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20
OUT OF STEP

Academic Ethicsin a-
Preposterous Environment

Remember that other world, within the [academic] microcosm, the silent rea-
sonable world, where the only action is thought, and thought is free from fear,
If you go back to it now, keeping just enough bitterness to give a pleasant edge
to your conversation . . . you will find yourself in the best of all company—the
company of clean humorous intellect . . .

—F. M., Cornford!

In my student days, though by then it was (still somewhat reluctantly)
acknowledged that women actually could do philosophy, it was pretty much
taken for granted that our natural bent would tend towards the “softer” side of the
discipline—aesthetics, ethics, and such. But my interests lay elsewhere; and
most of my professional life has been devoted to philosophy of logic and lan-
guage, epistemology, metaphysics, philosophy of science, pragmatism, and of
late, philosophy of law—but even there, to issues about scientific evidence and
questions about legal systems as social instifutions, and only tangentially to the
interface of legal philosophy with ethics or political theory. |

But in the course of the several decades I have spent in the academy, I have
often found myself reflecting on the ethical, as well as the intellectual, demands
of academic life. Once, prompted by an invitation to speak at a conference on the
ethics of research, I wrote about the disastrous consequences for our profession of
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252  PUTTING PHILOSOPHY TO WORK

the burgeoning “research ethic”—the ever-increasing pressure to present and pub-
lish papers, the spread of the culture of grants-and-research-projects from the sci-
ences to the humanities, and universities’ enthusiastic embrace of a concept of
“productivity” more appropriate to manufacturing widgets than to advancing
knowledge.? At the time, like the friend who asked me, “Don’t you have enough
enemies already?”, I feared this paper might be so outspoken as to be dangerous
to my professional health. And perhaps it was.? But now, fifteen years on, it seems
to me distinctly too mild, the present situation much worse than I then foresaw.

Since that time, I have returned to this depressing subject only once at any
length,* and a few times in passing.® And while, I expect like most of you, from
time to time I look at more popular books on the state of higher education, those
I have read have been preoccupied with academics’ supposedly scandalously
cushy work-loads,® or with the burgeoning class of professional university
administrators, the ballooning cost of tuition, and the increasing reliance on part-
time teachers,” but not with the ethical challenges a professor faces every day.

Questions about the moral demands of everyday academic life are much less
dramatic than those raised by hard cases about end-of-life decisions, abortion,
and so forth, the usual fare of “moral problems” courses; and in one way they are
easier: articulating what those moral demands are isn’t as mind-numbingly dif-
ficult as figuring out the morality of, say, euthanasia or the death penalty. At the
same time, though, these everyday questions are terribly hard to think about; they
are so subtle, and so painfully close to home. But, I believe, they really matier—
not least because we need to understand how an environment that systematically
encourages skewed values is damaging the entire academic enterprise.

I thought, very briefly, that a questionnaire I received “on the moral attitudes
and behavior of professors™® might be an exception to moral philosophers’ usual
neglect of issues about their own professional conduct; but I was soon disillu-
sioned. This questionnaire focused largely on questions about donating blood,
eating meat, recycling, how often you spoke with your mother (speaking with
your father was apparently of lesser concern), and so forth. It included only two
questions related to professional behavior; and both of these—one about paying
dues to one’s professional association, the other about responding promptly to
students’ e-mails—seemed to me stfangely distanced from the genuinely serious
moral challenges of our profession.

Steven Cahn’s book Saints and Scamps® is different: a philosopher’s book
about professors’ obligations, and the many ways in which practice falls short of
the ideal. His title, with its optimistic implication that academics run the gamut
from the superhumanly dedicated to the lovably Jouche, makes me a little
uneasy—From Saints to Scoundrels (and Everywhere in Between), 1 thought,
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might be more like it. But the book itself doesn’t downplay the seriousness of
what is at stake; moreover, it contains much sound sense and worthwhile advice.
Cahn is very good, for example, on the subject of “recommendation inflation,”
giving the “award for overstatement” to the professor who wrote on behalf of a
colleague that he combined “the comprehensiveness of a Hegel” with ¢’the rigor
of a Kant.” “Probably the only person in the history of the world who would fit
this description is Aristotle,” Cahn continues; “and he had no need of financial
aid.”!% Indeed. Nevertheless—in part, no doubt, because it was first published in
1986, but also in part because its focus is mostly individual rather than institu-
tional-—Cahn’s book doesn’t address what I believe is now a crucial issue: that
in our times an academic who conducts his (or, of course, her)!! professional life
in a way truly in accordance with the ethical demands of our profession is likely
to find himself at a real professional disadvantage, and decidedly out of step with
the ethos of the institution in which he works.

