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Note 

This report is a collective product. Every member of the 
colloquium contributed to the recommendations and to the 
themes and ideas developed in the report. The principal author 
of the report, however, is the project director, Merrill D. Peterson. 
In some respects, the report may not reflect the views and 
opinions of individual members; and it does not claim to repre
sent the views and policies of the National Endo :it for the 
Humanities. 
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Introduction 

0 
ver the course of more than a year a small group of 
scholars, writers, and educators (most members of the 
group were all three) met together at the University of 

Virginia to discuss the relationship-as it has been and as it 
should be-between adult Americans and those areas of 
intellectual activity known as the humanities. With the formi
dable figure of Thomas Jefferson looking over their shoulders, 
colloquium members went about their business by exercising the 
form of reasoning the humanities seek to promote: critical 
inquiry and discussion. Although the project was funded by the 
Division of State Programs of the National Endowme for the 
Humanities, the colloquium did not set out to examin evalu-
ate existing activities of the state councils of ~ ? NEH, nor those 
of any other NEH program, or, indeed, of any existing program 
under whatever auspices. Rather, it sought to elaborate and 
clarify the philosophy behind such programs, which is to say the 
very large matter of the humanistic enterprise in American life 
itself. This document-the result of those discussions-is meant 
as a contribution to the continuing public conversation on that 
large topic. 

The report has a history, a provenance, a patrimony. Since 
1964, when the National Commission on the Humanities issued 
its call for federal support of the humanities, which led to the 
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establishment of the National Endowment for the Humanities, a 
series of ocuments has turned the nation's attention to the 
state of the humanities within its borders. Among the recent 
and best known of these documents have been The Humaniti.es 
in American Life (1980), from the Rockefeller Foundation 
Commission on the Humanities; A Nati.on at Risk (1983), the 
report of the National Commission on Excellence in Education; 
and To Reclaim a Legacy (1984), which grew out of a study 
group brought together by William J . Bennett, then Chairman of 
the NEH. Each of these reports has looked primarily at one or 
more institutions of American society: the public school system 
in A Nation at Risk, the college and university in To Reclaim a 
Legacy, and, in The Humanities in American Life, a wide range 
of institutions, including the public library, the museum, and 
others outside the formal educational structure. The Humani
ties and the American Promise has a different task. It seeks to 
explore the relationship between the humanities and American 
public life. It assumes that learning in the humanities is not 
just for the school years but is, or ought to be, the endeavor of a 
lifetime. It assumes, further, that the health of the humanities 
is fundamental to the health of the polity. 

When Congress established the National Endowment for the 
Humanities in 1965, it identified the humanities by a listing of 
scholarly disciplines: "language, both modem and classical; 
linguistics; literat,ure; history; jurisprudence; philosophy; 
archaeology; comparative religion; ethics; the history, criticism 
and theory of the arts; those aspects of the social sciences which 
have humanistic content and employ humanistic methods." 
While it was doubtless necessary to draw boundaries in this 
way, we think it is misleading to regard the humanities basi
cally as a set of academic disciplines or, even more restric ing, as 
a set of "great books." We identify them, rather, with certain 
ways of thinking-of inquiring, evaluating, judging, finding, and 
articulating meaning. They include the developed human 
talents from which texts and disciplines spring. They are, taken 
together; the necessary resources of a reflective approach to life. 
The value of a reflective approach can be best appreciated by 
considering the alternative: a life unilluminated by imagina
tion, uninformed by history, unguided by reasoning-in short, 
the "unexamined life" that Socrates described as not worth 
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living. Where the humanities are vigorous, action follows from 
and is guided by reflection. It is their capacity to change, 
elevate, and improve both the common civic life and individual 
lives that make the cultivation of the humanities important to 
the American people. 

In lieu of a concise definition, we offer the following general 
observations on the character and value of the humanities. 
They may be taken as the starting points of this report. 

The humanities have both a personal and a civic dimension. 
They bring meaning to the life of the individual and help define 
the self. They aiso make possible the shared reflection, commu
nication, and participation upon which a democratic community 
depends. They are the basis of reasoned civic discourse; and 
they are centrally concerned with the relation between the 
individual and the community. 

The humanities take the long perspective. There are no 
breakthroughs in the humanities, and no final answers to the 
kinds of questions they ask. They .elate present danger to past 
danger, present injustice to past injustice, our tragedy to old 
tragedy, our hopes and fears to past ones. The great questions 
of the humanities are timeless, but they require continual 
redefinition and reexamination because the old answers and the 
old methods may no longer serve. 

The humanities represent the striving for coherence and 
synthesis. In this respect they offer potentially a valuable 
counter to the disintegrative tendencies of modem intelligence. 
But the potential has not been realized for a number of reasons: 
the artificial gulfs between the humanities disciplines, on one 
hand, and the social sciences, the natural sciences, and the fine 
arts on the other; the fragmentation of the humanities disci
plines themselves into narrower and narrower specializations; 
and the debate between respective proponents of elite and 
popular conceptions of the controlling role of the humanities in 
the culture. 

The humanities may be and often are disturbers of the peace. 
They :- sk troubling questions, heighten consciousness, start 
revolutions in the mind, challenge the status quo, and raise 
expectations for ourselves and society. The humanities should 
be cultivated, not for intellectual adornment, even less to 
legitimate existing social and political institutions, but as 
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instruments of self-discovery, of critical understanding, and 
creative social imagination. They are t.he enemies of passivity 
and the abettors of vigorous intellectual life. 

TM humanities have a moral dimension. They foster aware
ness of the complexity of human conduct and eschew simplistic 
judgments of good and evil. The claim may be made, if cau
tiously, that study of the humanities enlarges sympathies 
toward other peoples and culture, other times and places. 
Knowledge ofth~ humanities may reduce prejudice and increase 
tolerance. And it may make for healthy ske ticism when we are 
confronted with slanted or selective history, or self-justifying, 
apologetic, rhetorical history-and the ame with philosophy, 
literature, and the daily newspaper, the political speech, and so 
on. Yet knowledge of the humanities is no guarantee of 
humaneness; and the one should never be confused with the 
other. 

TM humanities deal with ends as well as means. They help 
us clarify our idea and make choices about worth and value in 
human affair . They ask where are we going. And why. As well 
as how. Th · yin ist that these questions guide our activity, that 
we look yond the t chnical possibilities of the modern world 
and consult th m aning and the wisdom contained in the 
humaniti . 

The humanitie cultivate critical intelligence. They may not 
be v ry good at" olving" practical problems, but they develop 
the c pacity to valuate and judge that is a necessary part of the 
olution . Th humanities involve what Matthew Arnold called 

th "fr play f th mind on all subjects it touches." Their study 
d v lop h bit of mind applicable to virtually all human 
nd avor . 

W und rtak in thi report, first, to state the case for 
fo tering th publi currency of the humanities in America; 
econd, to d ribe th status of the humanities in the two 

r aim , th acad mic and the public, and, more importantly, the 
r lation hip b tw nth m; and, finally, to offer a number of 
r comm nd tion for fo tering and strengthening the humani
ti in th nation' life. 
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Case for the 
Public Humanities 

T o contend, as we do, that the humanities require public 
fostering, as essential to the common good, is on y to 
insist that we be true to the traditional creed and culture 

of this nation. In what follows we argue that the identity of the 
American people derives less from an inherited high culture, as 
in other nations, than from certain political principles that were 
adopted and articulated at the nation's founding. Whatever 
disintegrative forces there may be in American society, a persis
tent integrating force is this common creed. But a creed 
composed of principles of freedom, equality, and se f-govemment 
can only be appreciated and made relevant to modern realities 
by a reflective people. We go on to argue that there developed in 
the United States a democratic culture that is the appropriate 
counterpart of the civil creed upon which our institutions are 
founded. We suggest, indeed, that an appreciation of the 
thought and expression of American culture is an imperative of 
good citizenship in this democracy. Fina11y, we contend that if 
American government is to justify its claim to authority, as 
resting on the will of the people, it is then committed to pro
viding the nurturing environment of a reflective and informed 
public will. 
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Unity in Creed 

A distinctive humani~~ tradition arose in America. Although 
rooted in Europe, and from there back to the Classical world, it 
was invested with a mythology of the New World that set Amer
ica apart from Europe and, in Bishop Berkeley's vision, made it 
"Time's noblest offspring." Berkeley's celebrated verses sang of 
"another golden age, the rise of empire and of arts" on a virgin 
continent untouched by "the pedantry of courts and schools" 
Europe bred in her decay. The American founders absorbed thi'> 
vision of a rebirth of arts and learning and in 1 776 joined it with 
the vision of a new political order. In the minds of philosopher
statesmen like Franklin, Adams, and Jefferson, the American 
Revolution would justify itself ultimately by the advance of arts 
and learning. The motto engravea on the Great Seal of the 
United States, Nov us Ordo Seclorum-New Order of the Ages
is a testament of this grand vision. 

