ne of America’s unsung rites of
spring is Nationa] Humanities
advocacy Day. In mid-March,
humanitics professors from arourd
the country travel 1o Washingten, DC, not o
gase at masterpicces in the National Gailery,
bt to make the case for their field on the Hill
These learned lobbyists spend a duy in the
touter) offices of their congressivnal repres-
entiives, trying to impress the value of the
lwmanitics on staffers who still look like col-
lege students, The hope is thut the staffers will
convince their busses to fund the huranitics,
To prepare for their missiun, many of the
academivs atiend a confereace put on by the
Nutional Humanities Alliance, the urganiza.
tion behimd NHAD. They hear success stories
froni deans who have devised ways of revers.
ing, or at least slowing, declining enrolment
trends, and they reccive encouragement from
leaders whoetdorse their cause Recent speak-
ervinclude Dick Durbinand Elizabeth Warren.,
These tays, the mood of the conference is a
it like that of a fate -season pep rally or ateam
with a lusing recond ond an vncertain future.
Inevitably, there is talk of crisis. Attenders
share Inle: nf budget cts; lhc funaeling of
L g Mields; “neo-
Fiberal™ pluﬂ 1o gut pub]m Inghcf education;
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Permanent crisis

The humanities in an Age of Disenchantment
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years of in the 1960s wm out to have been a
time when Ffnding imbalunces and external

intent un g their uni infer
picturesque vocational schouls; and the
entrenched pereeption that majoring in English
means o job at Starbucks ulter gnulu.'u:un
Not everyone agrees —these are nead

pressures fed to o great deal ol ansicty. Hence
the popularity of books suchas I H. Plumb's
Crisix in the Hinnanities (1964); though writ-
ten for o British audience, ite essayy were
widely d | in the United States. But

after afl. Seme claim that in absolute terms,
the enmlment figures aren't so grim. They
alsu deseribe translormative experiences in
the classroom. If there is a crisis, they insist,
it is mostly one of public legitimation. Stili
others point out that the humanities have
always been in crisis.

Thete is certainly some truth to this last
contention. The much rmanticized boom
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1.B.Tauris

much earlier works, loo, such as The Goose
Stepby Upton Sinclair (1923 and The Higher
Learning in America by Thorstein Veblen
(1904), were full of complaints about the
corporatization of the university that seem
ripped from today's (Clronicle af Higher
Education) headlines. Indeed, the points of
resemblance extend well beyond tum-of-the-
century America.
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Wm. Roger Louis is Kerr Professor of English History and Culture at the
University of Texas at Austin, and an Honorary Fellow of St Antony’s College,
Oxford. A Past President of the American Historical Association, he is the Editor-
in-Chief of the Oxford History of the British Empire. His some thirty books
include Ends of British Imperialism published by |.B.Tauris In 2006 and his edited
serles, now nearly a dozen, Adventures with Britannia, published by 1.B.Taurls.
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In late nincteenth-century Germany, schol-
ars in the humanitics often enjoyed a fame
that few of their colleagues elsewhere could
deeam of. It was with wonder that Mark
Twain, who toured the country in the I89Us.
vhserved am s excitedly p '
wut & historian whom they had spotted un the
streel. Yeleven there, those in the humanities
fekt a sense of erisis. This sense was rooted in
log that porary di i
of the humanities have obscured. It's often
said that the German university system was
founded on the ideal of Wissenschaft, or rys-
lematic knowledge and scholarship. Amet-
ican universitics, by contrast, were founded
on a dual inheritance: un the one side, the
British collegiate tmdition of building char-
acter and on the other, the mission of special-
ized research. adopted from the German
maddel in the late nineteenth ccntury

But this is o mi b
character furmation had also been estential to
the thinking behind the emergence of the
German research university around 1300 In
fact. our presenl-day undersianding of what
the huinanities can do fur students iy much
closer ta that thinking than it is to the notion
of moral education institationalized at the
religious colleges and universities of ants-
beblum America

The genius of the German educational
reformers = chief among them the statesman
and leamed aristocrat Wilhelm von Humboldi
~was 1o fuse the jdeals of open-ended, mtional
inquairy with secular soul-making. Specialized
scholarship that produced new knowledge
(Wissenschafi and Forschung) went hand in
hand with telfculivadon (Bildung), which
was best 1 through h istic study
Together, speciatized scholarship and self-
cultivation would sustain the atmosphere of
free exploration that both necded,

1
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No sbouch at lubby ing, Humboldt managed
10 convince his fellow Prussian bureaucrats
that Wisserschaft and Hildung were not only
intendependent. but also central to the inter-
ests of the state 17 the state granted vniversi-
ties the autonomy they needed for scholarship
and teaching, universitics would rewurd the
state with innovalive research and well
formed future burcavcrats. With o little
patience an the part of the state, the fruits of
higher e¢ucation would he much riper for the
taking. Humboldt's wager was that while the
university shouhd never be fully sutonamots,
it could best serve the stale 41 a remove = fusl
distinet and free enough to constitute ils awn
ethical and tocial world,

