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Preface

I have spent nearly fifty years at Columbia University, first as a student and then as professor and provost. I arrived as a freshman in 1960, earned a degree in history in 1964, and then turned my attention to sociology, receiving my Ph.D. in 1969. A few years later, I became a sociology professor at Columbia, and from 1989 until 2003 I served as provost and dean of faculties (its chief academic officer) before returning to teaching. Some say I bleed Columbia blue. I am, in fact, what they warn universities against: someone who could never cut the umbilical cord and move away from his mother university. It is generally not a healthy thing for either the individual or the university. There are always exceptions to the rule, however, and I would like to think that I am one of them. In any case, over the course of these years at Columbia I have come to appreciate the spirit of innovation and discovery that characterizes American research universities and the contributions the universities have made to science, technology, and our daily lives. Many of the advances that have taken place over the past century in a host of fields, including medical research, genetics, physics, engineering, and even the social sciences and humanities, are due to the pioneering work that has been done at these institutions and the spirit of academic freedom and free inquiry they embody.

During my years at Columbia, I have had the privilege of getting to know many talented faculty members who have been engaged in ground-breaking research. As provost, I also became acquainted with the presidents and provosts of most of America’s other great research universities. Observing firsthand how these men and women spent their time, I couldn’t help but notice, again and again, their incredible commitment to their work. On campuses from coast to coast, both in the North and in the South, it is their commitment to excellence that has caused our universities  to thrive, particularly over the past fifty or sixty years as the role of the research university has become so firmly established.

Presidents and provosts of universities are an especially hardworking lot. They often put in seventeen-hour days, six days a week, to improve the relative standing and quality of their schools. They strive to increase the resources available to them, to foster relationships between their institutions and their local communities, and to find new ways to improve access and financial aid, and sometimes they even manage to persuade members of Congress to adopt legislation favorable to universities and to reject harmful bills. Then there are the continual capital campaigns to increase giving by alumni and friends of the university that they must attend to, and the many hours needed to adequately defend the cost structures of their schools and to show why additional investments in them are not only warranted but necessary.

In part as a result of their leadership, our country is blessed with an abundance of first-rate research universities, institutions that are envied around the world. Yet, most Americans seem to take their quality for granted, unaware of what makes them so distinguished. Most Americans do care about the relative prestige and standing of our universities, especially during those few years when they are faced with the question of where to send their children as they leave the nest. Magazines and book publishers have made a fortune producing rankings and assessments of colleges and universities as a new crop of parents and children seek information every year. But the focus in those contexts is on undergraduate education. This perspective is understandable. In an attempt to keep parents and fledgling students informed about the opportunities at various schools and the relative costs, however, we have overlooked some of the reasons why universities are so important to our society, reasons that go hand in hand with their ability to educate our youth.

I remember a conversation I had during my tenure as provost when I met with a group of illustrious Columbia alumni to talk about the quality of the university. From their extremely intelligent questions I could see that their knowledge of Columbia was limited largely to their experience as students. They were interested, appropriately enough, in the quality of undergraduate teaching. Had we maintained our commitment to Columbia’s famous “core curriculum” of studying great works of literature, philosophy, and social science? However, not one person asked, “What are  some of the most important discoveries that Columbia faculty members have produced in the past few years?”

After attending thousands of lectures at which our leading scientists, engineers, humanists, and social and behavioral scientists described their research and discoveries, some driven by pure curiosity and some by an interest in solving practical problems, I presumed that research discoveries would at least be part of our conversation. I was wrong. The research mission of Columbia, the idea that it was as important that Columbia transform the world through the discoveries made by its faculty as it was to educate undergraduate and graduate students, did not enter the conversation. In fact, many in that audience presumed that commitments to both world-class research and teaching at a great university reflected antagonistic goals. I realized at that moment that most people do not fully appreciate what our world-class research universities have been designed to do. There is little sense, even among well-educated segments of the population, of how the transmission of knowledge and its creation are interwoven and highly compatible. Nor is there a clear understanding of how these universities have helped to shape American society, beyond their effects on social mobility. In subsequent conversations with many fellow provosts and presidents, it became evident that we were all frustrated by the incomplete picture that we had painted for the public of our most distinguished universities.

Realizing these shortcomings, I set out to write a book that tells the story of our great American research universities and why they are national treasures, the jewels in our nation’s crown, and worthy of our continued and expanded support. I wanted to provide this critically important audience—the general public—with a sense of the origins of the idea of the American research university and of the values that have shaped its structure. It has taken only half a century or so for these universities to establish their international preeminence. I wanted to describe what it took to achieve this, and to provide evidence that these towers of excellence are not just “ivory towers.” Instead, they are transforming our lives: There are exceptionally talented scientists and scholars inside those towers making discoveries that are important to all of us.

Given their world distinction and renown, it is perhaps ironic that forces both outside and inside our most distinguished universities are threatening their continued dominant position in the world of higher  education. These institutions are more fragile than most people believe, and their contributions to the health and social welfare of the United States could be undermined if we do not recognize their importance, find out what makes them tick, and continue to nourish and guard them. If we are to continue to benefit from the kinds of contributions they are currently making, and allow them to realize their large untapped potential in the decades to come, we must do what it takes to ensure their welfare and growth.






Introduction

She stepped onto the stage before 150 of the nation’s leading scholars and scientists to describe her biological research and discoveries. Moving with controlled animation, Bonnie Bassler, a statuesque woman in a stylish black pants suit, with curly black hair and a Cheshire cat-like smile, began describing her path-breaking work. The subject was “Small Talk: Cell-to-Cell Communication in Bacteria.” Over the next twenty minutes, Professor Bassler entranced this diverse and acutely analytical audience of the prestigious American Philosophical Society with stories of the molecular mechanisms that bacteria use for intercellular communication.

Standing under a portrait of Benjamin Franklin, the founder of the Philosophical Society, she recounted her quest to understand the chemical mechanism that allows these tiny bacteria, which would be impotent acting alone, to detect multiple environmental cues and to use a process called “quorum sensing” that allows them to function as multicellular organisms. Acting together, the bacteria gain the power and potency to organize collective activity, possibly to strategize, and to assault the body and cause disease. Using quorum sensing, the bacteria are able to count themselves, and after reaching a sufficiently high number, they all launch their attack simultaneously. That way, the bacteria have a better chance of overpowering the immune system. Bassler has demonstrated that this form of chemical communication can be found in some of the world’s most virulent microbes, including those that cause cholera and plague.1

Working with her students from around the world, Bassler is doing fundamental science at an extremely high level in her laboratory at Princeton University as well as collaborating with others at America’s great universities. But she has also embraced the idea held by Benjamin Franklin of doing science in order to create useful knowledge. The bacterial diseases  that Bassler studies have special relevance for biological defense against bioterrorism, since many of the pathogens she studies are among those that experts believe bioterrorists would try to use. She works with a goal of developing molecules that will have potential use as antimicrobial drugs aimed at bacteria that can cause lethal diseases, such as anthrax. She wants to find a way to stop the bacteria from “talking.” Although Bassler is only in her mid-forties, her work has hardly gone unnoticed. As testimony to her brilliance and creativity, she has already been elected to the prestigious National Academy of Sciences. She was the recipient of a MacArthur Foundation “genius fellowship” in 2002 and in 2004 became a Howard Hughes Medical Institute investigator, a researcher deemed to “have the potential to make significant contributions to science” whose research is supported by HHMI on an ongoing basis.2

Bassler is just one of many extraordinarily gifted people found in the laboratories and classrooms of America’s great universities. Like them, she is the product of the greatest system of higher learning that the world has ever known, and her work builds on the past achievements of these academies to advance our understanding and well-being even more. What she and others are doing is transforming American society—developing knowledge that helps to generate new industries, to improve public health, and to create higher standards of living for Americans and people throughout the world. These kinds of people exist, of course, in other countries, but they seem to exist in abundance today in America’s best universities.

Now I transport you to southeastern China. In 2006 I went there with two former presidents of major American research universities to advise the leaders of a very wealthy province about how to create a world-class university that could compete effectively with Princeton and the other top universities in the United States and Europe within twenty-five years. The assignment was to “start from scratch,” unencumbered by any forms of existing mediocrity, and to create a blueprint for greatness. There could be little doubt about the commitment of our hosts. The Chinese we met had a thirst for counting themselves among “the very best” in higher learning. They held the achievements of America’s best universities in great esteem, and they viewed the knowledge produced by such institutions as critically important for building China’s future. They have a huge population that covets excellence in education and values educational achievement by their youngsters. Getting into the best Chinese universities makes our college  entrance process seem easy. And the province had the financial resources and the workforce needed to build greatness.

The Chinese leaders aspire to the excellence that wins Nobel Prizes, just as they aspired to gold medals at the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing. They understood fully the value of knowledge and intellectual property in creating a modern, technologically sophisticated economy. Many of the fundamental conditions necessary for building a world-class university exist in China today. As we went about interviewing people and assessing the possibilities, we could see that China was intent upon competing with America for preeminence in research universities. Is it possible to imagine that the great American university could lose its dominant position in the world of higher learning to the Chinese over the next half-century? The Chinese, like the Koreans, the Indians, and the Japanese, among others, want to be contenders for the great prizes produced from new knowledge. They are willing to organize their societies with a sharp focus on achieving these goals and, in fact, have already begun to do so.

On one site for university expansion that I visited, a Chinese province had taken over 3,000 acres of farmland and in four years had built more than 50 academic buildings, libraries, laboratories, residence halls, and houses, leaving 1,000 acres for more buildings linked to a world-class university. They were able to accomplish this in a short time because they were willing to simply appropriate the land, assigning about 50,000 workers to the construction projects. In the United States, it would take more than four years to move from start to finish in creating one or two major research facilities on a university campus. Yet despite their ambition and focus, the Chinese, as of 2008, did not have a research university that ranks within the top 200 in the world.

In fact, a 2008 study conducted at Shanghai Jiao Tong University in China evaluating 500 of the world’s universities based largely on their research performance found that 17 of the 20 most distinguished research universities were in the United States, as were 40 of the top 50, and 54 of the top 100.3 Other efforts at ranking universities over the past several decades have reached much the same conclusion. There are many other great universities throughout the world, such as Oxford and Cambridge, Tokyo and Kyoto universities, and the University of Toronto, but American research universities hold a dominant position among the top 100. Other indicators of American preeminence exist. The number of Nobel  Prizes received by our scientists and scholars is one of them. Since the 1930s, roughly 60 percent of all Nobel Prizes awarded have gone to Americans. Before then, a majority went to the Germans, French, and British. In fact, until Hitler came to power in January 1933, German universities were the best in the world. Today, not one German university is ranked among the world’s top 50. And as one further indicator of the impact of the American university today, note that a very high proportion of the leading new industries in the United States, perhaps as many as 80 percent, are derived from discoveries at American universities.

Although certain key players in our history have had the vision and energy to lay the foundation for our great universities—sometimes through policymaking at the federal level—it is the thousands of scientists, scholars, and administrators who have been dedicated to their work on a daily basis that have truly put our universities at the top. Their ambition to excel and their fierce competitiveness to be “the best” have led American research universities to become the engine of our prosperity. The laser, magnetic resonance imaging, FM radio, the algorithm for Google searches, Global Positioning Systems, DNA fingerprinting, fetal monitoring, scientific cattle breeding, advanced methods of surveying public opinion, and even Viagra all had their origins in America’s research universities, as did tens of thousands of other inventions, devices, medical miracles, and ideas that have transformed the world. In the future, virtually every new industry will depend on research conducted at America’s universities. American higher education represents one of the few sectors of the U.S. economy with a favorable international balance of trade. These universities have evolved into creative machines unlike any other that we have known in our history—cranking out information and discoveries in a society increasingly dependent on knowledge as the source for its growth. Thus, a threat to the American research university is a threat to the health and well-being of our nation.

What has made our great universities so distinguished is not the quality of our undergraduate education. Other systems of higher learning, including our own liberal arts colleges, compete well against our great universities in transmitting knowledge to undergraduates. At its best, undergraduate education in the United States is exceptionally good, and at its worst it is very poor, but this is simply not what distinguishes great universities from lesser ones. Nor is it our training of graduate professional students that makes our universities the greatest in the world, although we do that very  well in comparison with many other nations. In short, although the transmission of knowledge is a core mission of our universities, it is not what makes them the best institutions of higher learning in the world.

We are the greatest because our finest universities are able to produce a very high proportion of the most important fundamental knowledge and practical research discoveries in the world. It is the quality of the research produced, and the system that invests in and trains young people to be leading scientists and scholars, that distinguishes them and makes them the envy of the world. This is true across the board, from the sciences and engineering to the social and behavioral sciences to the humanities. In fact, almost all truly distinguished universities create a seamless web of cognitive influence among the individual disciplines that affects the quality of the whole. That is one reason I believe you cannot build great universities without representation of the humanities as well as the sciences.

The universe of universities that I attend to here is not limited to the elite Ivy League schools and places like Stanford and MIT but also extends deeply into the other distinguished public and private universities in the nation that contribute mightily to this advancement of knowledge through discovery. It is the properties of the system of higher learning that fosters creativity and discovery, and that allows knowledge to be transferred and developed by new industries, which have led to their preeminence. These properties attract extraordinarily talented young people from around the world who seek opportunities at American universities as students, scholars, and scientists. And a very high percentage of these intellectual migrants stay here and populate our advanced industries as well as our universities.

