The Idea of

b asid e

etts .-l'f:.na‘.-:l-r..l":_-

Ln-w-:l‘ff—m of i ,n—-.ﬂ?{',a ponciies s
A as »w—f.{eﬁ wrw Aok Ao f

s V-“;dn’.:a- -?ffff‘wﬂ”._uu A I Y

L it fuendiawa D Blas gm.-r.-—n e Lo gosrden

? Al gemnniiona, ﬁi.,,f;w{, RPN ) of o Semas
{"'ewnwfmﬁ }fb..-_u\. Alerrina aaneg ﬁ~71{% (k-a-f(.-;mf-'-a_

it ety .;uc.&u Loy ar afwmm&ff._ |

e .dimw; P e u,..w inapdiio Mf,{p’f__ Ll R

o s alang e felecsd Ly P BatlnGe o

CH R

._.'..a-.:ua-f-'fﬁ B P e ) ,-]_,m PRI
b S psjc’ e mmu!wu&; ‘I_,J.F-t.\.-l'?l_‘l' ] ;_ A P e m
fa.?aa Ao b #e fm r»fyxl ,fufw ok, Holncsa

j.':s. x.mf:i'r-l »Haded e T-'““‘.- d}'f ﬁf_n.ft PURE e Ft"’ e e
e ;..hﬁ" II'- - .__:;_';--' i o
:3” ﬁ; ._t"{:;ﬂ ;I_'I;'f%rf‘ﬁ_ JM NS o P o 1 i 7

ngq.-. B T a.-d‘-:a—.- ﬂe#ﬁd_u A u—l_l‘;l’:'.-ﬂ.-

-f“f_“_i #f::f-ﬁ.m e ur ;"‘-.Ll-'l‘-ﬂ-ﬂ Qﬂ_ ﬁnﬂégj{_) A SRRt BT 15’ Ay i,
RN s

x .-:ﬁ. fl"ll by -?
zm-r --_.-q.--l'.'i-m...,,__ IE-"
FF MP“ rxﬁ-r. Lo ;.

L:— AN R
i".d—-l%-l‘.f’l':l.-n" pr..'Eu--uJ‘ ,.n"x"r_.‘_ o R P < iy fﬂa-aqﬁm—t-rm

R

ﬂ’ir.

Organic Growth

in Higher
Education

James Engell
Harvard University

To understand fully and to address
effectively the changes sweeping higher
education today, we need to reground
ourselves: to consider the most essential
purposes and functions of the university.
James Engell, professor of English and
comparative Literature at Harvard,
outlines a model that centers on the
entelechy of higher education. This
entelechy—the coordinated fulfillment of
several different goals and goods—can
serve as a guide for educational leaders,
helping them to take decisive action that
will shape organic, institutional growth
rather than reacting to imposed, external
forces largely beyond their control.



A Model for Higher Education

The entelechy of higher education involves an instru-
mental economic good, an associative intellectual and
social good, an instrumental civic and political good, and
two final goods: one moral or ethical, and the other the
seeking of knowledge and ideas for their own sake, which
is the final cause of all the other goods.

Education as an Instrumental Economic Good

Education readies individuals to undertake specific tasks,
careers, and professions, providing basic skills that sup-
port any economic undertaking. Much education as an
instrumental good should occur by the time mandatory
education ceases. Today, however, higher education and
professional schools continue this instrumental function,
which as an economic good is supported and promoted
by an increasing number of colleges and universities.
Students, too, often are pursuing economic ends when
they strive to enroll in prestigious institutions (even if
they are not a good match), and when they select a major
based on its perceived economic value.

In this arena, institutions pursue status and reputation
through rankings and measures of “excellence” as final
goals or goods in themselves, when at best these measures
are limited signs of instrumental goods within the insti-
tution. Today, the obsessive competition for higher rank-
ings is overshadowing and jeopardizing the other ends
and goods of higher education.

Education as an Associative
Intellectual and Social Good

Higher education acts as an associative good when it pro-
motes awareness of and derives benefit from the lives of
others. Colleges and universities can create an intense
social and intellectual experience, particularly when the
students in the mix are gifted, reflect different back-
grounds, and harbor heterogeneous ideas, values, and
interests. Empathy is a hoped-for result; the broader aim
should be critical reflection and reasoned discussion.

Education as an Instrumental

Civic and Political Good

The freedom to pursue ideas, knowledge, and values
(divorced from considerations of economic gain) pro-

vides citizens with perspective, relation, and the ability to
connect one field of knowledge with another. It allows for
initiative, creativity, and idealism. This freedom is essen-
tial to democracy, as an understanding of several fields
helps a citizenry make informed choices. Thus, for civic
and political reasons, higher education should play a key
role in a democratic society. George Washington cap-
tured this truth in his Farewell Address over 200 years
ago: “In proportion as the structure of a government
gives force to public opinion, it is essential that public
opinion should be enlightened.”

