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1 Introduction

Jeffrey Williams
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At first, I thought it would go away. Like last week’s news.

I mean, of course, the PC debacle, and the aggregate of factors that is usually associated with it: the massive PC sightings, primarily in the university; the castigation of academics, especially in the humanities, as stalinistically PC; the denunciation of contemporary critical theory (all those dirty words, like feminism, deconstruction, et al.); outrage at the purportedly pinko slant of intellectuals; fear and trembling at the corruption of Western civilization under the banner of multiculturalism, a perverse plot perpetrated by Afrocentric scholars; and so on. In short, the very public backlash against what’s gone on in the humanities and in critical social thought these past twenty-five years.

At first, I chalked up books like Allan Bloom’s Closing of the American Mind, probably the most prominent early siren call in the current conflagration, to the all-too-predictable tradition of the jeremiad against the university (the universities are going to hell, corrupting our young, ruining our civilization, etc.). After all, Bloom’s book—and the string of trailers, such as Kimball’s Tenured Radicals, Sykes’ Profscam, and D’Souza’s Illiberal Education—merely take up the torch from William F. Buckley’s God and Man at Yale, updating the story of the academic fall with a few spicy present-day anecdotes.

I thought all of this would prompt a round of alternately outraged, thoughtful, and depressing editorials (and perhaps an episode of 20–20) about the state of education, today’s youth, the decline of family values, and the three Rs, and then be over. To paraphrase the story of Chicken Little, the clouds would clear, the sky would still be there, and universities would carry on.

But it hasn’t gone away. In fact, it’s become more entrenched and entered that ethereal zone of common knowledge and accepted belief, that, yes, there’s a PC conspiracy and the university is permeated with them. The issue of and charges against PC have indelibly marked the terms of political debate and commentary in the U. S. Whether or not PC actually exists or if it’s an accurate charge, the rubric of PC has come to define a broad spectrum of liberal-left positions. Affirmative action, deconstruction, feminism, and multiculturalism are all conflated under the banner of PC. And the aspersion of PC has become a shorthand way to dismiss these positions out-of-hand, as ridiculous or tyrannical, shortcircuiting any sort of more elaborated debate or discussion.

It has become so pervasive that you can see it when you check out at the grocery store on this month’s cover of GQ, a magazine not noted for its political commentary, announcing the decade as the “PC Nineties.” You can hear it on sitcoms fairly regularly, and in fact a recent Beavis and Butthead carries a segment called “Politically Correct,” in which Butthead runs for class office and starts saying things like “Share your feelings.”

It’s not just a convenient media label, though. Beyond these examples, the PC slur has had material consequences in national politics, in policies that very directly bear on the humanities. I’ll give two instances. First, last summer’s Senate confirmation hearing for Sheldon Hackney as Chairman of the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH). Hackney went out of his way to denounce the “intellectual form of political correctness”—specifically naming deconstruction and poststructuralism—that maintain “that every thought is a political thought, that every statement is a political statement, so that there can be no objective tests for truth” (Burd, “Hackney Attacked”). After his tenure at Penn, during which a student was punished for yelling an allegedly racist remark at a group of black women, Hackney was compelled to make a sort of “I am not now, nor have I ever been” statement, distancing himself from PC and contemporary theory, of all things. His confirmation went smoothly after his strong anti-PC stand, even garnering the support of Senator Orrin Hatch. It is fairly clear that he would have had a much more difficult time and possibly not been confirmed, had he not named the name of and denounced deconstruction et al.

Second, one can see it in the new guidelines for applying to NEH “Centers for Advanced Study,” which explicitly state that:


The Centers for Advanced Study Program does not provide support for fellowships for … projects that are directed at persuading an audience to a particular political, philosophical, religious, or ideological point of view, or that advocate a particular program of social action or change, and projects that examine controversial issues without taking into account competing perspectives.



How this works out is a complicated matter, but how it translates in terms of the current climate, I think, is more simple: if your project carries the new dirty words—the words Hackney mentioned, deconstruction and poststructuralism—as well as the old dirty words—feminism and marxism—you may as well kiss a grant good-bye. In other words, this disclaimer excludes the great deal of work done these past twenty-five years under the auspices of those dirty words, what most scholars in the humanities consider pathbreaking developments. I won’t begin to argue here about the inherent political nature of any position, even a seemingly “neutral” aesthetic one—some of the essays that follow take this up far better than I can—but the point, again, is that the campaign against PC is more than just a function of a media fixation.

So, after all this and with the benefit of retrospective distance, what’s happened? Why this barrage, and why has it persisted? Why the extreme charge on PC and why are the political stakes so severe? Why now? This collection poses some answers to these questions, taking a number of different angles on this thing called PC and its allied outlaws, theory and the university. Overall, the essays collected here offer the following interrelated explanations of the PC troubles:

	the fruition of the right turn in politics through the eighties under Reagan-Bush;

	the right reversal of “the sixties” and what they have come to represent, notably the social policies associated with the sixties (civil rights, women’s rights, welfare, etc.);

	a manifestation of class and of the massive shifting of wealth accomplished through the eighties, in part tied to the reversal of sixties social programs, providing an ideological or public relations program to justify this shift (talk of equal rights can then be dismissed as hopelessly PC, so the money slide can go on relatively unimpeded);

	a result of the techniques and ideology of managerial democracy in late capitalism, whereby power is maintained in a flexible, decentered economic system by the maintenance of a common culture;

	the general bias of the media to a conservative-right politics and to unexamined explanations from “official” sources (contrary to the common belief that the media represents liberal concerns, it is owned and controlled largely by conservative corporate interests and draws on a cadre of establishment sources);

	a backlash against any oppositional or left critical discourses that can be encompassed by “theory” (again, obviously marxism and feminism, but deconstruction also carried with it the gesture of critique of “Western metaphysics” and all that entails);

	a backlash against “theory” as a symptom of the sixties and its radicalized discourse and social thought;

	a result of the residual strand of anti-intellectualism in American life;

	a bias against the academy, related to anti-intellectualism, as otherworldly (an ivory tower), as outside or unaware of real world concerns (as the columnist Lewis Grizzard puts it, “head of the sociology department at some large, liberal-thinking college or university like Harvard or Stanford or Pussy Willow A & M, who says a lot of things you don’t understand. And for good reason. What people like that say rarely makes sense” [9]);

	a bias against the academy, on the other hand, as a bed of radicals, lefties, and other enemies of the free world (the fear is that academics or intellectuals make too much sense and have too much effect, and aren’t cloistered enough);

	a manifestation of the right turn in taking back social programs, also in taking back universities from their populist and reasonably democratic use in the sixties and seventies (as evidenced by reductions in aid under Reagan);

	a figural displacement or substitute for communism, thereby filling a prime need and place as a right ideological target.1