So in what follows I will do my best first to articulate (something of) what
I take the ethical demands of the academic life to be, and then to explain why I
believe the present academic environment is sapping the strength of character
needed to meet them, I will speak primarily about philosophy, since that is what
I know best; but much of what I say also applies to other disciplines in the
humanities, and much of that to other disciplines as well.

Our work as professors is, in many ways, highly agreeable. It carries no physical
dangers and imposes no remarkable physical stresses or strains; the hours are
very flexible, especially over the summer; and we have enviable freedom to
pursue questions that interest us. Some of us, perhaps, could make a lot more
money doing other things—or could have made a lot more money had we taken
a different path early on; but few if any of us in the regular tenure stream could
by any stretch of the imagination be described as poverty-stricken. Moreover,
ours is honorable work, work in which one can take pride—more like the work
of a craftsman, a doctor, or a nurse than the work of a salesman for an unscrupu-
lous pharmaceutical company or a public-relations officer for an incompetent
oil-exploration outfit. Indeed, that the work is honorable is part of what attracted
some of us to our profession in the first place. Privileged with such agreeable
employment, I"'m tempted to say, the very least we can do is to make a decent job
of it. But the kind of work we do—educating our students, working in our disci-
pline, and all the other, second-order stuff that has to be done if this work is to
be effective—if it is done responsibly and well, makes considerable demands not
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only on your time and energy, but also on your moral fiber. In other words, to do
our job well requires good character.
So let me begin with my list of “academic virtues”:'?

o industry: i.e., a willingness to work hard;

* patience, persistence: i.e., a readiness to follow through when results are
not easily or readily forthcoming;

« judgment: i.e., the capacity to distinguish good, solid work from the
sloppy, the superficial, the flimsy, and the half-baked, and good, solid
people from the weak, the self-promoting, and the partisan;

* integrity: i.e., honesty, both with others and, no less importantly, with one-
self; ' :

o focus: i.e., an ability to discriminate between essential work, and work that
is only peripheral, or a distraction;

» realism: i.e., a sense of what is feasible: the self-knowledge required to
aim high and yet retain a decent humility; as well as a sense of othets’
capacities and limitations;

* impartiality: i.e., readiness to assess ideas, people, etc., on their merits;

+ independence: i.e., the strength of character not to back off from your best .

judgment even when following it is difficult or disadvantageous;

* consideration: i.e., an appreciation of the value of other people’s time and
energy;

° courage or, as one might also say, fortitude: i.e., willingness to face intel-
lectual and other difficulties and obstacles squarely, and in particular to
stand alone against the crowd when necessary.

I don’t claim that this list is complete, nor that it is perfectly articulated. (And
neither—do I really need to say this?—do I claim to have all these virtues in high
degree. Sometimes, for example, I get impatient; often I bite off more than I can
chew; and many, many times I am unrealistically optimistic about how long it
will take me to figure something out.) '

The virtues I have listed are desirable traits of character quite generally; but
here I will consider them specifically as they apply to academics in our profes-
sional lives. Perhaps it is necessary to say explicitly that possessing these virtues
is not sufficient by itself to guarantee that someone will do good academic work,
which obviously also requires intellectual and other abilities. And perhaps it is
necessary to add that some of these virtues can be put to work in the service of
morally undesirable ends as well as morally desirable ones'>—a point that will
assume some significance later.
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One way to bring out the character of these virtues is to contrast them with
the corresponding vices. Industry contrasts, obviously enough, with laziness, a
disposition to slack off or cut corners; patience with hastiness, a preference for
the quick and easy over the difficult and demanding path; judgment with an
inability to discriminate worthwhile work from the flimsy, the fashionable, the
flashy, and the obfuscatory, or serious people from lightweights, charlatans, and
clever self-promoters; integrity with a disposition to fudge, obfuscate, or mislead
other people, or conveniently to deceive yourself, when it is to your advantage to
do so; focus with a disposition to self-indulgence or a weakness for distracting
yourself with busy-work; realism with a naive or cynically self-deceived readi-
ness to imagine that truly remarkable results can be easily or quickly achieved,
whether by oneself or others; impartiality with bias, i.e., undiscriminating enthu-
siasm for, or hostility to, this or that line, or these or those people, etc.; independ-
ence with a disposition to conform your interests, your opinions, your line, your
approach, etc., to social pressure against your best judgment; consideration with
a blindness to, or lack of concern for, others’ concerns and priorities; and courage
with a cowardly refusal to keep plugging away, or to hold your ground, when the
going gets tough.

