New ideas must flourish at colleges
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Recently, a number of conservative activists have attempted to convince the public that there is a "liberal bias" in higher education. They come to that conclusion upon seeing critiques of U.S. foreign policy by political scientists, critiques of traditional social values by humanities scholars, critiques of longstanding religious beliefs, such as creationism, by biologists, critiques of our society's economic structure by ecologists.

From their perspective, critiques of values and views that they hold dear are indistinguishable from advocacy for new "liberal" ways of understanding the world.
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What some conservatives are denouncing as a "liberal bias" is actually the quest for truth, which always involves the questioning of established worldviews. Humanities scholars as well as scientists of all disciplines ask of what has previously been held as truth: "Is this longstanding assumption really true?"

If the assumption does not stand up to scrutiny, academic intellectuals are obliged to search for what is closer to truth.

When he published "On the Origin of Species" in 1859, Charles Darwin undermined the stable model of nature that had been in place for two millennia. Darwin's opponents in the 1860s feared his conception of nature, in which all species evolve in time. Darwin's theory of evolution by natural selection contradicted their vision of humans as God-created, and it contradicted their vision of nature as a divinely ordained and therefore stable hierarchy.

Today's opponents of the teaching of evolution in the schools are motivated by the same fear. They do not want their children exposed to an explanation of nature that contradicts what the Bible states as true.

In the 1980s, in the United States, William Bennett, Lynne Cheney and other conservative activists attacked advocates for the teaching of world literature. Bennett argued that "the core of the American college curriculum — its heart and soul — should be the civilization of the West." Bennett and his like-minded colleagues feared the effect of globalization on the humanities.

New ideas about nature and society will always threaten traditional ways of understanding the world. Yet to the extent that a new idea has greater explanatory power than the old, the new idea will eventually prevail. There is no going back to a pre-Darwinian understanding of nature or to a pre-globalized curriculum.

Before accepting the notion that liberalism is to be resisted, the public should understand the historical meaning of the word "liberal." This is the definition of the word given in "The Harper Dictionary of Modern Thought": "A political philosophy that originated in the 18th century, reached the height of its influence before 1914, and was historically associated with the idea of freedom: the civil freedom of the individual; free political institutions; freedom of religion; free enterprise and free trade in economics."

If legislators and conservative activists exercise power over teaching and research in higher education, they will undermine the credibility of research and scholarship in the United States, and they will threaten the intellectual leadership of American colleges and universities in the world. How will we attract graduate students from abroad, who seek the best education they can find? How will we retain the best and the brightest of our own students and academic intellectuals?

Moreover, if the public accepts the denunciation of colleges and universities as hotbeds of liberalism, to be resisted, how open will students be to what their professors try to teach them?

The university is a place for students to become acquainted with critiques of what they have previously considered true, and to mount such critiques themselves. To protect them from exposure to intellectual challenges is to deprive them of the educational opportunity to think deeply about nature and culture. And it is to deprive our whole society of the benefits of a broadly educated public.

