논증의 탄생

READINGS
FOR THE CRAFT OF ARGUMENT
조셉 윌리엄스 Joseph M. Williams 그레고리 콜럼 Gregory G. Colomb
읽기자료에는 실제 발표된 글들을
제공한다. 책에서 설명하는 논증의
요소들이 어떻게 작동하는지
분석해 볼 수 있도록 퀴즈도
수록되어있다.

《논증의 탄생》에서 예문을 제시한 많은 예문들은 이
읽기자료에서 발췌한 것이다. 여기 수록된 글
중에는 완벽하게 논증을 담고 있는 글도 있지만,
생각할 거리만 제공하는 글도 있다. 수업시간에
학생들과 함께 읽고 토론하고 논증을 세우고 글쓰기
위한 읽기
자료로 사용할 수 있다.
차례

READING QUIZ

Section 1. Attitudes Toward Teaching and Learning
6

Carol Trosset

Obstacles to Open Discussion
and Critical Thinking

43

교양교육의 쓰임새에 대해

9

Mark Edmundson

On the Uses of a Liberal Education

47

학생소비자주의는 한걸음 더 나아가야 할까?

12

Michael Pernal

Has Student Consumerism Gone Too Far?

51

학생을 고객으로 보는 비유의 결과와 한계

14

Jill J. McMillan and
George Cheney

The Student as Consumer: The Implications and
Limitations of a Metaphor

53

고객과 시장

19

Craig Swenson

Customers and Markets

59

학생들의 열린 토론과 비판적 사고를
가로막는 장애물

Section 2. Bingeing, Risk, and Public Health
폭음문화 소탕하기

21

Ed Carson

Purging Bingeing

61

대학가 폭동 “음주제한연령은 철폐되어야 한다”

23

Pamela White

“Drinking Age Has Simply Got to Go, Say
Campus Riots

63

술병 속에 진리가 있나니

24

Camille Paglia

Wisdom in a Bottle

64

학습공동체의 역할을 차지한 폭음 문화

25

Kenneth A. Bruffee

Binge Drinking as a Substitute for a Community
of Learning

65

공중보건의 횡포와 흡연

26

Jacob Sullum

Smoking and the Tyranny of Public Health

66

칠면조 경찰, 조심하라

29

Richard Berman

Turkey Police, Beware

69

Section 3. Lying
거짓말, 빌어먹을 거짓말, 그리고 통계

30

Jonathan Rauch

Lies, Damn Lies, and Statistics

70

때로는 거짓말이 옳은 행동이다

32

Lorraine Dusky

Yes, Sometimes Lying Is Right Action to Take

72

거짓말을 해도 되는 경우가 존재하는가?
거짓말의 철학

34

Robert C. Solomon

Is It Ever Right to Lie? The Philosophy of
Deception

74

공적·사적 생활에서의 도덕적 선택

36

Sissela Bok

Lying

76

미국에서 총기소유

42

Sample Essay

Guns in America

82

Crescendo Publishing House Inc.

xcendo.net

Focus on Writing for The Craft of Argument | 1

논증의 탄생

READING QUIZ
...

1.

CHAPTER 3

. 도입부

p. 123

?
캐롤 트로셋의 “학생들의 열린 토론과 비판적 사고를 가로막는
장애물”은 서론에서 전체 글을 개략적으로 소개한다. 서론에서
제공하는 정보와 서론 이후에 제공하는 정보를 비교해보자.

'

2.

1

'

…

3.

…
,

4.

.

,

,

.공감대

.

?

서론에서 문제와 결과를 진술하는 문장에 밑줄을 쳐보라.

5.

,

.불안정 요소
.결과

?
—또는

6-12. 문단 6부터 12까지는 결론을 향해 전개해 나간다.

—관심을
?

13. 18

…폐기된 해법

서론과 글의 맨 마지막 네 문단을 비교해보자.

21

14.

,

30

…폐기된 해법

?

…

15.

?

마지막으로 글의 주제, 다시 말해 이 글이 논증하고자 하는
주장을 찾아보자.

1.

The young are always the first to recognize
hypocrisy. . . So it’s no wonder that Boulder’s young
adults are incensed over the state’s drinking
laws.prelude

2.

Last weekend marked the first anniversary of the
University Hill “beer” riots...

3.

Old people, like me, have responded... with scorn...

4.

Our disgust with the violence and its emotional and
financial costs is well-justified. Violence can only be
justified in cases of self-defense, and, even then, it is
a tragedy. Rioting should never be
condoned.common ground

5.

But when we casually dismiss the root of these
young people’s anger, we are missing the
point.destabilizing condition Their frustration has less
to do with a desire to drink booze and more to do
[with] social justice.consequence

?
?

이 글의 서론은 이 글을 통해 어떤 해법을 제시하고자 하는지
분명히 제시하지 않음으로써, 몇몇 독자들에게는 나머지 글
전체를 읽어나갈 수 있는 흥미를 자극하지 못하는 것으로
보인다. 서론을 다시 설계해보자. 문제를 명확하게 진술하고,
누가 왜 관심을 가져야 하는지 분명하게 드러내고, 문제에 대한
해법의 요점을 간략하게 명시하라. 이러한 형식의 서론이 바로
독자들이 원하는 것이다.

p. 151

서론은 사실 다양한 방식으로 구성할 수 있다. 여기 실린
글들의 서론을 분석해보면 많은 통찰을 얻을 수 있을 것이다.
물론, 서론을 분석하기 위해서는 서론이 어떻게 구성되는지
알아야 한다. 그러한 지식이 없으면 눈여겨보지도 못할 것이며,
그 구성이 어떻게 다른지도 눈에 보이지 않을 것이다.
여기서는 파멜라 화이트의 “대학가 폭동 ‘음주제한연령은
철폐되어야 한다’”의 서론을 간단히 분석해보자. 이 글의
서론은 매우 길다. 앞의 번호는 문단 번호를 의미한다.
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6-12. 문단 6부터 12까지는 결론을 향해 전개해 나간다.
13. I suppose the nation could choose to... rejected
solution

14. It might also be a good idea to... rejected solution
15. Still, the best solution might be the most difficult...

we should abolish the drinking age
completely.solution
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p. 154

CHAPTER 5

,

,

p. 195

마크 에드먼슨의 “교양교육의 쓰임새에 대해”는
‘학업평가일’을 묘사하는 상당히 긴 도입부로 시작된다. 그리고
8문단이 지난 다음에야 대학에 대한 일반대중의 관점을
공감대로 제시한다(“오늘날 비판자들은 대개…”로 시작하는
문장). 학생들의 행동과 그에 대한 자신의 반응을 상당히
구체적으로 묘사하는 이 도입부는 글의 맨 마지막 종결부와
호응한다. 저자가 이러한 도입부와 공감대로 에세이를 시작한
이유는 무엇일까? 이러한 도입부를 시작으로, 글 전체를 통해
저자가 구축하고자 하는 주제는 무엇일까?
여기서 눈 여겨 볼 것은 이 에세이가 일반적인 대중잡지에
게재된 것이라는 점이다. 이러한 잡지의 독자들 중에는 현재의
대학문화에 익숙한 사람도 있겠지만 그렇지 않은 사람도 많을
것이다. 이처럼 타겟독자가 다양한 경우 긴 도입부는 독자마다
다양한 방식으로 글에 접근하게 만들어줄 것이다. 이러한
에피소드가 자신에게 익숙한 세계의 일면을 묘사한다고
받아들이는 독자에게, 도입부는 어떤 역할을 할까?
대학생활에 익숙하지 않은 독자들에게 이러한 도입부는 어떤
역할을 할까? 대학생활에 대해서는 알지만 에드먼슨의 경험이
일반적이지 않다고 생각하는 독자들에게 이러한 도입부는
어떤 역할을 할까?

CHAPTER 4

조나단 라우치의 “거짓말, 빌어먹을 거짓말, 그리고 통계”는
클린턴 대통령이 마약왕 베리 매카프리가 증거를 활용하는
방법을 이야기하면서 이것을 “기괴하지만 흔한 동물, 정책은
거짓말을 한다.”고 정의한다. 네덜란드가 자유로운 약물정책이
‘전혀 약물남용을 줄이는 효과없는 재앙이었다는 매카프리의
주장에 의문을 제기하면서 라우치는 네덜란드의 살인률은
미국보다 두 배 이상 높다는 이유를 제시한다. 다시 의문이
제기되자 그는 인터폴의 통계를 근거로 제시한다. 물론 이
수치가 정확하지 않을 수 있다고 인정한다. “우리가 틀리다면
인터폴에게 말하라, 그건 우리 통계가 아니고 그들의
보고서에서 나온 것이라고 우리는 말한다.” (이것이 말이 안
된다고 생각된다면, 그가 정치인이라는 것을 기억하라.)
매카프리의 ‘정책 거짓말’을 노출시키면서 라우치는
네덜란드가 사실 미국보다 더 안전하다는 것을 보여주는 몇
가지 근거를 제시한다. 글을 읽고 라우치가 근거를 보고하는
곳을 표시해보라. 그의 근거는 매카프리의 근거보고보다
신뢰할 수 있는 것으로 보이는가? 그의 주장에 설득력이
느껴지는가?

p. 202

p. 185

?
실제 글 속에서 글쓴이의 에토스는 어떻게 드러날까? 마크
에드먼슨의 “교양교육의 쓰임새에 대해”와 마이클 퍼날의
“학생소비자주의는 한걸음 더 나아가야 할까?”를 읽어보면서
진술에 한정을 적용한 정도가 어떻게 다른지 비교해보자.
1.