The motto on the other side of the Great Seal, E Pluribus 
Unum-0 e Out of~lany-is also suggestive of the unique 
character of culture and learning in America. Although the 
English stock was domina-11t, already in 1 776 America was a 
haven of refuge for peoples of many lands, and the waves of 
immigration would rise higher and higher in the nineteenth 
century. Uprootedness, entailing a constant search for new 
definitions of self and community, became a fundamental condi
tion of American life and thought. The uprooted of Europe 
joined with those whose presence told the story not of choice and 
freedom but of force and tears-the Nativ Americans displaced 
on their own continent, and the Afri an , invo untarily uprooted 
from another. The amalgam would mak th United States, in 
Whitman's phrase, "a nation of nation ." Th teady influx of 
new peoples and cultures-in tim A ian a w 11 as European 
and African-contributed to the shaping of a dynamic tradition, 
one continually faced with the challen s of ethnic and cultural 
differences, one continually open to change and renewal, and 
enriched by the mixture of new elements in its composition. 

The advancing settlement of the continent was still another 
experience of uproo edness, adaptation, and change. In the 
mythology of the American West, the country was constantly 
beginning over again on the frontier. The idea of "extended 
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genesis," of continual rebirth and renewal as successive genera
tions took possession of the virgin continent, entered into the 
spirit of American culture, enduring long after the frontier dis
appeared. Jefferson expressed this spirit in his favorite idea of 
"the sovereignty of the living generation"; Alexis de Tocqueville, 
in his classic commentary from the 1830s, acknowledged it when 
he observed that in America "every man forgets his ancestors" 
and "each gene tion is a new people"; and it underlay Frederick 
Jackson Turner's famous theory of American history based on 
the frontier '8xperience. 

In the absence of a particular ethnic or religious tradition or 
of a tradition of high culture in the European sense, one that is 
the pride of class and is passed down through the generations, 
the American people found their identity in the political princi
ples and ideas enunciated at the nation's birth. The principles 
of freedom, equality, and self-government-the inalienable 
rights of man---<:ontained in the Declaration of Independence, 
along with other founding documents, beca , as Lincoln said, 
"the definitions and axioms" of American society. In the two 
hundred years since the founding, foreign servers have often 
spoken of the bonding effect of shared moral principles and 
purposes in America and of the people's consciousness of partici
pating in a great experiment to determine whether people can be 
trusted to govern themselves. As Justice Holmes once wrote, "It 
has been our fate as a nation not to have ideologie but to be 
one." 

Some forty years ago the Scandinavian ocial scientist 
Gunnar Myrdal, in the opening chapter of hi monumental 
study An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern 
Democracy found the cement-the only real cement-of"this 
great and disparate nation" in a common social and political 
ethos that he traced to the Declaration of Independence and 
called "ThP American Creed." America, beyond any other 
country, said Myrdal, "has the most explicitly expressed system 
of general ideals in reference to human interrelationships. This 
body of ideals is more widely understood and appreciated than 
similar ideals are anywhere else .... To be sure, the Creed ... .is not 
very satisfactorily effectuated in actual social life. But as 
principles which ought to rule, the Creed has been made con
scious to everyone in American society." Unfortunately, as 
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Myrdal's study documented in detail, the costs of corsen us 
were paid by those excluded from it, in p rticular the American 
black people. The oppression, violence, and prejudice they expe
rienced testified to the failure to fulfill the Arn • can promise
to "an American dilemma." And yet, as Myrdal might have pre
dicted, the consciousness of the American Creed and the recogni
tion that racism and discrimination stood in contradiction to it 
became a powerful force in the civil rights revolution of our time. 

No nation ever began its career with a more far-reaching 
commitment to the human person than that contained in the 
Declaration of Independence, the Bill of Rights, and similar 
founding documents insp,red by the hopes of the Enlightenment. 
It was a humanistic commitment as well as a political one. 
Ranking in importance after the Declaration and the 

on titution, if indeed second to either, was the Statute of 
Virginia for Religio Freedom, drafted by Jefferson and enacted 
und r James Madiso 's influence in 1 786. The statute, which, 
with the aid of the First Amendment, became the cornerstone of 
th tradition of religious freedom and eparation of church and 
tate, proceeded from the heretofore unheard-of premise "that 

our civil rights have no dep ndence on our religious opinions, 
any more than our opinions in physics or geometry." This 
xclusion of religion from the civil realm instructs us that the 

integration and the workings of a free society have not required 
agr ,nent on ultimate values, other than the secular value of 
fr dom it If. Th tatute was a directive not only for religious 
pluroli m, contributing further to a uniquely plural culture, but 
f r fr dom of mind in the wide t latitude, unconstrained by 
ivi) or cl ia tical authority. The counterpart of the exclusio 

of r ligion wa the inclusion of education in the civil realm. 
I In ing th chool before the church, Jefferson, with m y of his 
ont mpor ries, sought to make education a paramo t republi
·n r pon ibility. And the recurring need to nurt e and 
tr ngthen republican citizenship in new ways is a primary 

con ideration in the public support of the humanities in the 
United States. 

Democratic Culture 

In the long tradition of the humanities in the West, the idea 
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of a "democratic culture" was a contradiction in terms. In 
England the cultivation of those branches of knowledge com
monly called the humanities was the province of a privileged 
upper class buttressed by the public schools, the universities, 
the church, and the higher civil service. Culture, in R. H. 
Tawney's stinging phrase, was "an assortment of aesthetic 
sugar-plums for fastidious palates." For the masses it was, at 
most, "bread and circuses." America, of course, lacked the infra
structure for a hierarchical kind of culture. A fluid class system, 
ethnic and religious diversity, geographical mobility, and shared 
democratic values militated against any American imitation of 
the European tradition. 

Even so, in the developing life of the new nation, e1ite 
groups-southern planters and lawyers, northern merchant , 
clergymen, and men of letters-inhabiting mainly the ea tern 

aboard, drew their ideas and values, like their china, larg ly 
from England and implicitly claimed cultural superiority. Th y 
wrung their hands over the poverty and inferiority of what 
pa!fsed for American culture. Tocqueville's Democracy in Amer
ica echoed their fears. A multitude of factors had concurred, he 
wrote, "to fix the mind upon purely practical objects." Th 
cultural equivalent of the rule of the majority in the political 
world was mediocrity and conformity-a downward 1 v ling of 
literature, philosophy, and the arts to the dull verag . D moc-
racy and individualism induced a pas ion for bu in ca11in 
and mere physical prosperity. The "virtuou materiaJi m" that 
Tocqueville ascribed to the American did not corrupt but 
enervated the soul. 

As the nation matured, it surmounted ld World doubt and 
fears, without ever entirely vanquishing th m. Am ri di ov
ered its own culture, its own voice, its own folk tradition , it 
own materials for literature, the beauty and pow r latent in it 
own experience. It thereby overcame that separation of th 
American intellect from practical affairs and th common life 
that George Santayana named "the genteel tradition." Walt 
Whitman, as Santayana recognized, was the fir t auth ntic 
voice of the new cultural ideal. America would n ver fulfill 
itself, the poet wrote in his ruminating essay Democr tir Vistas 
(1871), "until it founds and luxuriantly grow it own fi rm f 
art, poems, schools, theology, displacing all that xi t , or that 
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ha been produc d anywh r in th pa. t, und r oppo ite influ
ence." He called upon hi countrym n to ab ndon the 
"ultramarine full -dr fi rmula of cul ur "and promulg te 
their own standard-"a prowamm f ultur i, dr wn out, not 
for a single class alone, or for h parlor r I , turP rooms, but 
with an eye to practical lifi , th w, , th • workingm m, th f. cts 
of farms and jackplane and ngim, r , n i of h, br d ra. g of 
women also." I his poetry Whitman •x •mplifl •d ju u 
ideal. Simultaneously, in pros , Mark Tw in w n n hu~ 
following by adapting vernacular mat ri I to Ii .rur fi rm 
Choreographers and composers later found w y t in rporate 
movements and melodies from the folk tradition into ophi ti
cated forms of dance and music. ln th tw nti h c•ntury th 
American people manifested a vor ciou app •tit for fi rm · of art 
and literature that, although novel, rapidly a hi •v •d ll ad mic 
respectability, becoming objects of tudy by h ull "profi s-
sional humanists." 

