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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
A Personal Essay

My interest and initial exposure to postmodernism and subsequent interest in
Richard Rorty came about as a result of my wife’s study of literary criticism in her
doctoral program in English at thé University of Kansas. At that time, although my
interest was piqued by strange new ideas, like deconstruction and metanarratives, and
exotic names like Derrida and Foucault, all my energies and efforts were consumed by
my struggles not to become a victim of the political wars of Kansas City. My interests
lay dormant for a number of years until I left my position as the City’s Grants
Administrator, assumed a position with an Oklahoma regional university, and enrolled
in a doctoral programﬁin higher education at Oklahoma State University (OSU).

When I entered the program, I already held graduate degrees in history and
political science (public administration) with minor concentrations in philosophy and
economics. My academic background, combined with my current studies, reflected and
reinforced not only my longstanding interest in politics, social studies and the
humanities, but also a life-long commitment to, and belief in, the virtues of traditional
Western liberalism, secular humanism, and the emancipating power of education. My
academic training reinforced the values instilled in me by a family that included an
elector for FDR, people who walked picket lines with Walter Reuther, activists in both
the Knights of Labor and the UMW, and individuals who had a history of voting for
Eugene V. Debbs.

Although I remained centered in my history, my long-dormant interest in



postmodernism, a philesophy that basically debunked humanist ideology, rekindled as I
plunged into my graduate studies at OSU. Along with my regular class work, through
two directed reading courses and informal independent study and reading, I pursued my
ever-growing personal interests in posfmodernism. As my knowledge expanded, I
attempted to relate what I was learning outside of the classroom to the material and
information presented by my professors and to my observations as a working mid-level
university administrator. I struggled to reconcile and position the new ideas that I
experienced--ideas that on the surface repudiated many of my oldest and most cherished
beliefs--in the context of my culture and personal history. The reward for my efforts
was ever-increasing dissonance. 1 found‘many of the ideas most closely associated with
postmodernism refreshing in their clarity and originality, but also very troubling. While
Jean-Frangois Lyotard, and others, rejected the hierarchy and exclusionary practices
which I had questioned, he also suggested I adopt an incredulity toward metanarratives,
toward the very basie of rny family’s religious andl political beliefs. They reflected
fears, concerns and suspicions that I had long felt, but that I had been unable to put into
words. Raised in the Catholic tradition, I knew the value and comfort of community,
and I longed to believe in something that embodied the ideal of ultimate truth. As a
-college freshman, I fell under the sway of Camus and Sartre. They made me aware of
the profeund loneliness of the isolated individual, of the angst that comes from staring
into the abyss and seeing nothing. For years I had lived with the dissonance that was
the necessary result of attempting to reconcile these two seemingly irreconcilable
claims--the ideal of community versus the reality of isolation.

In class I encountered a wide variety of views, ranging from traditional
po'sitivivsm tor critical and feminist theory. I enjoyed exposure to a variety of favored and

ideologically diverse methodologies, along with new ideas and interesting information.



In the beginning, 6ne of the most interesting aspects of my studies was their apparent
diversity. But, although slow in coming, a central and unifying awareness began to
emerge from the composite of my experiences--the near-total absence of any
postmodern presence or overt influence. This discovery accompanied my growing
perception of the.magnitude of the privilege enjoyed by modernism within the
Academy.

As I progressed through my program of study, and my interest in postmodernism
and the modern/postmodern debate grew, I began to casually, and then more
systematically, review the academic literature of higher education for postmodern texts
or influences. My inquiry led me not to a body of postmodern literature produced by
scholars about higher education, but to a growing awareness of its absence. The
influence of postmodernism on the society as a whole and on major segments of the
Academy, particularly the humanities and social studies, made this discovery all the
more startliﬁg. My growing awareness of this absence of a major postmodern presence
in the study of higher education combines with the dissonance between my historical
beliefs and my contemporary awareness to offer the primary motivation for the topic(s),
methodology and form that I propose for my dissertation.

Postmodern ideas deserve the attention they garner for two reasons. In addition
to posing an alternative to the basic tenets of modernism and the beliefs of the
Enlightenment on which they are built, postmodernism also provides a view of current
and future life in the advanced capitalist nations of the West. One of the most modern
of Western institutions, and one whose future in a postmodern world remains most
precarious, is higher education. In his seminal work, W}
Report on Knowledge (1984), Lyotard proclaims both the death of the professor and the

end of liberal university education as it currently exists. He bases his judgement on a



belief in the widespread loss of popular faith in the modernist metanarratives combined
with the transformative effects of advanced information and computer technology. The
implications of Lyotard’s words for the future of higher education are numerous and far-
reaching.

In addition, postmodernism questions Enlightenment concepts like reason,
progress, emancipation and agency, and thus the philosophical basis and even the
possibility of traditional political actions, specifically those directed at leftist
revolutionary change or liberal refofm. As aresult, many alternative theorists,
particularly critical theorists and‘feminists, attack postmodernism and postmodernists as
neoconservative. The hostility that developed between some postmodernists and other
alternative theorists represents an ironic potential barrier that will prevent the modern
university from making the changes necessary to successfully adapt to, and exist within,
a postmodern future. Although members of both groups disparage many aspects of
advanced capitalist culture aﬁd challenge the privileged position of positivism,
rationality and science, both within the Academy and in the greater society, they waste
much of their energy attacking and defending attacks from people who should be
potential allies in their attempts to preserve and protect the liberal university.

Postmodern thought is most popularly conceived as being Continental,
specifically French, but the United States produced its own permutation of
postmodernism and one of the world’s most influential and widely respected
postmbderﬁ thinkers, Richard Rorty. Rorty draws heavily from John Dewey’s ideas to
fashion a uniquely American pragmaﬁc postmodernism. His writings both directly and
indirectly address education in a postmodern America. However, as opposed to
Lyotard’s postmodern university which abandons liberal arts and general studies as it

evolves into a mechanically-dominated technical institute, Rorty bases his university on



a revitalized and strengthened interdisciplinary liberal arts curriculum. Although not
relying on master narratives grounded iﬁ an intimate knowledge of first principles,
Rorty staunchly defends democracy and democratic institutions that strive to establish a
philosophical basis for both collecti\}e and individual political actions.

Before moving on, I would like to say that I matured believing in such modernist
ideas as humanity, emancipation, liberation, freedom, Truth, justice, and perhaps most
importantly, the ability of education, particularly higher education, to transform all these
lofty ideas into reality. My parents and grandparents believed and taught me to believe
~ that education wquld protect their children from the abuse, humiliation and exploitation
that filled their lives.

I'make these comments to confirm early on the basis and nature of my interests
in higher education and this project, and to establish that I do not consider myself a
postmodernist, a modernist or a premodernist. I disagree with aspécts of each, some for
logical and rational reasons; others I find emotionally unacceptable. However, I also
believe that each of the three perspectives has something worthwhile and useful to say,
if we are willing to listen.

I feel no obligation or need to strive for internal consistence, i.e., ideological
orthodoxy. In fact, my goal is inconsistency, i.e., to be eclectic. I strive to glean from
each perspective useful and relevant information, and then, in the following narrative, to
apply what I have gathered to American higher education.

Questions Considered

I propose to describe the current status of American higher education and to
consider various suggestions that will facilitate its adaptation to, and survival in, an
evolving postmodern future. This process involves a consideration of postmodernism

as articulated by Richard Rorty, or what I refer to as pragmatic postmodernism



throughout this discussion. The discussion focuses particular attention on Rorty’s
assessment and description of higher education. In an attempt to gain a better
understanding of Rorty’s writings and their implication for American higher education,
I also consider the views of the French postmodernist Jean-Frangois Lyotard and, to a
lesser extent, the French existentialist, Albert Camus. Specifically, the views of Lyotard
I compare and contrast to those of Rorty, in an attempt to identify points of both
convergence and divergence as they relate to postmodefn_ism and higher education. I
selected and consider these men because they offer different perspectives from that of
modernist positivism, or “traditional theory,” that has long held a privileged position
within the Academy. An exploration of philosophical and political alternatives that will
preserve the emancipatory power of liberal Amefican education within a postmodern
environment acts as the objective of this dissertation.

As with all human endeavors, this dissertation finds basis in a number of
hopefully well-grounded ﬁssumptions presented and discussed at various points
throughout. Primary among these assumptions is that, although the forces of
“performativity” and vocationalism have made serious inroads, the American university
remains an essentially modern institution, one that internalizes and reproduces the
modernist metanarrative. An additional assumption builds on this idea: while the
coritemporary American university remains rooted in the Enlightenment, contemporary
American culture continues an evolution from the era of liberal modernism through the
late stages of ;:onsumer capitalism into the technologically-driven postmodern era.
Popular noStalgia fér the feeling of security that came with unquestioned accepted
traditional modernist metanarratives is incompatible with academia’s detached pursuit
of romantic seventeenth-century ideals and objective scientifically-legitimated Truths.

These assumptions support the conclusion that American higher education has lost faith
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with, and no longer reflects, the interests and beliefs, or satisfies the desires and needs,
of the society from which it derives both its essential sustenance and justification. In
other words, while contemporary American culture evolves from the era of the modern
into the era of the postmodern, the contemporary American university, through either its
failure or inability to adapt to this rapidly evolving environment, continues to embrace
and act on beliefs rooted in the traditional modernist metanarrative. Assumptions of
this type have led postmodern thinkers like Lyotard to proclaim the death of the
professor, in much the same way that Nietzsche proclaimed the death of God, and to
cast doubt on the Viability and relevance of the contemporary liberal university.
The Decline of the Modern American University

The deteriorating status and decreasing level of public support for American
higher education, combined withv the declining value the economy places on liberal
education, reflects both the accuracy of Lyotard’s vision and the resultant need for the
Academy to reassess its role and function. One requires no great insight or special
knowledge to recognize that the perception of the American university held by both the
general public and their political leaders suffers rapid deterioration. The withdrawal of
financial support offers the most obvious and tangible manifestation of the erosion of
- popular and political patronage. The U.S. Department of Education’s National Center
for Educational Statistics collects information and computes a “National Index of Public
Effort to Fund Education,” which describes the level of public support for education.
Specifically, the index represents revenue raised for the education of students relative to
the income of taxpayers adjusted for the number of students and number of people in
the population. The index can be interpreted as the number of dollars of revenue raised

for each student from each 100 dollars of income received by each member of the



TABLE A: National Index of Public Effort by Level

Selected School Years 1930-93

National Index Public Revenue Per Student
School Elementary/ Higher Elementary/ Higher
Year Secondary Education Secondary Education
1930 10.6 22.5 $639* $1,352
1940 14.6 26.0 856 1,524
1950 13.9 32.0 1,196 2,762
1960 16.2 31.6 1,823 3,557
1966 18.2 33.9 2,433 4,545
1970 20.0 30.9 3,095 4,765
1972 | 223 30.1 3,516 4,744
1974 21.2 28.0 3,675 4,487
1976 22.9 27.7 3,827 4,615
1978 222 26.7 3,961 4,745
1980 21.5 -24.8 3,970 4,583
1982 21.2 227 3,817 4,092
1984 22.5 22.9 4,087 4,174
1986 23.1 244 4,522 4,780
1988 234 23.7 4,775 4,856
1990 25.0 22.8 5,290 4,835
1992 25.5 21.8 5,329 4,556
1993 25.3 - 5,379 ---

*Actual expenditures are all constant 1994 dollars, using the Consumer Price Index
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Office of Educational Research and

Improvement, National Center for Statistics, The Condition of Education 1995 (p. 148).




population’ (National Center, 1995, p. 145). As the data in the preceding table
~ indicates, public financial support for higher education rose steadily from 1930'throu.gh
1966. However, in the mid-1960s an ongoing erosion began which, by 1992, brought
public financial support for higher education to its lowest level since the Great |
Depression. |

Faculty salaries also indicate waning public support for higher education. In a
capitalist society fhe ultimate determinant of a worker’s perceived worth is her/his rate

of pay. The Southern Regional Educational Board (SvREB)2 réports that over the past

twénty years, “faculty salaries in public four-year colleges andvuni\’/ersities have fallen
almost 3 percent when adjusted for inflation, while inflation-adjusted median family
income haS increased almost 10 percent,” reﬂectiﬁg a total discrepancy of 13 points
(SREB, 1995, p. 105). - |

Information kcompiled vby the American Association of University Proféssors
(AAUP) suppbrts the findirigs of the SREB about decliningv real faculty salaries
(inflation adjusted) and further indicates that the trend continues. Based on information
abouf 1,800 institutions compiled by the AAUP and reported by Mmgkc_of
Highef Education, the average adjusted salary for faculty of all ranks decreased by 0.3%

in the 1996-97 school year (Chronicle, Internet).

! The Index is derived by dividing revenues per student (a measure of average
financial resdurées available for the education of each student) by the personal income

per capita (a measure for the taxpayer’s average ability to pay).

2The SREB region cohs_ists of the following states: Alabama, Arkansas, Florida,
Georgia,' Kentucky; Louisiana, Maryland, Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South
Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, ‘Virginia and West Virginia.
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As important as the level of faculty salaries is the relationship between salaries

and “Selected Fields,” i.e., how universities and colleges choose to allocate their

dwindling resources among faculty in different areas of study--who gets what?

4-Year Public Institutions 1993-94

TABLE B: Average Faculty Salaries by Rank in Selected Fields at

All Ranks Professor Asso. Asst. Instructor
Prof. Prof. _
Engineering (1) $57,396 | (3 $53,805 $53,805 | $46,007 | $33,212
Accounting (2) $54,293 | (1) $57,396 | $55,131 $49,557 $ 30,838
Marketing (3) $53,842 | (5) $53.430 | 552,822 |$48,727 |$30,833
Business Mgmt. | (4) $53,430 | (6) $53,185 | $52,823 | $48,326 | $41,402
Business Admin. (5) $53,185 | (9) $51,370.' $52,236 | $48,309 | $29,969
Economics (6) $52,030 | (4) $53,842 | $49,145 |$42,816 |$31,010
Physics (7) $51,959 | (7) $52,030 | $46,391 |$37,717 |$27.455
Computer - (8) $51,370 | (2) $54,293 | $51,588 | $45,093 | $30,563
Chemistry (9) $48,699 | (11) $45,602 | $43,410 $35,661 $ 28,119
History (10) $46,373 | (13) $43,232 | $43,232 | $33,484 | $27,485
Mathematics (11 $45 ,602 | (8) $51,959 | $44,891 | $36,084 | $26,225
'SOCiology (12) $44,632 | (16) $42,732 | $34,368 | $28,542 | $ 28,542
‘Education (13) $42,870 | (12) $44‘,632 $42,473 | $35,136 | $27,427
Special Ed. (14) $42,850 | (17) $42,000 | $42,042 | $34,925 $ 27,200
Foréign Lang. (15) $42,332 | (10) $48,699 | $42,228 | $33,312 | $24,234
Music (16):$42,000 | (20) $38,334 | $40,602 | $32,558 | $27,205
English (17) $41,397 | (14) $42,870 | $42,228 | $33,312 | $ 2_4,234
Teacher Ed. (18) $41,241 | (15)$42,850 | $41,642 | $35.202 | $27,288
’Visual/Perf. Arts | (19) $41,152 | (19) $41,241 | $40,033 | $33,108 | $ 25,848
Nursing (20) $38,334 | (18) $41,397 | $42,929 | $35,548 | $ 30,526

Source: The Almanac of Higher Education 1995 (pp. 56-57).
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The information contained in Table B reflects the hierarchy, i.e., the location of power
and p‘rivilegéw that exists within the American university. This study ranks fields in
descending ordér based on the highest average salaries for all faculty within a field.
Faculty in the various fields of business, the biological and physical sciences and‘related
fields such as engineering and computer science receive the highest salaries, and, we
may assume, thé greatest degree of privilege. Conversely, faculty in the arts and
humanities, education and the social sciences receive the lowest pay, and we may
assume, the r:iost marginalization. Nursing proves the one exception to this
generalization. »

This information indicatés that due fo ‘shifting' funding patterns, higher education
is pulied iﬁto a growing partnership with business é.nd dependency on public grants that
support technological development and, by effect, marginalize the liberal arts. These
changes force a confrontatiqn between the university’s modern ideals and the
postmodernist reality evidenf in the culture the university serves. "

The same hierarchy emerges in a compé.rison of the median salaries of academic
Deans. The least valued Deans appear in the liberal arts. Comparatively, the most
valued Deans appear in the most technical/scientific areas and professions. A traditional
response made to such an observation might be, “salaries reflect market demand, nota
pattern of structural discrimination.” “Of course,” would be an apprppriate response to
such a comment. In é society dominated by consumerism in which the price things
bring determine their Valué, who would expect an academically trained musician to be
as privileged as a physician for humans; an artist as a lawyer; or é teacher of humans as.
a physician for animals? Another question that merits consideration is, “why are

educational administrators so much more highly valued than faculty?”
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TABLE C: Median Salaries of Educational Administrators, 1993-94

Dean Doctoral All Dean Doctoral All
Institutions | Institutions , Institutions | Institutions
Medicine $190,000 $186,500 | Architecture | $100, 194 , $96,750
Dentistry $144,652 | $130,000 | Humanities | $95,314 $81,756
Law $139,775 | $133,368 | Education $95;301 $74,614

Public Health - | $137,000 -' $130,000 Home Econ. | $95,183 $68.,600

Engineering $122,381 $99,989 (| Fine Arts =~ | $93,410 $69,714

Vet. Medicine | $120,950 | $119,661 | Libraries | $91,800 | $73,168

Business | $117,210 $76, 400 | Music $83, 639 $59.314

| Source: The Almanac of ngher Education 1995 The Chronicle of Higher Education,
pp. 50-51.

Institutipnal revenue and faculty salaries are not the only_ areas of concern
confronting the contemporary university._ _The Acaderhy, experiencihg ever-growing
pressure to vocationalize, has become the hand maiden of business under the guise of
econorrﬁé development. While universities increasingly train to employer—dictated
competenciés, the value that society places on traditional higher education, particularly
- the liberai arts, continues its decline. bTable D below illustrates the comparative market
value of non-technical/non-professional degreés in the contemporary American work
place. An article in a recent issue of The Chrogicle of Higher Education (Gross, 1997)
that describes SOO underemployed and unemployed Ph.D.’s attending community
colleges in Virginia in pursﬁi_t of technical training, efféctively illustrates the continuing
marginalization of traditional liberal education and the comparative privileging of
vocétional/technicél training. |

Ideally, the American hniVérsity Serves the neéds of the society. Inb réturn, the
society sustains the university. Howev¢r, as'we have seen, both popular satisfaction. .

with the services provided by American higher education and thé level of popular
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Bachelor Degree Recipient by Occupation

TABLE D: Department of Labor Market Outcomes of Full-Time Employed

Occupation Average | Average | % With | Percentage
Annual Age Graduate Female
Earnings Degrees
Physicians $121,120 44 100 16
Lawyers and Judges $71,223 41 94 17
Private-Sector Executives & $56,044 41 33 26
Managers
Engineers $48.,408 41 32 8
Postsecondary Teachers $47,867 45 90 29
Educational Administrators $44,130 49 79 57
Sales Representatives $39,872 42 10 23
Scientists $39,320 36 43 21
Al Bachelor’s Degree Recipient | $385%0 | 40 | 35 | 38
Accountants and Auditors $38,463 37 28 38
Registered Nurses $33,981 38 16 88
Sales Supervisors & Proprietors $32,720 41 21 20
Writers & Artists $29,507 39 33 47
Social Workers $26,739 40 38 60
Teacher $25,983 42 48 1

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Office of Educational Research and

Improvement, National Center for Statistics, The Condition of Education 1995 (p. 160).

support have declined over the past several years. This condition results from the
university’s unwillingness or inability to recognize and adapt to major changes that have
and are taking place in both its internal and external environment. The university can
continue to function as an authoritative (premodern), liberating (modern) and/or
defining/redefining (postmodern) member of the greater American community, only if it

recognizes that American society has undergone, and continues to undergo, fundamental
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changes that alter its values; perceptions, expectations and needs. The uni\}ersity must
further recognize that its students, to an overwhelming extent, are products of that
society, and, thus, have radically changing needs and expectations. Then the university
comrﬁunity must decide how it can adapt to the changes and satisfy the new needs and
expectations coming from both within and without, and still maintain integrity.
Handmaidens of Business: The Oklahoma Statg}Regents for Higher Education

While various elements in the external environmént seriohsly question the
viabilify énd utiiity of traditional highér leaming, many univbers-ity leaders, both
adrnin'istrative‘ and faculty, aftempt' to impose a corporate modél on their institution that
privileges vdcationalism and éommercialism. In an attempt to cufry political fayor, and
to access both public and private bfunding, }educatiorvlal policy makefs and administrators
enthusiastically enter into partnerships w‘ith commerciallvand' governmental interests that
seek to convert the university into an instrument of economic develbpment. This |
phenomena, frequently and authoritatively chronicled by Clark Kerr, manifests itself in
actions of bodiés like the Oklahoma State Regents for Higher Education (OSRHE).

In 1991 the OSRHE published a piece of marketinbg‘ literature. This documént
merits comment only becaﬁse it illustrates thé Regents’ vision, a vision shared by many
politicians, edubational policy makers and administrators, along with their desire to, and
success at, imposing the corporate business model on the colleges and universities |
subject to their jurisdiction. Under the heading “Oklahomé Higher Education: One of
the State’s Best Returns on its I>nvestment,”v’t'he Regeﬂts present what they call “A
vConsolidated Economic Impact Statement for the Oklahc)ma Stafe System of Higher
Education.” The following outlines the content of that Statement:

L - “Stimulating Economic Growth”

I “Providing Life-Long Dividends”
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A. “Higher Quality of Living”: The Regents define quality of life exclusively
in terms of employment and earning power.

B. “Increased Lifetime Returns”: As a resuit of increased earnings, individuals
who hold college degrees will pay $1.3 billion more in state tax over their
lifetimés than they wbuld have if they did not hold degrées. According to
the Regenté, the additionél tax -rever'lue ffanslates into an annual return on
investment (ROI) of 8-10 per cent.

C. “Workforce Preparation”: “Oklahoma higher education makes its most
importarit contribution to th‘c‘a’staté’bs economic development by providing

) Oklahorha with a.we_ll—educated work force” |
“Producing Jobs for Oklahoma”
7 A. “Revenue Sources: . . . Sources éf Current Operating Revenue”
B. “Oklahoma Jobs™: This section deals with the jobs directly produced by
| _higher education, i.e., people directly employed by public institutions of
bh‘igher education |
C.  “Income for Oklahoma: . . . Income Generated by Oklahoma Higher
Education”
1. - “Operating Impact”: Monies speﬁt by the Stafe’s colleges and
universities, and their empl_oyees and students o
2. “Visitor Impact”
3. Capital Impacti
“Oklahoma Taxes: vIn FY “93, Oklahoma highér education and its associated
employees, studenfs and visitors }generated an estimated $109.1 ﬁlillion dollars”
in state income tax, sales tax, excise tax, including motor vehicle tax, gasoline

excises and alcoholic beverage and tobacco taxes.
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Although the specific content of the Regents’ publication is irrelevant and
| tedious, as a public expression of the belief of the Staté’s chief policy-making body for
higher education, the document offers extreme felevance. Firsf, the Oklahoma State
Regents for Higher Education have chosen to speak the specialized language of the
corporate boardroom, i.e., the language of Wall Street. Second, Oklahoma Regents so
value a hi gh return on investment, that they publicly célebrate the money generated by
théir students’ consumption of “alcoholic beverages and tobacco.”

Lyotard’s prediction and Hutchins’3 fears are being realized. Our centers of
higher learning are rapidly be‘coming.high-dollar Vocational technical schools, engines
of economic dcvelopmént, capablvé of producing a highly-trained and technically-

competent, but ignorant and marginalized, workforce. Although Hutchins’ view of

3In 1936 Robert Maynard Hutchins, then President of the University of Chicago,
warned of the damagiﬁg effects that the pressure to vocationalize higher education would
have on the American university. | In [jig. her Learning In America, Hutchins wrote: “It is
plain enough, I suppose, that it is bad for the universities to vocationalize them (p. 37) . .
. the vocational atmosphere is ruinous to attempts to lead the student to understand the
subject (p. 38) . . . If you set out to prepare a boy for a trade there are and can be no
ﬁmits to the triviality to which you will descend except those imposed by the limitations
on the time at your disposal. You ‘can‘ justify aﬁnbst anything on the ground that it may
be helpful to the young man in his profession. And if you take the view that a university
méy properly prepare boys for trades, there is no limit to the number of trades you can
train them for‘ except those imposed by the limitations on your resourceS; Since you can
usually make a school pay if ydu make it vocational enough, there are really no limits at
all” (pp. 39-40).
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vocationalism differs from Dewey’s romanticized vision, it remains consistent with that
of many contemporary university and college administrators, public policy makers and
business leaders. A commonly expressed goal of these people, and thus higher
education, is to meet the research and training needs of business. To that end, education
in many quarters has come to ‘mea‘n providing students, i.e., potential werkers, with
various sets of werk place competencies established by various employers. T his
condition developed during the wateh of the traditionalists? i.e., the modern positivists,
who, along with their less cqn\}entional colleagues, seem to be unWilling or unable to
adjust to their rapidly evolving environment. Or, more appropriately, the modernists
have either knowingly or unwittingiy betrayed the Enlightenment ideals of humanism,
emar-lcipation’ vand trﬁth that"the'y embrace and claim to c’hapipivon. However, the
traditionalists should not solely shoulder responsibility for the current condition and
uncertain future of Americén higher education.- Those who look to the future and
embrace change, those whose reality is not bounded by the scientific method and
quantification, also significantly contribute to the deterioration and uncertainty faced by
American higher education. With rare exception, those who view the university and its
mission from alternative perspectives are not, in the words of William Tierney,
“building eemmunities of difference.” Rather than seeking corpmen ground and jointly
articulating theoretical or practical alternative eourses Qf action, they prefer throwing |
brickbats at potential aHies. Sﬁch éetion represents a luxury that the Academy and its
pestmodem‘ and liberal/leftist champions can no longer afford. The time has come to
pursue a different course of action, to accept and be tolerant of differences that have
traditionally separated and isolated kindred spirits ‘and to focus on their shared ideas and

vision.
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The justification for such collaborative action may be found in Rorty’s
pragmatic-liberal postmodernism. vRorty provides a solid foundation for “building
communities of ‘difference,” communities in which no voice is silenced. Using Rorty’s
vision, I explore the possibility of establishing a foundation for such a commurﬁty or
mosaic of communities. A community that embracesvall of its members. A community
that values its poets and priests without marginalizing its scientists and engineers. A
connnunity whose ethical j’udgefnents are baséd on one criteria: Does a decision or
action improve the quality of human life or does it cause suffering? A community
whose members think of themselves as “we” éhd not as a collection of disjointed “I’s.”
In her book, Feminist Thought: A Comprehehsive Introduction (1989), while discussing
postmodern feminism, Rosemarie Tong describes such a coinmunity.' She writes:

- It is a major challenge to . . . reconcile the pressures for diversity and
difference with those for integration and commonality. We need a home in
which everyone has a room of her own, but one in which the walls are thin
enough to permit a conversation, a community of friends in virtue, and
partners in action. (p. 7)

In the concluding chapter,’I consider the possible role that'highér education may play in
fostering and sustaining such a community.
| Procedurés

The relationship between American Higher eduéatioﬁ and pragmatic or American
_postmodernism (as articulated by Rorty) and Continental postmodernism (as
fepresentéd by the writings of Lyotard), provide the major focus for my interest and this
dissertation. Therefore, I propose pursuit of these interests through a dialectical process
grounded in a selected review and analysis of the literature of postmodémism and

education dealing with issues relevant to American higher education and its future. In
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pursuit of that interest, I: 1) discuss the traditional perspective of American higher
education and describe the contemporary university and its function; 2) analyze the
work of Richard Rorty, élovncentrating on his. consideration of higher education; 3)
analyze the work of Jean-Frangois 'Lyotérd, concentrating on his consideration of higher
edupation; 4) compare and contrast Rorty’s and Lyotard’s ideas, focusing on their

| differences, thé reasoﬁ for those diffefences, and their respective treatments of higher
education; and 5) consider whethef a postmodern reality, specifically that of Lyotard or
Rorty, manifests or atteinpts to ’méni_fest itSelf in American higher education.

A number of problems must be resolved if those individuals who seek to resist
the growing pressufes of information technology, consumerism and the continuing
onslaught of late capitalism are to reach a state of symbiosis with each other.‘ Those
members of the academic c‘ommunity who privilege things other than efficiency, ‘
téchnology and the scientific method must put aside their canonical and esoteric
phiiosophi‘cal differences. Otherwise, the postmodern university cannot support and
facilitate a public environment which structurally protects the freedom and dignity of 7
every individual and a private environment in which each individual has the opportunity
to develop a personal language and the awareness to redefine themSelveS. First, the
many esoteric aspects of postmodernism alienate much of its academic and lay
audience. This ié particularly true of many French postmodern authors and their
éonsideration of subh issues as aesthetics, the nature and function of language, including
deconstruction, and the sublime. Second, many postmodern writers also believe that the
form of their text should reflect and reinforce their vision of postmodern reality; the
embodiment of this belief produces a nearly incomprehensible narrative for many
readers. Patty Lather and Chris Smithies” 1997 book, Troubling the Angels : Women

Living with HIV/AIDS, provides an example of this type of narrative. Third, and
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possibly the most critical and insurmountable problem, is the recurring charge of
neoconservatism that modernist intellectuals and ideologues level at postmodernism and
its proponents. Tﬁese accusations héve producéd an openly fractious relationship
between many libefallieftist theorists and scholars and postmodernists. The long-
running public feud between Lyotard and J ﬁfgen Habermas represents one of the better
known examples of this “probl’em."? |

As indiqated above; I riow believe that the pragmatic version of postmodernism,
as representéd by the liberalis'm of Rorty, provides the basis for an alternative
interpretationv‘of contemporary reality that accommodates both the postmodern vision
- and the alternative modern call for polifiéal action. Oh a fundamental (pragmatic) level,
the various liberal-leftist factions, including the postmodernists like Rorfy, pursue
compatible goa{is, The liberal and radical modernists share many more ideas with the
poétmodernist Rorty than they do with conservative and reactionary modernists.

The possibility does exist to articulate a “philosophy” that will accommodate the
liberal/leftist modernist without denying the reality of an evolving postmodern culture.
As Rorty frequently warns, to achieve such a “philoéophy” the historic Western
tendenéy to over-philosdphiie must be resisted and overcome. I beliegfeﬁthét this kind
of accommodation remains ess_enﬁal in order for the 'university, in anything like its
current form, to be salvaged.

Significance
At this point, the assertion that higher education attempts to ignore or
inappropriately responds to many aspects of postmddern reality carries with it no
negative sanction; it exists merely as an observation. The que'stion, however, remains:
why should individuals concerned about the future of American higher education also

concern themselves with postmodernism? Common sense dictates it should be studied
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because it depicts social reality. In addition, the literature provides a number of reasons.
First, if postmodernism has “penetrated the core of American culture,” as Bloland
(1995, p. 1) maintains, and if higher education wishes to retain a claim to social
relevance, those:individuals concerned about the prospect of higher learning in America
shquld become familiar with postmodernism. Second, if postmodern analysis will allow
the Academy to more effectively deal with the uncertaintieé of the‘ future, i.e., “help us

" to articulate}so‘me} of our oWn half-formed worries and hunches about changes to come”
(Wills, 1995, p. 60), higher education should béaome familiar with postmodernism.
Third, if p”(‘)s'trnodvemism has had a ‘ftransforrnativé” effect on major segments of the
Academy, including the humanities and the social scierlces, to understand the dynamics
of the contemborary American university requires familiarity with postmodernism.
Fourth, and most compeliing, postmodernism questions the riurrent foundation of higher
education. If .the last reason is true,.anci postmodernism offers a contextual and local
bui acaurate description of reality in contemporary America, the continued exivstence of
liberal higher education in the postmodern era remains ir1 serious doubt. Choices
a\railable to the modernist include: aggression--to directly confront and vanquish
po}s'tmodernism';‘synfhésis--to dialectically engage postmodernism in the hope of
crea_ting a new postmodern/post-r)ostmodam field of study that can exist in a
postmodern world; or stasis--to do nothing and discoyer whcther Lyotard correctly
predicts the s'ounding'of “tlie knell of the age of the frofessdr” and the metamorphosis
of the modern university into a vast network of computer labs and electronic data bases
and higher learning into performative training (Lyotard, 1993, p. 53).

Bloland’s words and warning provide ample reason why everyone who values

and is concerned about the future of the American system of higher education should
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concern themselves with postmodernism and familiarize themselves with the thoughts
of Richard Rorty: |

Perhaps nowhere are the issues of the postmodern/modern debate more

sharply drawn, more clearly illuminated, and more difficult to acknowledge

than in higher education in the United States. For higher education is so

deeply immersed in modernist sensibilities and so dependent upon

modernist foundations that erosion of our faith in the modernist project

calls into duestion higher education’s legitimacy, its purpose, its activities,

its very raison d’etre. In attacking modernism postmodernism precents a

hostile interpretation-of much of vtzhat higher education believes it is doing

~ and what it stands for. (Bloland, 1995, p. 2)
Nothing better represents the postmodern challenge confronting contemporary higher
education that Bloland describes than the emergence and phenomenal success
alternative for-profit “drive-thru” universities.
A Postmodern University?: University of Phoenix
In October 1997, The New Yorker published a special edition, “The Next

issue,” dedicated to a consideration of the future. Under the heading “The Next
University” appears}an article titled “Drive-Thru U.: Higher Education People Who
Mean Business,” in which James Traub describes a university representing the object of
Bloland’s co‘ncern—‘-theUniversity of Phoenix (U. of P.). According to Arthur Levine,
president of Teacher’s College at Columbia University, the U. of P. “is the first of the
new breed” (p. 118). Like McDonald’s®©, it is a fianchise operation with 47 “sites” or
“outlets” located throughout the Western U.S. and inLouisiana, Michigan and Florida.
Along with being fully accredited by the North Central Association of'vColleges and

Universities, and being the second largest private university in the United States, it is
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also the “principle subsidiary” and cash cow of a for-profit corporation called the
Apollo Group. Traub describes the U. of P. as.a “para-university” that has “the
operational core of‘ higher education” but lacks both a campus and “an intellectual life”
(p. 115). |

John Sperling, classically educated‘ at some of the world’s most prestigious and
elite colleges and universities, founded the University ef Phoenix. He holds a B.A. in.
- history from Reed, an M.A. in hiétery from thebUniversity of California at Berkeley and
a doctorate in economic history from Cambridge. After a period of time working in
traditional higher education, Sperling discovered, and acted to satisfy, what he-
interpreted as an unmet need. Traub quotes Sperling as sayirig, “Higher education is
one of the most inefficient mechanisms for the transmission of knowledge that have
[sic] ever been inVented. I decided to go back to my economics and conceive ef
education as a production function, in which yeu specify the learning outcomes that you
want--they’re your product--and then do a regression and figure out the most efficient
way of producing them” (p. 117). Sperling responded to an evolving demand in a
changing culture. The market in which Sperling proves so successful is made up of a
new kihd of student, or, more appropriately, customer, that, according to Levine,
represents 80% of all full-time students in the »U.S. ; Traub quotes Levine who
characterizes these students--the students of the future--as wanting “the kind of
relationship with a college that they had with their bank, their supermarket and the gas
company” (p. 116). |

Appropriately, Sperling crafted a product to meet the needs of these students:
“working adults in the corporate environment” (p. 117). Identical degree programs on
each of the U. of P.’s 46 sites consist of accredited bachelor’s degrees in business,

nursing and education, and an MBA. Plans exist to expand programs and to begin
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offering more advanced degrees, including the doctorate. In all of its current programs
the U. of P. has no traditional day-time courses. All clasees are held at night between
6:00 P.M. and 10:00 P.M., and all courses consist of five to six weekly sessions taken
one at a time and one after another.
| The “pracfitioner” system (p. 119) is used to staff the University’s classes. The

U. of P. neither values nor utilizes traditional credentials and research/publication as
criteria for evaluating and selecting faculty. Practitioners, rather than scholars or
professiohally-trained educa'rors, teach classes._ Traub writes, “Marketing would be
taught by a marketing executive, and _accqunting by an accountant. Ina vocational
setting, these teachers had the 'credehtials thét rnattered”.(p. llé). What does the knoll
of the age of the professor sound like? It sounds like this: “draw your faculty from the
world they were familiar with--the world of work . . . a Ph.D., that don’t mean shit”
(Trauh quoting Sperling, p. 118). |

As shoulci be expected, the U. of P. has no tenured, or even traditional full-time,
faculty. “Instructors” are paid, in factory parlance, a “piece rate.” In other words, U. of
P. faculty are not under contract, nor do they receive a salary. Faculty are paid
approximately a thousand dollars for each five to six week course that they teach.
Katherine Barnett serves es an ex.emple ofa member of the University of Phoenix
faculty. During the day Barnett teacheS'English and reading in an area public high
school. At night she works as Assistant Chair of the Generél Studies Department and |
teaches between 25 and 30 courses per year.

The success of both the U. of P. and its parent eorporation is phenomenal.
During the past decade, enrollment at the University of Phoenix has skyrocketed from
3,000 to 40,000 students. During that same period of time, enrollment trends in all of -

American higher education have been relatively flat and “some two hundred colleges
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have closed” (p. 116). Since the Apollo Group went public in 1994, its stock, listed on
the NAS]?AQ exchange, has soared in value from an initial offering of two dollars to 35
dollars, “on a split adjusted basis” (p. 115). |

Bridging the gap between the modern and postmodern worlds, the University of
Phoenix, in addition to its regular classroom activities, also develops new methods of
product delivery and marketing, specifically, on-line courses and distance learning.
According to Traub, these new forms of technology-based education, combined with
store front‘universities like Phoenix, and “corporate universities,” such as Motorola
University, will transform American higherv educétion and bring an end to liberal higher
learning. Tréub contends that corporate universiti‘es, organizations through which
private business provides training for its own employees, are the fastest growing sector
in higher education. According to the article, “the increase in ‘classroom cbntact
hours,’ for corporate employees in one year, 1992, exceeded the enrollment growth at
all the colleges built between 1960 and 1990” b(p. 121). Traub contends that “the
corporate university is part of a web, not a pecking order--one of several kinds of
service ‘providers’ filling in different aspect of a learners’ needs.” He then quotes
Arthur Levine, who, while speculating on the future of American higher education,
wrote, “We’ll still have sorhe numbér of residential collegeé ahd some number of
research universities, but most of the rest will disappear.” Continuing this line of
thought, Traub adds, “Corporations may simply make postsecond‘ary education an in-
house function. Non-elite institutions, Levine suggests, will be reduced largely to
examining and certifying students for workplace readiness” (p. 122).

Traub ends his article with another clap of the funeral bell foretelling the passing
of an age and proclaiming the insight of a Frenchman. Traub once again quotes John |

Sperling:
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I’m not involved in social reform . . . Microsoft is a much more powerful

force shaping the world than Harvard or Yale or Princeton . . . So, if you

can’t beat ‘em, join’ em. (p. 123)
Sperling might just as well have ciuoted John Milton’s.fallen Lucifer, “Better to reign in
Hell, than serve in Heav’n” (Milfon, 1667/1957, p. 218).

Conclusion
American higher education "currehtly occupies a very precarious position. - It has
lost the faith and support, both poiitical and financial, of the society that maintains it
and that it serves. A rapidly vevolving external environment makes the situation even
more hazardous, as does an internal envirohmeﬁt populated by opponents of liberal
education and suppbrters intent upon publicly discrediting each other. The culture is
moving from the éra of modernism, '_cﬁat began with the Enlightenment movement of the
eighteenth century, into the era of postmpdernism. A repudiation of the core beliefs and
values that have sustained the United States since the nation’s founding characterizes
this new and evolving era (or philosophical movement), although defying concise
definition. More importantly, for the purposes of this narrative, these beliefs and
values, which include the emancipatory power of education, also provide the basis and
pnmary justific‘afion for the modern liberal university. In addition to what Lyotard
describes as the widespread loss of faith in the credulity of modefnist metanarratives,
the pervasive inﬂuence of late or consurher capitalism and a growing dependence, .
bordering on deification, of computer—based informé.tion technology also threaten the
American university.
Without an appropriate but measured response to its changing environments, the -

modern university can not survive. Inaction and continued bickering among those who

value higher learning, and would offer an alternative voice, will result in such a
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complete transformation of the structure and mission of American higher education that
the university, as we know it, will cease to exist. This narrative works from the
assumption that such an occurrence, i.e. the death of the university and the cessation of
the liberal education that it provides, 1s “bad.” In other words, liberal higher education
is “good” and should be continued, because it contributes in a real way to the quality of
human life.

Unfortunately those who would offer an alternative to the continuing and
growing privilege enjoyed by po‘sitivism,‘technology and consrlmerism fail to cr)nfront
the’chall‘enges of poétmodernism. The alterative theorists, the non-positivist modernists
such as the critical theorists, and the pragmatic postmodernisfs such as Rorty, share
overlapping rlisions of reality. They collectively possess the potential of developing a
voice that may once again allow thé university to speak tb, and to be heard by, the
general public. - These potential allies, however, choose to focus on their differences
rather than concentrating on their similarities. The unchallenged dominance of the
university by traditional modernists, capitalists, bureaucrats and those, like Lyotard,
who would replace the professorate with computers and data banks, and bhigher learning
with the most vulgar forms of vocationalism and skill training, partly results from this
fractious and often self-aggrandizing behavior.

As discussed in the following narrative, in order for the ﬁniversity and liberal
education to survivé irl the evolving postmodern future, their supporters and advocates
must put asidé their petty differences. In the spirit of DeWey andv Rorty, they must stop
over philosophizing and instead focus on issues of mutual interesf and the development

of a workable methodology. Then they must find the courage to act.
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CHAPTER TWO:
RICHARD RORTY:

A PRAGMATIC POSTMODERN VIEW OF HIGHER EDUCATION

‘Introduction

In his 1989 book,v'Cdntingenéy_, Irony and Solidarity, Richard Rorty writes, “For
most contemporary intellectuals, questions of ends as Opposed_ to means--questions
about how to give a sense to one’s own life or that of one’s community--are questions
for art or politics, or both, rather than for religion, philosophy, or science” (p. 3). Rorty
represents a unique blending of Continental and American influences. His generally :
acknowledged standing as America’s most widély recognized and inﬂuential '
postmoderri thinker remains unchallenged. Although he freely acknowledged the
influence of an array of European philosophers ranging from Hégel and Nietzsche to.
Foucault and Derrida, he is quintessentially American. He unabashediy and
unwaveringly admires and supports pedple like John Dewey and Frariklin'_ Delano
Roosevelt and the kind of» uniquely American liberal pragmatism that they advocated.
In addition to his academic aﬁd intellectual accomplishments, he actively champions
Hberal or leftiét political causes and reforms. He recently hélpéd organized a number of
meetings across the country in an attempt to rekindle a coalition of intellectual and
organized labor that had been a mainstay of the New Deal.

Rorty provides a unique alternative to both traditional modernism and what

might be called cybernetic postmodernism. He understands the powers and ubiquity, as
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well the importance of dealing with, the “postmodern condition,” but resists the
excesses, negativism and tendency of many postmodernists to “over-philosophize”
and/or to place seemingly unquestioned faith in technology.

This chapter offers a diScussion of Rorty’s views, with special consideration of
their implications for American higher education. Pragmatic postmodernism, as
presented by Rorty, will provide the context for mﬁch of the ‘balance of this dissertation.

Postmodernism?

If the American uniVersity and its professors are to survive the transition from
modernism tb postmodernism, in anything approaching their current recognizable
forms, i.e., as more than a high-tech vocational school .with a staff of technician trainers,
and retain any of the hope and promise of their liberal heritage, major changes must
occur. In response to this situation, Bloland (1995) suggests that higher education
aggressively engage in the modern-postmodern debate. He argues that only by such
action can people in the Academy understand and/or successfully meet the challenges
posed by an uncertain and potentially hostile future. Hopefully, engagement in such
debate will allow those individuals within the university community who value liberal
education to move beyond the limitations of egoism aﬁd the confines of ideology and
dogmé. Such action should facilitate the universify’s successful adaptaﬁon fo its rapidly
evolving environments.

Under ideal circumstances, before a debate, a question must be stated in terms
understandabie by all participants. Unfdrtunately, the situation that the university and
its professors‘(and students) find themselves in is not ideal. The near impossibility of
providing a precise and consensual definition of postmodernism further complicates the
situation. Ironically, to even attempt a definition might be deemed folly by an orthodox

postmodernist. If not folly, the task is extremely difficult, because postmodernism, to
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borrow an eXpression from Rorty, is “hopelessly vague.” Postmodernism and its
proponents do not attempt to create complex and integrated theoretical systems or to
delineate philosophical taxonomies. Postmodern ideas are just that--ideas, not a
blueprint for political oi social agency‘. Postmcidern thought has, however, served to
support icientification of the social constructs, or metanarratives, upon which our ideas
about self, community, truth, knowledge and learning are bééed and reniain contingent.
The difficulty of providing a conéiSe consensual definiﬁon of postmodernism does not
diminish its impact or importance, 6r its value as an analytical tnOI_to anyone interested
in higher education and its political and'sociai context.