These virtues come in degrees: a person may be more, or less, industrious,
focused, patient, and so forth (and may be disposed to work harder at one kind
of task than another, or more patient with one kind of detail than another, and so
on). They also intertwine; to be realistic about how hard it will be to figure out
some problem, for example, requires judgment—and actually figuring out any-
thing genuinely difficult requires industry, patience, and honesty. Because of
these intimate interrelations, I was half-tempted to use one word to encompass
all the virtues on my list: seriousness. Unfortunately, however, these days seri-
ousness is all too often confused with solemnity, grim earnestness, or self-
importance. But taking pleasure in making even small steps forward, like having
fun disentangling muddles or puncturing laughable intellectual pretensions, is
perfectly compatible with being entirely serious about one’s work;' and self-
importance, so far from being an academic virtue, is an academic vice, standing
immovably in the way of a true appreciation of what is needed to do worthwhile
intellectual work.

———————e Ry Bt

Obviously enough, teaching—or, as I would prefer to say, educating our stu-
dents—-calls on all the virtues on my list. Tt is hard work: you are falling down
_on the job not only if you fail to show up to class, or show up late, or drunk, but
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also if you show up unprepared, or have put too little thought into what the
course should achieve, or haven’t ensured that the material you asked students to
read is available, or don’t bother to check whether they have actually read it, or
have just skimmed students’ work instead of really reading it, or . . . ; etc. It also
requires patience: in explaining again, better, what fell on deaf ears the last sev-
eral times, in drawing students out, in enabling them to realize potential
strengths, in tactfully encouraging the under-confident to contribute and the
over-confident to think before they speak. It requires judgment: in choosing
appropriate materials and issues, dealing appropriately with students’ questions,
grading students’ work fairly, appreciating and responding appropriately to the
different strengths and different needs of individual students. It requires
integrity: not only a refusal to tolerate plagiarism, gross or subtle, and doing
whatever is needed to ensure that students understand what plagiarism is, and
why it isn’t acceptable, but more importantly being scrupulous about setting a
good example yourself, by acknowledging when you are drawing on someone
else’s ideas, admitting candidly when you don’t know, and owning up when (as
sometimes happens) you realize that something you told your students was false,
- confusing, or misleading. It requires focus—pedagogical focus: current fashion
notwithstanding, it really needs to be said that you are also falling down on the
job if you structure a course around what you’re hoping to write a paper on this
semester, or talk only about what especially interests you, rather than giving
thought to what would be best for your students to learn, and doing what is nec-
essary to ensure they learn it. It requires realism: a sense of what this student is,
or these students are, capable of if helped, of what would be asking too much of
them, and what too little. It requires impartiality: assessing students’ work on its
merits, regardless of personal likes or dislikes, or the expectations formed by this
student’s Mohawk, that student’s wonderfully neat handwriting, or another’s
eagerness to clean the board and carry your books for you, or. . ., etc.; and the
independence to do this even if colleagues judge a student very differently, or a
student complains that everyone else gave him an A, or. . ., etc. It requires con-
sideration: at the most elementary level, not wasting students’ energy on busy-
work, or wasting their time by not being available when you said you would; in
a subtler way, by taking students’ serious puzzlement seriously.!® And it takes
courage: to insist on educating yoeur students rather than pandering to them, to
stand firm against grade inflation even if this makes you unpopular, and so on.
No less obviously, what administrators call “research and scholarship”—but
I think of simply as doing philosophy—requires all these virtues too. Industry:
because, done responsibly and well, this too is hard, demanding work, and can
be very frustrating. Patience: to take the time it takes to get a question clearer or
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a solution more detailed, to revise, revise, and revise again, to make sure all nec-
essary acknowledgments are made. Judgment: to figure out what problems are
most worth tackling, what paths most worth exploring, what sources most worth
seeking out and mastering. Integrity: to be straight with yourself, with your
readers, and with your dean, the body that funded your work, etc., about what
you have achieved and what remains to be done, what is clear and specific
enough and what still needs refinement, what is speculation and what thoroughly
argued and documented; and fully to acknowledge what you have borrowed from
others. Focus: because you are falling down on the job if you make things easy
for yourself by tackling only minor questions or minor aspects of larger ques-
tions, or are satisfied to criticize easy targets or chime in on some fashionable
debate. Realism: to choose questions that are within your powers if you work
hard enough, but not so easy that you can answer them without breaking a real
intellectual sweat. Impartiality: to judge available work on your topic on its
merits rather than the fame of the author, or the likelihood that he might nudge
some professional advantage your way, or. . ., etc. Independence: to stay away
from fashionable bandwagons, to keep probing when you suspect that a question
others are rushing to answer may rest on false presuppositions. Consideration:
not baffling or boring your readers by writing obscurely or self-indulgently, or
wasting their time by giving them inadequate or inaccurate references; not
wasting referees’ time by submitting half-baked papers in hopes they will tell you
how to fix them, or. .., etc. Courage: to take intellectual risks, to criticize the
influential when they deserve it, to pick yourself up and start again when what
seemed like a good idea collapses under you—and to say “no” to all those trivial
requests, invitations to lunch, etc., that dissipate the energy and concentration
you need to do real work.