Overall, the PC debacle or the culture war occurs at the confluence of all of these factors. In part, the message of this collection is that there’s no simple answer—that it’s a reactionary conspiracy, that’s it’s just a flashy media story—to why this has come about. However, I would locate these changes within the general context of post-Fordism, a context that David Harvey amply details in The Condition of Postmodernity. In other words, the impulse to demonize PC is not just about taking back the sixties, out of spleen or whatever else. Rather, at the risk of blatant economic determinism, I would say that the sixties were enabled by the moment of Fordism, of a relatively successful Keynesian economy that permitted a certain luxury, whereas the eighties and nineties show a turn to a different economic moment, to the bleak Hobbesian corporate climate that has promulgated a severe division of labor among the employed and unemployed, and even more so among the employed (but overworked) middle class and the underemployed, those who have available to them only what Douglas Coupland calls “McJobs.” In the present multinational, consumerist, postmodern corporate climate, socialist or populist critique is sidestepped or flat out banned as PC. Any talk of egalitarian principles is scorned or spurned as hopelessly PC. Further, in this context, the democratized university is an inefficient, obsolete notion and not cost-effective, so the PC scare gives a rationale for dismantling it, or at least as it is currently constituted. In sum, the PC scare is a savvy ideological power play that negates any opposition or critique from the outset, a highly successful public relations campaign that cushions and justifies the current corporate redistribution of wealth and organization of life.

While I think that this is a particularly ominous sign of the times, there is one salutary lesson we can take from this morass: intellectuals do have some cards. The ideological fervor against PC is a register of the power that intellectuals, particularly those in the university and even those in the humanities, hold. Believe it or not.

Let me put this in a slightly different way. Think of all the lawyer jokes. For instance, the one about a lawyer, a doctor, a priest, and a ship’s captain being stranded on a life raft. I don’t know if I have the joke quite right, but I think it goes something like this: there’s no food or water on the boat, but there’s a storage locker loaded with supplies floating about a hundred feet off. Unfortunately, they don’t have any oars, and their raft can barely move with all of them in it anyway. So someone has to swim to the supplies to bring them back. There’s one problem, though: sharks are circling ominously.

They have trouble deciding who’s going to go. The priest selflessly volunteers first, but he’s elderly so they rule him out. Next, the ship’s captain says he’ll go. After all, it’s his duty. He dives into the water and before he’s halfway there, he’s torn apart by sharks. Alas, someone else has to go. The doctor confesses he can’t swim, so the lawyer reluctantly says he’ll do it. He dives in, swims to the storage locker, pulls it back, and climbs into the raft. They’re all amazed and ask him how he made it, how he avoided the sharks. He tersely replies, “Professional courtesy.”

This might be an example of lawyerism, of the rampant bias against lawyers, but let that lie for now. The point I would take from this is that lawyers are perceived as powerful, as having real and effectual force in the world and among those around them. Even though it might not be especially flattering to be compared to a shark, they have juice that even sharks regard.

Think about this joke in a slightly different way. What would happen to a humanities professor? Before the PC thing, one might guess that the professor wouldn’t get very far (although the sharks might spit him or her out for being too prissily tweedy). On the other hand, one can imagine the joke updated with a feminist jumping in. À la Lorena Bobbitt, that joke might have it that the feminist cuts off the shark’s fin and swims back unscathed. Now, this is conjectural and I’m not trying to dis feminists; rather, the point is that feminists are perceived as having some consequence and material effect in the world. Jokes like this are registers of public place and political power. Feminists are now perceived as having some weapons, as carrying some means to fight back, in the public sphere. Granted, there are a lot of sharks, but this change isn’t negligible.

To go back to the humanities professor, the new-breed PC humanities professor would perhaps wash the sharks’ mouths out with soap or charge them with harassment. Whether or not these seem particularly heroic responses, they at least have the effect of countering the sharks. In this, the PC thing provides a register of the power of the critique that the humanities can offer, the power and place that intellectuals hold, the potential force and effect of theory and its affiliated social discourses, and the public place and forum the university offers in current political debate.

At one point, I thought an apt title for this collection would be “The Academy Speaks Back.” For it sets straight some of the charges against a PC-infiltrated university. Further, it gives voice precisely to those people in universities—all of the authors here are university-affiliated (in a variety of places and at different levels)—and their more measured, reasoned, and documented responses to charges of PC felonies. In that way, I hope the collection serves to provide an antidote to the superficial and blatantly slanted public coverage of the issues imbricated in PC.

However, I would desist from that title now because I would identify many of the contributors here as public intellectuals. To take up Henry Giroux’s argument, we are in a public sphere just by virtue of being in a classroom. And rather than apologizing for or having a bad conscience about being located in a university, I would argue that the university is currently one of the few open public spaces available to Americans, offering a plethora of public voices and conversations, of positions and arguments, of theories and debates. In some ways, the attention to universities is a register of their prospect as a public sphere, as a locus for critical debate on public issues that can, in turn, affect and alter public policy.

Additionally, people like Richard Ohmann, Joan Scott, Michael Bérubé, Bruce Robbins, Gerald Graff, and the other authors here have a more than tunnel-visioned “academic” purview and don’t just write in arcane journals about vowel pronunciation in middle English—or about deconstructive abymes in Milton, for that matter. By their writing here and elsewhere, they expand the normally limited notion of what it means to be an academic, and push that notion to public significance. If I were to give it a name, I would call this intermediate genre of writing, somewhere between journalism and high criticism, public theory. That is, it doesn’t desist from theory, but on the other hand, its use of theory isn’t obscure and arcane, merely an intra-academic game. The discourses collected under and enabled by the relatively new discipline of theory have relevance to and intervene in debates on public issues. (This is a lesson we could have learned from an unlikely source, Bush policy analyst Francis Fukuyama.) Whether or not theory is foundational or its consequences can be determined in advance, our theoretical commitments indicate where we stand, where we weigh in on those debates. The recent turn from theory—in literary debates in the new historicism (a history without politics or denuded of political valence), in the “against theory” movement, as well as in the backlash against theory in more popular discourse—is a move of bad faith precisely because it enables the neutralizing of intellectuals, and their removal from any public function. While this might be consoling news to the right, it doesn’t sit well with the contributors here.

To quote Michael Bérubé from another context, “It’s a beastly rough crowd I run with” (“Discipline and Theory”), and we didn’t go into the university to escape from the vissicitudes and stakes of public issues. More likely, to engage them.

