept creep’ and expanded to include emotional
safety.” By a similar process, words, not only epithets hurled by
malicious people who might follow up with physical violence,
but also academic journal articles written by mild-mannered,
well-meaning philosophers, came to be seen as violent.*® No
wonder, Lukianoff and Haidt suggest, students resorted to
physical violence to shut down speech at Middlebury College
and University of California, Berkeley in 2017. Why shouldn’t
violence beget violence?*’

Conveniently, iGen entered college right around 2013, when
Lukianoff noticed things changing, and Jean Twenge says that
its members are “obsessed with safety.” She confirms, too, that
iGen-ers believe that “one should be safe not just from car ac-
cidents and sexual assault but from people who disagree with
you.”*® Lukianoff, Haidt, and Twenge agree that iGen’s obses-
sion with safety has to do with a wider cultural emphasis on
safety: “iGen’s was the childhood ... of being picked up at
school instead of walking home by yourself, of sanitized plastic
playgrounds.”*" Too “much close supervision and protection
can morph into safetyism,” the view that safety trumps all other
considerations.*> When overprotected children leave home for
college, they “feel unprotected and vulnerable” and try “to re-
create that feeling of home and safety that they [had] just a few
months before”** Because young people have learned that the
world is a dangerous place, full of menacing strangers and de-
fective playground equipment, they consider themselves, and
in some ways really are, fragile.

I'm a fan of The Coddling of the American Mind, which pro-
poses that we help young people shed the cognitive distor-
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tions endemic to safetyism and, yes, to become reasonable
people.** Higher education leaders should heed Lukianoff and
Haidt, who urge universities to tie their identities, deliberately
and publicly, to rational inquiry. However, I find Lukianoft and
Haidt’s explanation of how we got here unconvincing.

Don’t get me wrong. There’s evidence for their thesis that
students, and not administrators, are driving demands for cen-
sorship. For example, it wasn’t administrators, but seventy-five
students, who marched into a University of California, Berkeley
class and shouted “Bullshit!” at a professor who had criticized
the university’s affirmative action program. When a professor
of French produced a “kind of French language TV soap opera”
as a teaching aid, it wasn’t Yale University’s administrators
who complained that the “sexist heterosexual romance” was
“very offensive,” or that bald people might be hurt by the dis-
cussion of “hair vocabulary,” or that the video as a whole consti-
tuted sexual harassment. Those were Yale students, seemingly
driven by the humanitarian but speech-unfriendly conviction
that “wrongheaded opinions are harsh and harsh words are hurt-
ful” And there is, it’s true, a worrying trend toward seeing “hurt-
ful words [as] a form of violence,” and claiming that “painful
criticism is violence.” All this can end with an “erasure of the
distinction . . . between discussion and bloodshed,” with the
corollary that violent speech can be met with physical
violence.

That’s exactly what Lukianoft and Haidt are talking about.
But it’s also all out of Jonathan Rauch’s 1993 book, Kindly In-
quisitors, which was itself describing the atmosphere on campus
when I, a card-carrying member of Generation X, was finishing
college.*® Even if Haidt and Lukianoff and Twenge are right that
iGen differs dramatically from previous generations, the cam-
pus politics they’re describing resemble the campus politics of
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my late lamented youth. There is little new here, which is why
we shouldn’t dissect the new generation in search of causes.

If we decide to focus on iGen anyway, we don’t find much
support for the Lukianoff-Haidt-Twenge thesis. Are we dealing
with a generation obsessed with safety? Twenge gives us a strik-
ing chart, drawing on data from the University of Michigan’s
Monitoring the Future Survey. Eighth and tenth graders agree
nowadays, markedly less than they did from 1991 to 2009, that
they “like to take risks sometimes” and “get a kick out of doing
dangerous things.” The chart is striking because the numbers
seem to fall off a cliff around 2009. Recall that iGen starts
around 1995, so the timing is right.46

However, Twenge’s chart begins in 1991. In 2015, Katherine
Keyes, a professor of epidemiology at Columbia University’s
Mailman School of Public Health, and her co-authors noted,
also based on Monitoring the Future data, that “preference for
risky activities has increased among adolescents in the US, es-
pecially among young women.”*” It took a leap during the
1980s, and by 1991, when Twenge’s chart begins, it was sharply
up from where it had been in the early 1980s, when my Gen-X
cohort was moving through middle school and high school. We
were known, by the way, not only for our collective crush on
Molly Ringwald but also for our desire “to avoid risk, pain and
rapid change”**

So yes, the percentage of eighth and tenth graders who gave
risk-loving answers to certain survey questions took a plunge
around 2009. But that plunge was from a height. We have a way
to go yet before we get to the risk aversion of the early 1980s. In
1982, twelfth graders*® were as likely to disagree as to agree with
the statement, “I like to test myself every now and then by doing
something a little risky” They were considerably more likely to
disagree than to agree with the statement, “I get a kick out of
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doing things that are a little dangerous.” They were, then, con-
siderably more risk-averse by this measure than twelfth graders
in 2017 who were, by a good margin, more likely to agree than
to disagree with both statements.>® Yet, I can attest, high school-
ers in the early 1980s had been pretty much raised by wolves,
permitted to ride beltless in the backs of station wagons, and
to run alone to school with scissors. So the data don't fit the
hypothesis that iGen’s risk tolerance is uncommonly low, or
that the dip after 2009 has to do with their overprotected
upbringings.’

In fairness to Lukianoft and Haidt, their explanation of cam-
pus trends is complex and includes factors, such as political
polarization, that have nothing to do with risk tolerance. But
the obsession with safety they attribute to iGen in particular is,
for them, arguably the most important cause of those trends,
which, they say, didn’t really pick up until “the last of the Mil-
lennials graduated to be replaced by iGen.”>

In any case, the “coddling” was in place well before iGen ar-
rived. Levine and Dean considered overprotective parenting to
be aleading influence on the characters of the students, mostly
millennials, whom they studied. This—here they’re approv-
ingly quoting a student affairs professional—“is a generation
that was never permitted to skin their knees. They all won
awards at everything they ever tried.” Millennials are beneficia-
ries of grade inflation. They have helicopter parents, like the one
who, according to a beleaguered administrator, “called a total of
fifteen times one afternoon to reach me, our CFO, and the
president to discuss the difficulty her son was having with his
wireless Internet connection.”*® These millennials, who were
risk-tolerant and whose campuses were calm, have had roughly
the same “coddling” as iGen-ers, who are less risk-tolerant and
whose campuses are explosive.
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As for the generation or generations that didn’t skin their
knees, I suspect we give the attempt to shield children from
harm too much credit. I'm a parent, familiar with participation
trophies and not keeping score. But children aren’t stupid. At
every children’s sporting event I've attended, however pointedly
the adults pretended not to know who was winning and by how
much, the kids knew exactly what the score was. If there was a
single child who didn’t know the difference between winning a
championship and receiving a participation trophy, I never en-
countered him. At my children’s elementary school, although
students were encouraged never to refer to the gifted program as
the gifted program, they called it the gifted program anyway. Per-
haps more important, whatever attempt parents make to spare
their children—and we certainly can be overprotective—
children do skin their knees, bomb tests, get dumped, fail to make
the A team, and so on. They aren’t strangers to disappointment.

It would be foolish to deny that there are real generational
differences between my grandparents, my parents, me, and my
children. But we shouldn’t be confident we have a handle on
those differences, and we should try not to underestimate the
intelligence of today’s young people. Even Lukianoft and Haidt,
who are careful not to blame college students for their faults,
fall into the opposite error of treating them like hapless victims
of misguided adults.

Trying to Be Reasonable About Speech

As we've already noticed, a knock against “kids today” is their
disdain for free speech. But here, too, we may be underestimat-
ing them. Their views on speech, likely not as different from
recent cohorts as some fear, are mixed, and where they are skep-
tical of untrammeled speech, they are sometimes on to some-
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thing. Whatever the merit of the argument that we make pro-
gress through the free exchange of ideas, colleges can’t claim to
fulfill their missions merely by setting the conditions for such an
exchange and leaving students to wander in the marketplace of
ideas. Yet our debate concerning speech on campus focuses
mainly on who has a right to say what, without due attention to
what students have to gain and how they get in a position to gain
by listening.

Some students live up to their billing as disdainers of free
speech. There’s no defending the student activists who shut
down Heather Mac Donald at Claremont College in the spring
of 2017. Mac Donald a mainstream, if sharp-elbowed, conserva-
tive, was scheduled to give alecture there, drawing on her book,
The War on Cops. Student activists, describing Mac Donald as
a “notorious white supremacist fascist,” organized to stop her
from being heard. They blocked the entrance to the building
where Mac Donald was to speak. She gave her talk, which was
live-streamed, to a nearly empty hall, as protesters chanted and
banged on the windows. The question and answer session was
cut short, and Mac Donald was “hustled” out, like a witness
against the mob, under police protection, through the build-
ing’s kitchen, and into a waiting unmarked van.>*

The Foundation for Individual Rights in Education
(FIRE)—Greg Lukianoff is its president—tracks attempts to
disinvite or shut down speakers. The year before the Mac Don-
ald incident, the Disinvitation Database logged a record num-
ber of attempts. The second-highest number was recorded in
2017. The numbers, forty-three and thirty-six, weren’t crisis
numbers. But they suggested a trend. If you want to pin that
trend on Generation Z, you're in luck. The average number of
attempts from 2013 to 2017, thirty-two, was much higher than
the average from 2008 to 2012, twenty-one.>®
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But in other respects, the timing is wrong. Students are more
open to banning speakers they consider extreme than they were
at one time, but that change was fully in evidence well before
iGen hit campus. A number of surveys look at student attitudes
toward speech. We don’t have the luxury to examine them all.
But consider the Higher Education Research Institute’s Fresh-
man Survey again, which samples far more students than the
others. One question asks students to what extent they agree
that colleges have a right to ban extreme speakers from campus.
Starting off at a relative high of 37.2% agreement in 1967, agree-
ment stuck between 20% and 25% from 1972 to 1986, when
HERI stopped asking the question for a while. When HERI
started asking again, in 2004, things had changed dramatically.
Agreement was now in the low forties, where it has remained.
Because of the fifteen-year gap in the data, we don’t know
whether the climb was gradual or sudden and can’t come near
pinpointing its cause. But we do have good evidence of a change
in attitudes toward campus speech that was mostly accom-
plished by 2004.%°

Even where surveys find worrying news for us free speech
warriors, they suggest that students may be open to argument.
A survey commissioned by FIRE found a majority of student
respondents agreeing that “colleges and universities should be
able to restrict student expression of political views that are
hurtful or offensive to certain students.” A majority—and this
holds up for Democrats, Republicans, and Independents—also
agreed that “it is important to be part of a campus community
where I am not exposed to intolerant or offensive ideas.” That’s
worrying. On the other hand, healthy majorities of all political
persuasions agreed that “students should have the right to free
speech on campus, even if what they are saying offends others.”
And when asked about Charlottesville, a majority agreed that
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“white nationalists should be allowed to protest peacefully”
Students are of at least two minds about restricting campus
speech.”’

