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PREFACE

This Society for Critical Exchange publication is devoted
entirely to the proceedings of the Roundtable on
Institutional Issues in the Humanities, held at Miami
University on October 21, 1984, Sponsored by the College of
Arts and Science as part of a three day conference titled
"The Ends of the Humanities: Redefinitions," this program was
attended by nearly 100 deans, department chairs, and faculty
menbers invited from the region to engage in a dialog on
critical timely issues that bear on the institutional status
and the future of the humanities.

As these proceedings demonstrate, the exchange was lively and
fruitful: it raised some fundamental questions, sharpened
perspectives, and generated tentative responses. Perhaps as
its simplest and most useful accomplishment, the Roundtable
stimulated participants to speak, to listen, and to react.
The issue was the institutional role of the humanities, and
the' outcome, perhaps, an increased sense of the vitality of
that role. '

On behalf of the College of Arts and Science at Miami
University, I am pleased to see a record of this useful
discussion in print and wish to thank the editorial staff of
Critical Exchange for their assistance,

Stephen M, Day
Dean
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INTRODUCTICN

Kim Gannon

In October of 1984 the College of Arts and Science at
Miami , University sponsored a conference, "The Ends of the
Humanities: Redefinitions", at which prominent speakers such
as William Bennett, Ralph Cohen, and Juliet Mitchell
presented their views on aspects of the humanities, The
conference began on Sunday, October 21 with a roundtable on
"Institutional Issues in the Humanities."

Prior to the conference James Sosnoski, Executive
Director of the Society for Critical Exchange and coordinator
of this session, sent a questionnaire to humanities colleges
and departments within the geographic region. The six issues
identified as the most important by participating deans and
chairs constituted the themes for the engaging and sometimes
volatile discussion during the Sunday afternoon session.
Professor Ralph Cohen, the William R. Kenan, Jr. Professor of
English at the University of Virginia and President of SCE,
commented incisively on the exchange of views, suggesting
some directions that humanistic studies should take.

Contained in this volume are a synopsis of the quest-
ionnaire and its results, and a transcription of the
discussion and of Professor Cohen's comentary. In editing
the transcription, we have attempted to reproduce the
conversational tone as closely as possible, cutting only what
we felt necessary to maintain the dialogue's clarity.
Unfortunately, we were not able to decipher some words and
phrases, including the names of same of the discussants.
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Roundtable on

INSTTTUTIONAL ISSUES IN THE HIMANITIES

QUESTIONS FCR DISQUSSICN: RESULTS OF THE
PRELIMINARY SURVEY

Moderator: James Sosnoski, Miami University

The results of our initial questionnaire indicated that the
following six questions were most important* in the minds of

the participants in the roundtable discussion on "Insti-
tutional Issues in the Humanities":

[*Note: The issues (groups of questions) are given here in
the order of preference (A-F)--those most often identified as
issues to be discussed listed first. The original
questionnaire numbers are in brackets.]

A, [#2]
How is it that students have a relatively poor image
of humanistic study? Is it a national or university-
specific problem? Should it be reversed? Why? How?

Is the concept of "the humanities" appropriate to
the 1980's? After all, one way of changing our image
is by redefining ourselves.

B. [#10]
Critical thinking is disappearing from university
education because controversy is avoided at all
costs, Is this a damaging blow to the humanities
since they study controversial issues involving
interpretations, value judgments and criticism?

C.
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[#17]

Humanistic education relates a student to a
muchbroader social and cultural context than does,
say, a business education. Theoretically,
humanities students, having acquired a wide range of
critical skills, can fit their concerns into a broad
social spectrum. Why are students unable to relate
human- ities education to marketable skills?

Because the humanities are traditionally understood
to be non-utilitarian, humanists do not think their
studies are useful, and therefore do not think in
termms of the marketplace. If so, should we rid our-
selves of the notion that the value of studying the
humanities is tied to its historically-contingent,
non-pragmatic character?

(#23] ‘
The humanities traditionally justify their work in
terms of all three of the rationales we have
ment ioned-—-service, teaching human values and
research. Are these aims compatible? For instance,
can the humanities simultaneously and coherently

_establish the legitimacy of both the teaching of

basic language skills (service) and the teaching of
critical approaches to literatures (research) which
are often unrelated to each other?

