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The Civic Mission of the University

by Benjamin R. Barber

The mo.dcm Amcrican university i
cmhmil.cd in controversy, fucled by deep
uncertainty over its pedagogical purposcs
and its civic role in a “free” socicty At
times the collcge cstablishment seems 10
know ncithcr what a free socicly is nor
what the cducational requiniies ol fiee
dom might look like. Nonctheless, both
administrators and their crtics have kept
busy, for hike zealots (classically defined
as people who redouble their clfonts when
they have forgotien their aims), they have
covered their confusion by embelhisting
iheir hyperbole. They wring hads and
rue the social crises of higher education

. apathy, cynicism, carcensm, preju
dice, sclfishness, scxism, opportunesm,
complacency, and substance abuse  but
they hesitate when faced with hard dear
sions, and prefer 10 follow rather than
challenge the national mood.

Students, reflecting the climate inwhich
they are being cducated, are, well, amess
Minonty studemts al Dartmouth reecive
anonymous hate Ictters from their pecrs.
an leminists at Dartmouth are scnt potcs
cnclosed in condoms rcading, “You dis-
gust me.” Students at the University of
Utah arc voting members of the “Whe
Carcs?” party in student govcm.m.cnl-
cmbracing their promiscs 10 pay thlt way
by “panhandling, and running strip hars.
saffles, and prostitution.” Youthful !tll"'"-‘-
perhaps: after all, 2 decade e:rhct"slll_‘
dents at Wisconsin had elected the “Pail
and Shovel” party into office (its plat-
form: sicaling and wasting asm\u:lm_w“c Y
as possiblc); and panty raids of onc kind ©f

another have been campus staples for 2
century. Yet one can only fecl uncasy
when these newer signs of distress 3

rcad in conjunclion with the wave of ra-

cism, ovent scx R .,
h.,mophohia that is sweeping Amcrica’s

campuscs; Of when they arc corvelated

The wave of racism, overt
sexual discrimination, and
homophobia that is sweeping
America's campuses. . . .

with national pattems of student political
apathy (Icss thanonc fifthof the 18-1024-
ycar-old population voted inthe 1986 con-
gm\‘sumal clection, less than onc-half of
the V7 percent of the general population
that voted); or, more pointedly. whenthey
are scen 10 induce paralysis among school
admimstrators who have nccessanly ab-
jurcd the infantalizing 1actics of “in loco
parcatis™ without, however, having a cluc
about what might take its place.

The prvatizaton and commercializa
non of schooling continucs apace At the
college level, we still honor tcaching, mthe
abairact, but we mainly reward rescarch.
To be surc, the two should be congruent,
and administrators arc fond of saying that
only great scholars — superb researchers
1iling on the fromtiers of their disciplinc
— can be good teachers. But good teach-
ers need to spend at least a few hours a
week in the classroom. No matier how
piicd, the educator cannot practice the
waching craft in front of acomputer, inthe
laburatory, or at the library.

The rcality is, as Jacques Barzun fre-
cently pointed out, that rescarchand schol-
arship have not only become ever morce
"“"""' and specialized and thus remote

fom teaching, but thcy have taken the

ual discrimination, and )
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very culture which is their putative sub-
ject and held it hostage 0 their reflexive
scholastic concems. “Since William
James, Russell, and Whitehcad,” Barzun
reminds us, “philosophy, like history, has
been confiscated by scholarship, and
locked away from the contamination of
cultural use.” And, we might add, from
the contamination of educational use. The
new scholasticism that is academic spe-
cialization has in fact tumed the study of
culture into the study of the study of
culture — scll-conscious preoccupation
with method. technique, and scholarship
displacing abroad humanistic concem for
culture itsclf. We no longer simply read
books, we study what it mecans (0 read
books; we do not interpret theories but
develop theorics of intcrpretation. We are
awash in what W. Jackson Bate of Har
vard calls “sclt triviahzation,” pursuing
an mtclectual quest that takes us farther
and tanther from students and the world in
which they are supposedly being edu