The history and origin of postmodemism renié_ins as illusive and nebulous as its
definition. Despite the popuié.rly—held view of posimodernism as a French creation of
the 1960's, both Carol Nicholson (1989, p. 198) and Val Rust:(.l 991, p. 610) claim that
the term “postmodern” first appeared in Arnolld Toynbee’s A Study of History,
originally published in London in 1954. The editors of “The Johns Hopkins Guide to
Literary Theory and Criticism,” however, contend without reference to a specific source
or geographic location, that “The term ‘postmodernism’ was first used in reference to
architecture as early as 1947.” Despite the uncertainty over postmodernism’s birth date
and nossible Anglo lineage, its French imprinting and the inﬂuené’e of such well known
French thinkers as Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Jean Baudrillard and Roland
Barth and Lyotard are widely recognized and cénnntvbe denied (Bloland, 1995;

‘ Rhoades, 1991a; Cinnamond, 1991;> and Lokke & .iaeckle, 1991). Notwithstanding
postmodernism’s Frankish flavor, the prominence of American philosopher Rorty
matclies that of the best known French postmodernists (Bloland, 1995; Fitzman, 1990;

Nicholson, 1989; Nuyen, 1992; Pratt, 1994; Rust, 1991; Wills, 1995).
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Postmodernism as Seen Through French and American Eyes

In an attempt to develop a better understanding of postmodernism and its
relevance to the future of American higher education, the ideas of two postmodern
authors, the American Rorty, and the Frenchman Lyotard, will be considered. Rorty
and Lyotard are two of the world’s most influential and widely quoted postmodém
thinkers; they have been for much of the past two to three decades. These men are of
interest not oﬁly because of their identification with postmodernism, and their prestige,
standing and influence in the Academy, but also because they specifically address
higher education. Although widely recognized as postmodemisfs, both Lyotard and
Rorty merit special consideration because they present fundamentally different visions.
Their mutual interest in, and shared focus on, life and the state of knowledge in the
technologically advanced nations of the North Atlantic, combined with their differing
perspectives and conclusions, 'mgke them of special interest and value.

Throughout this narrative, Lyofard and Rorty will represent two fundamentally
different responsés fo conditions existing in contemporary Western culture. Lyot&rd
serves as the representative of a more esoteric Continental postmodernism. This |
approach associafes itself with literary criticism and abstract concepts like
d'econ‘st'rl:lction and endorses the Socially and culturally trénsformative aspects of
technology. Alternatively, Rorty serves as the repres‘eritative of a more f)ragmatic
American postmodernism, associated with rﬁore practical concerns like preventing
human cruelty aﬁd suffeﬁng, and improving life. Unlike Lyotard, Rorty questions the
privileging of performatively-legitimated technology-based training in higher education.
He endorses, and represents others who also believe in, the liberal arts, particularly the

humanities, as a primary basis for higher education. However, he also understands the
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necessity of utilizing technology and providing vocational as well as provocational
higher education.

The following discussion and comparison of the views of Rorty and Lyotard will
hopefully provide a better undersfanding of pos‘tfnodernism and a feel for its complex
and nebulous nature. Moré specifically, the discussion illustrates thé relévance of
postmodernism to American highér education and the importance of the outcome of the
modern/postmodern (and the pqs&hodern/postmodem) debate fd; the entire academic
corhmunity. Rorty’s versionv‘of postmbdernism and views on higher education are
considered below. Lyotard will be considered in more detail in Chapter Three. -

The “America Sucks ‘S\vvieep‘stake”b

Leftists, particularly feminists and critical theorists, frequently criticize
postmodernists for political conservatism, claiming their ideas preclude the possibility
of agency, or collective political action. Rorty finds such criticism of himself
particularly stinging. Richard Bernstein (1990) describes Rorty’s reaction to the
accusation of neoconservatism and discusses what he perceives as Rorty’s lack of
cohéern for others. Bernstein writes that “there is one line of criticism that Rbrty takes
more seriously than most--that he is insensitive to the real pain, suffering and
hurrﬁliation of human beings” (1990, p. 35). Carol NiChoison;‘ a member of the
Department of Philosophy at Rider College, provides an example of this type of attack.
She criticizes Rorty because, -in her reading of his work, he does not more directly
address issues of ‘racial, sexual, political and e.conom'jc ineqﬁality (1989, p. 202).

Rorty dismjssés much of the criticism directed at him from what he characterizes
as the “revolutionary radical left,” as opposed to the “reformist liberal left.” He
contends that the criticism is in reaction to his continuing faith and hope that the

historical promises of the United States may yet be fulfilled, and from his unwillingness
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to participate in what he calls the “America sucks sweepstake.” Although painfully
aware of its shortcomings, Rorty sees his America as neither fatally flawed nor the
embodiment of evil. He sees beyond the vision of many of his most vociferous leftist
critics, a vision that includes only “raéisfn, sexism, consumerism énd Republican
Presidents” (Rqrty, 1992, p. 141). Altérnatively, Rorty writes that he sees “America
pretty much as [Walt] Whitman and Dewey did, as opening a prospect on illimitable
democratic ViStaS‘.” He goes on to say that he thinks “that our country--despite its past
and present atrocities, and de‘spité its continuing eagerness to elect fools and knaves to
high office-Qis a good example of the best kind of society so far invented” (1992, p.
141). Rorty’s hope, his belief in democracy and his coﬁtinuing faith in America and its
political institutions combine with his fejection of metan'arfaﬁves and representational
knowledge to proVide the basis for his views on politics, philosophy and education, and
the necessary relationships that exist among the three.

In defense of the “institutions and of the practices of the rich North Atlantic
democracies” énd what he semi-tongue-in-cheek refers to as “postmodern bourgeois
liberalism,” Rorty writes that they are “possible and justifiable only in certain historical
and especially economic conditions” (1985, p. 221). In other words, their existence
femains dependent or contingent oﬁ a unique set of specific circumstances. To
understand these democracies and the liberalism that made them possible and that they,
in turn, support, one must understand their context and their relationship to that context.
Likewise, to fully understé.nd Rorty and his Viewé about politics, art, truth, knowledge
and education, it is helpful, if not necessary, to unde‘rstand the historical context in

‘which his thoughts and ideas developed. In a personal autobiographical essay, “Trotsky

“Rorty attributes the phrase “America sucks sweepstake” to J onathan Yardley
(1992, p. 141).
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 and the Wild Orchids,” Rorty discusses -r'nany of the forces that helped shape his
intellectual development and his understanding of reality.
The Historical Rorty

Rorty was an only child born'into a finaﬁcially comfortable family of intellectual
left wing political acﬁvists Who divided their time befween Nevs} York City’s Chelsea
Hotel and the Mountains of northwbest New Jersey. In the 1930's and 40's Rorty’s
parents counted among their friends,.éoileagues and acquaintances some of the world’s
more famous radicals and intellec;tuals, including: John Dewey; Qarlo Tresca, who was
assassinated in New York City on o;ders of Stalin; John Frank, a secretary to Trotsky at
the time of his assassination, Normz‘a.n. Thomas; A. Philip Randolph and Sidney Hooks.

| Although Rorty’s pareﬁts ﬁad been members of the An;erican Communist Party,

 they terminated that relationship during their son’s infancy. Their faith in Marxism and
their involvement in radical politics, howev¢r, continued. Both parents, classified as
“Trotskyites” by the Daily Workerb (1993, p. 142), (a label which, according to Rorty,
they “more or less” accepted) worked for the Workers Defense League. In 1940, after
Trotsky’s murder, the Rorty family took John Frank into their home for several months,
providing him a safe place to hide from Stalin’s assassins.

Reﬂecting oﬁ ihi‘s early',surréundings and boyhood experiences, Rorty identifies
The Case of Leon Trotsky and M}L, the two-volumes that contained the report of
the Dewey Commissioﬁ of Inquiry into the Moscow Trials, and Trotsky’s History of the
_IMIM)_L_W as fhel most ihﬂuentiél books of his youth. Describing his feelings
about these volumes, Rorty writes, “I thought of them in the way in which other
children thought of their family Bibles: they were books that radiated redemptive truth
and moral splendor.” He then describes an emerging political perspective that he would

retain, although in modified form, throughout his adult life: “I grew up knowing that all
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decent people were, if not Trotskyites, at least socialists . . . So at twelve, I knew that
the point of vbeing human was to spend one’s life fighting social injustice” (1993, p.
142).

Dewey’s influence on the juvenile Rorty was at least as powerful as that of
Trotsky. With the exception of a brief period of Hutchins-induced doubt, Rorty’s
attraction to Dewey, like his attraction to Trotsky, was to lvast a life time, serving as a
foundation and touchstone for much of his work as an adult, Rorty describes Dewey’s
pragmatism as the “unofficial religion” of most of the “disillusiened” New York
intellectuals.v‘vho had lost faith in dialectical materialism. Many of these people, like
Sidney Hooks, were Rorty family friends. Thus, the language that Rorty spoke as a
child, the language of his pafents, allowed him to develop, and help determine the form
of, the vocabulary that he uses as an adult in his continuing process of recreating
himself and redefining his reélity.

A few years after‘his introduction to vTrotsky and Dewey, Rorty discovered a
wild orchidrwhile exploring the mountains of northeast New Jersey in the area around
Flatbrookville in Sussex County, where his fanﬁly maintained a residence.’ His
discovery quickly developed into a majop interest and then into a full-fledged passion.
His bread‘ing‘ shifted from books by and"about Trotsky ‘and"the Russian Revolution to
books about orchids aﬂd botany. Free time not spent reading about orchids he dedicated
to searehing for new varieties of the ple.nt. He claims that he found 17 of the 40
different “uncommon and hard to spot” species of wild orchids known to exist in the
area. Of his childhood passion, he writes, “I prided myself enormously on being the

only person around who knew where they'grew, their Latin names, and their blooming -

5 This is the home where Rorty’s parents sheltered Trotsky’s secretary, John
Frank.
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times.” Expanding on this point, he continues:
I was not quite sure why those orchids were so important, but I was
convinced that they were. I was sure that our noble, pure chaste Nofth
American wild orchids were morally superior to the showy, hybridized,
tropical orchids displayed in florists’ shops. I was so convinced that there
was a deep significance in the fact that the orchids are the latest and most
complex plants to have been developed in the course of evolution. (1993, p.
143) |

Rortfs extended use of metaphors is not only creative apd interesting, it is also
multifaceted and full of irony. In addition to Trotsky ;epresehting the public domain
and socializatiqn and orchids representing the pﬁvatc "dom‘ain‘and individualization--the
flowering of the individﬁal—-his relationship with Trotsky precedes his involvement with
orchids. Of additional significance is the fagt that, although highly influential and at
one point assuming a position of preeminence, Trotsky had been assassinated and was él
long time dead when Rorty finally chose to incorporate him into a formal personal
narratiVe. The wild orchids, as described in the preceding quotation, may also serve as a
symbolic surrogate for the United States and its promise of democracy and personal
freedom, or even the post-Enlightenmenf, postmddemv future. The florists’ orchids
conversely may be seen as symbolizing the failed promises of the Enlightenment and
the decadence of the Old World.

As We éonsider various meanings and ihterpretations that may be applied to
Rorty’s extended metaphors, we should also be mindful that, as parasites, orchids feed
on the bodies of the dead and dying hosts. The irony of the orchid was surely in Rorty’s
mind when he described the tension and dissonance caused by his new-found passion.

Addressing this point, he writes, “I was uneasily aware, however, there was something a
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bit dubious about its esotericism--this interest in socially useless flowers . . . I was
afraid that Tfotsky would not have approved of my interest in orchids” (1993, p. 143).

- In 1947, at the age of fifteen, Rorty left his»parents’ home for the University of
Chicago, which he refers to as “Hutchins’ College.” He left hoping to find a way to
reconcile his twin but incompatible passions--Trotsky aﬁd wild orchids. He hoped to
find an intellectual and aesthetic framework that would allow “him to “hold reality and
justice in a single vision” (Rorty.(iuoting Williarﬁ Butler Yeats, 1 993, p. 143).

The following definition of “reality” and “justice” providcd by Rorty reflects his
feelings of confusion and dissonance as he left Ne\ﬁ York City and the mountains of
New Jersey for‘ the Chicago and Hutchins’ College: |

By reality I meant, more or less, the Wordsworthian moments in which, in
the woods . . . [searching for orchids] . . . I‘had félt touched by
something numinous, something of ineffable importance. By justice I‘
meant what Norman Thomas and Trotsky both stood fof, the liberation of
the weak from the strong. I wanted to be both an intellectual snob and a
friend of humanity--a nerdy recluse and a fighter for justice. I was very
confused, but reasonably sure that at Chicago I would find out how grown
ups managed to work the‘trick fhat I had in mind. (1993, p 143)
His hopes and expectations went unfulfilled. He found criticism and doubt rather than
affirmation and answérs. Dewey and pragmatism be'came the frefluent target of
“sneers” 'from a faculty committed to the Séarch for morﬂ and political absolutes. The
teenage Rorty found his new environment and its intellectual climate initially seductive. '
| After a brief flirtation with Christianity, he was sédUced by the allure of Platonism,

which he describes as having “all the advantages of religion, without requiring the
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humility which Christianity demands” (1993, p. 145). But, as with religion, he found
himself unable to believe in classical philosophy’s absolutes.

According to Rorty his disillilsionment climaxed as he was leaving Hutchins’
college for Yale to begin his doctoral studies in philosophy and the beginning of a forty
year quest for a “coherent and convincing way of formulating [his] . . . worries”
(1993, p. 146). The last and longest leg of Rorty’s intellectual and emotional odyssey
began with his introduction to Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit and Proust’s
Remembrance of Things Past. Rorty providesvthe following reflection on his attraction
to these two very differer}tk'men': R

It was the cheerful commitment to irreducible temporality which Hegel and

Proust shared--the specifically anti-Platonic elements of their work--that

seemed so wonderful. They both seemed able to weave everything they

encountered into a narrative without asking that narrative have a moral, and

without asking how that narrative would appear under the aspect of

eternity. (1993, p. 146)
Rorty describes Remeni rance of Things Past as “the book which took the place of Wild
Orchids once I left Flatbrookville for Chicago”(1993, p. 146). Pfoust remained a
commanding figure throughout Rorty’s life.  Rorty discusses this inﬂﬁence at length in
his most widely read and inﬂueﬁtial book, Conti ency. Irony and Solidarity (1989).
Not until he was a member of the faculty at Princeton did Rorty first “encounter” the
seminal postmodern wfiter/thinker Derrida. He credits his Princeton colleague,
Jonathan Arac, with the introduction, an event that “coincided” with Rorty’s
“rediscovery of Dewey” (Rorty, 1993, pp. 40-41).

This brief consideration of Rorty’s intellectually formative years hopefully

renders his views on reality more meaningful by placing it in the context of his personal
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historical reality. In the following section, the results of Rorty’s quest will be
considered. Particular attention will be given to those aspects of his evolving thought
that relate to, and form the foundation for, his views on higher education.

The Essential Rorty

Most authors trace the origins of modernism to the Enlightenment. Rorty’s
interpretation, hoWever, deviates from convention. He views the Enlightenment not as a
revolutionary movement but as a bifurcatiovn of the dominant current of Western
thought. In essence, Rorty sees the Enlightenment as the beginning 6f a split in
traditional Western thoug‘ht that created two majdr camps which, although they adopt
and utilize different methodologies, remain rooted in the same intellectual tradition.
People who refuse to break faith with Medieval beliefs ahd traditions populate one
camp, while members of the other group repudiate the past to embrace the “now”--the
modern (1982).

As the Enlightenment saw science assail the sanctity of theology, the nineteenth
century for a variety of reasons, including the failed promises of the Industrial and
French Revolutions, saw Euro-America’s belief in the sovereignty of science, reason
and the inevitability of progress begin to crumble. In the words of W. T. Jones (1969),
thé Enlightenment Man was 1'ep1aced by the Un_derground Man, who metaphorically
embodies the disillusionment and angst that manifests itself in Dostoevsky and his
novel, M___ﬂﬂndergmun_d. The Enlightenmént Man was self-confident and
self-assured and conceived of himself in harmonir with, but cabable of mastering, his
environment. Underground Man was “uneasy, anxious, alienated, and introspective.
He Was increasingly unsure of himself--doubtful of the validity of his values, of his
ability to communicate in a meaningful way with others and of his ability to know

himself” (Jones, 1969, p. 10). While displacing the eighteenth-century Enlightenment
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Man, the Underground Man of the nineteenth century served as é prototype of the anti-
hero of the twentieth century, including the Postmodern Man. Thus, for Rorty the true
fracturing of Western thought came not With the Enlightenment and a dispute over the
best methodology for discovering the Truth, but rather with the repudiation of the very
idea of “Truth” itself, be it metaphysiéal or physical.
Rorty pfovides the followinvg description of the intellectual evolution that began
in the niheteenth century and came into full fruition with the advent of postmodernism:
Upto >Kant, the sécuiar infellectﬁal saw the knowledgé gained by the
advancing natural sciences as the point of his life . . | . _thé moral
equivalen'tv of the ChriStié.n’s love and fear of God . . But the nineteenth
century also saw the rise of a new sort of secular intellectual, one who had
lost faith in God . . . whose consciousness is dominated by a sense of
the contingency of history, the contingency of the vocabulary which he
himself is using, the sense that nature and scientific truth are largely beside
the point and that history is up for grabs. This sort of intellectual . . .
sees the religion “of science” or “of humanity” as just as self-deceptive as
the old-time religion. His thought tends toward Nietzsche’s view of
science as merely a prolongation of theology, of both as forms of‘ the
“longest lie.” (1982, pp. 228-229)
Rorty characterizes WéStern thought ais a‘ continuous line that, beginning with
Plato, and receiving essential support from such men asvThémas Aquinas and Immanuel
Kant, has spanned and dominated the last twenty five hundred years. Although‘the

intellectual and philosophical history of the Eurocentric world® can be characterized as

® In The Transparent Society (1992), the Italian postmodernist, Gianni Vattimo,
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neither static nor monolithic, according to Rorty and numerous other critics, Western
thought depends on a unifying series of consensual epistemological assumptions and
beliefs that are held with the same unquestioning fervor as articles of religious faith.
These basic epistemological beliefs define reality for Westerners while eonditiening and
determining their perceptions. The existence of an independent, ebjective and knowable
reality is an essential article of Western faith. Although history has been sprinkled with
| nay sayers, the defining question has not been “if” an independent/objective reality
exists, but rather “how” to best discover objecti\}e and representational knowledge of
that reality, i.e., not whether frufh exists, but how one may best discover the “Truth.”’
The fundamental debate has prlmarlly been methodologlcal not ontologlcal or

metaphys1ca1 Rorty further argues that the intellectual energy of the West has been

provides an eloquent and cohcise discussion of fhe historic impact of Eurocentricism and
its relationship to postmodernism. A particular focus of Vattimo’s work is the connection
between mass media and the declining inﬂuence of Europe and the European perspective
(Eufocentricism) throughout the world. |
"Rorty disting_uishes between the capitalized and uncapitalized when he writes,
“All this is complicated by the fact that phﬂosophy,’ | ‘truth’ and ‘goodness,” are
: amblguous terms. Uncapltahzed ‘truth’ and ‘goodness’ name propertles of sentences, or
of actions and eituatlons. Capitalized, they are the proper names of objects--goals or
standards Which can be loved with all one’s heart and soul and mind, objects of ultimate
concern. Similarly, ‘philosophy’ can mean simply what Sellers calls ‘an attempt to see
how things, in the broadest sense of the term hang together, in the broadest possible sense
of the term” (1982, p. xiv).
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wasted in futile attempts to solve a series of unanswerable “philosophical problems™®
thét supposedly will, when resolved, lead to the revelation of the Truth.

The development and continued existence of an epistemological hierarchy, or
hierarchy of knowledge, a byproduct of the Western philosophical tradition, has had a
profound effect on the form, structure, organization, vadministration, content and
function of higher education. Possibly thé‘ most famous and earliest depiction of this
hierarchy is Plato’s “Parable of the Cave” used to illustrate his understanding of the
different types and qualities of knowledge accessible by man. The shadowy reflections
of the physical world, the domain of the common man, may be found at the most base
level. This world stands opposed to the realm of the Philosopher King, he who
dedicates his life to the contemplation of the Good, a dominion bathed in purifying
sunlight. Although the Philosopher King, and his more contemporéry kindred spirits,
the Clergyrnan, the Scientist and the Professor, may have sprung from the common

people, they are no longer of the people; for they have been both liberated and elevated

8 Rorty' provides the following rather sardonic definition of “Philosophical
Problems” as: “Problems which professors of philosophy have a moral obligation to
continue working on, nvhatever their current preoccunations. The Nature of Being, the
Nature of Man, the Relation of Subject and Objept, Language and Thought, Necessary‘

* Truth, Freedom of the Will--this is the sort of tning which philosophers are supposed to
have views abnut but=-which novelists and critics, historians and scientists, may be
excused from discussing” (Rorty, 1982, p. 31). The traditional “Philosophical Problems”
discussed by Rorty that cbnstit_ute the primary focus of the scholarly endeavors of most
professional Philosophers, should not be confused with Camus’ “one philosophical
problem”--deciding whether life is or is not worth living, i.e., suicide.
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by their lofty quest for intimate personal knowledge of the Good, i.e., the Truth. The
only life worth living, for Plato, dedicated itself to the philosophical contemplation of
the ideal, a life not significantly different from the life lived by the idealized modern
university proféssor. |

According to Rorty, largely because of the Work of Irhmanuel Kant, although in
a modified form, Plato’s hierarchy survives today. As FDR émerged as vthe patrician
savior of capitalism, so Kant saved‘ the Western intellectual aristocracy from the assaults
of the empiricists and sceptics. va the empiricists were correct, and information derived
through sense perception is the rultimate source and test of humanity’s knowledge, the
gatekeeper serves what functiqn? Could not “Everyman” see and hear and touch and .
taste? As Plato had produced “forms” to protect civilization from the Sophist, in
Rorty’s view, Kant produced analytical a priori, synthetic a posteriori and synthetic a
priori knowledge to protect the énlightened world, the hierarchical world of the
gatekeeper (the Philosopher, the Clergyman, vthe Professor, the Scientist) from the
assault of the empiricist.

Along with Rorty, many postmodern thinkers such as Foucault, Derrida and
Lyotard stress not only the existence of a hierarchy of knowledge, but also condemn its
influence on Western civilization. According to Morris Dickstein, these men, by
“raising the right questions, self-consciously refining their techniqués, destroying
complacent assumi)tions, espécialiy the illusion of objective reality,” perform the proper
but frequently neglected functions of the philosopher, the :so.cival thinker and the critic

(1992, p. x1).
| Rorty divides the philosophical and, in effect, the academic histéry of the United
States into three periods. During the first period, which began in the colonial times and

lasted until World War I, “philosophy defined itself by its relation to religion” (Rorty,
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1982, p. 61). The second period, characterized by Rorty as “the heroic period of
Deweyian pragnratism,” was both short lived and unique. For the only time in the
nation’s history, phrlosophers made a concerted effort to use “intelligence” as a tool in
addressing the society’s problems and providing a better life for all of its members. The
third and final period wlrich Rorty called the “profesSionalivzing‘period” quickly eclipsed
this golden age of American intellectual history/philosophy. Rorty states that during
this period; which began with the end of World War 11, “phjlosthers attempted
halfheartedly to define their activity in relvation to mathematics and the natural sciences”
(1982, pp. 61-62). In summary, acéording to Rorty, excépt for a brief period of what
might be called enlightened humanism, the 'history of American philosophy can be
divided into two distinct and dichotomous periods that ﬂénked the World Wars. Before
World War I religio.n dominated; following World War II mathématics and science
dominated. |
This shift, although profoundly importarrt, is methodological. It does not reflect

a change in the fundamental belief in the existence of an independent knowable
objective reality. “God” is the name of choice used by the Scholastié philosopher of the
Middle Ages and the Clergyman of the nineteenth century when referring to “The
Good,” while the contemporary scientist chooses to call it “natural law.” According to
Rorty,

The Platonist would ljke to see a culture guided by something eternal. The

positivist would liké_ tr) ‘see one guided by something temporal . . . But

both want it to be guided, constrained, not left to its own devices. For

both, decadence is a matter of unwillingness to submi‘t oneself to‘

something out thére.‘ (1982, p. xxxix)
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In this context, science may be seen as the Western world’s last great attempt to save

God.
The American Imprint
Bloland argues not only ‘that, “Colleges and universities are particularly
susceptible to the pdstmodern critique that denigrates hierarchy . . .” (1995, p. 5) but

also, because American higher education operated in a “modernist context” (1995, p. 5),
the hierarchy finds basis in, and draws its legitimacy from, the near-universal
acceptance of the scientific metanarrative. Bloland writes:
Modernism is associated with science an‘d the scientific method of thinking
and doing, and science is tightly connected tol higher education. For one
hundred fifty 'yearS, higher education has promoted the notion that science
and its forms, scientific research, scientific methods, and progress that
results from science, are the principle guarantors of the legitimacy of
higher education. The belief in sciénce and its assumptions and methods
- have provided the basis for creating and justifying the prestige hierarchies
between and within colleges and universities and the reward structures
among academics. (1995, p. 9)
To suppdft his Qbservatidns about higher education’s dominance by a scientifically-
predicated hierarchy,uBloland reviews the work of Derrida, Foucault, Lyotard and
Baudrillard.
John W. Wills (1995) indireétly questions Bloland’s assertion that the
postmodern critique is relevant to American higher education when he asks, “why

should the vast majority of academics who are caught up in neither postmodernism nor
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in ‘pomo’-phobia’ care about these issues?” The issues to which Wills refers stem from
the debate within the academy between advocates of modernism and postmodemism
and between the proponents of different postmodern perspectives. Wills affirms
Bloland’s contention about postmodernism’s relevance to higher education when he
answers his own question by saying, “almost any form of >postmodemi'sm raises basic
questions aboqt what we do in the Academy and may help us to articulate some of our
own half-formed worries and hunches abou;c éhanges to come” (1995, p. 60).

If Rorty and the postrhodernists are ‘corréct, the implications are profound. For
them, the Western intellectual tradition, based partially on a fundamental belief in the
hierarchy of knowledge and an acceptance of science and the scientific method, has
‘ made possible, >and provided justification for, most of thé human-caused calamities and
much of the evil that afflicts the modern world V(Bloland, 1995; Lyotard, 1993a; Rorty,
1982 and 1989a; and Vattimo, 1992). These include imperialism/colonialism, World
Wars, fascism and Stalinism, genocide, crass materialism and oppression, cruelty and
exclusion based on race, religion, gender, class, life style and creed. The effects on the
university, although not as\ palpable or overtly repugnant as a fascist’s gas chamber or
an overseer’s lash, are no less broad or profound, and the results no less devastating. In
the vision of many postmodernists, the modern university functioﬁs as én elitist
instrument of oppression and social control that separates itself from the greater society .
and, in so doing, renders itself 1rrelevant

This pomt is clearly made by Linda Ray Pratt (1994), a professor of English at

? Pomo-phobia is an irrational, excessive and persistent fear of postmodernism
that grips those members of the Academy who most passionately embrace modernism

and place their faith in science.
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the University of Nebraska and past president of the AAUP, who describes the growing
chasm that exists between the university and the society which supports it. She asserts
that a major area of difference between university faculty and the general public is the
value of a liberal arts cgrriculum. In support of this claim, Pratt maintains that “Within
the faculty there is a strong [concurrence], though the%e are intense disagreements about
~ the choice of books and the appropriate balance between research and teaching. But in
the public at large, there is a growing cohsensus for a different kind of education, one
that is skill-based and performance tested” (1994, p. 48).

Rorty agrees with Prett that a developing gulf sep>arates much of the faculty of
American universities and the public that supports them. Attempting to identify a cause
of this.unfortunate and rapidly evolving situation, he writes,

Part of the explanation, I think, is that American intellectuals in Dewey’s
day thought their country was a shining historical example. They -
}identified with it easily. The largest single reason for their loss of
identiﬁca&ion was the Vietnam War. The war caused some intellectuals to
marginalize themselves entirely. Others attempted to rehabilitate Kantian
notions in order to say . . . That the War not merely betrayed America’s
hope and interests and self-image, but was immoral, oﬁe which we had no
right to engage in the first place. (Rorty, 1983, p. 219)
Rorty adds that he believes that Dewey would have found such “self-castigation” to be
pointless an‘d. counterproductive. He cencl_udes his comment t;y observing that although
America’s anti-war intellectuals, who included a significant percentage of America’s
higher education faculty in their ranks, may have fouhd such behavior cathartic in the -

short run, “their long-run effect has been to separate intellectuals from the moral
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consengus of the nation rather than alter that consensus” (Rorty, 1983, p. 219). Rorty

reinforces both his point and Pratt’s, when he writes:
The rise of literary criticism to preeminence within the high culture of the
democracies--its gradual and only semiconscious assﬁmption of the
cultural fOle oncevclaimed (successively) by religion, science, and
philosophy--has paralleled the rise in the proportion of ironists to
metaphysicians among the intellectuals. This has widened the gap between
the intellectuals; Fof metaphysics is woven into the public rhetoric of
modern liberal society. (19892, p. 82)

Despite his criticism of the Western intellectual tradition, Rorty is not a nihilist
nor does he deny thé social or potential personal value of higher education. He writes,
“truth is eternal and enduring, but it is hard to be sure when ybu have it. Truthfulness,
like freedom, is tempered, contingent, and fragile. But we can recognize both when we
have them” (1995, p. 205). ‘When attempting to find the truth, Rorty suggests that we
~ need not turn to the Continent but rather look to our own backyards. Instead of seeking
answers in the works of Platb or Aristotle, we should read James and Dewey. Along
this line of reasoning, Rorty suggests that pragmatism cuts across these
transcendentaUempirical distinctions by questionin'g‘the common presupp:osition that an
invidious distinction need be drawh between kinds of truth. For the pragmatists, true
sentences aré not true because they correspond to reality, and 50 there is no need to
worry about what “makes” it true (1983, p. xvi).

Instead of absolute answers and criteria, Rorty sees only social constructs, i.e.,
ideas “constructed by a community to facilitate its inquiry” (1983, p. xlii). At this
juncture, Rorty points out a similarity betweeh the American pragmatists and the French

postmodernists. After citing a quote from Jean-Paul Sartre about the potentially
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negative political and social implications of a culture not anchored to some vision of the
Truth,'® Rorty writes,
This hard saying brings out what ties Dewey and Foucault, James and
Nietzsche, together--the sense that there is nothing deep down inside us
except what we have put tﬁere ourselves,l ﬁor criterion that we have not
created in the course ‘of creating a practice, no standard of reality that is not
ah appeal to such a priterion, no rigorous argumentation that is not
obedience to our conviction. (1983_, p. xlii)
For Rorty a criteria does exist for evaluating truth, and it exists historically, a product of
experience that emerges from human practice.
| Private Irony and Public Hope
I would like to conclude this discussion of Rorty’s more general philosophical
views by returning to his hope to “hold reality and justice in a single vision” before we
move on to consider his more specific ideas about education. Rorty attempts to resolve
the dilemma and/or diminish the dissonance that results from concurrently embracing
Trotsky and wild orchids in his 1989 book, Contingency. Irony and Solidarity. Even
one of his vocal critics, Richard Bernstein, describes the béok as “disturbingly
chaile'nging” (1990, p. 35). Describing the book’s thesLis, Rorty writés,

There is no need to weave one’s personal equivalent of Trotsky and one’s

10 Thé following is the quote from the always hard Sartre: “Tomorrow, after my
death, certain people may decide to establish fascism, and the others may be cowardly or
miserable enough to let them get away with it. At that moment, fascism will be the truth
of man, and so much the worse for us. In reality, things will be as man has decided they
are” (1946, pp. 53-54).
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personal equivalent of my wild orchids together. Rather, one should try to
adjust the temptation to tie in _one’s moral responsibilities to other people
with one’s relation to whatever idiosyncratic things or persons one loves
with all one’s heart and soul and mind. (1992, p. 147)
This may surprise and dismay some who, like the yoﬁrhful Rorty of days past, long to
unite public responsibility and private passion. Rorty would say that this confusion is
the product of a modernist mmd set; If‘ we see Trotsky and wild erchids, respectively,
as metaphors for public responsibility and privete passion, we corne full circle, returning
to the leftist accusation that Rorty is a neo-coriservative who denies agency and tolerates
human cruelty and humiliation. In Contingency, Trony and Solidarity, Rorty addresses

this issue, not with poetic metaphors, but by creating the “liberal ironist.”"' Rorty’s

! A liberal ironist is a person who is concurrently a liBeral and an ironist. Rorty
defines an ironist as |
someone who fills three conditions: (1) She has radical and continuing
doubts about the finel vocabulary she currently uses, because she has been
impressed by other Vocabularies, vocabularies taken as final by people or
books she has enceuhtered; (2) she realizes that argument phrased in her
presentv vocabulary can neither underwrite nor dissolve these doubts; (3)
insofar as she philosephizes about her .situation, she does not think that her
vocabulary is closer to reality than ethers, that it is in touch with a power
not herself. (1989, p. 73)
Rorty ado’pis Judith Shaklar’s definition of a liberal: “people for whom ‘cruelty is the
worst thing they do’.” (1989, p. 74).
The liberal ironist will be more fully consiclered in the following discussion;

50



beliefs about the proper relationship between the public and the private, and the nature
and function of the liberal ironist, merit additional consideration because they provide
the basis, and determine the outline for, his beliefs about American education.

As we have seen, Rorty rejects the éxistence of first principles and the idea that
truth is discovered rather than found.‘ For him, all truth is contingent--dependent on and
shaped by its chtnxt, the cultural setting in which it exists, or, more appropriately,
where it was créated. In effect, each culture produces a distinctive/unique version of
truth. Rorty also believes thaf truth 1s dynarrﬁc, in addition to being nontingent. His
truth is continually being redefined to meet the unique needs and demands of its parent
culture. Thus, no absolute: criteriaﬂ,‘e. g_'., discovered truth or first principles, exists to
evaluate the rénresentétional accur'acyr nf various visions of reality or the legitimacy of
different versions of truth in either the public or privaté domain. Therefore, no moral or
philosophical jusfification exists for privilgging any one truth or reality over any other.

| Because truth exists initially as asocial construct and language provides the
vehicle or medium through Which people communicate their vision and understanding
of reality, Rorty views truth as being a product of language. The idea that an
inseparable and defining relationship exists between language, reality and truth is
certainly not original to Rorty. This idea, however, proves critical to the development
and understanding of his thought.

We have earliér seen that, as a youth, RQrty was vexed and driven by an
insatiable passion to “hold reality [wild orchids] and justice [Trotsky] in a single

vision” (1992, p. 143). The liberal ironist, after a forty-year quest, resolves the

however, for the definitive discussion see Chapter Four, “Private irony and liberal hope,”

of Contingency. Jrony and Solidarity (Rorty, 1989, pp. 73-95).
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dilemma not by discovering an answer but by dismissing the question, declaring that it
need not be asked.

Understanding the differences between a liberal ironist’s and the more
traditional modernist’s perceptions of vthe function and purpose of language remains
essential to understanding how Rorty arrived at such a solution. A prototypical
traditional modernis’t sees language as both transparent and representational. Their idea
of language is.intimately invoived with, and relates to, their understanding of the nature
of reality, knowledge and truth. Not only dothey believe that reality exists outside of
human consciousness, they also believe that it exists in a knowable and rational form.
In addition, they contend that human beings are constructed in such a way that they can
obtain intimate and relatively accurate knowledge of tliat reality. The application of the
individual’s intellect and the utilization of reason accOmpliehed this feat. Thus,
traditional modernist knowledge represents reality. In other words, it reflects a true
picture of what is really “ouf there.” Finally, tliey contend that, because we are all
constructed in essentially the same way, and because reality is autonomous, immutable
and omnipresent, everyone’s knowledge of reality remains essentially the same. For
example, a tree’s falling remains independent of a human’s hearing, but if several
people are present and hear the same tree fall, they can agree that the tree has fallen.

Knowledge so obtained can be judged True because it can be independently
verified by any norma‘l,v i.e., rational, human being by comparing it to reality. Ifa
dispute arises over the staiusof the tree, if anyone questions the statement “a tree has
fallen,” the question can be resolved by consulting the fallen tree for verification. The
tree becomes the criteria that validates the truth of the statement and legitimates the
claimed knowledge of reality. In effect, independent, rational knowledge of reality

becomes both the source and the criteria for evaluating Truth.

52



Within this modernist context, language represents an accurate reflection of
Truth. It acts as the vehicle or instrument or tool that humans use to capture and
communicate reality. For the traditional modernist, language neither adds nor detracts
from reality. Language simply reflects reaiity as a non-fun-house mirror captures our
undistorted image. In effect, we see through language as we look through a transparent
pane of window glass to see what is on the other side. Lyotard describes this
understanding of language as the “ideology of 'communicatiohal ‘transparency’”
(Lyotard, 1993, p. 5). |

Things are quite different 1n Rorty’s worid. Not only ;10es he reject the
traditionalist modernist’s notion of reality, knowledge and truth, he also rejects their
notion of language and commuﬁicaﬁons. Ironically, Rorty’s notion of language and
vocabulary shares much in common with the ideas of Romanticism which grew from
the eighteénth—century idea that “truth was made rather than found.” Fully aware of the
political implications, ‘both gobd aﬁd bad, of these ideas, Rorty cites lthe French
Revolution and its idea that “the whole vocabulary of social relations, and the whole
spectrum of social institutions, could be replaced almost over night” (1998a). As
further example and warning, he offers Orwell’s discussion of doublespeak in his 1948
novel, 1984. : Rorty believes that Orwell’s discussion of human émelty and the dangers
of the misuse of language are so important that he dedicates Chapter 8, “The last
intellectual in Europe: Orwell on cruelty,” of Contingency. Irony and Solidarity to a
‘discussion of the author and his book (1‘998a, pp. 168-189}. |

In efféct, Rorty believes that reality cannot exist outside of language. This
statement should not be construed as saying that Rorty believes that nothing exists
outside of human consciousness. In the following statement he explains his belief about

the difference between the world and our understanding or knowledge of it:
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We need to make a distinction between the claim that the world 1s out there
and the claim that truth is out there. To say that the world is out there, that
it is not our creation, is to say, with cémmon sense, that mdst things in
space and time aie the effects of causes which do not include human
mental states. To say that truth is not out there is simply to say that where
there are no sentences there is no truth, that sentences aié elements of
human language, and that humén languages are human creations.
Truth cannot bé out there--cannot exist independently of the human
mind--because sentences cannot so exist, or be out there. The world is out
'thére, but descriptions of the world are not. Only descriptions of the world
can be true or false. The world 6n its own--unaided by the describing
activities of human beings--cannot. (1998a, pp. 4-5)
He later adds, “the world does not speak, only we do” (p. 6). Rorty clearly says not that
we or our reality do not exist, but rather that the only knowledge that we can have of
reality, both individually and collectively, are creations of a non-representational and
very opaque hum§n vocabulary. Although acknowledgment of the relationship among
language, truth and the world is critical to the “liberal ironjsts,” before their importance
and function can be fﬁlly'understood, they must be broken down into their constituent
parts, analyzed and then reassembled. Once this has been done, the liberal ironist
becomes more transparent.
Rorty’é Wprking definition of a liberal is parsimonious and straight forward:
| “Liberals are the people who think that cruelty is the worst thing we do” (1998a, p. xv).
Trotsky and Norman Thomas were liberals. The definition of an ironist is more
complex. S/he is “the sort of person who faces up to the contingency of his or her own

most central beliefs and desires--someone sufficiently historicist and nominalist to have
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abandoned the idea that those central beliefs and desires refer back to something beyond
the reach of time and chance” (Rorty, 1989a, p. xv). Sartre with his passion for personal
reSponSibility, or Camus with his involvement in the French Resistance, were ironists.
By combining the liberal and the ironist, Rorty creates the “liberal ironist,” whom he
describes as, “people who include afnong the ungreundable desires their own hope that
suffering will be diminished, that humiliation of human beings by other human beings

may cease” (1989a, p. xv). A “liberal ironist” could concurrently embrace Trotsky and

- wild orchids.

According to Rorty, the majority of people who think of themselves as liberal do
not agree with many of his ideas, partieu_larly those about contingency and irony. Most
of these nay-saying or non-ironist liberals Rorty describes as “liberal metaphysician[s].”
Such people are liberals because they agree with Rorty’s assertion about cruelty. They
are metaphysicians, however, because they also believe that a meral statement like,
“cruelty is the worst thing a perseh can do,” cannot “rationally” be made without
recourse to an external authority, such as the Word of God, or inalienable rights. A
liberal metaphysician might cynically ask, “Why not be cruel?” Such a question
exemplifies the “over-phﬂosbphizing,” the turn of mind that allows a person to demand
justi_fiCation before sanctioning human cruelfy. That concerns Rorty, and he warns
against it.

For the liberal ironist, the question becomes at best moot and at worst
dangerous. Rorty- telis us. thet, “For the lib'eral ironist, there is no answer to the question
‘why not be cruel?’--no non circular theoretical backup for the belief that cruelty is
herrible” (1989a, p; xv). The ironist has been taught by her/his parents and schools, and
by the culture at large, that cruelty is bad and s/he believes it passionately. They,

however, can offer no proof for their belief nor do they feel a need or desire to try.
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Rorty and the liberal ironist believe that we must simply stop wasting time searching for
that which does not exist. We must understand the incommensurableness of the public
and the private domains, accept that we will never discover a rational foundation upon |
which to base our beliefs and actions. We must simply act on our beliefs. While the
metaphysical liberal engages in a quesf for nonexistence first principles and final |
answers, people, reaﬂ people, continue to suffer. This possibly unnecessary and
potentially préventable suffefing represents another example of the type of terror
necessarily‘attendant upon the médernisf metanarrative. Alternatively, for Rorty, our
indivlidual suffering and the suffering of other hﬁman beings provides thé only
justification required for action. |
| The me-avnin’g‘ of Trotsky and wild orchids is revealed: in fhe United States and
similarly wealthy and democfatic cultures the public--the domain of the liberal--and the
private--the domain of the ironist--are uniquely distinct and should be separate. Each
servés different purposes. Each is driven by different passiohs. If only one message
- may be learned from Rorty, it might be that difference does not nece.ssarily justify
privilége. Individuéls have both public and private lives, .they can be both liberals and
ironists.‘ People pursue both reality and justice, but they can never hold them in a single
vision. The young Rorty found this incompatibility of passion the cause of great
dissonance and distress. The maturé Rorty finds it the céuse of cquort and hope,
because the separation of “the domain of tﬁe liberal [public hope] and the domain of the
ironist [privat_c ifony ] .. . makes it possible for a single person to be both” (1989a, p.
198).
The political course of action open to the liberal ironist unfolds. No longer
fettered by wasteful and meaningless over-philosophizing in the search for nonexistent

first principles, no longer feeling a need to justify abhorrence of human suffering and
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humiliation and their resultant passion for democracy, the liberal ironist may actively
enter the pblitical arena. S/he, like Rorty, reforms rather than revolts, and language is
his/her primary instrument. The objective of political action is to promote democracy
and optimize personal/ihdividual freedom by strengthening democratic institutions and
their structural safeguards. A new vocabulary that challenges the old must be created.
This action chaﬁges the rules of the prevailing word game: It produces a new language
that will result in the creatidn of a new more humane, tolerant and inplusive reality--
Rorty’s “liberal utopia.” In explaining hbw we might help to create Zsuch a utopia, in
addition to warning us to giiard against being seduced by common Isense,lz Rorty also
suggests that we view the process of altering an éxisting vécabulary as long-term and
developmental. He hopes that each generation will be a little more liberal and a little
more imbued with.a sense of the ironic than the generation that precéded it. Based on’
this reasoning, Rorty privileges education as a liberalizing social influence.
The following quotation, which cdntains Rorty’s reflection on his lifelong hero’s
views on democracy and education, I offer as both a conclusion and an introduction:
[John] Dewey offered neither the conservative’s philosophical justification
“of democracy by reference to eternal values nor the radical’s justification of
it by refefence to decreasing alienation. He did not try to justify democracy
at all. He saw democracy.not as founded upon the nature of human beings
or reason or reality but as a promising experiment engaged in by a
particular herd of a particular species of animals--our species and our herd.
He asks us to put our faith in ourselves--in the utopian hope characteristic

of a democratic community--rather than asking for reassurance or backup

12 Rorty pointed out that “The opposite of irony is common sense.” (1989a, p. 74)
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from outside.

This notion of a species of animals gradually taking control of its own
evolution by changing its environmental conditions leads Dewey to say . .
. that “growth itself is the moral end” and also to say that “to protect,
sustain and direét growth is the chief ideal of education.” (1989b, p.6)

Rorty on Education
Summary Review

Rorty’s ideas and beliefs resulted from a life-long struggle to reconcile
conflicting passions. Driven by years of frustration, and an inabiﬁty to believe in God,
first principles or the divinity of science, Rorty created the liberal ironist reformer and
reached the conclusion that “common sense,” compromise and unity are not always
possible or even desirable. This realization led to his controversial separating of the
public and private domains and his emerging affirmation of contingency, irony énd
solidarity. Maﬁy of Rorty’s views, which have significant political implications, have
stimulated critics from both extremes of the political spectrum. Of specific interest to |
this narrative, and of particular concern for Rorty, is the leftist charge of neo-
conservatism based on Rorty’s perceived denial of political agency--a major concern of
radical feminists. »

The final major theme emerging from Rorty’s work that influences his ideas
about education deals with the function of language and its relationship to reality. H e
believes that our language shapes, even produces, our vision énd understanding of
reality, both personal and private. He further contends that reality can be modified by
altering the language used to describe it.