질 맥밀란과 조지 체니의 “학생을 고객으로 보는 비유의
결과와 한계”는 비유를 사용해서는 안 되는 이유 4가지를
제시하고, 그 효과를 중화시키기 위한 3가지 행동을 나열한다.
이러한 이유와 행동을 나열한 기준은 무엇일까? 나열하는
순서를 독자가 기대할 수 있도록 미리 설명하는가? 저자가
선택한 순서보다 더 나은 순서를 떠올릴 수 있는가?

.
.
?
?

2.

.
.
.
.
?
?
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CHAPTER 6
p. 221

,

,

독자들이 신뢰하는 근거가 무엇인지, 그들의 판단이 당신의
신뢰성에 어떤 영향을 미칠지 판단하는 것은 쉽지 않은 경우가
많다. 에드 카슨은 “폭음문화 소탕하기”에서 빈지드링킹은
많은 사람들이 말하듯이 문제가 아니라고 말한다. 그는
대표되지 않은 근거의 한 가지 활용에 의문을 제기함으로써
문제라고 말하는 사람들의 신뢰성을 의심한다.
1994

CASACenter on Addiction and Substance Abuse at

Columbia University컬럼비아대학약물남용/중독센터

15
,
.
〈

1995

,

〉
.

1977
1992

,
1

결국 그가 교수로 있던 대학은 그에 대해 제기된 학술적인
부정혐의를 조사하기 위해 위원회를 소집한다. 위원회는
증거를 찾지 못해 활동을 중단했지만, 활동보고서에서 근거의
출처표기가 ‘빈약’하고 ‘허술’하며, ‘표면적’이며 ‘논제기반thesisdriven’ 연구를 지속해 온 특성상 근거를 과장한 혐의가 있다고
결론을 내렸다.● 버릴스교수는 이후 교수직에서 사임했다.
이 글을 쓸 때는 버릴스의 연구에 대한 의심이 널리 알려지기
전이었기 때문에, 그의 글에 참고한 것을 잘못된 것이라 할 수
없을 것이다. 그렇다면 그의 연구에 대한 의문이 있다는 것이
널리 알려진 지금, 그의 글을 주요참고자료로 사용하는 것은
타당할까? 마감이 얼마 남지 않은 시점에 논문을 거의
완성하고 난 다음에, 그러한 문제가 있다는 것을 뒤늦게
발견했다면 어떻게 할까? 대학 1학년생이 그랬다면, 자신이
참고한 논문의 저자의 명성을 확인해보지 않은 것은 그의
잘못이라고 할 수 있을까? 4학년 우등생 학생이 그랬다면,
자신이 참고한 논문의 저자의 명성을 확인하지 않은 것은 그의
잘못이라고 할 수 있을까? 이러한 상황은 더 나아가, 권위자에
아예 의존해서는 안 된다는 것을 의미할까?
● “Report of the Investigative Committee in the matter of
Professor Michael Bellesiles,” July 10, 2002,
https://www.emory.edu/news/Releases/Final_Report.pdf

.

.

p. 229

이에 대한 반박으로 카슨은 근거를 보고하는 것이 아니라
권위자의 힘을 빌려 그의 주장을 보고한다.
20

캐롤 트로셋의 “학생들의 열린 토론과 비판적 사고를 가로막는
장애물”은 인용과 통계를 근거로 제시한다. 이 글은 왜 근거를
두 가지 유형이나 사용하고 있을까? 그녀가 근거로 제시한 세
가지 인용을 눈여겨보라. 이 인용들은 제각각 어떤 역할을
하는가? 그것은 숫자로 제시할 수는 없는 것인가? 반대로
숫자들이 수행하는 역할은 인용으로 대체할 수 없는 것인가?
숫자와 인용 중에서 하나만 선택해야 한다면, 어느 것이 그녀의
주장을 좀더 깊이 이해하는 데 도움이 된다고 생각하는가?
당신이 그녀의 주장에 수긍할 것인지 말 것인지 판단하는 데,
어떤 근거가 더 결정적인 역할을 했는가?

.“
.”
대표성이 없는 근거를 가지고 CASA가 주장을 펼친다는
카슨의 주장이 옳다면 빈지드링킹이 치솟고 있다는 주장은
반박되는 것일까? 카슨의 권위는 얼마나 신뢰할 수 있는
것처럼 보이는가? 카슨은 무미건조한 비교를 인용함으로써
자신의 신뢰성과 에토스에 영향을 미칠 수 있을까?

p. 222

?
어느 학생이 쓴 “미국에서 총기소유”는 역사학자 마이클
버릴스의 주장에 과도하게 의존한다. 버릴스는 치밀한
문헌조사방법으로 역사를 연구하는 학자로, 2001년까지만
해도 상당히 명성을 얻고 있었으며, 여러 학술상을 받기도
했다. 물론 그에 대한 비판자들도 있었지만, 대부분 그의 연구
자체보다는 연구의 결론에 대해 불평하는 총기소지
옹호자들이었다.
하지만 2002년 초 상황은 급변한다. 몇몇 학자들이 그의
연구방법론에 의문을 제기하기 시작한 것이다. 그들은 몇 가지
근거의 1차자료(raw data)를 보여달라고 요구했는데, 그는
사무실이 물에 잠기는 통에 몇몇 메모가 사라졌다고 둘러댄다.
그의 문헌연구 중 일부에 대한 비판이었을 뿐이지만, 한 역사학
학술지가 한 회분을 통째로 그의 연구에 의문을 제기하는 데
쏟을 정도로 학계에서는 심각하게 받아들였다.
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CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 10

p. 257

p. 339

우리는 이 책에서 논증적 사고의 가치를 전투보다는 협력에
초점을 두어 설명했다. 또한 독자가 던질 수 있는 질문을
글에서 언급하고 거기에 대해 대답하는 것을 중요하게 여기는
것은, 독자들과 협력적 관계를 맺는 구체적인 방법이기
때문이다. 하지만 카밀 파글리아의 “술병 속에 진리가
있나니”는 독자와 우호적인 협력이라는 원칙을 완전히
깨버린다. 온라인 잡지 《살롱》에 실렸던 이 글은 ‘싸움꾼
논객’이라는 파글리아의 명성을 여지없이 입증한다.
빈지드링킹에 관한 이 글에서 그녀는 문제를 과감하게
재정의한다.
,

“

제이콥 설럼의 “공중보건의 횡포와 흡연”은 비만을 공적으로
‘질병’ 또는 ‘유행병’이라고 정의하는 것을 이야기하며
대리논증의 위험성을 이야기한다. “미국인은 대부분 암,
심장병, 트라우마와 같이 발견하기 어려운 질병에 의해 죽는다.
이에 따라 보건당국은 질병의 원인과 근본적인 요인에 초점을
맞추고 있다. 진짜 전염병을 대부분 정복하고 나자 이제
‘건강에 해로운 행동’이라고 하는 비유적인 전염병에 관심을
돌리기 시작한 것이다." 건강에 해로운 행동을 질병으로
정의함으로써, 보건당국은 감염자를 격리하거나 아이들에게
의무적으로 백신접종을 맞도록 하는 것처럼 강압적 권위를
활용해 그러한 행동에 대한 공격을 정당화한다고 주장한다.

.”
글에서 그녀는 자신의 관점이 아닌 다른 사람의 관점은 아예
언급하지도 않는다. 남의 생각에 대한 반응할 생각이 없는
듯하다. 다만 그녀는 자신의 생각에 동의하지 않는 사람들의
특징을 유형화한다. 그녀와 다른 의견을 가진 사람들은 이러한
유형화가 공정하다고 생각할까? 그녀는 상대방도 자신을
그렇게 대하기를 바랄까? ‘재미를 위해 싸우는’ 논쟁 같은 것이
있다면, 이 글은 좋은 예가 될 것이다.
하지만 파글리아와 다른 의견을 가진 이들은 이것을 단순히
장난이라고 받아들여줄까? 그녀의 글은 문제를 재정의하도록
반대자들을 설득하는 데 성공할까? 아니, 반대자들이 어떤
반응을 하든 파글리아는 관심을 가질까? 이에 반해, “흔들린,
휘저어진 것이 아닌”은 반론수용과 반박으로 글을 시작한다.
이러한 접근방식은 파글리아의 글과 다른 에토스를 저자에게
안겨주는가? 왜 그럴가? 또는 왜 그렇지 않을까?