February 1994


Note

	Carol  Iannone’s recent article in Commentary plays off this analogy to communism gratuitously. Entitled “PC with a Human Face,” it mimics Henri-Claude Lévy’s influential 1976 Barbarisme avec une visage humaine. Lévy’s book was a rallying call for the French left in turning against Communism as Stalinism, and represents an end of much significant debate on marxism in France. How the values of PC—presumably, against racism, sexism, etc.—turn out to be a sort of barbarism defies explanation (one would think over-refinement, if anything), and how saying chairperson instead of chairman compares to Stalinism seems not only ludicrous but intellectually in bad faith, akin to comparing a sports loss to the Holocaust. Such scruples fall beyond Iannone’s ken, though.
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2 On “PC” and Related Matters

Richard Ohmann
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The PC spasm has been an odd experience, to say the least, for the left and feminist people with whom I spend much of my political time.1 In this essay I will try to describe the oddness and venture an explanation of it, speaking from a position that sets off radical politics both from the scandalized attacks on political correctness and from PC itself.

I will assume readers’ familiarity with the assault on multiculturalism and political correctness that simmered through the Reagan years, gained bestsellerdom with Bloom’s Closing of the American Mind, then burst into the pages of Newsweek, New York Magazine, the New York Times, and many other periodicals, as well as onto TV screens, beginning late in 1990. Right wingers of various stripes piled on: academics and former academics like Peter Shaw, Roger Kimball, Stephen Balch, Carol Iannone, many of them gathered in the National Association of Scholars (NAS); pundits like George Will, William Safire, and Richard Bernstein; official and semi-official intellectuals of the Reagan-Bush regime like William Bennett, Lynne Cheney, Herbert London, and Dinesh D’ Souza; and the education President himself, in his 1991 University of Michigan commencement speech, declaring war against political correctness and “the boring politics of division and derision.”

Most of these analyses and polemics either argued or just took it as given that an unholy alliance of radicals had staged a successful coup on the campuses: migrants from sixties movements into the tenured ranks of faculties, aided by a clamorous minority and other students in racial and subcultural groupings; by administrations caving in to the pressure for speech codes and frivolous anticanonical curricula; by affirmative action policies that jeopardized standards and the fortunes of qualified white males; by professional societies infiltrated by feminists, marxists, homosexuals, and other enemies of traditional knowledge, intellectual rigor, and American values. This premise of a left dominant in the universities and endangering the openness of American intellectual life, with only a few conservative voices in the wilderness to sound warning, was passing strange on the face of it. The previous decade had been a time of conservative ascendency in the nation, after all. And while universities without question harbored many dissident instructors, students from previously excluded groups, and ideas derived from sixties movements, few calm observers saw them as achieving a new reigning orthodoxy, or in fact much more than a beachhead.

A few random takes on the PC university, circa 1990: about six percent of faculty members identified their politics as “left,” a proportion that hadn’t changed significantly in thirty years. Ninety percent of tenure track faculty members were white; four percent were black; that latter percentage is declining, along with the population of black graduate and undergraduate students. In the humanities, heartland of political correctness in the opinion of the right, the agency that supports more research than all others taken together—the National Endowment for the Humanities—was firmly in the control of conservatives. Lynne Cheney was packing its board (the National Humanities Council) with NAS members and their political allies, and intervening directly in the funding of scholarly and curricular proposals.2 Feminist and left projects will be starved for years to come by her appointees, even though she has passed from the scene. I could go on, but readers of this book know well that, however welcome to many of us the diversification of thought and personnel in colleges since 1965, those changes have been modest, far from revolutionary, and under siege at the moment when the right chose to represent us as bullies in power.

The PC campaign was odd in another way to people like me. We think of our politics as radical, and quite a few of us have tenure, so we would seem to be the target of Roger Kimball’s Tenured Radicals and other alarmist commentaries. Yet by and large we didn’t find our names on their hit lists or recognize ourselves in their descriptions.

Not to put too fine a point on it, we work in whatever small ways we can toward the end of capitalist patriarchy: not just canon reform or a deconstruction of Paradise Lost, but the transformation of society. Most of us don’t expect it to happen with a bang, or indeed within our lifetimes, but the horizon of our hopes is dismantling the corporate structure; taking away the money and power of those who own most of productive capital, and thus the right to decide the future of this beleaguered planet; eliminating the war machines and the death squads; ending male and white supremacy; and building a social order around the ideals of full equality and democratic planning. We don’t know how to do all this. We have no blueprint for the future. We belong to no vanguard parties. Of the “us” among whom I locate myself, few are Leninists, only some are marxists. We didn’t rest our hopes in the Soviet Union. We are socialists and feminists convinced that the present economic and social system has finished its historical work—including some good and much evil—and entered a phase of disorder and destruction whose outcroppings are everywhere plain. Just read the news.

We think ordinary people can make something new, something better. We ally ourselves with the millions in this country and around the world working for something that would be worth calling democracy, whether it’s called socialism or not. And most of us join in that work, outside of classrooms and academic conferences. We work in peace organizations, women’s groups, Central American support networks, tenants’ organizing groups, gay rights groups, progressive unions, groups for Palestinian autonomy, reproductive rights groups, environmental groups, and so on and on. I don’t want this to sound too virtuous and risky. We are professors. We grade papers and go to committee meetings. We are middle class people who live in decent homes and, if we are arrested at a demonstration, are quickly and safely out of jail: we don’t suffer beatings, torture, and rape there, as do many of our brothers and sisters who are political prisoners. To claim for ourselves the name of revolutionaries would strike us as rather too grand. But we think in those terms, and we are active. Tenured radicals, in short.

So what charges does the right lay against us? That we want to smash the state and eat the rich? Not at all. It says that we care only about theory. That we write in elitist jargons. That we don’t believe texts have meanings. That we hate literary classics. That we think culture no more than an expression of economic relations and prejudices of race, class, and gender. That we endorse the claims of every oppressed subculture, including the claim to separatism. That we don’t believe in values. That we dissolve history into texts. That, in sum, we are clowning mandarins—even when occasionally seen as “dangerous” (thank you, George Will).

Putting aside injured dignity, I would stress that the PC frenzy has given politics a bizarre twist. Bush intellectuals and their NAS allies, with help from the befuddled media, gained an astonishing amount of national attention for mischaracterization of academic radicals and an absurdly inflated account of their power. Why this strategy? Why now? Why so effective?

To work toward some conjectures, I refer these questions to the familiar understanding of education as figuring importantly in the hegemonic process. In a working hegemony, power filters through innumerable laws, institutions, daily practices, attitudes, and needs, so that except to those directly under the heel of the policeman it feels less like rule than like what Gramsci called common sense. It saturates experience, consciousness, and customary relations with other people to the extent that inequality and domination seem normal or invisible. In this process, education helps reproduce the inequities of the social order, but it still does so in ways widely accepted as fair and natural. The ideology of equal opportunity and merit rewarded has been quite serviceable toward that end through large parts of our history, obscuring the decisive advantages of family position and wealth, the differential access of young people to cultural capital and networks of privilege, the politics of tracking, and the operation of the hidden curriculum to discourage and derogate those not adapted by birth and rearing to the culture of school. When the system is working smoothly, not just its main beneficiaries, but also its victims understand their life chances and trajectories as resulting from differences in individual ability, effort, and choice.