In a 2016 Knight / Newseum survey, the vast majority of col-
lege students agreed that colleges and universities should be
able to restrict “costumes that stereotype certain racial or ethnic
groups.” But an even larger majority, in contrast to FIRE’s find-
ing, disagreed that colleges and universities should be able to
restrict “expressing political views that are upsetting or offen-
sive to certain groups.” Finally, when given a choice between
having an open environment, even if that means offending cer-
tain groups of people, and having a positive environment, even
if that means restricting speech, 78% of student respondents
chose an open environment, a larger majority than Knight /
Newseum found in its adult sample.>®

The best characterization of student opinion on free speech
is that it’s conflicted. My own experience, when I co-taught a
course on free speech in 2018, was that students could shift from
a view highly favorable to free speech to a view highly unfavor-
able to it and back again in the course of a single class session.
There’s reason to believe that they’re open to arguments.

But how good are the arguments we make for free speech on
campus?

One argument draws on John Stuart Mill, author of the 1859
work, On Liberty. The usual First Amendment kinds of argu-
ments for free speech aren’t great fits for universities, which are
more concerned with the pursuit of truth and the cultivation of
judgment than they are with beating back the coercive power
of the state. Mill is a better fit. He argues that human beings are
bad judges, in large part because for us, “one-sidedness has al-
ways been the rule.”>® We're natural partisans, who grasp one
piece of the truth and mistake it for the whole truth. What saves
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us from this defect is that we’re capable of correcting ourselves.
But our one-sidedness can be corrected only by exposure to “every
variety of opinion” and way of looking at things. “No wise man,”
Mill says, “ever acquired his wisdom in any mode but this*°

That is perhaps the leading argument for free speech on cam-
pus: free speech is essential to the pursuit of the truth.

This argument suggests that truth-seeking requires “the rec-
onciling and combining of opposites.”’®! That’s the sound mo-
tive for demanding “balance” in how colleges and universities
treat controversial issues. If you're inviting a Republican to cam-
pus, you should also invite a Democrat. If you invite a liberal,
you should invite a conservative. If we hear from an anti-Israel
speaker, we should hear from a pro-Israel one. The university,
on this interpretation, is akin to a public park in which you've
got the Trumpists handing out leaflets in one corner, and the
Resistance handing them out in another. We'll read both and
figure it out.

But even Mill doesn’t think that many of us will figure it out.
He anticipates that when people find out what others think,
most will become more rather than less one-sided. “T acknowl-
edge,” he says, “that the tendency of all opinions to become
sectarian is not cured by the freest discussion but is often
heightened and exacerbated thereby” When I didn’t know
about the other opinion, I could ignore it, but now I reject it “all
the more violently” because I see it “proclaimed by persons,”
living, breathing people whom I can regard as hateful “oppo-
nents.” Why does Mill think this outcome, which sounds ter-
rible, is alright? He says, “It is not on the impassioned partisan”
but “on the calmer and more disinterested bystander that the
collision of opinions works its salutary effect.”®>

In other words, sure, if I invite a pro-Trump and an anti-
Trump speaker to campus, most of us will have more foam in
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our mouths than we did before. But a calmer and more disin-
terested bystander—I'm picturing someone in tweed—can
stand there with a clipboard as we yell and throw things at each
other, nod his head sagely, and say to himself, “This is very in-
teresting indeed.”

How strange that students aren’t bowled over by this
argument.

Free Speech Is an Acquired Taste

Students who are skeptical about the value of untrammeled free
speech have reasons to be skeptical.®> The examples of speech
we have in front of us are, on average, uninspiring. If you watch
spin doctors work on TV, or spend an hour in the company of
Twitter blowhards, you could easily get the impression that
speech is mainly a way, short of force, to get what you want, or
to show off. In the classroom, our students may well have ob-
served successful, glib, students, sometimes unprepared for
class, putting their teachers on to earn a good grade in participa-
tion. Our political debates, characterized by phony rage and bad
faith disagreement about the facts under discussion, make it
easy to understand why a sensible and well-meaning person
might think, “Would it be so bad if some of these people were
forced, sometimes, just a little, to shut up?”—particularly if
their speech appears to be harming others.

We might be able to convince such a sensible and well-
meaning person not to shut other people up by forgetting about
Mill and appealing to standard and persuasive arguments for
free speech. We might tell her, for example, that attempts to
shut down bad speech often result in the suppression of good
speech. College administrators don’t have the power that states
have, but one might still be leery about granting them much
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discretion over what can and can’t be said. We might tell her
that the best remedy for bad speech is counter-speech. But that
point of view stays within the terms I've just described. It
merely says to people who want their view to prevail that they’re
wrong if they imagine that suppressing speech is a well-
calculated means to that end. Speech remains a mere means of
advancing one’s opinion or interest, to be restricted in the event
my cost-benefit analysis changes.

If students, or non-students, are to learn something when
they find themselves, as both Mill and Locke counsel them to,
looking at a variety of opinions, they have to be convinced that
there’s a kind of speech other than the kind that’s an instrument
for overcoming others or puffing oneself up. They have to expe-
rience the kind of speech by means of which people who share
an interest in the truth, and a willingness to live according to
what they can see of it, test and learn from each other. If the
“calmer and more disinterested bystander” is the one who can
benefit from observing a clash of opposing arguments, then our
students have to see some value in being, at least for a time,
above that fray, and in distinguishing between sages and huck-
sters. In other words, we have to initiate them into the kind of
community I described in chapter 3, of people who pride them-
selves on following the evidence and arguments where they
lead, and who share at least provisional standards for evaluating
evidence and arguments, even in matters that can’t be defini-
tively settled.

A member of such a community may or may not turn out to
be a defender of free speech in the same way or to the same
extent that the most recent decisions of the US Supreme Court
suggest one should be. But she is likely to know the value of
speech and a diversity of opinion in a way that non-members
don’t. She’ll have a strong motive and, if we do our work well, a
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well-developed capacity to distinguish between frauds and po-
tential teachers. In the marketplace of ideas, she’ll be a smart
shopper. If she hesitates before adopting conventional wisdom
on free speech, whether it comes from the left, the right, or the
middle, so much the better.

We don’t know our students as well as we'd like. But I take
comfort in those students from Harvard, whom we met in
chapter 1, the ones who, with no particular ideological motive,
chided administrators for neglecting the university’s mission. I
take comfort in Earl Shorris’s students debating logic in the
wind and cold. And I take comfort in my own students who
have shown themselves, everywhere I've been, capable of tak-
ing important ideas seriously, even when those ideas seem far,
at first, from their immediate concerns, and strange. From early
in my career, I've taught Plato to undergraduates. In the begin-
ning, I feared that the only reason I'd been drawn to Plato was
that I had uncannily good teachers, which I did. Nonetheless, I
found that a few of my own students, much as Earl Shorris’s
students did, began a love affair with Socrates. More important,
even those whose attitude is best characterized as bemused tol-
erance could be drawn into the work of trying to make better
sense than they had been able to make up until then of justice
and the good life.  know what Mark Edmundson means when
he writes about “finer artistic spirits . . . still alive somewhere in
the ether” who might help him out.

We don't necessarily require students who respond to Plato
for our case that students are interested in and capable of be-
coming reasonable people. They can have more prosaic con-
cerns and interests and still be part of what Mill called an “intel-
lectually active people.”®* But that our students can respond to
Plato suggests that there is no shortage of interest or capacity
in our students for the work of reasoning.
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The Boycott, Divestment, and
Sanctions Movement

A CASE STUDY

Students are capable of becoming reasonable people, but that’s
not always what their professors want from them.

Imagine that, for a class assignment, you drew a story from a
biased source, then massaged the story to render it more biased.
Now imagine that your professor, instead of correcting your
error, proudly added her name to your essay.

Multiply that one professor by thirty-four, and that’s what
happened at New York University late in 2018.

There, activists rallied around a resolution against corpora-
tions allegedly complicit in Israel’s mistreatment of Palestin-
ians. NYU should “divest all capital investments from said cor-
porations.” The resolution’s authors gestured at “human rights
globally” but had eyes only for Israel, which they likened to
apartheid-era South Africa.'

The charges against Israel included this one: “the IDF [Israel
Defense Forces] killed Muhammad al-Faqih in 2016 after he
refused to leave his home that was set for demolition.” A foot-
note directs us to The Electronic Intifada, whose slant may be
deduced from that of its editor, Ali Abunimah. The prior year,
after an Israeli couple, residents of a West Bank settlement, were
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murdered by terrorists as their children looked on, Abunimah
tweeted, “Two Israeli settlers killed in West Bank clash.”