p. 339

질 맥밀란/조지 체니가 쓴 글과 마이클 퍼널이 쓴 글은 모두
학생을 고객으로 대해서는 안 된다고 주장한다. 우선 질
맥밀란과 조지 체니는 ‘고객으로서 학생’은 잘못된 결론으로
이끄는 비유라고 규정한다. 반면 마이클 퍼널은 ‘고객으로서
학생’은 비유가 아니라 학생을 잘못 범주화한 것일 뿐이라고
규정한다. ‘고객으로서 학생’을 비유라고 규정하는 것과,
잘못된 범주화로 규정하는 것은 무슨 차이가 있을까? 어떤
문제에 대해 하나의 ‘진실’은 존재하는 것일까? 그렇지 않다면
어떤 접근방식이 더 나은지 판단할 수 있을까? 어쨌든 두 글
모두 학생을 고객으로 대해서는 안 된다는 주장에 동의한다면,
이것을 잘못된 비유라고 정의하든 잘못된 범주화라고
정의하든 상관없는 것일까?

p. 257

p. 352

크레이그 스웬슨의 “고객과 시장”은 독자들이 자신의 주장에
쉽게 수긍하지 않을 것이라는 사실을 잘 알고 있다. 하지만
파글리아와는 정반대로 반론을 폭넓게 수용하고 반박을
하면서 교육자들이 “기초교양교육과 실무교육의 가치를 모두
존중하며 교육 목표를 균형있게” 맞출 수 있다는 자신의
주장을 상당히 한정한다.
스웬슨이 다른 사람들의 관점을 명시적으로 수용하는 부분을
세네 곳 표시를 해보고, 또 그러한 관점을 암묵적으로 수용하는
부분을 세네 곳 표시해보라. 자신과 생각이 다른 독자를
설득하기 위해 그는 어떤 식으로 반박하는가? 그의 반박은
암묵적으로 그들의 관점이 틀렸다고, 어리석다고,
이기적이라고 말하는가? 또는 다른 방식으로 그들을
매도하는가? 그렇지 않다면 그들을 지나치게 부정적으로
매도하지 않으면서 그들의 관점에 대해 어떻게 반박하는가?

Crescendo Publishing House Inc.
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에드 카슨의 ‘폭음문화 소탕하기’는 세 가지 정의에 관한
논증에 기반하여 자신의 주장을 펼쳐 나간다.
•
‘

’

.
•
."
."
•
‘

’

.

무엇보다도 종결부에서 그는 절제에 대한 정의를 가지고 하는
농담을 활용하여 글을 마무리한다.
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’
(AAHE)
’

‘

,

.
. 1990

질 맥밀란, 조지 체니
.

북미와 서유럽 사회에서는 그럴싸한 이유로 학생을 고객에 자주
비유한다. 대중에게 고등교육을 제공할 책임과 의무, 지식을 현실에
적용해 보고 싶은 욕구, 급증하고 있는 대학진학 비용 등이 그 이유이다.
그러나 학생을 고객으로 보는 비유가 널리 퍼지면 교육적으로 부정적인
결과를 초래할 수도 있다. 이 글에서는 조직연구, 교육, 커뮤니케이션,
수사학의 문헌을 바탕으로 학생을 고객으로 보는 비유의 기원을 밝히고
한계를 분석하며 대안을 제시한다. 특히, 다음과 같은 현상을 논증한다.
학생을 고객에 비유함으로써 학생과 교육과정 간 거리가 지나치게
멀어지고, 교수들이 홍보활동에 나서고, 흥미 위주의 수업 방식이
장려되고, 교육 경험이 과정이 아닌 상품으로 잘못 분류되고, 공동체
의식 대신 개인주의가 강화되다. 끝에서는 이 글에서 ‘비판적 참여’라고
부르는 좀 더 포괄적인 학습 과정 모델을 고려해야 한다고 결론짓는다.
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.
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(Douglas, 1986).
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)’
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(

학생을 고객으로 보는 비유의 한계

)’.

,
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(1977),

(Lakoff &
Johnson, 1980).

.
,
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(Burke, 1945/1969).
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(Cheney & Christensen, in press).
.

,

,

,

.
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TV

,

.

.

, TV
,

.

.

,

.

(Cheney, Block and Gordon, 1986).
,

…

(

)

.

.

,

.

,
1812
.

,

,

.
. (p. 154)

.
,
.
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,

→

.

(Pernal, 1977).

.

.
.

,

,

.

1
.

(Geiger, 1980).

,
.“

2

,

‘

’

.

.”

.

,

,
(Rifkin, 1995).

,

‘
’
(Riesman, 1980,

.

pp. 312-13).
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,
(1990)

20

. 1992
110
, 25
25 6,000
7,500
(Staff, 1994, Chronicle of Higher Education, p. 31).
“

.
,
.
.

,

,
(Jacoby, 1991, p. 291).”

.

2.

?

.

.“

(Bellah et al, 1991, pp. 177-178)
‘
(Harman & Hormann, 1993; Rich, 1979)’
.”

.
.
,

,
(Bledstein, 1976, p. 394).
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Billig, Condor, Edwards, Gane,
Middleton, & Radley, 1987
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’
’

,‘

’,

.
.

û
.

.

?
.

‘

’

(Butcher, 1990).

?
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<
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(Alfie Kohn, 1986).”
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.
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,
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(Kaldor, 1971)

.

.
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.…
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'
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.
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.
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.

'
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'

.
'

,
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.
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,

‘
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.
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,

3.

.

.
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,

“

”
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‘
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“

‘
,
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’
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‘

’
.

,

,

(Leys, 1990, p.
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,
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,

.
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’, ‘
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(Bellah,
et al., 1991) ‘
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‘
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1984)', ‘
(Peirce, quoted in Bellah, et al., 1991)',
'
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'
(Ivie, 1987)'
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>
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’
.
(Solow, 1993).
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Notes
1 As Roderick Hart (1990) observes, it is as if we have admitted
a sort of linguistic defeat—that “literal” or prosaic language
simply is not equal to the task of expressing our complex
thoughts and emotions (p. 219). And so we employ colorful
metaphors to decrease the distance between fallible symbols
and “what we really mean,” recognizing (at least at some
level) that all language is metaphorical in that we are forced
always to describe one thing in terms of another (see Burke,
1945/1969).
2–6 . . .
7 See Deetz (1992, p. 28), for a discussion of the political
implications of attributing “realness” to the work world and
“abstractness” to the educational one.
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.
.

카밀 파글리아

.

요즈음 저는 대학이 한 문제를 두고 떠들썩하게 호들갑 떠는
모습을 보며 정신을 차릴 수가 없습니다. 바로 학생들의
과음문제 때문입니다. 이 문제의 중심에 있는 루이지애나
주립대학 학생 사망사건을 진짜 비극이라고 처음 지적한 사람은
저인데, 헌신적인 부모인 척하며 ‘바람직한 캠퍼스 생활’을
외치는 대학들이 이제 와서 소매를 걷어붙이고 달려들
기세입니다. 이전에 대학이 문제 삼았던 데이트 강간과 이성 간
에이즈가 이제 진부한 이슈가 된 것도 한몫했을 겁니다.
다행히도 저는 2년여 전에 대학이라고 해야 할지 유치원이라고
해야 할지, 여하간 학교를 졸업한 덕에 그 손아귀에서
벗어났습니다. 아무튼 조언자인 당신에게 묻고 싶습니다. 20년
전에는 대학 갈 나이면 다 큰 어른으로 생각했는데, 대학생들을
언제까지 챙겨줘야 하나요? 요즘 학생들에겐 상식이 없나요?
술집을 부수고 다녔던 금주운동가 캐리 네이션이 요즘엔
손도끼가 아니라 대형망치를 휘두르고 있는 것 같아요! 당장
제게 안정제를 주세요!
최근 들어 대학들이 대학생의 폭음문제를 두고 호들갑을 떨고
있는데, 이런 모습을 보고 있자니 머리가 어지럽습니다. 모든
논란의 중심에 있는 진짜 비극은 루이지애나 주립대학 학생
사망사건이라고 처음 지적한 사람은 저인데, 대학들은 인제 와서
헌신적인 부모인 척하며 ‘바람직한 캠퍼스 생활’을 내걸고 이
문제에 달려들고 있습니다. 대학들이 지금 이 문제에 매달리는
것은 이전에 문제 삼았던 데이트 강간과 이성 간 에이즈가 진부한
이슈가 된 것도 한몫했을 겁니다. 저는 2년여 전에 대학이라고
해야 할지 유치원이라고 해야 할지, 아무튼 학교를 졸업했기
때문에 대학의 간섭에서 벗어나 다행입니다. 조언자인 당신께
묻고 싶은 질문은 이겁니다. 20년 전에는 대학 갈 나이면 다 큰
어른으로 생각했는데 요즘 대학생들을 유치원생처럼 챙겨줘야
할 필요가 있을까요? 오늘날 학생들에게는 상식이 없는 걸까요?
손도끼를 들고 술집을 부수고 다녔던 캐리 네이션이 요즘엔
대형망치를 휘두르고 다니는 것 같습니다! 차라리 취하는 게
나을지도 모르니 빨리 환각제라도 던져주세요!
젓지 말고 흔들어서

.
‘

’
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<
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.
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!’

