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1

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Joseph L. DeVitis

In The Future of American Higher Education, leading academicians 
from diverse  disciplines (African American studies, American studies, 
communications, English and rhetoric, higher education, history and 

philosophy of education, and sociology) present their assessments of various 
public intellectuals’ perspectives on crucial issues in postsecondary education. 
The book is meant to prod readers to reevaluate policies and practices currently 
in place. Will U.S. colleges and universities respond haphazardly to societal 
demands, or will they rise to the occasion with solutions of their own? The 
text is grounded in diverse discourses that offer grist for thought and action in 
answering that difficult question. It explores some of the most persistent and 
pressing problems facing the academy today and in the future. In particular, it 
will appeal to graduate students in higher education, as well as faculty, staff, and 
administrators who care for its continuing improvement in these tough times.

Public intellectuals seek to appeal to a wider public, unlike the vast 
majority of academicians who write as confined specialists. By seeking such 
an insular professional route—often focused on padding their curriculum 
vitae—they largely spurn the wider world. Instead, many public intellectuals 
hope to motivate broader groups of people to think about ideas for social 
change or conservation through more accessible, generalizing vocabularies. 
They aim to communicate with both reason and passion; after all, they are 
engaged in the arena of public issues and action. They need, however, to take 
care not to flaunt esoteric academic jargon or parade as elitist high priests. 
More effective public intellectuals reach out to urgent public interests while 
foregoing any attempt to mystify in language or thought. It should be noted 
that not all public intellectuals discussed in this text would grant all these 
suppositions. Many progressive intellectuals would likely accept most of 
them. But there are several outliers who are either guardians of the status 
quo—for example, David Labaree’s (2019) toleration of the perennial “mess” 
in U.S. higher education—or a steadfast protector of academic propriety. 
The latter is exemplified by Stanley Fish’s (2008) contention that profes-
sors should occupy a “purified academic enterprise” without any intention 
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2  INTRODUCTION

to affect cultural values (p. 153). Critics might reply that cloistered monks 
would be hard-pressed to sustain such an immaculate conception.

It is fortunate that at least some public intellectuals are intent on improv-
ing education and society more broadly instead of being overly content with 
professionalization. In a highly polarized body politic energized by special 
interests, college students themselves are challenged by difficult civic and 
intellectual tests:

Students are steered away from asking the broad, disturbing questions that 
challenge the assumptions of the power elite. . . . The new classes of expert 
professionals have been trained to focus on narrow, specialized knowl-
edge independent of social ideas or conceptions of the common good. 
( Donoghue, 2008, pp. 110–111)

Higher education faces innumerable questions in these dangerous days. 
Today’s public intellectuals do not, of course, have all the answers. They 
do, however, care deeply about the issues surrounding higher education and 
society. They deserve to be heard as we wrestle with the knotty uncertain-
ties besetting our unsettled colleges and universities. When all is said and 
done, I leave it to readers to foster a robust dialogue—and action—on the 
competing arguments. Then I hope they will assess which ones are more, or 
less, attractive for their own efforts to make universities better. (This  volume 
includes only authors who have written recently and  extensively on American 
higher education.)

Part One: On Liberal Education

Veritas liberabit vos (“Truth shall set you free”) is the motto of a number of 
colleges, including my alma mater, Johns Hopkins University. As applied to 
higher education, I would modify that biblical saying by arguing that it is the 
search for truth that is most significant. Why? The journey for truth can afford 
robust capacity for questioning, critical analysis, comfort with ambiguity, 
empathic understanding, and sociocultural and political engagement. But 
once we believe we have discovered Truth, the prospect of rigidity to that 
authority can take hold. If it does, we may forego any movement toward 
mindfulness and openness and cling to dogmatism and fanaticism (Hoffer, 
1951). Our society is already too riddled by the latter. Instead, genuine liberal 
education seeks to prepare students by a process of reflective development 
in which they are actively involved in considered discourse and decision-
making. Philosopher William Hare (2002) put it well: “Do not pretend to 
know more than you do or assume that what you think is beyond challenge” 
(p. 123).
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For most of human history, liberal education has been a monopoly of the 
privileged—the segregated gift of those who held power, wealth, and status. 
In medieval times, the interests of the Church provided the dominant ration-
ale for the existence of universities; thus, its curricular offerings were painted 
with a large religious brush. In colonial America, preparation for the ministry 
sent a small slice of affluent male youths to places such as Harvard and Yale. 
In the 19th century, many U.S. college presidents, particularly at liberal arts 
schools, taught a capstone seminar in moral philosophy. (Today one might 
wonder whether university leaders would instead conduct classes in public 
relations.) We need to ask deeper questions to enliven liberal education. At 
its best, liberal education can prepare students for self-actualization as they 
wade through a largely superficial culture. It can help create a more discern-
ing citizenry that distinguishes between fictitious and reasoned argumenta-
tion. And it must embrace ethical imperatives even as we inhabit twisted 
landscapes of artifice and surveillance.