As you probably noticed, my long paragraph about teaching made no dis-
tinction between undergraduate and graduate education. Now, however, I can add
that educating graduate students who aspire to become professors themselves—
if they in turn are to learn to educate their students, and to do philosophy, respon-
sibly and well—also requires somehow instilling these virtues in them. In large
part, this is a matter of setting the best example possible. But we also do some-
thing to instill industry, patience, and judgment, for example, when we reassure
our students that it is to be expected that genuinely good work will be difficult,
will take time, will require numerous drafts, may call for starting over, perhaps
more than once—and warn them that, chances are, the first idea that comes into
their head won* be brilliant; we do something to instill independence and
courage when we encourage them to pursue a promising but largely uniraveled
path, and to criticize fairly without fear or favor; we do something to instill hon-
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esty when we insist on proper acknowledgments, and resist the temptation to
steer students in directions that will advance our own work or reputation; we do
something to instill consideration when we insist that obscure or pretentious
writing be repaired and poorly substantiated claims be nailed down; and of
course we do something to instill realism when we help our students devise
demanding but not hopelessly over-ambitious projects.

As you probably also noticed, so far I have said little, at least directly, about
the relation of teaching and research. For now, I shall just say that how much of
your time you spend on each will obviously depend, among many other things, on
the nature of the institution in which you work; and that we put so much emphasis
on the self-servingly overblown idea that a professor really needs to be doing orig-
inal research in an area to teach it competently that we tend to forget that one
happy consequence of teaching a reasonable range of courses is that—if you give
this work the attention it deserves—you will surely broaden your philosophical
horizons in ways that can hardly fail eventually to benefit your research,

What I described earlier as the “other stuff” we do includes so many, and such
a variety, of secondary academic activities that even to list them all, let alone show
that each requires all these virtues, would be unbearably tedious. Instead, trusting
you to extrapolate, I will take just a couple of examples from that long and seem-
ingly ever-growing list. Refereeing papers, book proposals, grant proposals, efc.,
reviewing books, examining dissertations, etc., all require industry, to read
whatever-it-is with due care; patience, to attend to crucial details, to suggest how
work might be improved if it is potentially, but not yet actually, good; judgment,
to determine what its merits and demerits are; integrity, to avoid deceiving your-
self about the merits of a friend’s work or the demerits of a rival’s, and to report
candidly; focus, to concentrate on the core merits and demerits of the work rather
than on incidental distractions; realism, to recognize when a paper (etc.) simply
can’t be fixed, or when a book manuscript is good but the author capable of
making it better; impartiality and independence, to resist the temptation to join a
“citation cartel” or to write fulsomely on X’s back cover just because he wrote
flatteringly on yours; consideration—not taking a year to get around to the job,
' not making unreasonable demands; and courage, to write the tough review the
highly-praised but feeble work of a well-known scholar deserves!>—or the excel-
lent review the excellent work of an unknown scholar deserves.

Presenting papers, serving as commentator, editorial work, and so forth,
done responsibly and well, require all these virtues too. I won’t bore you by
going systematically through my list again, but I will mention specifically the
importance of consideration to these tasks: you are falling down on your job as
presenter if you show up half-cut, or just chat from notes on the back of an enve-
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lope, or if you send your paper to your commentator two days before the confer-
ence;!” you are falling down on your job as commentator if, instead of making a
good-faith effort to respond to the work on which you are supposedly com-
menting, you just treat this as an opportunity to toot your own horn; you are
falling down on your job as an editor if you solicit papers for an anthology while
fudging the fact that you have as yet no publisher, or set a firm deadline for con-
tributors and then tell them nothing about progress to publication as a year,
eighteen months, two years, or more, go by, or . . ., etc.

Participating responsibly in hiring demsmns also requires all these virtues;
and this time I think it’s worth spelling out how. It requires actually reading the
relevant material, carefully; patiently attending to the details of candidates’ work,
their qualifications, their relations to their referees, etc.; using good judgment in
appraising which applicants are most suitable; honestly acknowledging a candi-
date’s strengths even if he is a rival or an enemy of yours, and his weaknesses
even if he is an ally or a friend; focusing on the aspects of candidates’ work and
character most relevant to the position—not, for example, on who their super-
visor was, on where they have published, or on how many grants they have
received, but on how vgood their work is; assessing those merits realistically
rather than falling for candidates’ or referees’ exaggerated claims; impartially,
even when the best candidate might be a threat to you, or hiring a weaker candi-
date might advance your interests; and independently, not falling in line with col-
leagues so as to ensure their support on some other issue; being considerate of
potential candidates’ time and energy by doing what you can to ensure that your
department doesn’t advertise in one area and then hire in another without re-
advertising, or place an advertisement (or interview several candidates) affer the
intended candidate has already been identified, or etc.; which, these days, is quite
likely to require the courage to stand alone. For such lazy procedures are now—
well, I have no way to know Aow common, but certainly foo common. I will
never forget the response when, over dinner at another university where I was
presenting a paper, and which was also hiring, I mentioned that I was struggling
to read 400 applications for a position: “Why bother?” one of my hosts asked,;
“after all, everyone’s going after the same few people,” Silly me.!®