Yet even Abunimabh, in the article the resolution cites, wasn’t
brazen enough to cast al-Fagih as some civil rights protester,
sitting in against home demolitions. He reported, albeit skepti-
cally, that al-Fagih was wanted for murder, and that, according
to the IDF, al-Fagih fired at Israeli soldiers.> Haaretz, a left-of-
center paper, headlined its story, “Palestinian Who Murdered
Rabbi Michael Mark Killed in West Bank Clashes, Shin Bet
Confirms.”*

“The IDF killed Muhammad al-Faqih in 2016 after he refused
to leave his home that was set for demolition” is propaganda. A
minute with Google and you know.

Yet thirty-four New York University professors signed on to
the resolution, along with fifty-three NYU student organ-
izations. NYU'’s student government passed it. The vote wasn’t
close.

I've argued that universities should shape communities
whose members take pride in following the evidence and ar-
guments where they lead and share at least provisional stan-
dards for evaluating them. When students and professors
unite, instead, in spreading propaganda, that should be shock-
ing. Unfortunately, that’s just an ordinary day in the campus
activities of the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions move-
ment (BDS).’

I'll now consider the BDS movement in some detail.® That’s
not because it’s the most important obstacle to shaping com-
munities of reasonable people on campus. In chapter 2, I've
dealt more generally with efforts to shape quite different kinds
of communities, whose standards of praise and blame are suited
to generating political results. Of these efforts, BDS is just one.
But thinking through that case with care will help us see more
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concretely than we have so far how a certain way of being po-
litical undermines the aim of liberal education I've defended.
Since I've been involved in the fight against BDS, I'm also in a
position to speak to how those who lament anti-Israelism at
universities can combat it without worsening the politicization
they say they hate.

What Is BDS?

Recently, my college, Ursinus College, hosted a discussion of
Israel, during which the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions
movement came up. Because the panelists breathe and eat
Israel-related issues, they simply referred to “BDS.”

One audience member turned to another and asked, “What’s
BDSM?”

I'll explain BDS. If you need help with BDSM, you’re on
your own.

In September 2001, the Non-Governmental Organization
Forum, meeting alongside the UN World Conference Against
Racism, urged “complete and total isolation” of Israel, a “racist,
apartheid state,” guilty of “acts of genocide.”” The following
year, activists on American and European campuses demanded
that universities purge their portfolios of companies soiled by
association with Israel. A joint Harvard-MIT divestment peti-
tion attracted more than a hundred faculty signatures. A
counter-petition attracted many more, but the struggle to de-
clare Israel untouchable was on.® In the New York Times, Mat-
thew Purdy, noting the prevalence of the apartheid charge in
the 2002 debates, observed that the “Israeli-Palestinian conflict
[had] become a struggle-in-residence on college campuses.”® I
mention the apartheid element because even then, the struggle
was over shunning, not merely criticizing, Israel.
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So ostracizing Israel was already in the air when, in 2005, a
“Palestinian Civil Society Call for BDS” inaugurated the Boy-
cott, Divestment, and Sanctions movement. The call asks
“people of conscience” everywhere “to impose broad boycotts
and implement divestment initiatives against Israel similar to
those applied to South Africa in the apartheid era.” Israel can
escape the sanctions only if it ends its “occupation and coloni-
zation of all Arab lands,” dismantles the security barrier be-
tween Israel and the West Bank, recognizes that Arab Palestin-

»

ians must enjoy “full equality,” and protects the right of
Palestinian refugees to return to their homes."

I note, although it won’t be my focus, that every plank of this
call suggests not only an end to Israel’s presence in disputed
territories, particularly the West Bank, but also the end of Israel
as a refuge for or nation of the Jewish people. Sunaina Maira, a
professor of Asian American Studies at the University of Cali-
fornia, Davis, and a key figure in the movement to isolate Israeli
universities, calls BDS an “anti-Zionist and decolonial para-
digm.”*" That means Zionism, the project to establish a Jewish
state in the Middle East, rather than any particular Israeli mis-
deed, is what needs undoing. From an anti-Zionist perspective,
Israel, “settler-colonial” from the start, has always occupied
Arab land.

The “Arab lands” Israel must stop occupying include Israel.

As for the other planks, “full equality” of Israeli-Palestinian
citizens is incompatible with any preference for Jews, including
Israel’s Law of Return, which gives Jews the right to immigrate
to Israel. BDS activists consider the Law of Return “racist.”**
And the return of Palestinian refugees—there are more than
five million—would, as the journalist, Yair Rosenberg, says,
“abrogate” Israel’s Jewish character."®

I'll focus on Maira because she provides the most extensive
insider’s account of BDS as it bears on universities. In describ-
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ing the boycott movement as anti-Zionist and decolonial, she’s
upfront that BDS aims to redeem the world from the original
sin of the establishment of Israel. The BDS call was less forth-
rightly radical, she says, for “strategic reasons.” Perhaps many of
those who answer the BDS call believe that Israel is legitimate
within its pre-1967 borders, not realizing that “in its de facto
application,” BDS is “a radical vision of emancipation” that has
no room for a Jewish state in the Middle East.'"* As Maira’s ally
in the boycott movement, Steven Salaita, explains, to be against
Zionism is to be against “the notion, in whatever form, that Is-
rael should exist as a Jewish nation-state culturally and demo-
graphically, an entity to which Jews anywhere in the world have
access.” The “Zionist colonization of Palestine started” the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. “Only the decolonization of Pales-
tine will end it.”**

On the academic scene, the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanc-
tions movement does plenty. Since 2005, student organizations,
such as Students for Justice in Palestine (SJP), and sympathetic
faculty members have put on Israeli Apartheid Week, a series
of events, including lectures, rallies, and performances, meant
to justify the pariah status they think Israel deserves. Year after
year, campuses witness the strange spectacle of student govern-
ment representatives, most of whom know little about the
Middle East, debating resolutions to divest from Israel or
explicitly back the BDS movement. Since 2013, scholarly
groups, like the Association for Asian American Studies, the
National Association for Chicana and Chicano Studies, and the
American Studies Association have stepped outside of their
areas of expertise and voted to support the boycott of Israel.'6
Other, bigger, organizations, like the Modern Language Asso-
ciation, have been urged to do so.

In 2019, at Williams College, the student government refused
to recognize a club because it’s pro-Israel.'” At Pitzer College,
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the College Council, which includes faculty, students, and staft,
voted to end Pitzer’s study abroad program in Haifa.'® At the
University of Illinois, the student senate condemned the view
that anti-Zionism is anti-Semitism. The 29—4 vote was taken
after hundreds of protesting Jewish students, joined by the lone
Jewish senator, walked out. Evidently, few thought it presump-
tuous for non-Jews, whose knowledge of anti-Semitism, if the
resolution is any indication, was derived from the Oxford En-
glish Dictionary, to declare which ways of thinking about anti-
Semitism are out of order.'® At the University of California,
Berkeley, at a student government meeting, Jewish concerns
about representation were dismissed as “Zionist tears,” even
though the concerned students had said nothing about Israel.
After the meeting, some of those students were reportedly told
“that being friends with Zionists means one is complicit in op-
pression, the prison-industrial complex, and modern-day slav-
ery.” Perhaps that explains why someone at the meeting, ac-
cording to a letter signed by twelve Berkeley-based Jewish
organizations, shouted “Fuck Zionists!"*°

We’ve grown accustomed to these incidents, which occur
with depressing frequency, relieved that administrations and
boards of trustees, including those at every institution named
in the previous paragraph, have refused to go along with BDS.
Still, the campaign against Israel is part of the landscape on
many campuses. No nation, no matter what its behavior, is simi-
larly targeted.

So What? BDS and Becoming Reasonable People

But I became interested in the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanc-
tions movement less out of concern for Israel than out of con-
cern for higher education.
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I first noticed BDS when, in 2013, it was the center of a con-
troversy at Brooklyn College. The College’s Students for Justice
in Palestine chapter had invited Omar Barghouti, a founder of
BDS, and Judith Butler, one of the movement’s star professors,
to lecture on “the importance of BDS in helping END Israeli
apartheid.”** Co-sponsors consisted mainly of activist groups,
including Existence is Resistance and New York City Labor
Against the War. But one of the sponsors was not like the
others, namely, Brooklyn College’s Department of Political
Science.

As SJP’s advertising made clear, the department wasn’t spon-
soring, as it would later assert, “a forum for discussion and de-
bate,” or as Brooklyn College’s president Karen Gould put it, a
“forum to discuss important topics” in a “spirit of inquiry.” The
BDS-friendly controversialist Glenn Greenwald, though he
neglected the recruitment piece of the event, came closer to the
truth when he asked, “Why shouldn’t advocates of a movement
be able to gather” to “debate tactics?” In her lecture, Butler ad-
mitted that before her and Barghouti’s appearance became the
talk of the town, she had expected a “conversation with a few
dozen student activists.”**

In a tweet, Corey Robin, a member of the political science
department and a BDS activist, wondered what the fuss was
about. “We just fucking co-sponsored it,” opined he.>* But
sponsorship means, at least, “Check this out.” It was fair to ques-
tion the judgment of Robin and his colleagues. As I argued in
chapter 2, political partisanship sits uneasily with the universi-
ty’s efforts to cultivate reason. That doesn’t mean that educators
should turn away speakers who hope to win their students to a
cause. But they have to consider how best to use the speaker,
who aims at conversion, to help the university, which aims at
reflection. It’s not enough, as the department claimed it did, to
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sponsor all comers. As I argued in chapter 4, merely leading
one’s students into the presence of opposing zealots isn’t teach-
ing. The incident at Brooklyn College was an opportunity to ask
about the relationship between BDS, whose presence on cam-
puses was then growing, and the aim President Gould identi-
fied as central to the college, open inquiry. What should a col-
lege seeking to prepare students for such inquiry do with BDS?

Alas, if people were asking that question, they were drowned
out by certain opponents of BDS, like Lewis A. Fidler, then As-
sistant Leader of the New York City Council. Nine other coun-
cil members joined Fidler in a letter to President Gould that
called for the Butler-Barghouti event to be canceled. It read, in
part, “We believe in the principle of academic freedom. How-
ever, we also believe in the principle of not supporting schools
whose programs we, and our constituents, find to be odious and
wrong.” After all, a “significant portion of the funding for CUNY
schools comes directly from the tax dollars” of New Yorkers.**

Nice public funding you have there. It’d be a shame if any-
thing were to happen to it. But we value academic freedom.