The various public intellectuals discussed in Part One treat liberal 
education in both theoretical and practical ways. Russell Jacoby laments 
how American culture and its universities have been dangerously prone to 
social amnesia, thus losing history’s memory and recapitulating grievous 
mistakes. Amy Gutmann provides a more ethical and political critique on 
the importance of access to liberal education for all social classes. Especially 
in a posttruth climate, she urges us to build a stronger democracy through 
critical thinking. Michael Roth invokes progressive and pragmatic argu-
ments for the worth of liberal education in both the cognitive and affective 
realms, with a particular focus on enlarging human connectedness as we 
face an even wider technological future. Stanley Fish hopes to “save the 
university” by arguing that faculty should stick to their own disciplinary 
“interpretive communities” and not move into the arena of social, politi-
cal, or economic justice. His is a seldom heard voice amid the changing 
academic and sociocultural landscapes portrayed in Part One. William 
Deresiewicz berates the sheep-like behavior of parents and students who 
look at liberal education as purely instrumental—as a proving ground for 
“hoop-jumping,” making professional connections, and striving toward 
elitist social positions. The next section of the book illustrates overlapping 
elements in Parts One and Two.

Part Two: Learning and Labor

“Learning and Labor” is the motto of the University of Illinois, where I 
did my doctoral work. As a result of the federal Morrill Act of 1862, it is 
one of 48 original land-grant colleges. Offering preparation in agricultural 
and mechanical arts, they aimed to serve the needs of a fast-growing 
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4  INTRODUCTION

population—but solely for White citizens. The second Morrill Act (in 1890) 
established 19 predominantly African American colleges and 30 American 
Indian institutions. However, state matching funds for the latter fell far 
below those for the initial legislation. Despite those inequities, federal and 
state governments did create a ray of hope for some social mobility.

In the 20th century, that public tradition grew during the Great 
Depression. After World War II, the impetus for college attendance con-
tinued as the federal G.I. Bill took hold. The bill largely benefited White 
veterans; local and state Jim Crow laws severely limited its use for African 
Americans. Veterans made careers and bought homes, though gross  inequities 
persisted: White citizens received 98% of FHA-insured loans through the 
1950s (Brown, 2021). Lyndon Johnson’s “Great Society” program passed 
the Higher Education Act (in 1965), with new federal grants and tuition 
waivers for lower-income students. “Equal opportunity” became a popular 
slogan, but not, of course, a full reality. Yet, as we debate the concept of “free 
tuition” today, we should note that it is not a fantastical notion at all. The 
University of California began such a policy in 1868; it was challenged by 
Governor Ronald Reagan in the mid-1960s and closed down several years 
later. For many decades the University of Florida maintained a “free”  system, 
abandoning it in 1969. And the City University of New York (CUNY) had 
a “free” plan from 1961 to 1976. The 1970s and 1980s,  particularly the 
Reagan administration, brought marked setbacks to the themes of access 
and equity. They shed doubt on the worth of college education and  so-called 
“free rides.” Once a promising policy, affirmative action became less a 
 priority, as did federal aid for education in general.