No hegemony stays automatically in place or unproblematically retains its appearance as common sense. As Raymond Williams put it:

a lived hegemony … has continually to be renewed, recreated, defended, and modified. It is also continually resisted, limited, altered, challenged by pressures not at all its own. … At any time, forms of alternative or directly oppositional politics and culture exist as significant elements in the society. (112–13)


Surely we are living in a time of strenuous effort to renew, recreate, defend, and modify the hegemony of the U.S. ruling class and its confederate elites; the wars of education and culture are part of this effort, and of resistance to it.

I think the reconstructive effort, including the PC campaign, to be overdetermined in some obvious and some less obvious ways. First, there is of course the long decline of American capitalism since the postwar boom began to taper off at the end of the 1960s, while European and East Asian economies rapidly expanded. Although our country still dominates the world militarily, it is evident that the economic base of that power is eroding. Attempts to rebuild it on new terms through the 1980s led to an increase in inequality that is now a cliché even in mainstream media, and to deepening social and environmental pathologies, also a subject of regular analysis and lament in the public arena.

Second, just when the economic system was reaching the limit of its ability to improve material life for each successive generation, 1960s political movements came along to demand more equal shares in the distribution of goods and in political power. Whatever the willingness of those in charge to respond to such demands, increasing stagnation in the productive apparatus made it impossible to cut in these new claimants, even to the grudging extent that the white, male, industrial workforce had been cut in during the 1940s and 1950s. But the new movements did establish the state as an arena of struggle over entitlements and fix the social categories—blacks, women, Latinos, etc.—by whose fortunes the legitimacy of the social order would in part be measured. Thus, for instance, the widespread perception of the Rodney King affair and the Los Angeles riots not as isolated outrages but as symptoms of profound social failure.

Sixties movements had also enabled that kind of critique through later decades, by insisting that the Vietnam War, white supremacy, male domination, environmental damage, and so on, were problems to be solved by liberal management. Comprehensive analyses—marxist, feminist, ecological—gained currency and remained available as challenges to mainstream common sense, even through the right-wing resurgency of the 1980s.

Needless to say, these strains of critical thought took root especially in universities. Among their targets were the educational system itself and the official knowledges it produced and purveyed. Taken together, challenges to the authority of high culture, to bourgeois political economy, to the exclusions and blind spots of traditional history, to Eurocentrism, to male and heterosexist assumptions in many disciplines, and to the power relations embedded in the educational institution and its pedagogies amounted to a running contest over cultural capital. Far from hegemonic even in universities, these projects have at best constituted an embryonic counter-hegemony, linked as they have been to new and sometimes militant groups of students in the universities and to social movements outside.

I would add a fourth point: as the contemporary university system took shape in the postwar period, it became a much more critical site of social reproduction than before, and a central locus too for the vastly expanded professional-managerial class (PMC) whose activities mediate and shore up capitalist rule in innumerable ways. The 1960s showed that the loyalty of this class, especially of its youth, is far from secure. So the questions of who might function as organic intellectuals of the PMC and what forms its cultural capital might assume have taken on a good deal of political importance—the more so in a time when the place one may attain in the social hierarchy depends more and more on access to education.3

In short, our recent history has provided more than enough reasons for those seeking to defend and recreate the domestic hegemony of capitalism to engage in battle over the content and practices of higher education. The right had undertaken the battle as a matter of conscious policy, starting within the Heritage Foundation and other strategic planning centers, pursuing a flawed tactic through Accuracy in Academia, and finally hitting its stride with the National Association of Scholars and the media success of its attacks on political correctness and multiculturalism. But why has it framed its attacks in this way, rather than directing its fire toward the nascent counter-hegemony of the anticapitalist left and its academic counterparts? And why has the tactic worked so well at least in the short run?

I suggest two related answers. First, as a result of the dissolution of the Soviet empire, the right has finally been able to see beyond communism as the portmanteau threat to “freedom.” The demise of actually existing socialism abroad may have reduced the conservative obsession with the prospect of socialism in the U.S.—a small threat indeed just now—and allowed more attention to the forms that native dissidence was in fact taking. Second, those forms had long since splintered off from whatever coherent center “the movement” might have claimed in 1970, and were carrying opposition forward in a variety of new social movements, only intermittently and loosely brought together in nonce coalitions. Furthermore, each of these social movements has generated a variant or a strain that emphasizes subcultural identity and a politics of lifestyle.4 From identity politics has sprung a particular kind of multiculturalism and the drive toward political correctness, which may be best understood as the effort—by people in social movements and by others who are not in them but see them as authentic challenges to hierarchy and injustice—to respect each politically constructed identity, culture, and lifestyle on its own terms. The right has, I think, recognized both the strength and the weakness of identity politics, and chosen to attack it at the point where it offers least promise of an embracing, transformative vision, least promise of genuinely threatening solidarity.

The battle thus joined has been, to say the least, a frustrating spectacle for those with hopes and allegiances like mine. Let me encapsulate the frustration a bit overschematically, with respect to multiculturalism and political correctness, two issues on which many of us disagree with both so-called sides. The right sees multiculturalism as an eroding of “the” Western tradition, an attack on esthetic values and on value generally, a privileging of the third-rate, a campaign for ignorance, and a desecration of culture. I read through these concerns to a wish that the same people who managed cultural capital seventy-five years ago would again be in uncontested charge of it, and would not have to sit in meeting rooms with women, minorities, and radicals who might challenge its authority—might want to study it as a particular historical construction rather than as the embodiment of timeless universals. Given only the choices presented to us by the media, my political friends and I would grit our teeth and choose multiculturalism, which at least weighs in against the blindness of the dominant to what they dominate, fosters respectful interest in the variety of the world’s peoples, adheres to such ideals as that of affirmative action, and argues an emancipatory project for education.

But we are not that keen for what often presents itself as multiculturalism. There is a version of it that takes the people of the world to be parceled out into cultures and subcultures, each self-contained and uniform, and each knowable only to its members, so that, for instance, only a Chicana would have the authority to teach about Chicana poetry. On the contrary, we think that all cultures are in continuous exchange with others, and that even the smallest societies are not homogeneous but embrace their own hierarchies and conflicts. The search for purity is futile. Worse, it precludes learning about cultures from outside and certifies only the “other” as a source of knowledge about other cultures. It also tends to valorize raw experience as the privileged foundation of knowledge, and to forbid critique of cultures except from within. This sort of multiculturalism sees people as always intrinsically what they are—black lesbians, white male homosexuals, and so on. Its essentialism is almost as disturbing as the fatuous universalism of the right. On top of that, it leads to a politics of identity that makes any encompassing solidarity against capitalist patriarchy hard indeed to imagine. The fact that multiculturalism has become a slogan of many college administrations and funding sources suggests how unthreatening it is to the holders of power, and how easy to contain and control in the guise of “diversity,” not to mention its usefulness in training global corporate managers.