Thus, the battle over BDS at Brooklyn College became a
rout, pitting heavy-handed, heavy-breathing politicians against
doughty defenders of academic freedom. Mayor Michael
Bloomberg spoke for many when he said, “If you want to go to
a university where the government decides what kind of sub-
jects are fit for discussion, I suggest you apply to a school in
North Korea.”*® Game, set, match. Butler and Barghouti spoke
the next day. As a final twist, one of the event’s lead organizers
thanked the freedom warriors who had saved his event by hav-
ing four pro-Israel students ejected from it.

He feared they might try to distribute flyers.*

Lost in all the lobbying was any consideration of what BDS
seeks to do in the academy and how best to respond to it, not



BOYCOTT, DIVESTMENT, SANCTIONS MOVEMENT 149

from a political standpoint, where counterpropaganda may be
a necessary response to propaganda, but from an educational
standpoint. The case of BDS helps us see in the flesh one at-
tempt to turn colleges and universities into a base—recall the
Port Huron Statement—for an “assault on the loci of power.” It
also helps us think about how colleges or universities, and
people who care about them, can respond without compromis-
ing the mission of shaping reasonable people. I'll begin by con-
sidering the aims and consequences of BDS in an academic
setting.

BDS Means War

The Port Huron Statement envisioned “an alliance of students
and faculty” with “labor, civil rights, and other liberal forces
outside the campus” to transform a radically defective nation.
On Maira’s account, boycott activism is similarly “embedded”
in a movement “that involves progressive left academics, stu-
dents, union organizers, indigenous activists, human rights ad-
vocates, Black radicals” and others.?” Academic BDS, like the
academic left of Port Huron, is self-consciously linked to a
wider political movement.

That movement’s objectives go beyond booting Israel from
the family of nations. The “politics of refusal” of Israel is “part of
larger efforts by scholars to transform the university into a site of
struggle against militarization as well as racial and class oppres-
sion and to challenge US imperial power and its proxies.””® If
that’s not transforming the university into a base for an assault on
the loci of power, nothing is. One locus, on which BDS focuses
nearly all its energy, is Israel. Another is the United States.

The power BDS advocates struggle against is notable not
only for its magnitude but also for its wickedness. In 2006,
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Maira edited a special issue of the Journal of Asian American
Studies, which aimed to draw Asian Americanists and Arab
Americanists together, in response to certain “political impera-
tives.”*® This issue prepared the ground for the Association for
Asian American Studies, an otherwise unlikely Middle East
policy forum, to adopt BDS seven years later. One contributor,
Ibrahim Aoude, a professor of ethnic studies at the University
of Hawaii, Manoa, explains the political imperatives in ques-
tion. Asian and Arab Americans alike are victims of a United
States governed by “fascist ideology and public policy,” im-
posed to protect “global capitalist development.”*® Maira speaks
of “policies of repression, co-optation and domination,” prac-
ticed in the “everyday state of emergency of US empire”*" It’s
not only against Israel but also against the mighty and cruel US
empire that the plucky Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions
movement aims its slingshot. If Israel is the sole direct object of
BDS, that’s presumably because Robin is easier to take down
than Batman.

I titled this section “BDS Means War” to highlight Maira’s
terminology. The “boycott movement is waging a Gramscian
war of position, not just a war of maneuver.” “Gramscian” refers
to the Marxist theorist, Antonio Gramsci, who, Maira explains,
“conceptualized the war of position, or cultural and intellectual
struggle, in contrast to the war of maneuver, or direct war and
open insurrection.”** Empires like the United States, working
through civil society institutions like churches and schools, im-
pose on subjects ideas that make them want to kiss their chains.
For example, Karl Marx himself argues that what we're told are
universal rights are really the rights of “egoistic man, of man
separated from other men and from the community”** That
idea serves property owners well. When the dispossessed start
talking redistribution, capitalists yell about the “abolition of
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individuality and freedom!” They mean, Marx says, “bourgeois
individuality” and “bourgeois freedom,” the individuality and
freedom the ruling class endorses.>* But it’s hard to persuade
people who have been raised on “self-evident truths” of that.
Until a long war of position dislodges “dominant cultural be-
liefs,” like the belief in individual rights, and establishes a new
set of beliefs, or “counter-hegemony,” it will be nearly impos-
sible to bring down imperial powers like the United States and
Israel.*®

Maira and her colleagues wage war, too, against the universi-
ties that shelter them. “All US universities,” Maira argues, “are
located within a settler society and are thus settler universities.”
Just as Israel rose on Arab land, the United States rose on Native
American land. Universities in the United States are among the
civil society institutions through which the “power of the settler
state is upheld.” At universities, “US imperial policies are often
legitimized, overtly or covertly, through expert knowledge pro-
duction” and the “repression of resistant knowledges.”*® So
BDS struggles against universities as we know them. When
practiced by scholars, it’s “resistance from within.”*’

When we ask, then, what higher education should do with
BDS, we're asking what universities should do with a move-
ment that regards them as part of an “academic-military-prison-
industrial complex,” against which it is at war.>®

All’s Fair in War: Strategic Ambiguity

and Exaggeration

It’s hard, I've argued, to make room for reason in politics. That
goes double for wars, including wars of position. Even within
the academy, BDS supporters try to get people who have almost
no knowledge of or stake in learning about the Middle East to
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adopt controversial propositions about it. They might, like ac-
tivists in the Modern Language Association, be trying to per-
suade Shakespeare scholars to boycott Israel. They might, like
activists at some colleges, be trying to get a whole student body
to support a boycott. Theyre dealing with what political ana-
lysts call low-information voters. Moreover, they believe that
they’re battling a powerful and pitiless opponent, whose injus-
tices constitute an emergency. No more than generals can they
afford to observe the rules that scholars are expected to observe
in their fields, or that students are asked to observe in their pa-
pers. And they don’t. The NYU incident with which I opened
is wholly in character. When you think you’re in a state of emer-
gency, high-flown talk of becoming reasonable people is a dis-
traction, or perhaps the oppressor’s disguise.

As we saw in chapter 3, one standard that professors and stu-
dents can invoke when reasonable people disagree is clarity.
Although there are exceptions, the rule is that members of an
intellectual community should present their arguments clearly
for evaluation. Arguers shouldn’t hide their premises or conclu-
sions. But as we’ve just seen, Maira acknowledges that BDS
sometimes conceals its anti-Zionistic premises for “strategic
reasons.” This strategic ambiguity reaps dividends. Consider
National Public Radio’s description of Omar Barghouti, whom
you’ll remember from the Brooklyn College episode. Bargh-
outi, NPR says, co-founded a movement that “urges boycott,
divestment, and sanctions to pressure Israel on security and
settlement policies in the West Bank.”*® Perhaps even the draf-
ters of the Palestinian Civil Society Call for BDS dared not
dream that, someday, sophisticated journalists would let them
pass for mere critics of Israel’s West Bank activities. But NPR is
hardly alone in doing so.
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There’s nothing shocking about the use of strategic ambigu-
ity, which politicians practice to draw in more voters than they
otherwise could. But colleges and universities that seek to
shape reasonable people should be troubled when scholars and
students deploy this politician’s strategy.

Here’s another example of how BDS activists use strategic
ambiguity. They describe their movement as “nonviolent,”
which conjures images of Martin Luther King, Gandhi, and
other huggable historical figures. Corey Robin, for example,
says that Palestinians “have taken up BDS as a non-violent tac-
tic, precisely the sort of thing that liberal-minded critics have
been calling upon them to do for years (where is the Palestinian
Gandhi and all that)”*°

Boycott is a nonviolent tactic. But the BDS movement has
no beef with violent tactics. Maira explains that a “war of posi-
tion” can “lead to, or accompany, a militarized struggle and con-
tinue after it.”*'

This ambiguity isn’t merely abstract. In October 2015, amid
a series of stabbing attacks on Israeli soldiers and civilians, the
Palestinian BDS National Committee, the “coordinating body
for the BDS campaign worldwide,” issued a statement.*?
Whether “the current phase of Israel’s intensified repression
and Palestinian popular resistance will evolve into a full-fledged
intifada or not,” it reads, Palestinians are “rising up en
masse against Israel’s brutal, decades-old regime of occupation,
settler colonialism, and apartheid.”** The US Campaign for the
Academic and Cultural Boycott of Israel, in whose Organizing
Collective Maira serves, issued its own statement, calling for
“solidarity with Palestinian resistance.”**

Neither statement mentions the widely publicized, contem-
poraneous, stabbing attacks, and there were also nonviolent
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demonstrations going on at the time. That’s the ambiguity. But
when you issue a statement in support of resistance in the
middle of a “knife intifada,” people get the hint. That’s not the
only one. The first signatory of the 2005 BDS call is the Council
of National and Islamic Forces in Palestine, an umbrella group
that includes Hamas, Islamic Jihad, and the Popular Front for
the Liberation of Palestine, all of which practice and preach vio-
lence and all of which have attacked civilians.** No doubt some
BDS activists have a principled commitment to nonviolence.
But BDS as a whole is no more committed to nonviolence than
is an army that drops leaflets while it weighs an assault.

Again, there’s nothing shocking about strategic ambiguity.
Politicians present themselves to different audiences in differ-
ent ways, and in an America still nostalgic for the civil rights
movement, nonviolence sells. But colleges want to teach their
students to resist being manipulated, whereas BDS activists
want to manipulate them. This is one way in which BDS and the
university are at odds.