Ironically, institutions of higher learning are running a race against 
the American Dream: “The tragedy is that while public policies in the past 
helped mitigate inequality and open the doors to college to more Americans, 
today they themselves pay a crucial role in segmenting our society” (Mettler, 
2014, p. 4). John Covaleskie (2016) also points to the dilemmas facing those 
who are not wealthy or powerful:

It is increasingly becoming a false narrative that upholds a system that 
 creates and increasingly protects great inequality . . . while blaming 
the  inequality on its victims, not its perpetrators or beneficiaries. In an 
 economy in which there is a shortage of good jobs and a large percentage 
of young people going to college, a college education only decreasingly 
transmits economic opportunity, even while it becomes more expensive. 
Meanwhile, the benefits of college attendance accrue to graduates of the 
more elite schools, whose students develop networks more important than 
any body of knowledge, intellectual skills, or critical acumen. (p. 57)
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As several contributors to this text argue, the major culprit in the drastic 
decline in support for public higher education can be found in the notion 
of neoliberalism. Indeed, every president since Reagan has been content to 
carry heavy neoliberal baggage. Given its significance in the scheme of things, 
David Harvey (2005) offers a succinct picture of it:

Neoliberalism is . . . a theory of political economic practices that proposes 
that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entre-
preneurial freedoms and skills with an institutional framework character-
ized by strong property rights, free markets, and free trade. (pp. 18–19)

The upshot of neoliberal policies has been fourfold in public higher 
 education: massive institutional budget cuts, a decades-old pattern of strik-
ing decreases in public spending, astounding hikes in tuition, and oppressive 
student debt (Folbre, 2010).

Part Two makes clear that neoliberalism is still powerful in higher educa-
tion. Will the public academy move beyond rigid and harmful corporatist 
priorities and instead foster a climate more beneficial to students, staff, and 
faculty—especially contingent instructors who are so exploited? How will 
state universities, other than elite flagship campuses, withstand the economic 
shocks to their systems, which had been worn down even before the pan-
demic? Will more wealthy colleges dampen preferential legacy admissions 
and devote more financial resources to underrepresented students? How do 
they ensure more equitable access and mentoring to students of color and 
all those with less material and social capital? Can public higher education 
substantially educate for the elusive common civic good?

The competing interests of postsecondary education and the middle- and 
lower-income classes form the focus of Part Two. David Kirp bemoans campus 
leaders who are lax about access, retention, equity, diversity, and other demo-
cratic aspirations. According to him, they have too often given way to market 
mandates and crass commercialization. Michael Bérubé claims that corpo-
rate interests, so shielded by neoliberal ideology, have shunted the human-
ities to the sidelines. He further contends that academic freedom itself is 
under assault in the process: Efficiency models and hiring practices (so many 
adjuncts working in grossly underpaid, unprotected conditions) demean both 
labor and academe. Marc Bousquet sharply criticizes neoliberal policies and 
exposes unreasonable labor practices as affronts to academic freedom, demo-
cratic learning arrangements, research, and faculty governance. He strongly 
supports the formation of a united, activist faculty that can fight for both 
 tenure- and nontenure-track scholar-teachers. Stanley Aronowitz  worries 
about the corporatization of the academy and the diminution of higher 
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6  INTRODUCTION

learning in its curriculum and instruction. He views oligarchical and neolib-
eral power as the engine of excessive privatization, massive tuition increases, 
exploitation of contingent faculty, and market economies that threaten the 
public good. Christopher Newfield sees himself as a guardian of working-
class families who face myriad college challenges. He seeks to widen societal 
resources among that class, aiming for a more equitable form of public higher 
education via an innovation economy that better serves them. Lastly, histo-
rian David F. Labaree argues that the American system of higher education 
has always been “a perfect mess” that allows elitist, consumerist, and populist 
constituencies to work out pragmatic solutions to its problems. An outlier in 
this book, he is basically satisfied with colleges and universities as they are.

Part Three: On Education and Social Change

American higher education has never been insulated from the wider sweep of 
sociocultural, political, and economic currents in the nation’s life and times. 
The latter are always present, and they generate ideological and policy pres-
sures in every epoch. Indeed, education, at any level, is profoundly political. 
Hit full force with marketing and sloganeering, the public is forced to enter-
tain such notions as “excellence” and “world class,” no matter the actuality 
of the educational institution in question. Thus, it is incumbent on us to 
rise above deceptive persuasion, sift through the glittering debris, and think 
critically about what is real and what is manufactured about the academy in 
national magazines, commercial college guidebooks, and campus viewbooks. 
Though public intellectuals also need to be closely scrutinized, they can be 
helpful in that process of discernment.

Colleges and universities have tended to be both transmitters of inher-
ited cultural knowledge and reluctant transformers for educational and social 
change. They can often be seen in a time warp of cultural lag, but those times 
may be changing. However, make no mistake; change does not come easily.