The civil creed, which took hap in h • Arn •ri ·un Rc•v lu
tion, thus attained its cultural dim n. i n. 'I h • v ,luc of 
openness and diversity, of indivi.duali m and I •mot• m· , f 
pragmatism and progressivism that ar a ,·int 1d wi h hi ori 
cal American institutions have imbu d Amt,ri • .n thought und 
expression, so much so that a public urri ·ulum in h w rk of 
American writers, historians, philo oph •r. , und nrti t i virtu-
ally an imperative of citizenship. Erner on' ny , t 1aues of 
G,·ass, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, th mu i of .,harl s 
Ives and Aaron Copland, the ballets of M rtha Graham and 
Agnes De Mille, the philosophies of William Jam and ,John 
Dewey, the anthropology of Margaret Mead, th hi tori of 
Daniel Boorstin and C. Vann Woodward, th pa tho f bl ·k 
spirituals, the anger of Richard Wright's Native on and the• 
vision of Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man-without om ompr , 
hension of such manifold works of the mind and imagina i u it 
is difficult, if not impossible, to grasp the meaning of Am ri n 
and the aspirations of its people. To this we add a cautionR 
note: nothing about democracy guarantees significant intclh1 • 

tual or artistic attainment. indeed, as Richard Hofstadl •r 
demonstrated a quarter century ago, the ugly strain of an i 
intellectualism in American life stems, in part, from gnlit nri1111 

and populist sentiments. It is always present. Humani l 
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should understand it and be prepared to combat it. 
The ideal of public school education, substantially realized 

by 1900, implied belief not only in equal opportunity for all but 
in the possibility of a universally acceptable body of knowledge 
and a corollary set of democratic beliefs. School children each 
morning pledged allegiance to the flag, promising to uphold a 
republic with liberty and justice for all. They were trained in 
what Lawrence Cremin has called the "national paideia," 
uniting "the symbols of Protestantism, the values of the New 
Testament, Poor Richt.ird's Almanac, and the Federalist Papers, 
and the aspirations a~ serted on the Great Seal." Like the an
cient Greek paideia (one of the origins of the humanistic tradi
tion), the public schools prepared children for citizenship, 
although the task was immensely complicated by the diversity of 
the society. Children learned the values and rewards of individ
ual opportunity, of self-help, of being a good Christian and 
getting rich at the same time. Patriotism seemed easy: after 
all, the nation offered a place to everyone. Civic celebrations 
and political orators inculcated this faith . Thus the culture 
understood itself. 

This paideia, however, asserted ideals more than actuali
ties-and the gap between the two was readily apparent. In a 
famous July Fourth oration, Frederick Douglass had pointed out 
that the day of rejoicing for a white majority celebrating inde
pendence constituted a time of mourning for the blacks they 
oppressed. He spoke when this democracy built on principles of 
equality still included a slave population; but long after slavery 
disappeared, blacks remained largely invisible to many propo
nents of democracy. So, in a different sense and for different 
reasons, did women, relegated to domesticity, deprived of 
political voice, suffering economic and educational injustice. The 
poor were always with us, and few thought about what rights 
they might have. New immigrant groups supplied needed 
workers-for railroads, factories, farms-but too many did not 
enjoy the blessings of liberty, opportunity, and justice. Not 
everyone was a Christian, not everyone could get ahead. To 
many, Poor Richard seemed utterly irrelevant. 

The multitudinous problems of school and society in our 
time tell us how extremely difficulty it must be to realize the 
ideal of a common and shared culture. In pursuit of this ideal, 
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th report To Reclaim a Legacy called upon colleges and univ r
sities to return to "a common curriculum with the humanitie al 
the core" and then defined this curriculum in terms of tradi
tional literary texts ranging in time from Homer to Eliot and 
Faulkner and limited to Western civilization. Education in th 
humanities would consist largely "in being in the company of 
great souls." The literary theorist E. D. Hirsch has proposed to 
restore something like the national paideia through program 
of "cultural literacy." (This should not be confused with "func• 
tional literacy," which goes with reading and writing.) From hi 
research into the teaching of reading and writing, Hirsch ha 
concluded that literacy is not just a system of skills but a system 
of information. The many different populations of American 
society can communicate with one another only through a 
common vocabulary, not just words, but a specific body of 
information reflecting the cultural content people share. More
over, such a common vocabulary is necessary, Hirsch contends, 
in the modem industrial state, which demands a literate, 
communicative, mobile, adaptable population. Although not 
aiming to propose a canon of texts, Hirsch would seek to ac
quaint all Americans with a common fund of knowledge, uch a 
may be necessary for entrance into public dialogu . A cultura-
tion in a national literate culture might b d fin d I aming 
what the "common reader" of a newspaper, p ifi ally th Nl'w 
York Times, could be expected to know-about • i ht hou nnd 
items of information. Hirsch claims that such vo nhul r 
exists among the groups that dominate Am ri an o it y, ur1 t 
that to withhold it from any individuals or group t nd t.o kt J> 
them from effective participation in the society. 

We are impressed by Hirsch's theory to th Jttt n th t t 
id ntifies the problem of cultural literacy; but w ann <·011 ·u 
in hi remedy or, certainly, in any canonical r m dy . Th 
f on tructing a common cultural vocabulary, lik a ornmon 

curriculum, is beset with peril. It flies in the fac s of th op, n 
n<' and diversity of American society. The genuin sharing of 
ultural kn wledge on which communication and understanding 

i ba d recognizes the importance of the dominant tradition but 
d mands active reaching out to all parts of the American popula
tion . American culture incorporates the heritage of many 
p oples; and only determined effort to stretch and expand the 

12 



♦ 

predominantly held culture will enable us to realize the demo
cratic goal of a truly shared culture. The understanding and 
study of the literature, history, myths, folklore, music, art, and 
ideas of all the American people may contribute to this end. 

The division between "high" and "low" culture and their 
respective audiences, though many Americans participate in 
both, offers still another challenge to the ideal of a common 
culture. Television is most often cited as the cause of a severe 
split between elite and popular culture, but the split antedates 
television and manifests itself as well in such phenomena as 
rock music and supennarket romance . What relation can 
humanists find tween their ways of thinking and knowing and 
the huge body of cultural products that resemble works of art 
and intellect yet appear to make no serious claim for them• 
selves? 

A large dose of humility is the first requisite for the human
ist contemplating material for which old terms and standards do 
not necessarily suffice. As the changing curricula of our colleges 
an universities attest, the boundaries of the culturally respect
able have shifted a great deal in recent years. Since Gilbert 
Seldes, in 1924, identified The Seven Lively Arts, some, like film 
and jazz, perhaps even the comic trip, have made the passage 
from lowbrow to highbrow culture. Instead of just laughing at 
Charlie Chaplin, or listening to Charlie Parker, we now tudy 
them. The voices of previously invisible members of soci ty 
make themselves heard, with immediate cultural effects. The 
women's movement and ethnic-consciousness groups have called 
attention not only to specific works of art., music and literature 
previously ignored but to kinds of work once not admitted into 
our canons. Exhibits of quilts now hang on museum walls, as 
tapestries have hung in the past. The stories told by Am.erican 
Indians, collected into books, attract broad attention. Literary 
critics pay new attention to such genres as personal letters and 
diaries, genres for which no serious literary claims were previ
ously made. There has been of late a radical extension of the 
whole notion oftextuality and new understanding of how texts 
are constructed, whether by author or readers. The very concept 
of a text, the verbal core of humanistic study, has been relativ
ized by anthropologists to include rituals, performances, and 
other "social dramas." Thus Clifford Geertz has studied the 
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Balinese cockfight as a text to be read for meaning a a literary 
scholar might read King Lear. Such development hav mad 
the humanities more exciting than before for ev ryon . 

While recognizing this, and sharing in the excit m nt, we 
also caution humanists against embracing very cultural prod
uct or resource with equal enthusiasm. True, humanists can 
say something about almost anything: Several critical studies 
of popular romances have appeared in recent years. True, the 
popular is not necessarily the bad: Garrison Keil1or, for in
stance, continues the tradition of Mark Twain in a new me
dium. True, humanists can adapt film and television, the most 
powerful media of our time, to their own purposes. Public 
television has presented splendid programs in the humanities 
based upon the work of scholars but intended for general 
audiences. It is manifestly important that humani tic knowl
edge and values should be communica din thi way; the trend 
can only be applauded. But is is al o important for humani ts 
to continue to make and to try to enforc valu di. criminations 
in the customary ways of scholarship. 