As for political correctness, the right apparently feels not only itself but the very possibility of civilized discourse to be under siege by a phalanx of rude and stone-faced thought-cops who enforce a tyranny of newspeak, censorship, and fear. Pardon me again if I read through these touching tales of martyrdom, these ringing defenses of free speech, and see behind them an undying enmity toward sixties movements, toward whatever remains of their democratizing force in universities, and toward any challenge to dominant groups and ideas. Whatever else happened in the sixties, universities opened then to new students and to critical ideas, both new and long silenced. The right would like to cancel those gains. Given the choice presented by it and by the complaisant media, my friends and I would swallow hard and line up with the politically correct, who at least unambiguously dislike white supremacy, male supremacy, and all the “isms” that disrespect and demean.

But much about the PC phenomenon drives us up the ivied walls. Censorship, of course: we’ll all take a loyalty oath to free speech. I pay dues to the American Civil Liberties Union and endorse most of its positions. And if it’s OK for the Klan to speak on campus, it’s surely OK for our NAS colleagues to teach their classes (with unaccustomed responsibility for their ideas, of course). The few incidents of actual censorship, however, incidents recycled endlessly through the media, and those of egregious bad manners (with no censorship involved) that draw headlines like “Return of the Storm Troopers” are not what we mainly hold against PC, much as we deplore them. We object to PC because it is often a self-indulgent substitute for politics, a holier-than-thou moralism of the good, a politics of surfaces and gestures. In this extreme form it amounts to a conviction that the ills of the social order will be cured when executives no longer call their secretaries “girls” and thin people stop using the word “fat.” As the right correctly (!) perceives, this is also a politics of separate issues, a catechism that can be memorized by sophomore year, a “cluster of opinions about race, ecology, feminism, culture, and foreign policy” (Bernstein).

What’s missing is any perception that these issues are knit together in a whole system of domination, which might be grasped as a totality and strategically opposed. To be sure, in everyday life we in the socialist feminist left also spend a lot of energy fighting specific injustices. Nobody can totalize much of the time. But unless local actions are guided by a unifying analysis and vision, they will forever be a discrete series of defensive maneuvers. And certainly discrete attitudes don’t add up to a radical politics; they aren’t even politically correct, in the bad old Stalinist sense that we have evoked for years, always ironically, when we have used the now useless term.

These debates will block understanding, if carried forward in their present terms. For instance, they hide the role of the right itself in generating excesses of PC multiculturalism, by trimming alternative programs until the dispossessed are left fighting one another for jobs and turf. More broadly, the media spasm about PC obscures the fact that battles over the canon and insulting language take place in just a small corner of the university, and an even smaller corner of the overall educational system. In the university as a whole, the core curriculum is neither Shakespeare nor Alice Walker. It is accounting, computer programming, training for service jobs or for Wall Street high flying, and acceptance of such divisions of labor as natural and unchangeable: in short, the quiet reproduction of inequality and political hopelessness. Add K–12, and the whole curriculum reveals itself as a far-from-benign neglect of most students and teachers. That’s the only curriculum the right has proposed for just about everyone who doesn’t make it to Harvard.

But we won’t get far in opposing their program by lining up with the politically correct. We must defend them when cornered: they are not our enemy, and the right-wing intellectuals are. But let’s remember that our aim is not to affirm cultural identities and enforce correct attitudes; it is to scrap the tired yet violent project of capitalist patriarchy and move on to a new one that will allow human beings to flourish in their common weal.


Notes

	Throughout this essay I draw on conversations with a group of left academics from southern New England, the editorial board of Radical Teacher, and the planning committee at the Center for the Humanities at Wesleyan University. A different version of the essay appeared in Radical Teacher.

	According to one former staffer, Cheney was “starting to tell the division heads who they can have on their panels” of reviewers. According to another, the name of even one “undesirable, leftist scholar” attached to a proposal could kill it (see Burd, “Chairman”). I think in retrospect that opponents of Carol Iannone’s nomination to the Council (including me) were wrong to take the apolitical “high road” and object only to her credentials. Cheney saw the opposition as political anyhow, and learned an easy lesson from the fight: her eight later nominees were uniformly conservative and impeccably credentialed.

	Along the way I have drawn on ideas from Denning and Plotke.

	Many have made this kind of observation; a good critical statement of it is L. A. Kauffman. As Kauffman pointedly suggests, in the values it expresses, “individual solutions to social problems, attention to lifestyle, choice,” identity politics “mirror[s] the ideology of the marketplace” (78).
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If there were any doubt that the production of knowledge is a political enterprise that involves contest among conflicting interests, the raging debates of the last few years should have dispelled them.1 What counts as knowledge? Who gets to define what counts as knowledge? These are difficult problems, never easy to resolve, but it is the function of universities to grapple with them.

Those who deny the existence of these problems and who would suppress discussion of them are not without their politics; they simply promote their orthodoxy in the name of an unquestioned and unquestionable tradition, universality, or history. They attack those who challenge their ideas as dangerous and subversive, antithetical to the academic enterprise. They offer themselves as apostles of timeless truths, when in fact they are enemies of change. The cry that politics has recently invaded the university, imported by sixties radicals, is an example of the defense of orthodoxy; it is itself a political attempt to distract attention from the fact that there are serious issues at stake and more than one valid side to the story in the current debates about knowledge.

What we are witnessing these days is not simply a set of internal debates about what universities should teach and what students should learn. Journalists and politicians have joined the fray and added a new dimension to it. There is much more at stake in their campaign against “political correctness” than a concern with excessive moralism, affirmative action, and freedom of speech in the academy. Rather, the entire enterprise of the university has come under attack, and with it that aspect that intellectuals most value and that the humanities most typically represent: a critical, skeptical approach to all that a society takes most for granted.

The far-ranging scrutiny of university practices—curricular change, admissions standards, fellowship awards, disciplinary codes, hiring and tenure procedures, teaching loads, “useless” time spent on research, accreditation standards—attempts to delegitimize the philosophical and institutional bases from which social and cultural criticism have come. We are experiencing another phase of the ongoing Reagan-Bush revolution which, having packed the courts and privatized the economy, now seeks to neutralize the space of ideological and cultural nonconformity by discrediting it.