[#13]

In what ways do unwelcome teaching commitments--
business writing, technical writing, etc.--imposed
on humanists by economic pressures (e.g., the need
to maintain a sufficient number of FIEs) invisibly
reshape the humanities?

[#15]

To teach incoming freshmen basic skills is an alto-
gether different service than giving History or
Psychology majors material that can be related to
their disciplines. How many kinds of services do
the humanities provide?
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Is the teaching of basic skills the central aim of
the humanities? Are language requirements?

What is the relation between university requirements
and the aims of humanists?

[Note: At least one of the above issues was listed by every
part1ci€ant who responded to the questionnaire when preregis-
tering,

BREAKDOAN OF SELECTIONS OF THE CRIGINAL QUESTIONS
FOR DISCUSSION

1. = .13% 11, = ,30% 21, = ,17%
2, = ,65% 12, = ,13% 22, = ,00%
3. = J13% 13, = .52% 23. = ,60%
4, = ,30% 14, = ,13% 24, = ,13%
5. = .21% 15, = ,47% 25, = ,34%
6. = ,21% 16, = ,21% 26, = ,08%
7. = .30% 17, = ,60% 27, = ,34%
8. = ,08% 18. = ,26% 28, = ,17%
lg. = .z;% 19. = .21% 29, = ,39%
. = .69% 20, = ,21%

SOME POSSIBLE (ONCLUSIONS FROM THE RESPONSES:

Major Issues in the Humanities: (.69% - ,47%)

The six issues listed above for discussion.

Issues in the Humanities: (,39% - .26%)

29. Is the recognition of humanistic values class-
d('ate‘znmned? If so, how does this affect univer-
sities which appeal to different classes?

25, Are departments archaic in the humanities?

27, How do we know that we have trained a humanist well?

11,

18,
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To what extent do administrators believe that the
poor image of the humanities is shared by the
community at large? Does this image have any effect
on endowments and the like? Can the values of the
humanities be justified to the corporate world in
ways that would draw financial support?

To what extent do the high school experiences of our
students predispose them to disregard the humanities?

There should be a close relationship between any
rationale for the humanities and the curriculum that
embodies it. Do economic issues determine human-—
istic curricula in ways that effectively undermine
their rationales?

If we consider the impact that the humanities can
have on society, we would have to say that it lies
in the domains of the interpretation and critique of
cultural phenomena, But university administrators
discourage popular publications in favor of academic
publications. Is this short-sighted?

Minor Iésues in the Humanities: (.21% - .17%)

S.

In the administration of many universities depart-
ments compete for students on the basis of job-
related curricula. Does this situation adversely
affect the humanities?

Are the problems in humanistic education invariant?
Or, do small liberal arts colleges experience them
differently than large state universities?

Great humanists have tended to be controversial
figures, Is this still the case? If so, can the
humanities be revitalized without controversy? As
an administrator will you risk controversy? Will
you protect the faculty involved?
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16,

19.

20,

21,

28,
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What is the relationship between the humanities as
they are taught in the sphere of the university and
the public sphere? Are there links between these
two social spheres?

In selling a university education to the public, is
there a tendency to promote vocational studies that
are inconsistent with the larger aims of the human-
ities? E.g., business French, business writing, etc,

Humanistic research is not similar to scientific
research. How do administrators recognize the
differences in their evaluative methods?

Humanistic research does not have the immediate
social impact that scientific research has, Conse-
quently, there is a national tendency to reduce the
role of the humanities in the university to service
by limiting the amount of research funds available
to humanists. Do university administrators exhibit
the same tendency in their allocation of research
funds?

When we recruit a humanities student, what are we
recruiting that student for?

Non-issues: (.13% - ,0%)

1.

3.

12,

Why are the humanities today invisible?

How do administrators who wish to promote the human-
ities get the rest of the university to listen to
their pleas?

Who would you name as a great humanist and why?
Would that person be willing to teach in your univ-
ersity?

Student-teacher ratios often mke teaching in the
humnities far less effective than it might be.
What is the solution here? Should our strategy be

14,

22,

24,

26.
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to accept such economic constraints and try to get
around them by imaginative teaching techniques?
Should we assume that all such economic constraints
are beyond change?