If discoveries and the production of new knowledge are the sine qua non  for greatness, how did American research universities become the best in the world? Why are these universities superior to almost all of those that exist in Europe, Asia, Latin America, and Africa? We needed the right values and social structures, exceptionally talented people, enlightened and bold leadership, a commitment to the ideal of free inquiry and institutional autonomy from the state, a strong belief in competition among universities for talent, and unprecedented, vast resources directed at building excellence to create an unparalleled system of higher learning. These elements, which were necessary for the rise to preeminence, came together at a particular historical moment in the United States. Without them it would have been difficult, if not impossible, to create research universities that  are leading sources of innovation and discovery.4 Thus far, the systems of higher learning in other nations have not been able to put these elements together in a way that rivals what has been achieved in the United States.5

When we look back at the history of higher education in the United States, we tend to frame our thoughts in modern terms. Overlooking the dramatic transformation that has taken place over the past hundred years, we fail to recognize how young American universities are and how little time it took for the best of them to become the greatest in the world. Before 1876, for example, there were no advanced research degree programs and no graduate schools devoted largely to research and the training of scientists, engineers, social scientists, humanities scholars, and other professionals.6

Today, the United States has a smorgasbord of colleges and universities of vastly different quality. In 2007, roughly 4,300 institutions of higher learning offered one kind of degree or another. Most offer undergraduate degrees only. Perhaps 600 or so offer master’s degrees, and about 260 can be classified as research universities. Within this group of 260, only about 125 contribute in meaningful ways to the growth of knowledge.7 So, even today, perhaps 6 percent of the colleges and universities are classified as research universities. Of these, in 2006, the last year for which we have data, the 87 leading producers of doctoral degrees accounted for almost 60 percent of the more than 56,000 degrees earned in the United States. The members of this small, select group of universities have ambitions to be “full-service” institutions devoted to the transmission and creation of knowledge; to training students for the professions; and to educating, as well, thousands of undergraduates. Though they are small in number, their influence and impact on American society and the world of higher learning has been huge.

My focus here is primarily on the very top tier of educational institutions in our country. These are deeply committed to the production of knowledge and innovation. Even within this elite group, the quality is uneven. Perhaps only 100 are responsible for the lion’s share of the most important scientific and technological discoveries, new medical breakthroughs, and new concepts and ideas in the social sciences and humanities.8 These same elite schools, which are dedicated in many ways to not being elitist, dominate the ranks of the best professional schools of law, medicine, business, architecture, public health, engineering, and social work. They have student populations that vary from less than 5,000 to more than 50,000. Their economic impact on their local communities and on the national and  international economies is measured in billions of dollars annually. These exceptional seats of higher learning not only vary in size but also can be found in all parts of the nation. They have vastly different endowments, they have somewhat different missions, and they have very different histories. (A list of these institutions can be found in Appendix A.)

My concentration on the apex of our system of higher education is not intended to diminish the critical value and importance of other parts of our system of higher learning. The thousands of local community colleges, state universities, other large universities, and small liberal arts colleges are essential to flesh out the opportunity structure that exists in the United States like nowhere else. The transmission of knowledge, the teaching of essential critical reasoning skills and curricular content, and the training in skills needed for a society whose economy will increasingly depend on those skills are essential elements in fostering a vibrant system of social mobility in our society. And that mission, while not the principal focus of my book, is under threat as well. These colleges and universities are expected to educate hundreds of thousands of additional students over the next several decades, increasingly a student body coming from diverse backgrounds, and they are being financially squeezed in 2009 to the point that the quality of what they can offer these students will surely suffer. Other books and authors are attending to these problems within these tiers of America’s system of higher education. My lens is focused at the top of the hierarchy, on institutions that drive change in our society and that are dynamic forces for the production of knowledge.

This book is divided into three parts. The first tells the story of how our universities were transformed from sleepy colleges to powerful, complex engines of change. I discuss the origins of the idea of these universities and describe the influences on their evolution from a respectable system of higher learning into the world’s finest. The values and structures that were necessary for this transformation, and the people who were instrumental in it, are part of this story. My argument for the exceptional stature that American research universities hold today is predicated on their role as the principal source of discovery and innovation in the United States—indeed, in the world. That assertion requires evidence. Therefore, in the next part of the book I discuss in some detail a number of the discoveries made at American research universities that continue to enhance our standard of living and our quality of life. I also attend to those discoveries that are driven by our imaginations and curiosity for which there seem to be no immediate payoffs— noting that in the past, such discoveries have nevertheless often had enormous practical application in due time. Finally, in the third part of the book I consider the threats faced by these universities today, some of which result from government intrusion into the freedom of academic inquiry.

Efforts by the government to censor science and scholarship have taken several forms in different periods of our history, from excessive monitoring of researchers’ activities, due to fears about national security, to attempts to undermine or halt research out of political or moral certitude; from efforts to muzzle the voices of faculty members who hold positions in opposition to current government policies to strategies such as blacklisting and exclusion. Other threats have come from growing competition for distinction emerging in other nations. But still others, including growing intolerance for radically different ideas that challenge orthodoxy or that run counter to the dominant fashion of the day, have grown in the bellies of our great universities themselves. On a different plane, there are now also threats to core university values from the growing commercialization of discoveries made at our great universities as well as from the growing inequalities of wealth among even the strongest and most distinguished of the nation’s institutions of higher learning.

Barack Obama’s election in November 2008 has produced hope on our great university campuses that the damage done over the past decade may be quickly reversed. There is a sense that a new political enlightenment that nurtures knowledge production and innovation through universities is at hand. But repair work needs to be done, and there is a large gap between understanding the value of university discoveries in the twenty-first century and creating and implementing sound policy. There is much that the Obama administration will need to do, and much that it cannot do independently of other actors, such as state governments. Moreover, these policy changes, some of which are costly, will have to be introduced in the context of the greatest financial crisis since the Great Depression. That financial tsunami has had profound consequences, at least in the short run, on our universities, threatening the quality of some of our most distinguished public institutions of higher education.

This, then, is the story of how the American university came to its state of preeminence, how it could become still greater, and how it is at risk of losing its dominant status.






PART I

THE RISE TO PREEMINENCE





CHAPTER 1

The Idea of a University

A university, like all other human institutions—like the church, like governments, like philanthropic organizations—is not outside, but inside the general social fabric of a given era. . . . It is . . . an expression of an age, as well as an influence operating upon both present and future.

—Abraham Flexner

 

The modern American university . . . is not Oxford nor is it Berlin; it is a new type of institution in the world. As a new type of institution, it is not really private and it is not really public; it is neither entirely of the world nor entirely apart from it. It is unique. . . . The university is so many things to so many different people that it must, of necessity, be partially at war with itself.

—Clark Kerr

 

 

 

Think about creating an institution of higher learning from scratch. How would you go about it? How would it be organized? And what would its core values be? You would need to establish admissions principles and figure out how to evaluate the progress of the students. You would have to select a faculty, determine how to measure the quality of their work, and mobilize the finances and resources necessary to design and construct a campus.

What should the curricular content emphasize? Who should determine this? How much emphasis should be placed on undergraduate, graduate,  and professional education, and what balance should be struck between teaching and research? It would not be possible to accomplish all this alone, so from the outset you would have to enlist others to become leaders of the university in different capacities. But what criteria would you use to choose these leaders? Clearly, you would need people who could relate well to students and faculty, to overseers and trustees, and to the public. But what other qualities should the leaders possess?

Fortunately, you would not have to create your university out of nothing. Americans have been building schools of higher learning since the colonial period, drawing upon European models of higher education but adapting them to reflect their own experiences, values, and ideas of what the new nation needed. The system of higher education that exists in the United States today hardly resembles the colleges of the colonial period created by our founding fathers—people like Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson—or for that matter the colleges that existed before the Civil War. The idea and the reality of the university have evolved, adapting to changing needs and changing times. The university of today is not wholly new, but it has come a long, long way from the colleges created for an earlier age.

A glance backward at our own history and the linkages between our first universities and the universities of England, France, and Germany shows just how much the idea of the university has changed over time. The evolving idea of the university mirrors shifting values and trends in American society, including our attitudes toward science and engineering, industrialization, social reform, social mobility and opportunity, health care, and national security. It also reflects the American belief in the important role that new knowledge and discoveries play in creating social and economic progress.

The path from our early conceptions of a university to its current form has not been a straight one. Its architects and engineers have had conflicting notions of what the perfect university would be. Some longed for an insulated, ecclesiastical institution behind ivy walls, largely removed from concerns of the larger society. Others saw the university’s mission as serving the practical needs of a rapidly growing republic. Some wanted to divorce teaching from research; others wanted research to dominate the university’s activities. Those favoring an ecclesiastical model focusing  principally on undergraduate education advocated smaller, insulated communities or units governed by rules and values similar to those of families or monastic orders, where town hall-type governance predominated. Others believed that universities were becoming too complex and needed the rules of governance and the structures usually found in large bureaucratic organizations.

Some founders believed that universities should foster curiosity-driven research aimed at solving the most fundamental problems of nature and science, without concern for an immediate, practical payoff in terms of meeting the needs of industry and the public. Others favored an emphasis on the production of applied knowledge. And still others believed that it was impossible to make a sharp distinction between fundamental and applied knowledge, that both forms reinforced each other, and that our universities must support both. Another conflict pitted those who wanted to develop a full-service university—with a host of graduate and professional schools that would train just about anyone—against those who wanted the focus to be almost entirely on teaching and research that would improve critical thinking grounded in a liberal arts tradition.

As the idea of the research university evolved, critics from inside and outside the academy emerged to question nearly every stage of development. Some of these critics were presidents of universities or other leaders in education, such as deans or provosts. Some were scholars. And some were social commentators who argued that universities were overly insulated, defensive about an arcane curriculum, and unresponsive to larger social needs. The result—what we have today—is the product of these clashing perspectives and ideas.

A number of external forces also influenced the evolution of the university: the expanding U.S. population, with its patterns of internal migration and immigration; the needs of war and how we responded to them; the pressures for educational attainment and social mobility within subgroups of the population; the growing role of science in society; the growing importance of professions and professors; and various pressures from state and federal governments. No single person, or set of persons, controlled the destiny of the idea. What resulted was, for all its deficiencies, the greatest system of knowledge production and higher learning that the world has ever known.




THE BEGINNING

In 1636, only sixteen years after the Pilgrims arrived at Plymouth, Harvard College opened its doors to nine students. Although Harvard was not the first college in the colonies—that distinction belonged to the ill-fated university at Henrico in Virginia—it was the first to succeed. It offered a classical course of study modeled on England’s Oxford and Cambridge universities. Although Harvard was never officially linked to any religious denomination, the Puritans designed the college “to advance Learning and perpetuate it to Posterity; dreading to leave an illiterate Ministry to the Churches.”1

It wasn’t until sixty to a hundred years later that other private colleges got off the ground. The College of William and Mary in Virginia, chartered in 1693 by King William III and Queen Mary II, was the second oldest in the American colonies. Yale was founded less than a decade later as the Collegiate School in 1701 and was renamed Yale College in 1718, after receiving a generous gift from Elihu Yale “of nine bale of goods, 417 books, and a portrait of King George I.”2 Princeton, which was chartered as the College of New Jersey in 1746, was the fourth college founded in the American colonies and became known as Princeton after it moved to the New Jersey town in 1756. In 1749, Benjamin Franklin outlined a course of education in a pamphlet entitled Proposals for the Education of Youth in Pensilvania. Students would be prepared for public service and business, quite a different mission from the ecclesiastical purposes outlined by Harvard and Yale. In keeping with Franklin’s interest in science and in promoting useful knowledge, the University of Pennsylvania was designed to produce men of practical affairs rather than scholars or ministers. About one-third of the three-year curriculum was devoted to science and practical studies.3  Based on Franklin’s vision, the College of Philadelphia, later the University of Pennsylvania, was opened to students in 1751.

Next in line was King’s College, now Columbia, which occupied a small schoolhouse next to Trinity Church in lower Manhattan in 1754. The University of Virginia opened in 1825 with 123 students. Its extraordinary architecture embodied Thomas Jefferson’s vision of an educational village where learning would become integrated with daily life. It had ten pavilions, each the home of a professor and a group of students who were studying a particular subject.

These fledgling colleges were few in number and rarely enrolled students from outside their geographic area. At first, they did not offer a particularly distinguished education. They sought students—they needed them financially if they were to continue to exist—and on occasion they competed for them. Princeton and Columbia competed for Alexander Hamilton, who became one of Columbia College’s most distinguished graduates. He might have chosen Princeton had its president and trustees acceded to his demand that he be permitted to move through the curriculum requirements at his own speedy pace. When Hamilton decided on entering King’s College, he was seventeen—significantly older than the average student at the college at that time. Most students entered college at the age of thirteen or fourteen. It’s no wonder that he wanted to proceed at his own pace, as he was ambitious and almost alarmingly bright.

But Hamilton was an exception to the rule, as this kind of competition for students was rare. In those early days, individual board members would sponsor students, and the admissions process often consisted only of an interview with the college’s president. In fact, there were only 9 colleges in the colonies for Hamilton to choose from. These varied somewhat in size and fiscal well-being, but most had similar goals. By 1800, there were 25 American colleges, by 1830 another 24 were added, and by the Civil War in 1861, 133 more had been established, bringing the total to 182. There were, according to Donald G. Tewksbury of Columbia’s Teachers College, fully 516 colleges started in the United States prior to the Civil War, but only 104 survived.4

Although some colleges were expanding their liberal arts offerings, the principal function of most of these institutions was to educate future ministers. As the colonies grew, local communities created new colleges as a matter of civic pride. Many of these failed, and among those that survived, many offered inferior educations. According to the social historian Richard Hofstadter, “The name ‘college’ was given to a multitude of institutions ranging from those that respectfully upheld the name of college to some that would not quite honor the title of high school.”5

European universities had existed for many centuries, and places such as Oxford and Cambridge, founded in the eleventh and early thirteenth centuries, respectively, became models for the early colonial experiments in higher learning. But they prepared the way only through the growth of a small set of undergraduate colleges that by the mid-nineteenth century  had added limited programs in medicine, divinity, and law. In 1767, Columbia became the first American institution to grant an MD, and by 1834 Harvard had thirty theological students, eighty students attending medical lectures, and thirty-two law students.