Although a philosophy of education can be inferred from Rorty’s wriﬁngs, such

an act of interpretation is not necessary. He explicitly describes his views and opinions
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concerning education. The reader, however, should be aware that Rorty would not
describe his views on education as a philosophy. He expresses concern about “the
relevance of philosophy to education,” adding that he has the same concerns about
philosophy’s relevance to politics (Rorty, 1990, p. 41). He then explains that the kind
.o.f politics in which he chooses to participéte “is the enterprise of devel.oping institutions
which will protect the weak against the strong.” This statement significantly speaks to
the heart of his major body of work, and also provides the foundation and jﬁsﬁfication
for his views'iabout education. Rorty summarizes _those views in the essay’s
introduction. He believes that education appears to | |
| consist of two quite distinct ,ehterprises: lowef education is mostly a matter
of socialization, of trying to inculcate a sense of citizenship, and higher
education is a mostly a matter of individuation,‘of trying to awaken the
individual’s imagination in the hope that she will become able to re-create
herself. |
Reflecting on what he has just written, he adds that he is “not sure” how
philosophy could much further any of these “enterprises.” Immediately aftér making
that statement, he qualifies it by speculating that, if philosophy has any “social
fuhction,” it is a“‘therapeutic one,” specifically “helping people get out from under
outdated philosophical ideas, helping break the crust of convention.” He then suggests

that “new, concrete alternatives,” such as developing “a good new way of setting

college entrance exams or licensing teachers” are much more effective facilitators of
socially and individually useful educational “enterprise” than philosophy (1990, p. 41).
Political Bifurcation

The opinions about education described above summarize a position that Rorty
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had more fully developed the preceding year (1989) and presented in the keynote

address of the 75th annual meeting of the Association of American Colleges. The

address was reprinted later that same year in Dissent under the title “Education Without
Do gma” and again in Liberal Education under the title “Education, Socialization, &
Individuation.” This document adopts as source the version published by Liberal
Educatioh (1989b). In that arﬁcle, Rorty states his belief that contemporary American
education is the “satisfactory” product of tabcit‘compromise between members of the
political right, whom he describés as “conservative(s),” and members of the political left
whom he describes as “radical(s).” He be_lieves that the structufé‘and function of
education in the United States is shaped, if not detérmined, by an ongoing political
struggle between these two major opposing ideological groups. Therefore, Rorty’s
perception of, and reaction to, thesé vying groups, and his understanding of the political
environment in which American schools function, must be considered to contextualize
his views and ideas about educatioﬁ. |

According to Rorty, the “right”--or conservative--believes that a primary
function of society is the inculcation of it members with the Truth-—“old, familiar, self-
evident truths” (1989b, p. 2). In modern societies, foﬁnal education exists as primary
means of accomplishing this function. In contrast, the “left” sees these Truths as “part
of the crust of convention that needs to be broken through, vestiges of old-fashioned
modes of thougﬁts from which the new generation deserves to be freed” (1989b, p.2).
For a radical, énéouraging sfudents to accept arid internalize conservative Truths
represents»bctra'yal. Such encouragement amounts to teaching students to be the
instruments of their own victimization.

Although Rorty never specifically uses the term to describe them, most of the

individuals, both conservatives and radical, that he discusses qualify for the label

60



“modernists.” As such, they all privilege freedom and view its propagation as the prime
objective of education. Their disagreement, therefore, is not over the ultimate end of
education, but rather over the best way to accomplish that end. As described by Rorty,
both the right and left believethat there exists a necessary and natural connection
between Truth and Freedom. He also asserts that they “Both argue for this connection
on the basis of distinctions between nature and convention and between what is
essentially hnman énd what is inhuman. Both accept the identification of both truth and
freedom with the essentially -hliman” (1989b, p. 2).

Conservatives and radicals alse disagree about the relative virtues of America’s
social, political andecono'mi‘c'systems and institutions. Speciﬁ“cally,‘ “They differ over
whether the present socioeconomic setup is in accordance, more or less, with nature,”
and whether that “setup” contributes to or thwarts the realization of human
potentialities. While consei'vatives bveliev,e that the “acculturation of society’s norms”
will produce freedorn, radicals see increased alienation as the only possible result of
such action (1989b, p. 2). In other words, conservatives basically support the existing
socioeconomic and political systems that exist in the United States.

Rooted deeply in the rationalist-Christian/modernist tradition, conservatives, as
described by Rorty, alse'believe that humans are fational beings, who exist in a rational
and knowable world. Although not fully stltisfied with the status-quo, conservatives
generally support public education as it currently exists, because they believe that it
promotes reason, values the truth and “sets forth some of the traditional slogans of our
society.” And though they see it as significantly flawed, most conservatiVes believe that
the current educational system is still far better than any of the alternatives offered by
the left. According to Rorty, “what the right describes as cultivating the young, the left

describes as-alienating them from their true selves” (1989b, p. 4).
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The left, as portrayed by Rorty, believes that American society deprives its
young--its students--of both their freedom and their “essential humanity.” Society does
this so that by the time young people enter the adult population and join the work force
“they may function as frictionless cogs in a vast, inhuman, socioeconomic machine”
| (19890, p. 4). In other words, radicé.ls believe that maintaining the status quo insures
that the nvlostvprivileged segments of the society retain their privilege while the most
marginalized remain marginalizéd. | |

Unlike the right, the left does not hééessarily believe that the truth is out there
waiting to-be discovered by ratioﬁ_al 1nqu1ry and scientific investigation or that it is
manifest in either middle class ‘norr“ns.or the inalienable rights described in “The
- Declaration of Independence.” Truth, for the le’ft, will be discovered after a person
undergoes liberation from the distorting, marginalizing and alienating influences of
society, acéording to Rorty. Thus, in direct opposition to conservatives, radicals hold
that the educational system should strive “to méike the young realize that they n.eed not
and should not conse-nt to this alienating process of socialization” (1989b, p.2).

Summing up, Rorty vieWs conservatives and radicals as agreeing on general
“abstract philosophical topics,” i.e., the existence of a fundamental knowable Truth, the
virtues of freéd‘or‘n and the necessary and natural relationship between the two. They
differ, however, over political issues, such as how best to achieve freedom, and the
merits of our sociai -and ¢con6mic systems. In Iessence, Rorty chtends that politics, not
philosophy, ’fuﬁdé.mentally Sei)arates the left and the right in the United States.

Consistent with his embrace of the ironic, Rorty concurrently embraces and
rejects aspects of positions associated with both the right and the left. For example, he
bclievés the conservatives incorrect in thinking that humans possess either a “truth-

tracking faculty” called “reason” or a “true self” which education brings to
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consciousness. Both conservatives and radicals conceive of Truth as that which the
individual sees after various constraints have been removed. Alternaﬁvely, Rorty
defines truth as “whatever beliefs result from free and open encounter of opinions,
without asking whether this result agrees with something beyond the encounter . .
'whe‘ther this be conceived as the will of God, or the layout of Plato’s realm of the
Ideals, or the encounter of atoms in the vdi’d” (1989b, p-5). As we have seen, Rorty
rejects the upper-case universal Truth in favor of a lower-case localized truth. Cast in
postmodernist language, the éonservatives and the radicals embrace the grand or
metanarrative, while Rorty favors the local “petite” narrative.

Rorty also rejects radical-and conservativé ideas about freedom and its necessary
connection to truth He does believe that a relatiOnship' élxifs‘ts, but he describes the
relationship between freedom and truth as an individual’s freedom to engage the
members of his/her community in dialogue without fear of re_straint’ and the ability to act
on the ideas that emerge from that dialogue withouf fear of restraint. No mystical
dimensions to Rorty’s freedom, or the lower-case truth that it produces, exist. For
Rorty, truth is simply the product of sociopolitical freedom, the sort of freedom found in
liberal bourgeois democraciés.

After citing Dewey as his inspiration, Rorty admonishes his audience to
substitute hope for truth. He believes that we should place our faith in ourselves, not in
‘God, First Principles or the “true self.” Alterhatively, Rorty believes that

There is no such thing as human nature in the deep sense in which Plato
and Strauss use this term. Nor is there such a thing as alienation. from
one’s essential humanity due to societal repression in the deep sense made
familiar by Rousseau and the Marxists. There is only the shaping of an

animal into a human being by a process of socialization, followed (with
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luck) by the self-individualization and self-creation of that human being
through his or her own later revolt against that very process. (1989b, p. 5)

In addition to placing hope in ourselves, Rorty believes that our hope should ‘be‘ placed
in democracy, which he describes as a “promising experiment engaged in by a particular
herd of a paﬁicular animal” (1989b, p. 5). Whatever solace we know, we derive from
the feeling of solidarity that we have with other people.

T hese ideas constitute the -héart of Rorty’s work and provide justification for
- dichotomizing our lives as well as our education. As discussed earlier, Rorty believes
that, if our lives are to have meaning, we must take charge of our personal environments
and begin the lifelong process of recreating ourselves in our own terms and in our own
languages. T hé.self that we strivej to create must reflect our abhorrence of human
suffering and ﬁlanifest a desire to make life better for oursel\}es and those around us,
those who live in our community. To engage in this private quest, we must have
freedom from‘public constraints, i.e., social, economic and political forces that limit our
personal freedom and prevent us from pursuing our personal passion(s). Rorty éontendS’
that the best way to insure freedom is to support and strengthen bourgeois democratic
institutions. As we have seen, separation of the public and the private plays a critical
role in the dévelopmént and understanding of Rorty'"sv”personal and political thought.
This separation is also important to the development of his ideas about education, and to
our understanding of those ideas. |

| Educational Bifurcation

The divergent political perspectives of the right and left, as might be expected,
translate into dramatically differing views about education and its role in our society.
Aécording to Rorty, these differences and the ongoing struggle for dominance that they

stimulate have produced an unspoken compromise that divides education in America
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into two apparently antagonistic subsystems." As a result of this tacit and unspoken
understanding, control of primary and secondary education falls to the right, while
control of postsecondary or higher education is ceded to the left. Consequently, all
substantive policy concerning secondary and elementary schools, including curricular
form and content, is effectively‘determined by “local éonscnsus” through popularly
elected local school boards. Teachers in these schools enjoy no real autonomy or
substantive control over what br how they teach. By comparison, most college and
university faculty function in an éhvironment essentially impervious to lécal political
pres'sure. Compared to eleﬁlentéry and high school‘te’achers, they function
autonomously, setting their own agendas and determining what they teach and its
manner of presentation. ‘The univefsity environment that Rorty describes is reminiscent
of Cohen and March’s “organized anarchy” in which the fécﬁlty function as defacto
policy makers much like Lipsky’s “street-level bureaucrat.”

Because the pre-university and post-secondary subsystems that make up the
American educational system are Both ideologically driven, their respective
technologies, and organizational structure and culture, aiong with their goals and |
missions, are quite different. According to Rorty, socialization, which he defines as,
“getting vt'he students to accept the moral and pblitical commoﬁ sense of the society' as it

is” (1989b, p. 4), serves as the primary goal of elementary and secondary schools. In

13Rorty does not suggest that the division of American e.:ducation‘ results from a
political conspiracy or even a conscious decision. The structure that he describes
naturally occurs as a result of the balance of power, or equilibrium, that exists in the
struggle for political dominance between “conservatives” and “radicals,” in which the
right currently controls K-12 education and the left controls post-secondary education.
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other words, high school and grade school and their faculties assume responsibility for
teaching students to be good citizens and for insuring that they have the necessafy
knowledge and skills to successfully function in fhe larger society as well as in their
own local communities. Rorty does not dispute, in fact, he defends, the right of any
society to "‘inculcate” its citizens. He also believes society may expect schools to teach
its Students what it generally believes to be true and how to function as good citizens.‘
As deseribed by Rorty, fnculty staffing primaf_y and secondary Schools, reflecting the
mission of their institutions and the nature of their duties, tend to be more conservative
then their celleagues in colleges and universities. |

Whena person moves from high school to a college or a university s/he
confronts faculty more liberal than those s/he knew in high school, and nn institntion
whose primary function is “individuation.” This process Rerty describes as
encouraging students to be “a little more conseious of the cruelty built into our
institutions, of the need for reform, of the need to be skeptical about the current
consensus” (1989b, p. 4). In essence, an American university or college should teach its
students to question the values and the language that they were taughf in grade. scnool
and high school. The teachers in elementary and high schools should help students
master the vecabulary of their society and speak the language of their pnrents. Once
students reach a college or a university, their profeSSOrs should encourages them to
develop and speak a personal language, a language of their own creation, a language of
self-creation. | |

Rorty’s views about American education clearly reflect the imprint and results
of his long-time struggle to integrate his public and private passions. We have seen
that, after years of searching for a solution, he came to the realization that he had been

on a fool’s errand. He now believes not only in the impossibility of reconciliation of
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one’s public and private passions, but also that such a reconciliation remains
undesirable. Although both are meritorious, because of their potential conflict--one
privileges the self or the private while the other privileges the community or the public--
beth passions can be concurrently pursued with equal enthusiasm and without prejudice
toward either only when separate and pursued independently. This does not mean,
however, that an individual’s success in, or the state of, either domain is independent.
Although the private and the public must be viewed separately, Rorty believes that the
realization of private irony depends upen the institutienal and structural embodiment of
public hope. The two seemingly contradictdry, but necessary'andinterdependent
components, of the American educational system that Rorty calls “socialization” and
“individuation” naVe a sirnilar relationship and function.

Sociaiizaxign

Sociaiization acts as the first branch in Rorty’s bifurcated educational model or
system. The chronological ordering suggested by Rorty is not coincidental. He
describes an educational process both developmental and Sequential. Socialization must
come first, because it provides the necessary foundation that both supports and makes
possible the second phaee, individuation.

Soeialization teaches st.udents society’s Values, including the impertance of
democracy and freedom, and the necessity of sunporﬁng, strengthening and irnproving
society’s institutions. Rorty contends that socialization has historically been, and
should continue te be, the primary function of elementafy and secondary schools.
Although most teachers find impossible the total separation of their beliefs from what
they teach, he maintains that schools and their teachers should strive to assume an
ideologically neutral posture and resist editorializing about, or passing judgement on,

the content of the materials or the social values that they teach. For example, a high
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school teacher might believe that capitalism and democracy are fundamentally flawed
economic and political systems that Should be replaced by mercantilism and monarchy,
but s/he should attempt to resist the temptation to share those beliefs with students.
According to Rorty, the purpose of socialization and the function of elementary and
high schools and their teachers is “familiarizing” the nation’s young with what the
society holds to be true, “whether it is true or not.” If teachers find these truths
unacceptable and are unwilling or unable to keep their own éouns‘el, Rorty believes they
should “find another profession,” i.e., they should not be engaged 1n the socialization of
young people (Rorty, 1990, p. 42). Discussing this aspect of Rorty’s views about K-12
education, Fritzman writes, | |
E Neither primary and secondary nor higher education should be concerned
principally with purveying truth. The c¢ntra1 purpose of primary and
secéndary education is socialization, although Rorty allows that social
criticism is a component of the tradition that is conveyed. Teachers must
allow their doubts about the truth of what they teach to affect what is
‘taught “only on the margins.” (1990, p. 378) |
As amazing or offensive as this may sound to some people, Rorty believes that the
nation’s ‘elementary and seco‘ndary'schools are not a fitting place for the “America sucks
sweepstakes” or people who promote it. ”

Rorty states that Dewey st;ongly influences his ideas about the social function of
education, and his belief that the socialization of young people should be an esseﬁtial
part of America’s public schools. Rdrty validates his understﬁnding of Dewey’s
understanding of socialization, which he describes as students “acquiring an image of
themselves as heirs to a tradition of increasing liberty and raising hope.” He adds that

children should be taught
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to think of themselves as proud and loyal citizens of a country, which,

' slole and painfully, threw off a foreign yoke, freed its slaves,
enfranchised its Wbmen, restrained its robber barons and licensed its trade
unions, liberalized its religious and moréﬂ tolerance, and built colleges in
which 50 percent of its population could enroll--a country that numbered
Jefferson, Thoreau, Susan B. Anfhony, Eugene Debs, Woodrow Wilson,

| ‘Walt_er Ruther, FDR, Rosa Parks, and J afnes Baldwin among its citizens.
(1989b,p.7) -

In other ‘words, Rorty believes that _preécbllege studenfs should be inculcated with the
ﬁarrat_ive of freedoni, which',iriéludes an array of heroes worthy of emulation.

Rorty argues that such a narrative can have meaning only when supported by a
firm foundation of informationf Children‘must be faught the social, cultural, economic
and political history of their country in order td-develob solidarity with other human
beings as adults. If people are to comprehend the importance of the Wagner Act, the
NLRB and FDR, if they are to understand how they benefit from the sacrifice and
suffering of people like Walter Ruther and Caesar Calves, Rorty believes that they must
be well grounded in the fundamentals of our economic and political system. For
example, as high school students, they should be taught the history of the American
Jabor movement and how a coalition of government and business sonspired to suppress
the attempts of Ameri¢a’s iﬁdustrial workers to organize.

Despite his almost innate leaniﬁg to the left, Rorty agrees with the conservatives
on one major issue--that primary and secondary schools (socialization) should be
content-based. He believes that to be good citizens, and to be properly prepared to enter
a college or a university and begin the process of self-creation, students must be

“culturally literate” when they leave high school. They should know how to spell and
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punctuate a sentence. Rorty argues that achievement of this state justifies the
conservative demand that school should be a place where “information is stacked up in
the heads of students.” Rorty expresses solidarity with his friend and University of
Virginia colleague, E. D. Hirsch, and, on this issue, with the coriseryatives. However,
he distances himself from those who emphasize process and place student interest over
the eurricular content; here his.ideas seem te conflict with these of Dewey. In response
to critics who claim that an inforrnationQbesed curriculum does not maintain student
interest, Rorty writes, “Sure, they get bored, but boredom is not the worst thing that can
happen to a kid. Ignorahce is mueh worse” (1989c, p. 29).

Once students have been socialized alid they achieve a State of cultural literacy,
they may move ontoa university or college and begin the precess of individuation,
except for those confronting external barriers to their progress. Socialization
accomplishes a ‘number of objectives, whose respective values vary depending on the
perspective of the observer. For the student, socialization provides a basic grounding in,
and a working knowledge of, the rules of their society. This is essential to student
development of the knowledge and skills necessary to successfully function as an adult
and to adequately take advantage of the opportunities offered by a university education.
From the perspective ef the society, socialization remains neces‘sary in Qrder for the
student to function as a good .citizen, i.e., know the difference between socialiy
acceptable and anti-social behavior. Socialization also teaches individuals to act in a
way that contributes to the good of their community and the general welfare of its
resicients. Finaliy, from theperspectiv_e of higher education, the socialization that takes
place in elenientary and secondary schools is a necessary pfecondition to the
individuation that hopefully occurs once the student reaches a college or a university.

Rorty assumes that education, including socialization and individuation, does not take
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place in a vacuum, but rather is developmental and sequential.
Individuation

Ironically, the relationship between the functions of precollege and college
education, i.e., between socialization and-individuation, as described by Rorty, appears
to be contradictory--one teaches and the other unteaches. However, these two functions,
if properly implemented, actually have a necessary and complementary relationship.
Elementary and secondary school provide students with the necessary basic skills and |
information, or literacy, needed when they enter the university and begin their higher
leatning. |

In thinldng about the relationship that exists between secondary and
postsecondary education in Rorty’s model, I am reminded of something I read many
years age. The story is analogous to, and well illustrates, the how and why of Rorty’s
educational paradigm. The author, whose identity I cannot recall, speculated that
Einstein would have been a rather common place caveman. He then argued that what
set Einsteinapart was not his innate intelligence, towering intellect or incomparable
creativity, positing that a number of conditions and factors were necessary to transform |
what would have been an average Neanderthal into one of the most influential people in
Western,.if not World; history. AccOrding to the authof’s th.esis, context, languége and
cultural literacy are all important. The Einstein we know could have only existedin a -
relatively wealthy and technologically advanced/developed culture supporting him and
his work. Our Einstein required a private audience who coulcl understand and
appreciate the significance of what he was saying and then translate his thoughts into a
publicly accessible narrative. Finally, according to the story, Einstein required the
language of higher mathematics and physics. Although he transformed those languages,

along with a good part of humanity’s views on reality, without a basic level of cultural
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literacy and mastery of a language(s) that allowed him to conceptualize his ideas and
~ express his thoughts, he would have been unable to speak and we would have been
unable to listen.

Because of its developmental aspect, Sdcialization does not end when a Student
graduates high school. In a very real sense, only then may the final phase of
socialization begin--the part called individuation. Roﬁy provides the following
description of the “social function”of American higher education:

to help students See_ that the natiqnal narrative around which their -
sbcializationjhas centefed is an open-ehded one. It 1s to tempt students to
make themselves info pedplé who can staﬁd to their own pasts as Emerson,
Anthony, Debs, and Baldwin stood to théir pasts. (1989b, p. 8)
In Rortyfs words, this is done in the hope that students will begin noticing “everything
that is paltry arid mean and u_nfair in their surroundingé.” His objective is to help
students become liberal reformers who will strive to make America a better place for all
~ its residents, not to convert them into nihilistic or radical revolutionaries. To insure that
students do not lose hope or faith in the promise of America, they must be well
grounded in the histqry, culture and mythology of the United States. In addition, they |
niust have a commitment to the promi'ses and virtues of Ameriéan bourgeois
- democracy. |

This grpunding, i.e., socialization, that students re‘cgive in elementary school and
high school bééomes critical to the success of both university students and faculty. |
Only with such adequately prepared students can faculty safely and successfully carry
out Rorty’s charge to “make vivid and concrete the failures of the country of which we
remain loyal citizens to live up to its own ideals--the failure of America to be what it

knows it ought to become.” By performing this task, faculty fulfill what Rorty
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describes as the traditional function of the reformist liberal left, as opposed to the
revolutionary radical right and “the most valuable function of American college teachers
in the humanities and social sciences” (1989b, p.8).

According to Rorty, individuation has as its major objective making students
aware that things can be made better. Individuation allows sfudent belief in the virtues
and possibility of liberal reform and prevents their becoming passiveb or revolutionary..
This is important because, in Rortj’s view, “the only important political distinction . .

. is that between the use of force and the use of pérsuasion” (1998a, pp. 83-84).
Consistent with this line of thought, Rorty’s liberal ironist’s “preférred form of
argument is dialectical in the sense that she takes the unit of persuasion to be a
vocabulary rather than a proposition. Her method is redescription rather than inference”
(1989a, p. 77). |

As envisioned by Rorty, non-vocational higher education, like the entire
educational process, should be both developmental and progressive. A given generation
of students will hopefully be liberalized in their views as a result of their initial
socialization and subsequent individuation. With any luck, “the best” of cohorts will be
motivated to modify, i.e., liberalize, the “conventional wisdom” that they and their
society hOldsf true. This modification wili then result in a siight altering‘ of the
socialiiation of the succeeding generation of students. The vocaBulary and language
that society uses to describe, or: create, its reality will become a little moré liberal. In
this context, ‘i.e.‘, Rorty’s idealized context, to become more liberal is to become more
sensitive to the suffering of other human beings, to move a little farther from an “I” and
a little closer to a “we” perspective. This movement forms the basis for solidarity with
other human beings. The solidarity that Rorty envisions does not extend to all human

kind, but is restricted to the members of one’s community. Solidarity is both localized
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and selective, because we can only communicate with and undersfand other people if we |
speak the same vlahguage(s)--experience the same reality. |
The following statement both describes arid reflects Rorty’s affirmation of the

virtues and nature of social evolution and reflects his privileging of liberal reform and
hope over radical revolution and Truth. In his words,

To hope tﬁat this way will only be somewhat differ_enfis to ﬁope that the_

society will remain reformist and democratic rather than be convulsed by

revolution. To hope that it nevertheless will be perceptibly different is to

remind oneself that growth is.indeed the only end Which democratic higher

 education can sérve, and also to remind oneself that the direction of growth

in unpredictable. (1989b, p. 7) |
Although a staunch supporter of the historical promise of America and its brand of
bourgeois democracy, Rorty is ngither provincial nor jingoistic. Reflecting his reformist
nature, he envisions beginning with a local narrative, local solidarity, and building
outward. Education exposes students to more and more different final vocabularies, a
process dependent on and necessitating what Rorty refers to as “enlarging the canon”
(1989a, p. 81). This exposure allows the boundaries of our community to progressively
éxpﬁnd. vR'orty 'sugg‘ests that after we have inculcéted a “n‘arrativé of national hope” we
should consider “setting it vin the larger context of a narrative of world history and
literature--all against the background of the world picture” (1989b, p. 7). As the number
of people with Whém we feel' solidarity increasés, SO shoulld the actualization of the
liberal’s dream of eliminating cruelty and humiliation.

An expansion of the bounds of human solidarity resulting in a decrease in

human suffering addresses one of the two major obj ectives of non-vocational higher
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education. It also addresses one of Rorty’s two passions. Trotsky has been served, but
the wild orchids remain untended.

Although the separation of socialization and individuation from one another
remains critical to the educational model that we attempt to extract from Rorty’s
writings, neither can or should be separated from his idea of contingency. As discus‘sed,
Rorty rejects the idea of absolute truth in all its possible ‘forms, replabing it with a
localized or contingent truth. For Rorty the truth of a thing is determined by, or
contingent upon, its context. Therefore, he stresses the importance of viewing all things
in relation to all others. Consistent with this understanding, he rejects all hierarchies of
knowiedge, i.e., privileging ofv one truth over any other truth. He believes that all -
anyone can ever say with any authority is tnat ata specifie point in time a thing is true
for us and others who share our current final vocabulaty and speak our language, i.e.,
other members of our community. This snaring of truth(s) or beliefs is the basis for
human solidarity. In fact, socialization determines who we are. Confirining the
reductionary effect that unchallenged socialization has on the individual, Rorty writes
that people consist only of “what has been socialized into them--their ability to use
language, and thereby to exchange beliefs and desires with other people” (1989a, p.
177). Althongh socialization performs many essential and beneficial functions, it
allows us the ability to speak only a language imposed on us by others, to know only
truths and a ieality not our own. This type of “programmed” exchange, whereby we
trade with otners ideas .theit are not teally ourv oWn, actuaily prevents true solidarity. I
individuals soeak exclusively the language of their culture, they come together on a
false basis created by someone or something outside themselves, apart from their real
desires. This makes impossible honest, personal interaction between self-defined

individuals as a basis for the sharing communities, i.e., the solidarity, that Rorty projects
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as the answer to a search for reality. Such communities, such solidarity may exist only
if the individual looks beyond her/his basis of socialization to imagine something
different. They must struggle to redefine themselves and their réality in a language of
their own creation. Communities and soﬁdarity cannot exist without socialization, but
untempered socialization precludes the possibility of communication between self-
defined, as opposed to other-defined, individuals.

Within this context, a prinie objective of higher learningu, or individuation, is to
help studen;ts become libefal ironi:st_s and experience solidarity by 'instilling within them
a sense of contingency and irony. Rorty bases his belief that this éhOuld be the sole
function of colleges and Univgrsities in the a'rea‘ of nonvocational education on the
conviction that “the point of social organizétion is to let evefyone have a chance at self-
creation to the best of his or her ability, and that . = goa1 requires, beside peace and
wealth, the standard ‘bourgeois freedoms’ (1989a, p. 84). As we have seen, Rorty
bases this _conyiction on “the histofical fact” thaf, without the protection of bourgeois
liberal society, or similar social and political institutions, “people will be less able to
work out their private salvation, create their private self-images, reweave their webs of
belief and in the light of what ever new people and books théy happen to encounter”
(1989a, pp. 84-85) while studying at the university. The most ,that a society or a
uni\;ersity can do is to create an environment in which every individual has the
opportunity and freedom to search for wild orchids. In such a situation, Rorty believes
that only two appropri;ite are'és of publié concérn exist: “(1) how to balance the needs of
peace, wealth, and freedom when conditions require that one of these goals be sacrificed
to one of the others and (2) how to equalize ;)pportunities of self-creation and then leave
people alone to use, or neglect, their opportunities” (1989a, p. 85).

At the heart of individuation and a university education must exist a willingness
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* to step beyond socialization while retaining its hope, and to champion democracy and-
the rights of others while engaging in the égoistic pursuit of self-creation. The liberal
ironist concul_rrently serves two passions without privileging/marginalizing either. To
help us become liberal ironists rerﬁains thé objéctive of higher learning in Rorty’s |
postmodern liberal utopia. Consistent with his posmedern visidn, Rorty dbes not
provide a blueprint for university faculty and administrators explaining how they can
guide and facil_ifate their Students_’ individu;cition. He does, however, provide some
interesting reflections and somé worthwhile ideas that merit furthgr consideration.
Reminiscent of his warning against ovef phiiosdphizing, Rorty wfites:
Carrying out this function cannot be made a mattér of explicit institutional
policy because if it is being done right, it is too complicated, controversial,
and tendentious to be the subject of agreement in a faculty meeting. Nor is
it the sort of thing that can be explained easily‘to the governmental
authorities or trusteeé who supply cash. It is a matter that must be left up
to the individual college teacher to do or not to do as they think fit, as their
sense of responsibility to their students and their society inspires them.
(1989D, p. 8)
" Rorty and Postmodern Higher Education -

The following section primarily concerns itself with Rorty’s vision of the
mission and function of higher education in an evolving postmodern future. His ideas
about, reflections on aﬁd feconimeﬁdations for Ameriéan highe‘r education represent
well Rorty’s “philosophy” regarding the relationship between learning and socialization
and individuation.

What Students Should Know When They Go to University

Transmitting information should be the responsibility of primary and secondary
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schools, not of colleges and universities. However, according to Rorty, “The high - |
schools are not doing their jobs” (1989b, p. 8). Students are not adequately prepared,
i.e., culturally literate, when they graduate high school to enter the university. Rorty
partly attributes this unfortunate circumstance to a lack of financial resources and to a
set of changing social e.nd cultural conditions that someone like Dewey could never
have anticipated. He contendsthat Dewey never conceived of students graduating from
an American high school and not knowing who came first: “Plato.or Shakespeare,
Napoleon or Lincoln, Frederic Douglas or Martin Luther King, Jr.” Rorty further
argues that Dewey assumed that nothing could prevent elementary and secondary
schools from “piling on information; the prOblern he saw was getting them to do other
things as well” (1989b, p. 8). Dewey was wrong, however, according to Rorty,
because, |
He could not have foreseen that precollege teachers would be paid one-fifth
_of what doctors are paid; ‘Nor did he foresee that an increasingly greedy
and heartless American middle class would let the quality of education a
child receives become proportional to the assessed value of its narent’s real
estate. Finally, he did not foresee that most children Wouid spend thirty
- hours a Week watching televised fantasies, nor that the cynicism of those
| Who nroduce these fantasies would carry over into our children’s
vocabulaties of moral deliberation. (1989b, p.7) |
The failure of high schools and grnde schools to fulﬁllI their resnonsibilities means that
universities must serve as “finishing schools” and complete the student’s socialization
(1989b, p.8). Because society forces university faculty to do remedial Work, which
Rorty describes as “just an extra chore, analogous to the custodial function forced upon

high school teachers” (1989b, p.8), they are denied the opportunity and freedom to
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passionately engage students and facilitate their individuation. In addition to denying
students the opportunity to engage in higher learning or what Rorty calls “edification,”
deferring socialization until after students graduate high school is undesirable because,
by the time they reach the university, “studénts are too old and too restless to put up
with the process.” Rorty concludes his consideration of remediation by observing that,
although students may benefit from devellopmental classes, “Carrying out such remedial
‘tasks is not the Social function of "collegeé and universities.” Bécause of the

| developmental felationship between socialization and individuation, until grade schools
and high schoolé begin doing or ére allowed td do their jobs, colleges and universities
will never be able to do theirs.

What Students Should and Should Not Learn in University
The following discussion is cast within the context of the observations and

warnings éorisidered in the preceding section. Because K-12 education and its
inadequacies and/or reform do not représent fhe primary focus of this dissertation, this
discussion moves on to consider Rorty’s views about the future of the American
Univers‘ity. However, the close and niecessary interrelationship between K-12 and
higher education must be acknowledged. The relative success of elementary or high
school teachers in their respective classrooms remains basically independent of the
performance, and success or failure, of their collegiate colleagues. The relationship as -
described by Rorty, however, is ﬁot reciprocal. If pnmary and secondary teachers fail to
adequately do their jobs, i.e., to successfully socialize their students while helping them
achieve at least a minimum level of cultural literacy, the mission and the task of the
university professor are substantially altered and made much more difficult, if not
impossible. Thus, primary and secondary education may choose to ignore, or assume a

politically hostile posture toward, higher education with relative impunity. Higher
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educatioh does not share that luxury. If can not ignore, let alone damage or do harm to,
K-12 education without harming itself.

Therefore, Rorty believes that questions like, “What should students learn in ‘
college?” should be left unasked. From his perspective, a more appropriate question is,
“What should they [students] know when they come out of higher school?” (1989b, p.
9). Grade schools and high schools are the places where information should be piled on
the heads of students. According to Rorty, “By the time students reach college, they
should hav,e finished absorbing the best that has been thought arid said and should have
started becoming suspicidus of it” (1989b, 9). | |

University students, with the help of the faculty, will use What they learned
during their pre-college years as a foundatioﬁ on which tﬁgy may develop a new
personal language complete with its own unique final vocabulary.v This difficult task
must be undertaken without recourse to metanarratives and without the use of
~ transparent metélanguages. In ‘Rorty’s “ironist view,” there is “no center for the self”
nor is there such a thing as “a ‘natural’ order of justification for beliefs or desires.”
There are only “different ways of weaving new candidates for belief and desire” (Rorty,
1989a, pp. 83-84). Critical to determining the appearance of the fabric produced by this
~ weaving is the “appearance-reality distinction” and the contingency of our language--
“whethef what the ‘common sense of our own culture shares with Plato and Kant is a tip-
off to the way the wérld is, or whether it is just the characteristic mark of the discourse
of people inhabiting a certain chunk of space-time” (Rorty, 1989a, p. 76). This remains
higher education’s final object of inquiry.

Rorty believes and argues that neither vocational training nor the transmission of
information serves as the objective of higher education. Rather, the facilitation of

students who must select the final vocabulary that they will use to define themselves
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and determine the contours of their reality acts as that objective. Ro;'ty hopes that
colleges and universities will help produce the kind of individual who will “notice
suffering when it occurs” and “not be linﬁted by her own final vocabulary when faced
with the possibility of humiliéting someone with a quite different vocabu‘lavry” (19894,
p. 93). This kind of person he earlier defined as a liberal ironist. This kind of person
Rorty would surely define as educated, or possibly edified.

| The Goldeg"Meaﬁ: Training and Ediﬁcafion
VocationaliSm :

Vocationalism acts as.vcv)ne._ of the major forces shaping the contours of the
university and American post—éecondary education{ Rorty differentiatés the process of
individuation in higher education from vocational ¢ducation or training. He writes that

| a lot of college is--explicitly or implicitly--vocational training. Our hope is

that college will be more than vocational school . . . we hope that
students can bé distracted from their struggle to get into a high—paying
profession, and we hope that the professors will not simply try to reproduce
themselves by preparing the student to enter graduate school in their own
disciplines. (1989b, p. 4)

He adds,

| T he point of nonvocational higher education . . . is to help students

realize that they can reshape themselves—that they can rework the self-
ifnaging foisted on them by their past, the self-image that makes them
competent citizens--into a new self-image, one which they themselves have
helped to create. (1989b, p.5)

- He uses the term “edification” to describe the process of individuation and to

distinguish it from vocational, technical or professional training.
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The Importance of Compromise

Although Rorty believes that forces of vocationalism pose a serious threat to the
postmodern university, he remains aware of the demands of the real world, including '
expectations of parents, tax payers, poliﬁcians, policy makers and students. As the
nation’s over-all educational system must accomplish two seemingly antagdnistic
primary objectives--sbcialization and individuation--postsecondary education must also
strive to accommodate two seemingly antagonistic functions. Rorty argues that
administrators should not deny or avoid résponsibility for the vocational training that all
of the above groups impose on higher éducation. Rather, he suggcsts that the “proper
business” of American colleges and Qnivérsities should be to develop and offer a proper
“blend of specialized vocational tfaining andbpr‘ovocation to self-creation” (1989b, p. 8).
Although he never spg:cifically says so, Rorty seems to beliéve that concern for the
future of vocationalism in higher education is not necessary. It has adequate supporters
and advocates, with enough political, economic and social poWér, to insure that it
remains an integral part of the American educational system. The difficult task is not
avoiding and/or denying the necessity of vocation. Insuring that the American
university avoids conversion into an upscale vocational-technical training school, i.e.,
avoids cdn_sumption by vocationalism, remains a difficult task.

To achieve détente, and to insure the development of a symbiotic relationship
between vocational training and edificatioﬁ, requires aware and politically savvy
faculty, and skilled anci proactive administrators--individuéls willing and able to strike a
curricular balance between historically antagonistié forces and interests. Only through
such willingness will the supporters of edification ever develop the political and
economic support necessary to the successful pursuit of their agenda. That agenda

includes humanizing the university and developing a faculty and curriculum that will
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facilitate student individuation while simultaneously increasing their awareness of, and
sensitivity to, the suffering of others.
Function of Administrators in Higher Education

At this point, those of a more sarcastic bent might argue that Rorty begins to
sound a bit like Tennessee Williams’ Blanche Dubois. He believes that higher
education administrators, required to serve the two-headed master of vocationalism and
individuation, must accomplish this eXtremely difficult task partly through indirection.
Although the administrator needs to be more concerned about cbntrolling than
cUltivating Voéationalis_m, the achievement of an environment conducive to '
individuation remains difficult. It méy nét be done through direct administrative action
or “explicit institutional policy,” but rathér requires hope, cunning, insight and patience.

Rorty believes that “if it is being done right,” indix'iduation or edification
remains “too complicated, controversial, and tendentious” to be either “the subject of
agreément in a faculty meeting” or easily explained and/or_ safely presented to
“governmental authorities or trusteés who supply cash” (1989b, p. 8). He therefore
argues (and those of a less sarcastic mind, like Cohen énd March or Clark Kerr surely
concur) that administrators can only attempt to insulate faculty and students from as
many u_nnéccssary internal and external distractions as possible. Concurrently, they
must strive to create a supportive environment in which faculty and students have the
necessary resources, including autonomy and freedom, to do their jobs. In other words,
an administrator in Rorty’s idealized university shoﬁld make sure that the lights are on
and the roof does not leak, that the bills are paid and the politicians and other critical
external constituents are pacified or at least distracted. Once these staff functions have
been tended to, the wise ironic administrator should be prepared to get out of the way

and rely on the “kindness” of the faculty. Higher education or edification, unlike skill
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training or information transfer, “is a matter that must be left up to the individual
college teacher to do or not to do as they think fit, as their sense of responsibility to their
students and their society inspires them” (Rorty, 1989b, p.8).

For Rorty’s ideal university to éVer achieve fmition, a_dfninistrators must
overcome a’numbcf,r of potentially lethal obstacles, inciudin‘g a suboptimal K-12
educational system, under-prepared students, and the forces of vocationalism. In
addition, they must also deal with‘a powerful threat from wiihin—-faculty members who
mis'gui’dedly see “reproducing curfent disciplinary matrices” (Rorty, 1989b, p. 8) as a
professional obligation and a critical part of théir academic calling. Although
authoritarianism remains anathema to Rorty’s adinihistratoré, they do not view their
institutions or the faculty with a blind eye. Administrators shbuld bé evef-Vigilant,
attempting to insure that members of the faculty do not use undergraduate school as a
place for screening students. In that place, the brightest and most gifted undergraduate
students are identified, selected and groomed by proprietary professors seeking to clone
themselves, i.e., to recruit candidates for graduate or professional school in the
professors’ respective disciplines.

In the educational “ﬁtopia” that Rorty believes would be possiblé if the
elenientary and high échools graduéted socialized and culturaliy literate students,
vocationalism would remain in proper balance, univgrsity faculty would be neither
parochial nor egoistic, and administrators in mgher education would not concern
themselves with fhe “integrity of the curriculum” or wha‘t Rorty refers to as “connecting
learning.” They would instead be free to create an environment in which an unfettered |
faculty was subtly encouraged to develop and teach whatever courses inferested them.

True to his reformist nature, Rorty defends college and university administrators

as critical to the future of American higher education, while also pointing out how they
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may improve. He writes, “To say that, what ever their faults, American éolleges and
universities remain bastions of academic freedom is to say that the typical administrator
would not dream of trying to interfere with a teacher's attempt to carry out . . . [théir]
responsibilities” (1989b, p.8)."*
The Impgrtanée of the Faculty

As migh_t be assumed from the previous discussion, féculty provide the
foundation for Rorty’s university and the higher learning or edification that takes place |
there. Roﬁty becomes vehement about the importance of cultivating personal
relationships between teacher and students. He COﬁsiders these relationships critical to
the success of individuation, which, in his view, represents the most important function
of nonvocational higher education. Not only must the fagulty actively engage their
students, the relationsﬁip between teacher and student must be what Rorty characterizes
as “erotic” (1989b, p. 9). By that, he means the relationship between the student and
his/her proféssor finds basis in a strohg mutual commitment to their respective areas of
study and is characterized by shared emotional zeal, or passion.‘ Rorty hopes that
through such a rélationship the student will become inspired by the teachers’ enthusiasm
and exci}enient and develop an equally strong passion for the material they study.

In addition tdlhélpi_ng instill passion in their students, faéulty play another
important role in the student’s non-vocational education The faculty also help students

begin the process of questioning what they léarned in elementary and high school.

' Rorty’s well-documented admiration for Dewey might be partly based on their
respective championing of personal and academic freedom. In addition to all his many
other accomplishments, Dewey helped found the American Civil Liberties Union
(ACLU).
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According to Rorty, undergraduate university teaching should “rﬁake vivid and concrete
the failure of the country of which we remain loyal cvitizens” (19890, p; 9).
What Féculty Should Teach

Rorty writes that “We revise our o‘wn moral identity by revising our own final
vocabulary” (1989a, p 80). He describes the ironist’s search_ for a better final
vocabulary than the one she currently uses as “dominated by metaphors of making
rather than finding, of diversification and novelty rathef than convergence to the
antecedently present. She thinké of final Vocabularies as poetic achievements rather
than as frujts of diligent ihquiry according to antecedently formulated criteria” (1989a,
p. 77). Because, for the ironist, nothing exists beyond vocabulary, neither recourse to
mgtanarratives nor to first principleé, Rorty reminds us that “Nothing can serve as a
criticism of a person save another person, or of a culture save another culture--for
persons and cultures are for us, incarnate vocabulariés” (1989a, p. 80). Thus, the most
that a university or a professor caﬁ do for their students is to enlarge their acquaintance
with other people who have developed alternative final vocabularies. Rorty believes
that “The easiest way to do that is to read books” (1989a, p.80). The teachers or
professors; whom Rorty identifies as “literary critic[s]” and “moral advisors,” guide
their studenfs .to books likely to “provide candidates” for their final vocabulary.
Individuals are selected for such an important task nott because they have “access to
moral truth,” but because they have “an exceptionally large range of acquaintance . .
They have read more books and are thus in a better i)osition nbt fo get trapped in the
vocabulary of a single book™ (1989a, pp. 80-81). A good teacher; drawing on her/his
paséion for 1earning and on past experiences, will be able to help their students weave
the books that they read into a “beautiful mosaic”--into a personal final vocabulary of

" their own creation.
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According to Rorty, this most important of accomplishments may be realized
only if the student experiences a truly personal relationship with teachers. With more
than a touch of irony, he writes fhat /

Most of these rélationships are with the dead teachers who wrote the books
the studentis are éssigncd, but some will be with the live teachers who are
giving the 1ectures.» In either case, the sparks 1éaping back and forth

* between teacher é.nd stﬁdent, connecting them iﬁ a relatibonship that has

_ little to do with sécialization but much to do with seif-creation, are the
pfinciple means by which the institutions of a liberal society get changed.
(1989b, p. 9)

Conclﬁsion

Rorty’s ideal university consists of an administration that functions as the
faculty’s non-intrusive care-giver/care-taker and champion; a fully socialized and
culturally literate student body; a pblitically viable curriculum that prepares students to
b.oth earn a living and live a life; and a faculty who are not only free, but encouraged to
followed their bliss and to take their students with them on their wonderful quests. In
fact, the faculty should enlarge the canon to include a set of classic texts that are “as rich
and diverse a s possible” (1989a, p. 81). For Rorty, “this task of enlarging the canon
takes the place . . . of the attempts by moral philosophers to bring commonly accepted
moral institutions about particular cases into eciuilibrjum with commonly accepted
general moral prihciples’; (1989a,p. 81). |

Rorty proves to be true to himself. He establishes himself as a man who chooses
to hope and to celebrate his capacity to love and to communicate with others. He
refuses to allow himself to be seduced by the absurd and, like the fascists, embrace it as

areligion, or, like Xerxes, become consumed with rage and squander his time and
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energy flailing the Helespont. In a bit of introspective reflection, he writes,
The only point of having real life professors instead of computer terminals,
videotapes, and mimeographed lecture notes is that students need to have
freedom enacted before their 'eyes by actual human Beings. That is why
tenure and academic freedom are more vthavn just trade union demands.
Teachers setting their agendas--putting their individual, lovingly prepared
specialties on display in the curriculum cafetefia, without regard to any
' :larger end, much less an institutional plan--is what nonvocational higher
- education is all about. (1989b, p. 9)
Rorty might be asking us tojoin him.on a fool’s érrand, bﬁt within the context of his

assumptions, what alternatives could be more attractive?
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CHAPTER THREE
JEAN -FRANCOIS LYOTARD:

A CONTINENTAL POSTMODERN VIEW OF HIGHER EDUCATION

“Lamenting the ‘loss of meaning’ in postmodernity boils down to mourning the fact that

knowledge is no longer principally narrative” (Lyotard, 1993, p. 26).

Introduction

Steven Connor (1996) describes J ean-Frangois Lyotard as a “writer whose work
has oriented and continues to orient discussion of social, econonlic and political
postmodefniém” (p. 2). Connor adds that, although Lyotard’s work and pnblications
deal with a wide range of topics, including linguistics, psychoanalysis and ethics, The
Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, which contains “Lyotard’s account of
postmodernity . . . established his reputation in the English-speaking world” (p. 2).
Lyotard’s impbrtance and influence is echoed by the widely quoted critic of
postmodernism, J nhn McGowan. In Postmodernism and Its Critics (1991), McGowan
credits “Lyotérd’s widely read The Postmodern CondiLign” with placing postmodernism
“at the center of’ critical discussion in the arts and literary cfiticism” (pp. 180-181).