The goal of the humanities is to h igh n con ciou ne s. 
Much popular culture-most obviou ly th n ral run of com-
mercial television-apparently aspir to d ad n con cious
ness. Humanists must accept respon ibHity for in i ting on 
that point. Some forms of pop cultur ar anti th tical to the 
reflective life. To the extent that th y provid material for 
reflection, they are not, of cour e, at odd with the purposes of 
the humanities. Humanists need to r think and r articulate 
standards of quality in changing cultural cont xts; they need to 
look closely at what their society offers them to look at; and 
they should not be quick to reject the new and the different. 
But they also need to be wi1ling to say no, to say it out loud, 
where people listen. The forums of the public humanities offer 
them opportunities to engage in educational programs that 
counteract the passivity and flaccidity, the dullness and the 
discord induced by the mass media. 

Uses of the Humanities 

Despite the intrinsic value of the humanities, they have 
never been self-justifying to the American people. From 
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Benjamin Franklin to John Dewey to th tabli hm nt of the 
NEH, proponents have employed the charact ri tic lly activi tic, 
utilitarian, and pragmatic idiom of Am rican thought to ju tify 
the humanities in the nation's public life. This mpha i on th 
instrumental value of the humanities-for citiz n hip, for 
socialization, for national prestige-has kept them from confin • 
ment in ivory towers and hothouse gardens, but it has also 
subordinated the humanities to objects that are extrinsic to 
them. The danger persists that the humanities will be abCJorbed 
into the modem industrial state, as has, in fact, occurred in 
totalitarian regimes, and in the process be devalued, trivialized, 
and marginalized. 

The humanities cannot be held to the test of raising the 
GNP, of improving the nation's competitive edge in world mar
kets, or of training men and women for "high tech" employment. 
They are nevertheless essential for any worthy human endeavor 
and for any worthy national purpose. In the Age of the Com
puter, information swamps intelligence, indeed, is often mis
taken for it. Humanists know that thinking is an art, that it 
cannot be reduced to a computer program, that the mind works 
in ideas, not simply in information; and while they welcome the 
computer as a useful tool of analysis, they should insist on this 
distinction. For the humanities to have an effective public le, 
they must resist the encroachments and enticements of tee no
cratic power, either from industry or the state, and forcefully 
maintain an independent "critical presence," to use Sheldon 
Wolin's term, in the soci ty. 

The public use of the humanities begins with the formation 
of individual mind and character and widens outward to the 
workplace, associated life, and the duties of citizenship; it 
encompasses educational institutions and institutions such as 
museums and libraries devoted to preserving and interpreting 
the cultural heritage; it reaches finally to the world community 
of nations. The action of the humanities always starts with the 
sovereign individual who reads, writes and reflects, and makes 
moral judgments. To this extent, education in the humanities is 
a do-it-yourself activity, albeit one that is socially conditioned 
and publicly supported in various ways. What is important is 
not only the object-a text or an artifact-but also the mode of 
study. Disciplined attention to literature, for instance, helps one 
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to think t • arly, to arch and find meaning; it teaches the 
ur n y of m king distinctions, both moral and aesthetic, and 
nri h th r ources of reflective life, which we consider a 

I din purpo of the humanities. They offer the possibility for 
kind of lf-r alization, even in today's deeply compacted 

o i ty, pr dicated upon the con ciousne s of characters and 
v nt , ideas and visions distilled from the study of other times 

and places. The act of reading, whether in literature or history 
or archaeology, involves imaginative projection into dimensions 
of human experience outside the self. The public import of this 
can scarcely be over- estimated. A citizenry that is humanisti
cally aware is a citizenry that is capable of confronting diversity, 
ambiguity, and conflict, overcoming prejudice and self-· nterest, 
enlarging its sympathies, tackling tough public issues, and 
envisioning possibilities beyond the limits of circumstance. 

Education as an instrument of republican citizenship has 
provi ed the primary rationale for the public support of the 
humanities. Thus the "Declaration of Purpose" of t!le 1965 law 
creating the NEH stated that "democracy demands wisdom and 
vision in its citizens." The report of the Rockefeller Commission 
in 1980 observed, "Our republic stands on a belief that educated 
citizens will participate effectively in decisions concerning the 
whole community." And such participation, as the report went 
on to argue, was enhanced by the substance and the methods 
citizens got from education in the humanities. 

The government of the American democracy justifies its 
authority on the claim that it embodies "the will of the people." 
That is a very large cla.im, of course. The mobilization of consent 
in a highly differentiated electorate, to say nothing of the im
plementation of the popular will once registered, is a difficult 
and uncertain process. But the degree to which it is achieved 
depends fundamenta11y on the quality of public debate and 
discussion. The giant liberties of the First Amendment-of 
thought, speech, press, and assembly-are not only guarantees 
of individual rights against government; they are also the 
po itive means for carrying forward the civic discourse that is 
the lifeblood of democratic government. Political liberty is but 
one ne essary condition, however. Another is the education of 
citizens in ways that strengthen responsible participation. 

The humanities, quite beyond what was once called "civics" 

16 23 



••• • 

and is now, in the schools, absorbed in "social studies," are 
crucial in this education. Philosophy teaches the evaluation of 
argument and the we'ghing of ethical imponderables; history 
teaches understanding of thf! past, yet more importantly liber
ates us from it by showing that the future is not destined; 
anthropology offers the knowledge and, again, the freedona that 
romes from cultural comparisons; language and literature 
cultivate sensibility and sympathy. All such teaching serve 
citizenship. One of the dangers of democracy, long recognized by 
students of politics, is that the populace will fall prey to dema
gogues and sloganeers who abuse the liberties democracy 
affords. But this is unlikely to occur among citizens who deploy 
the faculty of critical reasoning. Su citizens are not easily 
persuaded; they can distinguish logic from demagogic rhetoric, 
argument from slogan, evidence from unfounded claim; they can 
detect crass appeals to racial and religious prejudice. Such 
citizens reject the presumption of totalitarian governments, both 
left and right, that history, literature, philosophy, and art are 
instruments of state power and social control. The spirit of 
democracy, whatever else it may be, is the volatile spirit that 
derives consent from the free expression and the critical reason
ing of the people. 

The original mission of the NEH encompassed the applica
tion of humanist forms of understanding to public affairs, but 
only with the creation of the st.ate humanities councils in 1970 
was the effort made to draw professional humanists into the 
public arena to discuss policy issues in the light of their disci
plines. Since then thousands of scholars have participated in 
public programs on a wide range of issues and topics. A new 
class of humanists, so-called applied humanists, whose mission 
is precisely to apply the resources of the humanif es to public 
problems, has come into Leing. Applied humanfat.,, like their 
academic counterparts, normally lack the technh:al competence 
to solve the problems, but they offer new approt,ches to under
standing them and to determining what should go into the 
solutions. With their range of knowledge and their conceptual 
skills, humanists may usefully mediate between countervailing 
experts on many public problems. The complexities of technol
ogy in the Computer Age have given birth to entirely new 
vocations, for instance, "risk assessment" specialists. Since 
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technology is not risk fr e- there are carcinogens in the 
workplace and nuclear i,;ower plants are liable to accident
specialists have been trained to weigh the costs against the 
benefits. Typically this is too important a question to be left 
solely to engineers and economists or specialists spun off by 
them. Humanists, whose concern is with what is humanly 
desirable rather than what is technically feasible, ought to have 
a part in the making of society's risk assessments. 

Scientific literacy is a major theme in a11 the recent discus
sion of American education. The lack of it-scientific illiteracy
is what has supposedly placed "a nation at risk." Without 
arguing this que tion, or exploring the relationship between 
scientific literacy and cultural literacy, we make several obser
vations on the place of the humanities in the public understand
ing of science. First, creativity in the natural sciences has many 
parallels to creativity in the humanities. Rather than constitut
ing a separate culture wholly unintelligible to th humanities, 
science and the humanities impinge upon and 'ntersect each 
other. Humanists have much to learn from the way scientists 
work, and they may on occasion be more effective interpreters of 
science to the public than scientists themselves. Second, scien
tific literacy for responsible citizens consists less in substantive 
knowledge than in the capacity to see, tQ weigh, and to under
stand the real-life impacts and repercussions of sc • ence and 
technology. What is involved is not the complexity of the science 
itself but the uncertain, unintended, and ambiguous conse
quences of scientific discoveries after they have left the con
trolled environment of the laboratory. The resulting problems 
are often not correctly addressed by experts. Humanists, in the 
way they address them, may contribute to reasoned public delib
eration and response. Third, humanists should therefore 
become actively engaged in the public conversation about 
science in order to have an effective voice in decision-making. 
Although knowledge of science itself would enrich their contri
bution, it is not a prerequisite for entering into a conversation 
that concerns larger public means and ends. 