Is humanistic teaching restricted by cost effi-
ciency? E.g., if humane values are to be engaged
they need to be debated, but team teaching in the
humanities is rarely funded. [An assumption in this
question is that, although teachers can debate
issues with their students, debates among faculty
are crucial to students' understanding of humanistic
inquiry. ]

Literacy is a buzz word. Is there not a dapger
that research in the humanities will be eclipsed by
such buzz words?

How do you decide upon priorities? Should human-
ities departments focus their attention upon grad-
uate students, majors, or the broad range of stud-
ents? For instance, should we change such built-in
traditions as "Freshman English" or "Western Civ"
which focus upon the entire student body and concen-
trate instead on English or History majors?

Is the value of humanities departments to an insti-
tution commensurate with their value as an area of
humanistic study? E.g., is the value of a history
department commensurate with the value of the study
of history?

SOME POSSIBLE OBSERVATIONS ABOUT THE RESPONSES:

Should we infer from these responses that:

[#26] the value of an area of humanistic study is comr
mensurate with its value as a department?
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30,

31.

32.

33.

34,

35.

36.
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[#24] our priorities are presently sound with respect to
our majors and our service to the general student body?

[#12] student-teacher ratios are not a problem?

[#14] humanistic teaching is not restricted by cost-
efficiency?

[# 3] promoting the Humanities within the university is
not a problem?

SOME ADDITICNAL (QUESTIONS FROM THE RESPONDENTS:

Can the study of the "humnities" afford to not include
the "new technology"?

How is the content (or canon) of humanistic or 1iteréry
study determined?

What studies should be required as humanities studies?
What is the relationship between the General Studies
curriculun and the humanities?

Why have the humanities had so little impact on our
society?

Where is the evidence of the critical thinking that we
supposedly teach?

Can we assume that "The Humanities = what literature and
language departments teach," as the conference materials
seem to?

To what extent are the various humanistic disciplines, as
conceived and practiced by individual members as well as
subgroups, responsible for the current impasse?

INSTITUTICNAL ISSUES IN THE HIMANITIES

Departmental representation in the responses:

8 English

4 German

4 Philosophy

3 Foreign Languages
2 Humanities

1 Theology

1 Grant Director

15
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Roundtable on

INSTITUTIONAL ISSUES IN THE HOMANITIES

DISCUSSION: SESSION ONE

Moderator: ] James Sosnoski, Miami University

Question A: How is it that students have a relatively poor
image of humanistic study? Is it a national or university-
specific problem? Should it be reversed? Why? How?

Is the concept of "the Humanities" appropriate to the 1980!g?
After all, one way of changing our image is by redefining
ourselves. '

David Baxter, English, Walsh College

When was there a time when students had this more ideal-
istic image of the humanities? I tried to do a little bit of
reading before I came here on when this promised land was, if
it ever was. In my research, I came across a pamphlet
published in 1941. Reading it was like reading something
that had been written last week in terms of all the issues
that we are here to discuss today. And so a question occurs
in my mind: Is the plight really a lot different today than
it might have been twenty, thirty or forty years ago? When
we think back to a time when the image was better, what time
are we thinking back to?

Arnold Shapiro, English, Ohio State University

I think there was a time--it was that time we now look
back to with nostalgia of the late 60's and the early 70's--
when, at least at Ohio State, there was a core of students
who felt very much attached to the college of humanities, to
literature, to philosophy, to courses that they saw as
getting at values. And they were concerned with values, I
myself have seen in recent years a trend away from that
toward vocational education. Students nowadays want degrees

o
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that will offer them jobs. Most of the students at Ohio
State work very hard; their parents work very hard. ‘They
want jobs, and they see humanities simply as not offering
them direct access to jobs, The other part of it, for many
of our students, is a sense that the humanities lack disci-
pline. They like courses where there is hard work, where
they feel as though they're getting something out of it,
where they're challenged. Very often they feel, though not
directly, that in humanities courses, we just talk a lot, or
at least, you know, throw stuff around. There isn't the same
kind of hard stuff they would like to get. I think the two
are interrelated, and within them I see a shift away from
humanities involving some of our very good students, which
disturbs me. Students that we might have had before are
going 'into more career-oriented fields simply because they
feel as though they have to.