The organization of higher education over time has embedded power 
asymmetries that

impede socially just and equitable processes and outcomes. To maintain 
their profit share and attract financial resources, campuses have  pursued 
prestige through research and athletics, oftentimes de-emphasizing 
 teaching and learning and undergraduate education. (Kezar & Posselt, 
2019, p. 3)

Critical theorists, in particular, have urged academicians who are willing and 
able to be “transformative intellectuals” who “speak out and engage” in social 
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change (Giroux, 2007, p. 206), and not allow universities to be content to 
“mirror the rest of society” (Aronowitz, 2001, p. 11). Critical race theory 
(CRT) has provided more power as a parallel movement. They remind us, 
once again, of C. Wright Mills’s (1959) earlier evocation of “the aware-
ness of the relationship between personal experience and the wider society” 
(pp. 5, 7). And how do we right the university to ensure a better, more just 
world? We turn to such currents of thought and action in Part Three.

Sara Goldrick-Rab presents detailed analysis of the problems of 
 accessibility and affordability in American higher education and how our 
society can find solutions for those facing financial struggle. She includes 
an exploration of their hardships in everyday life, including with food 
and housing. Lori Patton Davis establishes a large imprint on scholarship 
related to African Americans, including power relations, leadership, gender 
and identity, and diversity on campus. She creates a storytelling technique 
that livens her intersectional inquiry. Marybeth Gasman is a pioneer in 
the study of historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) and other 
minority-serving institutions (MSIs). She has been a leading  mentor of 
underrepresented students, founding centers to facilitate their development 
as leaders and scholars for HBCUs and MSIs. Randall Kennedy, a promi-
nent law professor, presents a nuanced, well-reasoned defense of affirmative 
action while specifically addressing its critics’ claims. Abjuring arguments 
for meritocracy, he also deals sensitively with the stigma attached to that 
federal policy. Patricia Hill Collins, a noted sociologist, employs feminist 
theory, CRT, and the potent concept of intersectionality to shed signif-
icant light on patterns of power and structural racism. She shows how 
they undermine schools and society as she seeks to create more genuine 
human sensibilities. Henry Giroux, a founding theorist of critical peda-
gogy, has impacted educational thought for a half century. His intellectual 
interests in higher education are broad-ranging, including such topics as 
power elites, culture and youth studies, and a biting critique of capitalism 
and neoliberalism as dangerous threats to the academy, civil liberties, and 
democracy itself.

For most Americans, the Trump years were among the worst of times. 
Now, it is prime time, in John Lewis’s words, for more “good trouble.”

References

Aronowitz, S. (2001). The knowledge factory: Dismantling the corporate university and 
creating true higher learning. Beacon Press.

Brown, D. A. (2021). The whiteness of wealth: How the tax system impoverishes black 
Americans—and how we can fix it. Crown.

DeVitis_The Future of American Higher Education.indb   7 19-11-2021   11:10:22 AM



8  INTRODUCTION

Covaleskie, J. F. (2016). Higher education: Private good? Public good? In 
J. L.  DeVitis & P. A. Sasso (Eds.), Higher education and society (pp. 42–59). 
Peter Lang. 

Donoghue, F. (2008). The last professors: The corporate university and the fate of the 
humanities. Fordham University Press.

Fish, S. (2008). Save the world on your own time. Oxford University Press.
Folbre, N. (2010). Saving State U: Fixing higher education. The New Press.
Giroux, H. A. (2007). The university in chains: Confronting the military-industrial-

academic complex. Paradigm.
Hare, W. (2002). Teaching and the attitude of open-mindedness. Journal of 

 Educational Administration and Foundations, 16(2), 103–124.
Harvey, D. (2005). A brief history of neoliberalism. Oxford University Press.
Hoffer, E. (1951). The true believer. Harper.
Kegan, A., & Posselt, J. (2019). Introduction: Call to justice and equitable adminis-

trative practice. In A. Kegan & J. Posselt (Eds.), Higher education for social justice 
and equity: Critical perspectives (pp. 1–18). Routledge.

Labaree, D. F. (2019). A perfect mess: The unlikely ascendancy of American higher 
 education. University of Chicago Press.

Mettler, S. (2014). Degrees of inequality: How the politics of higher education sabotaged 
the American dream. Basic Books.

Mills, C. W. (1959). The sociological imagination. Oxford University Press.

DeVitis_The Future of American Higher Education.indb   8 19-11-2021   11:10:22 AM