This leads us directly to the painful fact to which I adverted earlier: that the
present ethos of the universities is markedly inhospitable to the cultivation of the

academic virtues.
Let me say at the outset that I don’t suppose that universities have ever been
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perfect environments for academic work; I am under no nostalgic illusions about
a supposed Golden Age when the ethos of the academy was really, really, good.!?
But now, I believe, we face new and distinctive pressures on some of the most
important virtues. Part of my argument in “Preposterism and Its Consequences”
was that some environments are more hospitable than others to good, honest,
thorough intellectual work. Part of my argument here will be that, as the aca-
demic environment has changed in response to economic, political, social, and
other pressures, and those who work in higher education have adapted to these
changes, the effect has been a steady erosion of judgment, integrity, realism,
etc.—I’m tempted to say, a steady loss of moral muscle tone.

Fully to characterize all the relevant changes would take more time, and
more sociological information, than I can muster. But these are clear to me:

* we have seen the rise and continuing growth of a new class of professional
academic administrators, who perceive themselves as managers and fac-
ulty as employees?® (and sometimes, students as “customers™);

« the insistence on publication for career advancement has become ever
stronger, and by now extends even to graduate students;

* even in the humanities, where research doesn’t require large sums of
money for equipment and such, there is ever-growing emphasis on grants
and research projects;

* concern about “rankings” is growing ever more insistent;

» students (and their parents) increasingly think of higher education as an
essential credential for getting a decent job, rather than as having value in
itself.?!

As we shall see, these factors interact and reinforce each other in complicated ways.

“Administration” used to be seen as a chore—disagreeable, but necessary to
keep things running smoothly. A senior faculty member would agree to be dean (in
Britain, chairman of the board of the Faculty of Arts, or whatever); sacrifice a few
years to administrative drudgery; and then return to his teaching and research.
When decisions had to be made, such a dean could, perhaps with the advice of
trusted colleagues, use his own judgment, This system was far from ideal: some,
naturally, had better judgment than others; some, probably, relied too much on
unreliable cronies. But what we see today is much farther from ideal.

A new-style dean focused on climbing the administrative ladder will almost
inevitably be much preoccupied with raising money, with presenting the institu-
tion (and especially his school) in the best possible light, and with impressing Ais
bosses with the new programs he has introduced, the new “stars” he has hired,
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and so forth. And because he is likely to have put his own academic work on per-
manent hold, and to be less closely in touch with peers engaged in serious aca-
demic work of their own, he may well feel he has no option but fo rely less on
his own judgment of the quality of a department’s program or of a person’s mind
than on surrogate measures:?? a department’s position in some ranking the worth
of which he cannot judge for himself; the sheer number of a person’s publica-
tions—perhaps, if he is scrupulous, adjusted by some weighting of journals or
publishers the worth of which, again, he cannot judge for himself; or, better yet—
so much simpler and more “objective”!—on how much grant money a person, or
a department, brings in; or, in the case of hiring, on the prestige of candidates’
home institutions. But systematically deferring judgment like this can have dis-
astrous consequences—especially when, as we shall see, some of the people on
whose opinions the whole edifice of deferred judgment depends may have built
their reputations on relatively small contributions to a short-lived “niche” litera-
ture. (Many, it seems, have forgotten, if they ever knew, the etymological con-
nection of “prestige” with “prestidigitation,” “sleight of hand.”)

Judging a professor or a department by volume of publications is—well, as
Jacques Barzun put it, it is preposterous. “Valuing knowledge, we pre-posterize
the idea, and say . . . everybody shall produce written research in order to live, and
it shall be deemed a knowledge explosion.”?® Of course, since Barzun wrote this
in 1968, the pressure to publish has become much more severe. By 1994, Gary
Gutting (then editor of the American Philosophical Quarterly) could write that
publishing in philosophy journals had become less a way to communicate signif-
icant ideas than a form of professional certification.?* And indeed, it is hard to
deny that credentialing professors, and would-be professors, is now the prime
function of academic publication; communicating with others in the field runs a
very poor second at best. When chairs boast that their faculty are “research-
active,” what they mean, apparently, is that they run around to a lot of conferences
(generally at the university’s expense), and publish a lot of books and articles. And
by this time, even graduate students—who are, with luck, just beginning to find
their philosophical feet—are also expected to present and publish papers.