Education as a Moral or Ethical Good

The philosophical and humane consideration of what
possible uses knowledge might or should serve entails eth-
ical and moral decisions. And though the results of knowl-
edge can be perverted, we can predict neither favorable
outcomes nor abuses before the fact: an irreducible ele-
ment in the search for knowledge is the unpredictability
of its application. One compelling example is nuclear
physics and unlocking the atom. Today, genetics presents
a similar, multi-faceted case. Education, then, is inextrica-
bly intertwined with ethical and moral reasoning.

The Pursuit of Knowledge for its Own Sake

At all levels of learning, knowledge may be pursued for its
own sake. If we as a society lose this habit, we will spend
down intellectual capital and fail to replace it. The well-
spring of advancement, pure or applied, remains the quest
for knowledge as its own end. First to seek knowledge, and
then to debate its ethical application, are goods in and of
themselves. They are ends, rather than instrumental means.

The Three Criteria

In the last two decades, money has come to be seen by
many Americans as a good in itself, an end rather than a
means, something automatically conferring status, class,
power, even virtue. Higher education has not escaped this
course. The logic that sees money as the most desirable
result of education has led to the Three Criteria. Their rule
is remarkably potent, uniform, and verifiable. Academic
fields that offer one (or more) of the Three Criteria have
recently thrived by any conceivable measure; any field
lacking all three has comparatively languished.



“ the obsessive competition for higher rankings is

The Three Criteria are:

« A promise of money. The field is popularly linked (even
if erroneously) to improved chances of securing a job
that promises above average lifetime earnings.

» A knowledge of money. The field itself studies money,
i.e., fiscal, business, or economic matters and markets.

« A source of money. The field receives significant exter-
nal money, i.e., research contracts, federal grants or
funding support, or corporate underwriting.

The humanities and several social sciences fail to meet all
three criteria. In the last 30 years, by every term of pres-
tige and quality measured—faculty salaries, faculty posi-
tions created, percent of adjunct professors, SAT scores,
number of degrees awarded, corporate and government
gifts and grants, etc.—the humanities have fallen further
and further behind other fields. The economic prosperity
of the last generation coincides with an overall degrada-
tion of the humanities. If we recall the entelechy of high-
er education, something better could result.

Too often, the humanities have reacted to change, competi-
tion, and technology in self-involved, self-defeating ways.
Destructive infighting has prevented the humanities from
having any important recent impact on the way higher edu-
cation views or governs itself. Yet one of the strengths of the
humanities is an ability to absorb and interpret the results of
science, knowledge, and technology for our inner lives, val-
ues, and ideals. The humanities help direct the use of knowl-
edge in light of what we cherish, and in light of what we
must change and criticize in order to continue to cherish.

In an instrumental vein, the strengths of the humanities
in forging well-rounded, adaptable graduates should be
fostered. These include valuable skills such as strong writ-
ing, critical thinking in areas that cannot be reduced to
quantifiable data only, a grasp of historical patterns and
change, flexibility, articulate expression, the ability to dis-
cern motivations and to deal with ambiguities, and good
judgment in addressing complex human and organiza-
tional situations.

and goods of higher education

overshadowing and jeopardizing the other ends

Conclusion

Campus leaders today, more than ever before, need con-
stantly to re-examine and establish the essential purposes
and functions of higher learning. They must exhibit the
courage to cooperate and move beyond the current
mantra of competition and the destructive struggles it
begets. Education as merely an instrumental good geared
to economic gain, coupled with competition among edu-
cation institutions, can form a juggernaut threatening to
eclipse the other goals and, ironically, subvert its own. To
aid cooperation, higher education should be recognized
as a unique form of commerce and trade, and therefore
accorded unique options, such as the antitrust exemp-
tions enjoyed by professional sports.

Courage of leadership is key to moving through the insti-
tutional conservatism and inertia now prevalent on many
campuses. Organic growth is as complex as the changes
that influence it, but it cannot be merely reactive; it may
be rapid rather than slow. Growth from within will work
best if it cleaves to principles and goods best grasped as an
entelechy whose formulation itself is not permanent, but
ever evolving, yet fitted to an institution’s particular
strengths and history. If higher education institutions do
not resolve to make every effort to grow through their own
principles of organic change, it they do not seek, re-exam-
ine constantly, and strive to maintain their own entelechy,
then accelerating change will force them to become organ-
izations whose operations and very existence are dictated
from without rather than directed from within.

James Engell is professor of English and comparative literature
at Harvard University. He has written numerous books, book
chapters, and journal articles. His first book, The Creative
Imagination: Enlightenment to Romanticism (1981) won the
best first-book prize from Harvard University Press. Engell is
currently writing a book about issues in higher education,
including the challenges that social and cultural diversity pose
to liberal education.