Each of these schools educated elites. The idea of meritocracy—of colleges and universities admitting students on the basis of their talent and academic potential rather than because of their social background—was totally absent. Impersonal criteria such as standardized examinations were unheard of. Caste and class trumped talent in those who had the “wrong” social origins. Your family lineage, where you “prepped,” and whom you knew made all the difference in admissions to these places, although there surely were examples of extraordinarily talented young men from less distinguished backgrounds who could be found at the elite colleges (Alexander Hamilton is a case in point). A list of the prominent graduates of the early elite colleges would include most of the founding fathers of the nation, and virtually all of the major voices in the early days of the republic. But until the middle of the twentieth century, these colleges were, with few exceptions, bastions of privilege. Even to the extent that they offered courses of study in the professions and in the classical traditions found in their undergraduate curricula, they had limited numbers of faculty and students, admitted no women, and were, even in the best places, strikingly uneven in quality.




THE GREAT TRANSFORMATION

The contemporary debate over the idea of a university can be traced to a set of nine lectures by the English-born John Henry Newman. Brought up in an Anglican family, Newman converted to Catholicism in 1845 at the age of forty-four and was made a cardinal in 1879. He died in 1890, having produced several highly regarded books. In the lectures he spoke of “the idea of a university” and talked about his efforts to establish a Roman Catholic university in Ireland. He envisioned it as a “training ground for gentlemen.”6  Drawing heavily on his own experiences as an undergraduate at Trinity College, Oxford, he focused on the teaching mission of the university—the transmission and preservation of knowledge rather than the production of knowledge. He provided a blueprint for what he thought a university ought to do and, perhaps of equal importance, what it ought not do.7

Newman argued that the university should be divorced from the research enterprise. “If its object,” said Newman, “were scientific and philosophical discovery, I do not see why a University should have students; if religious training, I do not see how it can be the seat of literature and science.” The creation of new knowledge and its practical application should be left to the great independent societies, such as the British Royal Society, or to research institutes that remained unaffiliated with universities. Though Newman’s idea of a university’s purpose and structure framed the debate for educators in the ensuing decades, it did not, fortunately, influence the actual evolution of universities—at least in the United States. Some American educators nevertheless referred back to him with some nostalgia in the twentieth century as universities grew to encompass an ever larger set of roles and functions; it was as if they were looking upon an expanding creature with too many organs for their taste, and Newman’s simple conception of the university as a place where teaching would prevail held some appeal. But there was no going back—the creature had a life of its own.

Although Newman’s idea of the university never gained real traction in the United States, U.S. educators did draw on European models. Many early leaders of American research universities had traveled to universities abroad, where they sought out scholars and scientists in their effort to understand how higher learning was organized in Germany, England, and France. In fact, many studied in Europe and returned to the United States intent upon bringing their experiences to American students. In the early days of the research university, the flow of intellectual migration for students was toward Europe. Those who studied in Germany and in England could do so relatively inexpensively.

During much of the nineteenth century German universities emphasized pure research, and their work was self-consciously divorced from practical application. But by the beginning of the twentieth century the fruits of German research, especially in the sciences—chemistry, for example—would be used for a great many practical purposes, including industrial and military applications. The combination of teaching and research became the distinguishing feature of the system. German universities had four ways of training scholars and scientists. Lectures were used to transmit the results of new research and the reservoir of background materials. The seminar and the laboratory became the structure for advancing new knowledge. And perhaps most importantly, professors taught their  students fundamental methods and techniques. These were masters working with apprentices in a defined hierarchy; the faculty was ordered hierarchically as well.

In nineteenth-century Germany technological training, which had a prominent place in German society, was performed at separate institutes, and the Gymnasium offered basic courses and tool courses (equivalent to many of our undergraduate courses). The university was largely indifferent to vocational interests.8 American visitors were taken with the quality of the professors and their lectures and the way learning was organized in seminars and laboratories, and they relished the freedom of easy intercourse with other students during their time abroad. They did not, however, embrace the German tendency toward the hierarchical and comparatively authoritarian structure they found at otherwise exceptional places like the universities at Berlin and Göttingen.

If the Germans provided us with a blueprint for advanced research, the British provided us with an outline for organizing undergraduate collegiate education. The British model was built around the idea of a college of undergraduates within the larger university—the residential pattern that was most conspicuous at older Oxford and Cambridge colleges. The oldest university in the English-speaking world, Oxford had developed as a federation of loosely affiliated colleges. Undergraduate instruction was, and is still is, organized around small group or individual weekly tutorials between students and faculty on areas of concentration such as philosophy or political science. The colleges had their own facilities and libraries as well as separate and highly variable endowments. The early New En - gland colleges, such as Harvard and Yale, adopted the Oxford and Cambridge organizational pattern.

Throughout much of the nineteenth century Americans interested in higher learning and the university were simply envious of what they saw in Germany. Perhaps this was part of a more general sense of cultural inferiority among many of these observers.9 But in fact, the German universities were better than those in America. The quality of the scientists and scholars who worked at places like Berlin or Göttingen was reflected in the Nobel Prizes that were awarded in the early decades of the twentieth century. The Nobel was often given for work done at an earlier time; German scientists, along with the French, dominated the prizes in the first three decades of the twentieth century. Most of the future university presidents,  those who would transform the idea of the university, admired German universities and had spent time at one. Andrew Dickson White, Cornell’s first president, saw “his ideal of a university not only realized, but extended and glorified”10 when he studied at the University of Berlin. After his experience there, he was determined to do something for American education. His work found its expression with the creation of Cornell.

In his 1878 book on German universities, James Morgan Hart, Cornell’s German-trained philologist, wrote that the German ideal was “the ardent, methodical, independent search after truth in any and all its forms, but wholly irrespective of utilitarian applications.”11 Research was what created real life in a university, and this interest in matters of the mind and original discovery attracted superior people to the university—both faculty members and students.

The first American university to emphasize research rather than undergraduate teaching was Johns Hopkins, which opened its gates in 1876, one hundred years after the American Revolution. Johns Hopkins, who had earned his fortune from banking, real estate, and investments in the Baltimore and Ohio railroad, gave his name and his estate of $7 million to build a hospital and a new type of university. The intellectual architects were a group of enlightened trustees along with Daniel Coit Gilman, the first president of Hopkins. In his third annual report, Gilman explained what he and the trustees had in mind for the new university:[The Trustees] soon perceived that there was no obvious call for another ‘college.’ . . . There was no call for another technological or scientific school. . . . On the other hand, there seemed to be a demand for scientific laboratories and professorships, the directors of which should be free to pursue their own researches, stimulating their students to prosecute study with a truly scientific spirit and aim. . . . A continuance of their inquiries led the Trustees to believe that there was a strong demand, among younger men of this country, for opportunities to study beyond the ordinary courses of a college or scientific school; particularly in those branches of learning not included in the schools of law, medicine, and theology.12




Gilman, along with fellow students Timothy Dwight and Andrew D. White, who later became presidents of Yale and Cornell, respectively, had received his undergraduate education at Yale. After graduating in 1852, he served for two  years as attaché of the American legation at St. Petersburg; while abroad, he visited various German universities, which deeply impressed him.

After rejoining Yale in 1855, he was employed first as a fundraiser for the Sheffield Scientific School, a project that was resisted by those at Yale with a more traditional orientation. Gilman’s job was, in effect, to become a promoter of science at Yale.13 But after just a year, he became a Yale librarian. Gilman remained in this position for a decade. Hardly challenged by his duties, full of intellectual energy, and unsure of his prospects at that institution, he finally began to look for an opportunity to advance in his career. At age forty-one, he became the president of the recently formed University of California, where he began to build what would become one of the greatest state university systems in the country. Gilman was intent on creating a new kind of university in California—not a replica of the old elite colleges of the Northeast.

He didn’t remain in California very long. By 1872, after some early, unanticipated struggles with the California legislature and local interest groups over his vision for the university, Gilman was recruited to help create the new Johns Hopkins University. His commitment to promote research and a higher level of advanced instruction, comparable in quality to what he had found in German universities, differentiated him from previous American university leaders.14 One who was not prone to hyperbole, Edward Shils, a renowned intellectual at the University of Chicago and a perceptive commentator on intellectuals and higher learning, may have nonetheless gone a bit far in calling the founding of Hopkins “perhaps the single, most decisive event in the history of learning in the Western hemisphere.” 15 Nevertheless, Gilman’s molding of Hopkins’ mission represented the beginning of the great transformation in American higher learning. Although Hopkins put a new emphasis on research, it was not about to abandon the teaching mission. For Gilman, a university must have the “freedom” to conduct research, but it had an “obligation” to teach.16

Over the next twenty-five years Gilman revolutionized the idea of the American university. In an attempt to clone important features of the German system, he recruited a small but distinguished faculty, and he gave them a great deal of freedom to pursue their research ideas. He believed that recruiting exceptionally able students was equally important. Among the students who studied at Hopkins in those early years were James J. Sylvester, who founded the American Journal of Mathematics; Henry A. Rowland, a  physicist who helped found the American Physical Society; Herbert B. Adams, the well-known historian; Henry C. Adams, the renowned public finance economist; Josiah Royce, the idealist philosopher; Thorstein Veblen, author of Theory of the Leisure Class; John Ely, a major figure in economics; and Thomas Hunt Morgan, John Dewey, and Woodrow Wilson.17 By 1884, Hopkins had over fifty professors. Almost all of them had studied at German universities (thirteen had received doctorates from them). In short order, Hopkins was being referred to as “Göttingen at Baltimore.” Graduate students and faculty formed a community of scholars, attended lectures and seminars, and worked together in laboratories.18

When Gilman retired in 1901, Hopkins organized a celebration of his achievements, a major gathering in the winter of 1902. Perhaps the person to best capture Gilman’s accomplishments was Woodrow Wilson, who had earned a Hopkins Ph.D. in 1886 and spoke on behalf of alumni. Then a professor but soon to be president of Princeton, Wilson praised Gilman in the grandest of terms, addressing him directly:If it be true that Thomas Jefferson first laid the broad foundation for American universities in his plans for the University of Virginia, it is no less true that you were the first to create and organize in America a university in which the discovery and dissemination of new truths were conceded a rank superior to mere instruction, and in which the efficiency and value of research as an educational instrument were exemplified in the training of many investigators. In this, your greatest achievement, you established in America a new and higher university ideal, whose essential feature was not stately edifices, nor yet the mere association of pupils with learned and eminent teachers, but rather the education of trained and vigorous young minds through the search for truth under the guidance and with the co-operation of master investigators.19




Another speaker, William Rainey Harper, president of the University of Chicago, emphasized what both he and Gilman valued in the transformation of the university: The spirit of research, once barely recognized, had become within only thirty years the controlling spirit of the university, ripe for further elaboration.

The new American model, with Hopkins leading the way, forced the older elite colleges and their leaders, such as Harvard’s Charles William  Eliot, to rethink the idea of the university and its optimal structure. Contemplating the German system of higher learning, Eliot initially said that it would fit Harvard freshmen “about as well as a barnyard would suit a whale.”20 Only after Hopkins demonstrated that graduate research could become the focus of a university—and after it tried to recruit four Harvard professors—did Eliot embrace a model different from Harvard’s traditional focus on undergraduate education. It was not that Eliot feared innovation or competition, or was hostile toward research; he was in fact one of the most innovative presidents in Harvard’s history. But he was not an early convert to the new model.

Hopkins emphasized the creation of new knowledge through research. For most of the older American universities, the boundaries between graduate research, undergraduate education, and technical training were blurred. But the hybrid American model that emerged by 1900 at places like Harvard, Columbia, Chicago, Cornell, Stanford, and the large state universities, such as the University of Michigan and the University of Wisconsin, included all of these activities—as it still does today.




THE GROWING BELIEF IN SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

The vogue of scientism—the idea of a scientific basis for knowledge, independent of theological arguments—had a substantial impact on American higher education in the latter half of the nineteenth century. Originating in Europe, Social Darwinism became acceptable ideology, in part because it was particularly congenial to leaders in industry and higher education. For followers of some of the early European sociologists, particularly Herbert Spencer, who coined the phrase “survival of the fittest,” science became the means and the rationale behind social progress and perfectibility. Many robber barons found justification for their extreme laissez-faire business practices in the ideas of evolution applied to the social world. Speaking to a Sunday school class, John D. Rockefeller likened his competitive practices to competition in nature: “The growth of a large business is merely a survival of the fittest. . . . This is not an evil tendency in business. It is merely the working-out of a law of nature and a law of God.”21

Andrew Carnegie responded effusively to the writings of Darwin and Spencer: “Not only had I got rid of theology and the supernatural, but I had found the truth in evolution,” he wrote.22 Gilman persuaded Carnegie  to endow an institution in Washington to support independent scientific research through a program of scholarships, fellowships, and permanent appointments.23 The mission of the Carnegie Institution, established in 1902 with an endowment of $10 million—equal at the time to Harvard’s endowment—was to “encourage investigation, research, and discovery.” Gilman and Carnegie hoped to reverse “our national poverty in science” and place the United States in the pantheon of great nations associated with scientific discovery.24

The giants of American capitalism were some of the early benefactors of the research university. Rockefeller considered his support for the creation of the University of Chicago in 1892—despite his frustration over how much money was involved in building a great university—and for the Rockefeller Medical Institute (later Rockefeller University) to be his greatest philanthropic achievements. The views of Rockefeller, Carnegie, and other captains of industry were profoundly influential. While today’s university presidents have to keep their eyes trained on multiple constituencies that might lend support to their schools, in these early days Chicago’s first president, William Rainey Harper, had to keep Rockefeller in his line of sight at all times—to the exclusion of almost any other external source of funding or criticism.