Lyotard, like Rorty, éssociates thé beginning of modernism with the
Enlightenment and the French Revolution. While self-consciously attempting to break
With the past, modernism adopted science as its primary instrument of intellectual

inquiry. Lyotard argues that modernists appropriated two legitimating metanarratives, -
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one rooted in the Enlightenment and the French Revolution, the other in Hegel and the .
tradition of the University of Berlin, in an attempt to substantiate the superiorify of
scientific knoWledge over all other forms of knowledge, particillarly traditional narrative
knowledge. Lyotard asserts that, as a result of these actions, scientists and scientific |
knoWledge statements were privileged, §vhile all other forms of knowledge were
marginalized and tﬁeir respective senders silenced. In addition to achieving a position
of preeminence in the educational-reSearch communities, the legitimacy of science
became Iinked to the credibility of the modern State. Consequently, the State became a
major champion of science and assumed respensibility for the dissemination of the
knowledge that it produces. ‘This 1t did through the development of public policy and
the allocation of resources_ to support reseé.fc_h aﬁd mass public edueation.15

Although whaf Lyofard refers to as the 1egitimé_tion narratives of emancipation
(the French) aﬁd Speculative unity (the German) temporarily allowed modernists to
establish a‘ science—privileging knowledge hierarchy; they also contained an initially
unseen but ultimately fatal flaw thét led to their loss of “credulity.” As popular faith in
modernist metenanatives eredes, the status of science, the legitimacy of scientific
knowledge statements and the influence of the science-privileging state erodes along
with it. Once the unity imposed by the near-universal accepfance of science and the
State thaf it helped legitimate bega'n.to crumble, the future decline of modernism and the
ascent of postmodernism was assured.

Lyotard believes that the delegitimization of science made possible the voice

15 In 1997, the federal government provided 59.4% of the funds expended by
American universities to support research. Other units of government provided an
additional 7.6%, for a total of 67%.
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taken up by countless individuals and groups who once found themselves effectively
disenfranchised by the forces of modernism. He further believes that these new players,
long excluded from the games of the rich and powerful, now speak so loudly, so clearly -
and in so many different languages that they can no longer be excluded or silenced.

The following chapter discussés and analyzes the ideas of Lybtard outlined
vabcl)ve. Topics}vreceiving special attention include: ,di'ffer.ent methodé of knowledge
legitimation; ihe differénces between scientific and narrétive knowledge; the current
status of science and scientific knowledge in the technologically and e;onoﬁﬁcally
develbped ﬁations; and a cqmparison of modern and postmodern or normal and
revolutio‘ﬁairy science. Finally, special attention will be given to the iﬁlpact that
postmodern knowledge and the process of its becoming has on higher education and the
modern university. Lyoteird’s The Postmode Conditién: A Report on Knowledge
(1993) serves as &e primary source of this discussion.

The Essential Lyotard
Legitimation

Lyotard identifies and addresses the relationship between two different types of
knowledge which he classifies as “scientific” and “narrative.” Although a ldrge number
of differences distinguish these forms of knoWIedge, the manner by which they receive
'legifiﬁlation remains dne éf the most important, and of greate'st concern, to Lyotard.
The process of legitimation deals with the basis‘for presenting and accepting an
assertion of knowledge, or a knowledge statement, as being frue‘. Any number of
authorities, including custém, tradition, competéﬁce, coﬁsénSus, logic, reason,
bureaucratic rules, ideology or religion can support the truth assertion of a knowledge
statement. Critical to the effectiveness of the process, however, remains the popular

acceptance of the authority on which the legitimation is based. For example, in a
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particular community, the elderly may be respected and their statements valued and
accepted aS true. In this situation, respect and acceptance acts as a function of the faith
or belief of the members of the community and of custom or tradition. In this
community, popular custom based on the belief that agé brings wisdom legitimates the
statements of the eldeﬂy. Iﬁdividuals respect the eld‘erly because, in their community,
the elderly are treated with respect.

This kind of traditional tmth represents a contextuai localized truth, not Rorty’s
absolute, universal or necesvsary‘ upper case “T”ruth. What serves as true for one group
of people in a particular culture may or may not be true for another group of people in
the same or a different culture. Although his idea flies in the face of most of Western
social, intellectual and religiéus history, Lybtard believeé that all truth is local. The
effectiveness of its legitimation determines the truth of a particular statement.
Undermine the authority supporting a knowledge statement, and truth suffers reduction
to subjective opinion, if not to a falsehood.

Lyotard provides the following definition/discussion in which he relates the
© process of legitimation to science:

Téke any civil law as an exaniple: it states that a given category of citizens
must perform a specific kind of action. Legitimation is the process by
whiCh a'legislator' is authorized to promulgate such a law as a norm. Now
take the example of a scientific statemen‘t‘: it is subject to the rule that a
statement must fulfill a >given set of conditions in order to bé accepted as
scientific. In this cése, legitimation is the process by which a “legislator”

dealing with scientific discourse is authorized to prescribe the stated
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conditions'® . . . determining whether a statement is to be included in that discourse
for consideration by the scientific community. (1993, p. 9)

| Legitimation determines why we accept some statements as true and reject
others. In other words,' people must perceive a knowledge statement as being legitimate
before they accept and act on it. Although many other forms of knowledge, e.g.,
intuitive, aesthetic réligious/metaphysical, exist, Lyotard basically restricts his attention
to narrative and scientific knowledge. His choice reflects his interest in science’s
declining status in postmodern society, and the competitive relationship that historically
exists between scientifically legitimated knowledge and narrative.
Key Terms: Knowledge and Science

A proper understanding of Lyotérd’suse of two keyr terms--learning and science-
-remains essential to the: following discﬁssion in tracing the development of Lyotard’s
own understanding of reality.

Science. According to Lyotard, sciehce represents a subset of learning
composed of a set of denotative statements. Two additional and unique requirements
distinguiéh science from othér forms of learning and determine the acceptability or truth
of “scientific” knowledge statements. The object of a scientific knowledge statement
must be “available for repeated access” and it must be “accessible in explicit conditions
of observation.” After an object has beeri observed, the language ﬁsed to present the
statement, i.e., to describe the object, must be “judged relevant by the experts” (Lyotard,

1993, p. 18). The second condition, discussed later in this chapter, has great

1 The conditions that Lyotard references are those set forth in what is generally
accepted as the scientific method, that, in general, include “conditions of internal
consistency and experimental verification” (Lyotard, 1993, bp. 9).
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implications for higher education. It effectively means that oniy the language of science
can accurately describe reality. Lyotard references scientists as the experts who have
the power to establish the vocabulary that determines the legitimacy of a scientific
statement, i.e., define truth. |
As does Rorty, Lyotard views language as nibre than a system of arbitrary
symbols and a transparent form of communication. Lan guage is an arbitrary and
opaque vehicle through Which human beings define, and thus determine, reality.
Although this discussion returns to the stated obj ectivé of considering Lyotard’s use of
select key ;terms, his understanding of language and its.function is more fully considered
lafer in the chapter. ‘ | |
' Knowledg_ e. Lydtard distinguishes between leéming and knowledge. As
science is a subset of learning, Lyotard sees learning as a subset of knowledge. In
addition to_.‘cons"isting of a set of denotative statements, knowledge also informs the
: knéwer as to how reality should be perceived;and tells hef/him how to act, how to do
things, and, most impbrtantly, how to live. In Lyotard’s words:
Knowledge, then, is a question of competence that goés beyond the simple
determination and application of the criteria of truth, extending to the
~determination and application of the criterion of pfficiency (technical
qualification), of justice and/happiness (cthicalywisdom) . v. .etc.
Understc;od in this way, knowledge is what makes‘someone capable of
forming “good” denotative utterances, but also “good” prescriptive and
“good evaluative utterances.” (Lyotard, 1993, p. 18)
Because of its capacity to inform, combined with its ability to impact and
change economic, political and technological conditions, knowledge becomes the -

equivaleht of power. Specifically, Lyotard believes that “knowlédge and power are

94



simply two sides of the same coin” (1993, p. 9).

As characterized by Lyotard, its relationship to “custom” rémains an important

characteristic of kn(_)wledge. His recognition of this perceived association is a critical

step in the development of his thought. It also establishes an important link to Rorty, |
who perceivesv a similar relatioriship between custom and knowledge. Lyotard asserts
that the common basis for judging a “prescriptive” or “evaluative” statement to be
“good,” i.e., true and/or better than alternative and conipeting statérﬁents, is conformity
to “the relevant criteria . . . acc‘epted in the social circle of the ‘knower’s’
interlocutors” (1993, p.19).. Justice, beauty, truth, and efficienéy pr‘ovide examples of
such criteria. Lyotard says that an individual believes a knowledge statement to be true
because hjs/hef community or culture belieVeé it to be true. Therefore, different
indi\}iduals may légifimately éspbuse différent truths, dependihg on what criteria their
respective societies apply. Intercultural concurrence ébout what constitutes truth or
beliefs about thé shape of reality’s contours, from Lyotard’s perspective, would appear
to be little more than serendipity, While divergence, or intraéuitural differences, are
likely.

The idea that reality is a social or linguistic construct that does not exist outside
of language remains critical to Lyotard’s understanding of the process of legitimation.
He believes 'thét all truth is local, both a reﬂection and a product of local beliefs. This
truism applies to both scientific and noﬁ-scientifié knowledge. The basis of those
beliefs, or how they légitimate knbwledge, i.e., what they believe to be frue,
differenﬁatéS types of knowledge and cultures. -

The Savage Mind and the Scientific Mind
As with Rorty, Lyotard distinguishes between “developing” and “developed”

societies, and focuses his attention on the most developed. Although disparaging the
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terms “primitive” and “civilized” when applied to human beings, Lyotard does identify
what he cails “the savage mind” and “scientific thought” or the scientific mind. Two
characteristics separate the savage mind from the scientific mind. First, the savage
mind believes a statement to be true if it has been historically accepted as true, e.g.,
death is liberating, sufferingv ennobles or politicians are dishonest. Such a mind accepts
these truths withoiit doubt or question. It feels no need for confirmation or
investigation. -

Second, the savage mind accepts and internalizes an entire body of beliefs
without Qualification or distinction. Religious zealots or political ideologues who
totally accept all tenets of a doctrine or 1deology as articles of faith exemplify people
who demonstrate thlS characterlstlc The individual who accepts the authority of
science and the “scientific method” and attempts to apply it in all situations, while
margirializirig all other kinds of information and forms of inquiry, provides another
example. In other words, a “sairage mind” accepts and believes all teachings without
question or reservation.

By contrast, the “scientific mind” questions perceptions and teachings, and,
based on “specific innovations, debates, and inquiries,” selectively determines what it
accepts as true and rejects as false. A s01ent1flc mind would not make or accept the
| sweeping generahzatlon that all poht1c1ans are corrupt nor would it presume to make a
qualitative statement about death. A scientist could only make denotative statements
about death, such as “all living things die.”

What Lyotard describes as the »“scieritific mind” resembles Bertrand Russell’s
“scientific temper” and John Dewey’s “‘scientific attitude,” as distinguished from what
Russell called “scientific technique.” In consideration of both the virtues and dangers of

science, Russell describes the scientific temper as “cautious, tentative, and piecemeal.”
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He goes on to say that the “[scientific temper] does not imagine that it knows the whole
truth, or even that its best knowledge is wholly true. It knows that every doctrine needs
emendation sooner or later and that the necessary emendation requires freedom of
investigation and freédom of distinctiop_” (Russell, pp. 245-6). Russell, Dewey an_d
Lyotard view scigntific tenipér és concerned primarily with the process of vscience; thus,
they view continuous reassessment and contextual adaptation positively. In contrast,
the trio looks with disfavor on scientific teghnique, which Russell characterizes as being
“full of a sense of limitless power, of arrogant certainty, and of pleasure in manipulation
of even human material” (Ruésell-, p- 246) and J ames Garrisbn describes as having
nearly achieved the stafué of a religior_l.' While discussing Dewey’s and Russell’s
attitudes toward science, Emily Robertson supports this assessment when she
characterfzes “Scientiﬁp teéhnique” as the attitudeas’sdciated with social engineering.
She points out that “Thef'us‘e of the products of science (technology and knowledge) by
dogmatic authorities in government, industry, and schools denies the development and
spread of scientific temper [of the scientific mind]” (Robertson, p. 350). Robinson |
reflects Russell’s views about the two faces of science:

The practical experts who employ scientific technique, and still more the

government and large firms who employ the prabﬁcal experts, acquire a

" quite different femperament from that of men of science--a temper

[confusing choice of terms] full of a sense of llimitless power, of arrogant

certainty, and of pleasure in manipulation of even human material. This is

the very reverse of the scientific temper, but it cannot be denied that

science has helped promote it. (Russell, pp. 245-46)
In applying Lyotard’s terminology to Russell’s narrative, “scientific technique”

becomes “savage mind.”
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Although Lyotard’s evolving permutations of science may be loosely clustered
and distinguished from traditional narratives and the burgeoning alternative non-
scientific perspectives, the postmodern era may be characterized by a lack of fixed and
easily identifiable boundaries'. Overlap and integration are much more prominent than
compartmentalization and se‘gregativo’n. Lyotﬁrd’s savage and scientific minds may
appear to be quite different, in part because of the break down of traditional boundaries.

‘However, they also share a number of chéracteristics. They'both use the same prbcess
when deciding which truths they choose to believe. In other words, the scientific and
the savage ﬁﬁnd both“utilize a “truth;’ criteria in ascertaining what is true and believed,
and what is false and rejected. For members of both groups, their feSpective cultures or
communities determine and _teach the critgria. Lyotard argues that merely the specifics
of their respective truth _criterié differentiates the sévage mind from the scientific mind.
He contends that, in the fihai analysis, both the ’savageband the scientific mind rely on
narrative to legitimate their knowledge, and thus, to define reality.

The Relétibnship_ Between Narrative and Truth

Lyotard identifies narrative as the traditionally prefefréd method of legitimizing
knowledge that modern science presumes to challenge and réplace. Lyotard argues that,
although powerful in its ability to win the near-blind allegiance of scientists, including
most researchers and many teachers, scienée failed to achieve a combaraible degree of
influence among the ge’neral population. Scientists tried hard to displace the story teller,
the poet, the priest, énd the politiciah, but they failed. Trotsky and wild orchids still |
pOSSESS more allure for most thah data collectibn and hypothesis testing.

Lyotard references anthropological research to support his contention that
narrative, in any of its varied forms, e.g., spoken or written, printed or électronic,

achieves more influence than science in determining what we and our cultures and
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communities believe to be true. He argues that narrative is the primary influence in
determining how we perceive reality and what constitutes appropriate behavior. He
writes that “there is one point on which all of the investigators égree ... The
preeminence of narrative form in the formulation of fraditional knowledge .

Narfat_ion is the quintessential form of customary knowledge” (1993, p. 19). The
cultural traditions of the Cashinahua Ihdians of South America are cited‘and discussed |
at length as an example of how narrative knowlédge functions within a culture and how
it differs from scientific knowledge.

Knngedge and I anguage

Lyotard’s notion of knowiécige is intimately ianlved with his understanding of
the structure and functioh of langué_gc. Very simply, he beligves that language or
conversation requires three components: a “sender,” a person who makes or “utters” a
statement; an “addressee,” a person who hears or, more éppropriately, receives a
sender’s statement (a statement need not be spoken); and a “referent,” the object of the
sender’s statement. Oncé the three necessary components of sender, addressee and
referent are in place, a statement may itself assume three different forms. It may be
denotative, performative or prescriptive.

Lyotard’s taxonomy of language haé intrinsic interest and value; however, its
effective illustration of thc connection that Lyotard sees between laﬁguage and reality
serves as its particular relevance to this dissertation. Not only does Lyotard think that
language colors aﬁd shapes the contours of reality, he believes that reality cannot exist
outside of langliage. Whilé Lyotard differénﬁates betwéen the syntactic, semantic and
pragmatic domains of language, his primary concern remains the pragmatic, specifically
the actual eff¢ct or impact that language has on the sender, the addressee and the

referent.
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The form that an utterance or statement assumes determines, and is determined
by, the relationship of its constituent parts--the sender, the addressee and the referent.
For example, as a true-false utterance a denotative statement positions its sender as a
knower, i.e., the sender knows the truth about the referent that s/he describes. Once a
denotative statement has been made, the addressee must decide if s/he agrees that the
sender’s statement provides a true and accurate representation of the referent. However,
before an addressee can properly evaluate and respond to a denotative statement, the
sender must properly frame the statement. According to Lyotard, a denotative statement
must correctly identify its referent, and it must be stated in such a way that the
addressee may judge it true or false. In other Words,.the referent must be “handled in a
way unique to the denetative”--rt must be correctly identiﬁed_‘. and “expressed by the
statement that refers to it” (i993, p. 9). Denotative statermnents represent the primary |
form of communication of idealized modern science. ‘Thej} define or delineate the rules
of the language game piayed by scientists, or by people who presume to be scientists.

The performative acts as the second variety of statement considered by
Lyotard. While the sender of a denotative statement simply identifies and makes a
true/false assertion about a referent, the sender of a performative statement actually
alters the condition of the referent by addressing or including it in a statement. In
r Lyotard’.s words, the effect of the statement on the referent “coincideé with its
enunciation.” Lyotard provides the example of a Rector declaring that his/her
university “is open.” In this instance, the university is open because its Rector declares
it so, and it beeomes ,onen \the rnoment the Rector decllared it so. The state of the
university, the referent, is actually altered by the Rector’s declaration/performative

statement.
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| The prescriptive serves és the third and final type of statement. vAccording to
Lyotard, two unique characteristics distinguish a prescriptive statement. First, the
sender of the statemcnt occupies a position of authority. Second, that sender expects the
addressee to comply with the sender’s request. A prescriptive statement may take the
form. of a command, order,vrecommendation, "‘instruction, request, plea or prayer. In
Lyotard’s words, it “entails concomitant changes in the posts'of addressee and referent”
(1993, p. 10). |

Lyotard offers the following sentence as an illustrationof the prescriptive: “Give
money toy thev university.”: Such a statement may be contained in a letter sent by the
Director of a university’s foundation to its alnmni. The letter’s.composition and posting
reflect two assumptions by its-sender. First, s/he has the authority to send the letter and
make the request, and second, that a percenttige of thc letter’s addressees, the alumni,
will cornply with his/her request and send money, i.e. recognize the sender’s (the
Director’s-) authority. In direct response to the Director’s prescriptive statement, both
the addressees who positivcly respond to the request and the referent, their money,
undergo change. The responding alumnus is transformed from graduate to revenue
source.
Language Games

Lyotard credits Wittgenstein for inspiring many of his ideas about langnage and
the “effects of different modes of discourse.” According to Lyotard, declarative,
performative and prescriptiVe utterances exemplify different types of discourse
identified by Wittgenystein‘as “language games.” Again crediting Wittgenstein, Lyotard
asserts that, as an arbitrary human construct, language represents a game; it is not a
transparent and necessary reflection of an objective and fixed reality. Accordingly,

“each of the various categories of utterance [denotative, performative and prescriptive]
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can be defined in terms of rules specifying their properties and the uses to which they
can be put” (Lyotard, 1993, p. 10). Lyotard illustrates this point by comparing the game
~of language to the game of chess. In both cases, a clearly specified and detailed set of
rules identify the properties of each of the pieces and what moves they may make. Ina
language game, the pieces are the sender, the addressee and the referent. The moves are
the proper statements of the sender and the appropr1ate response of the addressee and
the referent. ‘A proper statement is one constructed in accordance w1th the unique
characteristics, or rules, of the appropriate category of utterance. For example, a
prescriptrve statement or utterance must folllowthese rules: “1) “the sender of the
statement is in a position of authority,” and 2) “there is the expectation that the
addressee will comply with his/her reque_st.-"’ Lyotard believes that in a language game,
as in a board game, violation of, or variance frem, the rules results in a forfeiture of the
game. The following statement reflects both the nature and the power of Lyotard’s
language game |
The knowledge transmitted by these narrations is in no way limited to the
function of enunciation; it determines in a single stroke what one must say
in order to be heard, what one must listen to in order to speak, and what
role one must play . . . to be the object of a narrative. (1993, p. 21)

In Lyotard’s language game rules do not represent the absolute. Potential ‘
participants remai_n free to invent any game they wish and fabricate any rules they
mutually agree to accept and adhered to. However, once the rules have been set and the
game begms they must be adhered to. Order truth and reallty are produced by playing
a language game by its rules. For example, nothing, in Lyotard’s view, necessarily
determines the appropriateness or inappropriateness of gender bias or the gender

neutrality of a language. The consent and usage of the members of a particular
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community or culture determines the absence and/or presence and the form of gender
bias in its language. In other words, in any given context or community, all that is
required to validate a truth or legitimate vision of reality is that its respective members
willingly agree on and usé the same arbitrary set of language rules when formulating
their descriptions. Speciﬁcally, the language in Sarnaria may be more androcentric than
the language encountered in Stillwaterv. T his does not mean that the language in
Samaria ranks good or bad, or better or worse in comparison to the language of
Stillwatei. Nor does it mean that the langunge in either place could not change if the
senders, addressees and the apprdpriate referent of those languéges decide to modify
their respective vocabularies, i.e., change their rules. Again réferencing the Cashinahua,
Lyotard asserts that
a narrative tradition .is also the traditién of the criteria defining a three fold
cornpetence--“know-how,” [knowing how to do what is appropriaté]
“knowing how to speak,” and “knowing how to hear” [savoir-faire, savoir-
dire, savoir-entendre]--through which the éommunity’é relationship to
itself and its environment is played out. What is transmitted through these
narratives is the set of pragmatic rules that constitute social bonds. (1993,
p. 21) |
Lyotard believes in narrative as the primary methnd used by a culture or
community to legitimate itself and define reality for its members. The circular nature of
this process remains critical to Lyotard’s understanding and to an understanding' of
Lyotard. This traditional form of legitimation requires no external form of validation.
A culture’s current dominant narrative determines what its members believe--what they
know, what they say and what they hear. Narrzitive provides the criteria for -

distinguishing truth from falsehood, right from wrong, good from bad, appropriateness
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from inappropriateness, and reality from illusion. And, according to Lyotard, because
narratives “are themselves a partof . . . [their] . . . culture, they are legitimated by
the simple fact that they do what they do” (1993, p. 23). Again, what the members of a
culture believe to be true, remains true because their culture believes it true.

Religious beliefs illustrate this form of legitimation by narrative. Based on its-
reading and interpretation of traditional Christian text, a church believes, and, through
its clergy, teaches its members, that homosexuality is a sin. The church further teaches
that all members of the community of believers remain obligated to drive sinners from
their midst. An individual reported to be a homOSexual is ostracized by the members of
the congregation and his/her property confiscated and given to the church. The church’s
members feel justified in their actions, because their church and their membership in
that church authorizes those actioris. The dynamic of this relationship, one based on
issuing, accepting and acting on a set of narrative legitimated pragmatic rules, provides
the bond that transforms a disassociated group of people into a cvohesive and functioning
community. This community becomes capable of destroying a human being on the
basis of her/his alleged sexual preference.

Lyotard believes that this aspect of narrative-based knowledge, this method of
legitimation and its associated behavior, has been the objective of scientific criticism
since the Enlightenment. He asserts that scientists not enly question the validity of
narrative knowledge statements; they dismiss them as being unworthy of serious
inquiry, i.e., unfit subjects for “argumentation or proof.” Lyotard writes that the
scientist in effect dismisses narrative or traditional knowledge, classifying it as
“belonging to a different mentality: savage, primitive, underdeveloped, backward,
alienated, composed of opinion, customs, authority, prejudice, ignorance, ideology.”

Continuing to characterize the views and opinions of scientists, Lyotard contends that
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they believe that “Narratives are fables, myths, legends fit only for women and
children” (1993, p. 27). Lyotard argues that this clash of language games, this conﬁict
of legitimation, fuels a unique form of cultural imperialism that acts asa necessary
concomitant of Western civilizatiorvl‘(1993, p- 27).

Modern science not dnly rejects traditional or narrative knowledge, it purports
tolc-)ffer an alt_ernative version of truth that more closely corresponds to, or better
represents, reality. Science bases this claim on the power of the method it uses to
authenticate its knowledge_--its version of the truth. Adoptingvb_vthe terminology of Rorty
and Lyota£d then, scientists, as senders, argue aﬁd attempt to convince their addressees
that‘their. final vocabulary is fnofe preferable to the referent(s) than the final vocabulary
of the traditiénalist or nonQSCientist. HoWever, in its attempf "to avoid the perceived
problem of self-legitimation associéted With narrative knowledge statements, science
sacrifices 'narrative’s ability to forge social and community bonds--the ébility to make
prescriptive s.t‘aterﬁents. |

Modern Research and Teaching

Modern Research

In his discussion of science, Lyotard identifies what he considers the “classical
concepts” or the “pragmatics” of traditional modern science. In so doing, he also
attempts to distinguish between wha;c he calls the %‘research gaine” and the “teaéhing
game.” He begins by stating that all Sci‘entific statements carry with them a set of
tensions, which he collectively refers to as the “pragmatic posts”"(1993, p- 23), that
affects the relatiohship and actions of the sender, addréssee and thé referent. The
following summarizes the pragmatics of modern science that relate to research:
1) The sender must speak the truth about the referent. By this Lyotard means that the

sender should -prove what s/he says and also “refute” all oppositional or
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2)

3)

contradictory statements.

The addressee remains free to accept or reject the sender’s statement. This implies
that the addressee also acts as a potential sender, because any statement of
affirmation or denial will be subject‘ to the same doﬁble requirement of “proof and
refutation” as the sender"s statement. Acéording to Lyotard, the addressee should be
the sender’s equal, i.e., a “scientific scholar.” The status of the addressee can be

determined only after his/her staterment has been subjected to the same scrutiny as

. the sender’s original statement.

The réferent in the spéake_r"s statement .Ilnu‘st be represented as “it actually is.” Thus,
a valid scientific statément will provide an accurate representation of an externalk '
reality. However, Lyotard contends that, because “what ‘i's” can only be known
through statéments about things that heither the sender or thé addféssée can
intiﬁlately know (Lyotard provides CopérniCus’ statement about the path of the
planets being circﬁlar as an example), scientific statements remain problemat\ical—-‘
“Wh‘ét I say is true becaﬁse I prove that it is--but what proof is there that my proof is

true?” (1993, pp. 23-24).

Lyotard contends that science deals with this problem by establishing and following two

- rules. The first rule, which he describes as “dialectical or even rhetorical in the forensic

sense,” classifies a referent as something open to proof that can be used as evidence in

an inquiry or debate. Lyotard asserts that because of this rule, a scientist would not say,

“I can prove something, because reality is the way I say it is.” A scientist, however,

could say thaf, “as 'léng asIcan produce proof, we may all think that reality is the way I

say it is.” The second rule, which Lyotard characterizes as metaphysicaI, states that a

single referent cannot produce contradictory or inconsistent proof, i.e., something
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cannot both “be and not be” at the same time. In a possibly playful or sarcastic aside,
Lyqtard references Descartes, adding that, “‘God’ is not deceptive” (1993a, p. 24).

Lyotard contends that these rules, created by modern science to verify their
statements, allow people who accept the basic assumptions of science and the viability
of the scientific method, to function as partners. That is, they allow sender and
addressee(s) to éngage in inquiry and débate and achieve a degree of consensus.
Lyotard adds that, from the perspective of modern science, “Not every consensus is a
sigﬁ of truth; but it is presumed that the trufh of a statement necessarily draws a
consensus.”

The discussion above summarizes Lyotafd’s understanding of the primary
pragmatics of mgdern scientific research. Theée ideas re;main important to the overall |
topic of this discussion, in part, because ”Ly‘otard believes and asserts that research is an
“evident” and “neCessﬁry” complement to teaching (1993, p. 24).

Modern Teaching |

Lyotard bases his assertion regarding research as a complement to teaching on
the belief that peer debate establishes the truth of a scientist’s statements as well as the
competence of the scientist. In other wordé, Lyotard asserts that a scientist needs an
addréssee of comparable status to verify her/his statement. Once the addressee has
received and verified the sender’s statement, that addressee theﬁ bécomcs' a sender of
the verified statement. Thﬁé, the addressee establishes the original sender’s cofnpetence
and enhances th¢ sender’s reputation. Lyotard argues that only through Such a process
can scientiﬁé knowledge be vefified: “The truth of the statement and the competence of
its sender are thus subject to the collective approval of a group of persons who are |
competent on anequal basis. Equals are needed and must be created” (1993, p. 24). |

Teaching serves as the scientist’s preferred method of creation or cloning.
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In Lyotard’s view, this process, which he describes as “didactic” as opposed to
““dialectic,” is essential to the continuation or “reproduction” of science and also
provides the basis and justification for modern education. As conceived by Lyotard,
the teacher or professor assumes the role of the sender, and the student becomes the
~ addressee. Modern education begins with a two-part assumption: the teacher knows
more than the student knows; and the student wishes to know or learn what the teacher
knows. Granting the first assumption provides the basis for a second two.-part
assumption: the student can 1éain what the professor knows and beceme a professor,
i.e., achieve the same level of expertise as the teacher. Both of these assumptions
depend oh an even more fundamental assumption. A basic article of modern
educational and scientific faith is that “the exchange of arguments” and the “pragmatics
of research” héve proeluced a body of knowledge consisting of knowledge statements
that can be “transmitted fhrough teaching as they stand, in the guise of indisputable
truths.”
| Lyotard summarizes his understanding of modern scientific education:
In other words, you teach what you know: sueh is the expert. But as the
student (the addressee of the didactic process) iinproVes his skills, the
expert confides to his student what he does not know but is trying to learn
(at least if the expert is also involved in research). In this way, the student
is introduced ‘tb the dialectic of research, or the game. of producing
‘ scientific knowledge. (1993, p. 25)
The Struggle for the Hearts and Minds of the People: Science vs Narrative
| Although science has pléyed a major role in defining Western culture and
shaping the structure, mission and culture of the modern university, according to

Lyotard, its victory remains incomplete. As described by Lyotard, for the last three
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hundred years the West has witnessed the advocates of modern science and their
supporters attempting to discredit traditional narrative knowledge and impose their
version of reality not only on their cultures, but on all the other cultures throughout the
rest of the world. Until the seventeenth century, narrative was the primary source of
knowledge. Science, howeﬁer, emerged from the Enlightenment to confront and to
challenge theblegitima‘cy of traditional narrative knowledge, which it saw as the product
of a “totalizing” philosophical tradition that valorized conforrnity and consensus. On a
more visceral level, many of those who would enshrine scierice characterize narrative-
legitimated knowledge statements as the products of a more primitive, even a'savage,

mentality; According to Lyotard, nﬁrratiVe knowlodge, as comoared to scientific, “does
not give priority to the question of its own legitimatiorl’f but it does certify “itself in the
pragmatics of i.t“s owr1 tranSmission without having reooﬁrso to argumeritation and
proof” (1993, p 27). |

Science posed a formidable alternative to traditional narrative knowledge.
Science initially relied on argumentation based on the application of a method of
discovery and verification available to anyone with an “open mind.” Science promised
a clear and unfettered view of re_ality’, without reliance on spirits, soothsayers, holy men,
shamans, revelation, superstition, custom, myth or tradition. Scientists allege that
access to truth is not restricted to the politically, economically or spiritually privileged.

Science’s alternative, however, offered no moral, ethical, spiritual or aesthetic
guidance. A parent grieving over the death of a child could not turn to the scientist for
consolation: Science could tell a parent how a child died., but the scientist could not |
expléin why the child died. Little solace may be found in an expert opinion or a
clinician’s report. Although the promises and accomplishment of science remain

impressive, Lyotard argues that they are not enough.
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The scientific community soon realized that the questions that mobilize aﬁd/or
tear cultures apart have little to do with the how or what of science. In the language of
Lyotard, more people privilege the practical value of a narrative prescriptive statement
than the cognitive value of a scientific denotative statement. | Science proved successful
in describing and, to a 1¢ssef extent, controlling and predicting physical phenomena. As
a résult, it proved useful to people of power, specifically capitalists and politicians.
| Lyotard argues, however, that science fail'c;d to win the support of the majority of the

population. - In effect, Lyota;d claims thét science appeals to the mind, while narrative
appeals to the heart.

Science’s initial ihability to win wide-spread popular support caﬁsed what
Lyotard describes as a “crisis of legitimation.;’ He argues that, in an attempt to increase

“the acceptance of science and, thus, théir own support and power, scientists turned to
narrative in an attempt to legitimate science.

Narr'ativé and science are both language games with their own distinctive rules
and moves, and they both reiy on different criteria for determining truth and/or the
legitimacy of their respective knowledge statements. Thus, they can not legitimate each
other. Narrative reality is incommensurate with scientific reality, because, in the words
of Rorty, different final Vocabularies describe them. Lyotard holds that, while the
scientist questions and‘then rejects narrative knowledge, the non—séiéntist does not reject
science and scientific; knowledge; Rather, the non-scientist views science and scientific
knowledge as»av subset of narfative knowledge, or “as a variant in the fémily of narrative
cultures” (1993, p. 27). This explains why Lyotard believes that narrative culture “is
accdmpanied by a certain tolerance,” (1993, p. 27) not shared by modern science, or by

cultures that primarily draw their truth from, and base their reality on, science.
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‘Bloland and Usher and Edwards elso make this point. They note that, although
‘;scientific and narrative knowledge have equal validity” (Usher and Edwards, p. 159),
modern science, by necessity,i privileges scientific knowledge over all other forms of
kn‘owledge. This creates a hierarchy that marginalizes the knowledge of every
community other thanits own. As will be discussed, Lyotard expresses hope that
postmodern science will flatten the knowledge hierarchy, thus providing a more tolerant
environment than its modern predecessor.

The privileging of scientific knowiedge by scientists renders all the more ironic
its attem;’v)tto resolveits_legitimacy crisis by invoking the authority ef narrative.
Lyotard recognizes this irony when hev writes:’ |

‘ Scientiﬁc knowledge cannot know and make known that it is true
knowledge without resorting to the other, narrative, kind of knowledge,
which from its point of Vievt/ is no knowledge at all. Without such recourse
it would be in the position of presupposing its own validity and would be
stooping to what it condemns: begging the question, preceding on
prejudice. |

He then asks a question worthy of a Rertyironist: “But does it [science] not fall into
the same trap by using narrative as its authority?” (1993, p. 29).

- Lyotard provides the folloWing example as “crude proof” of modern science’s
reliance on non-scientific, or narrative, authority to legitimate itself and the knowledge
that it produces: |

What do scientists do when they appear on tel_evision or are interviewed in
the newspaper after making a ‘;discovery”? They recount an epic of
knowledge that is in fact wholly epic. They play by the rules of the

narrative game; its influence remains considerable not only on the users of
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the media, but also on the séientist’s sentiments. This fact is neither trivial
nor accessory: it concerns the relationship of scientific knowledge to
“popular” knowledge, or what is left of it. The state spends large amounts
of money to enable science to pass itself off as an epic: the State’s own
credibility is based on that epic, which it uses to obtain the public consent
its decision makers need.

It is not inconceivable that the recourse to nafrative is inevitable
at least to the e);tent that the lzinguage game of science desires its
statements to be true but does not haye the resources to legitimate truth on
its own. (Lyqtard, 1993, pp. 27-28)

Scie_ﬁtists, through'dialogue, deliberation and coﬁsenéus, pléy the very same
form of laﬁguage game that they long condemhed as vulgar, if not barbaric. They
produce and legitimate denotative knowledge statements in the same manner as non-
scientists produce and legitimate the preScfipfive value statements of society. Lyotafd
believes that within this irony rests the embryo of the beast thgt will ultimately destroy
the credibility of mod§m science.

The Narraﬁve bf Emancipation

According to Lyotard, modern science bases its authority on two narratives. ‘The
first, the narrativé of emancipation, assoc‘iated with the French Re\'/olution, is primarily
political. It draws inspiration from Enlightenment ideas about liberating humanity from
oppressive political, economic and material constraints. Specifically, the adoption of
the narrative of emancipation meant that modern Science would provide the knowledge
necessary to ultimately achieve absolute freedom for the “péople,” who are the source of
the ultimate legitimacy of the State. Lyotard writes that as science was forced to seek

legitimation through a new authority, narrative, “It is natural . . . to solicit the name of

112



a hero.” This hero who scientists called on to serve as their champion must have “the
right to decide for society” and its “prescriptions” must be accepted as norms by those
they obligate (1993, p. 30). Lyotard identifies science’s newly adopted champion as
“the people,” adding that “the [new] sign of [scientific] legitimacy is. the people’s
consensus, and their mode of creating.norms is deliberation” (1993, p. 30). Along with
this new sociopolitical method of legitimating scientific knowledge statements came the
ideas of »progres‘s, the accumulative nature of knowledge and the udiverSality of
“humanity.” |

Science’s adoption of this pafticular form of nérrative produced a number of
important fesulte. First, in addition to making denotative statements that deal with
'qdestions of truth and falsehood, sei‘entists, or senders of scientific knowledge
statements, expanded their area of competeﬁce fo prescriptive utterances that deal with
questions of right and wrong. In other words, scientific knowledge statements now
have “pretensions of justice” (Lyotard, 1993, p. .31). Second, senders of scientific
statements, operating under the auspices or authority of the people and suppdrted by the
political power of the State, began recognizing and rewarding the just while identifying
and sanctioning the unjust. In the words of Lyotard, f‘the operators of scientific
knowledge . . . [became] actively involved in destroying the traditional knowledge of
the people, identified _ffom that point forward as minorities or petential separatist
movements destined only to spread obstructionism” (1993, p. 30). Lyotard argues that
the merging of science with the metanarrative of emancipation created an environment
in which moderdis.t societies eodld justify using politicel power to silence dissenters.
Dissenters became anyone who differed from senders of scientific kno;vledge
statements, scientists, or their politieal supporters. Finally, according to Lyotard, the

status of the State became “intimately intertwined with that of scientific knowledge”
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(1993, p. 31). This wedding of science and politics necessarily resulted from the
reconceptualization of science and scientific knowledge._ Its practitioners and
proponents conceive of science as a proprietary language, i.e., its statements have truth- -
value to the exclusion of statements framed in any other Vocabillary. In addition,
scientific knowledge statements row faéilitate the emancipation of the universal subject,
“the people.” Thus, the State must protect the privileged status of science and insure
that all other»language games and their players remain marginalized. Also, because the
deliberations énd decisions that produce scientific knbwledge mainly take place within,
and are dependent on, institutions directly 6r indirectly supported by the state, e.g.,
research institutes and universitiés, th¢ State becomes essential to both the successful
functioning of »séience and the émancipation of humanity (1993, p. 31).

The Narrative of Emancipatioh and Education. Usher aﬂd Edwards (1994)
discuss the impact that the adoption of the narrative of emancipation has for education’s
place and function in modefn Western society. They claim that the adoption of the
narrative empowered the State and legitimated its active participation in education,
while prioritizing pfimary education and de—emphasizirig higher education. Within this
context, a priméry function of elementary and secondary education is “to introduce all
the population to the legitimacy of scientific knowledge, thereby giving embodiment to
the emancipatory ‘thrust of this grand nai*rative” '(Ushbebr.and Edwards, 1994, p. 161).
The procéss remains roughly equivalent to, and serves the same general purpose as,
Rorty’s socializatioﬁ, although the objeétive differs.

Lyotard cites measures dealing with higher education adopted by Napoleonb as
one of the original embodiments of the “narrative of emancipation” in public policy
deeﬂing with higher education. Based on these measures, the function of higher

education is the training of skilled government officials as functionaries of the state,
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who, in the public interest, manage the affairs of the state. These “managers of civil
society” also serve as the “intermediaries in perpetuating the legitimacy of the grand
narrative.” In other words, one of the primary functions of modernist higher education
became the production of a trained cadre of administrative and professional personnel
with the skills necessary “for the stability of the state.” These individuals develop and
implement the public policy that insures the general public’s continued acceptance of
the ilegitimacy of science and scientific information. Usherand Edwards argue that
modernist educational policies “only ‘make sense’ on the basis of the presupposition
that humanity is the hero of liberty and that it is progress toward liberty which the state
must work tewards by supporting the institutions that produce scientific knowledge” (p.
161). The narrative of emancipation provides justification for the establishment of
public scientific institutes. According to Lyotard, the State exercises authority of the
narrative “every time it assumes direct control over the training of the ‘people,” under
the name of the ‘nation,” in order to po,int them down the path to progress” (Lyotard,
1993, p. 32). |

The Metanarrative of Speculative Unity ‘

The second legitimating narrative adopted by modern science has a variety of
names, but will be referenced here as the narrative or metanarrative of spirituai unity or
simply as the narrative of the Spirit. Lyotafd traces the origin of the second “narrative
of legitiniation,” associated with Hegel and German idealism, to Prussia, between 1807
and 1810, and to Wilhelm von Humboldt’s establishment of the University of Berlin.
Lyotard argues that the popular interpretation of von Huinholdt’s intent and the
significance of his University, often summed-up in the phrase “science for its own
sake,” represents an oversimplification. In Lyotard’s ‘vision, the University of Berlin

actually represents the product of a compromise that stemmed from a debate between
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two camps advocating conflicting views. One group associated with Johann Fichte and
the other with the views of Friedreich Schleiermacher. According to Lyotard, the
“conflict” arose between modern science, “a language game made of denotations
answerable ‘only to the criterion of truth,” and traditional narrative, “a language game
governing ethical, social and political préctice that necessarily involves decisions and
obligéti_ons” (1993, p- 32). As mentioned above, the first game has as its objective
truth, while the second concerns itself wifh justice which lies outside the purview of
science. As described by‘Lyotard; von Humboldt’s compromise, and the University that
it produced; attempt to snpport both language games, i.e., to concurrently pursue both
truth and justice--science end narrative'. Lyotard provides the folloWing descriptions of
von Humboldt’s yision for the University of Berlin, which many countries, including
the United States, ‘adopted as a model for their respective higher education systems:
Humboldt therefore invokes a Spirit (what Fichte called Life), animated by
three arnbitions, or better, by a single, threefold aspiration: “that of
deriving everything from an oﬁginal principle” (corresponding to scientific
activity), “that of relating everything to an ideal” (governing ethical and
social practice), and “that of unifying this principle and this ideal in a
single Ideal” (ensuring that the scientific search for frue causes always
coincides.with the pursuit of just e’nde in moral and political life). (1993. p.
33)

Lyotard points out the fundamental difference between the two narratives of
legitimation adopted by modern science. “The people” form the subject of knowledge
of the narrative of emancipation. This narrative, identified as “state-political,” embeds
itself in the State. The “speculative spirit,” or the “Spirit” forms the subj ect of the

narrative of speculative unity. This narrative, identified as philosophical as opposed to
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sdciopolitical, im éds itself in what Lyotard calls “a System‘,” as opposed to the FState
(Lyotard, 1993, p. 33). In an attempt to define or explain “speculative spirit” and its
functions, Lyotard quotés Schleiermacher describing his vision of the purpose of the
modern university. Schleiermacher wrote that the function of the university is to “lay
open the whole body of learning and'expound both the principle and the foundation of
all knowledge.” He adds that “there is no creative scientific capacity without the
speculatiye spiﬁt” (Schleiermacher quotéd by Lyotard, in .Lyovtard, 1993, p. 33). The
speculativé spirit separates and distinguishes higher learning from other forms of
learning and/or training. In Lyotard’s Wdrds; “Schools are functional: the University is
speculative, that is to ‘sa'y", philosophical” (1993, p. 33). The Germans felt that primary
schools and scientific laboratories and iﬁstitutes had fragmenfed knowledge and science.
Therefore, the unificatioﬁ- of kn:owledge becomes the job of the university, through
reliance on philosophy and speculation. Accordihg to Lyotard, fhe adoption of a
metanarrative that “links the sciences together as moments in the becoming of the
spirit” wouid acéomplish this uhification;

Lyotard references Hegel’s Encyclopedia of Philosophy (1817/‘1 959) as the best
known and possibly final articulation of the impulse to totalization and the idea éf the
System that was originally presented by Fichte and von Schelling. Simplifying to the
extreme, Hege1 envisiohs knowledge as a principle component in the self-conscious

- mind’s gradual evolution through hiétory out of the unselfconsciousness of métter. In
effect, Hegel envisiohs human history as rhovement toward the realization of the Idea, a
totality where all knowledge is unified. The Hégelian dialectic process of thesis,
antithesis and synthesis facilitated this movement.