Alan Galt, Germanic Languages, University of Cincinnati

I think one of the reasons they feel they have to is the
increasing cost of a comfortable standard of living, at least
by the standards we've established in society. Our students
are looking for a way to maintain the living standards that
we have grown accustomed to and that we may forget have
advanced so far, High-tech living is costly and our students
do not see monetary value in humanities, unfortunately. I
speak not for them, but of the views that they present to
me, I see this as a nation-wide problem, perhaps a world-
wide problem. '

Ernie Fontana, English, Xavier University

My experience is that, though many very good students are
not majoring in humanities and are wary of humnities for
economic reasons, .they still are often curious, and will come
to us for core courses. They often will confess, "I wish I
could major in English, but what do I do with it? I'm
majoring in something I'm less interested in, but I want to
take as much English or whatever as I can." So even though
there is an economic devaluation of humanities, I think there
still is a curiosity and an interest that can be found intact,

James Sosnoski
Are you suggesting that we shouldn't take the notion that
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we have a poor image too flatly, that it's only a poor image
with respect to one thing, perhaps marketability, but it's
not a poor image with respect to another?

Ernie Fontana, Xavier University

Well, yes. The way question #2 ["A"] is phrased is
interesting. First of all, you're using very unhumanistic
terms, We humanists are still concerned with essence, or
something like that, and so the terms used to pose the
problem are perhaps hostile to what we're supposed to be
about. I think, of course, image is very complicated.

Michael Goldman, Philosophy, Miami University

I wonder if humanists themselves have some self-doubts
about what they're about. That is, it might go with the
territory. Humanists tend to be more self-reflective; part
of our business is to be self-reflective, and that, of
course, generates doubts, The very fact of having a confer-
ence like this is an expression of that self-doubt. I can't
help but imagine that students pick up on that as a
negative. People who doubt themselves, or say they doubt
themselves, must have a reason to do so. Therefore, they
avoid us or think poorly of us. I don't know how to change
that; it just goes with the territory,

Marian Musgrave, English, Miami University

Nobody has mentioned something that shocked me when I
came back to Chio from the deep South., I found that "human-
ism" and "humanist" had been turned into bad words by the
radical right. There was a group in Dayton called "Save Our
Schools," who, in between times, when they were not spitting
on black children who were transferring to white schools,
were busy writing letters to the Dayton Daily News and the
Dayton Journal Herald about Godless humanists.

Russell Weaver, University of Chicago

Last year at MLA, a professor from Yale used "humanist"
in an equally derogatory sense from the other end of the
spectrum. Humanists were those people who squelch untrad-
itional inquiry. She was speaking basically from a decon-
structionist point-of-view. It isn't just the right, it's
both ends,
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James Sosnoski

You raise an interesting point. I was quite curious why
this particular question was ranked as highly as it was. 1
wondered whether people were responding to the first or the
second half of the question and whether or not, in a group of
this sort, people would seriously consider the possibility
that the traditional concept of the humanities is inappro-
priate and outdated. I wondered if people here would
actually take that seriously or not., Let me provide a
context for this. We can on the one hand suggest that the
difficulties with the poor image of the humanities are simply
that, for one reason or another, they've been devalued., So
we have to find a means of going back and recovering and
recuperating the values that we know are there in our
tradition, and find a different way of expressing them. The
other possibility is that a notion like the humanities does
involve concepts like essences, universal truths, and so on,
which are incompatible with contemporary modes of thought,
like deconstruction.

Sanford Shepherd, Oberlin College

I think we do have that problem, because we do have a
tradition in the humanities that's expressed by the very
words that we use. The word school means leisure. The word
schole is leisure; ascholia is business, We are supposed to
be people of leisure. The Latin word to refer to what we do
is otium, which means laziness, studious leisure. Plato said
that people should study. He said we should not study like a
shopkeeper, who learns mathematics to count his change, but
like the noble person who studies because that's what human
beings are supposed to do. We are stuck with that tradi-
tion, I think that the objection that there's no longer any
economic channel for humanities focuses on this traditional
concept of the humanities, and I think we're in trouble
simply because what we're doing belongs to a period so
different from our own. If you study the American university
system you will find out that people contributed their time
to the colleges up to the middle of the nineteenth century.
Doctors taught what they called "natural philosophy."
Lawyers taught Latin and juris prudence. The only person who
was paid at Columbia University, if I recall, was the prof-
essor of Italian., If that's our tradition, I think we ought





































