Even if the United States in the mid- to late nineteenth century did not lead the world in higher learning, it was as interested as any other nation in importing scientific and technological ideas. Against substantial resistance at Yale, for example, Theodore Dwight Woolsey began to push for advancing the quality of scientific training. Yale could point to a few great mathematicians and scientists who had studied or taught there, such as J. Willard Gibbs, who was widely recognized for his work in thermodynamics and who was undoubtedly one of the best scientific minds of the nineteenth century. But the ethos at Yale was classical, and until the later part of the century the school resisted efforts to provide advanced scientific training.

As American industrialization became increasingly dependent on invention and innovation, industrialists as well as leading educators became interested in upgrading the quality of the science produced at our best universities. Even if parity between science and classical studies remained a future project, by mid-century Harvard had developed plans for scientific education with a gift of $50,000 from the prominent businessman and philanthropist Abbott Lawrence, an early advocate of constructing railroads to  promote economic development. Under the strong hand of Louis Agassiz, the distinguished Swiss naturalist who emigrated to the United States in 1845, Harvard started the Lawrence School, which was originally intended to emphasize engineering but in the end fostered the study of natural sciences. Meanwhile, Yale created a School of Applied Chemistry in 1847 and five years later a department of civil engineering. These two structures came together as the Yale Scientific School in 1854 and then morphed (with a gift of $100,000 from Joseph Sheffield) into the Sheffield Scientific School.

The early push to include science in the formal curriculum led Harvard to offer a bachelor of science degree in 1851; Yale added a new degree for science students at roughly the same time. But the science students tended to be “outsiders” at Yale and Harvard. Their degree took three rather than four years to complete, the admissions standards for science degrees were lower, and, at least at Yale, Sheffield students were “not permitted to sit with regular academic students in chapel.”25 Despite the resistance, the idea of scientific schools caught on and led to the creation of science departments in many public and private colleges. Within a few decades, the state-supported land-grant universities would push forward the scientific agenda in higher education, with an emphasis on research to improve agricultural production.

Eliot, who became Harvard’s president at age thirty-five in 1869 and would transform the university over the next forty years, held his first teaching appointment at Sheffield; Gilman’s first appointment was at the Lawrence school.26 After the Civil War, a new breed of educational leaders, including Eliot, Gilman, and White, “seized the initiative in American higher education,” according to historian Frederick Rudolph, “the way John D. Rockefeller seized it in oil, Andrew Carnegie in steel, Washington Duke in tobacco.”27 The educational reformers were frustrated by the classical curriculum. Reform meant getting more in step with the values and needs of the post-Civil War society, which was becoming increasingly wealthy, industrial, and urban.28

As a result of these changes, the number of American scientists began to rise. Some had migrated from Europe, while others were homegrown. Others, such as Samuel George Morton, whose work on classification and taxonomy captured the imagination and interest of Americans outside of the academy, had attended both American and European universities (in Morton’s case, the University of Pennsylvania and the University of Edinburgh). Following in the British and French traditions of the great nineteenth-century geologists Charles Lyell and Georges Cuvier, these scientists used extensive data collection to test hypotheses.

Morton is a good example of this new breed of empirically oriented scientists. He published his findings on some six hundred skulls, most of them from American Indians, in 1839. He had tested a hypothesis that had great currency in his day: that one could hierarchically order the races in terms of their average cranial capacity by measuring the size of their brains. As the Harvard paleontologist Stephen Jay Gould has pointed out, “Morton . . . provided the ‘facts’ that won worldwide respect for the ‘American school’ of polygeny. . . . [He] won his reputation as the great datagatherer and objectivist of American science, the man who would raise an immature enterprise from mires of fanciful speculation.”29 Morton’s inaccurate reading of his data on cranial capacity supported the idea that Caucasians were blessed with higher native intelligence than the other races. Prominent Americans such as Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., as well as Europeans such as Alexander von Humboldt, the statesman and popularizer of nineteenth-century science, greatly admired his work. Morton’s research set the stage for the movement to measure human intelligence, which gained widespread acceptance in the first decade of the new century.

The research on IQ did not diffuse into American culture without its early and harsh critics. The preeminent journalist of his time, Walter Lippmann, wrote several essays in The New Republic criticizing and questioning the social class biases and presuppositions in IQ tests. In 1922 Lippmann predicted that if the tests really took hold, those in charge of creating them, who controlled the content and classification scheme, would “occupy a position which no intellectual has held since the collapse of theocracy.”30 In fact, IQ testing became the prototype for the Army Alpha test, first administered under the supervision of Harvard psychologist Robert Yerkes in 1917-1918, and eventually taken by 1.75 million American military recruits during World War I.31 IQ-type tests increasingly shaped the American civil service system, which began hiring by examination in 1883. Similar efforts by American colleges and universities to find standardized measures of aptitude resulted in the Scholastic Aptitude Test, or SAT.

As Lippmann foresaw, test scores ultimately became the keys to positions of power and prestige in the United States. The testing movement,  which drew from ongoing research by psychologists at the newly transformed American research universities, was not inherently conservative. For all of the flaws in the conception and application of the tests, reformers interested in increasing opportunity and upward social mobility for new immigrant groups found that testing offered a relatively impersonal way of assessing ability. Relying on test results could produce a new, more meritocratic system for making admissions and employment decisions. Nevertheless, there is ample evidence that the tests were also used to exclude certain religious and ethnic groups from elite private universities.32 “Scientific” measures to sort, classify, and objectify people—as smart or dull, able or disabled—and to offer “the elect” opportunities that were denied to others, represented a triumph for those embracing scientific methods at America’s blossoming research universities.

Although the universities in America lagged far behind those in Germany and other parts of Europe, especially in fields such as physics and chemistry, to say nothing of the social sciences and humanities, American researchers did make an impact in one area—the field of genetics. European advances in the study of evolution and biological development, and Gregor Mendel’s discovery of the basic rules of inheritance, were impressive, but at the end of the nineteenth century scientists still lacked “an overarching sense of how these bold advances were related to one another,” observed neuroscientist Eric Kandel, winner of a Nobel Prize in 2000. Genes and chromosomes had yet to be discovered, and it was an American who finally made that breakthrough.33

The work that brought Mendelian heredity, Darwinian evolution, and developmental biology together was done by Thomas Hunt Morgan at Columbia University.34 Trained at Johns Hopkins, where he received his Ph.D. in developmental biology in 1890, Morgan joined the Columbia faculty in 1904 and began to conduct experimental research with the fruit fly Drosophila melanogaster in 1907. Working in the famous Fly Room in Schermerhorn Hall, in 1910 Morgan demonstrated the role that chromosomes play in heredity. He won a Nobel Prize for this monumental scientific achievement in 1933.

Morgan and his students had worked collaboratively, and this was a profound departure from the German university model. They thus initiated, consciously or not, a different way of organizing American university science—and in fact advanced training in all disciplines. Morgan produced  a new organizational structure in his lab, altering the nature of the relationship between professors and advanced students: Instead of relating as master and apprentices, they were a team. As Kandel remarked,Until the start of the twentieth century, the leading American research universities—Harvard, Johns Hopkins, Columbia, and Chicago—had all been inspired by the model of the German research university, in which the Geheimrat, the great scientific leader, ordered the hierarchy of his subordinates. Morgan, however, based laboratory governance on democratic principles of merit rather than seniority. If one were to ask scientists around the world what is unique about America, they point to the university, and to this day foreign scientists are amazed that students working in a laboratory call professors by their first name.35




Morgan was interested in coaxing brilliant young scientists into the lab, and he found them at Columbia College and among the graduate students. Once recruited, they worked with Morgan in a free and open atmosphere—perhaps a bit claustrophobically in the Fly Room, which measured all of sixteen by twenty-three feet (it still exists at Columbia). The quality of one’s ideas, in Morgan’s lab, trumped age, seniority, and rank. Several of his students and “grand-students” (that is, students of students) went on to win Nobel Prizes.

Alfred Sturtevant, whose work as a Columbia undergraduate produced the first chromosome map, reflected on his experience in the Morgan lab:

“The group worked as a unit. Each carried on his own experiments, but each knew exactly what the others were doing, and each new result was freely discussed. There was little attention paid to priority or to the source of new ideas or interpretations. What mattered was to get ahead with the work.”36 Herman Muller, who also worked in Morgan’s lab, recalled Morgan’s resistance to the more modern views of his students, as well as battles over priority and credit.37 The memories of both men show how different Morgan’s lab was from other university labs of the time. And as the norms and values associated with doing science changed, these new practices were gradually assimilated into the very idea of how an ideal research university ought to be organized. The close working relationship between faculty members and their graduate students would become the new standard in most academic disciplines.




FEDERAL GOVERNMENT INVOLVEMENT

To appreciate fully the evolving idea of the university, we must place it in the social and intellectual context of the times. While Congress and President Abraham Lincoln were consumed by the Civil War, they managed nonetheless to produce landmark legislation that had a lasting effect on higher education, the Morrill Act of 1862, which created the seeds of a system of public higher education and produced financial incentives for expansion and research. The legislation would open up unprecedented opportunities for students who could not have previously afforded higher education and supported science and technological training. And when President Lincoln signed a bill creating the National Academy of Sciences on March 3, 1863, he was not only honoring America’s great scientific achievements but also establishing a mechanism whereby the government could obtain expert advice on increasingly important technical questions.

During the Civil War, the U.S. Congress boldly produced incentives for expanding the national system of education and innovation and for increasing the quality of higher learning and research. The Morrill Act (1862) and the Hatch Act (1887) were perhaps the most influential of these bills, achieving more for higher education than any other act of Congress until the G.I. Bill of Rights (1944), the expansion of the National Institutes of Health (NIH) in 1947, and the creation of the National Science Foundation (NSF) in 1950. The Morrill Act, signed into law by Abraham Lincoln, provided federal land for states to establish public universities and colleges. The land-grant colleges that emerged were designed for “the liberal and practical education of the industrial classes in the several professions of life.”38 They were to teach mechanical arts, home economics, military tactics, and agriculture, but not to the exclusion of the other liberal arts. The act provided economic incentives for states to initiate academic colleges and university programs of training and research that would meet state needs, have a clear utility, and develop branches of learning related to agriculture and mechanical arts.39 The first newly created land-grant school under the Morrill Act was Kansas State University, which opened its doors in 1863.

In short order, schools such as Michigan State University and Pennsylvania State University, which had earlier incarnations as agricultural schools, expanded, and flagship state schools like Rutgers, the University  of Michigan, and the University of Wisconsin applied for and obtained land-grant status. Even hybrid forms came into being. Cornell is perhaps the best example of the blended approach to university funding. Ezra Cornell and Andrew Dickson White were elected to the New York State Senate in 1863, and both became interested in extending the idea of the land-grant colleges. Cornell provided the seed money for the school. Both he and White wanted to create a university where “‘any person,’ whether rich or poor, whether male or female, whether black or white, can find instruction in any study.”40 Under White’s leadership, Cornell supported instruction and research in a set of privately endowed colleges and at land-grant public colleges, offering a wide range of studies in law, languages, agriculture, architecture, and engineering as well as in more classical subjects. 41 As Frank H. T. Rhodes, Cornell’s ninth president (1977-1995), observed, “with the founding of Cornell, a new kind of university came into existence.”

The Hatch Act provided federal support for agricultural research at experiment stations that were affiliated with colleges and universities, and in 1914 the Smith-Lever Act used federal funds to support the diffusion of practical information that would lead, in principle, to increased use of knowledge related to agriculture, home economics, and rural energy generated at universities and experiment stations.42 The great revolutions in agricultural production and scientific breeding can be traced back to the research stations and agricultural programs resulting from the Morrill Act and its successor incentives for state university research, many of which continue to thrive today.




THE COMPETITIVE SPIRIT

The introduction of Ph.D. programs that emphasized the link between graduate students and their faculty mentors attracted scholars at the forefront of their fields and had a significant ripple effect in American higher education. Although the older, elite, undergraduate colleges were small and circumscribed, their leaders had to take note that the future distinction of their institutions might rest on excellence in producing knowledge. Transmitting knowledge to younger students would not be sufficient to match what the European universities were accomplishing. The major American research universities expanded, setting their sights on being the  equal of their German counterparts, and by the turn of the twentieth century Harvard, Columbia, Chicago, Hopkins, Michigan, Wisconsin, and Yale were being transformed into research institutions. Some great colleges, like Princeton and Dartmouth, never fully embraced the new model. Princeton, for example, did not create a law school or medical school, and its graduate programs, while exceptionally good, were always small in size compared with those at the other elite, private universities. Nonetheless, university leaders were creating a blueprint for their schools to become American society’s principal producers of new knowledge. The new American model had two main goals: producing cutting-edge discoveries and using that knowledge to serve the needs of American society.