“The People” vs. “The Spirit”

Lyotard points out that the metanarrative of speculative unity suggests a
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 significantly different rélationshjp betwéen science, scientists and scientific knowledge
and the State than does the narrative of emancipation. He writes that
the humanist principle that humanity raises up in dignity and freedom
through knowledge is left by the way side . . . [from the German]
perspective, knowledge first finds legitimacy within itself, and it is
knowledgé that is entitled to say what the State and what society are.
(1993, p. 34) |
This ﬁarrative not oniy favors higher education over elementary, secondary and
professional/technical educa'tio_n',‘ it has had a profound impact 6n thé modern university.
Of particular interest and impoﬁance to this discussion is the privileging of scvientiﬁc
methodology and re_seérch, and the prombtion of the idea or principle of academic
freedom. The idealized German university represents a safe haven in which academics,
motivated by a desire to realize the totality of knowledge, and guided by fhe movement
toward speculative unity, remain free to act and speak as they please. Although the
German professor received 'permissio'n to criticize the State, he was expected to refrain
from overt political action.
The process of legitimation used by the two narratives also differs significantly.
Lyotard writes that “A noteworthy result of the speculative appératus is that all of the
- discourses of blearning about every possible referent are taken‘up not from the point of
view of their immediate truth-value, but in terms of the value they acquire by virtue of
occupying a certain place in fhe itinerary of Spirit or Life” (1993, p. 35). Lyotard’s
observation rélates to the ideés that knowledge is cum'ulati\}e; and that knowledge acts
as its own justification, i.e., every bit of legitimate knowledg¢ contributeé to the
ultimate aneness/reveiation/actualization of the Spirit. In other words, a Hegelian

would argue that the knowledge produced through research and shared through teaching
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provides the required justification to legitimate the existence and support of “the
University.” Unlike invoking the authority of the people, i.e., emancipation, the
legitimacy of research and teaching authorized by the Spirit is not determined by the
“truth-value” of the knowledge statements they produce. While the State remains a
primafy beneficiary of the narrative of emancipation, according to Lyotard, the
University acts as the “"excl.usive institution” of the narrative of the Spirit (1993, p. 35).
Modernist Metanarratives: The Ioss of Credulity |
Usher and Edwards believe that Lyotard’s suggestibn that “the postmodern
moment results in and froni ‘in¢reduiity toward metanarratives’ . . . may be the single
most important idea tQ be t#ken from his work and deployed in the discussion of
educaﬁoﬁ’_’ (Usher and ’EdWavrds, p.- 165). Although the narratives adoptéd by modern
science 'diffe.r fun“damentaliy ina nun.lbervéf wﬁys, they both éoﬁtribute to the |
legitimation of scientific knowledge, and they also share a number of othef similarities.
Two of these similarities have particular relevance to this discussion. First, science’s
narrativés of legitimaﬁon changed the focus of Wevstern epistemology and the m’eaning
of learning, teachihg and research. Earlier narratives described truth, the object of
knowledge, as something “out there” to be discovered or rediscove‘red‘. For example, a
Platonist envisions education as a process of remembering forms of original truth that
humans had‘knb_wn pridr tb théir bi’rths,‘but had sﬁbsequently forgotten. Both of the
narratives of modern science are, hqwever, teleological. »They envision humanity as
involved in a natural proc;e'ss,- followihg an itinerary that necessarﬂy leads them toward a
final goal, such as emancipation or absolute knowledge. Both narratives are
metanarratives, which, in the words of Connor (1996), means that they are
narratives which subordinaté, organize, and account for other narratives; so

that every other local narrative, whether it be the narrative of a discovery in
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science, or the narrative of an individual’s gfbwth and education, is given
meaning by the way it echoes and conforms [to] the grand narrative of the
emancipation of humarﬁty or the achievement of pure self-conscious Spirit.
(p- 30) |

Accofding to Lyotard, the second similérity shared by science’s appropriated

narratives is that they both legitimafe acts of unparalleled terror in the name of humanity

and knowledge, e.g., Stalinism or Nazism. In Lyotard’s View, “confusing different

language games,” i.e., seeking legitimation through narrative while concurrently

denying its legitimacy, has cbntributed to modernism’s failure to fulfill its promise of

enlightenment and freedom, while significantly contributing to its unintended

production of terror and éruelty. Lyotard provides what could be viewed as an epitaph

of modernism:

In the course of the past fifty years; each grand narrative of emancipation--
regardless of the genre it privileges--has, as it were, had its principle
invalidatéd. All that is real is rational, all that is rationél is real:
“Auschwitz” refutes the speculative doctrine. At least this crime, which is
real, is irrational. All that is proletarian is‘communist, all that is
communist is proletarian: “Berlin 1953,” “Budapest 1956,”
“Czechoslovakia 1968,” “Poland 1980” . . . Refute the doétrine of
historical materialism: the workers rise up against the Party. All that is
democrétic is by the people for the people, and \}ice versa: “May 1968”

| refutes the doctrine éf parliameﬁtary libérélism. Everyday society brings
the representative institution to a halt. Everything that promotes the free
flow of supply and demand is good for general prosperity, and vice versa:

- “the crisis of 1911 and 1920” refute the doctrine of economic liberalism,
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and “the crisis of 1974-79" refutes the post-Keynesian modification of that

doctrine. (Lyotard 1993a, pp. 28-29)
The crises that Lyotard describes and the cynicism that his description reflects serve as -
major causes of the popular loss of faith in modernism and modefn science and the
me‘tanarrati‘ves that undergird them. OfLyotard’s‘ aSsessmént of modernism, Usher and
Edwards write, “embedded within a complex philosophical argument is a devastating
critique of the effects of thé modern project in its many guises” (Usher and Edwards, p.
167).

Lyotard believes that three addi-tionalvfactors contributed to the decline of
modernism and the loss of éredibility of its métanarratives. They include the rapid
developmenf and ubiquity of tec;hnology, the ‘;reinvigoratioh of liberal capitalism,” and
a growing consumerism--a pervasive societal prec)_écupatioﬁ with the consumption of
goods and éervices. vIn addition to these external factors, major flaws or contradictions
inherent in itsk legitimating metaparratives also drive the widespread loss of faith in
science. Lyotard contends that the metanarrative of speculative unity includesb a
skepticism tpward science that continually casts doubt on the knowledge statements that
it intends to legitimate, as it fragménts the knowledge that it strives to unify (1993, p.
39). |

Acéording to Lyotard, the impact of science’s second crisis of legitimation,
caused by its metanarrétives_’ loss of credulity, has a transformative effect on Western
higher education, including its universities, and their curriculum and faculties. A
change occufs when rigid and cleaﬂy defined boundaries separating traditional
disciplines breakdown, ahd dominant scientific language games no longer hold as
superior to other non-scientific games. This results in an overlapping of disciplines, a

merging of vocabularies, a flattening of the “speculative hierarchy of learning” and the
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language‘ game. As has been previously discussed, Lyotard also believes that, although
each language game follows a different set of rules, no basis exists for privileging one
language gamé over any other. The self-privileging science-dominated hierarchy of
knowledge is again flattened, as “the game of science is . . . put on par with others”
(Lyotard, 1993, p. 40). | | |
Lyotard reports that the first signs of the “‘crisis’ of scientific knowledge” can

be seen as early as the late-nineteenth céntury. Discovery of this crisis, which results in
the repudiation of modern sc'ience"sv legitimating metaﬁanatives, and began in earnest at
the end of World War II and has been prdgressing atan acceleraﬁng rate since the late
1950s, prdvides the basis for what Lyotard describes vas his “working hypothesis.” He
postulates “that the status of kndwledge is altered aé societies enter what is known as
the postiﬁdustfial age and cultures enter what iS known as the poétmodern age” (1993, p.
3). Lyotard identifies what he believes to be the major cause of knowledge’s altered
status in the poétmodern age. He writeé,

The decline <(>f narrative cﬁn be seen as an effect of the blossoming of

techniques and technologies since the Second World War, which has

shifted emphasis from the ends of action to' its means; it can also be seen as

an effect of the reemployment of advanced liberal cépitalism after its

retréat under the i)rotection of Keynes'ianism dﬁring the .perio.d 1930-1960,

a renewal that has eliminated the communist alternative and valorized the

individual enjoyment of goods and services. (1993, pp. 37-38)

As rrﬁght be assumed, a iosé of privilege and akv general decrease in the regulatory

and organizing power of its pziradigms accompanies the popular loss of faith in modern
science’s legitimating metanarratives. Lyotard argues that as this process continues,

scientists begin questioning their own assumptions and their entire branch of
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knowledge, which begins to fragment into a “cloud of specialization.” Each of the
emerging new specialities and sub-specialities of science develop their own final
vocabularies as they evolve into unique language-games played vby individualizbd and
incompatible rules. |

The death of the uﬁivérsal, unifjing, grand nqlfative caused a proliferation of
local fragmenting, “petjte” narratives and the creatién of an equally wide range‘of new
language games. In the late-twentieth century, so many newta‘nd previously silenced
voices speak out in so manyidifferent languages that its is impossible fér ény one
person, be s/he researcher and/or teacher, organization or system to leérn all the
different vocabularies and all the di_fferent: fuies to all the different games. The
transition from the universal to the local, frbm the grand to the petite, from the one té
the many represents, for Lyotard, the metamlorp/hvosiis from the modern to the
postmpdern. |

. “Pe’rformativity and Science’s Second “Crisis of Legitimacy”

The progressive loss of faith in metanarratives did nét'remove the need for
legitimation. If scientific information is generally held to be illegitimate, how can the
sender of scientific statements command the attention of addressees? Without an
addressee, there can be no debate. Without debate, spiencc loses the ability to replicate
itself. Without replicatio‘n, science ceases to be. ‘On a more practical levél, if science
»and scientific knowledge cannot be Iegitimated, and sciencés loses its public audience,
how can scientists continue to command public_: aqd private resources to support their
research and teaching? Fiﬁally, Lybtard beliéves that, becéuée the authority of the
modern State has inalterably tied itself to the legitimacy science, if the legitimacy of
science comes under suspicion, the authority of the State is threatened and its power

diminished.
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Lyotard believes that science solved its legitimacy problem by adopting a new
language game which supplants the idea of progress, and the pursuit of truth, as its
ultimate goal: “Rather than a denotative languagé game of truth and falsehood, or a
prescriptive language game of justice and injustice, there emerges the technical game of
performative efficiency and inefficiency.” Lyotard labels science’s new game
“performativify’,” which he describes as simply “the best possible input/output equation”
(1993, p. 46). The reader‘sﬁould be mindful that the forces that ultimately lead to a
decline of modernism by uridercutting ‘faith in its legitimating br‘netaharratives--
technology, liberal capitalism and consumerism--also form the focuses for
“postindustrial society” and ‘.‘postmodern culture.” Lyotard’s ideas about technology
reinforce this view, and further illuminate his understanding of “performativity.}” He
argues that |

Technical devices originated as prosthetic aids for the human organs or as
o physiological systems whose function it is to receive data or condition the
context. They follow a principle, and it is the principle of optimal
performance: maximizing output (the information or modiﬁéations
obtained) and minimizing input (the energy expanded in the process).
Technolqu is therefore a game pertaining not to the true, the just, or the
beautiful, etc., bﬁt to efficiency: a technological “move” is “good” when it
does better and/or expends less energy than another. (1993, p. 44) -
Lyotard argues bthat throughout most of hurﬁén history, no .cqnnection bétween
technology and kﬁowledge eXisted. This conditidn changed,‘however, with the advent
of science and its initial reqﬁirement that knowledge be based on proof and not societal

practice or revelation. This new requirement for proof, in Lyotard’s view, provided the
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basis for the ascendency of technology and established its role in the production of both
modern and postmodern knowledge.

Lyotafd points out that observation serves as the basis of scientific proof
involving percepﬁon of phenomena by human sense organs. He adds that “Senses are
deceptive, and their range and powers of discrimination are limited” (1993, p. 44).
Lyotard contends tha.t‘scie,ntists turned to technology in an attempt to compensate for
these human limitations, and technology Successfully produced “devices that optimized
the performance of the human body for the purpose of producing proof” (1993, p. 45).
Unfortunately for scientisté, techriology and the devices that it produces, e.g.,
computers, rnicroscdpes, telescdpes and the Internet, cost money. The more advanced
modefn science becomes,_the more éxpensive its required téchnology requires becomes.
Proof of this obserVatié;n caﬁ be‘seevn ih fhe university’s insatiable hunger for faster and
more powerful éomputers and state-of-the-art software, and the rate at which these
machines and applications become obsolete.

Lyotard argues that the wedding of science--research and teaching--and
technology has established a necessary connection between wealth and the creators of
knowledge; With uncharacteristic succinctness he writes, “No money, no proof--and
that means no verification of statements and no truth” (1993, p. 45). Lyotard adds that,
as industrialization and modémiSm continue to evoi\(e, the truism that there can be no
technology without 'vvveAalth and no wealth without technology is elevated to a guiding
principI_e. Accordingly, “It is at this precise moment that science becomes a force of
production . . . | a‘ moment in the circuléﬁon of capital” (1993, p. 45). The driving
force behind this entire evolutionary process which makes research and teaching
dependent on technology and, thus, money, has little to do with knowledge, but a lot to

do with profit. Lyotard, argues that “The ‘organic’ connection between technology and
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prcﬁr preceded its union with science,” and that “Technology became important to
contemporary ‘knowledge only through the mediation of a generalized spirit of
performativity”, (1993, p. 45).

Truth as a Saleable Cgmmgd‘i;y»

The lure of increasing profits added a third player to the performativity game.
The capitalist joined the scientisfc and technology. According to Lyotard, capitalism
solved the scientists’ problem of funding‘their increasingly expensive research and in
the process significantly commercialized the endeavor. Research departments
established by private corporations made availahle the necessary resources to snpport
applied research, the developrnent of technology having directv commercial application.
This undertaking had as its objectrr/e.the previsiOn of quick turn-around, ie.,arapid
return on the capitalist’s investment. Taking a more long-fernl perspective, business -
also supported basic research primarily by creating gprivate and/or public research
foundations and through grants to research universities.

Governments in the liberal capitalist states, particularly during the time that
Lyotard describes as the Keynesian period, basically from 1930 thrcugh 1960, followed
the lead of, and closely cooperated with, the private for-profit sector in providing

financial support for both applied and basic scientific research. Lyotard argues that
accompanying the incursion of “higher capitalism” and the state into higher education
through focused spending was a major change in institutional or community culture. He
contends that hierarchy,-centralized‘ decision making, teamwork, calculation of
individual and collective returns, the development of saleable programs and market
research characterize these changes (1993, p. 45). Science and education and their
principal supporters, the State and the corporation, have effectively forsaken the pursuit

of truth and justice. They have abandoned idealism and humanism, and replaced them
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with Lyotard’s performativity and the commercialization of higher education. The
impact of this adaptation to postmodernism, or this postmodern adaptation to
postindustrial or advanced modernism, is the privileging of efﬁciency in the pursuit of
profit and power and the marginalization of both traditional modernist education and the
traditional modernist researcher and teacher. Lyotard writes that “in the discourse of
today’s financial backers of research, the only credible goal is power. Scientists,
technicians and instruments are purchased not to find truth, but to augment power”
(1993, p.‘46).
The Computer

This process, the reli-ance on performati\iity, i.e., the privileging of efficiency
over both justice and truth, and the inte_rrelationship among technology, wealth and
power (both public and private) and knowledge, has.resulted in a new form of
legitimation that Lyotard calls legitimation by power:

' Povrer is not onl‘y good per_formativity, but also effective verification and
good verdicts. It legitimates science and the law on the basis of their
efficiency, and legitimates this efficiency on the basis of science and law.
It is self-legitimating, in the same way a system organized around

~ performance maximization seems to be. Now it 1s precisely this kind of
context: control that a generalized computerization of society may bring.
The performativity of an utterance, be it denotative or prescriptive,
incre‘ases proportionally to the amount of information about its referent one
has at one’s disposal. Thus the growth of power, and its self-
legitimation, are now taking the route of data storage and accessibility, and
the operativity of information. (1993, p. 47)

According to Lyotard this “logic of power growth” governs the allocation of both
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private and public support of research activities, i.e., who gets the research grants.
Ironically, this situation reverses the relationship between science and technology.
Technology was first int_roduced as an aid or tool to assist science; science justified
technology. However, as performativity and economic developrhent become the
primary concern of research and the guiding principles of higher education, technology,
because of its ability to imprdve efﬁciency, and thus inefease profits aﬁd power, -hos
become the justification for science--the ‘re‘ason why decision makers choose to provide
political and financial suppoft} for research. The technology 'criteria becomes the
standard agéinst which “'research sectors,” including uni?ersitiee, should be jodged.
Lyotard Wfites that those entities-QcollegeS’and universities--_
are unable to argue that they contribute even iﬁdirectly to the optimization
of the system’s performance are abandoned by the flow of capital and
doomed to senescence. The criterion of performance is explicitly invoked
by the aut_horities to justify their refusal to subsidize certain research
centers. (1993, p. 47)

Lyotard identifies two major outcomes of the adoption of performativity for
purposes of legitimation. The ﬁrst relatee to the role of the State, the second to the
function of knowledge in postmodern culture. The State continues to be a major
stipporter of science aﬁd a prime beneficiary of its privil_egiﬁg. However, as a result of
rapidly advancing technology, e.g the prolifera_tion of the Internet and the availability
of affordable personal computers, the State’s ability to control information production
_ and dissemination, -and thus impact the contours of popular reality, diminishes. Lyotard
believes that the information base has grown too large, too diverse and too accessible to
be effectively COntrolled or even monitored. This view resembles one expressed by

Vattimo in The Transparent Society (1992). The breakdown of both epistemological
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and social unity further weakens the position of the State. Too many new language
games are being played for evert the State to learn all the rules. This makes the |
prolonged silencing of dissidents a practical impossibility. Finally, Lyotard believes a
new set of plaYers, particularly the new capitalist and multinational corporations,
effectively challenges the power of the State.

In Lyotard’s rapidly evolving ﬁ0stmodem culture, these new and transformed
power brokers may play completely outside of the arena of State control. All of these
changes result in a defusion of'pewer and a tesultant weakening of the State’s power
and its relationship to,. an(_i influence on, higher educatioln. Lyotard writes that

the mercantitizatiori 'of‘-: knowledge 1s bound to affect the privilege the
" nation-states have enjoyed, and still enjoy, with respect to the production
*and distribution of léarning. The notion that learning falls within the
pui'view of the State, as the brain or mind of society, will become more and
more outdated with the increaSing strength of the opposing principle,
according to which Society exists 'atnd i)rogresses only if the messages
circulating within it are rich in information and easy to decode. The
ideology of communicative “transparency,” which goes hand in hand with
the commercialization of kﬁoWledge, will begin to perceive the State as a
factor of opatcity and “hoise.” Itis from this point of view that the problem
of the relationship between economic and State powers threatens to arise
with a new urgeney. (1993, t).S) '
Lyotard later adds that “investment decisions” have “passed beyond the control of the.
nation-.state,” which means that potentially the State will be sitnply one more

information user among many (1993, p. 5).
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According to Lyotard, performativity and the forces that have led to it‘s addption,
particularly rapidly advancing technology and the impact and influence of capitalist
interests on campus, have also had a profound and transformative effect on knowledge.
As has beén noted, Lyotard assumes that knowledge cannot rernéiin unchanged in a
changing environment. In the evol;,(ing postmodern environment that Lyotard describes,
knowledge ceases fo be an end in ifself, and becomes “a product to be sold” and
“consumed in order to be valorized in new production.” Lyotard cyniéally adds that the
goal of knowledge production and its consumption has become “exchange,” and the
goal of exchange.is profit. Accordingly, Lyotard believes that the twin forces of
capitalism and technology, particularly in the area of computers, have alreadyihad and
will céntinug to have a transformative impact on the principal functiOns of knowledge
and higher educatidn; 1.e., “research an(i the transmission of acquired leérniﬂg” (1993, p.
5). Lyotard asserts that, “it is cbmmon kngwledge that the miniaturization and U
commerciaiizéﬁon of machines is al_ready chahging the way in which learning is
acquired, classified, and made available and exploited” (1993, p. 5). He envisions the
long term impact of computers on human life being at least as 'transfor;native as the
revolutions in transportation and the meydia.

Lyofard and qut;nodem Education

If LyOtard is cérrect, thekimplicati(‘)ns for higher education are profound. He
predicts that anything in “the éonstituted bodyi of knowledge” thaf cannot be translated
into “quantities of informaﬁon” will be abandoned and that “the direction of research |
will be dictated by the possibility of its eventual results being translatable into computer
language” (1993, p. 5). Technology and the influences of economic competition will
not only determine what 'const.itutes knowledge but also how it is transmitted. Lyotard'

 identifies “the demoralization of researchers and teachers” (1993, p. 7) as one of the
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major cumulative effects of the “computerization of society” and the on-going
transformation of the modern university and modern knowledge. He believes that these
changes combine with the wide-spread “incredulity toward metanarratives,” to threaten
the long-term continued existence nf traditional higher education and the modern
university. Bloland reinforces thjs.point, arguing the importance to higher education of
metanarratives and their standing. | They provide the foundation for the modern
university and college, specifically as they »re‘late to technology, the.position of science,
and fundamental assumptions about progress, knowledge and socialization (Bloland,
1995, p. 8). S
In Chapter 12 of The Pgstnlgdern Condition, “Education and Its Legitimation
Through Per'formativity,”’LyOtard presents one of his most controversial and widely |
debated ideas within the academic community. Specifically, he argueé that the
increasing vocationalization and market orientation of higher education combined with
'} advancing technology will lead to the “Death of the Professor.” Consistent with the .
thrust of those aspects of his argument previously discussed, Lyqtard sees the traditional
Western university as an institution based on modernist precepts such as objective
representational knoWICdge, social progress and “emancipationist humanism.” He also
envisions it basically functioning to maintain and perpetuate a social, economic and
political system that advantages the “liberal elite” of, in the wnrds of Vattimo, that
continues to “privilege the privileged.” However, in Lyotard’s view, conditinns are
rapidly changing. He believes that the traditional functions Qf Western higher
education, i.e., transmitting an established body of knowledge, the traditional canon,
and training the mind, all dependent on the continued acceptance of the prevailing
modernist metanarratives, have been abandoned. Although the traditional university

continues to train and reproduce the “professional intelligentsia” and the “technical -
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intelligentsia,” the vast majority of students, particularly those in'disciplines in the arts
and human sciences, are preparing for unerhployment. Conversely, according to
Lyotard, the evolving function of postmodern education is te support and increase theb,
“performativity” of society. As it translates into a pedagogy, universities and colleges
begin providing students only the neeessary knowledge and skills to support and
enhance society’s operational efficiency. Lyotard’s vision appears to already have
reached a degree of fruition. Phoenix Urﬁversity, discussed in Chépter One, provides an
example of an institution that fulfills niany, if not all, of the criteria of the postmodern
universityias described by Lyotard. |

Lyotard also believes that hjgher‘educatien wil] begin to play an ever-increasing
role in “job retrainiﬁg and continuing eddcatibn,” because “knowledge will no longer be
transmitted en bloc, once e.nd for all t'o‘.young people befere they enter into the work
force: rather they will be served ‘a la carte’ to adults who are either already working or
expect to be” (1>993, p. 48). Thus, for a variety of reasons, not the least of which is the
diminution of Euro-American econonﬁc dominance and the resulting increase in
economic competition from the rest of the world, the “university franchise” on the
transmission of knowledge has been relegated to a “bygone era.” In Lyotard’s words,
“The moment knowledge ceases to be an end in itself--the realization of the Idea of the
emancipation of men--its transmission ‘is ne longer the ex‘clusi;ve responsibility of
schol‘ars'a'nd students” (1993, p. 50).

This transfermative process combiﬁes with advancing technologies to render the
traditional person-to-person felationship between student and professor and the
traditional methods of instruction ineffective and unnecessary. In effect, the function
~ performed by the library and the professor in the modern university will be performed

by computers and data banks in the postmodern university. In what could be interpreted
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as a wry comment, Lyotard observes, “Pedagogy would not necessarily suffer. The
student would still have to be taught something: not content, but how to use the
terminals” (1993, p. 50). Lyotard adds that education must not be seen simply as the
“reproduction of skills” or limited to the “transmission of knowledge.” It must include }
the production of new knowledge necessary to achieve a competitive advantage in a

. postmodern environment in which'there are no secrefs and all students have easy access
to all available knowledge. New knowledge, and thus the best performativity, |
according to Lyotard, will come not from obtaining new information, but rather from
arranging existing information in‘new ways. This holds true because the objective of
higher education has become the efficienf transmission of an }organized body of
established information that can be mechanically accessed by all properly trained
students, after it has been translated into a computer language(s) and stored in “memory
banks.”

Thus, those who possess “imagination,” a power or ability that may be enhanced
by providing students “training in all the procedures that can increase one’s ability to
connect the fields jealously guarded from one another by the traditional organization of
knowledge” (Lyotard, 1993, p. 52), gain an advantage. As one would expect from the
preceding statement, Lyotard looks with favor upon interdisciplinary studies; however,
his perception differs from that of advocates of the liberal arts. In Lyotard’s postmodern
uniyersity, “The relation of knowledge is not articulated in terms of the realization of
~ the life of the Spirit or the emancipation of humanity, l)u,t,in terms of the users of
complex conceptual and material machinery and tliose_ who l)enefit from its performance
capabilities” (1993, p. 52). While postmodern students are denied “recourse to -
metalanguage or metanarrative in which to formulate the final goal” (1993, p. 52), they

are encouraged to use their imaginations to “brainstorm.” This process will lead to the
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conéeptualization or configuration of new relationships of knowledge that will improve
society’s performance and productivity (Lyotard 1993, p. 52).

The broad sweeping implications of Lyotard’s ideas for higher education,
particularly those concerning the fate of academics, are as obvious as the varied and
often hostile reactions that they elicit from members of the Academy. 'Lyotard
concludes his discussion of the postmodern university with this less-than-sympathetic
eulogy:

the process of delegitimatibn and the predomiﬁance of the performance
criterion are sounding the knell of the age of the Professor: a professor is
no more competent than memory bank nétworks 1n transmitting established
: knowledge, no m;)r'e competent than interdisciplinary teams in imégining
new moves of new géﬁies. (1993, p. 53)
| Paralogy

Although Lyotard‘approves of the transformatic»m' from the modern to the
postmodern and looks with favor 6n many» of the changes accruing in higher education
that have been discussed above, he does not approve of performativity a‘s the criteria for
judging the legitimacy of knowledge or as-the basis for its production. One of the most
’importént, but also difficﬁ_lt and confusing, aspects of Lyotard’s thought deals with his

: description of t;;vo conﬂicting phenomena I'that he sees emerging from the destabilization
of knowledge: the deterioration of the grand or metanarrative and the emergence and
proliferation of autdnomous pet_fte or micro narratives. The first, which involves -
narrative’s iﬁability to‘ legitimatize knowledge; the loss of authority of ideas like justice
and goodness to regulate social action and legitimate science--teaching and research; the
devaluation of knowledge and the resulting emergence of performativity as the

legitimating authority in “normal” science, has already been considered. The second
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deals with “paralogy” which characterizes “revolutionary” science, and which Lyotafd
recommends as an alternative to performativity. | Lyotard’s discussion of paralogy has
particular significange to this discussion because‘ of its relationship to his views on
higher education.

Steven Connor provides the folylowinbg.summary description of the impact that
the devaiuation of traditional modernist knowledge and the adoption of performativity
has on higher education. ‘He writes, “The university or institution of lgaming cannot in
these circumstances be concemed with trénsmitting knowledgé in itself, but must be
tied ever more narrowly to the principle of performativity--so that the question asked by
teacher, student and govcrnmént must now no longer be ‘Is it true?’ but ‘What use is
it?’ and ‘How much is it worth?’” (Connor, pp. 32-33). Although performativity
provides jﬁstification for'cohtinued public and private 'support for higher education,
Lyotard finds it unacceptable and seeks an alternative.

In addition to its many other transformative é_ffects, performativity and its
mobilizing forces, new liberal capitélism aﬁd technology, require a unity and
homogeneity fhat fosters an intolerance of difference and dissention closelyb associated
with metanarratives. Lyotard believes that consensus and its resultant oppression and

- silencing, what ‘he describes as “terror,” although the products of “scientific technique,”
‘are not the gbal of ‘science, or “scientific temper.” Lyotard contends thét,the goal of
postmodem science, the objcctive of the scientific temper, is paralogy. Like Méo’s and
-J efferson’s belief that all governments eventually become oppressive and must be
refocused by peribdic revolution, and Schumpeter’s parallél conviction that all
economies eventually stagnate and require the therépeutic purging of periodic
depressions, Lyotard believes that “normal” perforniative science contains a flaw that

limits its influence by contributing to its own ongoing disintegration. This flaw, which
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represents the embodiment of the conflict that accompanies the declining status ‘of
narrative, is paralogy.
Lyotard’s use of paialogy reflects both the complexity and the confusing nature
- of his thought. He envi‘sions‘ paralogy as something similar to a self-correcting
mechanism that contrqls or limits normal science, but he concurrently‘ describes asa
critical part of revdlutionary or postmodern science. Lyotard co‘ntends that the loss of
faith in metanarratives, particuiarly the “dialeptic of the Spirit” and the “emancipation of
humanity,” and the vemergence: of the little narrative (pétit récit) as “the qUintessential
form of imaginative invention, most particularly, in science” (»1.993, p. 60), and the N
unaccept‘ableness of performz;tivity makes neces‘s'ary the recourse to paralogy. The final
reason provided by Lyotard for tuming to paralogy is the inadequacy of the principle of
consensus as a criterion for 'evaluaﬁng knowledge."” In thé following passage Lyotard

attempts to summarize his views:

17»Lyotard provides thé folloWing reasons for his rejection of consensus:
In the first, bconsensus is an agreement betweeh men, defined as knowing
intellects and free wills, and is bbtajned through dialogue. This is the form
elabdrated by Habermas, but hi§ concepﬁon is based on the validity of the
narrati\}e b.f enklanciplation.’ In thé secOnd,’ consensus is a component of the
system, which manipulates it in order to maintain and improve
performance. -It is the object of adminisfrati—ve procedures . . . In this
case, its only validity is as an instrﬁment té be used toward achieving the -
real goal, which is what legitimates the system--power.

The problem is therefore to determine whether it is possible to

have a form of legitimation Based solely on paralogy. (1993‘, pp. 60-61)
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Returning to the description of scientific pragmatics . . . it is dissention
that must be emphasized. Consensus is a horizon that is never reached.
Research fhat takes place under the aegis of a paradigm tends to stabilize .
. . But what is striking is that someoﬁe always comes along to disturb the
ordef of “reason.” Itis necessary to posit the existence of a power that
destabilizes the capacity for explanation; manifested in the promulgation of
new norms for understanding or, if one prefers, in a proposal to establish
new rules circufn’sci‘ibing a new field of research for the language of
-'science . ... Itisnot without rules (There are classes of catastrophe), but
it is always locally determined. Applied to scientific discussions ahd

: "placed in a temporal framework, this property implies that “discoveries”
are unpredictable. In terrﬁs of the idea of transparency, it is a factor that

generates blind spots and defers consensus. (Lyotard, 1993, p 61)

Fredric Jameson (1993) describes “Lyotard’s ultimate vision and knowledge”

not as a search for consensus, but as a quest for “instabilities,” that he labels the

“practice of paralogism.” Jameson points out that, contrary to traditional science and

the Western intellectual tradition, Lyotard’s idealized objective is not to replicate and

thus reinforce, or prove, conventional knowledge statements produced by research and

transmitted by teaching, but rather to subvert that entire process‘. Jameson writes that

the objective of revelutionary science, and the primary function of research and

teaching, is “to undermine from within the very framework in which the previous

‘normal science’ had been conducted” (p.'xix). JI.M. Fritzman (1990) provides a rather

parsimonious definition of “Lyotardian paralogy,” which he describes as “the constant

search for new concepts that introduces descensus into consensus” (p. 371).
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In summary, Lyotard rejects metanarratives of all forms, including the narrative
of emancibation used by Habermas and others to justify their quest for consensus. He
also finds performativity, which has emerged as the primary criteria for evaluating
scientific knowledge statements, i.e., the products of research and the subject/object of
teaching, in the vacuum creéted by narrative’s loss of legitimating authority,
unacceptable. In addition, Lyotard believes that both normal science and
performativity, which urge that education should only attempt to teach the knowledge
and skills necessary to maintain and improve the operational efficiency of society, along
with metanarratives, shoﬁld be rejected because of their inevitable impulse toward
consensus, i.e., intolerar;ee of deviatien from the universalized temporal legitimating or
evaluative criterja--the criteria privileged by'tho‘se who possess sufﬁcient power to
control and shape ihformatioﬁ. | | o

To avoid the terror that is.a necessary byproduet of consensus, Lyotard
- privileges difference and advocates paralogy. Ironically, paralogy, although it’can and
“should be cultivated, ié also a byproduct of the complex of forces that necessitates its

utilization to legitimate knowledge. Speeifically, the proliferation of multiple and

diverse ‘VOiCCS long silenced by the power of the metanarrative means that fhose who

wield traditional power can no longer rule with unchallenged authority. Society’s
' comﬁulsioﬁ to compel compliance combined with the teﬁdehey tOWmd fragmentation
means that “someone always‘comesbalong to disturb the order of ‘reason’” (1993, p. 61).
Lyotard calls the emergence of the rebel who rises up to challenge the stagnatien and
repressiveness of the status quo, the person who refuses to play the game by the rules
established by the privileged and the powerful, “striking.” Lyotard’s hope that the
postmodern future will be better, less silent and less prone to terror than the modern

past, rests on the shoulders of this “striking” postmodern revolutionary that Rorty views
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with such trepidation. Fritzman provides the following explanation of paralogy’s
implications for education:
Lyotard’s discussion of “Postmodern Science as the Search for Instability”
[Lyotard, 1993, pp. 53;60].and “Legitimation by Paralogy” [Lyotard,
1993, pp. 60-67] have as their p_rimafy purpose to show that postmodern
education and science are blegitimated neither by . . . [the] criterion of
performance nor by Habermas’ search for universal consensus . .‘ .
Rather Lyotard believes that postmodern education aﬁd science are
legitimated by paralogy, by thec’onst,ant introduction of dissensus into
consensus. That is, Lyotard urgés' that poStmoderﬁ education and science
ﬂourish, instead of stagnating, through thé search for new ideas and
conceptiqns which disrupt and destabilize previoﬁély existing consensuses.
The goal of postmodern educ_étion and science is the discovery and
invention of these new idea§ and concepts. (Fritzman, 1990, p. 372)
For Lyotard, postmodern knowledge and education, unlike their modern counterparts,
are not simply tools of the powerful and privileged. Instead, postmodern knowiedge
and education, as conceived by Lyotard, “refines our sensitivities to differences and |
~ reinforces our ability to tolerate the incommensurable. Its principle is not the expert’s
homology, but the inv’entior’vs paralogy” (Lyotard, 1993, p. xxv).
Conclusion
A Fina] Caveat
I would like to begin the conclusion of this chapter by borrowing the following
passage from Usher and Edwards which appropriately ends th;:ir discussion of
postmodern education and Lyotard: “

We have come a long way from the discussion of education, but we feel it
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is important to examine some of the “complexities” of Lyotard’s writings,
in order to avoid some of the simplistic appropriations of his work that
have taken place. We are left with many questions and uncertainties, but as
a postmodern writcr, we would expect this from Lyotard, as he attempts to
~ disrupt the order of our own narratives and reading of narratives. At one
level, this suggests that LyotardprOVides a varied set of arguments and
positions which cannot pe reconcilcd.v However, this assumes the
legitimacy of reconciliation-—-totalization--as a form ofAreading. To “make
sense” of Lyotard demahds that we avoid totalization and thus the
argument that there are inconéistg:ncies in his position and instead focus on
particular narratives. As such,‘a happy epding . . . isnot a rounded
conclusion, but rather the continuation of a questioning and a sense of the
fragments of understanding provided by his [Lyptard] analysis. (p. 171)
| Lyotard and the Sectional Mosaic |
In his description of Westward expansion, Frederick J ackson Turner, the
legendary American historian, envisioﬁed the frontier as a cutting edge, literally a
moving and identifiable line, that separated the West from the rest of the nation. In
effect, Turner saw the frontier as a dynamic boundary existing in both time and space
that represented the point of interface betWeen two separate and def_inable states or
cultures, i.e., the West and the non-We’st,ihé se;ttled and the unsettled, the pre-modern
and the modern.- But the frontier represented more than that; it was also a poiht of
becoming--the point at which the unsettled wilderness became part of the nation, the
wilderness transformed into civilization. In Turner’s vision, as the frontier swept

westward across the North American continent, it left in its wake a mosaic of different
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and unique cultures or subculturés, a network of local communities that collectively
make up the ever-evolving culture of the United States.

Lyotard envisions no such frontier, no social, cultural, institutional or
chronological line separating the postmodern from the modern. For Lyotard, as for
most writers considering the postmodern, there is not even a clear-cut definition or
understanding of what it is to be postmodern. Is postmodernism a historical era or epic,
or is it a cultural model, a process, a perspective or amind set? Authors even debate
whether the postmodern can be séparate‘d or differentiated from the modern. Is
postmodernism simply the current end point of é dynamic historical continuum, and
thus the most advanced form of modernisni and/or capitalism?

Despite the many differences separating Lyotard and Tumer, both men do share
a common vision, although in different contexts. They both envision a mosaic. Lyotﬁrd
sees a significant overlap and an ongoing interplay between the modern and the
postmodern.v He believes that both modern and postmodern influences (forces) can and
do exist in the same place at the same time. If ‘one were so inclined, these competing
'~ influences could be envisioned as struggling for dominance, because, unless logic and
reason are totally forsaken, an entity--an individual, an institution or a culture--cannot
believe and not believe at the same _time. That is, of course, unless‘thg entity is one of
Rorty’s liberal ironists. |

The contemporary American university provides numerous ‘examples of the
modern and the postmodern concurrently‘existi‘ng and exerting vopposing\inﬂuence: in
‘the same venue. Misunderstanding and sometimes even hostility often result when the
modern and the postmodern converge. This convergence commonly occurs at the

points of interface of faculty and administration and of faculty and students. The

administration, being much more susceptible to external political and financial pressure
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than faculty, has more completely accepted the legitimacy of performativity and the
virtues of necessity of forging a partnership between business and higher education.
There are few better illustrations of postmodernism’s encroachment onto the University
campus, and its conflict with traditional modemist values, than assessment. One of the
better examples of Lyotard’s performativity; assessment’s prime objective, is increasing
accountability in higher education, i.e., making the educatienal process more efficient
by quantifying the “performance” of traditional university faculty,vboth the teachers and
the researchers, and their students. I‘ronieally, mé.ny membefs of the faculty,
particularly in the humanities band social_sciencee, have been more influenced by
postmodernism and paralogy thén by the politiciah’s and the administrator’s call for
accountability and consensus.

The overlapping of the modern ancl the postmodemv is possibly nowhere mere
obvious than in the relationship between faculty and students. Although an obvious
generalizatien; the aésertio_n that »vrnuch of the faculty in the contemporary university
emerged from the modernist tradition, and speak a variation of a modernist language,
i.e., describe reality witll a modernist final vocabulary, is defendable. In other words,
faculty were taught, and continue to believe in, a modernist metanarrative. Conversely,
much of the traditional student body, raised in a postmodern environment, have not
internalized modernist values end beliefs. .They i)rivilege nei-ther. humanism nof '
knowledge. They find kattractilve -‘neither i(l'eologues'nor scholars. They do represent,
however, consumers seeking saleable skills, employment and possessions. If Lyotard is
correct, Anlerica’s universities are hosting the compeunded absurdity of Milton trying

* to watch MTV and Beethoven attempting to listen to gangsta rap.
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CHAPTER FOUR

AMERICAN HOPE/FREN CH CYNICISM

O my soul, do not aspire to
Immortal life, but exhaust the limits of the possible.

Pindar, Pythian iii

_ Introduction
Rorty and Lyota‘fd share many important beliefs, but they also differ greatly. As
illustrated by the discussion in the previous two chapters, both men generally accept the

basic tenets of postmodernism as outlined by Henry Giroux.”® In essence, both Rorty

'8 The following is an outline of the basic themes of postmodernism presented by

Giroux:
1 Master narratives, ‘alsq known as grand or metanarratives,, and Uaditioﬁs of
knowledge grounded in first priﬁciples are spurned.

2. Philosophical principles of canonicity and the notion of the sacred are
suspect.

3. Epistemic certainty and the fixed boundaries of academic knowledge are
challenged by a “war of totality” and a disavowal of all-encompassing,
single, world-views.

4. Rigid distinctions between high and low culture are rejected by the
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and Lyotard see the same postmodern world but respond to it in quite different ways.

Although both men look through a similar lens, they see a different reality.
Specifically, their views about the mission, structure, function and future of highér
education stand at'oppoSites énds of the evolving postmodern universe. Ineffect, as A.
T. Nuyen, Senior Lecturer 1n Phildsophy at the University of Qu‘eensla‘r‘ld,Australia
(1992) points out, Lyotard’s and Rorty"s epistemologies are similar, but their
pedagogies radically differ. Nuyen correctly posits that both men philosbphically share
a basically similar postmodern p’er'spéctive, but they hold widely different views about
education. Something far more fundamental, héwever, than their differing views about
“the art of teaching” serilés to separate them:

Their respective visions of the posunodefn university; although of great interest
and importance tQ this diScussion, reﬂect‘é deepér and mof_e fundamental intellectual
schism. In efféct, their differing views about the function énd future of higher education
represent a symptom, not a cause. To fully understaﬁd and evaluate Lyotard’s and

Rorty’s views about the university and its faculty, one must necessarily understand why

insistence that the products of the so-called mass culture, popular culture,
and folk art forms are proper objects of study.

5. The Enﬁghtenment corr‘esp‘ondence between history and progress and the
modernist faith in rationality, science, and freedom are objects of deep-
rooted skepticism.

6. A call for pluralized and fluid narrative space replaces the fixed and
unified identity of the humanist.

7. Though far from complete, history is spurned as a unilinear process that
moves the West toward a final realization of freedom. (1994, p.1)
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two such skilled, informed and thoughtful people derive radically different conclusions
from basically the same assumption. Therefore, this chapter considers their respective
views about higher education in the context of their beliefs and ideas about
epistemology, culture and politics. Specifically, the eause of Rorty’s and Lyotard’s
differing conclusions, and the existential rlirnension of their choices, will be‘
investigated. This investigation inclndes a consideration of the life and thoughts of
Albert Camus, as they relate to the beliefs and ideas of Rorty and Lyotard, and the -
academy’s response to those beliefs and ideas.

Sinlilarities

In order to establish a foundation and context for the consideration of Lyotard’s
and Rorty’s conflicting views, yvhy their differences evolved and how those differences
manifest themselves in their ideas about higher education, their shared beliefs and
common ideas will first be considered. Because this discussion has as its primary
objective the consideration of higher education in a postmodern ‘environment, attention
will more sharply focus on those ideas of Rorty and Lyotard, both concurrent and
disparate, that provide the foundation or basis for their ideas and beliefs about the form
and function of the postrnedem academe.

Based en information and diseussion presented in Chapters Two and Three,
areas of agreement between Lyotarcl and Rorty that hold the greatest significance for
this discussion include rejection of representational knowledge, metanarratives,
universal and absolute or upp_er case “T”ruth, along with most of the values and/or ideas
that were born of the Enlightenment, particularly rationalism and the inevitability of
human progress. Along with their shared reject‘ion of modernist beliefs, they also
eml)race a number of similar ideas. Both men espouse a belief in reality as a social

construct and in truth as nonexistent outside of language. They also believe that
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“terror” or “cruelty” is, or has historically been, a bi-product of traditional modernism,
particularly modernism’s embrace of metanarratives. As a result of these beliefs, both
men arrive at the conclusion that no legitimate authority exists outside the individual, or
possibly his/her community, that au';horizgzs privileging any one individual, group,
belief, statement or action over ény other.

Closely related to Lyotard’s and Rorty’s perceived connection between
modernism’s metanarratives, proselytizing and resultant cruelty and t¢rr0r, is their
desire to optimize personal or iridividual fréedom for all members of their respective -
communities. Because of their rejection 6_f legitimate objective-universal authofity or
criteria or reality, and their respective desires to minimize terror and cruelty while
maximizing individual personal freedom, both niérl privilege difference--they strive to
replace grand or metanarratives with petit récit, or small local narratives. Finally, both
men remain pragmatists. They both privilege rules of action evaluated by the outcomes
the actions produce, based on an individually or locally established criteria, over
universalized theory, doctriﬁe ér ideology.

If we, i.e., their readers, choose to grant them the authority, Lyotard and Rorty
will strip us of most of our beliefs. They remove all of the aids that humanity has
developed throﬁghout its recorded history to cushion the loneliness and pain, the angst
and nausea, that then becomes a ﬁécessa.ry and undeniable part of human existence. If
we then choose them as guides, up to this .point in our journey, we are left alone staring
into the all-too-familiar and wellfdocuménfed abyss. Both men also believe that there
exists no final solution nor esc‘ape from this existential 'dilemrﬁa. Rorty writes that there
are “no descriptions of how things are from a God’s-eye point of view, no skyhooks
provided by some contemporary or yet-to be developed science” (Rorty, 1989a, p 13).

Only a collection of isolated individuals exists. Lyotard and Rorty believe and tell us
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that nothing waits “out there” to be discovered that will miraculously give our lives
purpose. From this perspective, there is exiétence, but existence sans essence.

These beliefs represent much of the common intellectual and philosdphical
bfoundation, i.e., assumptions, shared by Lyotva'rd and Rorty. Both men not only send
this very powerful messagé,‘ they aiso encourage us to follow them one step further and
discontinue all quests for “skyhooks,” no matter their form. They base this admonition
not only on the belief that aH such endeavors represent a _fﬁtile and pointless waste of
time and energy, but also on the convv'icv:tiovn- that such efforts actually worsen the human
condition. These quests divert ‘éttention from céncrete action potentially capable of
producing tangible res}ul.ts--vé tangible improvement iﬂ the qu>a1ity of human life.

| | So What?

At this point some may reasbnéblely ask, “So what?” Assuming that belief is a
function of will, and granting that upper case Truth, i.e., transparent represehtational
knowledge of a-knowablé extcrn_al reality, remains illusionary, might not the “false”
bliss provided by a delusional “hope for heavén” be better than a life that knows only
desolation, suffering and pain? If no “T”ruth or “M”eaning exists, is the trade-off not
justified? Such questions may justify and explain humankind’s stroﬁg and persistent
- privileging of both religion and science.

However, based on a critical reading of both Rorty and Lyotard, an alternative
response might be, “Possibly, but the cost of heaven’s bliss has historically been very
high.” Lyotard and Rorty believé thaf quests for “T”ruth and “M”eaning, i.e., “Gods”
and “skyhooks,” impede concrete and potentially fruitfui action. More specifically,
both men hold that whenever a belief system claims any‘ one “Truth” as ultimate, as
most accurately reflecting or representing an external reality, that claim results in

hierarchy. The hierarchy, in turn, provides the basis for decision making and
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prescriptive statements, and the criteria for evaluative judgements. An unfortunate
characteﬁstic of hierarchies, from the perspective of both Lyotard and Rorty, is that,
along with a top, they necessarily have a bottom. In most instances, the tops tends to be
small and far removed from their broad bases.:

In effect, Lyotafd and Rorty believe that cultures use Truth to rationalize and
legitimate the privileging of a powerful few while marginalizing and silencing the
balance of the respective society. Once revealed, Truth may be used to define and
distinguish' right from wrong ‘a’nd good from bad, and it dictafes acceptable behavior and
speech. The individual, group, idéa, bélief, faith, ideology, nafrative, literature, image,
shapes, forrﬁ, color, textﬁfe, sound, etc., that embrace, espouse and or reflect the Truth
currently privileged by their community, are themselves privilegéd. Conversely, the
individual . . - etc. who does not capture and reflect the prevailing Truth suffers
marginalization and disenfranchisement.