But as W. S. Gilbert taught us, “when everyone is somebody, then no-one’s
anybody.”? When everyone publishes, other ways are needed to distinguish the
somebodies from the nobodies. One way is to give greater weight to publications
in journals, or with publishers, deemed “prestigious.”?S Another is to look to suc-
cess in the game of grants-and-research-projects. And a third is to rely on others’
judgments in the form of departmental rankings.

But reliance on these surrogate measures is a very poor substitute for the
informed judgment of someone in close touch with the demands, the temptations,
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and the pitfalls of intellectual work. That X has published a lot, even in suppos-
edly prestigious journals or with supposedly prestigious presses, is absolutely no
guarantee of the quality of his work; to build such a record, good contacts and a
good sense of what topics are fashionable, along with fluency in that blandly
chewy, pseudo-technical writing style that seems increasingly de rigeur, are
likely to be at least as useful as just (just!) doing genuinely good, creative,
careful, illuminating work—I suspect, more so. Neither is the fact that Y is good
at getting grants; to build an impressive portfolio of grant money received, a
knack for writing appealing proposals and, again, good contacts, are likely to be
at least as useful as just (just!) doing genuinely good, creative, careful, illumi-
nating work—again, I suspect, more s0.%”

And neither, in my judgment, is the fact that a department is highly ranked
any guarantee that its faculty produces genuinely fine work, or that it offers its
students a genuinely fine education. At any rate, the self-styled Gourmet Report
that has such an influence (I am tempted to say, such a stranglehold) on the phi-
losophy profession not only has a structural tendency to sideline the most seri-
ously cross-disciplinary work and to encourage departments to over-specialize,
but also concerns itself far too much with what supposed®® “star” has moved
from A to B, and far too little with how adequate, how effective, how realistic—
how serious—the education a department offers;?® which depends, rather, on a
high preponderance of people strongly imbued with those academic virtues.

Something I learned in a long-ago course on comparative political systems
keeps coming to mind: under the first Soviet Five-Year Plan, which set produc-
tion targets by weight, one factory manager realized that the easiest way to meet
his target was to make heavier chandeliers—as a result of which several fashion-
able Moscow ceilings collapsed. It is no less bizarre to judge the real work of a
university—educating intelligent young people and keeping the flame of inquiry
alive—by numbers of students graduated, the amount of grant money brought in,
its standing in this or that ranking, or ([ can’t resist) by the weight of the publi-
cations its faculty churns out.

But chairs competing for scarce resources want to impress deans with how
“research-active” their faculty are; faculty jockeying for promotions and raises
want to impress chairs with their “productivity.” No wonder, then, that many pro-
fessors soon adapt to the reliance of deans, etc., on rankings, number of publica-
tions, amount of grant money, and so forth: by giving more priority to their
research than to their teaching, and more priority to graduate than to undergrad-
uate students, by presenting and publishing more, and by putting time and energy
into applying for grants and “promoting their department.” (Probably they also
spend more time on that “other stuff,” since the more administrators there are, it
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seems, somehow the more administrative work there is for professors, too.
Funny, that.)

And many professors, consciously or not, surrender their own judgment of
the quality of a department’s program or a person’s work to the same surrogate
measures on which deans, etc., rely. A couple of years ago, for example, the col-
league who introduced the historian from another university giving a guest lec-
ture admiringly listed all the grants she had been awarded, but said essentially
nothing about the substance of her work. (Had I been the speaker, I would’ve
been very cross; but either our visitor didn’t mind, or else she had one heck of a
poker face.)

Inevitably, the quality of teaching suffers: more and more introductory
teaching is handed over to teaching assistants and ad hoc lecturers; and more and
more graduate classes (and sometimes even undergraduate classes) are designed
around “what I’'m working on at the moment” rather than what aspiring professors
of philosophy really need to learn. Gradvate students may find the idea that they
are “helping professors with their important research” flattering; and undergradu-
ates who are too naive to know they’re being fed intellectual junk food, or who are
too timid to protest, or who care more about getting a degree than about learning’
things worth learning, won’t complain—provided they get good-enough grades.