If meaningful reflection informs decision-making on public 
issues at home, the nation is likely to assume a more responsible 
position in world affairs. The United States stands for an ideal, 
an ideal implicit in the founders' vision of a developed 
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democracy, an ideal symbolized in the Statue of Lib rty, th 
name ofwhic , it is wP.ll to remember, is "Liberty Enligh •nin" 
the World," and so much else. It is not merely an a ad mi 
question whether this nation, the world's oldest and m . 
p werful democracy, can display in its foreign poli i hn 
range of sensitivity, sympathy, and understanding th t w 
associate with humanistically grounded reflection. For Am •ri 
can leadership should express something more th n national 
interest narrowly conceived. It should be moral, y t fr of th 
arrogance of self-righteousness along with the arroganc of 
power. It ought to express knowledge, respect, and und r
standing of national differences. This may mean that Am ri n 
representatives abroad become, in a measure, practicing 
humanists as well as foreign service officers. American 1 der
ship indeed, while firmly grounded in its own tradition, should 
encompass in its international outlook keen understanding of 
the traditions and aspirations of other cult res. 

Voltaire once defined the educated man as "one who is not 
content to survey the universe from his parish belfry." 
Extending that wisdom to the world community of nations in the 
last quarter of the twentieth century, we think the educated 
American is one who knows more and cares for more than his or 
her own history and tradition. The vision here evoked-of an 
educated citizenry sharing fully in the civic life and of a nation 
leading the world by the power of its example-may be criticized 
as unrealistic. Yet the vision is well founded in the history of 
the American experiment; and in our time it has been renewed 
and revitalized by the growing recognition that education in the 
humanities is a necessary component of the ongoing experiment. 
For the government to invest in the humanistic learning and 
action of its citizens is an act of national faith and national 
courage. It may not guarantee anything, but it declares the 
willingne s to take seriously the moral and intellectual require
ments for the good health of a nation co11ceived in liberty . 

. . .... 
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The Humanities in 
University and Society 

T he universities are the principal trustees and transmitters 
of the humanist tradition. There, in closely bounded 
academic disciplines, learning, often of an esoteric kind, is 

perpetuated and scholarship advanced. But university scholars 
who engage in rese rch on the frontier fknowledge, those we 
have sometimes led professional humanists, represent only 
one of several humanities communities in the United States. 
We also mention, first, the educational community, consisting of 
teachers of humanities subjects in schools and colleges as well as 
in the universities; second, trained professionals in museums 
and libraries and at historic sites, whose mission is curatorial 
and also interpretive to a broad audience; third, professionals in 
the m ia responsible for communication and performance in 
the arts and humanities; fourth, the voluntary associations of 
civic groups that engage in a variety of humanities activities, 
often with the aid of NEH state-based programs; finally, the 
growing numbers of applied humanists and independent schol
ars located somewhere between the academy and the public. All 
of these communities make valuable contributions to the public 
life of the humanities, and all would benefit, we believe, by more 
interaction and interchange among them. 

University 

Universities articulate as well as influence ideas and 
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a umptions about the cultures they inhabit. Different histori
cal periods, different cultural situations, alter the specific 
balance of forces between the academy and its ideological 
urroundings, but no system of education flourishes apart from 

its environment. Creative tension has always characterized 
relations between the university and society. Institutions of 
higher learning function, in part, as guardians of tradition, thus 
opponents of the up-to-the-minute. They concern themselve , 
typically, with Shakespeare rather than with the Grateful Dead. 
On the other hand, universities are innovators. They insi ton 
the value of certain new ways of thinking even when tho way 
seem irrelevant or foolish to the community at large. Ho tility 
to the very idea of higher education on occasion dev lop among 
those who fear the demise of common sens in instru tion 
preoccupied with the esoteric and the recondite. 

Yet the community outside the university oft.en n rat( 
the q11estions by which education proceeds. A scandal mon, 
stockholders encourages new kinds of concem with probl m of 
ethics-problems that soon fi· ,d their way into cla ro m . N w 
awareness of Hispanic popu:ations stands behind n w our ( in 
Spanish and Latin American histery and literatur ; an nlar, 
ing sense of tradition results from the presence of vo al minority 
groups. In the humanities, more than in the scienc , a mu h 
perhaps as in the social sciences, responsiveness to o ial 
currents helps to determine the focus of at least om a hing 
and learning. 

The balance between the university's resistanc to and in
corporation of ideas from the larger community ha hift d v r 
time. In the beginning, in America as in Europe, univ r it i• 
served a small elite, for well into the nineteenth c ntury on 
exclusively Protestant white male elite. They educa d main I 
in the Western classical tradition. But the populati n king 
higher education rapidly enlarged, to include tho d tin d fi r 
the new professions, to prepare women for teaching and mi i n
ary work as well as for their matemal respon ibiliti , to pro• 
vide the training of engineers and farmers and bu Ines m n, of 
Jews and blacks, of Irish, Asian, and Italian Americans. State 
universities proliferated, implying an ideal of democratic educa
tion. The steadily increasing supply of institutions of higher 
learning reflected a corresponding rising demand, but that 
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demand, as it spread through the wider population, meant many 
different things. A college education might fulfill a hunger for 
knowledge or provide a means of rising in social class or supply 
an appropriate spouse or lead to an appropriate job. The diverse 
purposes of the growingly diversified mass of students, together 
with the diversity of the institutions, produced general confusion 
about the functions of higher education-confusion that has 
increased to the present moment. 

Social pressure on the humanities-pressure from the world 
outside the academy-has taken three contradictory forms, all 
currently alive and well, all responsible for both constructive 
and destructive effects. Pressure is felt in the universities, first, 
for the humanities to adopt the methods and achieve the objec
tivity (or what seems to be objectivity) of the sciences and the 
social sciences; second, to preserve intact a hallowed and 
increasingly threatened intellectual tradition; and third, to 
demonstrate the immediate relevance of the humanities for 
rt:.munerative employment. 

Th split between the humanities, on the one hand, and th 
ci nces and social sciences, on the other, extends back to th 

la t c ntury. The ciences have been associated with pr gi· 

the humanities with stasis. Science undergird d techn I gy, 
which g nerated industrial and military preemin nc ; i n • 
promi d the future. When the Englishman C. P. now, in I l > J, 
announced the existence of "two cultures" (scienc and th hu 
maniti s), h did not mince his opinion of the sp i I urf •n y of 
und r tanding modern science. Science, he impli d, den , •d tw 
very natur of r ality. Long before that, the new o iul ·.it""' , 
having tablished their independence from the hum nU ~ , 
to k th o- a led xact sciences as their model and t ut l 
xplain hu n behavior without recourse to the I arning of th • 

humaniti . Increasingly relegated to realms of hi h ultur 
a d of irr levance, the humanities lost stature in th univ r ity. 
F many people they came to stand for elitism and arginality. 

Yet the physical sciences produced the atom bomb and the 
t rror of universal destruction; technology, while enhancing the 
quality of life for millions, also polluted the envh vament; the 
ocial sciences appear to have explained relatively little. In 

their defense, humanists have devised university courses, estab
li hed university forums, and engaged in research programs to 
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demonstrate the inadequacy of technical or positivi ti ap 
proaches to human problems. Studies of the real-life impa of 
genetic engineering or of morality in international politi dr w 
on knowledge from the sciences and social sciences, or involv 
collaboration of scholars from different disciplines, but th y • r 
centrally humanistic forms of investigation. 

The social sciences themselves are now drawing on th 
humanities. Many social scientists, disappointed by th r ult 
of survey research a quantitativ analysis, hav r turn d o 
interpretative or qualitative explanation of o ial da . ln 
economics, political science, an aociology, th cknowl d d 
failure of attempts to find predictiv n r I law• ha u d 
investigators to reexamine the notion of rational hoi n whi h 
many of their theories were baaed. AB th onomi t Al • rt 0 . 
Hirschman points out, the -means- nd, co t- n flt mod 1 i far 
from coverin all aspects of human activity and xp ri nc ." 
Sociologist Robert Bellah calls for return t-0 an old r tradition in 
which social scientists were moral philoaoph re p aking out on 
the ethical questions of aociety. 