,
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.
Camille Paglia offers online advice for the culturally
disgruntled at Ask Camille (available at
http://www.salon.com). 번역: 김경민, 김정
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KENNETH A BRUFFEE is a professor of English and director
of the Honors Academy at Brooklyn College of the City
University of New York. From the Chronicle of Higher
Education, February 5, 1999. 번역: 이정희, 장새봄
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Jacob Sullum is a syndicated columnist and senior editor at
Reason magazine. This article is adapted from For Your Own
Good: The Anti-Smoking Crusade and the Tyranny of Public
Health, published this year by the Free Press. From
Consumers Research Magazine, July 1998.
번역: 남궁현주, 원주신

“
,
”
.

18
Faith T. Fitzgerald

.“
Crescendo Publishing House Inc.

xcendo.net

Readings for The Craft of Argument | 28

논증의 탄생
,

.“
.”

리차드 버만

음

.
?
(PETA)

.

,

.

“

”

PETA

.

.

,

.

Animal Avengers

,

, 1996
.

.

.

Animal Rights Militia

(

1994

.

) .

.

.

,
CSPI,

,
.

VS,

PETA

,

.

.

,
.“

.

.” <

.

Ruth Reichl

<

(food porn:

‘
)’

>

>
.
,

,

.“

.

.”
.

,
.
MADD: Mothers against Drunk

.

“10
(Deadly Days of Summer: 10

Drivers

Mea

.“
.”

)”
10
(Tie One On for Safety:
11 1
12 31
.

“
)”
. MADD

.
.
.
.

Karolyn Nunnallee

.

“
.

,

!”
.

.

,

.
.

,
.
.

Richard Berman is founder of the Guest Choice Network, a
nationwide coalition of restaurant and tavern operators.
“Turkey Police, Beware,” by Richard Berman, from The
Washington Times, Nov. 26, 1998, p. A19. Copyright © 1998
News World Communications, Inc. Reprinted with
permission of The Washington Times
(http://www.washtimes.com). 번역: 채재용, 신진수
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이 이야기를 다시 해야겠군요. 그 여성 르윈스키 양과 저는
성관계를 갖지 않았습니다. —대통령 클린턴, 1월26일
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.”

네덜란드가 미국보다 살인율이 두 배다. . . 그것은 바로 마약
때문이다. —마약 단속 총책 배리 매카프리, 7월 13일
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Jonathan Rauch,“Lies, Damn Lies, and Statistics,” the
National Journal, vol. 30, no. 41, October10, 1998, p. 2362.
Copyright © 2000 by National Journal Group Inc. All
rights reserved. Reprinted by permission. 번역: 채재용,
신진수
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.

3

.

.

.

.
,

.

?
.

.
.

.
,
《USA

》, 1998

.

3

9

,
《USA

》, 1998

3

9

LORRAINE DUSKY is a freelance writer living in New
York and is the author of Still Unequal: The Shameful Truth
about Women and Justice in America. From USA Today,
March 5, 1998. 번역: 오난영, 양은정
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ROBERT C. SOLOMON is a professor of philosophy at the
University of Texas at Austin, and the author, with Kathleen
M. Higgins, of A Short History of Philosophy (Oxford
University Press, 1996). From the Chronicle of Higher
Education, February 27, 1996. 번역: 김연유, 김주영
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·

.
.

시셀라 복
,
.

서문
진실이 무너지거나 약간이라도 약해진다면 모든 것이
의심스러워진다.
—성 아우구스티누스, “거짓말에 대하여”

.

,

,

,
.

사람들의 마음으로부터 헛된 생각과 우쭐한 희망, 그릇된 판단,
제멋대로의 상상 등을 앗아간다면, 많은 사람들의 마음을
빈곤하고 쪼그라드게 만들고 우울과 무기력으로 가득차게
만들고 스스로 불쾌하게 만들 뿐이라는 것을 누가 의심할까?
—베이컨, “진실에 관하여”

.
.
.

나 자신에 대해 오랫동안 숙고한 결과 나는 인간의 근본적인
이중성을 깨달았습니다. 그제서야 비로소 겸손이 오히려 나를

,

,

.

빛나게 해주고, 공손이 정복할 수 있는 힘을 주고, 미덕이
강하게 압박할 수 있는 힘을 준다는 사실을 깨달았습니다.

.

,

,

—카뮈, “전락”
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’
,
.

.
.

‘완전한 진실’에 이를 수 있을까?

.

,
.
.

내가 이를 위하여 태어났으며 이를 위하여 세상에 왔나니 곧
진리에 대하여 증언하려 함이로라 무릇 진리에 속한 자는 내
음성을 듣느니라 하신대 빌라도가 이르되 진리가 무엇이냐
하더라.
—요한복음 18:37
만일 진실과 같이 거짓말에도 얼굴이 하나밖에 없다면 우리의
사정은 더 나아졌을 터. 거짓말쟁이의 말을 반대로 받아들이면
확실한 결말에 이를 테니까. 그러나 진실의 반대는 수많은
얼굴과 무한한 벌판을 확보하고 있다.
—몽테뉴, <수상록>

.
,
.
.
‘

’

.
‘

.’
.

자유와 마찬가지로, 진실도 어떤 최소한의 것 아니면 그저
환상에 불과한 것이다(예컨대 워털루 전투나 보티첼리의 <봄>에
관한 ‘진실, 완전한 진실, 오직 진실’을 무엇이라 말해야 할까?).
—J.L. 오스틴, “진실”, Philosophical Papers
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Section 1.
Attitudes Toward Teaching and Learning
Obstacles to Open Discussion
and Critical Thinking
The Grinnell College Study
CAROL TROSSET

L

ike many institutions, Grinnell College hopes that
one benefit of an increasingly diverse student
body will be that students talk about their
differences with each other. It sees open discussion of
sensitive issues as an important part of the learning
process—both in and out of the classroom. Since the
college has made many attempts to foster a good climate
for these discussions, recent reports that a number of
students feel silenced have been disturbing news.
In an attempt to understand this problem, I undertook
several semesters of ethnographic research, focusing on
student assumptions about the purposes of discussion.
The attitudes revealed by this study have far-reaching
implications, not just for the discussion of diversity issues
but for our educational mission of fostering criticalthinking skills.

Discussion as Advocacy
We presented approximately 200 students with a list of
sensitive diversity-related issues (such as “whether race
is an important difference between people”); for each, we
asked whether it was possible to have a balanced
discussion of that issue (involving more than one
perspective, with each perspective receiving about equal
support and with people being civil to each other). We
also asked them to explain why they did or did not want
to discuss the issue. The majority of students not only
thought that balanced discussion of these issues was
impossible but feared that a single viewpoint would
dominate—and feared reprisal if one spoke against that
perspective.
The main reason students gave for wanting to discuss
a particular topic was that they held strong views on the
subject and wished to convince others. Likewise, not
having a strong view—or finding an issue difficult—was
often given as a reason for not wanting to discuss a
subject. This conflict is reflected in the following student
responses:
• “I want to discuss the causes of sexual orientation
because I have strong views on this issue.”
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• “I want to discuss affirmative action because I want
to educate people.”
• “I like discussing gender issues because I feel
knowledgeable about them.”
• “I’m not sure what multiculturalism is; I don’t know
much about it, so I don’t want to discuss it.”
• “I don’t want to discuss race because I never know
how to approach the subject.”
• “In a few cases, people cry sexual misconduct when
it isn’t, so I don’t want to talk about it in those few
cases.”
Some students are so convinced of advocacy as the point
of discussion that they see silence as the only way to
avoid it: “I wouldn’t want to discuss religion as I don’t
want to impose my views on others.”
A few explicitly generalized this model beyond the
treatment of diversity issues, saying, “Ideally, you should
talk in order to make the other person realize that what
they said was wrong,” or, “I don’t want to talk about
things I’m unsure of.”
Only five out of the 200 students in our sample
volunteered a different, more exploratory, view of
discussion, such as “I want to talk about multicultural
education because I’m not sure I know enough about it,”
and “I want to discuss race, as it would open my mind to
things I don’t experience myself.”
In exploratory discussion, people who are seeking
more information and other view-points speak in order
to learn about things. This is very different from the
advocacy model, in which people who have already
made up their minds about an issue speak in order to
express their views and convince others.
One of our annual surveys of first-year students found
54 percent preferred to discuss a topic on which they held
strong views (over a topic about which they were
undecided).
Another survey, with a differently worded question,
found the same preference increasing over time, rising
from 25 percent of freshmen to over 50 percent of juniors.
(The preference declined slightly among seniors, but the
sample of seniors was not representative.) There were no
ethnic or gender differences correlating with this
preference in either survey.