And as the quantity of research burgeons, its quality declines. Ever more
journals are flooded with ever more submissions; the peer-review system (far
from perfect even in the sciences, where it originated,3® and much less effective
as a quality-control mechanism in a field of schools and cliques) comes under
intolerable strain. Inevitably, the average quality of what is published tends to
fall; and sifting the good stuff from the dreck gets harder and harder. “Niche pub-
lishing” is on the rise; more and more work seems to be focused on what X said
about Y’s criticism of Z’s interpretation of W’s ideas about a question,! and less
and less directly on substantive issues. It’s easier, for one thing (and perhaps
some are subliminally aware that, if they spell X’s, Y’s, Z’s, and W’s names right,
one of them might recommend the paper for publication—knowing that if it is
published, this will make #im better known). Anyone with enough frequent-flyer
miles to upgrade to publication-by-invitation does so; and many soon realize that
you can quadruple those miles in no time if you join the right clique.

Conferences seem to become more and more occasions for making contacts,
for networking, and for talking yourself, or your department, up; and less and
less occasions for the serious exchange of ideas. At one recent meeting, for
example, I was struck by the frequency of mutually reassuring references from
one speaker to others, and of shorthand phrases alluding to the very narrow seam
of literature familiar to almost everyone present. Nor could I fail to notice that,
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though contextualism was much-discussed, David Annis—author of a pioneering
1976 article on the subject’>—was never mentioned. I shouldn’t have been sur-
prised by any of this; in a discipline increasingly fragmenting into small circles,
it is only to be expected that insiders’ work will take center stage, and outsiders’
contributions tend to fade from sight. :

By the same token, we are also witnessing a growing “parochialism of the
recent.””>® The graduate student who told me, in all seriousness, that he had been
taught that nothing published before 19943 was worth reading was only naively
saying aloud what seems more and more to be taken implicitly for granted. Do I
really need to say how utterly bizarre the notion is that what Joe Blow and Jane
Doe published in the last decade or two is more significant than all the work of
Plato, Aristotle, . . . , Descartes, . . ., Kant, . . . , Frege, Peirce, . . ., etc., etc., put
together? It would be different if, like some areas of the sciences, our subject
were advancing so fast that earlier work really was soon out of date. To the con-
trary, however: at the moment it sometimes seems that attention-grabbing niche
problems—or even old problems in twenty-first century dress, as with the recent
revival of the “Gettier paradoxes”—are welcomed much more warmly than work
that makes lasting headway on substantial issues. And now I’'m reminded of
Peirce’s complaints about the literary dilettanti of his day, who have “so per-
verted thought to the purposes of pleasure that it seems to vex them to think that
the questions upon which they delight to exercise it may ever get finally settled”;
so that “a positive discovery which takes a favorite subject out of the . . . debate
is met with ill-concealed dislike,”*>

Graduate students are caught in the middle. They are indulged: by “recruit-
ment” efforts that feed their self-regard; by inflated grades and over-praise; and
by the ever-commoner practice of relating to them as if they were already junior
colleagues, rather than still students.3® But they are also exploited: often offered
a smorgasbord of whatever their professors are working on rather than the gen-
uinely rigorous, systematic, durable philosophical education they need; often
carrying the most burdensome undergraduate teaching; sometimes acting as
unpaid research assistants; sometimes waiting an unconscionably long time for
input from faculty members preoccupied with their own agenda of presentation-
and-publication; sometimes obliged to do the scut work of organizing confer-
ences for which a faculty member will take the credit; and generally faced by a
conspiracy of silence and half-truths®” about how many of those who begin a
PhD program ever finish, how many of those who finish ever get a real academic
job, and how many of those real jobs will allow time for the important research
agenda they have all been encouraged to imagine they will undertake ®

It should come as no surprise that—dissipating the time and energy they
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should be spending exploring new ideas, building and stretching their intellectual
muscles, trying and failing and learning from the failure how to do better—many
graduate students become no less anxiously obsessed than their teachers with
those wretched rankings, scrounge shamelessly for money to attend conferences,
strain to publish, and stress over building their résumés or impressing visiting
speakers who might conceivably give them a leg-up. In my experience, some
arrive having already internalized distorted values; some don’t survive to com-
plete the PhD; some are corrupted, sooner or later, in greater or lesser degree; and
only a few—for whom I have nothing but admiration—somehow survive with
their integrity, and even their idealism, intact. Sadly, not many of those admirable
few will be the somebodies of the next generation. Those, more likely, will be the
confident products of “prestigious” departments, well-frained in survival tactics
for the current climate: ambitious philosophical go-getters, capable, clever,
quick, fluent, fully au fait with intellectual fashion—but blithely oblivious to the
deeper demands, and rewards, of mature reflection.®

The erosion of the academic virtues is gradual: at first, some succumb to the
temptation to cut comers in their teaching just a bit; rush to publish the paper or
the book that could be made much richer or more rigorous with a little more time;
write an easy critique of a wild idea rather than struggling to identify and build
on the tiny grain of truth it contains; or persuade themselves that they really have
made the remarkable breakthrough they promised in their grant application, or
that the most recent fad coming down the pike really is worth their and everyone
else’s attention; and so on. Judgment is weakened as more and more defer to sur-
rogate measures; integrity is weakened as more and more embroider their
achievements to others and then, almost inevitably, in their own minds; focus is
weakened as the “narcissism of small differences” within a clique looms large,
and the dubious shared assumptions fade from notice; realism is weakened by
more and more preposterous announcements of supposedly stunning break-
throughs; independence, consideration, and courage are weakened with every
small compromise to careerism. And as time passes, the erosion feeds on itself,
and the pace of decline quickens.