BDS activists also engage in strategic exaggeration. We know
that when a demagogue characterizes the opposition as a nearly
all-powerful cabal of journalists, professors, globalists, deep
staters, and social media magnates, he’s rallying his troops.
When he pretends that, despite this opposition, he’s wildly
popular, he’s also rallying his troops. He exaggerates the
strength of his enemies and his own strength to make his allies
feel part of a miracle movement led by a miracle man. Maira,
similarly, exaggerates the BDS movement’s strength and the
strength of its enemies. She exaggerates its strength when she
says thata “host of . . . academic associations” are boycotting.*¢
As the list maintained by the US Campaign attests, the boycott,
when Maira said that, had been adopted by relatively few,
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mostly small, academic associations, the most mainstream of
which, the American Studies Association, had a reputation for
radicalism long before it crashed the Israel-Palestinian con-
flict.*” When Maira speaks of a “mass movement supporting
BDS in the academy,” she exaggerates in the manner of a cam-
paign spokesperson.*®

She also exaggerates the power of the Zionist enemy, which
had supposedly, right up until 2009, when the US Campaign
launched, maintained a “lockdown on criticism of Israel in the
academy.”*’ As we've already seen, the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict could be characterized as the struggle-in-residence on col-
lege campuses in 2002. The sociologist Amitai Etzioni, who
criticizes both sides of that “vicious debate,” nonetheless ob-
serves that “pro-Israel demonstrators at San Francisco State
University [had been] surrounded by people who harassed
them with chants like ‘Hitler didn’t finish the job.”°

They must not have heard about the lockdown on criticism
of Israel.

Also in 2002, in the run-up to the Iraq War, more than eight
hundred US academics signed a letter warning that Israel might
be planning to use the fog of war to perpetrate “full-fledged eth-
nic cleansing.”" Neither the fifty-three University of California,
Berkeley professors who signed, nor the twenty-nine New York
University professors who signed, nor the eighteen Harvard
professors who signed, nor the seven hundred or so other pro-
fessors who signed had heard about the lockdown. Joel Beinin,
then president of the Middle East Studies Association
(MESA), whose views on Israel were well known prior to his
elevation to that position, was a signatory. Laurie Brand, who
would serve as president of MESA in 2004, was also a signa-
tory. So was Fred Donner, who went on to serve as president
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in 2012 and had been a board member in the early 1990s.%* Even
the discipline of Middle East Studies hadn’t caught wind of the
lockdown.*?

That’s because there has never been a lockdown on criticism
of Israel. It’s true that scholars who question Israel’s right to
exist can face scrutiny and blowback. If you draw additional
attention by tweeting that a Jewish journalist’s “story should
have ended at the pointy end of a shiv,” you may find your career
derailed, as did Steven Salaita. Salaita had also tweeted, amid
fears, later confirmed, that kidnapped young Israelis had been
killed, “I wish all the fucking West Bank settlers would go miss-
ing.”** I don’t think that the University of Illinois should have
canceled Salaita’s hire, but their action hardly qualifies as sup-
pressing “Israel criticism.” Often, when someone in BDS com-
plains about being silenced, they do it from behind a podium
at a college or university. About their silencing, they can’t say
enough.

As for Maira herself, who assembles an “archive of repres-
sion” and speaks of the “censorship” of boycott advocates, her
book was published by the prestigious University of California
Press. It’s part of a series edited by Lisa Duggan and Curtis
Marez, both BDS advocates and both, with Maira, members of
the American Studies Association Executive Council that
pushed the 2013 boycott through.>®

Worst lockdown ever.

Maira’s exaggeration of Zionist power is more serious than
exaggerations of BDS success for two reasons. First, it encour-
ages students and scholars falsely to believe that a “collusion of
Zionism and neoliberalism” explains much that goes on at uni-
versities. Maira quotes, with approval, two scholars who argue
that the plight of academic labor is connected to “Zionist inter-
ventions in the academy,” and that one must, therefore, “de-



BOYCOTT, DIVESTMENT, SANCTIONS MOVEMENT 157

Zionize” higher education.’® The reasoning of Maira’s scholars
runs something like this:

1. Once, the University of Illinois fired Steven Salaita.

2. Its Chancellor served on the board of Nike.

3. Nike sells shoes in Israel.

4. One of Nike’s suppliers operates in a settlement.

5. So Nike is de facto Zionist. It’s also a corporation. So
corporations and Zionists are on the same page.

6. That means that collusion between Zionists and corpo-
rate interests did Salaita in.

7. Therefore, “university policymakers consort with
corporate profiteers,” who consort with Zionists, in all
universities.

8. So “the solution is to ‘de-Zionize’ our campuses.”

I wish I were kidding. Look for yourself.>”

This kind of conspiracy-minded thinking is more damaging
than cheerleading exaggerations. It represents a whole, sloppy,
mode of reasoning, rather than isolated misstatements.

The second reason, I won’t dwell on, because it’s not at the
heart of this book’s concerns. But when you hook Zionism to
the rule of moneyed interests and suggest that its defeat would
cure many seemingly unrelated ills, you activate dangerous,
anti-Semitic ideas. In recent years, Jewish Voice for Peace, a
pro-BDS organization active on campuses, has been running a
campaign called Deadly Exchange, which targets US law en-
forcement trips to Israel. These trips, they say, some of which
are sponsored by “Jewish organizations,” “promote and extend . . .
extrajudicial executions. .. police murders . .. and attacks on
human rights defenders.” Thus, this story goes, do Jewish organ-
izations, out of slavish devotion to Israel, sell out “immigrants
and refugees, as well as all people of color, Muslims, trans and
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queer people.”>® I get it. If you pin absolutely everything on the
Zionists, you win more allies than you otherwise could. But
you're swimming in pretty fetid water.

Lockstep

When it comes to BDS, there’s no lockdown, but there is alock-
step, a marching in close order that helps armies but hinders
universities that seek to shape reasonable people.

The first academic association in America to adopt BDS was
the Association for Asian American Studies, whose acquain-
tance we made earlier in the chapter.*®

Its resolution to adopt BDS rested on a number of contro-
versial propositions.

It rested on the proposition that Asian American Studies
scholars ought to be speaking, as scholars, about the Middle
East or, as they put it, “West Asia.”

It rested on the proposition that Israel has committed crimes
grave enough to warrant boycott and that Israeli universities are
complicit enough in those crimes to be targeted.

It rested on the proposition that BDS is a moral way of ex-
pressing one’s misgivings about Israel. You can be, after all, a
harsh critic of Israel and object to abolishing it.

It rested on the proposition that BDS is a wise strategy for
helping Palestinians, even though Noam Chomsky, the re-
nowned linguist and Israel critic, considers it a “gift to Israeli
and US hardliners,” who wish to charge their opponents with
“pure anti-Semitism.” That charge, Chomsky says, can be made
against the BDS approach “with justice.” In Chomsky’s view,
because BDS makes such a fat target for those who want to dis-
credit pro-Palestinian work, it’s a strategy one might profitably

adopt if one “hates the Palestinians.”%°
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Reasonable people disagree about such propositions, but
within the Association for Asian American Studies, no dis-
agreement is evident. AAAS is not a large organization, but it’s
a little big for unanimity, particularly among academics, who
are nothing if not quarrelsome and contentious. According to
the president and executive board at the time, about seven hun-
dred members, presumably a fraction of the full membership,
attended the 2013 conference at which the resolution was
adopted. And about 10% of the membership attended the gen-
eral business meeting where the resolution was discussed and
voted on. There were no nays. There were no abstentions. Evi-
dently, no one disagreed, even with the anonymity a secret bal-
lot provided, with any of the above propositions.

It’s jarring to find scholars unanimous to the extent our
scholars of Asian American Studies are. One might expect a
discipline to agree on certain fundamental principles, as I imag-
ine biologists agree in broad outline about evolution. But what
causes a group of scholars to come forward in total agreement
about disputed moral, strategic, and factual matters that fall, for
the most part, outside of their areas of expertise? The short an-
swer is the political imperatives Maira and her colleagues had
named years before, or the “war of position” Maira would name
years later; scholars are known for disagreeing, but soldiers are
known for standing shoulder to shoulder.

Still, we were talking only about one business meeting. In an
open letter published roughly a month after the resolution
came out, I proposed that the complete absence of dissent
within AAAS about the resolution was a sign of disciplinary ill
health.’! T appealed to those—I assumed they existed—who
had doubts to make those doubts publicly known. I hurried to
get the letter out because unanimity was my whole hook, and I
didn’t think it could last.
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I needn’t have rushed. It has been seven years, and not one
blog post or op-ed has surfaced.®

Let me remind you of a claim of Jacques Berlinerblau, which
I'touched on in chapter 2. The “politicized professor” wishes he
“could walk from one side of the campus to another and never
find an alternative to his worldview.”® In its neighborhood of
the academy, with respect to BDS, the Association for Asian
American Studies is living that dream. The more and bigger
such neighborhoods are, the fewer colleges and universities can
be communities whose members seek to become reasonable
people.

Opposing BDS: Campus Don'’ts

So yes, BDS is founded on an ideology that disparages the uni-
versity’s claim to be a home of reason, viewing it instead as an
arm of an illegitimate and cruel state. Its scholar supporters see
themselves less as members of a university community than as
resisters, stationed in the belly of the beast. BDS seeks to sign
up students and scholars to Middle East commitments they
have neither the time nor the inclination to research. So its ac-
tivists have to use and encourage others to use the strategic
maneuvers that politicians use, only more so, because we’re
talking not just about an ordinary political campaign, but a war.
BDS fosters solidarity at the expense of inquiry. For all these
reasons, colleges and universities should be wary of BDS.

But they shouldn’t squash it or its ideas. Colleges are used to
professors whose ideas contradict their mission statements.
We've already seen how a Marxist might think the university’s
claim to independence is a lie. A Freudian might tell you that
seemingly rational disputes among scholars represent the sur-
face of things, whose depths can be sounded only through psy-



BOYCOTT, DIVESTMENT, SANCTIONS MOVEMENT 161

choanalysis. A Rousseauian might tell you that universities are
too close to the societies they inhabit to avoid corruption; seri-
ous thinkers need solitude and distance.