Academics ought to be alarmed at the onslaught, for the conservative agenda would deny us our most valuable—and pleasurable—activity: thinking hard about everything, from obscure texts to our present condition, and teaching others how to think that way. The current situation requires this kind of critical thinking. It calls for an attempt to understand what is going on, to enter the fray, not necessarily by choosing sides exactly as they have been defined by others, but by analyzing the entire situation and looking for new ways to address questions about the production and transmission of knowledge in increasingly diverse and, for that reason, necessarily conflicted academic communities. This essay aims less at taking sides—though you will have gathered already that I am not neutral—than at provoking thoughts about what is needed to guarantee the future of universities as centers of inquiry and critical reflection.

Since provocation can take many forms, there are five parts to this essay, each a preliminary mapping of a complex and contradictory field.


Paranoids, Fetishists, and Imposters

I was tempted, in a fit of rhetorical excess, to follow the sensationalist lead of Camille Paglia and call this entire article “Paranoids, Fetishists, and Imposters.” What better way to characterize the small band of publicists who have taken it upon themselves to banish “political correctness” from the academy, and with it affirmative action, multiculturalism, curricular innovation, and all serious attention to those institutional structures of inequality that produce racism, sexism, and other forms of discrimination? I would have used the terms paranoids, festishists, and imposters not as epithets but as diagnoses, because they seem to me to capture something of the doubleness at play in the publicists’ game. Such an analysis would have gone something like this:

Paranoia involves the projection of one’s own fears outward. The sense of one’s own weakness and instability becomes the perception of an external danger; instead of acknowledging the limits, even the fictional qualities of his power, the paranoid attributes these to a threat from outside.

The result is an extreme polarization. On the one side there is a flawless, innocent victim, on the other an aggressive, destructive force. Much of the critique of multiculturalism and “political correctness” is structured exactly in these terms. The danger is depicted as coming from outsiders, often minorities (“minority,” in the publicists’ usage, alludes to those who have lost in democratic elections and so are justifiably outside; in that way the issue is shifted from race and discrimination to individuals and democracy), people who are somehow sore losers and seek revenge by attacking the university, Western civilization, democracy, its representatives, and its values.

Rarely is the historic inhospitability of universities to various minorities mentioned. To read Dinesh D’Souza, one would never know that Jews were deliberately excluded from university faculties until after World War II, that women were until recently systematically denied appointment at most research universities because of their sex, and that blacks were not admitted as students or hired as faculty at many public and private universities until the 1960s. Nor would they know of the campaigns he participated in during the last decade to make blacks, women, and homosexuals unwelcome at Dartmouth and Princeton. One would think only that universities were completely accessible communities for those excellent individuals who deserved to be in them until the radicals arrived.

Rarely, too, are the difficulties of minorities acknowledged to have been produced by the democratic institutions that are being ardently defended. Reading the New Republic’s special issue on campus racism, one forgets that racism is a problem internal (but not unique) to democracy and Western civilization; instead those proposing reform are depicted as outsiders whose agenda will only subvert an essentially good system. The danger to society, or at least to the university, one concludes from reading that issue, is not its own racism but an alien multiculturalism that is being imposed “from outside.”

The fetishist worships an object that both avows and obscures the real stimulus to his desire. The displacement of erotic attention from, say, the female genitals to the foot covers the fetishist’s shame about his initial desire, but allows him to pursue it by substituting a part for the whole.

In the current controversies, the publicists have substituted “tradition” (the embodiment of taste, culture, and cumulative wisdom) for the white male privilege they so deeply desire and want to protect. To read their accounts of “tradition,” one would not know that it is largely invented, always contested, and that what has counted as tradition has changed from generation to generation. Canons are, after all, heuristic devices for exemplifying the literary or the philosophical or the artistic, they are not—as the publicists would have it—timeless and unique repositories of human truths.

The fetishizing of “tradition” allows the publicists to present a particular version of culture—one that does give priority to the writing and viewpoints of European white men—as if it were the only true version, without, however, acknowledging its particularity and exclusiveness. This kind of practice, which discounts and silences the voices and experiences of others, is profoundly undemocratic. In the guise of protecting an objectively established “tradition,” the publicists can disavow any association with undemocratic practices while still engaging in them.

Imposters are those who pretend to be what they are not. Those they imitate are the objects both of their deep desire and their jealous resentment. Their imitative behavior conveys both admiration and hatred.

In the current situation, those leading the campaign against the university and making judgments about its theoretical debates are posing as knowledgeable scholars and hoping to be mistaken for them. Serious intellectuals have only to read the self-assured, hopelessly ill-informed, and simply wrong descriptions of deconstruction, psychoanalysis, feminism or any other serious theory by the likes of D’Souza, Richard Bernstein, David Lehman, Roger Kimball, Hilton Kramer, George Will—and even Camille Paglia—to understand the scam. They will recognize people for whom teaching has no real value, for whom literature is a pawn in a political argument but not a passionate commitment to the play of language and the pleasure of reading.

It is in their ambivalent stance of attraction and resentment that one can detect the imposters. The superficiality of their accounts, their large generalizations based on a few scattered (but repeatedly cited) examples, and their obvious ignorance of the topics they write about suggest that their project is motivated not by serious intellectual concern, but by another kind of personal and political agenda.

For those who have some familiarity with the operation of universities and with the intellectual matters under discussion, the imposters’ writings are an embarrassment, lacking as they do any serious historical and philosophical foundations and all grasp, therefore, of the issues. But their anger at the very scholars they long to emulate, as well as their superficial comprehension of what is often difficult, specialized, and abstruse writing, seems to have worked in some quarters. That is partly because the publicists have assumed another persona beside that of the intellectual: they pretend to represent the common man—whom, as elitists, they also loathe. They claim to speak for a democratic public that knows truth when it sees it, that is suspicious of elitism and shrewd in its ability to detect falsehood.

That marginal intellectuals, conservative journalists, and disaffected scholars are taken to represent this public is hardly credible from one perspective; from another—that of history—it becomes understandable. The fraud works because it taps into a deep tendency in American culture, that of suspicion and hostility to intellectuals, a tendency of long-standing, that is ever available for political battles. An examination of that tendency provides perspective on the appeal that the paranoids, fetishists, and imposters seem to be having these days. And it shows why thinking about the small band of publicists only in clinical terms, or focusing on them as the key to the current “crisis,” is not enough.


Anti-Intellectualism in American Life

In 1962, as McCarthyism waned, the economy expanded, and hopes ran high for social justice, Richard Hofstadter published a book that attempted to explain in broad, historical terms “the political and intellectual conditions of the 1950’s” (3). Hofstadter argued that the anti-intellectualism of the fifties, expressed in contempt for “egg-heads” and carried out by malicious inquisitions into the activities of university professors, was not new but a recurring feature of American life. “Our anti-intellectualism,” he wrote, “is older than our national identity, and has a long historical background” (6).