Concem with values in the communi.ty at large has 11 n r
ated pressure on English faculties to increase their phasis on 
the classical and Christian texts-The llliad, The Aeneid, Plato, 
TM Divint Comedy, Paradise Lost-that comprise the founda
tion of long-established Western tradition. Such pressure wars 
with that for broadening the tradition to include previously 
underrepresented elements of our heritage. The successive 
editions of the Norton anthology World Masterpieces provide an 
instructive example of the fruitful coexistence of incorporative 
and conservative tactic Continuing to include Homer, 
Sophoclea, Racine, Melville, and T. S. Eliot, the most recent 
edition ha■ added, for instance, Mme. de Lafayette and Freder
ick Dougla11 to it authors. In this it accurately reflects current 
tendencle1 in th univ raity, as humanists work to make the 
past vivid and vital to th ir tudents and to represent the 
complexity of that pa t •• richly as possible. 

Of cour , univ r1iti I also continue to protect and facilitate 
a kind of acholar hip th t app ars narrow to the public at large: 
the working out of obacur, linguistic problems, concentration on 
the minutia of a hi tori. al moment, labor on editions of minor 
poets, investigation of philo ophic dil mmas that may seem 
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comically irrelvant to the man or woman in the street. Speciali
zation is essential to the advancement of knowledge, however; 
and scholars must continue to resist the forces of popularization, 
even at the risks of becoming unwilling candidates for Senator 
Proxmire's Golden Fleece Awards. Obviously the marketplace 
will not support the work of the humanities on the frontiers of 
knowledge. Public support is necessary, first in the form of 
fellowships for scholars; second, in maintaining archives and 
research libraries; and third, in subsidies for the publication and 
dissemination of scholarly work. 

New definitions of the proper concerns o e humanities are 
originating outside the academy, and the kinds of investigation 
they foster in universities, in tum, move outward into the 
community. Although the number of majors in such standard 
subjects as English, history, and philosophy has declined nation
wide, students are drawn to innovative courses and programs-
Women's Studies, American Studies, Film Studies--that com
bine methods of inquiry from several disciplines. The serious 
academic study of film depends on insights from art history, 
literary criticism, aesthetics, psychology, social anthropology, 
and history; investigation of the nature and achievements of 
women draws together biology, history, religion, anthropology, 
literature, psychology, and sociology. Thus practitioners of 
traditionally disparate disciplines discover common concerns 
and learn the important truth that it is the synergism among 
the disciplines, fostered by the humanities, that is especially 
valuable. 

Not only is there more traffic across disciplines but the 
boundaries of individual disciplines have enlarged. Course 
offerings in an English department may include such subjects as 
the Literature of Colonialism (politics and litel'ature studied 
together) or the Anthropology of Romanticism, while philosophy 
courses may treat Biomedical Ethics or the Vietnam War in 
American Thought. In undergraduate and postgraduate educa
tion, new material enters old disciplines. The serious study of 
English literature can now include science fiction and popular 
novels and folktales; history concerns itself with women, the 
family, the social history of communities as well as the political 
history of nation-states; philosophy expands to include the 
morality of public policy. Such a traditional academic journal as 
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Publications of the Modern Language Association now prints 
articles on American Indian legends. Religious Studies depart
ments have multiplied, making the comprehensive study of 
religions and religious experience, free of any sectarian purpose, 
a humanities discipline in itself. In new ways, the world pene
trates the academy and the academy asserts its meaning for the 
world. 

As the cost of higher education soars, beneficiaries of that 
education- and their parents-insist on clear returns on their 
inv tm nt . Although survey after survey show high correla
tion tw n liberal arts education and success in business, law, 
m di in , and ot.h r professions, many students nevertheless 
find it hard to di n1 the practical value of courses in literature, 
hi tory, nd ph lo ophy. Nor do professors of these disciplines 

n r lly wi h to la ' m n immediate monetary payoff for what 
th y a h. 11h y on, however, and with increasing fervor do, 
cl im th int II tual xcitement of humanistic study as it is 
curr ntly • nv d nd pr cticed; and they can claim with 
convi tion, - hum ni t hav always claimed, that they help 
individual human b ing toward the fully developed conscious
ne n c ary for r fl ctiv life. 

Paradoxically, fo re s working to marginalize the humanities 
in our universities have heightened the energy and commitment 
of those practicing them. The chief disciplines have been venti
lated with much fresh air. Their need to defend themselves has 
generated healthy self-examination and new forms of self
assertion. Even the professional schools have opened their doors 
to the humanities, thereby communicating to their aspirants a 
keener awareness of the human dimensions of the careers they 
are to enter. Given a political and social situation that chal
lenges the assumptions of the humanities as traditionally 
defined, teachers of the humanities in many institutions have 
devised more powerful and effective modes of presenting their 
subjects not only to their students but to the larger community 
of learners. 

Society 

The humanities are not the possession of an academic 
priesthood. As we have noted, there are many humanities 
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communities outsid th r i . 'Ion h11• • f111 th, h111t1n111 

ties that critical pre nc in i t. whi h , nd , 11 ,t •, It , 
necessary to look beyond th univ r i . "Whnt k p th • hu 
manities going," the philo ph r horl f,' unkt I or c•t w c ', 0

1 

that people really want to know, do mun hn f •• ,II , thnt 
people really respond to Ham) t' pr di am nt mt to h, 
eloquence; that people r all w uld likt o t 
the past held together nd wh i f, II pn 
permanent ... impul in an i iii cl c1< u t 
the humanitie ju ta w ha port mul nnu 1111tl lo • 1111d 

politics and oth r thin for h • t rut for 11 

literature, philo ophy, h nr th ch , 1111111 
everybody' bu ine . Y u 011 h th, ut I w 
whether th r ' a God r imrn I lit , 1111t to h m • n 
it, not to hav an lion whut 0t r, • II , 011 n11 ht J 11 
be dead. You ar d ed." 

The humaniti ar an i11 u rt of h11rn1 11 lif, . That 
aspect of our being of whi h ttu II cl1 •ipl11u but th 
form-the in titutionaliz ion rul c m, Urn uri h 
outside formal bound - end om ttm • m "' 111ulil11l l puri 
not discovered in th a ad m r ,.,. I th ' u11pf r m I 
kitchen tabl , in church bo m nl rul m t111 tu II , 111 

workers' 1 agu and worn n' o ic li , m th 11 

philosopher and th choolyard wit. Wh r • r 111 11 I 1 1 , 
remember, think, interpret, analyz ; wh, r, , r th ,I 11I 1 11 

ously with each other's conduct; wh r v r lh, tr to 1111 t, ,, 
tand life's meaning, giving to life th t minm, 1th 1ut ha h 

it was long ago said to be not worth living- h we• ,,, ttH 
fundamentally human impulse from whi h h • humnn1 1 • 

pring. Bu~, like most things in natur , th hunumi i, u c 
improved by rt,- · ·ving form to whet i raw, pon nn ou , nn I 
di onn t d an~ ofli ring a di iplin d m •dium f, r th u I >f 
bumi ,g numan qu tion . 

1'h r er w main m ><l I f humuni i(• pr gram ming in 
I h lnr t •r o ·it•I . Orn i t.tu hricl rin , mod •I. ll ull for th 
tall r t1 , iu thi i11 tune 1t hun11111i i • fo ulti , t bridg 
tltt ulf ht ♦ t ••••n the 1H·1ul ,, , 111d , ·it• and ommunic t 
ttwir le 011111 to puhlu· 11ud11111 •• 'l'h m d I a umes that 
p111f1 11111111 humu111 t 11ot nll of h \m in th university-are 
th, t,u I• , th ,.,1111.1u111 ·ntu , h • mov r and shapers of 
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truth and learning in the humanities. The other model calls for 
grassroots programming by the people themselves. It empha-
si es the intrinsic humanistic content of ordinary life in demo
cratic society and urges the importance of cultivating the re
sources of intellectual discovery and imagination among the 
people. Although the models are usually placed i11 competition 
with each other, and associated with opposing cultural strate
gies in politics, we think both are valuable, worthy of support, 
and susceptible to improvement. 

The antecedents of university-centered activity, apart from 
formal academic instruction in degree progra.ns, lie in schools of 
adult or continuing education. Some made notable contribu
tions. Generally, however, these schools, at least with respect to 
the humanities, appeared to dispense education more or less as 
an afterthought at the university's back door. Adult education 
stood apart from the university's primary mission; the profes
sors, like the students, were different; and the instruction was 
usually considered cut-rate. The system rarely served the 
humanities well. Today only a small fraction of the courses of 
instruction are in the humanities. 