“One sign that the valuation of the contemplative life has declined is that
scholars now compete with men of action in a kind of precipitate pleasure, so that
they seem to value this kind of pleasure more highly than that to which they are
really entitled and which is in fact more pleasurable,”*® Thus Nietzsche, more
than a century ago; “agitation is growing so great that higher culture can no
longer allow its fruits to mature; . . . as though the seasons were following upon
one another too quickly.*! This is just what is happening before our eyes.
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I foresee three objections: that I have somehow missed the point that the new
academic environment provides incentives to hard work; that my approach is
unrealistic, not to say hopelessly quixotic; that I am blind to the virtue of loyalty
I will take these in turn.

What I have been presenting as an environment increasingly 1nhosp1table to the
real academic virtues, it may be said, in fact provides—indeed, it is designed to pro-
vide—incentives to hard work. This is true. So I need to add that when the academic
virtues I have identified work together, all is well; but when judgment, realism,
integrity, and independence have been sacrificed, and industry and patience are
focused on the wrong ends, this makes matters not better, but worse. (A hard-
working safe-cracker or hit-man, after all, is a worse menace than a lazy one.)

But this reply will probably prompt a second objection: that my conception
of “right ends” is hopelessly old-fangled and idealistic. “It’s time to stop com-
plaining that the environment is getting less and less hospitable to making
buggy-whips responsibly and well,” 4> some might say, “and to get with the new
program.” My first response is to insist that genuinely educating our students,
making genuine intellectual progress, however slow and halting, and doing what-
ever we can to make our program or institution genuinely better, is honorable
work; but that playing the game of grantsmanship, publishing for the sake of
building your résumé, or “promoting your department” (or your institution, or
your area, or your line) simply because it is yours, is not.

Some might reply to this reply that advertising the wonderfulness of your
department, even if at present this wonderfulness is in large part wishful
thinking, is a genuinely good thing—a way of making your department gen-
uinely better; after all, if you succeed, better graduate students will apply, and
then the department might actually be a bit better. I have my doubts about the
premise; exaggerated advertising is more likely, I fear, to attract the credulous
than the capable.*® In any case—even supposing, for the sake of argument, that
the hope that better students will apply is well-founded—the argument for the
sake of which we are assuming that they will is so vividly reminiscent of the
rationale those Enron executives (remember them?) offered for their deceptions
that it scarcely deserves an answer.

Others may accuse me of a failure to appreciate the value of loyalty, of
“team spirit.” My reply has to be that there’s loyalty, and then there’s loyalty. It’s
true, I don’t put much stock in the relentless enthusiasm of a university president
or provost for his institution, a dean for his school, or a chair for his depart-
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ment—the kind of Joyalty (or “loyalty”) that would readily be transferred to his
new institution should he move elsewhere. And I don’t put much stock, either, in
loyalty to “the profession”;* at least, not if what that means is circling the
wagons of the neo-analytic professional-philosophy establishment against
would-be philosophers in the literature departments and other threatening out-
siders.*> What 7 value is the serious professor’s loyalty to the worthwhile work
with which he is charged.

Sadly, many of these loyal servants of the life of the mind will face painful
moral dilemmas if their university, school, or department—or their profession
generally—begins to forget its real mission. (Should I embroider my letter of ref-
erence for a new PhD a little, given that others will certainly exaggerate theirs, or
risk jeopardizing his prospects by writing realistically? Should I focus a graduate
course on fashionable recent literature, as others will, or risk making students less
employable by focusing on more durable but less trendy work? Should I advise a
talented and idealistic student aiming for graduate school to apply to the presti-
gious department where he might become one of those up-and-coming some-
bodies that everyone’s trying to hire, or to another where he would get a better
foundation for a lifetime’s useful work, but risk finding no job at all? Etc., etc.)
Too often, such painful dilemmas are the price of caring about the work we do.

And now, I suppose, some will accuse me of simply falling back on my old-
fashioned, idealistic conception of what our real work is. (How ironic, I note in
passing, that “idealistic” is now a term of censure!) To this I can only reply that
no enterprise—not even a public-relations firm or advertising agency—can be in
the business simply of promoting itself; someone actually has to produce the
goods or services being promoted. In the academy, that’s our job.
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