Humbaldt's  formula  achicved  near-
axiomatic  states during the nineteenth
century, But o few decades after the founding
of the University of Berlin in 810, the link
between Wissenschaft and Bildung came
under serious pressure. As the Prussian state
grew in power and size, technological and
scientific advances began to play a greater
role in the economy. The Prussian state
pressed universitics for more immediately

“usable” rescarch ond  knowledge, Key

figieres in anmn socl:t} and lhe Prussian
|

govemnment devi n ¥4
version of the cumcmpumry STEM (scl:nce.
technology, ing and t )

ohsession; and the state awanled research
support accordingly. To compete in this
funding environment and ehsure their own
prestige, some in the humanitics tried to
match the scale ond nspirations of research
in the natuml sciences, as some digital
huntanitics researchers do today, devising
datacellection projectsof upprecedented size
= the “heavy industry of scholarship™, as
one practitioner put it. Others, like the Basel
historian  Jacob  Burckhandt, wondered
whether these outsized undertakings had left
any room for real thinking.

The new German state fecast wniversity
adimissions pulicies and pushed for *modemn”
curricula (lest Latin and Gresk amd more
science and mathematics), with the result that
when gniversity earolments began to shoot up
in the 1870 and BOs, the share of students
studying subjects such as history and philol-
ngy declined. Meanwhile, a culture of narrow
aczdemic specialization had st in, hindering
the sort of collective striving and humanistic
study that Humbuoldt had envisioned,

Scveral generations of German academics
across the humanitics and the sciences, all of
whom had studied in the classical Gymnasien
and thus been formed acconding Lo the neo-
classical ideals of harmony and unity, lived
through the remaking of educational fnstit-
lions and culture under the forces of mod-
ernity. The pantt of nin thy ury
German scademic heroes, from Hermann
Helmhoitz and Emil du Bois-Reymond to
Rudulfl Virchow and Theodor Mommsen,
longed fur the unity of knowledge and the pro-
mise that Wissenschaft wasa resource fur ethi-
cal translormation, namely Bifdung.
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But their ideali Jually trned elepi

considers the widespread predilection for pric-

Mommsen, who did more than anyone to
advaace large-scale, thoroughly compartmen-
talized philological projects in which there
was, ashe pul it “no place for intaginative gen-
ius™, also lamented that in the era of “the big
humanities”, scholarship had lost its highest
sense of purpose. Scholars had bevome “jour-
neymen who serve no maiters™.

Arvund the same time ~1872 ~ & young
classies professor at the University of Basel
named Friedrich Nicizsche declared that
humaznistic learning was in crisis, In the city
museum, a neaclassical building funded by
local citizens, Nictzsche delivered a series of
lectieres entithed “On the Future of Our Bduca-
tional Institutions™, Here. he decried an educa.
tionat system given over tw skills training and
mocked philolugisty as “etymological roman
candles”, who had lost sight of the questions

ticalstudy, which“hates any edueation that sug-
gests goals above and beyond eaming money,
or that takes a lot of time™. The most authorita.

attempt t control “all things through calcula.
tion™, Like all other social institutions and
forms of life, one of the West"s most enituring
institwtions was being tmnsformed ing o
. .

tivee voice in the dial the old phitosopt

beh h. in which nothing

concludes that Germany's educational institu-
lions have ceased wo deliver “education in the
true sepse of the lerm”. Specialized scholarship
had lefino time or space to shape the self though
passionuis, immetsive, disciplined study, pref-
erably of Greek antiquity

Such pronouncemcnts may make Nietzsche
sound like a precursor to Alan Bloom in The
Closing of the American Mind. But Nictz-
sche’s kectures dho more than present an clitist
narrative of decline. Surveying the educational
scene from his post in Burckhardt's Basel,
Nictzsche produced one of the rare works that
challenge us to think through the complex pre-
dic: ofthe h ities in modern society.

that really matter, ceding them to journalists.
The modem state had placed universities
underadual and potent demand bath o ex pand
—teach more siudents - and to narrow, that is,
teach them {or one purpose: the economic
interests and symbolic glory of the stare.
Nictzsche orchestrates the demolition of
Germany s still glistering institutions of higher
learning in the form of a fictional dialogue
between lwo miemity brothers, a k

His lectures prompt us to question how the
forces that allowed for the hsmanities to
become establishes! and flourtsh En new ways —
secularization, institutional rationalization,
democratization, ete, = also came to imperil the
best the humanities had to offer.