The Search for Consensus
When we asked students why people should talk about
their differences, we quite often heard about the desire to
reach a consensus:
• “The best thing is when opposing views find some
point of agreement.”
Readings for The Craft of Argument | 43

논증의 탄생
• “Ideally, people should talk in order to mold all
opinions together in a compromise.”
• “People should talk in order to achieve a unified
world view, the dissolution of the idea of the other,
and an awareness of the oneness of all things.”
Some students also told us that there’s no point talking
about something unless people can agree: “Discussing
these things is futile; it wears you out. It seems you can
never reach a consensus.” Despite the discouraged tone
of this last comment, many interviewees expressed great
optimism about the possibility that people with different
views can find common ground.
Some students spoke about issues as if a consensus
already existed:
• “I don’t want to discuss race because it’s not an
important difference between people.”
• “I don’t want to discuss the causes of sexual
orientation because this topic is irrelevant to the
nature of homosexuality.”
Sometimes this assumption was combined with a
preference for advocacy. One woman wants to be an
advocate representing a consensus she assumes to exist:
“I want to discuss sexism due to a personal interest in
stating the female experience.”
When we asked how likely people were to listen to
and think about what someone else said under various
conditions, most students said, predictably, that they
would be likely to listen to someone with whom they
already agreed. A majority also said that they would be
unlikely to listen to someone with whom they disagreed.
Their reasons included the following:
• “I have a set opinion about the causes of sexual
orientation—I wouldn’t want to participate in a
conversation when other people have disagreeable
views, but I would talk with people who have
similar opinions.”
• “I have strong ideas about what constitutes a
multicultural education—I would have difficulty
listening to those who disagree.”
• “A discussion of abortion wouldn’t be balanced—I
would have a hard time listening to the opposite
view.”
Most often, it seems, students created artificial consensus
groups by only discussing difficult issues when they
knew it to be “safe”—that is, in carefully selected groups
with homogeneous opinions, as reflected in the following
comments:
• “People don’t talk about race on this campus—
carefully selected company might mean opposing
views are not present.”
• “It appears that people prefer to interact with others
who verify their own views, instead of actively
pursuing alternative points of view. This could
cause individuals to believe there is widespread
support for their own views, when in fact there may
not be.”
Seventy-five percent of the students we asked said that
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they would discuss diversity issues with people of the
same views or background as themselves, but only 40
percent said they would discuss the same issues with
people whose views were unknown to them.

Personal Experience as the (Only)
Source of Legitimate Knowledge
As with cases in which they already agreed with a
speaker, most students we surveyed said they were very
likely to listen to someone they perceived as
knowledgeable. Before we interpret this as traditional
academic respect or expertise, however, we must
examine where students think knowledge comes from.
When we asked 47 students in interviews, “How
knowledgeable are you about diversity issues?” most
said they were fairly to very knowledgeable. When asked
where their knowledge came from, most mentioned more
than one source. Forty-three percent of the respondents
attributed knowledge to personal experience, and
another 35 percent said knowledge came from talking to
others about their experiences.
This bias in favor of personalized knowledge as
opposed to knowledge accessible to all comers such as
that contained in scholarly writings—a kind of
knowledge stressed by only six of the 47—is also visible
in the distribution of which groups claimed knowledge of
which issues. Thus, students of color were more likely
than whites to claim to be knowledgeable about race,
women were more likely than men to claim knowledge
about gender, and homosexuals more likely than
heterosexuals to claim knowledge about sexual
orientation.
White males in their first two years were the only
group likely to say that they had little knowledge of
diversity generally. Their claim to know little about
gender, “because I have no personal experience,” shows
that these claims attribute expertise not only to
experience, but to a particular kind of experience (that of
belonging to a typically less powerful group).

About The Study
Grinnell is a selective, private, residential four-year
college located in a small town in central Iowa. Its
roughly 1,300 students come from all 50 states and
some 40 countries.
This study was conducted primarily using
ethnographic interviewing techniques, where
individuals not only respond to questions face to
face but are asked to explain heir thoughts and the
meaning of what they say, then to situate these
things in their experiences.
Each semester for three years, I trained student
interviewers through an anthropological research
methods class; they then collected data from their
fellow students, while I gathered additional data and
guided the project design and analysis.
Several different samples, most comprising about
Readings for The Craft of Argument | 44

논증의 탄생
200 students, contributed to the data presented here.
Each sample has good representation with respect to
race, gender, and class year.
—Carol Trosset
This valuing of one kind of experience helps to limit what
can be said in discussions. For example, the following
comments on sexism came from two men and two
women:
• “Guys are not able to challenge women’s sexist
remarks.”
• “Women are unlikely to be labeled sexist no matter
what they say.”
• “Iwant to discuss gender—it’s easy to say, I’m a
woman; as a woman . . .”
• “Not being a woman, I don’t feel my comments
would be seen as valid.”
This bias both forces members of less powerful groups
into the role of peer instructors, and supports the
impression that members of more powerful groups have
nothing legitimate to say.

The Right Not to Be Challenged
Not only do people participate in discussion for the
purpose of advocating iews they already hold, but some
of them expect to do so without anyone questioning or
challenging their statements. In our most representative
interview study, when asked, “As a member of a diverse
community, what are your rights?” 15 percent of the
sample volunteered the idea that they had the right to
think or say whatever they liked without having their
views challenged.
Some of the phrases used to express this position
include
• “I have the right to present my views without being
criticized”;
• “. . . to not have people judge my views”;
• “. . . to say what I believe and not have anyone tell
me I’m wrong”;
• “. . . to feel and think anything and not be looked
down on”;
• “. . . to hold my own beliefs and not feel attacked
because of them”; and
• “. . . to speak my mind and not feel inhibited.”
The students who claimed the right not to be challenged
were nearly all women. Twenty-five percent of the
women we interviewed made this claim, compared to
only 6 percent of the men. (Other statements in their
interviews suggest that most Grinnell men expect their
views to be challenged by others.) Equal proportions of
whites and students of color made this claim (which was
rarely made by international students). Particularly
disturbing is the fact that this claim was made evenly
across the four class years, suggesting that students who
arrive with this assumption do not alter it as a result of
what they learn.
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Implications
We hear a great deal these days about the pedagogical
benefits of discussion. But the assumptions we
uncovered—such as the belief that advocacy is the
purpose of discussion—illustrate why this method is
often not as effective as we’d hope. Cultural attitudes of
this sort have a pervasive impact on behavior. These
attitudes affect not only how students discuss things
among themselves, but how they hear what professors
say and how they read course material.
Many of us as academics share a number of
expectations about the dispositions of educated people.
These include exploring ideas from a variety of
perspectives, learning about things outside one’s own
experience, evaluating the quality of evidence and
arguments, and the capacity to be persuaded of new
perspectives when presented with high-quality evidence
and argument. In line with this, the fostering of criticalthinking skills appears in the mission statements of our
institutions. But our students often do not share this
common faculty agenda.
Colleagues in philosophy have told me they see
students who think Socrates was a bully. One student
even equated Socrates with Rush Limbaugh—this on the
grounds that both of them want everyone to agree with
them.
A faculty member I encountered at a conference, who
clearly valued both diversity and open discussion, also
claimed that Socratic academic discourse was a bad
model for students. One complication here is the
difference between critical and empathic thinking, both
of which may be educational goals but which should not
be confused with each other.
Some students to whom I presented this research told
me, quite articulately, that “your identity comes from
what, not how, you think.” One, apparently struggling
with the need to change his views on certain subjects,
said he resolved this by realizing that at his age his
identity was still changing. These statements were
strikingly different from the typical scholar’s
identification with how one uses evidence and
argument—something that has nothing to do with one’s
conclusions of the moment, since these will always
change in the face of new evidence and better arguments.

Radical Relativism
Developmental and learning-style theorists may take
issue with my concerns; it’s all a “stage” or just their
“style,” they say. Their challenges, however, beg the
question of how we as teachers are going to accomplish
our educational missions, which are centered around the
development of critical-thinking skills and which require
our students to grow analytically.
What should we do, for example, with a student who
says, after reading Malinowski (whose publications were
based on four years of detailed field research), we still
can’t say anything about the Trobrianders because “it’s
just his opinion”? Traditional relativism, of course, is an
important part of anthropology; it is based on the idea
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that any statement is made from a particular perspective,
which must be taken into account when considering its
meaning. The radical relativism of students carries this
perspective beyond its original intention and argues that,
therefore, everything is “just” an opinion and that no
comparisons can be made between ideas or perspectives.
(Indeed, people taking this position usually argue that
any perspective claiming the ability to make comparative
judgments is inferior.)
This orientation among students supports their claim
that there is no way to learn about something outside
one’s own experience. This assertion, in effect, denies the
methodological basis of most disciplines. It also supports
students’ idea that people have the right to not have their
views challenged. Critical thinking itself is devalued
here, since the assessment of evidence and logic is seen as
just another way of doing things.
Given these orientations, we need to recognize that
when we recommend “tolerance” to students, they may
not hear the same message we’re trying to send. Many of
us think of tolerance in terms of civility, of behaving in
well-mannered ways toward all members of the
community, whether or not we approve of their views or
behavior. Many students, on the other hand, thinkthat
being tolerant means approving of all ways of being, and
believing that all ways are equally valid (except, of
course, any position that openly makes value judgments
and does not extend equal approval to all).