In the best case, such renegades will do what any university,
as I proposed in chapter 2, can expect of anyone entering with
an agenda. They’ll agree to follow arguments and evidence
where they lead. I think of a professor the authors of Passing on
the Right mention, a Marxist, who introduced his students to
Friedrich Hayek’s The Road to Serfdom. “I'm going to assign the
book I most disagree with in the twentieth century,” he told
them, and asked that they “recreate its arguments with intel-
lectual empathy.”®* He gained for Hayek, a hero to many con-
servatives, at least one convert, and who knows how many stu-
dents were introduced to Hayek’s thought in this manner?

Even when professors don’t respect the mission of the uni-
versity, so long as they don’t abuse their positions to advance
their aims, a university needn’t sweat a few self-styled revolu-
tionaries. That a handful of professors guzzle the university’s
sherry as they plot to gain control of it is a price a university can
afford to pay for a strong challenge to its own premises which,
after a while, are nearly as likely to be accepted without ques-
tion as are the premises of other kinds of institutions. Com-
munities of inquiry should be distinguished by their reluctance
to shut down even obnoxious and radical challengers.

To be sure, when people wage war with you, you want to
wage war right back. When I have my pro-Israel hat on, outside
of the college setting, I try to win the argument, even to demor-
alize my anti-Israel opponents. In a college setting, one should,
when confronted with a challenging argument, confront it
where it’s strongest. Outside of that setting, one is sometimes
content to hit an argument where it’s weakest and let the op-
position take care of itself. Because I think that the restraints
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teachers and scholars observe have value outside of colleges, I
don’t go nearly as far as other sedentary keyboard combatants
do in playing to win. But in political conflicts, he who doesn’t
try to win risks coming to ruin among those who do.

So I don’t blame people, particularly those outside the uni-
versity, for wanting to meet BDS propaganda with anti-BDS
counterpropaganda, ardent and eloquent anti-Zionists with
ardent and eloquent Zionists, fire with fire.*> But those who
look after the well-being of colleges and universities will avoid
strategies that undermine them almost as surely as the BDS
movement does.

Here’s one strategy best avoided. If you care about universi-
ties, don’t practice viewpoint discrimination. In 2017, Fordham
University’s administration refused club status to Students for
Justice in Palestine. The refusal occurred after Dean of Students
Keith Eldredge asked student organizers a series of questions
about their beliefs—for example, “Why use the term apartheid”
to describe Israel? Eldredge decided that he couldn’t greenlight
an organization “whose sole purpose is advocating political goals
of a specific group, and against a specific country.” That would be
“contrary to the mission and values of the University.”®

If Fordham were a public university, bound by the First
Amendment, this would be an easy case. In Healy v. James
(1972), the Supreme Court ruled on a similar matter, Central
Connecticut State’s denial of club status to Students for a
Democratic Society, the group, incidentally, behind the Port
Huron Statement. The Court said, the “College, acting here
as the instrumentality of the State, may not restrict speech or
association simply because it finds the views expressed by any
group to be abhorrent.”®” Moreover, to justify restrictions, it
wouldn’t be enough that a group’s philosophy set it at odds
with campus regulations. A college can demand that a club
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agree to abide by such regulations. It cannot demand that a club
agree that such regulations are good. So, although SJP nation-
ally has favored the tactic of disrupting speakers, a tactic that
often runs afoul of student conduct codes, Fordham couldn’t,
if it were a state university, reject the club on those grounds
alone.

Fordham has already lost one state court battle in this matter
on the grounds that it reneged on its own contractually binding
promises to protect freedom of expression.®® But the Court that
decided Healy v. James explained, picking up language from a
previous case, why universities should make such promises in
the first place: “The college classroom, with its surrounding en-
virons, is peculiarly the ‘marketplace of ideas.”% That implies
that colleges, with the exception of those dedicated to spread-
ing religious or other creeds, should have more, not fewer, safe-
guards for freedom of inquiry than other institutions have. For
those who—to return to Locke’s language—"“see but in part” and
“know but in part,” such freedom is a necessary condition of be-
coming reasonable.”® Universities have years and a multitude of
resources at their disposal to initiate students into the charms and
uses of being reasonable and of belonging to a community of
reasonable people. If we can’t, without suppressing viewpoints,
compete with propagandists, we may as well fold our tents.

There’s another, related, strategy, university people can’t con-
done: attacking our students. Agreed, terror organizations,
through the Council of National and Islamic Forces in Pales-
tine, endorsed the BDS call. Agreed, the BDS movement plays
with anti-Semitic fire. But it’s a long way from there to putting
the names and sometimes the faces of students on posters pro-
claiming them terror supporters or Jew-haters because they’re
involved in pro-BDS organizations. David Horowitz’s Freedom
Center has done just this on several campuses.”*
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Horowitz has drawn on a site called Canary Mission, whose
purpose is explained in a promotional video.”* “It is your duty,’
the narrator says, to “ensure that today’s radicals are not tomor-
row’s employees.” On occasion, Canary Mission does a service—
if I were Lara Kollab’s potential employer or patient, I'd want to
know that she tweeted, not so long ago, that she would “pur-
posely give all the yahood [ Jews] the wrong meds.””*> Canary
Mission deserves credit for exposing instances of extreme anti-
Semitism. But the organization casts a much wider net than
that. For example, it profiles five of the students involved in
attempting to start a Students for Justice in Palestine chapter at
Fordham. Most have done little more than that to attract Ca-
nary Mission’s attention. In one case, the sole additional dirt
Canary Mission could shovel on a student was that she had
once retweeted a pro-BDS article. For that, a college sopho-
more should have her picture shared nationally in an effort to
deny her ajob?7*

That’s shameful. And anyone looking to make inroads into
universities ought to know that professors don’t take kindly to
attempts to harm their students. I've come across a few anti-
Zionist students. Some of them might have joined a BDS organ-
ization if one happened to exist on my campus, but every one
of them was also thoughtful, well-meaning, and entirely unde-
serving of the treatment Canary Mission dishes out to the stu-
dents they catch. In the debate over Israel on campus, it’s
important to draw attention to the implicit and explicit anti-
Semitism that crops up around the BDS movement. But the
mission of universities is to educate, not destroy students, and
so those who care about universities will do the work of expos-
ing anti-Semitism in such a way as to do as little harm to stu-
dents as possible.
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As I've said, outside of a scholarly setting, I have no quarrel
with engaging in something like a political campaign against
BDS. They’ve got their campaign, and we need ours. Without
drawing any equivalence between BDS and its opponents, I
concede that campaigns are rarely scholarly and nearly always
unfair. But contrary to one defender of Canary Mission, I can’t
agree that scruples are a sign of weakness, “morally admirable,”
but “not always martially effective.””* Even outside the univer-
sity, BDS isn’t a fight that requires us to sacrifice our young.
Inside the university, I think I speak for most professors, includ-
ing the pro-Israel ones, when I say that, rare cases aside, when
you go after my students, I'm inclined to go after you.

Opposing BDS: Campus Dos

It’s naive to imagine that good ideas drive out bad ideas in most
communities. Defenders of freedom of speech usually limit
themselves to arguing that the free exchange of ideas, when you
weigh the benefits and costs, offers the best prospect for driving
out bad ideas.

The prospect is still better for a community of reasonable
people, with a shared pride in being guided by the best evidence
and arguments, some shared standards for judging arguments,
and experience in the use of those standards.

It’s naive to imagine that the universities and scholarly as-
sociations BDS targets are communities of reasonable people.
But the aspiration to be reasonable persists in them. The way
one opposes BDS should honor that aspiration.

It just might work. In January 2016, a group called Historians
Against the War (HAW), which had previously endorsed boy-
cotting Israel, asked the American Historical Association to
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commit itself to “monitoring Israeli actions restricting the right
to education in the Occupied Palestinian Territories.”’® This
wasn’t a boycott resolution, but since it was put forward by a
pro-BDS faction, it was regarded as a test of BDS strength. And,
as the University of Maryland, College Park historian, Jeffrey
Herf, put it, the resolution’s “whereas” clauses amounted to “an
indictment of the policies of the government of Israel towards
Palestinian universities in the West Bank and Gaza,” policies
frequently invoked to justify a boycott.””

Herf and others opposed to the resolution appealed to the
professional consciences of their colleagues, most of whom
probably had no rooting interest one way or another. Partly,
they disputed how Historians Against the War interpreted evi-
dence. For example, as a summary of arguments prepared by
some of the scholars opposing the resolution said, the HAW’s
own “footnoted evidence [did] not support one sweeping
claim, that the Israeli ‘military routinely invades campuses.”
Historians, they argued, “should not present one-sided narra-
tives as ‘fact’ and must remain sensitive to the range of perspec-
tives on contested events.” Partly, where they were willing to
concede a fact, they took HAW to task for neglecting “relevant
context.” Yes, the Israeli army had attacked the Islamic Univer-
sity of Gaza. But “Hamas used the Islamic University to build,
test, and possibly launch rockets.””® Herf and his allies didn’t
demand that their fellow historians accept Israel’s explanations
of its actions. Instead, they argued that historians should “ac-
knowledge the limits of [their] ability as historians,” whose
subject matter isn’t usually ripped from the headlines, “to reach
ajudgment about the facts in dispute.””®

At the American Historical Association’s business meeting,
the resolution failed, with 51 ayes and 111 nays.
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The professional standards of historians aren’t identical to
the standards, including clarity, comprehensiveness, and depth,
that guide us when reasonable people disagree. But in urging
their colleagues not to form a judgment that went beyond what
the evidence could support, the resolution’s opponents were
asking their colleagues to be reasonable.

One can’t be sure whether that way of framing the debate
was what won the day. But Herf, reflecting on an earlier battle,
concludes that his colleagues can be swayed by the appeal to
professionalism which, in the case of historians, is also an ap-
peal to reason. People wrote him after that earlier battle, “ex-
pressing their opposition to various Israeli policies,” and in
some cases, their view that “Israel is a nationalist anachronism.
But they sided with Herf. Herf thinks “that the decisive factor
was their self-respect as scholars.”®® What one can say for sure is
that this mode of opposing BDS is perfectly in tune with the
well-being of colleges and universities.