cated to hve

Two Universities

There are two positive models of the
university being purveyed today to ad-
dress the current crisis in education. Mir-
ror images of cach other, onc calls for a
refurbished ivory tower, while the other
calls for an uncritical scrvitude to the
larger socicty’s aims and purposes (read
whims and fashions). Neither is satisfac
tory. We may call the first the purist model
and the sccond the vocational modet Tl
first is favored by academic purists and
antiquarian humanists and is an embel’
lishment on the ancient Lyceum of the
medicval university. In the name of the
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abstract pursuit of speculative knowledge,
it calls for insulating the university from
the wider socicty. Leaming lor lcaming’s
own sake: not for carcer, not for life, not
for democracy, not for moncy; for ncither
power nor happincss, neither career nor
quality of life, but for its own pure sake
alonc. To the purist, knowlcdge is radi-
cally divorced from time and culure, from
powcer and interest; abovc all it eschews
utility. ft aspires to reconstruct Aristotle’s
L.yccum in downtown Ncwark — cater-
ing, howevcr, 0 the residents of New
Athens rather than of New Haven or
Newark.

In the Lyccum, knowlcdge is mincd
from the great intellcctual veins ruaning
through the canyon ol the canon. What the
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canontcaches is that there is a knowledge
that is not conditioned by culture and
interest, that is not some other conlury's
fashion or some other culture’s dominamt
paradigm, but which — transcending time
and spacc — has camed the status of, if
not universal truth, at least universal wis-
dom. This claim (0 univcrsality uprools
the canon from the COMCXIS that might
once have created it. (That Eton in the
nincteenth century had onc science mas-
tcr, onc math master, onc modcm lan-
guages maslef, and twenty-seven classics
masters tcaching L.atin and Greek and the
cultures they mediatedis scenas a product
of the canon, rather than a force condition-
ing its modcm incamation.) On the other
hand, belicf in the independent and objcc-

tive veracity of the canon docs not prevent
purists from sccing all other knowledge,
all deviations from the canon (such as
feminist studics or comparative religion),
as the subjective clfects of contemporary
cultural contexts that arc transicnt, con-

Where once the student was
taught that the unexamined
life was not worth living, he is
now taught that the profitably
lived life is not worth
examining.

tingent, and subjective; that is 1o say, the
product of liberal pedagogical conspira-
cics and political interest.

The vocational modcl abjures tradition

no less decisively than the purist modcel

abjurcs relevance. Indeed, itis wildly alive
10 the demands of the larger society it
belicves education must scrve. Where the
purist rejects cven the victones of mader-
nity (cquality, social justice, universal
cducation) as so many discases, the advo-
catc of cducation as vocational training
accepts cven the ravages of modemity as
so many virtucs — of at lcast as the
nccessary price of progress. The voca-
tionalist wishcs to scc the university go
pronc before modemity's new gods. Scr-
vice to the market, training for its profes-
sions, rescarch in the name of its products
arc the hallmarks of the new full-scrvice
university, which wants nothing so much
as to be counicd as a pcer among the
nation's greal corporations that serve
prospcrity and matcrial happiness. Forg-
ing dubious alliances with research com-
panics, All-Amcrican U. plics compora-
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tions for program funding and stalks the
public sector insearchof public “necds”™ it
can profitably satisfy. In cach of thesc
cases, it asks socicty (o show the way, and
it compliantly follows.

If this requires that tcaching be sub-
sumed 10 research and research itself
reduced 1o product-oriented enginecring,
so be it. 1 it means taking bribces, such as
advertising, that privatize and commer-
cialize cducation in ways wholly incon-
sistent with lcaming, that is the price of
survival. I it requires that education take
on the aspect of vocational training, and
that the university becomes a kindergar-
ten for the corporate socicty where the
young are socialized, bullicd, and other
wisc blackmailed im0 uscfulness, then
the curriculum must be recast in the lan-
guage of opportunism, carcerism, proles-
sionalism, and, in a word, commerce.
Where the philosopher once said all of hifc
is a preparation for death, the cducational
carcenst now thinks all of hifc is a prepa
ration for business - - of perhaps, morc
bluntly, that lile is business.

