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The citation regarding traditional vs. post-modern, culture-of-comfort approaches to higher education (from John Anderson’s paper entitled “Classicism” in Studies in Empirical Philosophy (1961, p. 1999).
          … It will still be the case that classicism, where it survives, will not give way to the “fears” which have encroached more and more on the academic domain—fear of the prevailing ideas, fear of criticizing democracy and reform, fear of giving offence to the multitude; for, as Socrates says in the Crito, though “the many can kill us”, that is no reason for setting their opinions on a level with the opinions of the wise, for believing, though they have a certain power over life and death, that they have any power over truth.  There is no question here of putting forward classicism as a remedy for the ills of the time, of formulating slogans like “Clear your mind of the cant of welfare and betterment” or “Take arms against the sea of reforms”.  The classicist recognizes the natural opposition between disinterestedness and interestedness, between concern with the way of working of things themselves and concern with what we can get out of them.  He will certainly note the special weakness of the objective outlook at the present time; he may even decide that our modern intellectual age, dating from the Renaissance, is on the verge of collapse and that a new barbarism is imminent; he can hardly fail to note the resemblance between current conditions and the decline of classical Greece, with the replacement of the solid thinking of the preceding time by a woolly-minded cosmopolitanism and humanitarianism.  Whatever his conclusion on this point, he will continue, as a classicist, to work “against the stream”, as culture in all ages has had to work or (using the Hegelian terminology) as “objective mind” has constantly had to struggle with the entanglements of “bourgeois society”, i.e., the economic system.  He will indeed observe the more and more direct “attacks” on culture, the constant pressure, on the part of those who want to make society “go in the way it should”, towards making learned institutions follow the same path, however much learning may thus be sacrificed.  But the observation of this and other trends of a subjectivist and superstitious kind will be made in the course of exposing them and thus, as far as can still be done, bringing out the contrasting character of objectivism, of “seeing things as they are”.

March 2001 comment by John Furedy

When John Anderson, professor philosophy, 1926-58 at the Univ. of Sydney, wrote this paper in 1961, the university, in my opinion, was a model of traditional education where students had complete academic freedom, but faculty had complete academic power.  Attacks on freedom of speech from outside the university immediately united faculty and students of all political and religious (including irreligious) stripe in defense of the autonomy of the university in the realm of ideas.  Equity officers, speech codes, and self-censorship were concepts that I, a 3rd year undergraduate, would have considered ridiculous in a university. I often think of what Anderson would have said had he seen what is going on in North American universities.  In any case, I think a lot of what he said above is apt, if for “classicism” one substitutes the position that a university’s only genuine function is the acquisition of knowledge, and the term “barbarism” to connote the views of the university as a servant of the corporate interests of the political right, or the social-engineering interests of the political left.

December 2006 comment by John Furedy

The “new barbarism’s” assault against academic freedom is the culture of comfort (according to which opinions have to be evaluated in terms of how offensive they are to the “many” rather than how true they seem to the “wise”).  Anderson’s distinction between power over life and death vs. power over truth is of particular relevance to the trend for universities in free societies to have become “islands of repression in a sea of freedom”.  