Rorty and Lyotard both believe that reality and truth eXist within, and are thus
the products of, the language that defines fhern. The critical quesﬁon may appear to be:
who defines reality? However, both men believe that “who” controls the process of
defining remains less important than the process itself. Although they may be self
serving, all definitions, no matter their author, are arbitrafy and subjective. This is so
according to Rorty and Lyotard, because truth does not reflect reality. Truth is whatever
those individuals with sufficient power' or influence say it is. |

Both men’ sﬁggest an environrnént in which terror receives no encouragement

and in which cruelty is minimized, an environment in which each individual has the

19 Power for neither Rorty nor Lyotard necessarily implies force, i.e., force is not a

necessary characteristic or condition of power.
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freedom and ability to develop his/her own definition of truth and vision of reaiity.
Terror and cruelty can take many different forms, ranging from tﬁe unconscious
interaction between individuals, e.g., husband and wife, teacher and student or next-
door neighbors, to the planned and sophisticated manipulation of a marketing or
political campaign, to the systematic horror of the Holocaust. On these things Rorty
and Lyotard agree. |

Because Chapters Two and Three consider the foundation and substance of the
two men’s philosophical views at somé length, other than the attention that they have
already received, their shareci beliefs and their common “postmodern” foundatién will
not receive major consideration in the balance of this chapter. Attention instead focuses
on major areas of difference in their beliefs, assessments and prescriptions, what
Fritzman (1990), a member of the Department of Philosophy at Purdue University,
describes as “Lyotard’s -Péralogy and Rorty’s Phiralisni” and their “Pedagogical
Implications.”

Differences

As mentioned in this ‘chapter’s “Introduction,” a most intriguing question arises
from a study of Lybtard and Rorty: how can two men with relatively similar views
arrivé at such radically different conclusions? Any attempt to isolate and quantify the
degree of congruity between Rorty’s and Lyotard’s intelleétual, philosophical and
political beliefs would likely result in the foolish conclusion that they agree about much
more than they differ. Althouéh defendable, this conclusion is misleading. As the
preceding discussion and the two previous chapters demonstrate, Rorty and Lyotard
certainly do share a great niany views and beliefs. While their major areas of
disagreement may appear comparatively small, they prove critical in terms of their final

vocabularies and the realities that they describe and create. Within the context of this
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discussion, their differences assume a greater level of importance than their agreements.
This proves so because their differences determine the objectives, form and function of
the university that they respectively visualize and describe as best suited to meet the
needs and demands of an evolving postmodern future. Because their antagonistic views
on education primarily emerge from their different political and philosophical
perspectives, to be adgquately understood‘and meaningfully discussed, Rorty’s and
Lyotard’s universities must be situated in their respective political and philosophical
contexts. | |
Optinﬁsm vs. Pessimism

On the most fundamental level, optimism ultimately separates Rorty from
Lyotard. Lyotard succumbs.. Roﬁy resists. Each man adopts and manifests radically
different political postures; ;Rérty as a reformer labors to incrementally improve the
quality of human existence. |

In effect, Rorty trusts and wishes to empower and strengthen liberal bourgeois
democratic institutions, such as the university, in an attempt to create a “pragmatist
utopia” (1991, p. 213). In his latest book, Achieving Our Nation (1998), Rorty not only
admonishes his readers to take pride in being Americans, he discusses the failure of the
post-Vietnam “left” in the United Stateé and hdw it might be reformed and revitalized.
In that effort, he presénts Whitman and Dewey as quintessential American heroes and

discusses and endorses their “thoroughly secularized” visions of America. Rorty

provides the following description of that America, a “pragmatic democracy,” a country
which prides
itself as one in which governments and social institutions exist only for

the purpose of making a new sort of individual possible, one who will
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take nothing as authoritative save free consensus betwecn as diverse a
variety of citizens as can possibly be produced. Such a country cannot
contain castes or classes, because the kind of self-respect which is
needed for free participation in democratic deliberation is incompatible
with such social divisions. (1998, p. 30)
Rcferencing Dewey, Rorty adds, “the only point of society is to construct subjects
capable of more novel, ever richer, forms of human happiness” (1998, p. 31). True to
his repudiation of metanarratives and representational Truth, -band denying the possibility
of any universally grounded justiﬁcation, he adds, “All that can be said in its [the
America of Whitman’s and Dewey’s drearils, a “classless and casteless society”]
defense is that it would produce less unnecessary suffering than any other, and that it is
the best means to tl_ certain end: the creatioii ofa greatér diversity of individuals--larger,
fuller, more imaginative and daring individuals” (1998, p. 30). As previously discussed,
Rorty believes that the institutions and practices of the rich North Atlantic democracies
represent the best real life hope for his, aild Dewey’s and Whitman’s, idealized
"“pragmatist utopia” to ever reach fruition. Rorty’s use of the term “postmodern -
bourgeois liberalism,” and his defense of these democracies and their ways (Rorty,
1985, p. 216), represent a game that surely holds little interest for Lyotard.
Although Rorty lavishes praise on America and its promise of “liberty and
: justice for all” his hope is tempered and historically grounded. The following important
caveat permeates his text: “America is not a morally pure country. No country etrer‘ has
been or ever will be . .. In democratic countries you get things done by
compromising your principlcs in order to form alliances with groups about whom you
have grave doubts” (1998, p. 52). Thus, despite his hope, his words are not those of the

starry-eyed dreamer. He reflects the moderation of someone who both loves, and has
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faith in, the overriding goodness of his country, but who remains painfully aware of its

many failures and shortcomings.

Rorty’s tempered faith in America, and his hope that its promise will one day be

realized, is reminiscent of Camus’ feelings for France. In response to the accusation

that he did not love his country, C'amlis,' the résistance fighter and champion of Algerian

rights, wrote,

I should like to be able to 1o?e my country and still love justice . .
When I think of 'yOu'r words today [1943], I feel a choking sensation. |
No, I didn’t love my country, if pointing out what is unjust in what we
love amounts to not 1o§ing, if insistiﬁg that what we love should measure
ilp to the finest imagé we have of her amounts to not loving . . . Ilove

my country too much to be a nationalist. (1988, pp. 4-5)

The parallel between the foregoing words of Camus and the following words by Rorty

are striking. Rorty writes:

The sort of pride Whitnian and Dewey urge Americans to feel is
compatible with remembering that We expanded our boundaries by
massacring the tribes which blocked our way, that we broke the word we
had .ple.dged in the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, and that we caused the
death of a million Vietnamese out of sheer macho arrogance.

But, one might protest, is theré fhen nothing incompatible with
American national pridé? I think fhe Dewey-Whitman answer is thgt '
there -are maﬁy things that should chasten and temper such pride, but that
nothing a nation has done should make it impossiblé for a constitutional

democracy toregain selférespect. (1998, p. 32)
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By contrast, when Lyotard envisions Ffance or any other country, in fact, almost
any institution, he sées no cause for hope. He envisions no potential instrument for
creating tolerance, diversity and freedom, or a new sort of self-respecting individual
who experiences ever richer and more novel forms of human happineés. Rather, when
Lyotard sees governments and social institutions, he sees a threat to individual freedom
and a pofential source of terrof.

As earlier referenced, in Lyotard’é vision of society there exists a necessary
connection between the State and the uni§ersity, whose prirhary function is the
production and dissemination of legitimated knowledge through research and teaching.
He writes that “knowledge and pOWer are simply two sides of the same question: who
decides what knowledge is, and who knows What neéds to be decided? In the computer
age, the question of knowledge is now mdre'thati ever a qﬁéstion of government” (1994,
p- 9).

Lyotard defines terror as “the efficiéncy gained by elinﬁnating or threatening to
eliminate, a player from the language game one shares With him.” He goes on to say
that the speaker is silenced or consents and silences him/herself, “not because he has
been refuted, but because his ability to participate has been threatened . . . The
decision makers’ arrogance . . . consists in the exercise of tcfror. It says: ‘Adapt your
aspirations to our endS-;or else’v”>(1994, pp. 63-4). Specifically applying this definition
to the university, Lyotard adds, “kvhen the institution of knowlledge functions in this
manner, it is acting like an ordinary power center whose behavior is governed by a
principle of homeostasis” (1994, p.63); In other words, Lyotard argues that any
organization, institution, population or group not in a constant state of revolution is a
potential source of terror--a threat to individual freedom. His belief that adnﬁhistrativc

systems can only function by reducing complexity, a move required to maintain their
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“power capacity” (1994, p. 61), causes Lyotard to reject consensus as a “horizon that is
never reached” and to instead embrace paralogy. Lyotard asks-a question that lies at the
heart of his inquiry: “Is legitimacy to be found in consensus obtained through
discussion as Jirgan HabermaS thinks?” He immediately provides the following answer
to his obviously thetorical questior‘lzﬂ
Such consensus does Violgnce to the heterogeneity of language games. -
| And invention is always born of dissension. Postmodern knowledge is
not simply a tool of the authorities; it refines our sensitivity to
differencesb and reinforces our ability to tolerétev the incommensurable.
Its principlé is not the expert’s homology, but the inventor’s péralogy.
(1994, p-. xxy) |
Lyotard also believes that sizé isnota significant variable; a small college, a large
university, “a Puritan community like Salem or the French nation--such an arrangement
is highly l.ikely. to give rise- to a politics of terror” (1993, pp. 55-56).

Lydtard’s introductioﬁ of pé.ralogy reflects the depth of his distrust of the liberal -
bourgeois democratic political, social and economic institutions privileged by Rorty.
Lyotard’s fear of insﬁtutional terrorism and atténdant rejection of consensus provides
the basis of many of the charges of neo-conservatism frequently leveled at him.
Ironically, this issue, ‘w‘hich Fritzman describes as “‘Lyotard;s I‘Jaralogyi0 dnd Rorty’s

Pluralism” goes far to describe, though not necesSariiy explain, their “parting of the

2

way.

2 Fritzman describes “Lyotardian paralogy” as “the constant search for new ideas
and concepts that introduce dissensus into consensus” (Fritzman, 1990, p. 371).
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Lyotard’s concern that consensus will result in terror and/or the suppression of
individual freedom causes his rejection of its legitimacy. He embraces without
qualification “dissensus.” Ironically, Lyotard then confronts the p'bssibility of having
created a new mefanarrative dealing with the rej‘ection of metanarratives and the
embrasure of paralogy. This potential paradox/dilemma causes Lyotard’s repudiation of
all consensus and rules except for the most ephemeral of petit récit bounded by both
time and space. Comnieﬁting on “Habermas’ argument” and the beliefs that underlie
his research,”' Lyotard writes:

| It seems neither possiBle,'nor even prudent, to follow Habermas in
orienting our treatment of the p;bblem of legitimation in the direction of
a search for universal Qonsensus.” The cause is good, but the argument is
not. Consehsus has bvecome_ anvoutmod‘e,d and suspect value. But justfce
as a value is neither outmoded nor suspect. ' We must arrive at an idea
and practice of justice that is not llinked to that of consensus. (1994, pp.
65- 66)

Lyotard envisions an alternative that is achieved by what he calls waging a full
scale “war on totality” (Lyotard, 1993, p. 16) waged between the forces of modernism
and postmodernism. As in all wars, most of the combatants in Lyotard’s war have little
understanding of why they fight or, more importantly, the true cost of victory. This

remains partly true because Lyotard’s objective is not the maintenance or improvement

*!Tn essence, Lyotafd references Habermas’ beliefs that “humanity as abcollective
(universal) subject seeks its common emancipation through the regularization of the
‘moves’ permitted in all language games and that the legitimacy of any statement resides
in its contributing to that emancipation” (Lyotard, 1984, p. 66)
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of an existing way of life or the creation of a new order. Rather, he urges that we join
him and the forces of Continental postmodernism in a “quest for paralogy,” i.e., “the
search for dissent” (1994, p. 6‘6). Thus, a direct indication of the success of Lyotard’s
war effort is the amount of ambiguity fhét exists and that éan be tolerated “within the
system.” He writes that “We should be hapf)y that the tendency toward the temporary
contract [the petit re’cz;t] is ambiguous: it is not totaﬁy subordinated to the goals of the
system” (1994, p. 66).
| Cogglerisus vs. Dissensus
Although Rorty shares Lyotard’é views about the local >and temporal nature of
truth, he rejects the virtues of ambigﬁity, denies the necessary association between
institutions and terror, and éndofses both consen‘sus and democracy as important to the
achievement of personal freedom and an open:and inclusive society. In a discussion of
the correspondencé theory of truth, Rorty expresses these beliefs when he writes:
| Objectivity is a matter of intersubjéctive consensus among human
b>eings, not of accurate representation of something nonhuman. Insofar
as human beings do not share the same needs, they may disagree about
what is objectively the case. But the resolution of such disagreement
cannot be an appeal to the way reality, apart from need, really is. The
resolution can only be poliﬁc_:al:_ one must use democratic institutions and
procedures to éonciliate these.various needs, and thereby widen the range
of consénsus about how things #e.
| Those who find this line of philosophi’cal thought horrifying do
not agree with Dewey and Foucault that the subject is a social construct,

and that discursive practices go all the way down. (1998, p. 35)
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Rorty not only disagrees with those who believe that truth is representational, but also
with those who, like Lyotard, believe that it may not be achieved through consensus.

| Tfue to his embrace of pragmaﬁsm and his commitment to persuasion, Rorty
seeks to identify common ground shared by all leftists. In the article, “Habermas and
Lyotard on Postmodernity” (1984), Rorty attempts “to split the difference between
Lyotard and Habermas,”--the difference between paralogy and consensus (p. 42). The
article is of 'speciﬁc_interest and relevance to this discussion, because it captures both
Rorty’s kinéhip and differences with Lyotard, specifically Within the context of higher
education. Rorty initially exprésses solidarity with Lyotard when he describes his
“Dewyan” attempts td substitute concrete concerns with the déily problems of one’s
cbrnmunity»for traditional religion, which he clé.ims “embodies Lyotard’s postmodernist
‘incredulity tow‘ard metanarrativeé’ .’ Following this cornmént, however, Rorty
immediately adds a caveat that reflects both his own eipressed beliefs and his
reservatioﬁs‘ and concerns ébout Lyotard’s assumption “that the intellectual has a
mission to be avént—garde, to escape the rules, préctices and institutions which have
been transmitted to him ih favor of something which will make possible ‘authentic
criticism’.” The foregoing statement may be seen as Rorty’s definition or description of
Lyotard’s paralogy.. From admonition, Rorty quickly moves to criticism or even
’ cc.)ndemnatio‘n.‘ He writes: |
Lyotard unfortunately retains one of the. left’s silliest ideas--that escaping
from such institutions [e.g.; higher education,] is automatically a good
thing, because it insures that one will not bé “used” by the evil forces
‘which have “co-opted” these institutions. Leftism of this sort necessarily

devalues consensus and communication, for insofar as the intellectual
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remains able to talk to people ,oUtsid‘e the avant-garde he “compromises”
himself. (1984, p. 42)

In the tradition of the reformist liberal, Rorty wishes to distance himself from
Lyotard’s avant-garde intellectuals and align himself with “the peoplé.” After
repudiating its conceptual \}iébility and rejécting the assertion that any movement
toward paralogy exists in contemporary scientific théory, Rorty affirms a general loss of
faith, including his own, in what he calls “large” metanarratives. He, however, asserts
that he sees no reason why ihteilectualé shOﬁld “lose faith” in‘vthe “narrative of history
és the story of freedom,” once the Marxist 'and/or Hegelian philosophical trappings are
removed. He goes .so far as giving a.qualiﬁ'ed endorsement to the use of grand
narratives, as long as they are not universalized or mystified but do concretely
contribute to advancing humﬁn liberty. Rorty‘ writes:

It is one thing to say that Western society has been getting better and
freer since the French Revolution ahd another to claim the kind of insight
into the cause of social change which Hegel and Marx claimed. I see
nothing wrong with grand narratives of increasing liberty, as long as they
are narratives about successive pieces of good luck rather than aboﬁt the
workings of larger nonhuman forces. (1990, p. 43) |
No better demonstratidn’of Rorty’s reformist libefalism eiists than his suggestion that
the segment :of American politic.s/culture which he identifies as the “cultural left,”
which includes those individuals who share Lyotafd’s “revolutionary” views, revitalize
and transform itself by opening relations with the remﬁants of the “Qld left.” This group
includes people who share Rorty’s ﬁ:formist views, particularly labor unions (1998, p.
91). Rorty’s suggestion that Walter Reuther serve as one of the heroes used ih

socializing the nation’s youth, of his dedication of Achieving Our Nation (1998) to a
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Phillip Randolph, Jr., is no coincidence. Rdrty’s and Lyotard’s understanding of the
role and function of the intellectual, the academic and the artist stand in stark contrasf.
Lyotard’s Postmodern Aesthetic of the Sublime: The Exquisite Nature of Pain

Lyotard’s privileging of arhbiguity closely relates to his understanding of the
sublime and the function of the writer and artist in a postrﬁodern environment.
Consistent with his desire for ambiguity and instability, Lyotard describes the
postmodern as that which “invokés the'unpr‘elsentable in presentation itself, that which
refuses the consblation of correct forms, re_fuses the consensus of taste permitting
common experience of nostalgia for the impossible and inquires into new presentations-
-not to take pleasure in them, but to bétter produce the feelingé that there is something
unpresentable” (1993, p. 15). Within thié.context, the text produced by the postmodern
writer “is not in principle govérned by preestablished rules,” therefore neither
postmodern text nor its postmodern author can or éhould be “judged according to a
determinant judgement, by the application of given catego_ries” (1993, p. 25).
Simplified to the extreme, Lyotard says that, because the postmodern writer does not
play the modern game, the text she produces should not be evaluated by modern
standards. From Lyotard’s perspective, to attempt such a task is equivalent to expecting -
- baseball players to play by the rules of fobtball. This is so,vbfccalllse the modernist rules
and categories are whaf the postmodern author aﬁd hié/her te;(t attefnpt to investigate
(1993, p. 15). Lyotard believes that mbderrﬁst rules have no value when attemptiﬁg to
critique a postmodern text, because the postmodern artist/writer works without rules in
an attempt, not to “provide reality,” buf to invent allusions to what is conceivable but
not presentable” (1993, p. 15)--the sublimé.

The postmodern artist/writer makes no attempt, nor should one be expected, to

lead us to the “reconciliation between language games” (1993, p. 15). Lyotard believes
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language games and the people who play them are “separated by an abyés . . . that
only a transcendental illusion can hope to totalize . . into a real unity” (1993, pp. 15-
16). He then identifies the price of such illusion as “terror,” and argues that humankind
has paid dearly throughout the nineteenth and twentieth century for its “nostalgia for the
all and the one, for a reconciliation of the concept and the sensibility, for a transparent
and communicationai experience.’; He goes on to warn that “Beneath the general
demand for relaxation and appeasement, we hear the murmuring of the desire to
reinstate terror” (1993, p. 16). To resist this desire, which is a product of consensus,
nostalgia for the security that accompanies the embrace of the metanarrative, is to
internalize the sublime--that which forbids any presentation of the absolute.”

The sublime is one major area that separates Lyotard ffom Rorty and
modernism. Acéording to Lyotard the péstmodern artist and writer pursues or has a
vision of the sublime--that which can be envisioned but never actualized. This vision, is
a purely personal one, causés both pleasure and pain for Lyotard. Pleasure in that he
has a vision of the magnificent, an awareness of rapture, a sense of the exquisite, an

image of that beyond the merely beautiful. Pain because he lives with the constant

2 After describing the sublime as that which “occurs when the imagination in fact
failé to present any object that could accé’rd with a céﬂcept,” Lyotard provides the
passage, “Thou shalt not maké Thee graven ima{gés” as the most sublime in the Bible, “in
that it forbids any pr}esentatiohbof the absolultef’ He goes on to describe sublime painting
adding, “there is little we need to add to these remarks: as painting, it will evidently
‘present’ something, but negatively. It will therefore avoid figuration or representation it
will be blank . . . it will make one see ohly by prohibiting one from seeing; it will give
pleasure only by giving pain” (1993, p. 11).
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awareness that he will never grasp the magnificent, never capture the beautiful, never
know rapture. Driven by a passion that can never be realized, Lyotard strives to capture .
that which remains always beyond his reach. Because what he seeks is purely personal
and beybnd the known, he must go beyond the conventional, he must investigate all
rules, and, in the process, forge his own. Ail restraints on the individual’s pursuit of the
sublime must be resisted and/or eliminated. Therefore, because mbdern universities
attempt to impose rules and restraints on their studenté,,they should be eliminated.
Consensusuby necessity thwarts indi\}idual freedom and, thus, creativity, invention and
the possibility of Self—actualizafion. |

Because what Lyotardian postmodérnist seek can be neither seen nor actualized,
their vision, their narrative, their art is-always negative. In this context, the postmodern
writer attempis to give the reader a sense of what s/he.feels, a sense of the sublime, by
presenting what it is not. Using painting as an example, Lyotard writes “it will of
course ‘preéenf’ somethiﬁg though negatively; it will therefore avoid figuration and
representation. It will be ‘white’ liké one of Malevitch’s squares; it will enable us to see
only by making it impossible to see; it will please only by causing pain” (1994, p.78).

According to Lyotard, expression should never and can never be
representational._ It can not capture or strive to (ﬁapture or represent truth or beauty or
justice or freedom or love or any of the multitude of things that might make life more
sufferable. Because tﬁeir Objéctive is the sublifne, and their preferred genre/medium the
negativev, Lyotaidian writers or artists or prdfessors‘a‘tteﬂr.npts to>share feelings and
awareness by doing all that can be done, presenting the opposité of what they conceive
and wish to communicate--presenting what it is not. Lyotard’s postmodernist embraces
the ambiguous that Rorty strives to alleviate. Considering the importance of history and

context, an importance that both Lyotard and Rorty stress, had this narrative been
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written thirty years earlier, it might identify ambiguity as the absurd.

For Lyotard, order and convention represent the soul mates of terror. They
negate individual freedom and thwart creativity. Because postmodernists must go
beyond or outside of modernist rules, neither they nor their work can be judged by
modernist standards dr bourgeois convention. Thus, the individual that Lyotard creates,
the postmodefn revolutionary, represents the quintessential elitist that Rorty described
earlier, a person who exists as law unto thpmselves. Lyotard’s postmodernist one-ups
even the Cabots and the Lodgés who at 1"6ast deigned to speak to God. With one grand
gesture, all who disagree; all those who do nof éhbose to embracé négativity and pain,
are dismissed as bourgéOis terrorists. This remains the objective and result of paralogy, -
to constantly éhallenge and forever pose new alternatives to the historic, temporal and
localized consensus that Rorty strives to build.

Rorty’s Response

Rorty characterizes as ‘v“s'illy” Lyotard’s assertion that association with
institutions is “bad” and that it should be avoided, because it places individuals at risk
of “being ‘used’ by the evil forces which have ‘co-opted’ these institutions” (Rorty,
1984, p. 42). 'Rorty partly attributes wrong-headed or “silly” ideas to Lyotard’s vision
of the sublime. He specifically identifies as fallacy Lyotard’s belief that the intellectual
has a mission to be avaﬁt—garde, which in_volyes “escaping” all practices, rules and
institutions which have been “transmitted to him.” Once free from the threat or reality
of institutional terror, the individual should réplace acceptance of, and compliance with,
institutionally imposed and consensually predicated rules with paralogy. If followed to
fruition, this practice results in what Lybtard refers to as “authentic criticism.”

From Rorty’s perspective, Lyotard’s position poses a critical hazard, because it

“necessarily devalues consensus and communication” (1984, p. 42). It also limits an
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individual’s ability to talk to anyone outside the avant-garde, because to do so
Corﬁpromises paralogy--challenging/escaping institutional rules and practices.

Rorty afgues that Lyotard belittles and dismisses the arts as a vehicle to facilitate
the exploration of “a living historical situation and to bridge the gap between cognitive,
ethical and poiitical discoursé” as mérely an “aesthetic of the beautiful” (1984, p. 42).
This criticism holds particular significanc‘e for Rorty. As discussed in Chapter Two, the
process of individuation, the prifnary function and respbnsibility of Rorty’s idealized -

postmodérn university, ié book-driven, that is, driven by an arts-based curriculum. His
actions reflect his cominitment to such a curriculum; he r_ecentl'y‘left a position in
humanities at the University of Virginia to‘iassume a Professvo_rs:hip in comparative
literature at Stanford.

Neither exalting ﬁor rejecting the sublime, Rorty validates its pursuit, but in the
same context and with the same restriction that he places on the pursuit of his beloved
wild‘orchids (see Chapter Two). He writes:

One should see the quest for the Sﬁblime, the attempt (Lyotard’s words)
to “present the fact that the unpresentable exists” as one of the préttier
unforced blue flowers of bourgeois culture. But this quest is widely
irrelevant to the attempt at communicative consensus which is the vital
forcé which drives that culture. More generally, oné should see the
intellectual qua intellectual as héVing a special, idiosyncratic, need--a.
need to use words which are not part of anybody’s language game, any
social institution. But one should not see the-intellectual as serving a
social purpose when he fulfills this need. Social purposes are served . .
. by finding beautiful ways of harmonizing interests, rather than sublime

ways of detaching oneself for others’ interests. (1984, p. 42)
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Although adopting more rﬁeasured language, Rorty finds hypocritical and self—serying
the assertion that a pursuit of personal paésions will produce anything other than
personal gratification. He writes: |

The attempt of leftist intellectuals to pretend that the avant-garde is

serving the wretched of the earth by fighting free of the merely beautiful

is a helpless attempf to rhake the spécial needs of the intellectual and

social needs of his community coincide. (1984, pp. 42-43)
Réﬂecting his contention that private irony and public hope can not be held in a single
vision, Rorty concludes his cémments on Lyotard’s vision of the sublime with the
admonition that all efforts to reconcile the personal needs of the intellectual with social |
needs, i.e., “serving the wretched of the earth,” is

an aftempt to go back‘ to the Romantic period, when the urge to think the

unthinkable, to grasp the unconditioned, to sail strange seas of thought

| alone, was mingled with e‘nthusiasm for the French Revolution. These
two equally laudable motives should be distinguished. (1984, p-43)
Reflecting on the arts and how they relate to humanity and improving the

quality of human life, Rorty writes, “Persoﬁs have dignity not as an interior
luminescence, but because they share in . . . contrast-effects.” In this contéxt
“contrast-effect” meaﬁs‘ that an individual, institution, community, etc. is hot judged
positively because of any intrinsic value, qualities or characteristics they might possess,
but rather by comparing them to other Worse individuals, institutions, cémmunities, etc., 7
as appropriate (1985b, p. 218). bFo’r example, Rorty does not contend that liberal
bourgeois democracy is intrinsically good, he simply asserts that it is better than
fascism, for example. He further argues that liberal bourgeois democracy should be

" abandoned when or if something better comes along, e.g., a pragmatic utopia. As earlier

165



discussed, Rorty suggests using as criteria for determining comparative value the ability
to improve the quality of human life which relates to the volume of human suffering.
Rorty adds a “corollary” to his statement about “contrast-effect.” He states, “the
moral justification of the institutions and prac;tices of one’s group . . . is mbstly a
matter of historical narratives (including scenarios about what is likely to happen in
certain future contingencies), rather than philosophical metanarratives” (1985b, p. 218).
He concludes this line of thought with the following statement:
The principle.bacl-cup for historiography is not philosophy but the arts,
which serve to develop and‘m_odify a group’s self-image by, for example,
apotheosizing its heroes, diabolizing its enemies, mounting dialogues
amoﬁg its members, and refoéusing its attention. (Rorty, 1985b, p. 218)
Postmodernism and Hiéher Educaiion

The Academy’s Response

The implications of postmodernism for higher education and for scholars of
higher education, particularly Lyotard’s joyous proclamation of the demise of the
modern university and its liberal professors, hav.e stimulated a great outpouring of
academic prose. The majority of articles and books read in preparation for this
presentation reflect a general consensus that postmoderriism provides an analytical
framework that significantly éontribﬁtes to the éonceptualization and understanding of
knowledge, higher education, society, and their inferrelationships. Directly addressing
this point, Nuyen writes that “we cannot properly understand the crisis in educaﬁon
until we understand the postmodern condition” (1995, p- 41). Nuyen’s use of the term
“the postmodern condition” obviously refers to Lyotard’s book of the same name which
he identifies earlier in his paragraph. In further support of Lyotard’s contention that the

“main cause” of the “crisis” currently afflicting education has to do with the “nature of
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education itself,” Nuyen invokes the authority of Hannah Arendt. Quoting Arendt,
Nuyen writes, “The problem of education in the modern world lies in the fact that by its
very nature it cannot forgo either authority or tradition, and yet tnust proceed in a world
that is neither structured by authority or held together by tradition” (Nuyen, 1995, p.
41). |

The imprint and influence of ideas formulated by both Rorty and Lyotard can be
seen in the work of many acaderhics writing at)out postmodernism and higher
education. The two men tend to exercise a polarizing influence on those who write
about them. For example, Ffitzmztn presents a detailed, though technical, comparison of
the work ot Rorty and Lyotard. ﬁe demonstrates a marked preference for Lyotard and
his paralogy which, in his view, overcomes Rorty’é. pluralism or eonsensus (Fritztnan,
1990, p. 371).

In addition to Lyotard artd Rorty, Habermas also draws a surprising amount of
attention. Nuyen identifies Lyotard, Rorty, and Habermas as “the key players in the
postmedemist discourse” (1992, p 25). Although Lyotard provides the focus for
Nuyen’:s article, and Nuyen makes no further reference to Habermas, a number of other
authors do jointly treat critical theory and postmodernismt Roland Barnett at the Center
for Higher Education,Studtes, the University of Londeh, also attempts to reconcile the -
differences between‘ criticval theory and postmodernisrﬁ, whieh he refers to as “two
major contemporary intellectuai perspectives.”v | He writes, “on the surface, they appear
to be telling very different stories but . . . they can be read as dovetailing each other.
Together, they offer a powerfut and perhaps compelling analysis of our age” (1993, p.
45). The attemi)t to extract usable concepts from both critical theory and |
postmodernism remains consistent with postmodernism’s rejection of metanarratives

and orthodox adherence to any ideology. Postmodernism also recommends an eclectic
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approach in the use of demystified ideologies and methodologies. Manifest in the
writings of Rorty, this attitude assumes an importance due to its absence in Lyotard’s
writings. In point of fact, Lyotard expfesses such hostility towardb Habermas and
opposition against any accommodation With critical theory, that Fredric Jameson
characterizes Lyotard’s magnum opﬁs, The Postmbgi;:m andition, as “a thinly veiled
polemic against Jiirgen Habermas’ concept of a ‘legitimation crisis’ and vision of a
‘noise free,’ transparent, fully communicational society” (1-984, p. vii).
Rorty and Lyotard: Two Differing Views of Postmodern Higher Education
Once we move beyoﬁd the consensual repudiation of modernism, the need to
reform the elitist universities and colleges that it produces, and the Habermas-Lyota'rd '
fracas, the academic literature appeafs to bifurcate. Acknowledging a vulgar (in its
~ over-simplification) genefalization, and that a countiess number of permutations may be
identified, this discussion divides writers who address postmodernism and higher
education into two majof camps.
The first camp, whose members tend to align with positions associated with
Rorty, supports a dynamic interdisciplinéry liberal afts curriculum in a continual state of
development and redefinition. Needs and practices of thé members of the local
~community, with the objective of maximum inclusion and accessablhty, determine the
criterion for 1nc1u31on in the currlculum The percelved static and exclusionary
traditional Eurocentric cannon suffers repudiation, while multiculturalism, women’s
studies and similar efforts to empower the traditionally disenfranchised enjoy emphas1s
This does not imply a repudiation of Western knowledge and literature, nor does it
suggest that such knowledge and literature not be included in a curriculum. Rather, the
first camp objects to a pri\}ileging of things Western over other literatures and

knowledge; it ceases to be the sole criteria by which all others are evaluated. In the
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environment that the members of this camp envision, not only do Professors operate
within, they also play a majbr role in the creation of, a new egalitarian university which,
in turn, plays a major role in the creation of a freer and more open society.

The second camp, whosg members tend to align with positions associated with
Lyotard, also repudiates the traditional Eurocentric cannon. However, this camp would
replace it not with liberal arts, but with étechnology—based curriculum that focuses on
communication and the use of computer technology and electfonic data bases. This
curriculum primarily functipns to prbvide students with the necessary skills and .abilities
to utilize the technologies that will allow them to manipulate ihformation, create new
information, compete iﬁ éofnpetitive domestic and international markets, and contribute
to the overall productivity vof'their respective societies. Describing the objectives or
product of an educational system based on Lyotardian ideas, Fritzman writes that
students “would see . . . that there are incommensurate beliefs concerning the
meaning of ‘citizen’ and "subversifze’ . that . . . the meaning and worth of
learning and teaching are open to question . . . that all criteria are existentially
contingent.” Concluding, he adds that “there can be no question of a method here; there
is no formula that would prescribe how this is done” (1990, p. 379). In the
environment created by members of this camp, the future of professors/teachers remains
in grave doubt. If they managé to survive, their role will be demystified, and they will
be defrocked. |

Carol Nicholson, a member of the Department of Philosophy at Rider College,
rejects Lyotard’s contention that the Professor is dead and expresses a preference for

Rorty, because he “avoids the epistemological fallacy” and . . . emphasizes the

2 In “Lyotard and Rorty on the Role of the Professor,” Nuyen defines
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importance of educating students into a sense of community” (Nicholson, 1989, p. 200).
However, reflecting the “hopelessly vague” nature of postmodernism, Nicholson also
criticizes Rorty because, among other things, he does not more directly address issues of
racial, sexual, political and economic inequality. She makes the interesting observation
that “most feminists dq not identify therﬁselves as postmodernists, but the two
movements share important common concerns and caﬁnot afford to ignoré each other”
(1989, p. 202).

Linda Ray Pratt provides another example of a postmodern academic who
strongly endorses a liberal arts Curriculumf Pratt, a professor of English at the
University of Nebraska and past presidenf Qf the AAUP, describes a growing chasm
between the university and the sobiety which supports it concerning the value of a
liberal arts curriculum: “Within the faculty fhere is a strong contention, though there are
intense disagreements about the choice of books and the appropriate balance between
research and teaching. But in the public at large, there is a growing consensus for a
different kind of education, one that is skill-based and performance tested” (1994, p.
48). |

As indicated earlier, Fritzman (1990) represents views characteristic of the
second camp. He argues that Lyotard strivés to demonstrate that postmodern education
and science can be legitimated only by paralogy, and not by consensus as suggested by

both Habermas and Rorty. Fritzman’s privileging of paralogy‘ over consensus results '

“epistemological fallacy” asa widely used term that describes the belief or assertion that
a necessary “link” exists between epistemology and pedagogy. Nuyen adds that he
wishes “neither to defend nor to reject the ‘epistemological fallacy’” (Nuyen, 1995, p.
43). |
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from a preference for Lyotard’s views on rules and their inappropriate use in the
adjudication 6f certain types of differences or disputes that arise between participants in
the same language games.

According to Fritzman, 'Rorty asserts that individuals with inconsistent br
contradictory views settle their disagreements by “obtaining consensus on rules of
procedure” that determine permissible new “moves” w'ithin their éhosen game (p. 374).
In other words, when the mutual acceptability of a move, or the desirability of the

‘results that it produces, cause dispute, the participants should attempt to resolve their
differences by agreeing to collectively adopt new “procedural rules.” These new rules
authorize new rnoves that will hopefullly produce new and mutually acceptabie results.
Fritzman contends that althongh the process ‘outlined by Rorty may adjudicate disputes,
it also contains the potential to suppréss creativity or “imagination” and create “fenor”
(p. 376). |

| Fritzman also rejects Rorty’s contentidn that the chief function of primary and -
secondary schools should be “socialization.” He basv,es‘ his rejection on the belief that
“Rorty’s position presupposes that specifying the natnre of social [sic] is problematic”
and the assertion that “he [Rorty] sees no difficulty in determining nvhich traditions
should be communicated by prirnary and secondary education” (p. 378). Fritzman
argues that Rorty’s ideas “presuppo‘se‘ a prior determination of what society is now and
what it is to become in the fnture” (p. 379). This belief or presupposition, according to
Fritzman, implies the existence of a criteria against which people and ideas must be
judged. The effect of this action perpetuates the status quo and excludes unprivileged
and unrepresented people and ideas (p. 380).

As an alternative, Frifzman embraces Lyotard’s paralogy, which he compares to

Kuhn’s revolutionary science (p. 375). He expresses support for Lyotard when, in
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direct contradiction of Rorty, he asserts that not all differences can be adjudicated by
mutually agreed upon procedural rules. He further argues that to attempt to do so,
“necessarily wrongs at least one of the parties” holding incommensurate views (p. 376).
As envisioned by Lyotard and described by Fritzman, the alternative to adjudication by
consensually obtained procedural rules becomes paralogy, or the direct confrontation
and challenge of the status quo, throﬁgh “the search for . . . new ideas and concepts
which upset previously existing solidaﬁties” (p. 37 3). Inthis context, Fritzman extols
the “imaginative individual . . who discerns in é situation the possibility of a
winning move that violates the existing rules 'of_the game” (p. 374).

Fritzman serves as an examp‘le“of a resident of Lyotard’s camp, but he also
illustrates the difficulty of makihg-and justifying a dvecisi()nvvshen paralogy is the only
guide. He concludes his criticism of Rorty and endorsement of Lyotard with the
following observation: |

It may be bbserved that LyOtard’s paralogy is dangerous, since it allows
imaginative moves which directly contest the procedurél rules that claim
to regulate and adjudicate conflicts. If it is claimed that there are always
established criteria available fo regulate and adjudicate conflicts, that
such procedural rules always should be_, employed, and that these rules
can ‘only be cohtested by appealing to othef critéria established in
advance, then‘ Lyotardian paralogy is dangerous. There are, however, no
- arguments to support such assertions which do not presuppose the
conclusions they are intended to demonstrate. Paralogy can be
suppressed only through what Lyotard refers to as terror . . . It may be

that paralogy is dangerous, but terror has its dangers as well. (p. 380)
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A Heated Debate
Due in part to its complex and controversial nature, as »t:he preceding quotation
indicates, postmodernism continues to provide ample fodder for academic publications.
One emerging area of consensus is that the contempofary Western university remains a
fundamentally “modérn” institution that hosts a sometimes-heated debate between the
dominant modernists and various proponents of postmodemism. The very purpose and
future of the university remains at stake in this debate. Although the supporters and
opponents ovf' postmodernism geﬁerally"agree that postmodern thought has much to say
about higher education, and although many members of the academy listen, scholafs of
higher education appear to turn a deaf ear. Bloland makes this very point when he
writes: | |
Postmodern perspectives, terms, and assumptions have penetrated
the core of American culture over the past thirty years. Postmodernism's
primary significance is its power to account for and reflect vast changes
in our society, cultures, polity, and economy as we move from a |
production to a consumption society, shift from national to local and
international politics . . . In aﬁthropology and other social sciences,
postmodernism has had transformational effects, but currently many
scholars who have been influenced by it distance fhemselves from the
term, asserting that it'ident‘ifies others, but not thefn. In literary studies,
scholars continue to_employ'postmodern conceptualization extensively,
while they assume that those who use the words also know the theory.
No such ‘assumption can be made in higher education studies concerning
familiarity with the modern/postmodern theory. Despite its significance

in the past three decades the modern/postmodern debate has had
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relatively little direct impact on the study of higher education. (1995)
For reasons cited by Bloland, this study strives to increase the awareness and sensitivity
of those who study higher education to postmodernism through the study and analysis
of two of its more important and influential representatives.
Rorty’s Assessment of the Origin of His Differences with Lyotard

That Rorty and Lyotard fundamentally agree aboﬁt a significant number of
issues may be etated with a reasonable degree of certainty. Their differences, however,
assume far greater significance, particularly if the subject of discussion is their
respective denotative and prescriptive statemente about higher education. As previously
discussed, their views about the mission of highereducation and its postmodern future
remain diametrically opposed. o

Lyotard believes that the day of the univers,ity and its faculty has passed. He
further sees fhis passing as a cause for some rejoicing. Because its stock and trade is the
creation and dissemination of knowledge, and because its skilled faculty manipulates
the rﬁles of an erray of language games, the university has become one of society’s
more efficient/effective perpetrators of terror. From a Lyotardian perspective, the
offense of the university and its faculty could be seen as even more egregious than most
societal perpetrators of forced eonsensus--terror--because of the innocence, naivete,
trust and vulnerability of its victims/students. Lyotard, therefore, effectively
recommends fhe elimination and replacement‘"'of the modern liberal university with
computers, data banks and technicians.

Altematively, Rorty believes higher education, or more appropriately higher
edification, represents one of the most important functions performed by liberal
bourgeois institutions. He further believes the university will be the major engine

driving any future “pragmatic utopia.” Although he recognizes the computer as an
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important tool, unlike Lyotard he does not see it as an instrument of revolution or as a
force that will transform soeiety generally or higher education specifically. Addressing
this issue, he writes, “I doubt that computers are going to make as big a differeﬁce to
life or to education as Lyotard thinks they are” (Rorty, 1990, p. 43).

Because of his privileging of liberal higher education and rejection of the notion
that fechnology will render it irrelevant, Rorty recommends strengthening and
expanding the function of the urvliversity.by diversifying and humanizing the curriculum,
and liberating the faculty. These actions will allow acaderne.to‘ assume, or, more
appropriately, reassume, a poSition of moral'la.nd political leadership in the society.

A consideration of Rofty’s and Lyotard"s differences and similarities brings us
full circle. As Lyotard would no doubt approve, we find ourselves in a stéte of
ambiguity, i.e., with morequestions than answers. The most interesting issue emerging
from this inquiry, however, is not the specifics of either man’s vision of the postmodern
university, but rather why they arrived at such disparate views. On the surface, the
question seems so vexing that one may be tempted to turn to Lao Tzu and seek refuge
and solace in the Tao, but that is not the game we, or Rorty or Lyotard, play.‘ If our
game is to have meaning, it must be played by the rules of .the bourgeois intellectuals
and academics of the wealthy nations of the North Atlantic, not by those of the
aesthetics and sages of ancient Chiria. o | |

Apparently this same questioﬁ Vexed Rorty. He chose to conclude Objectivity,
Reality and Truth, (1989) the first of a two-volume collection of his philosophical
papers, with en essay titled“‘Cosmopolitanism without emancipation: a response to
Jean-Francois Lyotard.” According to the essay, unrecorded comments that Lyotard
made during a symposium at Johns Hopkins University in which both men participated

precipitated Rorty’s “response.” In the essay, originally published in French in Critique
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(1985), Rorty not only addresses areas in which he both agrees and disagrees with
Lyotard, he also speculates about the causes of those differences.
National Character: Could It be That Simple?

One of Lyotafd’s more interesting assertions is that cdntemporary American
philosophers have more in common with Gerrhan philosophers than either do with the
French. He bases this contention on the assumption that Americans and Germans share
the opinion of contemporary French thought as “neo—ration-alist.” Lyotard cites
Habermas as an example of a Germah who holds this belief. |

Roﬁy responds to Lybtard’s contehtio_n by asserting an affinity for Habermas’
“consensus theory of histbry,’;z“‘and characterizes some of his own writing as “lessons
in progregsivism” (Rorty, 1991, p. 220). He then claims that Lyotard “misstates” the
position of both “Habermasians and pragmatists,” Rorty’s substitute for the more
euphemistic “Ge’rmans and Americans,” because he does not.understand their uses of
the terms “rational” and “irrational.” According to Rorty, “Habermasians and
pragmatists,” or Germans and Americans, have a “noncritical conception of rationality,”
and are therefore “not inclined to diagnose ‘irrationalism.”” In other words, since both

I

German Habermasian and American pragmatists believe that “‘rational’ mérely means
‘persuasive,’ ‘irrational’ can only mean invoking force. The likelihood that either
would accuse Lyotard, contemporary French thinkers or anyone else of irrationality is

very slim” (Rorty, 1991, p. 220). The idea of persuasion, particularly as an alternative

to force or terror, remains critical to Rorty’s thought. Persuasion remains the preferred

% For a detailed discussion of Rorty’s attempt to “split the difference” between
Lyotard’s postmodern insights and Habermas’ progressivism, see the article “Habermas
and Lyotard On Postmodernity” (Rorty, 1984).
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method for achieving consensus in bourgeois liberal democracies and the only method
in a Rortian pragmatic utopia.

Although Rorty denies that the French “resort to the lash and knot,” he does
state that both Germans and Americans worry about the prevalence of “antiutopianisni”
and criticism of “liberal dembcracy” in contemporary French thought. He cites France
“as the source of the most original philosophical thought currently being produced” (a
sentiment with which I agree), but Rorty contends that French cynicism results at least
partly from a tendency to over geheralize—-to derive universal significance from a
unique occurrén_ce oreven a seriés of uniq'ué occurrences. Refuting “parliamentary
liberalism” because of “May 1968,”» or allowing Auschwitz to kill the utopian dream,
brovide examples of the French turn of mind that Rorty describes. Rorty expresses
puzzlement at Lyotard’s ‘iﬁclination to “take particular historiéal events as
demonstrating the ;bankruptcy of long-terﬁl efforts at social reform’ ” (1991, p. 220).
He attributes this willingness, which he contends separates contemporary French
thinkers from their American, German and British counterparts, to the French
intellectual community’s loné time commitment and continuing attempts to salvage
- something from Marxism. Expanding on this point, Rorty observes that the primary
difference that he sees between the contemporary French postmodernists and Dewey “is
the presence or lack of social hépe which ‘tlrley display.” He then desc‘ribes the language-
of Lyotard and Foucault as being “infected with what seems to me a repellent Parisian
world-weariness and hopelessness, as well as with lgf';over Marxist cynicism about
gradual nonrevolutionary reform” (Rorty,- 1990, p. 44).