Outside our professional associations and inside our colleges
and universities we might try what many of us do best, namely,
teaching. In “Loud and Fast versus Slow and Quiet: Responses
to Anti-Israel Activism on Campus,” Jeffrey Kopstein, my fellow
political scientist, writes about his time as director of the Cen-
tre for Jewish Studies at the University of Toronto. Kopstein has
no illusions about “campus organizations hostile to Israel,”
which he considers “less interested in criticizing Israeli policy
than in effacing and deleting its existence.” Still, he resisted calls
to counter anti-Israel activity with pro-Israel activity, judging
that it often resulted less in “countering speech with speech”
than in “screaming against screaming.” This screaming not only
does the university no good but also does Israel’s reputation no
good. Most “students and faculty members have scattered
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knowledge of the history and complexities of the region” and
will, therefore, take the “cognitive shortcut of identifying with
the ‘out group,” which at least in left-liberal neighborhoods is
more often than not going to be the Palestinians.®'

Judging, too, that “the strong point of universities is teaching
and research,” that “professors are not activists,” and that “po-
liticizing the classroom is what we want to avoid at all costs,”
Kopstein and his colleagues set about the “slow, quiet, thought-
ful and unglamorous work of teaching thousands of students in
a range of disciplines” about the “true complexity of the situa-
tion.” They “cultivated connections with Israeli academic insti-
tutions.” They taught “dozens and dozens of courses.”** In so
doing, they didn’t necessarily shape Zionists; they did shape “a
large cohort of students with a deeper knowledge of the [Arab-
Israeli] conflict” “Their presence,” the presence of people who
know propaganda when they see it, can influence “the broader
campus in ways that the screaming matches of campus activism
do not®

On my own campus, after a rare instance of campus tension
concerning Israel, I met with a colleague with whom I'd butted
heads. I don’t know whether he was an anti-Zionist, but he was
a man of the left and had ties to an anti-Zionist organization.
We agreed to work together to achieve roughly the aim Kop-
stein describes, though our small college doesn’t have the re-
sources to teach dozens and dozens of courses on the conflict.
We arranged a small group discussion of Israeli elections. We
managed a reading group on Ari Shavit’s then much-talked-
about My Promised Land. With a colleague in Jewish Studies,
we arranged discussions on matters of Jewish social and politi-
cal interest, including a panel on anti-Semitism. Together, we
taught a course on Zionism, whose students included Zionists
and those who had serious doubts about Zionism. We crafted
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a syllabus on the history and philosophy of Zionism in which
we tried, in part by not including any text we couldn’t convince
the other was worth reading, to keep free of political bias. We
agreed to try, as an example for our students, to follow the argu-
ments wherever they might lead.

I don’t know where students came down on Zionism at the
end of the course. But one student, who was, in his own words,
“obsessed with the Israeli-Palestinian conflict,” had “not been
well-read on Zionist history.” The course introduced him to
“ideas [he] hadn’t come across.”®* As important, he and other
students in the class, some of whom came in with strong opin-
ions about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, had the experience
of confronting the other side, not through, in Kopstein’s terms,
“screaming against screaming,” but through a semester-long
discussion. In the admittedly imperfect way these things hap-
penin classrooms, they were compelled to look at the same evi-
dence together and hold each other’s arguments up to scrutiny,
in front of other students who had also looked at the evidence.
Perhaps students who experience this kind of class will perform
the same work as Kopstein supposes his University of Toronto
students did. That work isn’t to represent the pro-Israel side
against the anti-Israel side but to demand, whatever one’s leanings
may be, something more than propaganda about Israel. Such
students might demand, with respect to the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict and other matters, to be treated as reasonable people.



Conclusion

FIGHTING FOR MORE OF
THIS, AND LESS OF THAT

As I write, in 2020, conservatives are debating what it means
to fight.

Jeffrey Kopstein, whom we just met, isn’t a conservative as
far as I know. But we can learn from his approach to fighting
BDS, which, perhaps more than any other campus movement,
is the conservative specter of left indoctrination made solid.

For Kopstein, fighting BDS is a long, teaching game that has,
with respect to Zionism, an uncertain outcome. Kopstein and
his Toronto colleagues taught dozens of courses. Kopstein
thinks they shaped a critical mass of informed students, familiar
with “the long and incremental work of intellectual inquiry.”
Those students, nonetheless, didn’t “necessarily become
Zionists.”!

The strategy Kopstein describes is ambitious. It attempts to
change how the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is discussed on cam-
pus. It attempts to help students become reasonable about an
issue that generates a great deal of propaganda and passion. It
counts on the students it reaches to influence other students.

But the strategy is also modest: “Anti-Israel propaganda that
edges over into antisemitism will probably never go away.”* If
the strategy succeeds, campuses change subtly, not dramati-
cally. Israeli apartheid week and its slanders don’t end. But
fewer students participate, and fewer students mistake the
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formulas and dogmatism of the activists for intellectual or
moral seriousness.

Campus cultures aren’t all one thing. But if we do our work,
there will be more of that culture in which it’s shameful to com-
mit oneself without weighing the arguments and the evidence,
and less of that culture according to which it’s shameful to hesi-
tate to commit oneself. In their neighborhood of the university,
Kopstein and his colleagues did what I've argued colleges and
universities should do: they worked, over a long period, to
maintain a climate in which following the arguments and evi-
dence where they lead is praiseworthy and failing to do so is
blameworthy.

Broadened beyond the conflict over Israel on campus, that’s
the right ambitious and modest way to think about the work of
those who care about our colleges and universities. It’s also the
kind of long view that my fellow conservatives, ordinarily pro-
ponents of gradual change, should like. But a vocal group of
conservatives thinks that we’re in crisis, that we’re about to lose,
permanently, a war for the culture, and that, in this war, colleges
are an enemy asset. They think, like the anti-BDS activists out
to ruin the employment prospects of pro-BDS students, that we
need to fight fire with fire.

Campus is just one front in a wide war. Sohrab Ahmari, a
prominent conservative journalist, urges people like me to
“fight the culture war with the aim of defeating the enemy and
enjoying the spoils in the form of a public square re-ordered to
the common good and ultimately the Highest Good.”® Conser-
vatives are urged to learn politics as “war and enmity.” Our pro-
gressive enemies know that a “culture war means discrediting
their opponents and weakening or destroying their institu-
tions.” Conservatives, too many of whom are naively attached
to “civility and decency,” had better learn to “approach the cul-
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ture war with a similar realism,” lest they come to ruin among
so many who are not good. Some conservatives are, after all,
partisans in the scorched-earth style.

We're already nearly ruined because, according to this argu-
ment, liberal political philosophy, from John Locke on, has fa-
vored individual freedom over tradition, authority, and a sense
of human limits. “Conservative liberals"—like Patrick Deneen,
Ahmari takes us to be part of the problem—don’t grasp that
liberal democracy has always been a hostile environment for
conservatives, especially religious believers, and has grown
more hostile as its logic has unfolded. To overcome this built-in
disadvantage, and to overcome our unscrupulous enemies, con-
servatives must overcome their own scruples about civility and
limited government, and battle to establish “our order.” In this,
one recognizes the spirit of Michael Anton’s “Flight 93 Elec-
tion,” with which this book began.

Ahmari, unlike Anton, doesn’t accuse other conservatives of
putting paychecks and popularity before principle. But he does,
singling out the conservative commentator and legal activist,
David French, make them out to be prisses. French is a religious
conservative who thinks, nonetheless, that persuasion and, if
necessary, appeals to the law within a “classical liberal frame-
work” offer the best means of defending conservative rights and
interests.* In this respect, French, too, is a conservative liberal.
But Ahmari thinks that French’s unwillingness to gear up for an
all-out war against liberalism represents an “airy, above-it-all
mentality””® Conservatives like French and me fret about forms
and formalities and arguments while our fellow conservatives
are being driven from the public square. We need, as they say, a
fighter.

With this dispute in mind, let’s return to higher education,
where French has played a role as president of the Foundation
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for Individual Rights in Education (FIRE), about which we
heard in chapter 4, from 2004 to 2005, and as an attorney de-
fending the First Amendment and due process rights of stu-
dents and professors. FIRE isn’t a conservative group, but it
shares with conservatives the worry that students can be sub-
jected to “indoctrination” in “radical political orthodoxies” at
universities. Such orthodoxies are among the threats to free-
dom of speech, religion, and association on campus that FIRE
combats.’

FIRE fights in courts of law, when rights are directly threat-
ened by a university’s policies or officials, and in courts of pub-
lic opinion, when the threat is not direct. It has prospered in
both. French explains that as late as 2009, about 70% of colleges
and universities surveyed by FIRE had at least one policy that
“clearly restricted constitutionally protected expression.”
Thanks to a “legal and political onslaught,” in which FIRE was
prominent, only 28.5% of them today fit that description.” Re-
cently, FIRE has campaigned to convince colleges to adopt
their own versions of the “Chicago Principles,” an endorse-
ment, originating at the University of Chicago, of free speech
as essential to the free inquiry for which modern universities
stand. As of this writing, seventy higher education institutions,
from Princeton University to Gettysburg College to the Uni-
versity of Colorado System, have adopted a version.®

I note these victories not to affirm what I've so far denied,
namely that the teaching mission of colleges and universities
ends once freedom of speech and inquiry are established. Nor
do I think that merely adopting the Chicago Principles estab-
lishes freedom of speech and inquiry. I note FIRE’s successes
only to affirm that even at universities, where left-wing activists
have more sway than in the country at large, an incremental
approach—more of this, less of that—has succeeded beyond
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what one might have predicted. Those demanding that we fight
fire with fire should pay more attention to FIRE.

