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One

Arguably the most eloquent defense of liberal education re-
mains that of Arnold’s contemporary John Henry Newman in
The Idea of a University (18s2), where, in a definition that en-
compasses science as well as what is customarily called the “hu-
manities,” he describes liberal knowledge as “knowledge which
stands on its own pretensions, which is independent of sequel,
expects no complement, refuses to be informed (as it is called)
by any end, or absorbed into any art, in order duly to present
itself to our contemplation.” In today’s America, at every kind
of institution—from underfunded community colleges to the
wealthiest Ivies—this kind of education is at risk. Students are
pressured and programmed, trained to live from task to task,
relentlessly rehearsed and tested until winners are culled from
the rest. They scarcely have time for what Newman calls contem-
plation, and too many colleges do too little to save them from
the debilitating frenzy that makes liberal education marginal or
merely ornamental—if it is offered at all.**

In this respect, notwithstanding the bigotries and prejudices
of earlier generations, we might not be so quick to say that to-
day’s colleges mark an advance over those of the past. Consider
a once-popular college novel written a hundred years ago, Stover
at Yale (1912), in which the young Yalie declares, “I'm going to do
the best thinga fellow can do at our age, I'm going to loaf.”* Sto-
ver speaks from the immemorial past, and what he says is likely
to sound to us today like a sneering boast from the idle rich. But
there is a more dignified sense in which “loaf” is the colloquial
equivalent of what Newman meant by contemplation, and has
always been part of the promise of American life. “I loaf and in-
vite my soul,” says Walt Whitman in that great democratic poem
Song of Myself, “I lean and loaf at my ease observing a spear of

summer grass.”
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What Is College For?

Surely, every American college ought to defend this waning
possibility, whatever we call it. And an American college is only
true to itself when it opens its doors to all—rich, middling, and
poor—who have the capacity to embrace the precious chance to
think and reflect before life engulfs them. If we are serious about

democracy, that means everyone.
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