A Dialectic of Life and Mind

The first of our two modcls is aristo-
cratic, humanistic, and poignanily nostal-
gic — not mercly Ludditc in C. P. Snow’s
sense, but profoundly antimodem: it
wishes o educate the fcw well and per-
ccives in the democratic idcal an insupes-
able obstacle to excellence.

The vocationalist knows these predi:
tections for scquestration (o be dangerous
and probably impossible. For him, cduca.
tion and its institutional tools are for better
or worse cmbedded in the real world. Ehs
pedagogical tasks are socialization
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insulation, intcgration not isolation. Edu-
cation must follow where socicty Icads:
support i, ape it, rcinforce it, chasc it,
undergird i, affirm it, prescrve it. What-
cver socicly wants and needs, the univer-
sity trics 10 supply. Indccd, socicty de-
fincs the university rather than the other
way round. Socicly says what, the scholar
as rescarcher shows how; socicty says
Yes or No, the teacher helps the pupil
pronounce the words; society says | need
doctors, | will pay lawyers, students nur-
ture medical skills and acquire fegal cre-
dentials. Education as vocationalism in
service 10 socicly becomes a matier of
socialization rather than scrutiny, of spell-
INg oul CONSCUCHCES rathee than probing
premiscs, of answenng soCicty’s ques-
tions rather than questioning socicty's
answers. Where once the student was
taught that the uncxamined life was not
worth living, he is now taught that the
profitably lived life is not worth cxanun-
ing.
Necither purist nor vocationalist recog:
nizes that cducation is a dialectic of lifc

and mind, of body and spirit, in which the
two arc incairicably bound together. Nci-
ther acknowledges how awkward this
makes it for a libcral ans university at
once 1o scrve and challenge socicly, (0
simultancously “‘transmit” fundamental
values such as autonomy and free think -
ing. and creatc a climatc where students
arc not conditioned by whatis transnmticd
(iransmission tends toward indoctnina-
tion), and where thinking is truly critical,
indcpendent, and subversive (which s
what frecdom micans). For such a univer-
sily must at once stard apant from socicty
in order to give students room 1o breathe
and prow frce from a too insistent reality;
and at the same time it must stand within
the real world and its fimating conditions
in order o prepare students 10 tive real
lives in a society that, if they do not motd
it freely to their aspirations, will mold
them 1o its conventions. To live cventu-
ally as clfective, responsible, critical, and
autonomous members of communitics of
discoursc and activity, studcais musl he
both protected trom a 100 precipitous
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cngagement in them and acclimatized by
responsible and critical participation in
them.

If the young were bom literate there
would be no need 1o icach them hicrature;
if they were bom citizens, there would he
1o need 1o teach them civie responsibility.
Bul of course cducators know that the
young arc bom ncither wisc, nos litcrate,
nor responsible — por, despite the great
rhetoric to the contrary, arc they bom free.
They are borm at best with the potential lor
wisdom, literacy, and responsibitity, with
an aptitude lor Ircedom which is, how-
ever, matched by an aptitude for sccunity
and thus lor tysanny.

The Civic Mission

Thomas Jelferson regarded habituaicd
belief as an enemy notonly of frecdom but
of usable conviction, and argued that
“cvery constitution and cvery law natu-
rally cxpires at the cnd of 19 ycars.”
Canons, like constitutions, are also tor the
living, and il they do not cxpire every 19
ycars they surcly grow tired and stalc and
helcronomous as time passes. Winch s
not to say thcy must be discarded: only
that thcy must be reassesscd, rclegitimized,
and thus rcembraced by the currerit gen-
eration. A canon is no usc if it is not ours,
and it becomes ours only when we rein-
vent it — an act impossible without active
cxamination, criticism, and subversion.
That is why leachers cannot tcach the
canon properly without subverting it. Their
task is pot to transmit the canon but 10
permit their students {0 rcinvent it. Para-
doxically, only those “truths™ founded on
abstract rcason which students can make
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their own, founded on their own reason,
are likcly to be preserved. Waving the
Republic at the young will do nothing for
restonng eracy or extending the truths
of the old.

