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of discourse

Critical scrutiny will beat accumulated riches of the
mind any time. Dirk Moses responds to Geoffrey
Bolton’s future history of the humanities.

VERYONE who wants

to rescue the liberal arts

from the lron cage of

utility and quantifiable

assessment would have
found much with which to
agree in historian Geoffrey
Bolton's assessment last
week of the status of the
humanities in Australian
universities.

Bolton, in his John Ward lec-
ture at the University of Sydney
(HES, November 1), contended
that the crisis in the humanities
Is the consequence of the disinte-
gration of the intellectual cul-
ture — exposure to the classics, a
knowledge of European and
American history, and an Anglo-
phone literature — that ani-
mated the constitutional settle-
ment of Federation and inspired
the social vision of prime mints-
ters from Barton to Menzles and
Whitlam,

Sterile provinclallsm, self-
absorption and a retreat from
international engagements
threaten to blight the future of a
nation once regarded with New
Zealand as one of the world's
most “promising social labor-
atories”, Bolton said.

The technocratic gaze has also

infecteti universities. which have
_been starved into seeking private
support along American lines.

although “in a population of less
than 20 million there can be only
a limited numher of potential
philanthropists™.

Bolton is not the only observer
to voice such concern. Recently
another historian, Erich Hobs-
bawm, wrote: “Most young men
and women at the century's end
grow up in a sort of permanent
present, lacking any organic
relation to the public past of the
times they live in.”

Although he does not dis-
tinguish clearly between them,
Bolton is worried by two conse-
quences of this cultural decline:
that Australian elites have lost
the capacity for “scholarly gener-
alisations and informed comment
on contemporary questions”; and
that they cannot see “there is a
life of the creative imagination
that cannot be reduced to econ-
omic quantification”.

It would do Bolton an Injustice
to expect a remedy in a single
lecture but it i{s worth examining
what he does offer and seeing
where it leads.

Bolton thinks the common
intellectual culture of Australia’s
foundation moment needs to be
revived and he places enormous
faith in the power of education to
undertake this task.

“Unlversities these days spend
considerable time and energy on
producing mission statements,”
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he says. “It is neither self-serving
nor over-idealistic to insist that
these mission statements should
include the responsibility of
ensuring that Australia’s
decision-makers of the 21st cen-
tury are women and men whose
cultural breadth and humane
values at least equal those of
individuals such as Barton and
Deakin who created the Aust-
rallan commonwealth.”

Bolton’s Is a salutary reminder
that alternative traditions exist
with which to critically analyse
the present situation.

Two classics of cultural criti-
cism reveal the lineage of Bol-
ton's dismay with the state of
Australlan intellectual culfure.
Mathew Armnold's Culture and
Anarchy (1869) and Max Weber's
The Protestant Work Ethic and
the Rise of Capitalism (1904-05)
provide the terms of Bolton’s
attack, consciously or uncon-
sciously.

The two books are remarkably
similar. Drawing on English crit-
iecs before him, but ultimately on
the German classical tradition,
Arnold cast a critical eye over
mid 19th-century English cul-
ture. He criticised the middle
class for its narrowness of focus

on material galn, blindness to
artistic and intellectual goods,
exaggerated individualism and
valourisation of freedom as an
end in itself, bereft of higher

ends. This baleful philistinism,
he made plain, was the poison
fruit of puritan culture.

Their distance to the establish-
ment fomented a one-sided
emphasis on worldly goods and
Idiosyncratic lifestyles divorced
from the cultural ideal of the
“harmonious development of
universal human capacities".
Weber, whose target was also
puritanism, quoted Nietzsche to
make the same point: “Speclal-
Ists without spirit, sensualists
without heart; and this nullity
imagines that it has attained a
level of civillsation never before
achieved.”

To balance this anarchy of
utilitarianlsm, Arnold proposed
culture, namely, “the best that
has been thought and written in
the world”. It would issue in
"sweetness and light" and be
incarnated by “persons who are
malinly led, not by class spirit but
by a general humane spirit, by
the love of human perfection™.

He, too, saw education as the
key to this transformation and,
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significantly. he looked to Ger-
many for _:mv_n_,:o:. A fervent
admirer of Wilhelm von Hum-
boldt. the architect of the Prus-
sian education reforms in the
early 19th century. Arnold rec-
ommended his vision of state
control of education so that the
governors could: “give the gov-
erned a lesson and draw out in
them the idea of a right reason
higher than the suggestions of
an oqa_:m_d man'sordinary selt".

It i5 not n_:.n::. to see the
value of these termis for Bolton's
project of cultira) renewal. His
cosmopolitan, ltgeral Anglican-
Ism looks down inydespair on Lhe
damage inflicted by John How-
ard's austere Methodism, just as
Arnold and Weber lamented the
effects of puritan capitalism in
their own day.

Although many would share
Bolton’s concern for the liberal
arts, It is less clear whether they
would agree with his solution.

The recommendation of the
cultural values of the founding
fathers Implies that the regret-
table things in Australian his-
tory this cenlury happened
despite them. But there is good
reason to think that at least
some occurred because of them;
for example, the polley of forcibly
removing Aboriginal chlildren
from their mothers. This culture,
after all, provided the motiv-
ation, for it was thought irres-
ponsible to permit, as Arnold
wrote of working-class London-
ers, "a multitude of miserable,
sunken and ignorant human
beings [to be] left by us In their
degradation and wretchedness”.

This is not to suggest that
Bolton would approve of this
function of European clvilisation
but it does mean that some
reflexive self-distancing needs to
be part of the equation.

If it is true that the techno-
cratic imperatives of successive
federal governments have all but
disabled the traditional rationale

of the humanilies. then il is alsg
true that a new rationale wiy
have to convince such govemn-
ments and the tax-payers that
Lhey are worth generous finan-
cial support.

My intuition is that Bolton's
laudable appeal o “cultural
depth and spaciousness of per-
ception”™ will not convince them,
implying as it does that they are
at best culturally shallow.

Although some may react by
taking up Macaulay's invocation
thal “we must educate our mas-
ters”. the imperative of public
accountabilily also presents an
opportunity to justify the cul-
tural and political significance of
Lhe liberal arts'* demaocratic
terms. A

Boiton points the way forward
when he writes of their import-
ance for political life. The nat-
ional interest cannot be formed
in a historical vacuum; domestic
problems need to be set in inter-
national relief. political debate
requires participants who not
only possess some cultural capi-
tal but can reason In terms of
collective social goals.

it Is here that the :::Sﬂm:.%
canplay a unique role ina soclety
in thrall to means-end ration-
ality. For it Is the site of what
sociotogist Alvin W. Gouldner
calls the "culture of critical dis-
course”. It makes no claim to
reveal metaphysical truth, only
to be an open-ended discussion
about the status of knowledge of
any sphere ol human endeavour.

To learn this language, stu-
denls must subject their forma-
tive influences to scrutiny. What
better way to eclucate the future
declston-makers than for them
to learn that a proposition is
valid only when it is Justifiable,
rather than passively to down-

toad the highly contestable
“accumulated riches of the
mind"?

Showing governments that

our common life — politics —
cannot work without the con-
tinuing institutionalisation of
the culture of critical discourse
will be a good start to winning
back public confidence in the
humanities and its mission.

Dirk Moses teaches modern European
history at the University of Sydney.