The creation of the NEH, more particularly the affiliated 
State Humanities Councils, provided a new vehicle for the 
delivery of humanities education to adults. The councils are 
independent grant-making agencies, but in the nature of their 
work they form ties with colleges and universities and involve 
academic scholars in programs for nonacademic audiences. The 
programs are quite informal; often they are sponsored by com
munity organizations that have institutional purposes of their 
own; t,hey do not, with rare exceptions, carry a demic credit or 
lead to an academic degree. They represent a new and loosely 
structured form of adult education in the humanities. 

The bridging between the academy and the community is 
immensely valuable to both. Professionai humanists, unlike the 
academic practitioner of mo t profi sion (law, medicine, 
business most obviou ly), hav " n rally had no direct connec
tion with nonacad mi udiPn , , r with oth r humanities 
communities, or with th rt nl I f . p •ri • n , of th ir disciplines 
among the laity- r p nctin , o the id,,1 und fr lings, queries 
and perplexiti , truth un,l or of ndul It ,rn r . The 
writing of mo t hum ni l I n<ldr, Ptl , f~''"''r all , lo circles of 
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fi llow humani ts in the same esoteric specializ tion; accord
ingly, it i in cc sible to the public at large. Y t m ny of th 
scholar ar willing and able to communicat with adult audi 
enc . Th y or quit hie to interpret their own work in 
a c ibl fa . hion . They are ready to discuss new and ch Jl ng
ing qu tion within the discipline, and to draw upon reserves of 
knowl dg t illuminate issues before the community. The 
p tlln ial bc>n •fit to the public are manifest. The benefits to the 

h lur , whil • no I ss important, are often overlooked. Scholars 
timulat d, and their own human sympathies are extended, 

ommuni ati n and sharing of ideas with groups of people in 
ornmunity; int raction with mature audiences may force 

th .m tor think id th t had never before been vented in this 
w ; and, m t imp rt ntly, this activity across the wal be-
• \I./ n th acad my and the community returns the scholar to 
th honorabl r publican role of teacher, interpreter, and 
mediator on m tters of high public concern. 

Critics of this model charge that it is prejudicial toward both 
the acade and the community. It assumes that academic 
scholarship should be something more, or less, than it is; and 
that by placing the scholar in a kind of missionary role, it is 
patronizing to the general public. The c·riticism has some merit. 

rtainly it points up dangers to be avoided by careful planning. 
W trongly ncourage humanities programs designed to further 
th com mun· cation of academic scholars with nonacademic 
audi nc s. The universities themselves should assume leader-
hip in thi effort. Increasingly, public humanities teaching 
hould b come a normal part of the responsibility of substantial 

numbers of faculty members in colleges and universities. Ac-
ompli hing this may require a transformation in the structure 

and the understanding of teaching and research in the humani
ti . It will certainly require new goals and new levels of plan
ning and administration. And it will require modification of the 
r ward system of most university faculties to recognize effective 
public humanities teaching. 

The alternative model, which finds the nurturing environ-
m nt of th humanities outside the university, is more difficult 
to d rib , ju t as its programs are more difficult to evaluat in 
th• ob nc of proven standards. Its cultural anteced nt Ii in 
Am ri on habit of self-help and in voluntary associations, in 
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w m n' lub , lh at r lub , lit rary ocieties, historical socie
li , tr d union , civic a ociation , religious fellowships, and 
th n tw rk of Mechanics Institutes, Lyceum, and Chautauqua 
in th nin nth century. Paradoxically, the vitality of these 
ag nci of intellectual culture has declined as the number of 
Am rican r c iving higher education has increased, and ste
ward hip of th humanities has been centered in the universi
tie . A vigorou n w initiative, conjoining both models and 
op ning promi ing new directions in the public humanities, has 
come from the tate Humanities Councils. Since 1970 they have 
given shape to a curriculum in the humanities that differs 
markedly from the formal curricula of schools, colleges, and 
universities, yet treats the same fundamental questions of the 
quality of life and provokes public discourse about them. The 
curriculum appears to satisfy a real social need, even a hunger, 
felt by many adults. Every year, according to the Fifteen-Year 
Report of the Federation of State Humanities Councils in 1985, 
upwards of twenty-five million Americans take part in about 
four thousand humanities programs under the full or partial 
auspices of fifty-three state councils (including the District of 
Columbia, the Virgin Islands, and Puerto Rico). On occasion the 
councils initiate programs, but for the most part they act as 
funders and facilitators of programs generated by individuals, 
community associations, and other nonprofit groups. 

So diverse are these programs-lecture series and confer
ences; radio, television, and film productions; exhibits and 
publications; performances and special events; applied humani
ties-that they can be characterized only by specific examples: 

*Doing Justice: Literary Texts, Professional Values and 
the Judicial System, funded by the Massachusetts 
Foundation for Humanities and Public Policy, brought 
professionals in the state judicial system together with 
scholars to discuss texts-King Lear, Billy Budd, Heart 
of Darkness,-in order to stimulate inquiry into the 
nature of justice and the role of judgment in our society. 
*A Cowhand's Song: Crisis on the Range, a film funded 
in part by the Nevada Humanities Committee, depicted 
the history of cattle-ranching in the Nevada-California 
borderland and spark public discussion of environ
mental protection, mineral development, and proposals 
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to limit grazing in recreational areas. 
*A Share of Honor: Virginia Women 1600-1945, a three
year project initiated by the Virginia Foundation for 
Humanities and Public Policy, built upon research into 
the history of women in the Old Dominion, culminating 
in a ook, symposia, film and curricular materials, and a 
major exhibit (followed by a traveling exhibit) that broke 
oll ttendance records at the Virginia Museum of Fine 
Art . 

hautauqua '84: Jefferson's Dream and the Great 
/>l in· Experience, a humanities interpretation and 
r vi val of the Chautauqua movement, conducted by the 
tate councils in Kansas, Nebraska, South Dakota, and 

N rth Dakota. Two communities in each of these states 
h rd presentations by four archetypal Plains charac-
t r - Hamlin Garland, Mary Ellen Lease, Old Jules, 

nd Red Cloud, the Sioux chief.-about their experience. 
)n he fifth and final night a scholar in the role of 
homa Jefferson led a discussion with these character 

and, later, with the audience, which compared the 
r ality of Plains life with the Jeffersonian ideal. 
•Th Mexican Legacy of Texas, on the occasion of th 
quic ntennial of Texas' independence from Mexico, w 
conducted by the Texas Committee for the Humaniti 
Th year-long program included a special session of th 
T xa State Historical Association, which addres ed 
uch questions as the emancipation experience in Mexico 

and Texas, the development of border culture, and the 
significance of a bilingual culture. The project supported 
lectures, conferences, reading and discussion program , 
exhibits, and newspaper articles on contemporary 
Mexican-American literature, art, folklore, and hi tory 
in communities across the state. 
*A Common Property of Western Culture: The Hou hold 
Tales of the Brothers Grimm, funded by the Dela war 
Humanities Forum on the 200th anniversary of the birth 
of the Grimm brothers, analyzed the contributions of 
their tales from mythological, feminist, Freudian, and 
contemporary literary perspectives. 
*The New Hampshire Council for the Humanities 
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supported a philosopher-in-re:;idence in its state l gi l 1 

ture, where this practicing humanist with academic 
credentials in ethics exa:nined materials in the sta ' 
Sunset Office and assisted lawmakers in evaluating 
departments and programs whose authorizations were 
due to expire. 
*State Humanities Councils have funded hundreds of 
reading and lecture series in literature, philosophy, 
history, and related fields in public libraries across the 
country, demonstrating that adults will gather over a 
period of weeks to discuss books on themes of inter t to 
them, and confirming in new ways the truth of the 
observation by the Rockefeller Commission on the 
Humanities that the public library is "the single most 
important cultural institution in most communities." 
The State Humanities Councils are unique institutions that 