What | wish 10 urge is a far more
dialectical model of education: onc that
refuscs to prostrate itsell, its back o the
future, before the ancient gods of the canon,
but is equally rcluctant 10 throw itself
uncritically, its back 10 the past, into the
futurc as cnvisioned by the new gods of
the markctplace. This argument suggests
not that the university has a civic mission,
but that the universily is a civic mission, is
civility itsell, dcfincd as the rules and
conventions that permit 2 community to °
facilitatc conversation and the kinds of
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discourse upon which all knowledge
depends. On this model, lcaming is a
social aclivity that can take place only
within a discursive community bringing
1ogether reflection and expericice. On
this model, knowledge is an cvolving
communal construction whose legatimacy
rests dircctly on the character of the social
process. On this mode), education is cv-
crywhere and always an incluctably com-
munal enicrpnsc.

1 mcan 10 suggest much more than that
democracy and cducation arc paralicl
activitics; or that civic training and the
cultivation of knowledge and judgment

Education is above all about
setting students free, but there
is a great deal of difference
between setting them free and
leaving them alone.

poSSCSs a paralicl structure. I am arguing
that they are the same thing: That what
distinguishes truth, inasmuch as we can
have it at all, from untruth, is not confor-
mity to socicty's historical traditions of
(he standards of independent reasonor the
dictates of somce leamed canon, but con-
formity 10 COMMUNICAlIVC PrOCCSSCS that
arc genuincly democratic and that occur
only in free communitics.

The conditions of truth and the condi-
tions of democracy are one and the same:
as there is freedom, as the community is
open and inclusive and the cxchange of
idcas thorough and spirited, so there is
both more democracy and morc lcaming,
more frecdom and more knowledge (which
becomes, here, ideas conditionally agreed

Lee snwn
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upon). And just as no argument will be
privilcged over other arguincnls simply
because of how or lrom whom it onigi-
nates, so no individual will be privileged
over other individuals simply because of
whao he is (whitc or male or sirai ght) and
where he comes from (old money. pood
Protestant stock, the United States ol
Amcrica).

Once this is understood, we can move
heyond the old instrumental arguments on
behalf of democracy that rest the case for
citizen training inside the university on
the prudential necd 1o shore updemocracy
outside the university. ‘These arguments
arc powerful — ncither cducation nor
rescarch can prosper in an unfree socicly,
and schooling is the only way wce arc
likely 10 be able 10 producc citizens who
will uphold frecdom  but they are pru-
dential. The prudent Jelferson is known
for his linkage of cducation and democ-
racy: if, Jelfcrson wiles i his Notes on
Virginia, the people arc “the ulumate
guardians of their own libenty,” then we
had best “render them safe” via a prudemt
and thorough cducation. *“The only surc
reliance for the preservation of our lib-
enty,” he writcs o Jamcs Madisonin 1787,
is 10 “cducatc and inform the wholc mass
of the people.”

However, my argument here goes well
beyond Jefferson's instrumental formula
making cducation “the guarantor of lib-
crty.” It suggests that libcrty is thc guaran-
1or of education; thal we noi only have to
educalc cvery person 10 make him free,
but we have 1o free every person 1o make
him educable. Educatcd women and men
make good citizens of [ree communilics;
but without a free lcaming community
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you cannot cducate women and men.

The Sense of Communily

Walt Whitman, who refused 1o wall off
democracy from life, or life from poctry,
or poctey from democracy, mocks those
who try to cut the tabrc of democracy (0
the sorry measurc of their owntiny imag-
nations (he must have had the first pohits
cal scientist in mind!):

Did you too, O fricnd, suppose de-
mocracy was only for clections; for
politics, and for a panty name? | say
democracy is only of use there that it
may pass on and come (o its flower
and [ruits in manners, in the highest
forms of inferaction between men,
and their beliefs — in religion, lit-
erature, collcges and schools — de-
mocracy in all public and private
life. . ..