Although Yale conferred the first American doctoral degree in 1861, with Cornell (1872) and Harvard (1873) following a decade later, Johns Hopkins became both the largest and the most prestigious producer of Ph.D.s in the early years.43 (At that time state universities offered fewer Ph.D.s than private institutions, and they began to offer the degree somewhat later; Wisconsin created its first Ph.D. program in 1892, for example.) Columbia and the new University of Chicago focused their efforts and development on advanced learning and in the 1890s rapidly became leading producers of Ph.D.s. In fact, the younger American universities had an easier time reorganizing their focus on graduate Ph.D. education than places like Yale and Princeton, which had far stronger collegiate traditions than newcomers like Cornell, Hopkins, Clark (1889), Chicago, and Stanford (1891). Columbia had less difficulty transforming itself because its leaders were committed to Ph.D. education and its undergraduate alumni were not as vocal as alumni from other Ivy schools in defending the status quo. With no active resistance to change, the transformation of Columbia—under Frederick Barnard, who reorganized the university into graduate faculties that embraced the goals of graduate Ph.D. education, and later under Seth Low and Nicholas Murray Butler—was relatively simple. The new research universities began to produce a sufficient number of doctorates to staff their growing faculties, and many of the leading scientists and scholars had received training in Europe. Freshly minted American Ph.D.s numbered only about three hundred in 1900.

At this time there emerged many features of the American research university that would later become crucial to its growth and excellence, including competition for the best scholars and scientists. At the end of the  nineteenth century, new universities with great expectations tried to coax and cajole faculty from other American institutions, or simply outbid the older, prestigious New England and Mid-Atlantic schools for talent. Only two of Hopkins’s initial faculty members, Ira Remsen of Williams and Basil Gildesleeve of Virginia, were recruited from other American universities. But that changed. President Eliot of Harvard competed with Hopkins to retain the best of his faculty; although he won only some of these battles, he recognized that an environment emphasizing research and graduate education would appeal to genuine scholars. Gilman also understood this, and it showed when he launched the University of California. Stanford followed the same pattern.

The University of Chicago is perhaps the quintessential example of how a new research university could achieve high standards in very little time. Its founding president, William Rainey Harper, was a wunderkind. He had entered college at age ten, had a bachelor’s degree by fourteen, and earned a Ph.D. at eighteen. A spectacled, pudgy man with a round face, he exuded energy and optimism and, as biographer Ron Chernow noted, “captivated people with his visionary ardor.”44 John D. Rockefeller, Sr., enjoined Harper to seek out, recruit, and pay for the best faculty he could find. Taking this command literally, Harper began to recruit top scholars from established universities. Although Rockefeller, always alert to the cost of doing business, was perturbed by Harper’s apparent lack of control on spending, he tolerated the president’s efforts at building greatness.

Harper had a taste for recruitment, and the combination of his canny sense for quality, effective competitiveness, and deep pockets produced golden results that quickly lifted Chicago into the ranks of America’s leading research universities. The school opened with 120 faculty members, with 5 recruited from Yale and 15 from Clark, virtually decimating that young and aspiring university.45 Harper’s organization became a well-oiled, competitive machine, leading to resentment and criticism from some of his academic brethren. Thorstein Veblen reacted to the new-style university leader and his link to Rockefeller by labeling Harper a “captain of erudition.”46

Harper’s competitive zeal and acknowledged accomplishments at recruiting created a precedent that has continued ever since at Chicago, and in fact has become more intense. The other new research universities gained prestige from the announcement effect of these appointments. They also began to realize that faculty talent was a commodity translatable  into rapid increases in financial and other resources needed to seed further growth and development. And of course, quality bred quality. Investments in higher quality scientific laboratories or better library collections enabled universities to compete more successfully for talent and to improve the conditions for new discoveries and scholarly achievements. The presence of talented and productive scholars and scientists became a magnet for attracting others in the American academy, foreign scholars, and superior graduate students.

Those were hardly the heady days of academic free agency that we know today. Nevertheless, competition for talent and the flow of talent from one university to another had already become a hallmark of the American system. Later in the twentieth century, as the competition for talent continued to intensify in the United States, competitiveness in Germany, which had been strong in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, began to sharply abate.47

The changing idea of a university that took hold at the turn of the twentieth century had two other significant effects. It wiped out, on the one hand, many of the old historical advantages that the colleges of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries possessed. The competitive race for prestige and distinction would be run from a new starting line. Harvard was, in effect, no older than Hopkins, Columbia, Chicago, Cornell, Stanford, or the universities of California, Michigan, and Wisconsin. On the other hand, those older universities that continued to at least nominally place their elite undergraduate colleges at the heart of their mission built a group of deeply loyal and well-heeled alumni who donated regularly to their alma maters. With wise investing, these schools grew formidable endowments, producing what today are vast inequalities of wealth among the same group of elite research universities. Ultimately, dedication to one’s undergraduate population provided a significant portion of the resources needed to create and sustain great graduate and professional programs of study.

Public as well as professional curiosity in the comparative prestige and quality of American research universities began to grow in the first decade of the twentieth century, long before it reached its current level of obsession with rankings by everyone from the National Research Council to  U.S. News & World Report. Even in 1910, those wanting to rank universities confronted questions of what criteria to use. James McKeen Cattell, a Columbia psychologist, classified 1,000 men of science, including most of  the academic stars of the day, in terms of their university affiliations. When Cattell collected his information in 1903, Harvard led the top 10 list with 66, and Columbia was next with 60. Next, in order, were the University of Chicago (39.0), Cornell (33.5), the Geographical Survey (32), the U.S. Department of Agriculture (32), Hopkins (30.5), Yale (26.5), the Smithsonian Institution (22), and the University of Michigan (20).48 Three of these institutions were not universities, of course, but still strong contributors to scientific advancement. The number of legitimate contenders was limited in those days. And Cattell focused on men of science (there were virtually no women of science)—the rankings might have been somewhat different had he looked for eminent social scientists and humanists.

The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, which was founded by Andrew Carnegie in 1905 and chartered by an act of Congress in 1906, produced an alternative method of rankings. Using data collected in 1908, it evaluated universities by their total income, allocation of resources to instruction, total number of students, size of the instructional staff, student-faculty ratios, average expenditures for instruction per student, and expenditures for instruction per student in excess of tuition. Columbia led the list, followed by Harvard, Chicago, Michigan, Yale, Cornell, Illinois, Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, California, Stanford, Princeton, Minnesota, and Johns Hopkins (which was included in the rankings because “it would be impossible to discuss American universities without including Johns Hopkins, which, though now inadequately financed, has always laid the greatest emphasis upon the distinguishing feature of a university—that is, graduate work”).49

Perhaps what is most striking about these efforts to evaluate research universities is how little the relative rankings changed over the next 100 years. Whatever the basis for the rankings, the same small group of elite public and private universities would be designated as “distinguished.” The top 10 or 15 in 1903 are still rated among the top 20 or so in most studies of university quality. Why has there been such stability in the relative rankings of American research universities?

One explanation is that once these universities gained renown, a “halo effect” enveloped them, and regardless of their subsequent quality they continued to be regarded as prestigious. But this explanation is simplistic; moreover, there is no evidence to support it. A better answer lies in the process of accumulation of advantage. The oldest private and public universities used their early advantage—better faculty attracted stronger students, stronger  students meant greater alumni contributions, greater alumni contributions led to better research facilities, better research facilities drew better faculty, and so on. Advantages such as these allowed the top universities to accumulate even more resources from individuals and institutional backers in order to create still greater advantages in competing for talent.50 There were some exceptions: Clark University, for example, started out as a prestigious school but eventually could not compete successfully with wealthier institutions. Over time, however, small differences in resources and talent, when properly invested and nurtured, produced greater and greater returns—much like the effect of compound interest. In this sense, after 1890, these institutions had a first-mover advantage.

Roger L. Geiger, a historian of education, collected statistics on the changing endowments of sixteen leading American research universities between 1879 and 1939. In 1899, Harvard’s endowment was roughly $12.6 million. Columbia actually had a larger endowment at the time, $13 million. At the same time the University of California (all campuses) had $2.8 million, while Michigan had $542,000 and Wisconsin $530,000.51  By 1939, the value of the endowments of the privates was remarkably varied. Harvard’s endowment was far larger than the others, having reached $135 million, while Columbia’s had risen to only $70 million. Chicago, which started with $5.7 million at the turn of the century, had caught up with Columbia by 1939, but both great institutions already lagged far behind Harvard and Yale.

A look at today’s figures will place the earlier ones in perspective. In June 2007, Harvard’s endowment was $34.9 billion, Yale’s $22.5 billion,  Stanford’s $17.2 billion, and Princeton’s $15.8 billion. Columbia, in seventh place, had an endowment of $7.2 billion .52 Public universities were competitive at this level, with the University of Texas’s endowment reaching $14 billion, the University of Michigan’s totaling $7.1 billion, and the University of California coming in at $6.7 billion. Followers of private universities’ endowments continue to ask how such relative endowment equality had morphed into such inequality by the end of the century. The stronger universities had an advantage over their rivals—and the private ones, in particular, had an advantage over the public ones, which depended largely on public financing of their efforts. The relative advantage of the private schools was substantial and would translate into even greater competitive advantages over the course of the twentieth century.

These resources made a difference in the race for academic glory and in the creation of graduate, research-oriented institutions. The top schools were able to translate the loyalty and wealth of their elite undergraduate alumni into gifts for endowments and for buildings that could be used for undergraduate education as well as for graduate study and advanced research. Thus the conditions for accumulation of advantage were put into place. Of course, good investment strategies also paid off. Most people believe that a university’s endowment is largely a product of the number and size of the gifts it has received. True, large and generous gifts (roughly 5 percent of gifts to universities account for about 80 percent of the total amount given) set the process of accumulation in motion. But about 80 percent of the current value of major universities’ endowments results from appreciation on investments and sophisticated financial management.




THE EXPANSION OF THE IDEA OF A UNIVERSITY

Over the years, research universities have undergone significant “program creep,” often despite substantial resistance. American colleges had long had small programs in law, theology, and medicine, but other professional schools were something new. By the beginning of the twentieth century, universities had begun to form schools to cover a broad range of activities removed from the liberal arts and sciences (for example, engineering or business administration). Those that embraced the idea of a full-service university (places like Harvard and Columbia) were sharply criticized by prominent educators such as Abraham Flexner.

A graduate of Hopkins and Harvard who also studied in Berlin, Flexner joined the research staff of the Carnegie Foundation in 1908. He would eventually be instrumental in founding the Institute for Advanced Study (a private, independent institution near Princeton but not formally affiliated with the university). As its first director, he attracted a number of top scientists, such as, most famously, Albert Einstein, as well as noted scholars in other fields. But he is also known for his scathing criticism of American and Canadian medical schools and his role in the development of research universities.

Flexner championed the German model, admired Gilman, and opposed the expansionary tendencies of the new research universities. For Flexner, who worked from 1913 to 1928 for the General Education Board  (established as an educational foundation by Rockefeller in 1902), research universities were clearly straying from their essential mission of advanced teaching and research, particularly in the sciences. By 1930, Flexner opined that American universities were insufficiently focused on “the pursuit of knowledge, the solution of problems, the critical appreciation of achievement, and the training of men at a really high level.” Instead, they were becoming an incoherent hodgepodge of “teacher-training schools, research centers, ‘uplift’ agencies, businesses—these and other things simultaneously.” 53 He wrote critically of Harvard itself: “It is clear that of Harvard’s total expenditures not more than one-eighth is devoted to the central university disciplines at the level at which a university ought to be conducted. Who has forced Harvard into this false path? No one. It does as it pleases, and this sort of thing pleases.”54

Flexner was convinced that universities were trying to do too much: If he had had his way, Harvard would have closed its school of business, and other universities would have rid themselves of journalism schools and other new professional training sites or service activities, which for Flexner had become “incredible absurdities” and “a host of inconsequential things.”55  He was not a snob about what disciplines ought to be represented at a great university, but he was concerned about resources and thought the universities should focus on the arts and sciences and limit the number of cognate disciplines and professional schools to those, like law and medicine, which had long-standing attachments to American colleges.

In the early twentieth century American medical education was in particular disarray. Nationally, it varied enormously in quality, with no standard curriculum, few licensing examinations, and a host of old and outmoded therapeutic philosophies—some that bordered on quackery.56  The American Medical Association (AMA) had lobbied for decades for standardization in medical education, but nothing had been done. In 1908 the AMA, through its Council on Medical Education (CME), proposed to undertake a survey of medical education through the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, in the hope that the results would promote standardization. Henry Pritchett, the president of the foundation and a firm believer in reform, chose Abraham Flexner to lead the effort.

At the time there were 155 medical schools in the United States. Flexner, in a whirlwind tour, visited all of them in the following eighteen  months. His report, published in 1910, was a devastating critique of the state of American medical education. Perhaps to this day the most famous single report of its kind, the Flexner Report argued that the financial resources, laboratory and hospital facilities, and level of training among medical faculty was insufficient at a significant number of medical schools. As a result, he said, the quality of education suffered. Flexner did not mince words when he concluded: “We have indeed in America medical practitioners not inferior to the best elsewhere; but there is probably no other country in the world in which there is so great a distance and so fatal a difference between the best, the average, and the worst. . . . The point now to aim at is the development of the requisite number of properly supported institutions and the speedy demise of the others.”57

After the report was published, state governments began to regulate medical education more closely, and their licensing boards required medical schools to strengthen their admissions standards and produce a far more exacting curriculum. By current standards, the requirements for admission to medical school were hardly demanding. Flexner proposed that the minimal requirements be a high school diploma and at least two years of college-level science. His curricular reforms were based on a four-year program, with the first two years concentrating on the study of basic sciences and the last two on clinical training. By 1912, the Council on Medical Education had begun to set accreditation standards that were later adopted by the newly created Federation of State Medical Boards.