Hofstadter defined anti-intellectualism as “a resentment and suspicion of the life of the mind and of those who are considered to represent it; and a disposition constantly to minimize the value of that life” (7). What was most feared about intellectuals was their critical relationship to society, their insistence on independence, and their freedom from practical restrictions. “The intellect is always on the move against something: some oppression, fraud, illusion, dogma, or interest is constantly falling under the scrutiny of the intellectual class and becoming the object of exposure, indignation, or ridicule” (45). This has led intellectuals to support movements for social justice, to embrace avant-garde artistic experimentation, to question government policy, and to challenge assumptions about what counts as nature, science, morals, and politics.

Suspicion of intellectual work and its critical impulses has come from many quarters: from evangelical religious leaders who stressed the power of spirit over reason, heart over mind; from those cultural leaders who saw American uniqueness in its closeness to nature and the land; from businessmen who extolled masculine practicality, efficiency, and a cult of action; from politicians who insisted that education serve the needs of democracy by providing a common denominator of “useful knowledge” for all citizens; and (most interesting from our perspective) from educational reformers whose egalitarianism associated intellectual work with elitism and whose sense of democracy focused on developing the inner resources and personality of the child.

According to Hofstadter, there has been a paradoxical relationship between democracy and anti-intellectualism that has led to the consistent undervaluation of teaching as a profession and of critical intelligence as a national resource. The result is a chronically impoverished educational system that prefers rote learning to the cultivation of critical thinking, and that—as is now about to be the case—would rather spend money on national testing than on substantive programs or teachers’ salaries. Periodic cries of alarm about the lack of preparation of students—the inability of the United States to compete with Germany in the heyday of its industrial development, with the Soviet Union at the time of Sputnik, or now with Japan in these days of economic competition—lead again and again to proposals for reform; but even in these periods, the proponents of Hofstadter’s vision of education as the cultivation of intellect have a hard time making themselves heard.

One of the fascinating aspects of Hofstadter’s analysis is the point that anti-intellectualism is often expressed by those in some way responsible for education. It is sometimes incorporated by intellectuals themselves into anxiety about the social utility (the relevance) of their intellectual work. It is often, too, expressed in proposals for undergraduate reform: the perpetuation of an ossified classical curriculum in liberal arts colleges in the early nineteenth century in the name of “tradition” is one example Hofstadter offers. In those times, for patrician or “mugwump culture,” reform meant resistance to change, the inculcation of “correct taste” and “sound morals”—“and taste and morals were carefully defined in such a way as to establish disapproval of any rebelliousness, political or esthetic, against the existing order. Literature was to be a firm custodian of ‘morality’; and what was meant by morality was always conventional social morality” (402). The point was to curb any independent creative critical spirit, to prevent that unlimited, sometimes necessarily excessive, experimentation with new forms and ideas that Hofstadter sees as the hallmark of intellectualism.

Today’s “mugwumps” are not defending a declining patrician class but are pushing an orthodoxy that is fundamentally anti-intellectual, in the name, of course, of educational improvement. William Bennett’s 1984 report on humanities education in America, called To Reclaim a Legacy, laid the foundations of an argument that has been taken up by conservatives within and outside the academic establishment. In it, he bemoaned the fact that the classic texts of Western civilization were being criticized and sometimes replaced by texts of lesser quality and dubious importance. A legacy was being lost, he warned, one that consisted of timeless truths and values that must be transmitted intact from generation to generation.

Lynne Cheney’s reports after she took over as chairman (sic) of the NEH have elaborated these themes. In 1988, she attacked the “politicizing” of the humanities by groups asking that their experience be included in representations of history and literature. Their demands, she wrote, ignore the fact that there are timeless truths “transcending accidents of class, race and gender, [that] speak to us all” (Humanities). In 1990, Cheney wrote Tyrannical Machines: A Report on Educational Practices Gone Wrong and Our Best Hopes for Setting Them Right. In it she continued to stress timeless truths, defining the primary role of education as the transmission of them. While the report pinpoints a number of genuine problems in schools and universities, its solutions rest on a vision of education that illustrates many of Hofstadter’s points.

For example, although research is acknowledged to be an important function of universities, it is also blamed for diverting professors’ attention from teaching. In itself this is not inaccurate; many universities reward only publication as professional achievement. But it is the definition of teaching that reveals the report’s anti-intellectual agenda. Teaching involves the diffusion and transmission of knowledge, Cheney maintains, not its production (27, 37). What counts for her as knowledge is uncontested; it is information purveyed through “comprehensive treatment of important subjects,” “rigorous and coherent curricula,” and a core curriculum. The fact that standards of importance and comprehensiveness are variable and have always been contested is not mentioned. (I don’t think, for example, that we would all agree on what a “coherent” curriculum would look like.) Rather, Cheney tells us, the test of a university’s commitment to teaching is the existence of requirements for broad-based courses that will introduce students to “the great deeds and ideas that have shaped the world” (41). (Are “great” deeds self-evidently so?) There is no value placed on the interpretation of texts, the exploration of new ideas, or the opening of the mind to new ways of thinking. Rather teaching means the induction of the student into a set of received values and ideas. The word “critical,” in Hofstadter’s notion of the dissenting, nonconformist spirit, is translated by Cheney into a question of taste, an ability to appreciate (she quotes William James here) the “excellent and the durable,” to “admire the really admirable,” and to scorn “what is cheap and trashy and impermanent.” These attitudes, she says, must be shared by citizens of a democracy; they provide the wisdom needed to make sound political and personal judgments and to secure the future.

The tone of Cheney’s report is judicious and calm. It bears little resemblance to the hysterical pronouncements of members of the National Association of Scholars who, using the language of the followers of Senator McCarthy, talk about fending off the “barbarians” who are storming the gates of academe and who would deprive us of our individual freedom. Yet, if Hofstadter is right (and I think he is), Cheney, the NAS, and the highly visible band of journalists and publicists who are promoting the conservative agenda have in common the intention to control thought, to prescribe its contents and boundaries, to police its operations, and above all to reign in the critical spirit that must be unfettered in a truly free society. That this is all done in the name of democracy is, according to Hofstadter, a characteristic of anti-intellectualism.

All of this ought to give us great pause. For there can be no democracy worthy of the name that does not entertain criticism, that suppresses disagreement, that refuses to acknowledge difference as inevitably disruptive of consensus, and that villifies the search for new knowledge (about say, the place of minority history in “general” history courses).

In typical paranoid fashion, the leaders of the campaign against change in the universities have labelled all critics and advocates of change “thought police.” And while it is surely true that there are within universities—on the left and right—people who would impose their ways of thinking on everyone else, they do not represent the majority and they have never gained control. One of the tricks of the publicists has been to conflate serious criticism and intolerant dogmatism under the label of “political correctness,” and thereby discredit all critical efforts. The worst aspect of this conflation is that it misrepresents intellectual life and intrudes upon it by, for example, mobilizing extensive support in the form of alumni gifts (such as George Bass’s to Yale) to support courses whose content will uphold “the values of Western civilization” as defined by conservative scholars.