testify to the American genius for cultural improvisation. They 
are neither state nor federal agencies, nor private foundations, 
yet possess attributes of all three in the way they are funde 
and governed and in their style and purposes. By Act of Con
gress they are required to receive not less than 20 percent of th 
program funds of NEH. Matching formulas leverage private 
support; and several councils receive state appropriation a 
well. They might claim to be the •·.nheralded success story of th 
"new federalism." They constitute fifty-three laboratories for 
experimentation in the public humanities, with each council 
responding to the needs and intere ts of its own constitu ncy . 
Of an earlier invention Henry Thoreau remarked, ~e ar in 
great haste to construct a magnetic telegraph from Maine to 
Texas; but Maine and Texas, it may be, have nothing important 
to communicate." And so it may be, though we trust not, with 
respect to the humanities today. In any event, Maine and Texa 
may, and indeed do, engage in quite different programs. The 
federal character of the enterprise is also a healthy impediment 
to the growth of a centralized cultural authority-a ministry of 
culture-in America. While there is always the danger of 
political abuse in government programs for the arts and sci
ences, the vigor of American democracy, the tradition of Ameri
can culture, and the individualistic habits of mind generated by 
the humanities themselves provide valuable safeguards. 
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The work of the tate Humanities Councils, th Public 
Programs Division of NEH, and the several humanities commu
nities we have identified should be viewed as parts of a grand 
design for lifelong learning in the United States. The report on 
Excellence in Education, A Nation at Risk , held up this ideal in 
a brief section headed The Leaming Society. "At the heart of 
such a society," it said, "is the commitment to a set of values and 
to a system of education that affords all members the opportu
nity to stretch their minds to full capacity, from early childhood 
through adulthood, learning more as the world itself changes." 
No school or college or university can educate young men and 
women for life. The best it can do is to dispose the mind toward 
learning, to enable one experience to serve another, and to lay 
the foundation for what Dewey called "continued capacity for 
growth." The natural sciences offer striking examples of the 
rapi<l ~bsolescence of knowledge in modern society: the physics 
or genetics or astronomy of a decade or so ago has been super
seded. The humanities contain no parallels to this. The disci
plines change slowly, yet they do change, as anyone who learned 
literary criticism and theory a quarter century ago and returns 
to it today can atte More importantly, in today's career-
oriented society the demands for technical skill and expertise 
are so urgent that no mature and thoughtful person is content to 
go through life with whatever he or she may have learned of the 
humanities in school. 

Robert Hutchins once wrote with penetrating insight: "The 
great works of art and literature do not convey their full mes
sage to the immature. The reason why the prospect of the 
learning society is so alluring is that the notion o·7 cramming 
everybody in school with everything he will ever need to know 
can be abandoned. The traditional teaching of the past, in 
which a child read Shakespeare at the age of sixteen and never 
looked at him again, meant that Shakespeare's intention was 
never communicated. The boy 'had' Shakespeare but could not 
understand him." Learning, whether of Shakespeare or 
Dostoevski or any number of authors and subjects that enli n 
and enrich human consciousness, is no longer something that 
was done once and r all in school. The modernized life cycle, 
emerging about a century ago, that drew boundaries between 
stages of life-youth, adulthood, and old age-and enforced a 
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linear separation of education, work, and leisure, is being 
replaced by a more flexible conception, one that takes account of 
varying paces of maturation, answers to changing needs and 
interests, and reflects the social reality of a growing elderly 
population. 

Of c0urse, the foundations for learning in the humanities are 
laid in the primary and secondary schools, about which little has 
been said in this report. We applaud the special efforts of 
humanities faculties in a number of colleges and universities to 
strengthen teachers' mastery of the subject matter of the 
humanities and their commitment to teaching it. Renewed 
emphasis on the liberal arts education of teachers is echoed in 
the recent Carnegie Report on Teaching. We have spoken of the 
universities, in which the humanitie are, if not flouri hing, 
showing signs of renewed vigor and vitality. W think, furth r, 
that the time has come for the univ r iti to ak major n w 
commitments to the education of adult in th . humuni i . Su h 
programs ought to be developed a a r gular purl of univt•r i 
education, offered not as an afterthought, but a B for houJ ht 
and at the front door rather than the back door of th o , m 
The pressures of demographic and technological hang nn l ti.
imperative of an educated citizenry requir that hi~h•• du o 
tion face up to th demands for lifelong learning. Th 8 u • 
Humanities Councils have an enlarging and incr a ingl 1mpor 
tant role to play in this effort, but it is not the am rol •, n r i 
it a substitute for what colleges and universities can a hi v in 
the continuing humanities education of Americans. 

4 () 
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Recommendations 

0 
ur r comm ndations are made in the light of other 
recent reports on the humanities and may be considered 
supplementary to them. All the recommendations look 

to the advancement of a learning society in which the humani
ties have a major place. We urge that the humanities be viewed 
not merely as so many academic disciplines, or only as sentinels 
of tradition, but also as the necessary resources of critical intelli
gence, of self-awareness, and a reflective approach to life. We 
reaffirm the Declaration of Purpose of the law establishing the 
National Endowment for the Humanities in 1965 that "democ
racy demands wisdom and vision in its citizens." We believe 
that sustained public support of the humanities is essential to 
the national purpose. The goals of personal self-fulfillment, of 
democratic culture and citizenship, which belong unique} to 
Amer-ican tradition and institutions, ought not be left to t e 
whim and caprice of the marketplace. The humanities enter
prise, although centered in the university, has grown in richness 
and complexity; and a11 the compon nts of the public humanities 
merit cultivation and upport for their special contributions to 
civic under tanding in a d mo ratic society. 

1. Th rn t • mp unt publi mi ion of the humaniti~s 
is improv m n of h , prnlily of ivi di scourse. The mission 
should b a flri u <' OIH' • n of nll humani ties programming. 
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2. The humanities, too I ng 011 ulnt'd 111 ornum •nt or 
diversion, should reclaim a r I • of I 111<1 •r hip in Am ri an 
democracy. They should h n ri , ·,ti pr • t•n • in h di s u -
sion of vital public i. u , wh i(·h m 1111l hn h • un 
neither be insulat d fr m p Ii i • nor h,•l (1 r<•d f m ontro
versy. Only through th humu11i i,• mn publi i u b 
examined and xplor d in nil h •ir ·c>mpl it . 

3. Becau long-run impr v •m •11t in th apprecia tion 
and the und r tanding of th human iti mu t begin in the 
schools, we urg contin uing upport for efforts to 5trengthen 
t'1e humaniti ducation and commitment of school-
tt; chers . 

4. In colleg and univ rsities, where the humanities 
hav b n on th d ~ nsive, we urge the different faculties to 
develop inno ativ cour es and programs that should help to 
r tor th humaniti s to the central place in liberal arts 
ducation . W p rticularly encour~ge multidisciplinary 

tivity, not only among the humanities disciplines but with 
th ocial and the natural sciences and the fine arts, based 
upon the recognition that disciplinary boundaries are not 
rigid and research and teaching should ..., be tightly con-
trained by them. 

5. Because of the importance of an informed citizenry, 
and in keeping with the goal of a learning society, we recom
mend that colleges and universities undertake bold new 
initiatives in public humanities education ; moreo'\ er, that 
academic humanists, with the support of their institutions, 
assume as part of their acknowledged responsibility commu
nication with nonacademic audienc . 

6. We endorse discipli n d fTort to advance cultural 
literacy, although wear k ptical f programs that rely 
upon a canon oft xt or cultura l I i n, and we urge 
recognition of th div •r ·it und multipli ity of the American 
heritag . 

7. B Ii ving thut ht• cit• t> lopNi rn iition of the human
iti in Americ.·n is pn1 1111d d •mo ·rn i nnd r ponsive to a 
wid rang . of , oc·i11 I 1111cl i11t,•I IN·tuul <' p ri nc , we think 
that puhli hu111u11ili1•, progr 1mmin~, '!-IP cia lly the State 
Hurn uni i •: Cl>Un ·ii i,,, i, h uld ofl'c•r pl •nt fbrcathing space 
to id •as und pr >j •(· t i, w•rwr t t•d Ii groups of p ople, 
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including the heretofore unacknowledged and uncertified in 
local communities. 

8. While humanists should be receptive to new forms of 
thought and expression that hold the promise of enriching 
the resources of reflective life, they also have a respon:;ibility 
for maintaining standards and so should not hesitate to 
criticize cultural manifestations that enervate or deaden the 
capacity to respond thoughtfully to the world. The tension 
between these imperatives points up the difficulty as well as 
the challenge of the humanities enterprise in contemporary 
society. 

9. We recommend and encourage the new roles for 
humanities scholars as public historians, humanists-in
residence in legislative bodies, hospitals, and elsewhere; and 
we urge much more significant interaction between aca
demic humanists and other humanities communities. The 
State Humanities Councils are well positioned to further 
this objective. 

10. Many issues critical to the future of the humanities, 
barely touched upon in this report, merit careful and sus
tained study in their own right. We refer, for instance, to 
cultural literacy, popular culture, the problem of communi
cation between academic disciplines, the implications of the 
computer and newer technologies, the humanities in local 
communities, and so on. We recommend that the NEH, the 
State Humanities Councils, and appropriate university 
departments encourage research on such problems. 
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