Within two decades of the report’s publication, profound changes had taken place. Perhaps to no one’s surprise, the number of American medical schools dropped to sixty-six by 1935. Flexner’s commitment to university-affiliated medical schools led in great part to the decline in the number of unaffiliated, proprietary schools: Fifty-seven of the surviving schools were part of a university. The report represented a watershed moment for medical education in the United States. It produced such transformative reforms that once they were institutionalized, they settled the issue. In fact, it became difficult over the following decades to consider how they might be improved upon.

However, the kind of university that Flexner and others envisioned in the first several decades of the twentieth century never materialized in the United States. By 1930, the American university had evolved into a new form: It was a hybrid of English and German university systems, but  an entirely new set of activities had been grafted in, multiplying the foci of higher learning. As Clark Kerr, the innovative president of the University of California in the 1960s, observed, Flexner’s ideal university “was as nearly dead in 1930 when Flexner wrote about it as the old Oxford was in 1852 when Newman idealized it.”58 The “multiversity” had been born, and Kerr observed that it was a hydra of a place, a far cry from Flexner’s organism.

In Flexner’s ideal university, the parts were “inextricably bound together,” Kerr said, whereas in the large modern university many parts could be “added and subtracted with little effect on the whole.” In reflecting on the emergence of the American research university and what it owed to other traditions in higher learning, Kerr concluded, in 1963, that “a university anywhere can aim no higher than to be as British as possible for the sake of the undergraduates, as German as possible for the sake of the graduates and the research personnel, as American as possible for the sake of the public at large—and as confused as possible for the sake of the preservation of the whole uneasy balance.”59

Why did these universities want to grow? At the time, there was a widespread belief that size mattered. The number of undergraduates, Ph.D. students, degrees conferred, professional school students, and faculty members all contributed to a university’s reputation. The size of the overall budget, the size of the endowment, and the number of volumes in the library collections also were taken as indicators of quality. Though the emphasis on quantity may seem excessive, to some extent these same indicators are used today to measure the quality of universities. Equating the biggest with the best led to expansion, which in turn meant increased revenues. Tuition dollars were the major source of revenue for these universities. In an era when entry requirements and standards were less rigorous than those required in today’s highly competitive world of admissions to the top schools, the revenue from admitting students could fuel investments in additional faculty members and university buildings.

The pressure to expand the number of schools and programs at major research universities has persisted for more than a hundred years. Some of the pressure came from the economic needs of the universities, some of it from professional and alumni groups, and some of it simply from the idea that bigger was better. Many of the leaders of the early research universities were highly skeptical about this expansion, seeing it as undermining  their fundamental mission. Critics resisted the “full-service” model because they believed that the universities were increasingly controlled by plutocrats who simply did not understand the true mission of a university.

Thorstein Veblen, the distinguished economist, sociologist, and critic of American society (who coined the term “conspicuous consumption” to describe economic behavior that was intended to purchase prestige), defined what he thought should be a university’s priorities:The conservation and advancement of the higher learning involves two lines of work, distinct but closely bound together: (a) scientific and scholarly inquiry, and (b) the instruction of students. The former of these is primary and indispensable. It is this work of intellectual enterprise that gives its character to the university and marks it off from the lower schools. The work of teaching properly belongs in the university only because and in so far as it incites and facilitates the university man’s work of inquiry. . . . The instruction necessarily involved in the university work, therefore, is only such as can readily be combined with the work of inquiry at the same time that it goes directly to further the higher learning in that it trains the incoming generation of scholars and scientists for the further pursuit of knowledge.60




Writing in 1918, Veblen criticized the governance structure of the new universities. His “captains of erudition” were too closely tied to “captains of industry.” He had contempt for the “bootless conventional race for funds and increased enrollments.”61 For Veblen, the university should be characterized by “highness and definiteness of aim, unity of spirit and purpose.” “But it is quite obvious,” he said, “that the institutions which we have used for purposes of illustration [Columbia, Harvard, Johns Hopkins, and Chicago]—the best we possess—are . . . merely administrative aggregations, so varied, so manifold, so complex that administration itself is reduced to budgeting, student accounting, advertising, etc.”62 Recognizing the need for some type of bureaucratic organization for the university, he lamented what he saw as the endless search for prestige for the institution and power for its president. Thus the president of a university, the “putative director of the pursuit of learning,” annexes vocational schools, creates “summer sessions,” and hires schoolmasters rather than scholars.63 Veblen did not believe that American universities could develop as complex, multipurpose  institutions within a structure that was markedly different from the German universities he admired.

Other critics of the Progressive era, such as the socialist muckraker Upton Sinclair, were even more caustic and skeptical about the state of higher learning at these new research universities. Sinclair attended Columbia at the turn of the century, after it moved from its midtown Manhattan campus to its new home in Morningside Heights. In his critique he linked higher education with the American “plutocracy,” a system in which three major banks controlled more than 100 major American corporations:The headquarters of the American plutocracy is, of course, New York City. . . . It is inevitable that this headquarters of our plutocratic empire should be also the headquarters of our plutocratic education. The interlocking directors could not discommode themselves by taking long journeys; therefore they selected themselves a spacious site on Morningside Heights, and there stands the political University of the House of Morgan, which sets the standard for the higher education in America.64




Sinclair singled out Nicholas Murray Butler, or “Nicholas Miraculous,” as subordinates called the Columbia president. He was, according to Sinclair, “a man with a first-class brain, a driving executive worker, capable of anything he puts his mind to, but utterly overpowered by the presence of great wealth.”65 His hyperbole notwithstanding, Sinclair made it clear that at least some observers of higher learning in America thought the new universities were too closely linked with superrich power brokers, who were not only benefactors of the universities but members of the boards that formulated educational policy. And the presidents of these universities were, if you listened to the critics, becoming ambitious servants of the wealthy and powerful.




UNIVERSITY LEADERS IN POLITICS

As educational programs increased in size and universities began to influence a broader spectrum of American life, university presidents gained visibility and influence. In the first decades of the twentieth century, they became major players in politics and in the development of social and economic policies for the nation.

Woodrow Wilson, who in 1902 moved from the ranks of a highly popular teacher at Princeton to its presidency, exemplifies this trend. During his eight years as university president, he tightened academic standards and created a unified curriculum for freshmen and sophomores; students would pursue a concentrated study in a specific subject area only as juniors and seniors. He altered the power structure at Princeton by creating departments whose leaders reported directly to him, and he took hiring decisions out of the hands of trustees and put them into the hands of the president and department chairs. But despite his success in hiring new faculty members and expanding Princeton’s residential, teaching, and research facilities, he was unable to place Princeton on the same path that Harvard, Chicago, and Columbia had followed. Though Princeton never added many graduate schools, it did build a small and highly distinguished group of doctoral programs in the arts and sciences—still among the best in the world. Some alumni who wanted Princeton’s focus to remain principally on undergraduate education considered the failure to expand to be a blessing in disguise.

Wilson decided to leave the Princeton presidency in 1910 to run for governor of New Jersey; that campaign was successful, and he went on to win the U.S. presidential election of 1912.66 That same election year, Butler ran for vice president with William Howard Taft on the Republican ticket. The web of affiliations among business, government, and university leaders was much more tightly woven than it is today. It seems almost inconceivable now that a president of a major research university could retire from his post, enter politics, and within two years be elected president of the United States. Yet in the late nineteenth and first half of the twentieth century, the “interlocking directorates” making up what sociologist C. Wright Mills called “the power elite” (leaders of academia, politics, and industry) were much more likely to include university presidents.

Andrew Carnegie was, for example, a great admirer and friend of Butler’s, and when the great steel magnate committed $10 million in 1910 to establish an Endowment for International Peace, Butler was named a trustee and a director of one of its three divisions. Harvard’s Eliot was influential in getting Butler the presidency at Columbia, and President Teddy Roosevelt attended Butler’s inauguration in 1903. Connections like these enabled leaders of the new research universities to leverage the wealth and prominence of the Carnegies or Rockefellers into assets for  the developing reputations of their universities.67 The university presidents and industrial and political leaders of our era are no less connected, but presidents of distinguished research universities almost never pursue political office. Although under the administration of President Barack Obama the ties between government and academia have become stronger than under President George W. Bush, people from academia over the past half-century have been far more likely to serve as advisers or to be named to cabinet positions than to run for political office. They play the role of experts, using their knowledge to help formulate policies as appointed “insiders.”




THE EMERGENCE OF ORGANIZED ACADEMIC DISCIPLINES

In 1665, England’s Royal Society founded Philosophical Transactions, the first scientific journal.68 This innovation facilitated the growth of knowledge, supported organized disciplinary work, and contributed to a value system critical to research universities. It created the basis for peer review of works submitted for publication as well as a system for judging merit, quality, and competence, placing the critical role of assessment squarely in the hands of experts in the field. To create incentives for scientists to disclose their discoveries to the broader community, and in an effort to reduce the number of priority disputes over who actually made a discovery, the Royal Society attached the date on which it received a scientific paper or manuscript. All of this provided a mechanism for potential replication of reported scientific discoveries and a means by which members of the community could identify and correct errors, as well as a published record of the way knowledge builds on itself. Thus the ingredients were put in place for a reward system of science—one universities could use to evaluate the quality of scholarship produced by their faculties.

The institutionalization of this reward system took a long time, but by the end of the nineteenth century in the United States these mechanisms for evaluating scholarship and for communicating ideas played a critical role in the development of the research university’s disciplinary structure and value system. Once again, Gilman early on recognized the necessity of linking the growth of knowledge at research universities with a mechanism for open communication through disciplinary journals. At  Hopkins, he helped form three learned societies, each with an academic journal to promote research: the Modern Language Association (1883), the American Historical Association (1884), and the American Economic Association (1885). The American Mathematical Society was founded in 1888 to promote mathematical research and its various uses. New journals proliferated rapidly. Clark began publishing the American Journal of Psychology in 1887; Chicago established the American Journal of Sociology in 1895.

Some of the comparative strength of the universities in this early period is reflected in the journals they published. In 1913, Butler expressed the value of scholarly journals as an outlet for publication, noting that the contributions of faculty to these journals signaled the quality of a university:The real test and measure of a university’s efficiency are not the number of students enrolled, the size of the endowment, or the magnificence of its physical equipment. The true test and measure can be found in the productive scholarship of the university’s teachers and in the quality of the men and women who go out with the stamp of the University’s approval on them. Columbia is fortunate in having assembled a truly noteworthy company of productive scholars. Hardly a week passes, certainly not a month, without the issuance from the study or the laboratory of some Columbia scholar of a piece of work that is a genuine addition to the literature, the science or the philosophy of our time.69




Who is in the best position to assess the quality of scholarly and scientific work in a host of different fields? Until the growth of professional societies and the creation of an organized peer review system, this job was often left in the hands of university presidents, who began to acknowledge how impossible it was to carry out the task. Charles Eliot said of the early days, “Then none of the societies organized for the development and mutual support of learned and scientific men existed. By 1885 I could get some assistance from the proceedings of the learned and scientific societies. At the beginning there was no such aid.”70 As time went on, the locus of authority to determine academic competence and qualifications for academic appointments and promotion was increasingly vested in faculty members, their academic departments, and their peers at other universities. Today, this is almost entirely true.




THE SUCCESS AND THE CHALLENGES OF THE HYBRID MODEL

By the end of World War I, the American research university had adopted a hybrid structure, folding together the English undergraduate residential college and the German system’s emphasis on centers of research and graduate study along with disciplinary specialization. The American mix provided learning for undergraduates and advanced graduate students, training for an increasing number of professional activities, an infrastructure to carry out laboratory research in the sciences as well as in engineering, and extensive library collections for the humanities.

Tension then grew over what should be at the center and what at the periphery of the university and over how it should be governed. In the 1970s, ruminating on the role of university president, A. Bartlett Giamatti, former president of Yale and commissioner of Major League Baseball, said, “Being president of a university is no way for an adult to make a living. Which is why so few adults actually attempt to do it. It is to hold a mid-nineteenth-century ecclesiastical position on top of a late-twentieth-century corporation.”71

As the leaders in our system of higher education borrowed from the educational traditions of England and Germany, and mixed them with our own national needs, an idea for a new kind of university—an American model—was born. It reflected American values, aspirations, and energy, and its presence was soon felt on the world stage. The challenge was how to articulate and shape the goals, values, and structures in such a way that the result would preserve the “uni” in the university. Only if the center could hold, reinforcing autonomous free and spirited inquiry while also meeting the need for practical training and discovery in a knowledge-based world, could the system work and prosper. Creating that integrated system of values and structures would prove to be a challenge.





CHAPTER 2

Coming of Age in Tumultuous Times

When men have realized that time has upset many fighting faiths, they may come to believe even more than they believe the very foundations of their own conduct that the ultimate good desired is better reached by free trade in ideas—that the best test of truth is the power of the thought to get itself accepted in the competition of the market, and that truth is the only ground upon which their wishes safely can be carried out.

—Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr.,  Abrams v. United States, 250 U.S. 616 (1919)

 

 

 

The history of universities in America is inextricably bound up with the history of America itself. At the end of the Civil War, as the country began the task of rebuilding itself, universities helped to forge a path ahead. In the early twentieth century, fear of political dissent threatened to escalate into intolerance and repression of the freedoms guaranteed by the Bill of Rights. America’s universities, still taking shape at that time, were not immune to intolerance; nor were they untarnished by the prejudices of mainstream politics and society. Nevertheless, by fits and starts, they managed in the end to work against forces of repression through the principle of academic freedom.

Indeed, the protection of ideas and expression from external political interference or repression became absolutely fundamental to the university.  This ideal and other core values also became fundamental to the production of the kind of new knowledge that drove the advances of the “American century,” having effects in industry, government, and other areas of American life. Without these core values, the distinguished American universities could not have been built.




THE UNIVERSITY AND THE AMERICAN CENTURY

As literary and social critic Louis Menand wrote in his extraordinary work on ideas in America during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: “The Civil War swept away the slave civilization of the South, but it swept away almost the whole intellectual culture of the North along with it. It took nearly a half a century for the United States to develop a culture to replace it, to find a set of ideas and a way of thinking that would help people cope with the conditions of modern life.”1 Many of the most important ideas that would replace those of old New England were born and nurtured at the young universities.

Within the first fifty years of the birth of the research university in America, from roughly 1876 to 1925, the United States confronted an unprecedented number of problems and changes: the challenges of Reconstruction; the disjunctions produced by the rapid transformation from an agrarian to an industrial society; the emergence of large corporations and the individual capitalists who led them, which produced glaring inequalities of wealth; the increased adoption of science as a means toward social and economic progress; the social and economic costs of a world war; and the emergence of the Progressive era and its drive for reform.

During this period of developing pragmatism, the culture’s reliance on theological leaders declined, and the rise of the academic man or “expert” began. The founders of the research universities were linked to the new ideas of a host of thinkers in different fields. Those in the intellectual limelight included pragmatist philosophers and psychologists John Dewey and William James; legal philosophers such as Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr.; and the stars of the new discipline of sociology—people like Lester Ward and Charles Sumner. A professional culture in law, medicine, and in many academic disciplines developed, and higher education witnessed enormous economic growth. Between 1883 and 1913, the national income quadrupled, but the income of universities and colleges grew by almost elevenfold.2

 

After the Russian revolutions of 1905 and 1917, there was a growing fear that Bolshevism and anarchism would spread across Europe and reach the United States. By 1904, the Socialist Party, under the leadership of Eugene V. Debs, had become the third-largest political party in the United States. The huge influx of new immigrants propelled the labor movement forward. The leftist Industrial Workers of the World, a socialist union organization, was organized by 1905 in Chicago. Running for president in 1912 against Woodrow Wilson, Teddy Roosevelt, and William Howard Taft, Debs won 6 percent of the popular vote, just short of 1 million supporters.

During the campaign Wilson argued for American impartiality in the affairs of Europe, resisting the idea of entry into the great conflict that became World War I. But as events later drew us closer to involvement, Wilson, using high moral rhetoric, enjoined Americans to fight against autocracy and militarism in an effort to make the world safe for democracy. It was a 180-degree turnaround for him on the issue, and his attitude toward repressing dissent against the war was even more striking. By 1916, he was arguing for new legislation that would limit antiwar speech. There should be no tolerance, Wilson claimed, for those who “inject the poison of disloyalty into our most critical affairs.” “Loyalty to . . . [the American] flag is the first test of tolerance.”

Wilson fought for the passage of the Espionage Act of 1917, which made it a crime for a person to “make or convey false reports or false statements with the intent to interfere” with military success; “to promote the success of [America’s] enemies”; “willfully to cause or attempt to cause insubordination, disloyalty, mutiny, or refusal of duty, in the military or naval forces of the United States”; or willfully to “obstruct the recruitment or enlistment service of the United States.” Violators of the act could find themselves in jail for up to twenty years. Congress passed the Espionage Act shortly after the United States entered the war, and it passed the Sedition Act, which was designed to suppress virtually all criticism of the war and the draft, less than a year later.3

The effort to silence dissent was swift, powerful, and effective. A massive media campaign, led by the journalist and public relations expert George Creel, took shape to bolster support for the war effort. With Creel  at the helm, Wilson established the Committee of Public Information, which enlisted the help of artists, writers, journalists, and professors to develop propaganda that would, in Creel’s words, “drive home to the people the causes behind this war.”4 This effort demonized Germans and attempted to persuade the American people that “spies and saboteurs lurked behind every bush; that conscription, bond sales, and ‘liberty cabbage’ were the greatest national blessings since the Bill of Rights, and that the Russian Bolsheviks were merely German agents.”5

The government also began to prosecute dissenters, focusing on labor leaders, left-wing socialists and anarchists who opposed the war, and other perceived radicals and subversives. Prominent Americans who spoke out against the war, such as Debs, were indicted, convicted, and sentenced to jail (in his case, for a term of ten years). In fact, most of those arrested and prosecuted for their views were members of fringe political groups with little, if any, political clout. They were hardly threats to the nation’s security.

As is often the case in times of political repression in the United States, immigrant groups were targeted first and treated most harshly. In California, the Board of Education banned the teaching of German in the public schools, calling it “a language that disseminates the ideas of autocracy, brutality, and hatred.” Universities fired German faculty members. Orchestras fired German musicians. In southern Illinois, a mob lynched a man for no apparent reason other than his German blood; the organizers of the mob were acquitted by a jury, which argued that they had acted out of patriotism.6

These immigrants had come from the same German society that had built the great universities that were the envy of American leaders of higher learning. Nevertheless, few American university leaders spoke out against the persecution of Germans, and some, like Nicholas Murray Butler of Columbia, actively supported the repression of speech preceding and during the war. The end of the war in 1918 did not end the political repression, which was now focused on the Bolsheviks more than the Germans. The first great Red Scare in the nation’s history had begun.

Whipped up by the executive branch of government into a state bordering on paranoia, and backed by highly repressive legislation passed by Congress, the nation placed national security needs above free expression. The Supreme Court reviewed convictions of Espionage Act violations and  in 1919, in three separate cases, adopted the position that speech could be punished if it had the effect, or “bad tendency,” to promote action—meaning criticism of the war effort or conscription leading to insubordination or obstruction of army recruiting.7

But Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes’s dissent in another 1919 case,  Abrams v. United States, began to develop a theory of free expression that was far less tolerant of government restriction on speech. This theory recognized that those in positions of great power, particularly those in control of the federal government, would naturally resist speech when it conflicted with their ideology and policies. Holmes’s view would become wholly consistent with the critically important value of free inquiry and academic freedom that defines truly distinguished universities. In Abrams, a case involving the prosecution of Russian socialists and anarchists who distributed a few thousand copies of two pamphlets protesting the deployment of American troops to Vladivostok and Murmansk in 1918, Holmes argued:Persecution for the expression of opinions seems to me perfectly logical. If you have no doubt of your premises or your power and want a certain result with all your heart you naturally express your wishes in law and sweep away all opposition. . . . But when men have realized that time has upset many fighting faiths, they may come to believe even more than they believe the very foundations of their own conduct that the ultimate good desired is better reached by free trade in ideas—that the best test of truth is the power of the thought to get itself accepted in the competition of the market, and that truth is the only ground upon which their wishes safely can be carried out. That at any rate is the theory of our Constitution. It is an experiment, as all life is an experiment. Every year if not every day we have to wager our salvation upon some prophecy based upon imperfect knowledge. While that experiment is part of our system I think that we should be eternally vigilant against attempts to check the expression of opinions that we loathe and believe to be fraught with death, unless they so imminently threaten immediate interference with the lawful and pressing purposes of the law that an immediate check is required to save the country. (Italics added.)




The Court’s opinions in the free speech cases had a predictable effect on the young research universities; they began to embrace the spirit of free  inquiry. At the turn of the century, philosopher John Dewey, one of the principal architects of the American Association of University Professors (AAUP), had believed that there was relatively little danger to academic freedom in the United States. There had been only a few cases like that of E. A. Ross, a young economist who was fired by Stanford University for his views, or, perhaps more accurately, for speaking out about them even though they were in conflict with the views of university officialdom.

Ross had joined Stanford University’s faculty in 1896 after receiving repeated invitations to do so from Stanford’s first president, David Starr Jordon. By age thirty Ross had already attained a lofty scholarly reputation, having trained at the University of Berlin and at Johns Hopkins. He first got into trouble at Stanford when, in the midst of Populist opposition to the gold standard, he published a pamphlet, “Honest Dollars,” advocating the idea of free silver, and then made several speeches in support of William Jennings Bryan. Those views offended Mrs. Jane Lothrop Stanford, the recent widow of Leland Stanford, who had created the university with his gift. Mrs. Stanford demanded that Jordon dismiss Ross for his political activism.

With some slick academic maneuvering, Jordon saved Ross from expulsion, but when Ross was again outspoken—about the demise of twentieth-century monopolies, especially railroads, which just happened to be how Stanford had made his fortune—nothing could save him from the exit. Some on the Stanford faculty came to his defense—for example, George Howard of the history department, who likened the ouster to the tyrannies of the ancien régime. A few with less stature than Ross, such as his colleague H. H. Powers, also came to his defense. But Powers, too, was given the boot. When Frank Fetter, another Stanford economist, failed to receive guaranties of free inquiry and freedom of expression, he resigned in protest. So did Stanford’s only philosopher, the distinguished Arthur Lovejoy, who, along with Edwin R.A. Seligman, would later draft the fundamental statement of principles for the AAUP.8

Professors at universities were earning greater renown, but they remained in a weak position to negotiate the terms of their employment. In 1896, there was no tenure at Stanford. Despite government efforts to impose some regulations on unbridled capitalism, general rules of contract applied to university professors almost as much as to industrial workers. These gave employers wide latitude to fire employees.9 In 1915 John  Dewey, no longer so sanguine about academic freedom, and Arthur Lovejoy founded the AAUP. The purpose of the new organization was to devise and implement new rules of professionalism and to defend faculty members who were dislodged from their jobs because their views offended university administrators, benefactors, and trustees.

Academic freedom was still a novel idea, but it would become one of the fundamental values of the emerging profession. This did not happen immediately. The national hostility toward dissent increased markedly between 1915 and the early 1920s, and liberal faculty members were still vulnerable to the exercise of power by their presidents. Strong tenure rules were not yet in place, and organizations such as the American Education Association, the AAUP, and the professional disciplinary societies had little recourse. One stark example of the chilling effect on free expression and inquiry at the new research universities can be found in the 1917 commencement speech by Nicholas Murray Butler to a group of Columbia alumni: “What had been tolerated before became intolerable now. What had been wrongheaded was now sedition. What had been folly was now treason. In your presence, I speak for the whole University . . . when I say . . . that there will be no place at Columbia University, either on the rolls of its faculty or on the rolls of its students, for any person who opposes or who counsels opposition to the effective enforcement of the laws of the United States, or who acts, speaks or writes treason. The separation of such person from Columbia University will be as speedy as the discovery of his offense.”10

Butler had the support of the trustees, and it did not take him long to act on his threat. James McKeen Cattell, a highly esteemed psychologist and an abrasive critic of what he saw as excessive concentration of power in the hands of university presidents and trustees (and, I should add, a longstanding thorn in Butler’s side), provided the president with an opportunity to exercise his authority later that summer. When in August 1917 Cattell wrote to several members of Congress, on Columbia stationery, asking them to “support a measure against sending conscripts to fight in Europe against their will,” Butler acted. The professor was notified that after twenty-six years of distinguished scholarship and teaching, his services were no longer needed at Columbia. So that Cattell would not feel alone, the trustees also approved the dismissal of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow Dana, an assistant professor of comparative literature who had opposed America’s participation in the war.

There was little faculty protest of these firings, with two notable exceptions. John Dewey resigned from the Faculty Committee of Nine, an organization that represented faculty interests, and Charles Beard, the renowned historian of American history and author of An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution, resigned from the university.11

There were other faculty firings at other distinguished universities at about the same time, but neither the AAUP nor the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) could do much to blunt the power of those in positions to wield it. The AAUP did not usher in an era of academic freedom in America’s new universities; nor was the ACLU capable of thwarting repression during the war or the Red Scare that followed it.12 Still, the birth of organizations like the AAUP represented the beginning of the codification of principles of academic freedom that would lead to inquiries into cases of its violation within universities.13

 

Despite the often hostile environment for liberals at this time, an increasing share of the ideas that shaped American thought and culture were being produced at the universities. While Holmes and other great jurists worked from the bench to develop theories that protected free speech rights, leading scholars at the universities continued to promote academic freedom. Two important themes emerged during this period of intellectual transition. The first was that ideas were products of social relations, not of individuals: They did not develop by some inner logic divorced from the social life and culture in which they were embedded; rather, they were constantly in flux, themselves part of the process of evolution, and one should develop a healthy level of skepticism toward ideology and ideological assertions. 14 The second was that if we were to learn anything from Holmes’s opinion in Abrams, it was to be eternally vigilant against the suppression of ideas, especially when they seemed particularly loathsome to our own most cherished beliefs.