The point where democracy and edu-
cation interscct is the point we call com-
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munity. For if democracy is a mode of
associated living, thenitis also true, Dewey
has writicn, that “in the first place, the
school must itself be a community life...”
Dewcey is framing a carclul philosophical
arpumcent rather than just a provocative
mctaphor He is insisting that the “'realiza-

ton of the meaning of linguistic signs . ..

involves a context of work and play in
association with others.” He is saying that

in the abscnce of community there is no
lcaming; that language itscl( is social, the

product as well as the premise of sociabil-

ity and conversation.

We should comprehend him, for un-
derlying the pathologies of our society
and our schools — beneath the corrup-
tions associated with alcohol and drugs,
complacency and indifference, discrimi-
nation and bigotry, and violence and (rac-
tiousness -— is a sickness of community:
ils corruption, its rupluring, its fragmenta. .
tion, its breakdown; finally, its vanishing
and its abscnce. We can no more leam
alonc than we can live alone, and if linle
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lcaming is laking placc in Amcrican
schools and collcges it may be because
there is 100 much solitude and too littl
community among the lcamers (and the
tcachers 100). Schools that were once
workshops of intimacy have become as
alicnating as wcllare hotels and as loncly
as suburban malls. They lack ncither fa-
cilitics nor resources, neither gifted tcach-
ers nor able students; but they are for the
most part devoid of any sensc of commu-
nity. And without community, neither the
almighty canon nor the almighty dollar
can do much 10 inspire lcaming or pro-
motc frecedom.

Dewey's conception of cducation is
often deemed “progressive,” yet in fact it
harks back to classical and nco classical
models of paideia and bildung. I'dideia
was the tcrm the Greeks used 1o cncapsu-
late the norms and values of public hife
around which citizenship and lcaming

If the young were born
literate, there would be no
need to teach them literature;
if they were born citizens,
there would be no need t0
teach them civic responsibility.

were organized. To be an cducaicd Athe-
pian was (o be a free and pasticipating
citizen. These were not two distinctive
roles, two paralicl forms of training; they
werc a singlc identity revolving around
common norms each individual made his
own. Imagine Socratcs recommending a
canon o his pupils, or tclling an Athcnian
youth that what he lcamed in the Lyccum
was not meant to apply to lifc beyond the
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blcached stones where the two of them sat
in the sun conversing. The German En-
lightenment temm bildung possessed the
same unilying cultural thrust; it brought
together under the rubric of life, lcaming,
and sclf rellective experience the same
ideats of the tully developed citizen of a
civil cosmopolis. The cducation of Emile
(Rousscau) or the education of the young
Weither (Gocthe) was a lifetime 1ask of
which schooling represenicd only aphase.
Emile did not imagine his pupil could
scparalc the cultivationof his civility from
the reading of books; Gocthe never con-
ceived that Werther could or should wall
off his life from his lcaming.

The trouble with the purist’s canon is
that it renders knowledge a product
stripped of the process by which it is
endowed with its quickening vitality and
its moral legitimacy. The canon docs not
producc the cultural cducation the Ger-
mans callcd bildung; bildung producces

the canon, which conscquently needs to
be no less fiexible and mutable than the
lifc processcs that make it. The trouble
with the vocationalist’s scrvitude (o soci-

cty is that it fails 10 distinguish socicty or

socicty's fixed conventions from the frec
society and the unique cducational pre-
sequisites that condition freedom. A free
socicty docs not produce bildung, which
is always critical ol o; bildung produces a
free socicty, keeping it [rom ossifying and
perishing - helping it 10 overcome its
most difficult conradiction: the institu-
tionalization and petnfication of the sparit
of frecdom that ammales st.