For Nietzsche at the moment of German
Unification, perhaps the most immediate and
theeatening of these modernizing forces was
b cratic rationality, what Max Weber, in

old phitosopher and his younger comgpanioa,
The comparion, for exatnple, hasts what he

the apirit of Nietzsche, would term the disen-
chantment of the worlid, by which he meant the

remained “mysterious or incalculabie” and
everything could be quantified ond accounted
for Since true scholarship still required free-
dom, ene could poiat out, as Weber himself’
would, that the miionalizing effonts here were
often ol questicnable rationality, af least frum
the perspective of tmse scholars, But this did
litthe to slem the tide.

In Nietzsche's day. the disenchanted
university waos embodied by government
incursions on academic freedom and self-
regulation. as well as by “big humanitics”
projects, which cast scholars as “Arbeiter”
and employed management-speak and prin-
ciples in establishing both the project goals
and the relationships among its participants.
Fifty years later, Weber complained about
assessments of teaching efficacy that relied
chiefly on enrolment statistics, Today, on
both sides of the Atlantic, assessment
regimes and academic analytics, which obvi-
ously pose special challenges for scholars
working in the humanities, are the mecha-
nisms of diseachaniment. In Amesican uni-
versities and colleges, the pressures to assess,
analyse and quantify everything from “learn-
ing outcomes™ (o facully “productivity” have

led 1o a proliferation of local schemes, met-
rics and rubrics. But the Obama administra
tion wants 1o change that, or really w
rationalize the mtionalization, by standardiz
ing the system of measurement with a uni-
versity “report cand™, In the UK, however, the
Rescarch Excellence Framework (REF) has
simee 2007 been a national gquality testing
system, designed o “produce indicators of
research excellence™ and uvsed 10 distribute
funds, In 2044, the sidy included over
191,150 “research outputs™.

In bath the UK and the US, these forves of
rationali zation and bureaucratic coptrol have
been identificd as effects of neoliberalism, a
suppusedly external threat to the tniversity
But as Nicizschie warned his Base] audience,
while Humboldi’s university, which the Uni-
versity in Baseltook asits modelin 1818, was
itself a product of rational reorganization (of
the more entightened kind), the process of
modemization had tumed it into something
mew and differcnt, with specialized scholar-
ship, particularly in classical siudies, acting
as a witling and recessary accomplice,

Taking up Nietzsche's chailenge won't be
of much use 1o humanities teachers and schol-
ars lobbying cach spring on Capitol Hill. Yet
it should help us better to understand how we
got here. It will deepen our reflections on our
place in the world, which is no small part of
our calling.

magazine or a newspaper is a delicate
organism that can die u variety of
deaths. It can shed readers and staff
slowly over decades, or it can implode all at
once like a supemova, shooting its parts a very
far distance. Walking around Brooklyn, when
1 s¢e a journalist [ know on the sureet, | some-
times try to call up any dead moagazines they
once belonged to, Lingna Frunes and FEED,
twoincarnations from the 19%0s, were truining
grounds for n surprising number. The casta-
ways of the Wieek of the New Republic still
seem (o tum up all over. My old neighbour-
hood of Brooklyn Heighis is a special haunting
pround of the newspaper where [ first worked,
the New York Sun. On Hicks Strect, | see Jill
Gandirer whe used to report on Mayar Bloom
berg"s activities for the paper. In my old apart-
menton Remsen Strect is Christian Lorentzen,
rover @ writer for the LRA and Mew York maga-
zine, who worked the night shift as o copy
editor inthe Sun newstuom. At the Pain Quoti-
dien on Maontague Street at dawn, there is Seth
Lipsky, our former ancienl mariper-editor,
digesting his second round of morning papers,
witling to tell the tale of the paper to anyone
who lingers long envugh it range
Thie Sun was a feisty little paper that liked
tu think its influence vutweighed its circula-
tion of 90,000. Iis offices were in the Cary
Building, an Italian Renaissance wedding
cake revivalon Chambers Street, With its easy
aceess o City Hall, Chambers was once
known as newspaper row, and housed several
New York papers, including German:lan-
guage papers and (at least two) Yiddish dailies,
The Sun ofien felt like 0 Yiddish daily that
had bezn tmnslated inte English. Founded by
Lipsky, a widely admired editor ot the Wall
Street Journal and the Forwand, the paper
was fipancially tacked by the New York
hedge fund managers Michae) Sicinhanit and
Ruoger Hertog, along with Conrad Black. fiwus
neoconservative in politics, and its first edition

=
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appeared in the week of 9711, which made it
something of an idevlogical lodestnr Juring
the Bush years,

i remerber coming in to interview for the
jub ns books editor. 1 sat on o stack of papers
in the makeshift waiting room. Next o me
waited an eapansive Lubavitcher Rebbe in
black. 1 was shown an office that already felt
on the verge of exiinclion, humming with
people, all speaking over each other, with
pencils uncannily behind the occasional ear,