What is being so misrepresented in all of this is the way universities actually operate. They are, of course, political institutions, in which individuals and groups compete for predominance and resources. But they are also unusually open spaces in which criticism and self-criticism can flourish. The more open the space, the better the process works; the more constricted the space (as it becomes when anti-intellectualism is ascendant) the less well the self-correcting mechanisms operate. These mechanisms involve a set of procedures and standards for argumentation and research that requires a certain familiarity and expertise. Those who lack this familiarity and expertise (whether they work inside or outside the university) cannot claim to understand or speak for academic life; indeed when they do speak about it they misrepresent and distort it.

At the heart of intellectual activity there is a commitment to pursuing truth, however provisional it is understood to be. Indeed truth can be defined as an ever-receding horizon—not a fixed quality that can ever be finally known—that is approached through a communal enterprise of hard work, conflict, and argument. This communal enterprise, which at its best does not rest on or expect consensus, takes place in classrooms, seminars, lectures, faculty meetings, and conferences that are scenes of exploration and disagreement. They are places where critical ideas are tried out, often in extreme, dogmatic, and outrageous form. They are places where, ideally, despite enormous differences, opinions are exchanged and ideas expressed. The appearance at the AHA or MLA of critical papers with sexually explicit titles and provocative interpretations, however many of them there are, does not mean a new orthodoxy is being enforced, but rather that ideas are being tested and the horizons of knowledge expanded. The preoccupation of some humanists with poststructuralist theory is similar. Their sometimes highly abstract articles, full of technical language, don’t signal the end of the possibility of simple communication among scholars, but are rather an attempt—hotly contested—to bring new kinds of philosophical ideas to older enterprises.

It was in the university, after all, that “political correctness”—as a behavior, as a critique of doctrinaire leftist attitudes, and as a subject of scholarly analysis—was produced. Left there, it would have been dealt with as another form of academic dispute. In the hands first of New York Times reporter Richard Bernstein, and then of other journalists, joined by conservative scholars, businessmen, and politicians, it has been escalated into a political “crisis” of “major proportions;” it was a theme in the 1992 Bush presidential campaign. This kind of pressure on universities, mobilizing as it does deep-seated anti-intellectual sentiments, is far more dangerous to the academic enterprise than are debates about the limits of free speech, the rights of minorities, and the politics of knowledge.


Diversity

Universities have changed dramatically since the 1960s and much of the present controversy has roots in those changes. In 1960, ninety-four percent of college students were white; the figure was ninety-six percent for private universities. Of the remaining six percent, a third attended predominantly black institutions. A number of public and private universities did not admit blacks at all, and some of the most highly regarded centers of learning did not admit women. Colleges tended to be white male enclaves for students and faculty: sixty-three percent of college students were men, ninety percent of Ph.D.s were men, and eighty percent of university faculties were men. (When I was a graduate student in this period, the Woodrow Wilson Foundation stated explicitly that no more than one fourth of their graduate fellowships would be awarded to women.) In 1991, twenty percent of all college students are nonwhite or hispanic and fifty-five percent were women (Menand, “Illiberalisms”). Women make up over a third of all graduate students and are even more highly represented as Ph.D. candidates in the humanities; they now represent about twenty-seven to twenty-eight percent of university faculties.

The change in university populations follows in part from a general increase in college attendance during the past several decades, and this has been accompanied by changes in recruitment policies. The expansion of the university has not so much altered admission policies as it has added more considerations to them and made them more visible. Admission, even to the most prestigious schools, was never based on merit alone, although that is the myth being advanced now in the anti-university campaign; rather, merit was one among many factors that included athletic skill, wealth, geographic location, and family connections to alumni, the famous, and the powerful. The special treatment that came with high social status never seems to have been seen as a compromise of university standards. (One has to wonder why it was that, for example, the test scores of blacks were stolen from the admissions office at Georgetown Law School and published by disgruntled conservatives, while those of alumni children or influential politicians were not. One can only conclude that the call for a return to a meritocracy that never was is a thinly veiled manifestation of racism.)

The new populations in the universities bring with them histories of their own that have not been part of the traditional curriculum; their presence challenges many of the prevailing assumptions about what counts as knowledge and how it is produced. This is so first because of the sheer numbers, as well as the new kinds, of students and faculty on campuses. Is critical thinking possible when masses of students are attending college, instead of only the children of elites? Is critical thinking advisable for the masses of students or should they (as the reports of Bennett and Cheney suggest) be given a prescribed education that they will passively receive? Can critical thinking take place in communities that are no longer elite and homogeneous?

There have also been, in the last decades, major political and philosophical developments that have changed the way we think about relationships of difference in the world. These include decolonization of the Third World and the emergence of national identities that positively value histories and cultural practices once obscured or demeaned by colonizers who equated European standards with civilization; philosophical critiques of universalism and foundationalism and of the idea of community as a consensual, homogeneous institution; and analyses of power and difference that call attention to how “we” construct ourselves in relation to “others” (West, “Minority”). If, in earlier generations, minorities adjusted to college life by assimilating to prevailing standards and accepting as universal norms that had not previously been their own, now they have the means to question the very notion of universality and insist that their experience be taken into account.

But how is this to be done? Perhaps it is better to ask the question more historically, how has it been attempted? How have universities attempted to accommodate their different and “diverse” populations? How have demands for new approaches to knowledge been received? In some ways, the overall process today has not been all that different from previous contests about knowledge: there has been pressure for change, powerful resistance to it, as well as accommodation.

But there are also differences. Contests about knowledge are now understood to be political, not only because they are contests, but because they are explicitly about the interests of groups (rather than the opinions of individuals) in the substance and form of what counts as knowledge. It is the question of group interest and power that has been introduced into the knowledge debates and so “politicized” them in new ways. Although it sometimes takes extreme and tendentious forms, I think the explicit discussion of interest is inevitable, and it is not only minority voices that are responsible for this politicization.

A crucial point, one regularly overlooked in hysterical pronouncements about the takeover of the curriculum, is that power is unequally distributed—those demanding change must contend with disciplinary and pedagogic practices that are institutionalized, command resources, and claim to have truth, rigor, and objectivity on their side. The emergence of separate courses and programs of women’s studies, African-American studies, Chicano studies, and the like testifies to this situation: they were created in the face of the refusal of departments to include material on these groups in existing courses and in an effort to demonstrate that they were subjects worth studying. The programs and courses, in turn, taught and attended largely by members of the groups being studied, underscored the differences in perspectives and interests that existed across the curriculum. They also gave rise to a series of observations, highly contested, but quite serious in their philosophical as well as practical implications, about the relationships between knowledge and group identity.
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