Rorty argues that, although the intellectual community in America also
entertained a rather serious infatuation with Marxism, disillusionﬁlent occurred much

earlier in the United States than in France. Because the French invested much more
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intellectual capital in Marxism than did intellectuals in either the United States or West
Germany, Rorty believes that the French retain the Marxist tendency “to interpret very
specific political, economic, and technological developments as indicators of decisive
shifts in the course of history” (1991, p. 220). Alternativeiy, the Americans and
Germans take what Rorty calls “the Dewey-Habermas line.” This “line” involves the
tendency or “willingneés” to interpret the same developments or events that the French
would interpret as major historical water sheds as “just more of the same old
vicissitudes.” Rorty further contends that; unlike the French, the Americans also
“persist in using notions like ‘persuasion rather than force’ and “consensus’ to state
one’s politiCal views” (1991, p. 226) .‘ Rorty cites Lyo_télrd’s sweeping proclamations
about the revolutionary and tvran'sfor‘mative effects that “new ‘ihformation technology
processing” will have on society in general, and specifically on higher education, as an
example of the “strange” tendency to discoverv“world—histc‘)rical significance” in very
specific deVelopments.

In Rorty’s view, the Frénéh’s impetuoiis tendency to overgeneralize and draw
premature and unsu’bstantiate‘d conclusions contrasts with what he calls “the standard
Anglo-Saxon assumption.” He, in effect, argues that “Anglo-Saxons,” people who
develop‘their final vocabularies in predominately English speaking nations, take a
longer historical perspeétive than the French. For example, an Américan would wait “a
century or so after an event” has occurred before attenipting to determine whether it will
be a “decisive turning point” c‘)‘fv“world-his_toricél significance” of “just more of the
sam¢.” He cites the development of the miérochip as a'specific example (1991, p. 221).
Although Rorty allowsrfor the possibility that Lyotard might be right (or wrong) about
the long term effect of computers and computer-driven technology on society and

higher education, he believes that Lyotard spoke impetuously when he proclaimed the
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passing of the liberal university and the death of its professors. Very specific on this‘
point, Rorty. writes, “I doubt that we can grasp how our own epic is going to look from
the point of view of future historians. So I doubt that it is possible to have the kind of
perspective vision of the next epic which Lyotard offers” (Rorty, 1990, p. 44).

Rorty extends his éné.lySis to i‘nciude Lyotard’s and the French preference for
“new languages” and “revolutionafy politics” as opposed to his énd other American’s
alternative preference for “new arguments” and “reformist politics.” He reasons
basically tﬁat the differences between himself and Lyotafd,‘ i.e., Americans and the
French, result from their being socialized intq different éultureé with unique and
specifically identifiable respective traits, attitudes and beliefs. Although the individual
French and Americans hévé “indi\;iduated” and developed unique final vocabularies, the
root languages are still respectively French and American Eﬁglish. In other words,
Lyotard thinks like a Frenchman and Rorty thinks like an American, because they were
each socialized into their respective cultures. .Lyotard deséribes reality as a Frenchman,
because he was taught anci uses a French vocabulary, while Rorty describes reality as an
American becalise he was taught and uses American English.

The preceding statement obviously oversimplifies and generalizes, doing an |
injustice to both Lyotard and Rorty, although it does logically flow from Rorty’s
comments and assumptions. The point hopefully made, however, is that, although I
agree with most of what Rorty says, I find significant problems with his attempts to
explain his differences with Lybfard. TW§ maj of difficulties immediately surface. The
first relates to-Rorty’s accusation thét the‘French have an unfortunate tendency to
overgeneralize, spécifically, their tendency to extrapolate major trends from isolated
events or development, sans any historical perspective. If Lyotard and the French

generalize “inappropriately,” how can Rorty allow himself that luxury? To talk in terms
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of French thought, even the thought of French ihtellectuals, as though all peoplé in
France or even all French thought as one, is surely a géneralization as grand as any -
uttered by Lyotard or any of his French colleagues.

Although France is more homo_genéous than America, the French, like the
Americans, speak in a wide range of voices. Extending Rorty’s metaphors, France, like
the United States, represents a mosaic rather than a monolith. Within the context of
both Rorty’s and Lyotard’s discussions, the people they engage in conversation,
members of their respective intelleétual communities, represent a minuscule but
privileged fraction of the pdpulations of their respective cdunt_ries. Although elements

~of insight and wisdom exist in Rorty’s assessment of the cause of his differences with
Lyotard, his argument does not convince. Neither national »character nor the belated
- effects of Marxism-turned-sour separate Rorty and Lyotard. Rather, they stand
separated by the simple act of choice. Both men look into the same abyss, but only one
chooses to re‘sist.
Albert Camus and thé French Resistance
Preface

I argue that Rorty incorrectly attribut¢s his differences with Lyotard to national
character. I alternatively suggest that their differences lie in the existential choices that
each ‘man makes. Such choice ié more fundame"nfal, niore visceral, than anything as |
abstract and impersonal as “French” or ‘fAmerican” or “German thought.” Although
personal and subje‘ctive,‘ Lyotard’s aﬁd Rorty’s choices femain important to this inquiry,
because they ultimately deteffhine the content 6f their denotive and prescriptive
statements about higher education. If Rorty’s argument prevails, traditional Western

higher education will be strengthened, expanded and made even more liberal.
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Conversely, if Lyotard’s arguments convince, the liberal university and its faculty pass
into extinction, rendered irrelevant by technology.

In support of my argument, 1 present and compare the ideas and actions of
Albert Camus to those of Lyotard and Rorty._b Camus offers an interesting comparison,
because he chooses as does Rorty, even thoﬁgh he shares Lyotard’s intellectual and
cultural heritage. Hopefully, a consideration of Camus will elucidate questions arising
from the sfudy 6f Lyotard and Rorty. |

Postmodern Existentiali§m?

Not every French intellectual who lived through the Nézi scourge, witnessed the
horror of Auschwitz, or felt dliped by Marxism’s cruel betrayal of it_s own pronlises was
“infected with .. . . arepellent Parisian World;wearine_ss and hopelessness” (Rorty,
1990, p. 44). Nor does every French intellectual and artiét became so angst ridden and
filled with despair after confronting some bf the more absurd éspects of human
existence that they become cynical, nihilisﬁc revolutionaries forsaking all aspects of
humanism and obscenely embrécing denial, destruction and ambiguity.

‘No one in the twentieth century, with the possible exception of Jean-Paul Sartre,
is more closely identified with or better represents Frahce,- the absurd, and the angst that
attends thevhonest.a-cceptance of human isolation ahd finitude, than Albert Camus. Nor
i‘s anyone more closely identified with, or better réprese_nts, France,_ hﬁman dignity, the
will to resist and the spirit of “Liberté! Equalité! Fraternité!” This man, recognized as

~one of France’s foremost ‘novvelists, playwrights, essayists, journalists and philosophers,
deServes equal recognition and reverence fbr his life-long political activism and struggle
against terror, cruelty and human suffering.

In addition to the intrinsic merits, artistry, insight and courage of his work,

Camus remains of interest to our current discussion as both a Nobel Prize winning
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intellectual, artist and social activist, and as Lyotard’s contemporary countryman. Both
men received academic training as philosophers, became disillusioned ex-Marxists who
had been members of the Communist party in the earlier phases of their careers, and
were roughly the same age. Camus, who died in 1960, is eleven years older than
Lyotard, born in 1924.‘

Born, raised and educated in French occupied Algeria,”® Camus became an early
champion of both Berber and Arab rights. He first gained notoriety in the late i930s as
a reporter with the Alger-Republican for a series of stories he wrote documenting, and
bringing attention to, the poverty, inhumane lii/ing conditions, ethnic discrimination and
mistreatment faced by I‘(abyllie Muslims.: Tilis series of Kabylie articles, reprinteci in an

126

abridged form in Actuelles IIT™ (1958), so effectively aroused the consciousness and

Camus’ unabashed love of Algeria is expressed with bitter tenderness in the
essay “Summer in Algiers,” (1936), published in The Myth of Sisyphus (1942/1955, pp.
104-113). B |

% Actuelles III is a three-volume collection of essays pubiished in France in 1950,
1953, and 1958 respectively. O’Brian provides the followingv description of this body of
work:

They deal with the perennially currentissues that periodically tore him
[Camus] from his creative writing to speak out, as he said, “in the service
‘ fo truth and the service of freedom”: war resistance in a Europe dominated
b‘y prisons, executiohs, and exile; the trzigedies of Algeria and of Hungary;
the horror of the death penalty; and the writer’s commitment. (1969/1988,
p. vii)
In 1959, the year before his death, Camus personally edited the three vohimes of
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inflamed the passions of all parties, including the Algerians, the French-Algerians and
~ the French, that it contributed to the outbreak of the Algerian War, Partially motivated
by government pressure stimulated by his pro-Arab reporting, Camus left Algiers for
Paris in 1940. One month later, the German army invaded France.

Camus returned to North Africa where he remained for less than a year before he
went back to France. There he joined, and then became a leader of, the French
Resistance. During his less-than-year-long stay in Algeria, he marr'iéd, obtained a
teaching p_Qsition in Oran and wrote thevdrafts of some of his most famous works,
including' The Stranger (1942/ 1989), The Myth of Sisyphus (1942/1955) and The
Plague (1948). In 1943 Camus became editor of Combat, a major Resistance
newspaper. He retained that position ﬁntil 1947, £wo years after the end of the war.
During this period of time when he witheésed the horror of Nazi occupation and lived
with the constant threat of death, Caihusl chose to embrace human life as sacred, despite
the ever-present reminders of the inexplicable nature of life and the absurdity of human
existence. Camus lived with the. reality of torture, suffering and humiliation. His
V knowledge was real, not abstract, theoretical, vicarious or voyeuristic.

Camus’ choice and rétionale to believe that “human life was sacred,” and to
engage in concrete social action to improve its quality, is far more reminiscent of Rorty
than Lyotard. He repudiates true believers, those éonvinced that they are privy, and

control the access, to the Truth and reality. He disclaimed their hackneyed assertions

that he is pessimistic, because he affirms the absurd nature of human existence and

Actuelles and selected twenty-three essays that he considered “most worthy of
preservation” to be published in a single English language edition. The title of that work
is Resistance, Rebellion, and Death (1960/1988).
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repudiates the possibility of grounding for his beliefs or actioné in universals:
By what right moreovér, could a Christian or a Marxist accuse me .
of peSsimism?‘ I was not the oﬁe to invent the misery of the human being
or the terrifying fformula of divine malediction. . . . or the damnation of
unbaptized children; I was not the one Who said that man was incapable
of séving himself by his own means . . .. And for the famous Marxists
~optimism! No one has carried distrust of man further, and ultimately the
economic fatalitiés of thié uniVe_rse seem more terrible than divine
whims. (Camus, 1988, pp. 72-73)
Camus reiﬁforces this point, while stressing his commitment to, and faith in, other
human beings. Although the term “Iﬁetanarrative’; was not in fashion when Camus
pinned his narrativé, the folldwing passagé clearly demonstrates his affirmation of
individual humans within the context of repudiating the humanist metanarrative or
metanarrativé of emancipation: |
Christians and communists will tell me that their optimism is based on a
longer range, that it is superior to all the rest, and that God or history . .
. is the satisfying end-product of their dialectic . . . If Christianity is
pessimistic as to man, it is optimistic as to human destiny. Well, I can
say that, pessimistic as to human destiny, I am optimistic as to man. And
not in the namé of humanism that has always seemed to me to fall short,
but in the narhe of an ignorance that tries to negate nothing. (Camus,
1988, p. 73)
Camus, like Rorty, strives to forge a union or solidarity with other individual human
beings in the hope of achieving some relief from the loneliness; isolation and pain that,

for both men, necessarily attends human existence. Reflecting on the discussion and
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consideration of the meaning of “pessimism” and “optimism,” Camus writes that the
words need to be clearly defined. He then adds that until we do so, “we must pay
attention to what unites us rather than to what separates us” (1988, p. 73). Both Camus
and Rorty practice a form of subjective humanism authorized and legitimated only By
“the desire, choice and actionsl of the individual. Their position is reminiscént of the one
developed by Sartre in “The Humanism of Existentialism.” The structure of Sartre’s
argument remains critical to this discussion. His articulation of a subjective humanistic
ethic descriptive of the position assumed by both Rorty and Camus is.important. The
essence of that ethic as it related to Rorty and Camus is effectively éaptured in fhe
following bquotation from Sartre’s famous and often-referenced essay:
Existentialism’s first move is4 to make every man aware of what he is and
to make the full responéibility of his ‘existence rest on him. And when
we say that a man is responsible for himself, we do not only mean that he
| is responsible for himself, we do not mean that he is responsible for his
own individuality, but thaf he is responsible for all men. (Sartre, 1965, p. |
36)
Sartre’s humanism is consistent with Rorty’s vision of the dual educational functions of
socialization and individuatién--individualism wed to a heightened sense of social
responsibility.

Thus, we sée‘ thé_lt both Camus and Rorty abhor human suffering, repudiate
metanarratives and the existencé of a knowable fixed external realify that can serve as a
criteria for legitimating knowledge or a_';cti.on,b and spurﬁ all forms of Western teleology.
In effect, both men coﬁcur with Sartre’s comment that “Man is nothing else but what he
makes of himself (Sartre, 1965, p. 36) . . . ‘There is no reality except in action’ . . .

Man is nothing else than his pain; he exists only to the extent that he fulfills himself; he
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is therefore nothing else than the ensemble of his acts, nothing else than his life” (Sartre,
1965, p. 47).

Finally, neither Rorty nor Camus find individuation inconsistent with humanism
or the struggle for solidarity with other human beings, nor are they troubled by, or feel
thé need to justify, fheir feelings. Their embr;clce of humanity and revulsion at human
suffering is not a ciuestiori Qf reason or logic. It represents a choice. Their feelings and
the actions those feelings support require neither philosophical justification nor external
validation. Both men find human suffering intolerable, and, although they know that it
will never be eliminated, they choose to do ‘whatever they can to make things better,
when and where ever they have the opportunity. Anticipating the words of Rorty,
Camus writes: |

We are faced With.e'vil. And, és forme, I feei rather as Augustine did
béfore becoming a Christian when he said: “I tried to find the source of

- evil and I got nowhere.” But it is élso true that I, and a few others know
what mﬁst be done, if not to reduce evil, at least not to add to it. Perhaps
we cannot prevent this world from being a world in which children are
tortured. But we can reduce the number of tortured children. And if you
don’t help us, who else in the world can help us do this? (Camus, 19>88,'
- : - v

“Letters to a German Friend” agid Lyotard
The Camus scholar‘and translator, Justin O’Brien writes:

It was as much for the pbsitive stand that Albert Camus took on the issues of the

day as for his creative writing . . . that he was awarded the Nobel Prize [in |

literature] in 1957 . . . Because, in everything he wrote, he spoke to us of our

problems and in our language, without raising his voice or indulging in oratory .
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. . By overcoming the immature nihilism and despair that he saw as poisoning
our century, he emerged as the staunch defender of our positive moral values
and of “those silent men who, throughout thé world, endure the life that has been
made for thém.” (1988, p. v)
The “Introduction” tb Resistance, Rebellion and Death (1960/ 1988) contains the above
passage. In that'avppropriately titled volume, Camus: ‘i'ncludes four letters that he wrote

to a German friend between July 1943 and August 1944. The last two letters he never

sent, but published as open letters in Combat, the underground Resistance newspaper
that Camus edited. | |

Although Camus and the man to whom he wrote were like-minded childhood
friends, i.e., vthey played the same games, as they approached adulthood they began to
follow a radically different set of rules. The youhg Gemm chose Fascism, casting his
lot with the Nazis. The young Frenchman chose “Liberté! Equalitév! Fraternité!” casting
his lot with the Resistance. In the lettefs, Camus attempts to express his love of France
and explain why he and his conirades are willing to die. Unlike many éf us who speak
of courage and grand passions, Camus’ words were courageous and passionate, not
hollow academic rhetoric. In the vernacular, Camus not only “talked the talk” he also
“walked the walk.” |

Camus acknowledges that the choié'es that both he and his friend rhade--to die
for the Resistance or to kill for Hitler--reﬂect different responses to the absurd. Bécause
neither couid choose, like the alcoholic, the religious fanatic, the materialist or the
ideologue, to turﬁ a blind eye and pgréﬁe a iife of obliifious contentment; they both
chose to act. The Nazi, lacking the power of delusion or the strength to resist, chose to

embrace the absurd, elevating it to the status of a religion. Alternatively, Camus, like
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his most famous hero, Sisyphus, chose to struggle, to resist the seductive allure of the

absurd:

You never believed in the meaning of this world, and you therefore
deduced the idea that everything was equivalent and the good and evil
could be defined accordihg t.o one’s wishes. You supposed that in the
absence of any human or divine code the"only values were those of the
animal world--in othef words, violence and cunning. Hence you
concluded that rﬁan was negligible and that his soul could be killed, that
in the maddest of histories the only pursuit for the individual was the
adventure of powef and his only morality, the realism of conquest. And,
td tell the truth, I, beliév_ing I tﬁoﬁght as you did, saw no valid argument
to ansv.verbyou except é fierce love of justice which, after all, seemed to

me as unreasonable as the most sudden passion. (Camus, 1988, p. 27)

Camus then asks and answers the seminal question. How could two people,

such as his German friend and himself, or Rorty and Lybtard, share such similar

assumptions about their worlds; how they could speak the same language and follow the

same rules, but arrive at such radically different conclusions? Camus asks, “Where lay

the difference?” He then provides the following answer, an answer that one can easily

imagine flowing from Rorty’s pen:

Simply that you [Camus’ German friénd] readily accept the injustice of
our condition to the point of being willing to add to it, whereas it seemed
to me that man must exalt justice in order to fight against eternal
injustice, create happiness in order to protest against the universe of
unhappiness. Bécause you turned your despair into intoxication, because

you freed yourself from it by making a principle of it, you were willing
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to destroy man’s works and to fight him in order to add to his basic
misery. Meanwhile, refusing to accept that despair and that tortured
world, I merely wanted to rediscover their solidarity in order to wage war
against their revolting fate. (Camus, 1988, pp. 27-28)

To push the analogy between Camus and his German friend and Rorty and
Lyotard too far would, of course, render it absurd. Lyotard built no death camps, nor"
does he condone genocide, militarism ior Fascism in any of its many permutations. In
fact, as discussed, one of his a\(owed objectives is resist institutional repression and
State sponsored terror. The signiﬁcanee and value of the comparison, however, should
not be totally lost. |

Bot-li men, while aecepting the “absence of any human or divine code,” embiace,
although different, equally radical forms of individualism. Lyotard’s embrace and
pursuit of personal freedom and his concern about its actual or potential loss is so great
that he is Willing to not only reject, but actively oppose collective human effort. He |
remains willing to endure the pain and loneliness of isolated human existence, rather
than risk the possibility of terror that he believes accompanies attempts to achieve
human solidarity. This fear, or absence of hope, he manifests in his privileging of
paralogy over consensus; his desire to destroy rather than reform the modern university,
and his Willingness to replace professors with compdter technicians and piogramers.
Although Lyotard’s concerns and observations, along with many of his ideas, merit
serious considerations, his ultimate solution, like that of Camus’ German friend, must
ultimately be rejected.

Lyotard’s Epitaph
Many .aspects of Lyotard’s writing demonstrate great insight, bordering on the

prophetic. Of particular and timely relevance is his discussion in his description and

189



ahalysis of the impact that performativity and technology have on the modern liberal
university. At the same time, his caution about the importance of historical perspective
acknowledged, Rorty does appear to underestimate the impact that computers have on
the society at large and on higher educétion. ‘These points, as valid and relevant as they
may be, beg the issue. The central queétibn that this chapter attempted to address was
how two people with such similar ontological, epistemologigal and metaphysical views
as Rorty and Lyotard could draw such racﬁcally different coﬁclusions about politics and
the future of Western higher education. The fact that I have great admiration for the
intellectual prowess and creativity of both men; that I find significant aspects of both

_ men’s work meritorioﬁs aﬁd woﬁhy of sfudy; or that I prefer Rorty’s consensus, hope
and reform to Lyotard’s péralogy, cynicism/pessimism and révdlution, does not beg the
question “whY?_”

Rorty offered one unsatisfactory suggestion--national character. The French are
more cynical and mofe proﬁev to negativism and destruction than Americans. But the
examples of Camﬁs and, to a lesser extent, Sartre, éxamples of two quintessential-
French intellectuals and artists educated and socialized into the same culture,
experiencing many of the same disillusioning experiences as Lyotard, but arriving at
conclusions muchvcloser to those described by Rorty‘, demonstrate the inappropriateness
of his explanation.

The answer, howeQer, may be partiélly discovered in thé writings of Rorty. He
warns his readers against “the _déngers of over-philosophization” (Rorty, 1989, p. 41),
which needlessly separates them “from the people whom they are trying to help” (1989,
p. 44), but also precludes or at least greatly limits, the possibility of concrete actions
that willr incrementally but tangibly affect the quality of human life, i.e., decrease human

suffering. Rorty and Lyotard, and Camus and Sartre, all tell us not to look for reasons
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or answers “out there,” because they do not exist; Only human action exists. We can
choose to struggle in the hope of giving our lives meaning--creating essence where there
is ohly existence--as Rorty, Camus and Sartre suggest. We can choqse to walk the tight
rope between individuation and socialization, to balance our passion for wild orchids
with our passion for Trotsky. Or, like Lyotard and' Camus’ German friend, we can
throw up our hands in an orgy of self-indulgent despair. |
Despite his condemnation of Nazism and his repeated use of Alischwitz as the
ultimate manifestation and defining event of modernism, Lyotard has more in common
with Camus’ Gérman friend than he would like‘to admit. The following quotation is
taken from the concluding Section of Camus’ last letter. As it served as an epitaph and
final farewell to his German frierid, let it sérve as this chapter’s final comment on
Lyotard:
Our strength lies in thinking as you do ébout th,ev essence of the world, in
rejecting no aspect of the drama that is ours. But at the same time we
have saved the idea of man at the end of this disaster of the intelligence,
and that idea gives us the underlying courage to believe in a rebirth. To
be sure, the accusation we make against the world is not mitigated by
this. We paid so dear for this new knowledge that our condition
continues to seem desperate to us. Hundreds of thousands of men
assassitiated ét dawn, the terrible walls of prisons, the soil of Europe
reeking with millions of cbrpses of its sons--it took all that to pay for the
-acquisition of two or three slight distinctions which may have no other
value than to help some among us to die nobly. Yes, that is heart-
breaking. But we have to prove that we do not deserve so much

injustice. This is the task we have set ourselves . . . I know that
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heaven, which was indifferent to your horrible victories, will be equally
indifferent to your just defeat. Even now I expect nothing from heaven.
But we shall at least have helped save man from the solitude to which
you wanted to relegate him. Because you scorned such faith in mankind,
you are the men who, by thousands, are going to die solitary. Now, I can
say farewell to you. (Camus, 1988, pp. 31-32)
| | Conclusion |
The decision a person makes after sfaring into the abyss and wrestling with the
absurd will go a long way_td determine whéther they prefer Rorty’s or Lyotard’s vision
of the postmodern university. Rorty’s vision continues to value human beings, without
any reason other than that human suffering refels him. He wiéhes to improve life first
for his family and friends, then for the members of hisv personal comrﬁunity, then for all
Americans and finally for all human beings. He remains fully aware of his vision’s
impossibility. Human suffering will never be eliminated. Children will continue to dié.
Financial exploitation, and all forms of prejudice and discrimination, will continue.
Péople will continue to be denied jobs, promotions, dignity and their lives because of
- their race, gender, religion or decisions that their or someone else’s ancestér made ages
ago. Not everyone will be allowed to attend college or experience individuation and
know the experiénce of speaking for themselves‘ in their own language. Failures will
surely be more c_omnion than successes, but what serves as an alternative? Suicide?
| Resignation? Orv to embrace the absurd as Camus’ German friend and Lyotard did?
Rorty chooses to resist and struggle, to do what he can for as long as he can
while always striving to do more. He does not care about legitimization, or agency or
postmodernism. He chooses to resist the absurd by proposing pragmatic concrete

suggestions whose significance lies in their utterance, not in their actualization. This
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choice results in a strengthened and inclusive university with an expanded liberal

curriculum and an empowered and liberated faculty.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION
Summary
Background and Introduction

This inquiry resulted from dual interests in hi gher education and postmodernism.
In my preliminary research, I discovered a wealth of material specifically dealing with
either hi'gher education or postmodernism. A review of that literature substantiéted a
number of long-held suspicions. Ilearned that a set of conditions commonly associated
w1th postmodernism ndw challenges the historically dominant modernist beliefs, values,
conventions, traditions and ihstitutions of the United States and of the other wealthy and
technologically advanced North Atlantic nations. My coricerns about the deteriorating
condition of American higher education were also coﬁﬁrmed.

As I continued to read, I became incréasingly convinced that postmodernism is a
rapidly evolving condition that not only alters the contours of American social, cultural
and polifical reality, but also poses a serious threat to the future of American |
universities and the viability ofiliberal higher education. Atterhpts to limit the focus of
my research to the relationship between postmodernism and higher education, however,
revealed a comparative dearth of relevant scholarly literature. In fact, scholars
specializing in the study of higher education produced a relatively small measure of the
research and publications that I discovered. Ironically, philoSophers and, to a lesser
extent, literary scholars who were also interésted in the real and potential impact of
postmodernism on higher education produced much of the literature that I found most

interesting and relevant to my inquiry.
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As T became more familiar with an expanding body of literature, the works of

| Lyotard and Rorty began to stand out because of their insights, creativity and depth. -
For these reasons, and because of their standing as postmodern philosophers, their wide-
spread influence within the academic and arts communities, and because they
specifically address higher éducation issues, I decided to focus on their writings as the
primary sources used in this inquiry. To.supplement, expand on and help explain the
work of these two men, 1 cons‘ulted the originallworks of othef twentieth-century
philosophers, such as Ru‘sscl‘l éﬁd Camus, and the publications of various academics in a
variety of fields. I employéd as my primary criteria for initially considering pieces of
scholarly literature authors’ joint treatment of higher éducatioh and postmodernism,
essentially disregarding their areas of academic specialization.

As the sﬁbject of my research became more focused and I continued to cqnsult
an increasing variety of different sources, a relatively clear picture emerged of a rapidly
evolving pbstmodern environment. In this environrhent, the intellectual foundation,
popular support and political backing of the contemporafy university are being seriously
challenged, undermined and threatened, jeopardizing the future of liberal higher
education in the United States. | Some of the postmbdern conditions emerging in the
general society that pose the most serious threats to Americah higher edbucation,’inc»lude:
1) a growing dependence on and privileging of technology, particui‘arly in the area of
electronic informaﬁoh processing; 2) the wide-spread popular loss 6f faith in modernist
metanarratives and values that traditionally validate or legitimate Western knowledge;
3) the burgeoning of rampant consumerism; 4) the émergence of international “liberal”
capitalism and the attendant development and influence of multinational corporétions;

5) the diminished status and declining power of the state; and 6) the progressive
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disintegration of social hegemony and social/cultural hierarchies, and the emergence of
eountless long-silenced groups and individuals.

The combined effects of these general conditions on American higher education
are profound and transformative. Some of their more obvious and significant
manifestations include: 1) the growing prevalence and popuiarity of the corporate
model; 2) the privileging of vocationalism combined with the marginélization of the
liberal arts; 3) the adoption of “performativity” as the criteria for evaluating the merit
and determining the funding of various university components and activities; 4) a
growing dependence on and utilization of technology as an alternative to traditional
methods of instruction; 5) increasing dependence on private funding combined with
decreasing levels of public funding; and 6) the emergence of non-traditional alternatives
to traditional universities and colle ges, for example, highly commercial and client-
centered for-profit institutions like the liniversity of Phoenix and eorporate training
institutions like Motorola University. |

This picture of a rapidly ei/olving American society and its unstable and
beleaguered higher education systern provides the context for the diseussion and
analysis of Lyotard’s and Rorty’s respective “postmodern” views about epistemology,
politics and, most importantly, higher education. In the most general sense, both men
may be considered postmodernists, because they repudiate the basic tenets of
modernism. Within the context of this narrative, these tenets include: the inevitability
of progress; the perfectibility of human kind; the rational nature of being; the existence
of a fixed knowable reality and the closely related ideas of representational knowledge
and fixed and absolute external Truth. In addition to repudiating the foregQing ideas,
Lyotard and Rorty also agree about the potential danger and historical damage done by

grand or metanarratives. Both men argue that there is no evidence of the existence of a
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design or discernable pattern in nature, or any final causes, or physical or metaphysical
processes of being that direct, shape or lend any purpose or inherent meaning to human
existence.

More assertively, both men believe that truth, reality and meaning exist as
human or social constructs. Finally, they both emphasize the powef and influence of
language to shape human life and pcrccptions. In fact they both agree that truth does
not exist outside of language. This idea has spcciﬁc relevance for higher education,
because it directly relates to the idea that the'pcrs'on, insiitution or system that controls
language controls reality/truth. The corollary that.an individual’s, a community’s and a
society’s reality, including the things that are held to be true and untrue, can be altered
by changing their language/final vocabulary remains equally relevant. Rorty
, speciﬁcally reflects this idea in his ’belief about the importance and function of the
literary critic, in his recommendation that the novel serve as thev foundation for higher
education/edi_ﬁcation, and in his admiration for George Orwell’s anti-utopian novel,

Although Rorty and L}iotard agicc about many things, bccause they are driven
by different ‘p‘as_sions, they follow divergent patlls in pnrsuit of different realities. The
ideas of Lyotard and Rorty mentioned above ieprcscni some of their more important
shared beliefs, and serve as thcir shared basic operating assumptions; Both men write as
ironists Who repudiate the idea of Trnth. Therefore, arriving at v‘different conclusions
from essentially the same basic set of assumptions should pose a problem for neither
Lyotard or Rorty. The issue ceases to be the truth or even the validity of the conc1usion,
but rather the acceptability of their assumptions. In other words, neither Lyotard’s nor
Rorty’s conclusions will speak to a reader/a student who disagrees with, or finds

unacceptable, their assumptions, for any reason. Lyotard’s and Rorty’s arguments
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appear moot to the persori who believes that, in the language of Sartre, essence precedes
existence. Their conclusions become irrelevant or nonsensical for anyone who believes
in a rational and knowable external reality that exists independently of human existence,
‘perception or description, and that knowledge, Truth, and language ideally fuiiction as
its transparént representation or reflection.

Thus, if someone rejects Lyotard’s and Rorty’s assumptions and their
arguments, other than on the basis of ‘coincidence, serendipity or the absurd, they cannot
consistentiy accepf their conclusioné. However, if one finds Lyotard’s and Rcirty’s
basic and conceptual assumptions écceptable, their respective arguments and
conclusions merit further consideration. These arguments and conclusions articulate
two of higher education’s more credible and widely diséussed possible responses to the
| postmodern condition and to the perils‘ that it presents.

Lyotard

As discussed, Lycitard functions from a perspective of suspicion and distrust. He
deeply distrusts all orgahiz»atioris, instit_utions and syéteins, inciuding universities and
colleges. He equally suspects human consénsus and all attempts to achieve it. These
two conditions combine to create a state of appiehenSidn and fear thét causes him to
believe that a historical and contemporary byproduct cif par_ticipation in an organization
such as a university is “terror.” Lyotard’s définitioii of terror relatéé" directly to his ideas
about langﬁége. Inveffect, the university strives to prevent its students from speaking in
any language other thanv that legitima’ted by those individuals or interests who control
the university. Using Lyotard’s terminology, siudents find themselves forced to accept
the language game of their professors, which is probably the language game of the
university and of the most privileged and controlling members of the dominant culture--

the people who support and control the university. If they refuse to accept such
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language games, the students are not allowed to play. In other words, they are silenced.
A Lyotardian would probably assume tIiat the majority of those silenced are ultimately
forced out of the university, or they experience limited success if they remain. Once
silenced, students who remain in the university may be allowed to speak only after they
have adopted, and begin playing by, the official rules of the university’s preferred
language game, the rules taught by their professors. Students learn to speak the
‘institutionally validated language. Viewed througil Lyerard’s lens,vthe university
operates as an instrament of social control that not only obliterates personal freedom,
but also stifles individuality and creativity. Creatiyity. suffers, because it deviates from
the norm, i.e., tile consensually derived truth. Therefore, in addition te perpetrating
“terror” on its students, modernist higher education also precludes the possibility of
change, and thus of social equality. Lyotard sees and describes the modern university as
a fundamentally anti-democratic institution that must be neutralized. Only 'then may all
enjoy the opportunity i’or individual freedom. Only then may creativity flourish.

Because Lyotard believes that the ianguége a person speaks defines and thus
determines their reality, he also believes fhat by teaching their students to speak the
language of the university--to echieve cvonsensus with tlre institution--faculty facilitate
their students’ internalizing their, i.e., the.university’s, vision of reality‘. For Lyotard
this process is education in a modern university‘. For Lyotard' this process represents an
infliction of terror.

Lyotard does not directly address the issue of members of the faculty speaking
and/or teaching their students to speak a lahguage other than the university’s consensual
approved language. One may safely assume then, that because the faculty have
completed the educational proeess their students undergo, they have long ago learned to

speak the language of the university. This does not mean that all universities speak the
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same language or that any individual university will always speak the same language.
The languages of choice may change any time a consensus is reached to adopt a new set
of rules. Of significance is not what language is Spoken‘ but the process of terror by
which students, and ultimately the faculty, find themselves compelled to adopt and
 utilize the currently privileged set of rules. The faculty’s dégrees, their academic rank,
and their employment status may all be viewed as indicatorsvof their qualifications to
teach their students to speak the languagé and see the reaiity of the society’s most
privileged. | |

For many- of the reasons alluded to above, Lyotard believes that the era of the
modern university has passed, or is rapidly passing, and that the‘death knoll has rung for
its faculty. He specifically cites the causes of this decline of modern higher education
and the death of its faculty. The primary reasons that he cites are, 1) a resurgence of
liberal capitalism; 2) the loss of legitimating power of metanarrati\}es, particularly the
metanarrative of liberation and of the spirit; 3) the burgeoning of rampant consumefism;
4) technological advances, pafticulaﬂy computer énd rélated electronic information
processing technology, and 5) the adoption and growing predbminance of the
performativity criteria (Lyotard, 1994, p. 47).

Because of the nature and iﬁﬂuénces’ of lthe postmodern culture, specifically
burgeoniﬁg consumerism, the prevalence of Vocationalism and the pﬁVileging of
performvaﬁvity, students learn to value only those things that contribute to their
employability and, thus, their ability to acquire mat¢ria1 go_bds and creature comforts.
~ As aresult, both society and the majority of students devalue the liberal and fine arts.
Students interested only in obtaining the skills, knowledge and certifications necessary
to obtain a job consequently have little or no interest in Rorty’s edification. In

Lyotard’s view, students assuming this attitude are justified, because he believes that,
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with the exception of the children of the elite, studying the liberal arts prepares students
~ only for unemployment.

Lyotard introduces the idea of paralogy as a way to prevent institutions, e.g., the
university, from directly terrorizing its members, e.g., students, and indirectly
terrorizing the entire society. As discussed, paralogy involves the perpetual challenging
of all forms of institﬁtionalized authority and rules and the resistance of any form of
consensus. Lyotard argues that a primary objective and by-product of this resultant
state of near constant anarchy produced by paralogy is the maximization of both
political and individual freedom and creativity. Because the powerful and privileged
use organizations and institutions to not only impose their will, but also their versions of
reality, on the powerless and marginalized, the only way to achieve freedom and give
voice to the silenced, while stimuiating creativity, is to escape the power of the
privileged. In the-case of students, this is accomplished by escaping, i.e., destroying the
traditional university.

Advancements in computer technology provide the‘perfect vehicle to achieve
Lyotard’s grand escape from the tetror of the liberal university. What students desire
and what society wants them to have is information. Because performativity represents
the criteria used to evaluate the performance/effectiveness of highereducation, the
society and the student body view negatively traditional faculty-based instruction. In
other words, in Lyotard’s view, the shifting criteria used to eﬁaluate higher education
causes it to be an outdated, inefficient and ineffective system for delivery of the type of |
privileged information that will increase student and societal productivity. From the
perspective of those who validate performativity, the modern university fails to meet the
needs or expectations of contemporary postmodern society and should be replaced.

Although Lyotard, and those who share his views, repudiate performativity as simply
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another consensus-demanding instrument of terror, they fully agree that the day of the
modern university and its liberal. facillty has passed. Althbugh for different reasons,
they further agfee that computers provide the best available alternative.

Lyotard’s primary concern is not efficiency but the transparency and
éccessability of invformation made available to studerits by éomputers. Lyotard’s vision
for postmodern higher education involves the eliminati_on Qf the traditional modern
university, its facu]ty, and anything approaching what is generally perceived as a
curriculum. In their stead he eﬁvisions computer laboratoriés with multiple terminals
that access huge data bases which effectively contain the sum of human knowledge.
The primary functions of a'pvo‘stmodem university as envisioned by Lyotard involve
basically logistics and maiﬁtenance operating under an éxtremely limited
administrétion. The university includes: 1) facilities maintenance; 2) hardware and
software acquisition and support; 3) data base acquisition and/or developing and

‘maintenance; and 4) minimal student training in the use of hardware and software
applications. Other than limited space for adnlinistrators, training and‘maintenavnce
staff, offices and work areas, requirements includé space to actually house the student
terminals and necessary network hardvbv‘are.“ There would be no traditional faculty,
simply traiﬁers to lead workshops or individual tutdrs that inst;uct students in electronic
access to, and ménipu]ation of, information; Ih the bmost extreme case, all instruction
could be completed by on-line tutorials. The cost of maintaining such a university
would obviously be a fraction of that required to operate a tfaditional university. But
from a Lyortardian perspective, the advantage exists in the relative transparency of the
information accessed by the students, particularly when compaied to the information
students receive in traditional universities. That information has all been filtered

through the faculty and presented in the language of the university. The computerized
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process is much more democratic and relatively free of terror, in Lyotard’s view.
Students may access and select information of their own-choosing. They may then
combine and manipulate information in any fashion they choose. This process
minimizes terror while maximizing individual/personal freedom, inclusiveness and
creativity. Effecti\}ely restricted only by their irﬁagiriﬁtions, studenfs are freed to play
whatever language games they choose and to create whatever reality their abilities
allow. _

A‘ét’ing bn his distrust of organizatiohs, or, more specifically, collective activity,
and on his radical rejection of modernism, including anything reminiscent of an
academic canon, Lyotard would destroy the modern university, discontinue libefal
higher education and absolve education of social responsibility--either sogializing
students or providing any form of societal leadership. Lyotard’s society ceases to be a
community. Its members experience no solidarity with other commuhity members. In
fact Lyotard views solidarity as a threat to individual freedom and, thus, something to
be avoided, and not an object of pursuit. Lyotard’s university reflects the community in
“ which it is a member--a collection of frée, but isolated, self-actualizing individuals.
Flawed Assumption--Point of Departure |

Lyotard significantly contributes to understaﬁding the postmbdem condition ahd
its implications for highér ‘education. His description of changes occurring in the
wealthy North Atlantic nations, including the United States, are accurate, astute and at
times even prophetic. His identification of the metanarrative’s loss of power to organize
and justify or legitimate cultural beliefs and knowledge, and its subsequent replacement
by the principle of performativity, and, finally, the near omnipresence and

transformative effects of technology, specifically the computer, reflect great insight and
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represent a significant contribution to the understanding of contemporary Western
culture.

However, despite his insightfulness and intellectual prowess, his prescriptive
statements are based on flawed assumptions that greatly diminish his argument’s ability
to convince. Although one may al’so finally cho'o.se to disagreé with his assertions about
the close, if ’not_necessary, relationship that exists among consensus, organizat-iqns and
terror, they do constitute a viable aﬂd potent argument. However, his argument breaks
down becaﬁse of ihe way he chooses to défiﬂe education and his excessive reliance on,
and faith in, technology’s ability to transmit relatively transparent information.

His conbﬁm is legitimate. His solution, however, I find unacceptable. Nearly a
century ago, people like thé Américan historian Carl Bécker estéblished the subjective
nature of research and teaching. To even state Such an obvious and widely accéptéd
truth borders on the trite. Most people accept as a truism the idea fhat each human has a
unique perspective, or final vocabulary, that is the product of a Qariety of influences,
including values and Beliefs transnﬁtted by their éommurﬁty(ies), their families and
their professors, thaf colors their vision and undersfanding of reality, and determines, to
varying degrees, what they believé to be true. How they respond to this “truth,” this
egoistic impulse or tendency that each of us have to see the world throﬁgh our eyes and
then project that vision 6n'everyone around us, répresents one of the major differences»
between Rorty and Lyotard. The product of this egoistic impulse to impose our version
of reality on others is, as dis'cussed,’ what Lyotard characteﬁzes as terror. In effect,
because of the inevitable clash of reaiitiés, the dispfoportionate distribution or allocation
of power, and the ability of the powerful, e.g., the university and/or the professor, to

impose their vision of reality/their final vocabulary on the less powerful, e.g., the
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student, the only way to avoid terror is to escape the sphere of influence of the powerful
and to constantly challenge their authority.

Lyotard suggests that technology offers a way to accomplish this most difficult
task that he equates to the preservation of human freedom and the avoidance of terror.
As discussed, for Lybtard education consists primarily of thé transmission and
manipulation of information. He argues that, compared to traditional higher education,
the computer and the data Banks that they access offer a superior alternative. This claim
is based on the assertion that computers, data bases, software applications, programers
and technicians, in éddition to being more efficient and effective, offer a far smaller
threat to human freedom and creativity because they offer a way of transmitting
information that is free of both professorial censorship and noise.

Even if Lyotard’s definition of education, which consists of only “piling
information on their heads,” is found acceptable, his assumption about computer-
generated information must also be accepted, if his vision is to be judged preferable to
either the pérformative or the liberal alternatives that he presumes to replace. No matter
who they are, or in what venue rthey' exisf, be they author, poet, editor, professor,
minister, priest, painter, film maker, scienti_s’t, modernist or postmoderrﬁst, to
communicate, they must use som‘e‘ form of language.- The language that they choose,
the ﬁnal vocabulary that they use, no maftef what form of expression they utilize, will
shape the feality that they perceive and vision that they attempt to communicate. This is
an article of epistemolog‘ical'faith for both Rorty and Lyotard.

For reasons which are not 'explained, Lyotard excludes Bill Gates, Steve Jobs
and all the other people who design computers, manage systems, write Software |
applications and compile data bases from this injunction, when he asserts that electronic

information is more transparent than information presented non-electronically. As
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professors determine the content of their courses, ministers select the topic of their
sermons and scientists select and interpret the data produced by their
experiments/research, so too is technology and its application the product of subjective
human intéllects. Human beings design the machines and write thevsoftware that
determine not only what information we access, but how we access it. Data b‘ases, like
books, lectures, and sermons, are created by human beings who must decide, based on
their persohal final Vocabularies, what is included and whatlis not. To base the status
and security of human freedom on the transparéncy of electronically processed
information and the objectiyity of the people who create it is surely to hang one’s hopes
on a postmodern skyhook. Maybe we are “over-philosophizing” and engaging in a
fool’s errand when we speculate how we can avoid the mahipulation of our respective
realities, and wasting our time and effort debating the comparative merifs and/or
transparency of electronic versus non-electronic information. Pérhaps we would be
better served considering who we would rather have doing the nianipulating, a professor
like Rorty or a technologist like Bill Gates.
Rorty

In contrast to Lyotard, Rorty functions from a pefspective of hope and trust.
Acknowledging and working to reform their many faults, he has an overriding faith in
the benevolence and goodness of the United States and the Americém people.
- Furthermore, he belieVes that the po>litical, social and economic organizations,
institutions and systems of the liberal .We‘sternb bourgeois democracies, includihg
universities and colleges, offer the best opportunity currently available to improve the
quality of human life. This rather broad goal hinges on a reduction of human suffering
and the creation of a social and political environment in which the rights and

opportunities of each member of the community to self-actualize--define themselves in.
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a language of their own creation or selection--is recognized and protected. Rorty
chooses to trust the members of his concentrically increasing communities. One of his
primary objectives is the actualization of an increasing measure of human solidarity,
dependent on, and partly the product of, a consensus within thé community to which the
individual belongs. These conditions combine to create a state of trust and optimism in
Rorty that causes him to believe that education, particularly liberal higher education, is
one of humankind’s most valuable tools in its efforts to feducé human suffering and to
improve the overall quality of their lives.

Rorty envisions education as consisting of two distinctly different but
interrelated and complementary functions. The primary function assigned to K-12
education he calls “socialization.” The primary objective of socialization is making
students culturally literate “good” citizens. For Rorty, being a good citizen is roughly
the equivalent of being a liberal reformer. Elementary and secondary education helps
accomplish this objective vby teaching students the language of their dominant culture,
which involves internalizing the mythology of liberal bourgéois democracy. The
second major objective of K-12 education Rorty associates with cultural literacy. This
objectivity involves what Rorty describes as piling information on students’ heads. If
K-12 educators do their jbbs ﬁroperly, according to Rofty, upon graduating from high |

‘school and enteriqg college, students will have unshakeable pride in being Americans, |
which is not to be éorifused with an unquéstioning nationalism or jingoism. They
develop a confidence in bourgeois liberal democratic, i.e., American, social, political
and economic i.nstitutions, and an adequaté knowledge base necessary to allow them to
immediately begin university level work. Acgording to Rorty, remediation is not, and

should not be allowed to become, a function or responsibility of the university. The
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existence of college level remediation courses is a negative reflection of the nation’s K-
12 educational system.

At the university level, students begin “individuation,” which means the
facilitation of the their ability to describe reality, which includes describing themeel\tes,
in a language of their own choosing or creation. Rorty v{(rites about private irony and
public hope, which he associates with his particular passions for Trotsky and wild |
orchids. He agrees with Lyotard ‘(and William Butler Yeate) that it is not possible to
hold t;oth"‘reality and passion in a single vision.” Rorty and Lyotard, however, resolve
this dilemma in radically different ways. Lyotard, driven by cynicism, and the belief
that organizations and institutions, along with all forms of social consensus, inherently
restrict individual freedom, forsakes “Trotsky” in an unbridled pursuit of his version of
wild orchids. Rorty, alternatively, turns to irony, and essentially argues that the
question (can reality and passion be held in a single viSion?) is irfeleVant; Beeause
upper case Truth does not exist, the possibility of ever developing uriiversally grounded
criteria for decision making does not exist. Thus, the question of a single vision is
rendered moot. Attempts to fOrrnulate an answer, whtch Rorty dismisses as “over-
philosophizing,” constitute a waste of time and effort. Rorty argiles thet, rather than
final answers, only paésions and belie‘fs exist. His passion-for liberalism amounts to
nothing more than revulsion at human sufferirig' and the belief that the worse thing that
human beings can do is cause the suffeting of other human beings.