Roger Kimball, a long-time higher education critic and an
ally of Ahmari’s, has another idea: “starve Academia Inc. of
funds.” Recall Ahmari’s militant advice: defeating progressives
means “discrediting them” and “weakening or destroying their
institutions.” Kimball, who chairs the William F. Buckley, Jr.
Program at Yale University, knows that, along with occasional
left-wing protests, Yale features the Directed Studies Program,
which gives about a hundred “first-year students an intense in-
terdisciplinary introduction to some of the seminal texts of
Western civilization.” It’s the kind of program to which a con-
servative might say, “More of this, less of that.” But Kimball
says, instead, that “most” colleges and universities are “dedi-
cated to the destruction” of the “pursuit of truth” and of “the
highest values of our civilization.” No doubt Kimball knows
he’s over the top when, donning his Falwell mask, he urges
parents and alumni to “refuse to subsidize [the] perversion”
that universities practice.'® Perhaps Kimball, a cultured man,
is embarrassed to find his name attached to an article entitled,
“PC Insanity May Mean the End of American Universities.”
But these are the sacrifices one makes as a realist concerning
war and enmity.

Enemies can come to resemble each other. So it’s no surprise
that some conservatives share the view of their progressive op-
ponents, that colleges and universities, whose dedication to
reason is a sham, are instruments of a ruling elite, whose dedica-
tion to freedom and equality is a sham. It’s no surprise that
some conservatives share the view that we should wage war
against universities, albeit from without rather than from
within. It’s no surprise that some conservatives share the view
that everything is political, that politics is about dominance and
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subjection, and that those conservatives who think otherwise
are squishes.

But come on.

More precisely, why would a conservative prefer this strat-
egy, which requires us to abandon reason and which has no
track record, to French’s, which doesn’t require us to abandon
reason and has an impressive track record?

Let me turn from conservatives to others who take an inter-
est in higher education.

The “American campus,” Kopstein says despite his intimate
familiarity with the propagandizing that takes place there, “is
still a place where intellectual arguments carry weight”*' It’s
also a place where reason carries weight. Just not as much as
one might wish. I think the overwhelming majority of univer-
sity people—students, faculty, staff—agree, most of the time,
that rational inquiry is fruitful, even honorable. However, not
only left-liberal partisanship but also habit, interest, overconfi-
dence, hope, fear, and other human things guarantee that be-
coming reasonable, even at colleges and universities, requires
constant attention. Allan Bloom may have called the university
the home of reason,'? but he didn’t imagine that it occupied
many rooms. Blink, and someone has locked it in the attic. As
we saw in chapter 2, when we considered the many constituen-
cies at the university that “don’t want no trouble,” there’s a
whole lot of blinking going on.

I was heartened, however, by the founding, in 2015, of the
Heterodox Academy, led by Jonathan Haidt, whom we encoun-
tered in chapter 4. Like FIRE, the Heterodox Academy isn't a
conservative organization. At last check, their membership
was—members classified themselves—16% conservative, 17%
progressive, 25% centrist, and 26% libertarian.'* The Heterodox
Academy grew out of concern with the leftward tilt of the field
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of social psychology. But the concern was not that the tilt was
unfair or, as a Kimball might suggest, coming to eat your
children. Rather, the concern was that political uniformity “re-
duces the quality of science published in social psychology.”
One-sidedness, among other things, makes us more skeptical
of some results than of others and narrows our understanding
of what questions merit investigation.'*

As I said in chapter 3, the scientific community, among
whom I'd include the kinds of social scientists who are drawn
to the Heterodox Academy, cultivates pride in drawing only
those conclusions that the best arguments and evidence avail-
able permit. The cause of the university is usually taken up by
cranky, old-fashioned humanists—I am one—whose power in
higher education is negligible. But scientists, even if they need
to be convinced that their science-challenged colleagues are
also reasoners, are a natural, powerful, and potentially vocal
constituency for liberal education understood as the shaping of
reasonable people. May the Heterodox Academy attract and
inspire many of them.

The Heterodox Academy won’t fix higher education any
more than Kopstein and company ended BDS at the Univer-
sity of Toronto. American higher education, encompassing
for-profits and non-profits, big universities and small colleges,
public and private institutions, and serving around 16 million
students, is too big and diverse to change in some one way. The
Heterodox Academy’s particular emphases, on diversity of
viewpoint and constructive dialogue, may or may not be the
best emphases. The Academy’s 4,000 or so members,'> some
more involved than others, will have their work cut out for
them trying to make a dent in a higher education system that
employs well over a million faculty members. But the Hetero-
dox Academy gives us a sense of what kinds of people, not
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now much engaged in liberal education, could become en-
gaged in it.

If we define “us” as those inside and outside of universities
who think the attempt to become reasonable is worth making
at universities, and “them” as those inside and outside universi-
ties who consider this attempt naive or harmful, I think there
are more of us than there are of them.

I'm heartened, too, that one doesn’t need great numbers to
make meaningful progress. Robert George, a social conserva-
tive who founded, two decades ago, the James Madison Pro-
gram in American Ideals and Institutions, says that it “really
doesn’t take a hundred professors, it takes five to make an enor-
mous difference on campus.” George’s work is animated by the
idea of the university as a “forum for the vibrant, robust discus-
sion of the spectrum of points of view that are held by reason-
able, responsible people.” He thinks that his program, quite
beyond its immediate focus on constitutionalism and political
theory, has effected, over time, a “transformation of the ethos”
at Princeton in a direction favorable to “true diversity of opin-
ion and the exploration of ideas.” No doubt, as George also as-
serts, the success and longevity of his Princeton program have
softened the ground for programs elsewhere, a few of which I
referred to in chapter 2, which flourish at both elite and non-
elite institutions."®

I might be reluctant to take a Kopstein or a George at his
word, but the experience they describe is also my own. The
Great Ideas major I helped put together at Carthage College,
and the Common Intellectual Experience, in which I've taught
at Ursinus College, required the support of a majority of the
faculty. But they were set in motion by a handful of people—I
don’t have an exact count, but George’s five sounds about right.
AndI've seen the influence such programs have on campus be-
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yond the individual classrooms in which they’re taught. Like
Kopstein, and in line, I think, with a conservative approach to
change, I'd emphasize that top to bottom transformation and
an end to all campus woes aren’t in the offing. Amelioration,
however, is not only possible but also, if one can look beyond
the scary higher education headlines, observable.

We should do much more to observe it. When an under-
graduate at Washington University in St. Louis writes a column
for the school newspaper entitled “It’s Okay That Conservatives
Don’t Feel Welcome,” you may hear about it from conservative
publications like the Daily Wire, from conservative intellectuals
like Rod Dreher, and even from Fox ¢ Friends."” But if, less than
ayear later, that same university’s entire freshman class is read-
ing and discussing a superb book on free speech, authored by
Nadine Strossen, one of its best advocates, you may not hear
about that at all.'® Such lopsided coverage, though unsurpris-
ing, is a disservice not only to our colleges and universities but
also to students and parents trying to make wise decisions
about them. I hope this book has done something to redress it,
even if one book can’t do much. More of this, less of that.

I spent my college and graduate school years at the Univer-
sity of Chicago, so I'll end with a thought inspired by that most
famous of Chicago presidents, Robert Maynard Hutchins.

Colleges and universities, particularly those without
billion-dollar endowments, have to figure out how to react to
constituencies that can help or harm them. They have to con-
sider parents and students who worry about jobs, corporations
who want students to arrive fully trained in Excel and
computer-assisted widget design, politicians who have diverse
and conflicting agendas, alumni and donors who give and re-
fuse gifts, and student activists who may generate unflattering
headlines.
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No one demands, at least explicitly, that universities organize
themselves to shape people who measure themselves by their
adherence to reason. Even if I'm right that there are more of us
than there are of them, that means only that there are more
people who think it’s possible and desirable to cultivate reason
at universities than there are people who don’t. That’s some-
thing different from clamoring for that mission.

Universities respond to the demands they see in front of
them, get pulled in many directions, and seem to stand for
everything and nothing. Hutchins, leading and writing amid
the Great Depression, was no stranger to external pressures.
Nonetheless, speaking particularly of the university’s need for
money, he said that “when an institution determines to do
something in order to get money it must lose its soul, and fre-
quently does not get the money.” Universities that make pro-
grams to chase cash are “likely to be unbalanced and confused.”
It’s not, he adds, “that universities do not need money” or “that
they should not try and get it.” Rather, they should “have an
educational policy and then try to finance it, instead of letting
financial accidents determine their educational policy.”*® Soci-
ologist and Chicago man, Donald Levine, wrote a book about
the University of Chicago to address a “shortage of moral and
intellectual resources for energizing higher education” that is
no less acute now than it was when his book came out in 2006.*°
The history of the University of Chicago could, Levine thought,
help in that shortage precisely because Hutchins and others
weren’t timid. They set out to change the way Americans
thought about education, rather than hiring teams of consul-
tants, a new team each year, to figure out, as waiters say, how
everything is tasting. That’s inspiring, but it’s also a rebuke not
only to timid administrators but also to faculty members, pro-
tected by tenure, who don’t want no trouble.
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I think and have argued that, even without a great preacher’s
effort of the sort Hutchins undertook, liberal education under-
stood as the shaping of reasonable people can be made attrac-
tive to students of the kind I've taught and to their parents.
I agree with Samuel Abrams, who, despite a harrowing run-in
with student activists, examines the best survey data we have to
find that most students seek “a multiplicity of ideas and experi-
ences” and “take pride in their ability to absorb, confront, en-
gage, and react to these varied views.””' I agree with Jonathan
Haidt and Greg Lukianoff, who think that “market forces” will
reward universities that, recognizing many obstacles to rational
inquiry and disagreement, establish conditions in which faculty
and students can engage well in both.>? 'm convinced, then,
that, for defenders of liberal education, the present is not as bad
a time as the shouting of culture warriors and the lectures of
consultants might lead us despairingly to believe. Now, perhaps
even more than in other times, those who love reason and know
its fragility can be persuaded and, in turn, persuade others that
liberal education addresses a permanent need.
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