Being Comfortable
Eighty-four percent of the first-year class we surveyed
chose the statement “It is important for the college
community to make sure all its members feel
comfortable” over the statement “People have to learn to
deal with being uncomfortable.” Across the student
body, it is a common demand that the college as a whole,
as well as its individual members, must act to ensure the
comfort of all students, especially those who are
members of traditionally underrepresented groups. At
the same time, people insist that members of traditionally
powerful groups (such as heterosexuals) should get
comfortable, quickly, with previously unfamiliar groups
and lifestyles.
“People are not interested in the sources of
discomfort. They just want everyone to get comfortable,”
one student said. Of course, people should not be made
to feel excluded because they belong to a minority group.
But the demand for comfort often reaches much farther
than this, sometimes to the point of claiming that no
persons should have to learn new behaviors or ways of
thinking, or indeed to do anything that might make him
or her uneasy.
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These e-mail messages were sent to colleagues of
mine; the students clearly expect that they will be
accepted as legitimate excuses:
• “You haven’t received my paper because I’m not
comfortable with it yet.”
• “I’m not coming to class today because I haven’t
done the reading, and I’m not comfortable asking
any of the other students if I can borrow their
books.”
Exploring new ideas, encountering people with different
values, learning a new discipline’s way of thinking, and
having someone point out a flaw in one’s argument—
these can be uncomfortable experiences. For some people,
simply finding themselves disagreeing with someone else
is uncomfortable. Promising our students that we will
make them comfortable may simply confirm them in
their view that they have the right not to be challenged.
Ironically, typical suggestions for how to foster
discussion feed into this attitude. Stressing the
importance of making everyone feel “safe” often seems to
result in making many people afraid to disagree with
anyone, for fear of intimidating or offending them.
Perhaps the teacher’s solution is not ever more safety and
respect (words that can be variously interpreted), but
cultivating a more careful distinction between the idea
and the person.
Speakers need to remember this distinction when they
issue challenges, but those on the receiving end also need
to remember it, so as not to overinterpret any conceptual
or factual challenge as a threat to identity. With respect to
sensitive issues, it might help to encourage everyone to
think less, rather than more, about identity; to focus
students’ attention not on their differences, but on some
shared interest or problem-solving task that has the
potential to bring them together.
Clearly, many students hold assumptions about
discussion that present difficulties for teaching critical
thinking. Deeply personal issues are, of course, among
the most difficult places for anyone to apply such skills.
But the ability to hold just such discussions would be an
acid test of whether we have indeed fostered critical
thinking in our students.
Carol Trosset is Director of Institutional Research and
lecturer in anthropology at Grinnell College. The author
thanks the following people for their contributions to this
project: Grinnell’s former President Pamela Ferguson,
anthropology Professor Douglas Caulkins, and the
students who conducted the interviews, especially
Gabriel Grout, Brandi Petersen, and Neelay Shah. From
Change, September/October 1998.
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On the Uses of a Liberal
Education
MARK EDMUNDSON