The Sun was perpetually understafled,
which meant people were too busy to bother
me at my books tesk, where 1 erected o glant
wall of advance review copies to work behind,
The only eaceplions were during Lipsky's
daily pairols around the office in his trench
coat, when he would police headlines and
leads for vitality, “Tom”, he would peer
through my book wall, “what ane you doing
with the Sharon biogmphy?" “Tom, we're
thinking of having a new column = *Prison
Diary’ =by Conrad Black that will run in your
pages” At Lipsky's behest, we reviewed
bouks weeks before they came out, “To. let's
run a review ol Tina Brown's Diana Chroni-
cles in Wednesday's paper.”” "But the book
isn'tout for amonth.” “See if we can get acopy
of from one of our comacts inside at Random
House.” And s0 we did.

The paper was oftci spoken of unironically
ns o weapon, When Christmas cands arrived
at the office, they included one from Edwanl
Luttwak standing with his wile atop o mena-
cing super-yacht. Lipsky spoke of Cokl War
eapluits, ns when he was instriicted ot the Wall
Street Joumal Europe office to provide com-
puter equipment to a group of grizzled Poles in

T-shirts who turned vul te be the beating heart
of Solidarity. | worked for a week at my desk
in full body armour for a mandated day of
“solidarity” with US troops in Iy, At one
of the murning editorial meetings 1 atteaded,
Lipsky and his deputy, [ra Stoll, debated
bow thick the black border around Mition
Friedman's front-page obituary should be.,
Our style guide was legendary.

REVELATION: Use only in guoted matiet or
when referting to what happened at Mount
Sinai. DECTER, MIDGE: The Cold War hero-
ine. Note the spelling of her last name. MILE
TANT: say terporist. GENTILE: Not Jewish or
genteel, COMMUNIST / SOCIALIST: Sec AP
stylebook. Any favorable reference toa commu-
nist mus be shown ta cither the editor or the
managing editor of the Sun belure publication.
SEPTEMBER L[l: Always “the anacks of",
never “the events of "

At night, when 1 would periodically get
locked owt of the building, Lhad to spoe] buck
through [sraeli history (o get back in: was
the buikling code 1947 this week? 19677 But
of course: it's (1586, the destruction of the First
Temple of Jerusalem by the Babylonians!

‘There was a divide in the office between the
news staff, who covered politics and wore
suits, and the ants staff, who wore very litile
and more or less did as they pleased. [assigned
whatever books | chose, to whomever 1 could
get. Our chief book critic, Adam Kirsch, was
a prodigious talent and could review a book in
aday. [flefto his own devices, our [ead fiction
reviewer, u lanky aesthete from Oklah

on any cubtural event in New York of interest
tu the editors, Perpetually blinking, he some-
times looked as if he'd just come up out of the
ground tohave acloser look ot Earth, I remem-
ber once secing him putting on black tie on the
subway as if it were his personal changing
room, with o wink into the glass door when he
gol his tie fixed in place,

There was always a sense that we wene
doomed. Lipsky's paymasters kept 1abs on s,
and they 1 a profit. Disag: inthe
newsoom once broke out when the chief
Ants cditor, Roben Messenger, dissented from
Lipsky's programate and made the case that
the paper should concentrate on what it did
best: covering local New York politics and
asts, where national papers could not compete
But we pressed onwanl, covering the United
Nztions, and our war chest of Pilot pens never
diminished. These were the golden days of
New York journalism before 2008, when it
scemed almost silty to be in another business.

The paper coltapsed in 2008, the year aficr |
lefi. Lipsky declared the end a1 an afl-hands
staff meeting in the newsroom. Now and then,
we chat al owr ersatz local bakery, where ime
seeims bountiful if we think back w the rushed
days befure deadlines. He mentions that if his
backers had had a bit more faith, the paper
could have survived. “They would have still
had billions!™, he sayx. He is happy to hear
whenane of his former stafT has gone to greater
glory at anothet newspaper — it docsn't matter
which one. But nostalgia is anathema to the
reporter, or as Lipsky calls it, “the vocation of
the newspaperman”, Nowadays, when 1 pick
up a paper, 1 feel as tf I'm holding o scrap of o
secret drama, What room full of anxictics and

bittons, betrayals and riendships, has pro-

named Ben Lytal, would begin reviewing
the entire catalogites of small presses. Erc
Ormshy could take on scholasly editions of
Arabic texts or anthologies of German verse,
Gary Shapiro, the soul of the office, reported
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duced the object I hold in my hands? A news-
paper is Jtke a university with an In-built fuse
There are no reunions or buildings to go back
lo. When they finally go owt, they leave oo
ruins behind; only ever-ghostly connections.