As these concepts were taking root, the intellectual landscape in America was changing markedly in another important respect as well. In early America, many of the most influential men of ideas were found among the clergy; by the end of the nineteenth century this was no longer the case. The prestige of the clergy steeply declined, as did their wages relative to those of other professionals—and even relative to the wages of skilled workers. If the clergy no longer shaped public opinion, increasingly academic men did. This was in part a result of the emergence of the research university, as the social historian Richard Hofstadter noted: “The sudden emergence of the modern university . . . transformed American scholarship during the last three decades of the [nineteenth] century. . . . The professoriate . . . was . . . acquiring a measure of influence and prestige in and out of the classroom that their predecessors of the old college era would never have dreamed of.”15

Professions are marked by three essential properties, each somewhat independent of the others: powerful knowledge, considerable autonomy, and a very high level of fiduciary obligation and responsibility to individual clients and to the public welfare.16 At this time university professors were making gains in all three. By the 1910s, they were formulating a professional identity. It came from a growing sense of mutual dependence between academia and the larger society. The terms for a compact between these two forces slowly emerged, coming in the form of an exchange. The university would produce the highly trained workforce that the increasingly technological and specialized society needed, as well as discoveries about nature and man that could yield practical benefits for American citizens—if not immediately, then down the road—and in return, society would offer the university a singularly important gift: autonomy from external political interference and the right to police its own activities. Experts within the university community, rather than political leaders, legislators, judges, or even trustees, would evaluate the competence of their fellow professors. Ultimately, the implied compact led to elaborate and critically important university reward protocols—the peer review system.

General professional organizations such as the AAUP may have been one element in this march toward professional identity. Organizations representing scholars in specific disciplines, such as the American Chemical Society or the American Sociological Association, exerted even more influence, as did the many academic journals that proliferated at this time. Scientific journals, for example, disseminated the research results of university work to a growing number of people working in the same areas of science, becoming a focal point for the scientific community.

This development of a professional identity at the university level took place during a period of interest in social reform at the national level. The Progressives of the time were not simply insurgent Republicans who cast their fate with Teddy Roosevelt and the Bull Moose Party in 1912.  Progressives were a mix of many types of people and movements and were shaped by several traditions in American and European thought. They took part in liberal reform movements, many of which had their origins in similar movements in England and Germany, and they tended to favor both free inquiry and academic freedom.

Although the various strands of progressive thinking had no common ideology, the Progressives did share common “social languages,” as the historian Daniel T. Rodgers explained: “The first was the rhetoric of antimonopolism, the second was an emphasis on social bonds and the social nature of human beings, and the third was the language of social efficiency.” 17 Many Progressives wanted to put the brakes on the ravages of market capitalism. Some were interested in reforming political corruption. But the flaws they focused on had less to do with individual character than with the fabric of social life. A majority of Progressives did generally support the movement toward American involvement in World War I, and they were hardly tolerant of dissent against the draft and the war. Rodgers persuasively argued that the roots of much of the Progressive era could be found in the connections between social and intellectual movements in Europe and the United States, claiming there was “an intense, transnational traffic in reform ideas, policies, and legislative devices.” “For a moment,” Rodgers wrote, “London’s East End and New York City’s Lower East Side; the ‘black country’ of Pittsburgh, Essex, and Birmingham; and university debates and chancery discussions in Paris, Washington, London, and Berlin formed a world of common referents.”18

Although Rodgers argued against an older idea of “American exceptionalism,” which was based upon a form of “geocentricism,” he did not deny that in many respects America was different. The development of the idea of the American research university offers, it seems to me, strong evidence to support Rodgers’s claim that during the Progressive era we borrowed from Europe, building upon the European experience to craft a set of policies and institutions that incorporated some of the older models with what we found at hand, ultimately creating something uniquely American.

There is another way of looking at this critical era that, while not incompatible with Rodger’s view, actually places greater emphasis on the role that the emerging research universities played in the “American century.”19  From this perspective, the American model for the research university led  to an increasing appreciation for the role that new knowledge plays in a society that depends on the fruits of scientific and technological research. In such a society the need to inform social and economic policy by new scientific and empirical knowledge is very real, and economic growth depends on the creation of new knowledge. As America became a “knowledge society,” a matrix of relationships formed among the new producers of knowledge—the great emerging universities—and the developers of that knowledge in the world of industry, in private foundations, and in government. 20 Industry leaders, learning how best to use the new knowledge produced at universities, began to build their own laboratories staffed by graduates of the universities. They formed relationships with individual faculty members, who became their consultants. As these relationships prospered, the fruits of a knowledge society could begin to be realized.

According to historian Oliver Kunz, these partnerships were well established by the 1920s and only became stronger throughout the rest of the twentieth century: “It is the reorganization of knowledge, not merely the power of capital accumulation, that gave Americans the means both to generate prosperity at home and expand their presence into the world,” Kunz wrote. “The new institutional arrangements facilitated the buildup of a large military-industrial complex during World War I, the creation of a technology-based consumer economy, and an enormous expansion of consumption.”21

Some of this had already taken place in other countries, such as Germany. But America was different from Europe. The United States was able to create technological breakthroughs beyond what most other nations were able to do during the twentieth century, according to Harvard economists Claudia Goldin and Lawrence F. Katz, because Americans embraced earlier than others a societal commitment to mass education right up to and including college education.22 While proving the causal order between increased human capital and technological advance is a formidable task, it seems abundantly clear that these two phenomena are strongly correlated. The requirements of an increasingly knowledge-driven economy are met by larger amounts of human capital, and our ability to produce that human capital better than other nations until the past thirty years or so put America in an advantageous position in terms of economic growth and improvements in standards of living. In short, high-quality undergraduate education has become an essential means for individual social  mobility and a societal mechanism for the advancement of social and economic welfare.

 

During the same formative period, the leaders and some of the faculty members of the new research universities also played roles as policy and political advisers. They became part of the new academic brain trusts, advising presidents, governors, and political candidates, and were at the forefront of the progressive reform movements. Moreover, the universities began to train scientists, social scientists, and philosophers as well as doctors, lawyers, and engineers who would begin to hold prominent positions in society. Americans began to look to the universities for both experimental and empirical research in the sciences and social sciences, relying on them for the data they hoped would help to solve the problems they faced.

In 1907, for example, a group of reform-minded social scientists, including Paul Underwood Kellogg, John R. Commons, Crystal Eastman, John A. Fitch, and Margaret Byington, took the rather primitive social science tools available at the time, such as social surveys and participant-observation studies, and began to gather data on the industrial workers in America’s city of steel, Pittsburgh. Organized by Kellogg, who had been a journalist and later was trained at Columbia, a group of more than fifty social scientists documented the living conditions of Pittsburgh’s steel workers. They studied the problem of child labor, examined the challenges faced by women in the workforce, and gathered information on worker accidents, inadequate sanitation, and the like. As their model they looked to the extraordinary descriptions and surveys of life and labor in London conducted by Charles Booth from 1886 to 1903, which in turn drew upon the work of French sociologist Auguste Comte.23 The Pittsburgh Surveys, as they were called, sponsored by the newly created Russell Sage Foundation, became one of the first large-scale attempts in the United States to use empirical research to generate “facts” that could be used to strengthen the Progressive argument for social and political reform.

The Pittsburgh project was not an isolated effort. A growing number of scholars at American universities became active in promoting reform. John R. Commons, professor of economics at the University of Wisconsin, for example, collaborated with progressive state governor Robert M. La Follette to draft the Wisconsin Civil Service Law of 1905 and the Public Utilities Act of 1907—both elaborations of the “Wisconsin Idea” that  University of Wisconsin president Charles Van Hise conceived of in 1904 to foster a partnership between the state government and the university that would use empirical facts to help formulate legislation to improve people’s lives. Wisconsin would become a laboratory for social policy experimentation—using economic data, for instance, to draft the first worker’s compensation program in the United States.24 Although active in the reform movement, Commons and many of his students and colleagues, including some who would turn up later as active participants in New Deal reforms, “sought radical change by conservative means.” They were trying to reform capitalism, not overthrow it.

The work being done at universities was brought forth not only in state assemblies and governor’s offices but also in the courtroom. When Louis D. Brandeis, who was not yet a Supreme Court justice, represented the State of Oregon in Muller v. Oregon (1908),25 he produced a brief that included statistics drawn from sociological and medical journals to demonstrate the adverse health impact that working long hours could have on women. The case involved female laundry workers, and Brandeis had consulted with Florence Kelley, the social reformer known for her advocacy of children’s rights and women’s suffrage, as well as Josephine Goldmark, who worked for the National Consumers League. His brief, later called “the Brandeis Brief,” was the first brief submitted to the U.S. Supreme Court that used extra-legal data to prove an argument; the data were also used by the Court in its decision. The information not only helped Brandeis win the case but also ushered in a new era in which social scientific and scientific data, produced primarily at research universities, would become significant elements in legal arguments.26




A VALUE SYSTEM EMERGES

From 1880 to 1930, the values of science and the values taking shape on university campuses in general increasingly converged. Science and technology began to flower as never before, bringing the achievements of seventeenth-century England and nineteenth-century Germany to new heights. The values of science gave rise to the idea of a community of men and women of ideas, scholars and scientists who, under certain conditions, could produce highly original theories and discoveries—ones that ultimately could change the world.

The great transformation of higher learning in the United States represented nothing short of a revolution. It produced, in terms made familiar to us by philosopher and physicist Thomas Kuhn, a fundamental paradigm shift. When educated Americans thought about universities in 1880, if they thought about them at all, they thought of local colleges that focused almost exclusively on teaching: the transmission of knowledge from a professor to his students. This picture was entirely different from what they were apt to conjure up a half-century later. The local colleges had morphed into internationally oriented research universities—still not the best in the world, but with aspirations to that end.

By the end of the 1930s, most of the key ingredients in the making of the great American research university were in place. It was an amalgam of British, German, and distinctly American structures and practices in higher learning. To be sure, many important evolutionary changes would take place over the ensuing decades—changes that should not be underestimated. There would be variations of the basic model—for example, the extraordinary further development of highly specialized universities such as the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (founded in 1861), the California Institute of Technology (1891), and the Rockefeller Institute for Medical Research (1901). But by 1940 the fundamental structure and core values of the system were basically set. The research university had been cast in a form that would last for the rest of the twentieth century and beyond.

These university structures and values were shaped in part by trends in the larger society. One such trend was the general movement from elitism in the United States toward a greater belief in equality. America as “the land of opportunity” became part of the American ethos. People of all classes and backgrounds came to believe that education, particularly higher education, was a route to social mobility, and that talent should prevail in the distribution of social and economic rewards. This idea became an increasingly strong societal value, even if the nation was slow to translate it into practice.

A corollary of this trend was movement from “exclusion” to “inclusion.” This shift began during the first decades of the century, and by the 1930s, the doors of universities were starting to open to young people from various ethnic and religious backgrounds. The process toward inclusion of women as well as a broader range of ethnic and religious minorities would  have to wait for some time, and inclusion of racial minorities still longer, but at least the shift toward greater diversity had begun. After World War II, this trend would pick up speed, particularly after passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. As a result, the base for academic talent was expanded beyond what would have been imaginable during the neonatal years of the research university.

Research universities grew in size and complexity as the U.S. population increased and became more diverse. Because of the increasing societal interest in the results of science and technology, the university curriculum moved away from classical undergraduate training to include science, engineering, and other subjects relating to technological advancement. At the same time, previously rigid curricula offerings became more open; at many universities students were encouraged to explore a variety of subjects before settling on one or two areas of concentration. But as society demanded more specialized knowledge, more students went on to postgraduate studies, pursuing not just medical school and law school but also master’s and doctoral degrees in many different fields. These degrees satisfied society’s need to assure professional competence through certified training and more uniform and rigorous professional standards.

At the same time, these institutions began to think globally. America’s attention had shifted away from the domestic concerns that had dominated the Civil War era, Reconstruction, and the Gilded Age, turning outward to focus on World War I, the League of Nations, and the like; the universities mirrored this change as they gained prominence on the intellectual world stage and sought international prestige. Instead of recruiting exclusively from homegrown talent, they wanted to attract the best scholars, scientists, and students from wherever they might be found. Many universities, particularly state universities that had been born as land-grant schools, continued to place a high value on meeting state agricultural and industrial needs, but the best of America’s private and public universities added to their portfolios in ways that have produced a truly international orientation.

While early on these universities embraced the idea that path-breaking discoveries and research were at the core of their mission, they had few ways of generating the resources that would be needed to support such endeavors. Philanthropists and private foundations, such as the Rockefeller Foundation, the Carnegie Foundation, and the Russell Sage Foundation,  funded research, training, and travel in critically important ways for scholars and scientists. Nonetheless, during the early years, the research universities had very limited budgets to support research. There was still much that could be done—it was an age of “little science,” in which most laboratory work took place in small spaces, like Morgan’s fly room, that were occupied by a limited number of scientists and students. This type of science could be done at a world-class level in fields like physics and biology for far less than it would cost today—even accounting for the effects of inflation. Had the research universities been limited to private sources—as they were until 2009, for example, in carrying out stem cell research—they never could have grown into the creative engines they have become. They needed new streams of revenue to support basic and applied research, and eventually that would come from the federal government.

Meanwhile, scientific work intensified despite the funding problem, and the values of science rippled out to other disciplines, becoming key elements in the evolving idea of the university itself. The core values of the university system and the norms attached to them consisted of deeply held beliefs as well as principles that determined how individuals would act. They were organizing principles designed to support the institution in meeting its goals and mission. They influenced the types of social structures that developed to carry out the activities of the university. They were binding and constraining, in the sense that the faculty and university leaders embraced these values, believed in them, and internalized them. For the most part they were also consistent with the values based in the country’s democratic foundations that the majority of Americans were adopting.

Of course, a core value may exist without being fully internalized or realized.
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