T

oday is evaluation day in my Freud class, and
everything has changed. The class meets twice a
week, late in the afternoon, and the clientele, about
fifty undergraduates, tends to drag in and slump, looking
disconsolate and a little lost, waiting for a jump start. To
get the discussion moving, they usually require a joke, an
anecdote, an off-the-wall question—When you were a
kid, ere your Halloween getups ego costumes, id
costumes, or superego costumes? This sort of thing. But
today, as soon as I flourish the forms, a buzz rises in the
room. Today they write their assessment of the course,
their assessments of me, and they are without a doubt
wide-awake. “What is your evaluation of the instructor?”
asks question number eight, entreating them to circle a
number between five (excellent) and one (poor, poor).
Whatever interpretive subtlety they’ve acquired during
the term is now out the window. Edmundson: one to five,
stand and shoot.
And they do. As I retreat through the door—I never
stay around for this phase of the ritual—I look over my
shoulder and see them toiling away like the devil’s
auditors. They’re pitched into high writing gear, even the
ones who struggle to squeeze out their journal entries
word by word, stoked on a procedure they have by now
supremely mastered. They’re playing the informed
consumer, letting the provider know where he’s come
through and where he’s not quite up to snuff.
But why am I so distressed, bolting like a refugee out
of my own classroom, where I usually hold easy sway?
Chances are the evaluations will be much like what
they’ve been in the past—they’ll be just fine. It’s likely
that I’ll be commended for being “interesting” (and I am
commended, many times over), that I’ll be cited for my
relaxed and tolerant ways (that happens, too), that my
sense of humor and capacity to connect the arcana of the
subject matter with current culture will come in for some
praise (yup). I’ve been hassled this term, finishing a
manuscript, and so haven’t given their journals the
attention I should have, and for that I’m called—quite
civilly, though—to account. Overall, I get off pretty well.
Yet I have to admit that I do not much like the image
of myself that emerges from these forms, the image of
knowledgeable, humorous detachment and bland
tolerance. I do not like the forms themselves, with their
number ratings, reminiscent of the sheets circulated after
the TV pilot has just played to its sample audience in
Burbank. Most of all I dislike the attitude of calm
consumer expertise that pervades the responses. I’m
disturbed by the serene belief that my function—and,
more important, Freud’s, or Shakespeare’s, or Blake’s—is
to divert, entertain, and interest. Observes one
respondent, not at all unrepresentative: “Edmundson has
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done a fantastic job of presenting this difficult, important
& controversial material in an enjoyable and
approachable way.”
Thanks but no thanks. I don’t teach to amuse, to
divert, or even, for that matter, to be merely interesting.
When someone says she “enjoyed” the course—and that
word crops up again and again in my evaluations—
somewhere at the edge of my immediate complacency I
feel encroaching self-dislike. That is not at all what I had
in mind. The off-the-wall questions and the sidebar jokes
are meant as lead-ins to stronger stuff—in the case of the
Freud course, to a complexly tragic view of life. But the
affability and the one-liners often seem to be all that land
with the students, their journals and evaluations leave me
little doubt.
I want some of them to say that they’ve been changed
by the course. I want them to measure themselves against
what they’ve read. It’s said that some time ago a
Columbia University instructor used to issue a harsh
two-part question. One: What book did you most dislike
in the course? Two: What intellectual or characterological
flaws in you does that dislike point to? The hand that
framed that question was surely heavy. But at least it
compels one to see intellectual work as a confrontation
between two people, student and author, where the
stakes matter. Those Columbia students were being
asked to relate the quality of an encounter, not rate the
action as though it had unfolded on the big screen.
Why are my students describing the Oedipus complex
and the death drive as being interesting and enjoyable to
contemplate? And why am I coming across as an urbane,
mildly ironic, endlessly affable guide to this intellectual
territory, operating without intensity, generous, funny
and loose?
Because that’s what works. On evaluation day, I reap
the rewards of my partial compliance with the culture of
my students and, too, with the culture of the university
as it now operates. It’s a culture that’s gotten little
exploration. Current critics tend to think that liberal-arts
education is in crisis because universities have been
invaded by professors with peculiar ideas:
deconstruction, Lacanianism, feminism, queer theory.
They believe that genius and tradition are out and that
P.C., multiculturalism, and identity politics are in
because of an invasion by tribes of tenured radicals, the
late millennial equivalents of the Visigoth hoards that
cracked Rome’s walls.
But mulling over my evaluations and then trying to
take a hard, extended look at campus life both here at the
University of Virginia and around the country eventually
led me to some different conclusions. To me, liberal-arts
education is as ineffective as it is now not chiefly because
there are a lot of strange theories in the air. (Used well,
those theories can be illuminating.) Rather, it’s that
university culture, like American culture writ large, is, to
put it crudely, ever more devoted to consumption and
entertainment, to the using and using up of goods and
images. For someone growing up in America now, there
are few available alternatives to the cool consumer
worldwide. My students didn’t ask for that view, much
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less create it, but they bring a consumer weltanschauung to
school, where it exerts a powerful, and largely
unacknowledged, influence. If we want to understand
current universities, with their multiple woes, we might
try leaving the realms of expert debate and fine ideas and
turning to the classrooms and campuses, where a new
kind of weather is gathering. [. . .]
How did my students reach this peculiar state in
which all passion seems to be spent? I think that many of
them have imbibed their sense of self from consumer
culture in general and from the tube in particular.
They’re the progeny of 100 cable channels and
omnipresent Blockbuster outlets. TV, Marshall McLuhan
famously said, is a cool medium. Those who play best on
it are lowkey and nonassertive; they blend in.
Enthusiasm quickly looks absurd. The form of character
that’s most appealing on TV is calmly self-interested
though never greedy, attuned to the conventions, and
ironic. Judicious timing is preferred to sudden selfassertion. The TV medium is inhospitable to inspiration,
improvisation, failures, slips. All must run perfectly.
Naturally, a cool youth culture is a marketing
bonanza for producers of the right products, who do all
they can to enlarge that culture and keep it grinding. The
Internet, TV, and magazines now teem with what I call
persona ads, ads for Nikes and Reeboks and Jeeps and
Blazers that don’t so much endorse the capacities of the
product per se as show you what sort of person you will
be once you’ve acquired it. The Jeep ad that features hip,
outdoorsy kids whipping a Frisbee from mountaintop to
mountaintop isn’t so much about what Jeeps can do as it
is about the kind of people who own them. Buy a Jeep
and be one of them. The ad is of little consequence in
itself, but expand its message exponentially and you have
the central thrust of current consumer culture—buy in
order to be. [. . .]
What they will not generally do, though, is indict the
current system. They won’t talk about how the exigencies
of capitalism lead to a reserve army of the unemployed
and nearly inevitable misery. That would be getting too
loud, too brash. For the pervading view is the cool
consumer perspective, where passion and strong
admiration are forbidden. “To stand in awe of nothing,
Numicus, is perhaps the one and only thing that can
make a man happy and keep him so,” says Horace in the
Epistles, and I fear that his lines ought to hang as a motto
over the university in this era of high consumer
capitalism.
It’s easy to mount one’s high horse and blame the
students for this state of affairs. But they didn’t create the
present culture of consumption. (It was largely my own
generation, that of the Sixties, that let the counterculture
search for pleasure devolve into a quest for
commodities.) And they weren’t the ones responsible,
when they were six and seven and eight years old, for
unplugging the TV set from time to time or for hauling
off and kicking a hole through it. It’s my generation of
parents who sheltered these students, kept them away
from the hard knocks of everyday life, making them
cautious and overfragile, who demanded that their
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teachers, from grade school on, flatter them endlessly so
that the kids are shocked if their college profs don’t
reflexively suck up to them.
Of course, the current generational style isn’t simply
derived from culture and environment. It’s also about
dollars. Students worry that taking too many chances
with their educations will sabotage their future prospects.
They’re aware of the fact that a drop that looks more and
more like one wall of the Grand Canyon separates the top
economic tenth from the rest of the population. There’s a
sentiment currently abroad that if you step aside for a
moment, to write, to travel, to fall too hard in love, you
might lose position permanently. We may be on a
conveyor belt, but it’s worse down there on the filthstrewn floor. So don’t sound off, don’t blow your
chances.
But wait. I teach at the famously conservative
University of Virginia. Can I extend my view from
Charlottesville to encompass the whole country, a whole
generation of college students? I can only say that I hear
comparable stories about classroom life from colleagues
everywhere in America. When I visit other schools to
lecture, I see a similar scene unfolding. There are, of
course, terrific students everywhere. And they’re all the
better for the way they’ve had to strive against the
existing conformity. At some of the small liberal-arts
colleges, the tradition of strong engagement persists. But
overall, the students strike me as being sweet and sad,
hovering in a nearly suspended animation.
Too often now the pedagogical challenge is to make a
lot from a little. Teaching Wordsworth’s “Tintern
Abbey,” you ask for comments. No one responds. So you
call on Stephen. Stephen: “The sound, this poem really
flows.” You: “Stephen seems interested in the music of
the poem. We might extend his comment to ask if the
poem’s music coheres with its argument. Are they
consistent? Or is there an emotional pain submerged here
that’s contrary to the poem’s appealing melody?” All
right, it’s not usually that bad. But close. One friend
describes it as rebound teaching: they proffer a
weightless comment, you hit it back for all you’re worth,
then it comes dribbling out again. Occasionally a
professor will try to explain away this intellectual
timidity by describing the students as perpetrators of
postmodern irony, a highly sophisticated mode.
Everything’s a slick counterfeit, a simulacrum, so by no
means should any phenomenon be taken seriously. But
the students don’t have the urbane, Oscar Wilde-type
demeanor that should go with this view. Oscar was
cheerful, funny, confident, strange. (Wilde, mortally ill,
living in a Paris flophouse: “My wallpaper and I are
fighting a duel to the death. One or the other of us has to
go.”) This generation’s style is considerate, easy to please,
and a touch depressed.
Granted, you might say, the kids come to school
immersed in a consumer mentality—they’re good
Americans, after all—but then the university and the
professors do everything in their power to fight that
dreary mind-set in the interest of higher ideals, right? So
it should be. But let us look at what is actually coming to
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pass.
Over the past few years, the physical layout of my
university has been changing. To put it a little
indecorously, the place is looking more and more like a
retirement spread for the young. Our funds go to
construction, into new dorms, into renovating the student
union. We have a new aquatics center and everimproving gyms, stocked with StairMasters and Nautilus
machines. Engraved on the wall in the gleaming aquatics
building is a line by our founder, Thomas Jefferson,
declaring that everyone ought to get about two hours’
exercise a day. Clearly even the author of the Declaration
of Independence endorses the turning of his university
into a sports-and-fitness emporium.
But such improvements shouldn’t be surprising.
Universities need to attract the best (that is, the smartest
and the richest) students in order to survive in an ever
more competitive market. Schools want kids whose
parents can pay the full freight, not the ones who need
scholarships or want to bargain down the tuition costs. If
the marketing surveys say that the kids require sports
centers, then, trustees willing, they shall have them. In
fact, as I began looking around, I came to see that more
and more of what’s going on in the university is customer
driven. The consumer pressures that beset me on
evaluation day are only a part of an overall trend. [. . .]
How did we reach this point? In part the answer is a
matter of demographics and (surprise) of money. Aided
by the G.I. bill, the college-going population in America
dramatically increased after the Second World War. Then
came the baby boomers, and to accommodate them,
schools continued to grow. Universities expand easily
enough, but with tenure locking faculty in for lifetime
jobs, and with the general reluctance of administrators to
eliminate their own slots, it’s not easy for a university to
contract. So after the baby boomers had passed
through—like a fat meal digested by a boa constrictor—
the colleges turned to energetic promotional strategies to
fill the empty chairs. And suddenly college became a
buyer’s market. What students and their parents wanted
had to be taken more and more into account. That usually
mean creating more comfortable, less challenging
environments, places where almost no one failed,
everything was enjoyable, and everyone was nice.
Just as universities must compete with one another for
students, so must the individual departments. At a time
of rank economic anxiety, the English and history majors
have to contend for students against the more successinsuring branches, such as the sciences and the commerce
school. In 1968, more than 21 percent of all bachelors’
degrees conferred in America were in the humanities; by
1993, that number had fallen to about 13 percent. The
humanities now must struggle to attract students, many
of whose parents devoutly wish they would study
something else.
One of the ways we’ve tried to stay attractive is by
loosening up. We grade much more softly than our
colleagues in science. In English, we don’t give many Ds,
or Cs for that matter. (The rigors of Chem 101 create
almost as many English majors per year as do the
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splendors of Shakespeare.) A professor at Stanford
recently explained grade inflation in the humanities by
observing that the undergraduates were getting smarter
every year; the higher grades simply recorded how much
better they were than their predecessors. Sure.
Along with softening the grades, many humanities
departments have relaxed major requirements. There are
some good reasons for introducing more choice into
curricula and requiring fewer standard courses. But the
move, like many others in the university now, jibes with
a tendency to serve—and not challenge—the students.
Students can also float in and out of classes during the
first two weeks of each term without making any
commitment. The common name for this time span—
shopping period—speaks volumes about the consumer
mentality that’s now in play. Usually, too, the kids can
drop courses up until the last month with only an
innocuous “W” on their transcripts. Does a course look
too challenging? No problem. Take it pass-fail. A happy
consumer is, by definition, one with multiple options,
one who can always have what he wants. And since a
course is something the students and their parents have
bought and paid for, why can’t they do with it pretty
much as they please? [. . .]
Is it a surprise, then, that this generation of students—
steeped in consumer culture before going off to school,
treated as potent customers by the university well before
their date of arrival, then pandered to from day one until
the morning of the final kiss-off from Kermit or one of his
kin—are inclined to see the books they read as a string of
entertainments to be placidly enjoyed or languidly cast
down? Given the way universities are now administered
(which is more and more to say, given the way that they
are currently marketed), is it a shock that the kids don’t
come to school hot to learn, unable to bear their own
ignorance? For some measure of self-dislike, or selfdiscontent—which is much different than simple
depression—seems to me to be a prerequisite for getting
an education that matters. My students, alas, usually lack
the confidence to acknowledge what would be their most
precious asset for learning: their ignorance. [. . .]
Then how do those who at least occasionally promote
genius and high literary ideals look to current students?
How do we appear, those of us who take teaching to be
something of a performance art and who imagine that if
you give yourself over completely to your subject you’ll
be rewarded with insight beyond what you individually
command?
I’m reminded of an old piece of newsreel footage I
saw once. The speaker (perhaps it was Lenin, maybe
Trotsky) was haranguing a large crowd. He was
expostulating, arm waving, carrying on. Whether it was
flawed technology or the man himself, I’m not sure, but
the orator looked like an intricate mechanical device that
had sprung into fast-forward. To my students, who
mistrust enthusiasm in every form, that’s me when I start
riffing about Freud or Blake. But more and more, as my
evaluations showed, I’ve been replacing enthusiasm and
intellectual animation with stand-up routines, keeping it
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all at arm’s length, praising under the cover of irony.
It’s too bad that the idea of genius has been
denigrated so far, because it actually offers a live
alternative to the demoralizing culture of hip in which
most of my students are mired. By embracing the works
and lives of extraordinary people, you can adapt new
ideals to revise those that came courtesy of your parents,
your neighborhood, your clan—or the tube. The aim of a
good liberal-arts education was once, to adapt an
observation by the scholar, Walter Jackson Bate, to see
that “we need not be the passive victims of what we
deterministically call ‘circumstances’ (social, cultural or
reductively psychologicalpersonal), but that by linking
ourselves through what Keats calls an ‘immortal freemasonry’ with the great, we can become freer—freer to
be ourselves, to be what we most want and value.”
But genius isn’t just a personal standard; genius can
also have political effect. To me, one of the best things
about democratic thinking is the conviction that genius
can spring up anywhere. Walt Whitman is born into the
working class and thirty-six years later we have a poetic
image of America that gives a passionate dimension to
the legalistic brilliance of the Constitution. A democracy
needs to constantly develop, and to do so it requires the
most powerful visionary minds to interpret the present
and to propose possible shapes for the future. By
continuing to notice and praise genius, we create a
culture in which the kind of poetic gamble that Whitman
made—a gamble in which failure would have entailed
rank humiliation, depression, maybe suicide—still takes
place. By rebelling against established ways of seeing and
saying things, genius helps us to apprehend how
malleable the present is and how promising and fraught
with danger is the future. If we teachers do not endorse
genius and self-overcoming, can we be surprised when
our students find their ideal images in TV’s latest persona
ads?
A world uninterested in genius is a despondent place;
whose sad denizens drift from coffee bar to Prozac
dispensary, unfired by ideals, by the glowing image of
the self that one might become. As Northrop Frye says in
a beautiful and now dramatically unfashionable sentence,
“The artist who uses the same energy and genius that
Homer and Isaiah had will find that he not only lives in
the same palace of art as Homer and Isaiah, but lives in it
at the same time.” We ought not to deny the existence of
such a place simply because we, or those we care for, find
the demands it makes intimidating, the rent too high.
What happens if we keep trudging along this bleak
course? What happens if our most intelligent students
never learn to strive to overcome what they are? What if
genius, and the imitation of genius, become silly,
outmoded ideas? What you’re likely to get are more and
more one-dimensional men and women. These will be
people who live for easy pleasure, for comfort and
prosperity, who think of money first, then second, and
third, who hug the status quo; people who believe in God
as a sort of insurance policy (cover your bets); people
who are never surprised. They will be people so pleased
with themselves (when they’re not in despair at the
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general pointlessness of their lives) that they cannot
imagine humanity could do better. They’ll think it their
highest duty to clone themselves as frequently as
possible. They’ll claim to be happy, and they’ll live a long
time.
It is probably time now to offer a spate of inspiring
solutions. Here ought to come a list of reforms with due
notations about a core curriculum and various
requirements. What the traditionalists who offer such
solutions miss is that no matter what our current students
are given to read, many of them will simply translate it
into melodramas, with flat characters and predictable
morals. (The unabated capitalist culture that conservative
critics so often endorse has put students in a position to
do little else.) One can’t simply wave a curricular wand
and reverse acculturation.
Perhaps it would be a good idea to try firing the
counselors and sending half the deans back into the
classrooms, dismantling the football team and making
the stadium into a playground for local kids, emptying
the fraternities, and boarding up the student-activities
office. Such measures would convey the message that
American colleges are not northern outposts of Club
Med. A willingness on the part of the faculty to defy
student conviction and affront them occasionally—to be
usefully offensive—also might not be a bad thing. We
professors talk a lot about subversion, which generally
means subverting the view of people who never hear us
talk or read our work. But to subvert the view of our
students, our customers, that would be something else
again.
Ultimately, though, it is up to individuals—and
individual students in particular—to make their own
way against the current sludgy tide. There’s still the
library, still the museum, there’s still the occasional
teacher who lives to find things greater than herself to
admire. There are still fellow students who have not been
cowed. Universities are inefficient, cluttered, archaic
places, with many unguarded corners where one can
open a book or gaze out onto the larger world and
construe it freely. Those who do as much, trusting
themselves against the weight of current opinion, will
have contributed something to bringing this sad
dispensation to an end. As for myself, I’m canning my
lowkey one-liners; when the kids’ TV-based tastes come
to the fore, I’ll aim and shoot. And when it’s time to
praise genius, I’ll try to do it in the right style, fullout,
with faith that finer artistic spirits (maybe not Homer and
Isaiah quite, but close, close), still alive somewhere in the
ether, will help me out when my invention flags; the
students doze, or the dean mutters into the phone. I’m
getting back to a more exuberant style, I’ll be
expostulating and arm waving straight into the
millennium, yes I will.
Mark Edmundson is professor of English at the University of
Virginia and a contributing editor of Harper’s Magazine. He is
the author of Nightmare on Main Street, a study of the gothic in
contemporary culture. From “On the Uses of a Liberal
Education,” by Mark Edmundson. Copyright 1997 by Harper’s
Magazine. All rights reserved. Reproduced from the September
issue by special permission.
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Has Student Consumerism
Gone Too Far?
MICHAEL PERNAL