Common Living

We can address these troubles, both
thosc of the purists and thosc of the voca-
tionalists, by insisting on the centrality of
community to both cducation and democ-
racy, both conventionand frecdom. Where
in the quest 1o preserve the canon is @
concem for the communal conditions of
lcaming upon which its revival Gud thus
its preservation) depend? In the rush 1o
scrve the socicty that bechons from be-
yond the schoolyard, what has happened
10 the schoolyard’s own precious commu-
nity, whose dclicatc tics alone permit the
young to lcam the art of civility and to
create a common language in the face of
privatc diffcrences, so that they might
conduct a conversation about common
knowledge and shared belicl?

It is not really a mattcr of making the
libcral arts university into a community;
for it alrcady is a community, howcver
corrupt and frangiblc it has become or
howcver little it is scen as such by its
privatized inhabitants (students, faculty,

Al

and administrators alike). It is a matter of
recognizing the communal character of
lcaming, and giving to community the
attention and the resources it requires.
1caming communities, likc all free com-
munitics, function ondy when their mem-
bers conccive of themselves as empow-
cred (o participate fully in the common

A canon is no use if it is not
ours, and it becomes ours only
when we reinvent it — an act
impossible without active
examination, criticism, and
subversion.

activitics that definc the community — in
this casc, Icaming and the pursuit of
knowledpe inthe name of common living.
I .caming cntails communication, commu-
nication is a function of community. The
cquation 1s simple cnough: no commu-
iy, RO COMMUNICation; no communica

won, no lcaming; no leaming, no educa

tion; no cducation, no citizens; no citi-
zens, no frecdom; no freedom — then no
cullure, no democracy, no schools, no
civilization. Culturcs rooted in freedom
do not come in fragments and pieces: you
gel it all, or you get nothing.

The sociopathologics that currently
afflict American universitics (renewed
racism, substance and alcohol abuse,
alicnation, suicide) are then anything but
contingent fcaturcs of higher education,
mere symptoms that can be isolated and
treated one by one like so many cuts on an
otherwisc healthy body. They speak rather
10 a discasc of the whole, a sysicmic
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affliction of education’s inicgral body,
which is nothing lcss than the community
of cachers and students in which cduca-
tion subsists. .

i we wish to treat the sympioms, |
suggest we try 1o treat the discasc: the
corporal weakness of community itsclf. |
will not Iry here to specily what it might
mean (o rcform our universitics and col-
Icges focusing on the nceds of community
rather than the demands of a canon or the
nceds of a hungry socicty. But when 1
think about how crucial tcaching is to all
education and thus to democracy, § am put
in mind of a remarkable stan/a that brings
Walt Whitman's A Song of Occupa-
tions” 1o its conclusion. Whitman wriles:

When the psalm sings instcad of
the singer,

When the script preaches instcad
of the preacher,

When a universily course con-
vinces like a slumbering woman
and child convince. . .

1 intend to rcach them my hand
and make as much of them as |
do of men and womcen.

Whitman always reminds us of the
obvious; perhaps becausc it is the obvious
that we always forget. Canons don’ticach,
teachers (cach. Pocms cannol cnchant,
only pocts can do that. History will not

preserve us from the errors of the past, but
historians jusi may, if thcy arc tcachers.

Education is finally a matter of tcach-
ers tcaching students; and where tcachers
tcach and students leam, there we will
discover community. Or, to put it the
other way around, only where there is a
genuine community will there be genuine
tcachers and students and anything rc-
scmbling genuinc lcaming.

Does the university have a civic mis-
sion? Of course, for it is a civic mission:
the cultivation of frce community; the
creation of a democracy of words (knowl-
cdge) and a democracy of deeds (the
democratic staic). Perhaps it is lime (0
stop complaining about the needs of soci-
cty and worrying about the fate of the
canon and despairing over the inadegua-
cics of students, which afier alt only mir-
ror our own. Perhaps the time is finally
here to start thinking about what it mcans
to say that community is the beginning
and the end of education. its indispensable
condition, its ultimate objcct. And time
then, if we truly believe this, 1o do some-
thing about it in words and in dceds.
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