From this point forward, most of bwhat Rorty says he bases on thie one major
assumption. He provides no other justification, ancvl,' in fact, argues that none exists, for
his belief other than that he chooses to believe. He argues that any action that
diminishes human suffering is acceptable or good, and, conversely, any action that

causes or contributes to human suffering is unacceptable. He therefore concludes that
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the use of force to impose a particular version of tfuth or a patticular personal passion
on another human beiﬁg remains unacceptable. All that an individual has recourse to is -
argument and persuasion. All that an individual may attempt}bis to convince others to
accept a particular version of reality, to speak a particular language, to adopt and pursue
a particular passion. Because no grounded criterion for decision making exists, all
arguments rely on comparison, i.e.‘, that one solution, course of action . . . etc., is
befter than alternative courses of action. “Good” cénstitﬁtes the ifnprovement of the
quality of human life, i.e., diminishihg suffering.

The acceptability of Rorty’s entire argument, including all of his ideas about
higher education, is reduced to his readers’ willingness to make the same choice, to take
the same “leap of faith” that he has. Is the desire for sélidarity, and the visceral,
unintellectual, irrational and personal reaction against human suffering strong enough to
support the weight of his argument? Are his pleas convincing ehbugh to persuade us to
commit ourselves to democratic political reform and support and work to strengthen
liberal higher education? If we find Rorty’s feelings aboﬁt human suffering compelling,
the balance of his argument becofneé much more convincing. This is so in the same
way that a person who believes in God finds it much easier to accepf réligious
teachings. Conversely, if a person does ﬁot agreé with Rorty that the effort to aﬂeviate
human suffering is justification enough to act, most, if not all of his following
arguments ring hollow,’ in much the same way that Church teachings must surely ring
hollow to the nonbelievér.

Even if one is sympathetic to Rorty’s compassioh for others, the reality that he
describes éannot be characterized as joyous. Despite his emphasis on,community and
solidarity with other human beings, Rorty basically remains an individualist, in that his

vision of humanity is basically an existential one. He sees the human race as a
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collection of isolated individuals, who, in their natural state, are comparable to a herd of
" animals. Rorty does not make promises; what he does is offer a little hope, a little relief
from the loneliness and suffering of human existence. He suggests that we seek solace
in solidarity with otiler»human ’beings--public hope. Meaningful solidarity, howéver,
can only be achieved between authentic individuals, i.e., individuals‘ who have
recreated, or redefined, themselves. Individuals who continue to speak and describe
reality in a language that was given to them, as opposed to a language that they created
for themselves, remain incapabIe of achieving solidarity,. and thus even the hope of
achieving any relief from the angst of existential isolation and loneliness remains
~unavailable. To form meaningful social relationships, the individual must engage in the
purely egocentric and subjective act‘ of recreating, i.e., redefining, not only themselves,
but reality itself in a final vocabulary of their own creation--private irony.

From a Rortian perspective, ’altho'ugh the domains are separate, the relationship
between the public and the private are interdepencient. An individual cannot
successfully pursue personal passion unless s/he has the ne‘cessary freedom and
resources to do so. According to Rorty, at this time in humari history, the Western
bourgeois liberal democracies, including the United States, offer the best possibility of
providing an individual the necessary preconditions to make possible the pﬁrsuit of
private passions. Rorty points out the abéence of “inherent” good in Western
democracies. They simply produce less suffering than the currentiy available
alternatives. Although public organizations, institutions, and systems can exacérbate
human suffering, they cannbt in themselves create a better reality for the individual.
Only the individual can do that for him/herself. Rorty believes that public
organizations, institutions, and systems, however, can potentially help create

environments that facilitate the individual pursuit of personal passions. In contrast to
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Lyotard, whé fears and wishes to escape organizations such as universities, Rorty sees
them as critical to the creation and rhaintenance of both personal and social freedom.

Rorty recommends that the higher education community should not allow itself
to bog down in over-philosophizing, one of its favorite and most counterproductive
activities. Rather, he suggests, the university should focus or refocus on its most
important component, students, and its mosf i¥nportant‘functions, “edification” and
“individuation.” It should then critically assess its envirbnment and make the “reforms”
necesséry to allow the faculty to carry out those ﬁmctibns'. Because of faith in the basic
soundness and legitimacy of the contemporary liberal university, Rorty sees no need for
sweeping theoretical changes in the structure, function or mission of American higher
education. He suggests concrete action that will incrementally but significantly
strengthen the university and improve the quality of the education made available to its
students. |

In a university that reﬂepfs Rorty’s vision, faculty remain the single most
important resource. The relationship that the faculty forges with their students is the
single most important activity. In stark contrast to Lyotard, who would effectively
replace with the computer not only the faculty, but also all other teaching tools and
matérials, Rorty envisions a ﬁnivérsify with computeré functioning simply as tools to be
used by administrators, faculty and students to support more important work. In Rorty’s
university, studénts strive to begin the process of developing a personal language that
they will use in the unending struggle to redefine themselves. To help with this most
personal and difficult of tasks, prdfessors attempt to éxpose their students to as many
different voices, languages and final Vovcabularies as possible. The students will
hopefully listen and compare the final vocabularies of others to their own. | They will

select those arguments that they find convincing and reject the rest. Because it provides
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the most effective way of exposing students to the greatest number of voices speaking
the greatest variety of languages, Rorty suggests that the novel serves as a mainstay of
the curriculum.

In addition to exposing and hopefully infecting students with their passion,
faculty perform another critical function. They serve as the Students’ guides. The
postmodern profess'or‘does not presumc; to know or transrhit Trﬁth to their students.
They can, however,. identify for their students various visions of reality that, throughout
recorded history; intrigue andv fascinate humans. The professors.are quai‘ified to perform
this task, because, fhrdugh their own study and research, they have been exposed to a far
greater number of voices than their students.

Through this slow, ongoing and developmental process students will be inspired

to reconstruct fhemselves and their respective realities. Unlike Lyotard’s “university,”

| where the transmigsion of inforrnaﬁon femainé the prifnary objective‘,‘ Rorty’s university
has as an objective the qliestioning and refofmulating of information “piled” on
students’ heads in elémentary and high school.. Rorty hopes that uhiversity students will
at least begin th_é process Qf becoming liberéi ironisté. The starting point for this
development must be literate students, With a W’orkihg knowlevdgebof the language of
their parents and their‘ culture which they hopefully learned hefore leavin’g'high school.

The transmission of knowledgé is hot,'norvshould it be allowed to become, the
primary function of the university. Although he privileges edification, Rorty recognizes
that the politicians, the policy makers, the general public vand a gréét segment of the
student body, at least upon entering the univ‘ersit’y,\do not necessarily share his views.
He recognizes that performativity and Lyotard speak more convincingly to many people

~ both within and outside the university than he. Rorty further recognizes that a

university that only addresses edification and individuation would surely fail.
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Reﬂecting his peﬁchant for pragmatism, he encourages those who find his arguments
convincing to recognize and compensate for the political, social and economic dynamics
of their current environment.

Faculty and administration must recognize the necessity to strike a compromise
with those who provide and control the resources neceSsary for the university’s survival.
Only then can they pursue their passio‘n.and» encourage their students to follow suit. To
come to teﬁns with the forces of performativity and technoiogical idolatry, while
protecting and maintainihg the i,ndcpéndence of the faculty and creating an environment
conducive to edification and individuation, will require administrators who are truly
postmodern artists.

Unjustified Criticism: Elitism
Rorty has been a favorite object of attack and criticism particularly from what he

characterizes as the “new Left.””” “As discussed in Chapter Two, his separation of

?’See Rorty’s latest book, Achieving Our Country: Leftist Thought in Twentieth-

Century America (1998), for an extended disbussioﬁ of .hisvuriderstan'd»ing of various

American leftists’ political and cultural perspectives and their relationships. In that book

he provides the following definitions and discussion: -
For us Americans, it is important not to let Marxism influence the story we
tell about our own left. We should repudiate the Marxists’ insinuation that |
only those who aré convinced- capitalism must be overthrown can count as
leftists, and everybody else is a wimpy liberal, a self-deceiving bourgeois
reformer [endnote #2 Marxists usually do not want to count Whitman,
Dewey, and FDR as men of the Left. But since Dewey despaired of
capitalism during the Depression, some of his Marxists admirers regard |
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private and public action led to the lingering and unjustified accusation of conservatism
from members of leftist groups. In much the same way, there are those who attempt to
unjustly brand his prescription for the relationship and respective functions of common

and higher education as “elitist.” This charge is unjustified, given the social, political

him as having crossed the critical bridge in his later years. I cannot see
the point of using such despair as a litmus test for authentic leftness (pp.
144-145)]. Many recent histories of the Sixties have, unfortunately, been
influenced by Marxism. These histories distinguish the emergent student
Left and the so-called Old-left for the “liberals”--a term used to cover both
the people who administered the New Deal and those whom Kennedy
brought from Harvard to the White Hbuse in 1961 . . . Ithink we should
abandon the léftist-versus-liberal distinction, along with the other residues
of Marxism that clﬁtter up our vocabulary . . . Ithink we should drop
the term “Old-left” as a name for the Americans who call themselves
“Socialists” between 1945 and 1964. I propose the term “reformist Left”
to cover all those Americans who, between 1900 and 1964, struggled
within the framework of constitutional democracy to protect the weak
from the strong . . . Ishall use “New Left” to mean people--mostly
students--who decided, around 1964, that it was no longer possible to
work for social justice within the system . . . My term “reformist Left”
is intended to cover most of the people who were feared and hated by the
Right, and thereby to smudge the line which the Marxist tried to draw
between leftists and liberals. (pp.,42-44)
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and economic conditions that currently exist in the United States. These conditions,
which have been characterized as “postmodern,” shape the environment in which the

' American university exists, and determine the context in which administrative decisions
and actions must be taken. Rorty does not; nor does he presume to, argue from a value
neutral perspective. He argues from the publicly declared and clearly articulated
perspective of the “reformist Left,” a position d'iscuss'ed at length in this narrative. An
individual may reject Rorty’s political perspective, i.e.; the reformist Left, but that does
not justify the charge of elitism. An individual fnay believe that Rorty argues pootly,
ie., unconvincingly; but that does not justify the charge of elitism.' An individual may
believe that Rorty’s pesition will inadvertently or unintentionally contribute to an elitist
environment, but not even that would justify the charge of elitism. He might be labeled
unskilled, incompetent or, possibly, non-reflective, but not elitist.

To support such a charge r_equires the demenstration or belief that Rorty
knowingly supports the existence, and/or advocates the creétion, of a hierarchy that
privileges and extends power and control to a select and axiomatically small group of
individuals. In other words, that the effect, if not the intent, of his ’ideas is to privilege
the few at the expense of the man'y.’ This WO'I‘lld‘ invols/e either ignoying Rorty’s claim to
be a Leftist reformer, his repeeted' repud_iation of 'social, economic orepistemological
hierarchies, his vigorous support of pluralistic democracy, his stated desire of making
education as inclusionary and corhprehensive as pessible, his sincerity when he express
revulsion at, and the desire to eliminate/reduce, human suffering, or asserting that he is
insincere and/or nﬁsrepreSents his motives, beliefs_ and intentions.

What Rorty dees is assess the situation in which the university finds itself, and,
from his Leftist reformer perspective, he.offers a number of suggestions about how the

modern university can adapt to and survive in the postmodern era without betraying its
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liberal or leftist heritage. His observations and comments are rooted in pragmatic
realism. They are driven by neither ideological rigidity or elitism. Before leaving the
question of elitism in Rorty’s vision of American education, I would like to conclude by
briefly considering the following four points that will hopefully put the question in
proper context and lay it to rest:

Social, politigalI and econ omic limitations. For a comt)lex variety of social,
political, economic and personal reasons, not everyone in contemporary America is able
or desires to go to college. This is a denotative, not a performative and prescriptive,
statement. The observation and description of a situation does not imply r'esponsibility
or validation. Certainly, Rorty would never suggest that any American be forced to
attend a university. A position that he does, however, support is that every American
who has the ability and desire to attend a university, should also have the opportunity.
Unfortunately that situation does not exist at this point in time in the United States, but,
hopefully, it will. Rorty hopes that, as universities continue to graduate more and more
vliberal ironists; the attitudinal and legislative changes necessary to make universal
higher education a possibility will progressively become a reality. This is the objective
of the reformist left that Rorty advocates, and of the liberal ironist that his university
will create--to peacefully, but.steadily and enthusiastically work for the kind of reforms
that will make it possible foi everyone who wishes and has the ability to attend a
university. That the goai may never be fully accomplished does_ not diminish its merit.
That we can not provide every American a university education, does not mean that we
should stop stri\}ing to provide those who are. fortunate enough to be currently attending
a university the best education possible. Is it not better to do what we can with what we
have, 'rather than rue the injustice of it all, and to do nothing? If we could only educate

one person, would that not be better than to educate no one? If that is elitism, so be it.
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The developmental nature of education: The developmental nature of political

reform Roﬁy is a reformer, not a revolutionary. As such he relies on argument and
persuasion and rejects the _usé of force, cohesion, humiliation, intimidation and/or
violence. He applies this perspective to political, social and educational reform. Those
individuals who believe that revolutionary change is the 6nly way to achieve the
objective of universal access to higher education, if they are concerned with internal
consistency, will continue to believe that Rorty is a conservative elitist. Those who
, feject revolution, particularly in the context of contemporary America, as a viable
aitemative, should be more understanding and sympathetic.v

Rorty argues, for example, that socialization and cultural literacy, prime '
functions of K-12 educétion, are necessary preconditions for individuation and
edification, primary functions of higher education. Consequently, if socialization and
cultural literacy afe not aclﬂéved at the K-12 level, they must be performed at the
university level. This means that the university can not do the job it is designed and
intended to do, because it expends its time and resoﬁrcgs remediating student who did
not learn what they should have learned in elemeritary and high school. More
specifically, a student, while in school prior to entering the university, should develop
fluency in the language of their gulture, the language of their parents, the language of
good citizenship. These languages énd their mastery serve as the foundation of what
students will attempt to. accomplish while at the university. Upon completing an
undergraduate education, a student has ideally made significant progress toward
becoming an individual fully capable of communicating with the other members of their
community, and also developing aﬁ individﬁélized and personal language necessary to
begin the ongoing process of self definition. In other words, a person who has

graduated high school and completed college should be a functional member of the
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group, i.e., a community or society, that also exerciées some command over who they
are and who they are becoming.
Mathematics provides a meaningful analogy. Students must master arithmetic,
the fundamental languagé of mathematics, in elementary school, to be properly prepared
“to study algebra, geometry and trigonometry in middle school and high school. In turn
the mathematical skills and cqmpetencies théy mastef in hjgh school provide the
foundation for, bi.e., make possible, fhe study of vcalculué, and other forms of higﬁer
mathematics at fhe univ’ersity.. The fact that students are not expected to master calculus
or study physic_s before they have learned to add and subtract, does not reflection
negétively on, nor does it diminish the importance of, elemenfary schools or arithmetic.
| “Achieving our country.” One of Rorty’s major overall objectives is to.create a
liberal Sok:i’ety that respects and attempts to propagate individual freedom while striving
to diminish suffering of its residents. In éddition to protecting and manifesting public |
hope, the society that Rorty envisions also creates an environmént in which each
individual has the right and freedom to pursue their private passions and strive to create
or recreate, i.e., define or redcfine,_‘ themsélves and their respéctive realiﬁe’s ina
language and persdnal vocabulary bf their owﬁcreatibn and choosing. The process of
self—creation/defihition is ultimately a personal, privéte and solitary éndeavor,
something that each individual must ultim_ately do for themselves and by themselves. A
liberal society, and its institutions designed to sa_ifeguard and facilitate the individual’s
pursuit of private passion, can only hopé and strive to create an environment in which
the individual is free to chodse and to struggle. In much tﬁe same Way, the university
does not do for the individual student; it simply attempts to facilitate the individual’s

doing for themselves.
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Education, including higher education, may support every individual’s personal
freedom and facilitate their pursuit of their private passions by contributing to and
supporting the kind of reformist society that recegnize's and protects such ultimately
egoistic endeavors, as well as the individual’s right to pursue »them. This is achieved, in
part, by supporting the develepment of the kind of seif-resp’eeting citizens who love
their country without giving in to the temptations of 'nationalism, knowledgeable caring
citizens who ere motivated and capable of implementing liberal reforms.

T liese individuals, who Rorty now chooses to identify as leftist reformers, if
they are to succeed, must challenge thebeliefs and question the actions, both
contemporary and historic, of their culture. This must be done without developing self-
ioathing, a characteristic that Rorty associates with the “new Left.” Such a difficult task
requires individuals who have an internalized and unqualified but not nnquestioning
love for their country. Rorty’s objective is to develop citizens who, like Camus, love
their country too much to be nationalists. The primary- responsibility forinstilling this
love for Americat in its citizens, thisfirst and critical phase of a: developmental process
that \i'ill hopefully increase and protect the freedorn of all, Rorty assigns to the nation’s
elementary and high schools. Responsibility for the ne)rt phase, analysis and
questioning, Rorty delegates to nigher edueation. |

In order to protect the students and snpport the snccess of the over-all
educational process, a student’s love and understanding must be strong enqugh that they
will not to be destroyed When America’s flaws and ‘weaknesses are presented and
analyzed in the university. This process should be undertaken by individuals with full
command of the language of their culture. The objective is to produce liberal or leftist
refermers who strive to make the United States a better place for all of its residents, not

nay sayers, revolutionaries, nihilists or anarchists who wish to destroy it.

219



Higher education is not magic: The high school graduate does not suffer. At the

heart of the accusation of elitism exists the perception that only the privileged, those
»wh‘o attend university, benefit in the system described by Rorty.- ‘Although undoubtedly
heart- felt and idealistic, suéh obseryations are ﬁot grounded in the social, political and
economic environment of coﬁtemporary‘ America, nor are they grounded in the possible.
Rorty suggests that we avoid the a.cademicv’s temptation to over-philosophizing, take as
our starting point how things are, not how we would like them to be, and work fo make
them better. He argues‘that it is better to deal with the concrete, and make a small
improvement today in the hope of rﬁaking another small, but hopefully bigger,
improvement tomorrow, rather than strive for a nonexiétent ideal and accomplish
nothing.

Let us for a moment return to the analogy between Rorty’s educational vision
- and the study of mathematics that was discussed earlier. After graduating high school,
an individual either goes or does not go to college. If the individual goes to college,
they may or may not study higher mathematics, but if they have the desire, they will
probably have the dpportunity. To succeed in that opportunity, however, requires a
certain level of ability or aptitude and a knowledge and éompetency in the fundamental
. principles of mathematics, which they hopefully .acquired during their years in grade
school and high school. If sfudents fail to achieve fluency in the basic language of
inathematics, they will be denied the opportunity to pursue their desires to study higher
mathematics, or they must waste their time, energy and resoufces, as well as those of the
university, remediating, i.e., 1earning what they failed to learn in high school and grade
school. Time, energy and resources so spent can not be recaptured and/or used to

support the teaching and study of higher mathematics.
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The other alternative is that the individual does not attend the university. Their
lives may or may not have been better if they had had that opportunity, but they did not.
Because students do not attend a univers‘ity upon graduating high school, hoWever, does
not mean that they might not do so at a later point in their lives. If an individual attends
college as a non-traditional student,‘their potenfial study of higher mathematicscan only
be facilitated by what they learned, or hampered by wha‘t they did not learn, in high
school. Even if an individual never attends a university, are they not better off than they
would have been if they had not been given the opportunity to learn basic mathematical
skills and understand the principles of arithmetic, algebra and geometry in grade school
and high school? |

Conclusion. Iwould like to conclude this brief discussion of elitism with a few
closing observations. First, the lives of sfudents attending Rorty’s high school have
certainly not been worsened by the experience. Second, high school graduates will have
the ability to function and communicate effectively in their community. Third, students
graduating high school will hopefully be good citizens who vsu}pport. America’s
democratic traditions and the institution and laws designed to protect tne freedom and
liberty of all individuals. Fourth, high school graduates will support the changes and
improvements advocated by Leftists reformers. Fifth, although the high school graduate
may have been denied the opportunity to attend a college or university, if reforms
envisioned by Rorty”are ever actualized, thei_r children may enjoy the opportunities that

‘they were denied. Finally, and before we move on, a mornentmight be well spent
reflecting on fhe elitist nature of the assumption that the qualifcy of an individual’s life
depends on, and will necessarily be made better by, attending a eollege or dniversity.

Meaning vand Implications

Three radically different futures for American higher education-have been
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considered. Two were described by Lyotard and the other by Rorty. They range from
Rorty’s near glorification and empowerment of the university, to the postmodern
performative/vocational university, to Lyotard’s depiction of its ignominious and
overdue demise and replacement with a computef network and data banks. Despite
their contrasting outcbfnes, all of these futures are predicafes‘of the “postmodern
condition.”

The second portrays the university as a performativity-driven minor institution
that is littie more than an extension 6f, and:support for, the dominant institution of
capitalism. Only activities that increase productivity and contribute to enhanced profits
are tolerated. This “university” has no students. They have been exchanged for
trainees, i.e., potential workers being prepared to assume or reéssume roles as’
productive members of the labor force. If the Social, political and economic trends
currently aff¢cting higher education continue_, one may envision the “performative
university” as the future awaiting American higher education. As discussed, this
'cilternatiye remains uhacceptable to both ‘Rorty 'a}nd Lyotard and,-one would hope, to
most people who value liberal higher educatipn. |

Rorty and-Lyotard propose two radiéally different futures. Lyqtard would
simply do away with the traditional univerSity, disband its faculty, and replace both with
massive computer networks, data banks and ‘tech-nicians. Students would be free to
study whate{'er they choose, but they would do it without the inteffefence and noise of a
manipulating and silencing faculty. Although the intent of Lyotard’s university is
markedly différent from that of the “performative university,” they both result in the
death of the modern university, its faculty and liberal higher education.

In contrast to these alternatives, Rorty’s vision not only saves but also

strengthens the university, allowing it to assume a role of increasing importance in

222



shaping the contours of national reality. Rorty’s university protects and empowers
faculty. It also privileges human passion over technological efficiency, and the interests
of students over those of employers. |

The list of alternatives presented here does not presume to be exhaustive. In
fact, the specifics of any of the alternatives are less important than what their existence'
indicates. The university and liberal_higher education, because of a rapidly evolving |
postmodern condition, confront a perilbus and uncertain future, a situation that major
‘segments of the academic cdmmunity‘eithér find acceptable, or‘ are unwilling or unable
to address. An example of the university’s potential duplicity in its own demise is the
enthusiastic and at times seemingly unqualified embrace of technology. If this situation
continueé to be ignored by those who, although they may recognize the need for reform,
believe that liberal higher education significantly contributes to the quality of human
vlife, today’s university will soon become a historical felic. Profesé'ofs and higher
educational administrators must recognize the reality of the postmodern condition and |
the need for changes and reférm 'n‘ecvessary to facilitate the contemporary university’s
successful adaptation to its dynanﬁc and rapidly evolving environment.

One Person’s Choice

Rorty sﬁggests that we should not ﬁang ‘bu'r hopes for the future of the university
on a skyhook. Rather, after deciding what we value and aspire to, We should listen with
open minds to as many different arguments frémed in as many different languages as
possible. The only real advice he gives on aséessing these arguments is to beware of .
anyone claiming to know the Truth. Rorty recommends that, after listening carefully,
we select those arguments that we find rﬁost convincing, internalize them, and thus,
produce a new, modified and expanded “‘ﬁnal Vc')cabl‘llziry.‘” This dialectical process

should be ongoing,'and if sincerely implemented, may allow each of us to expand and
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enrich the reality that we respectively occupy and increase our solidarity with other
human beingé. | |

Rorty’s ideas provide an attractive alternative, parﬁcularly to someone like
myself who agreeé with his ideas about skyhooks, libefal .democracy, irony, human
suffering, éolidarity, contingency, wild orchids, passion, consumerism, cultural literacy
and edification. I agree with Rorty’s belief that the uniyers_ity and liberal higher
education contribute to the quality of human life and should be allowed to continue.
Within the céntext of his and Lyotard?s basic assumptions aboﬁt the i)bstni_odern -
condition, if one believes as I do, Rorty’s vision offers greater appeal. For those who
believe that the era of the uhiversity and the professor should be allowed to pass away,
and that technology represents the future, two alternatives have been presented. One
can do nothing, ride the “performativity wave” and watch the traditionai univéré.ity be
consumed by Microsoft© and the University of Phoenix. Or one can embrace
technology and Lyotard’s misguided belief that electronically provided information is
miraculously transparent, an act that Camus, and probably Rorty, would equate to
embracing the absﬁrd. |

I find Rorty’s argument more convincing than the others that I have read,
including Lyotard’s. Ibelieve that his ideas demand serious consideration until, »askhe
counsels, something better comes along. ’Theréfore;‘ I conclude this harrative by briefly
éonsidering what I see as a major obstacle to the abademy’s survival into the twenty-
first century--the Academy:itself.

“We Have Met the Enemy and Iheyq Are Us”

That the barbarians not only stand at the gate of the modern university but that

they have also breached its walls, is an idea that, if not already recognized by the reader,

has been demonstrated in the foregoing discussion. Equally obvious should be that the
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future of liberal higher education is made even more perilous by fhe lack and/or nature
of the response of the contemporary university and its leadership to the challenge posed
by the forces of postmodernism and performativity. | |

If this is so, one must address the critical question: why do supporters of liberal
education respond as they do? Although a countless number of conceivable answers
could be formulated, most of them appear te involve two alternative, but not necessarily
exclusionary{, responses. First: the liberal minded elements within the university are
unable, i.e., lack the eapacity or ability, to meaningfully respond. Second: they are not
limited by an inability to formulate a viable response, but rather by their inability or
unwillingness to recognize the nature and magnitude of the challenge that confronts
them. In effect, the modern university’s only significant response to the forces of
postmodernism and performativity appears to be coming from what could be
pejoratively described or characterized as a Fifth Column, the members of vs)hich choose
to collaborate with the “barbarians.” These are the people within the university who see
its postmodern assailants as ffiends, allies, even liberators, butbnot enemies and certainly
not barbarians. They view performativity and reliance on technology as neither
threatening nor clangerous. These peopleknen/lngly and sincerely applaud the
replacement of liberal higher education with performative and/or Lyotardian institutions
as something desirable, something to be embraced, not resisted. Although the hope
remains that the people who hold these views may someday be convinced that better
alternatives exist, at this point, they do not represent the intended audience ef this
discussion. The primary objective of thi_s discussion remains to help awaken and
mobilize liberal education’s friends and supporters, not to convert its enemies.

If Lyotard’s assessment of the postmodern condition is correct, the first of the

two possible scenarios cited above, i.e., the liberal elements within the university lack
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the capacity to meaningfully respond, more accurately describes what is occurring. The
modern university and its liberal professors have been rendered anachronisms by
advancing postmodernism, just as the importance and influence of the medieval church
and its clérics were diminished and, to a large extent, displaced by the Enlightenment.
If we accept Lyotard’s assessment, we would be hard pr-essed.to justify repudiating his
conclusion. If we accept the idea that the era of the modern university and its professors
has passed, there appears little that can be done to save either from irrelevance, if not
extinction. Atteinpts ét reform in Lyotard’s futufe, alfhough possibly heroic 1n an
existential sense, would be as fruitful as attempting to convince the majority of
Americans to forsake chemistry forvalchemy or astronomy for astrology. Those who
strive to transform léad into gold are surely still among us, but they remain as
anachronistic as the contemporary professor in.Lyotard’s postmodern future. This idea.
does not suggest historical deterrﬁinism, but simply recognizes.Lyotard’s understanding
of current historical éonditioné. that will themselves eventually change. If Lyotard is
correct, we need only prepare for the wake. Great modern unive;sities may one day
soon be visited by postmodern touriéts, in much fhe same way that we visit ancient
temples and medieval cathedrals. These,poétr’nodern travelers ‘will undoubtédly stand in
awe at the grandéur of the edifice and wonder about the people who chose to squander
their wealth and energy on such unproductive, foolish-and maybe even sadomasochistic
pursuits.

The other possible explanation for higher education’s lack of effective response,
i.e., an inability to recognize and/or articulate the problem, although no less dangerous,
does offer some hope. Once they recognize the problem, educators may begin
conceptualizing necessary changes and reforms that will allow the university and some

form of “liberal” education to exist in a rapidly evolving postmodern future. However,
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this occurrence depends on the belief or hope that meaningful action and reform remain
viable possibilities. |

Taking heed of Diogenes’ advice to avoid the counsél of people who declare
their own wisdom, and Rorty’s and Lyotard"s warnings to be suspicioﬁs of those who
issue truth claims and prescriptive statément_s, no attempt will be made here to dispense‘
the truth or to offer a prescription to cure the ill afflicting the university. Although I
find Rorty’s argument more convincing, and his language and the reality that it
describes more appealing., i.e.,1 more consistent and corhpatible with the reality I choose
to create for myself, in this context, Lyotard’s paralogy also has merit.

I do not read Rorty or Lyotard in search of the Truth or because they provide
answers. I read them because they pose the kind of qﬁest_ibns that, in the words of
Rorty, help me to break “the crust of convention” (Rorty, 1990, p. 44). Both men
believe that questions, not answers, shoﬁld form the foundation for education and
facilitate freedom, wh_jlle'answe-rs accompény the possibility of hierarchy, exclusion,
silencing, “suffering” and “térrbr.” I read Rorty and Lyotafd beéausc they speak in
strange and wonderful new languages' with which Iam unfamiiiar. 'To read either man
in search of a blﬁe’print for a pOStmod¢m university or ‘a Il)rescription' for saving liberal
higher education, is to misinteri)ret what they say aﬁd misunderstand‘ what they attempt
to accomplish.. To éxpect answers to emerge from either man’s narrative is to misuse a
p.otentially useful tool, to waste a potentially valuable resource.

Bar_mriém_M'

As Ikponder the words of Rorty..and Lyotard, I reflect on the history of American
higher education and think of both its aécomplishments and its failures. Although one
of the most open, accessible and productive higher educational systems in the history of

the world, its past, and, to a lesser extent, its present, remain deeply rooted in well
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docurﬁented and publicly acknowledged economic, gender, class/social, religious,
political, intellectual, and racial and ethnic bigotry, discrimination and oppression. The
history of American higher education is also characterized by its reluctance to initiate
the reforms necessary to facilitate adaptation to changing economic, political, social and
popular realities. To understand the reactionary tendencies of American higher
education, one need only look at the long and often painful struggle to open the doors of
American colleges and universities to \;vomen, people of color, the non-socially and
econoﬁlieally' privileged or anyone professing faith inconsistent with mainstream
Protestant Christianity. The theoretical opening of American higher education to the
traditionally disenfranchised required a ferocious, although essentially bloodless,
struggle. No less an effort was required to transform the American college from an
essentially medieval theolegically-based institution into the “modern” research and
service-oriented university that exists today. In shert, despite its great liberal traditions
and accomplishments, the history of higher education in Ameriea is the yhistory of
obstructionism and resistance to change, which at times borders on the fanatica1;
Contemporary modern‘higher education manifests the same conservetive or reactionary
tendency that characterized its theologicaliy’-based predecessors. |

A review of Western history reveals many exdmples of institutions and Societies
that steadfastly refused to acknowledge and/or adapt to transformatiye ehanges
occurring in their environments, and thus were crushed by the weight of events. For
example, striking similarities exist between the fall ef Rome and the decline of the
contemporary American University. Because of the ultimate fate of the Empire, the
Roman analogy is painfully acc:urat‘e to anyone who looks back fondly at their’
uhdergraduate years aé a time ‘of great awakening, but the similarities in the two sets of

events cannot be denied.
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Rome can lay legitimate claim to having “civilized,” or, more appropriately, -
“Romanized,” Continental Europe, the present-day British Isles and a fair share of the
surrounding world. The accomplishments of Rome are impressive. The Roman legal
system and ideas of order and social structure to this day provide the basis for
fundamental Western belief in, and reliance on, codified rule és a basis for society and
community existence. Roman acc‘omplivshments continue to touch and shape many
aspects of contemporary human exi‘stence in much of the worl‘db. Roman aqueducts and
the Roman arch, for example, I;ad a truly transfofmative, beneficial and lasting impact
on the quality of human life. Knovs;ledge of the Rorﬁan road System helped Patton
successfully advance against Hitler’s armies, assisting in the ultimate destruction of

| Nazism. Our debt to Rome cannot be denied. However, despite all its
accomplishments, despite all the grandeur and power, Rome fell. We.s its decline and
fall inevitable? Could anything have been done to prevent or even significantly delay
the fall? Did the oblivion, inaction and 'counter-productive actions of the Romans, and
particularly their leaders, contribute to decline? Probabiy.

Several year's ago, my interest in the relationship between postmodernism and
American higher education was originally energized by the Bloland (1995) article that
has been referenced several times in this discussion. He argues that, although
“postmodern perspectives, terms, and assumptions have penetrated the core of
American culture over the past tWenty Years” (1995, p. 1), they have minimally effected
American higher education which remains formally committed to modernist tenets and
methodologies. I found Bloland of Specific interest because of his concern about the
status and potential impact that the modernism/postmodernism debate holds for higher

education.
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Despite the pervasiveness of postmodernism, higher education, with the
exceptions of some scholars in the humanities and social sciences, remains firmly in the
modernist camn, relatively untouched in any meaningful way by postmodernist thought.
Addressing the Academy as a whole, Wills writes, “Our universities are rooted in
modernist views and vaiues. They are the citadels of our culture’s excessive hope for
knowledge and critical rationality . . . The university’s educational goal, in rhetoric
and often in reality, is a modernist one” (1995, p. 60).' Although he restricts his priinary
focus, Bloland agrees with Wills’ contention that higher education remains cieminated
by modernism and modernists, and identifies as “unfortunate"’ the failure of higher
educationists to engage postmodernism (Bloland, 1995, p. 1),

If we take a moment to reflect on the legacy of the Roméns, along with all their
accomplishments, we also think of their excesses, their self indulgence, their inability to
hear any voice not their own, and their unwillingness to learn any languages other than
their own. On the rare occasion that late twentieth-century Americans think about

‘Roman history, what, .in all lilteliho'od, first conles to mind are dictators and autocrats.
Men often driven by boundless egos fueled by seemingly unchecked power. Men who
refused to recognize that the barbarians were not enly at the gate but also in the |
courtyard. The Romans refused to acknowledge, and thus failed to address, the existent
anci emerging dangers that existed within_ their rapidly changing internal and external
environments. The Romans failed to acknowledge obvious flaws and weaknesses
within their culture and institutions, or to make the necessury reforms that might have
saved their city from barbarian plunder. |

How ironic that Caligula, who painted himself gold, declared his own divinity,
and ordered his worship by his subjects, or Nero, who, in a fit of blind rage, kicked his

pregnant wife to death and figuratively “fiddled”” while Rome literally burned, remain
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just as clear in our collective memories as the statesman, orator and legal theorist Cicero
of the philbsopher-‘emperor Marcus Aurelius Antoninus. Bloland attempts to make this
point about higher education and its unwillingness or inability to honestly engage in the
modern/postmodern debate. As discussed, the hazards confronting the modern
university are not less threatening,’ and the changes no less transformative than those
faced by ancient Rome. Both situations, both institutions represent a transition between
eras. Although the contexts (iiffér, the fall of Rome and the decline of modernism and |
its “citadel” both represent not only the death of institutions,'but also cultures and ways
of life.

The inadequacy that ultimately destroyed Rome was not the lack of capacity to
craft the answer, but the inability to formulate the question. Who knows what reforms
the Romans could have implemented, what further greatness they could have achieved if
only they would have allowed themselves the oppérturiity. Who knows what reforms
the American university can implement, what further greatness it can achievef-how
many more people it can touch, how many more lives it can improve--if only it allows
itself the opportunity. -

| Conclusion

If one takes a historical perspective, but views Lyotard’s wprk from a
contemporary vantage point, i.e., twénty years after its original presentation, Lyotard
accurately predicted the future. Consumérism has become rampant in fhe United States.
Students focus on obtainihg employmént to the seeming exclusion of learning, let alone
self-exploration and individuation. Multinational corporatfons and international trade
progressively dominate the American economic scene. What many Americans still like
~ to think of és third world nations are rapidly emerging as major economic powers and

important trading partners. China has a positive trade balance with the United States,
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and American jobs are regularly exported to Mexico. The corporate model continues to
grow in popularity, and the influence of vocationalism and performativity grows more
dominant daily in America’s universities. The Oklahoma State Regents for Higher
Education now commit major financial resources to efforts that tie state universities and
colleges to the private sector, work place developmeﬁt’ and technology transfer. As the
founder of the University of Phoenix, who has opened outlets in both Oklahoma City -
and Tulsa, gleefully points out, Microsoft@ is more influential than Yale.

Proven tov be accurate in his assessment of; and predictions about, higher
education in all these areas, Lyotard’s predictions about computers and the influence
that electronic information technology is haVing on the American university also ring
true. This remains an area whére Rorty’s assessment appears in error. He mistakenly
discounts the influence of computers and related technology on higher education.
Lyotard provides accurate, insightfull and at times even prophetically .descriptive
information about the status, conditions and future of the Western university. He fails,
howevér, in his recdfhmehdations about how best to respond. Rorty, who views
technology as neither a Luddite or an idolater, »élthough he may have erred in his
description, provides by far the most compélling response.

Ina recenf newspaper article apprbpriately titled, “OU, OSU Bragging On
Classes,” James Halligan, President of Oklahoma State University, reflects on an
increase in the school’s fall 1998 freshman enrollment, compared to the comparable
period in the preceding year. Referencing OSU’s recent designation as “America’s best
college buy,” Halligan comments on the cause of the school’s increased appeal. He

writes,
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We’ve upgraded our busiest general classroom building for multimedia
‘, instruction. We’ve installed 500 new state-of-the art computers in
student labs. Student organizations have brand new office ‘space. We're
committed to making the OSU student experienqe great. (Halligan

quoted by J. Killackey, August 22, 1998)
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APPENDIX
Selected Definitions

I present thé following discussion not in an attempt to provide authoritative
definitions,» but to contextualize some of the more important terms, ideas, and concepts
used throughout this narfative. My objective is to discuss my understanding of the
terms and how I use them. Some of the terms that I attempt to define have no popularly
‘accepted or precise definitions or meanings. Some are relatively new terms that have
multiple and evolving meanings. Postmodern(ism) offers the most extreme example of
a term without definition. I attempt to provide relatively succinct definitions in this
section, and many of the terms will be discussed at greater length at various points
throughout the documen.tl. In many instances my objective, in addition to
contextualizing, is to demonstratev'div'ersity and lack of consensus.
Agency: The ability to act both collectively and individually in a conscious and
purposeful manﬁer to encourage éiﬁaﬁcipation through_the initiation of major political,
social and cultural change. |
Alternative Theory: Alternative theory coilectively describes those theories and points
of view that do not embrace the basié tenets of “traditional theory” (see following
definition). As used in Athisdiscussion, the term “alternative theory” implies neither
marginalization nor the existence of a hierarchy.
Consumer/International/Late/Third Wave Capitalism: As used in this narrative, third
wave, late, consumer, and international capitalism become interchangeable, i.e.,

synonyms. They describe the most advanced stage of capitalism. First wave capitalism
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represents entrepreneurial capitalism, the popular version that exists in myth and legend.
Second wave capitalism represents monopoly capitalism as described by Paul Baran and
Paul M. Sweezy in Monopoly Capitalism (1964). Third wave capitalism represents
international consumer capitalism or “late,” i.e., postmodern, capitalism described by
Fredric Jameson in Postmodérnism, or, the Cultural Logic of Laﬁe Capitalism
(1994/1997) and discussed by Lyotard in The Postmodern Condition (1984/ 1993).’
Continental Postmodernism: Essentially the position articulated:by Lyotard, who has
‘the same relationship to Continental postmodernism as Rorty has to |
American/pragmatic postmodernism. I use the term “Continental” because of Lyotard’s
and postmodernism’s common European ancestry. Essentially, Lyotard argues that the
modern university and the modern professor are either dead or dying and will be
replaced by the postmodern university, which basically consists of data banks aﬁd’
computer terminals. According to Continental postmodernisni and Lyotard, the loss of
faith in metanarratives drives this transformation and its replacement by performativity
(see following definition) as the criteria for Qélidating knowledge,‘ the resurgence of
liberal capitalism and advancing téchnology. '
Denotative Statement: A denotative statément is a true-false utterance that positions its
_ sender, i.e., the person making the .statefnent, as a knower, i.e., the sender knows the
truth about the referept or object that s/he describes. Denotative, alohg with
performative and prescriptivé (see following definitions), are three types of statements
considered by Lyotard and discussed in greater detail in Chapter Three. According to
Lyotard, denotative statements serve as the primary form of communication of idealized
modern science (1993, p. 9). |
Edification: Rorty uses the term edification to describe the appropriate function of

higher education, individuation (see following definition), and to distinguish it from
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vocational training. Edification and individuation are used interchangeably.

Final Vocabulary: Rorty employs the phrase final vocabulary to identify the language
that an individual currently uses to describe reality and define truth. Because he
believes that truth is contingent and reality is a product of language, and he rejects all
hierarchies of knowledgé, Rorty argues that all anyone can ever say with any authority
is that at a specific point in time a thing is true for us and others who share our
vocabulary and speak our language. That language, never static or fixed, is a “final
vocabulary.” |

Individuation: Rorty believes that education consists of two distihct enterprises:
individuation émdvsocialization (see following definition). Individuation serves as the
primary function of higher education. It involves questioning the traditional societal
and family beliefs and values that the individual/student learned prior to entering
university. The Objective of individuation is “edification,” awakéning the student’s
imagination in the hope that s/he will become able to “re-‘creéte”’ or redefine him/herself
in his/her own language. Cha;;ter Two discusses individuatidn at length.
Legitimation: Legitimation is the précess of presenting and acceptihg an assertion of
knowledge, or a knowledge statement, as being true. Any number of authorities, such
as custom, tradition, competence, consensus, logic, reason, bureaucratic rules, ideology
or religion can support, or legitimate, the truth assertion of a knowledge statement. The
popular acceptance of the authority on which the legitimation is bésed remains critical
to the effectiveness df tﬁe process.

Liberal Education: As used throuéhout’ this narrative, the term liberal education
combines the traditional modernist déﬁnition with the vision of higher education
articulated by Rorty and briefly described in the definition of American postmodernism

provided above. In modernist language, liberal education involves the emancipation of
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the individual and tﬁe transmission of cultural values and a body of knowledge. Using

the language of Rbrty, “self-creation” or “redefinition” may be substitu'tled for

emancipation. |

Liberal education rejects all canonical and methodological hierarchies and the

| attempt to privilegc:or emdeer all voices that have been traditionally marginalized or
silenced. It does not involve the denial or exclusion of any voices, inciuding those of
the traditionally privileged. The cﬁrriculum of liberal education is multicultural and
based largely on thé liberal arts, although not to the exclusion of more practical sﬁbjects.
Liberal education is the American postmodern alternative to the performance-based
compliterfdriven vision or the traditional positivist and the Continental postmodernist.
Peﬁérmative Statement: A perférmative statement is an utterance that actually alters
the ;condition‘of its feferent by addresSing or including'.it in the statement. For example,
in A‘mérican courts, a defendant becomes guilty of én accused crirvne>at the instant s/he
is déclared so by a judge. As described by Lyotard, the effect of the performative
statement on its referent f‘coiﬁcides with its enunciation.” (Seé denotative statement
above and performative statement below)
Performativity: Lyotard defines performativity as “the best possible input/output
equation” in an effort to obtain a “desired effect” _(Lyotard, 1993, p. 46) In Lyotard’s
postmodern environment faith in metanarratives has been lost, and Truth has been
replaced by performativity. |
Pragmatic or American Postmodernism: Within the context of this nafrative, pragmatic
postmodernism is essentially the position articulated by the philosopher Richard Rorty,
a position which he describes as “postmodernist bourgeois liberalism.” The elimination

or diminishing of human suffering and the consequent improvement of human life

remain his primary objectives and criteria for decision making and the evaluation of
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action(s). The p;imary objective of higher education is individuation (see following
definition) |
Prescriptive Statement: Two unique characteristics distinguish a prescriptive statement
from denotativé and performative statements (see definitions above): the sender Qf the
statement occupies a p'osition of authority and expects the addressee to comply with the
sender’s réquest. A prescriptive statement may take a variety of forms, including a
‘command, order, recommendation, instruction, ’request, plea or prayer. As described by
Lyotard, a prescriptive statement “entails concomitant changés in the posts of addressee
and referent” (1993, p. 10).
Socialization: Rorty believes that education consist of two distinct enterprises:
socialization and individuation (see preceding definition). Socialization is the pfimary '
function of K-12 education. It involves'tfying to inculcate students with a sense of
citizenship and providing them with a knowledge base, i.e., making tilem “culturally
literate” prior to entefing university. Chapter qu discusses socialization at length.
Traditibn’al Theory: The teﬁn “traditional theory” represents the body of theories and
beliefs associated with positivism and the privileging"of.' the methodoldgy of science
above all others. Examples of proponents of traditional theory include Daniel E.
Griffiths and Donal_d J. Willower.
ocationa » du a"fo ocationalis ‘ oc‘a‘tliona chool: T use these term in their most
basic and fundamental sense, i.e., as used by Robert Maynard Hutchins. Vocational
“education conceives as its éole objective the transmission of vocational or job skills. Its
mission is the production of empldyable workers, i.e., competent, compliant and
technically proficient laborers. Labor is viewed as a factor of production used by
capitalists in their various profit-making activities. The needs of the student remain

subordinate to the needs of the employer. Most vocational educators speak the language
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of the dominant capitalist culture. Vocational education stands as an alternative to, not

in binary opposition to, liberal education.
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