T

here is little doubt that college administrators are
changing their methods of dealing with students
because of the movement that has come to be known as
“student consumerism.” As a result of state and federal
legislation, court rulings, and voluntary changes on the part of
colleges themselves, higher education institutions are now
viewed by many as marketers of products or services. Students,
in turn, have come to be regarded as purchasers.
While much has happened to support such a trend, it should
be kept in mind that the student consumer phenomenon
actually developed as an offshoot of the general consumer
movement in the United States. Although a number of
similarities exist between the two, there is much about the
student-college relationship that is unique to the educational
environment. As a result, strict marketplace applications of this
relationship occasionally miss the mark.
This article, which acknowledges the fact that many reforms
were necessary to protect students from abuses at colleges, will
attempt to advance the notion that further development of
student-college relationships within the concept of
consumerism should be undertaken only after serious study. In
short, this article asks the question: Have we gone far enough to
protect the interests of our students?

Where We Are Today
Few educators would claim that colleges view their students as
they did 20 or 30 years ago. As a result of increasing court suits
and legislation, colleges have gradually come to regard students
more as adults and less as children who have been placed in the
care of deans, administrators, and faculty members. The
Educational Amendments of 1976, for example, adopted a
federal strategy for student consumerism. Colleges which
disburse federal financial aid are now required to provide
prospective students, on an annual basis, complete information
regarding financial aid programs, application procedures, and
conditions of awards (loan requirements, etc.). In addition,
institutions of higher education must be prepared to furnish,
upon request, placement statistics which indicate, by major or
program, the college’s record in finding employment for its
graduates before students are obligated to contract for loans.
As a result of passage of such legislation and other bills like
the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act of 1974 (the socalled Buckley Amendment), the federal government has
declared itself to be clearly on the side of the student. While few
are prepared to argue that the student consumerism movement
has not sprung up for good and valid reasons, concern does
exist that institutions of higher education, both traditional and
proprietary, will become buried in an avalanche of red tape and
mounting expenses if additional public regulations force further
adjustments to administrative practices. Many students
themselves complain that registration lines have become more
cumbersome because of the mountains of paper work and
questionnaires that greet them in response to federal and/or
state regulations concerning their rights and privileges. Despite
significant red tape already caused by federal regulations
involved with the Buckley Amendment, Educational
Amendments of 1976, Title IX, etc., consumer advocates want
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colleges and universities to do more. Among the many
possibilities suggested as further needs are the following:
• licensing of college recruiters by states or accreditation
agencies;
• written contracts between professors and students with
respect to course requirements, evaluative procedures
and criteria, and grading practices; and
• abolishment of mandatory student activity fees in favor
of voluntary fee structures, which permit users to pay
and non-users to forgo.

Have We Gone Far Enough?
Despite cries for further action on the part of student consumer
advocates, my contention is that we have gone far enough for
the present in protecting the rights of students, and that more
attention should be paid to measuring the impact of existing
safeguards on the colleges’ ability to maintain their integrity as
educational institutions. It certainly can be argued that students
should be protected from colleges that misrepresent programs.
In fact, federal dollars can be withheld from institutions which
give false or misleading impressions of the success of their
graduates, the types of programs offered, the costs involved,
etc. Students are also presently accorded avenues on most
campuses for exercising their rights to nondiscrimination,
grievances, privacy, disclosure of records, challenge of
information contained in records, and a fair hearing in the case
of disciplinary offenses. If the facts be known, many colleges
have grown overly sensitive to protecting the rights of their
students. While exceptions to this trend are still to be found, a
question exists concerning the good that any further pressures
on colleges would accomplish.
In particular, recent federal regulations, which were actually
implemented to protect students from fly-by-night institutions
that promise what they cannot deliver, have had a profound
impact on academically oriented institutions (i.e., liberal arts
colleges) which profess few vocational implications with respect
to their degrees. One major example stemmed from abuses
involving the federally insured student loan programs. Certain
institutions fleeced the system by encouraging students to use
the program to finance tuition and fees only to cease operations
leaving students indebted to lending institutions with nothing
to show for their investment. Resultant legislation now requires
schools to furnish placement data to prospective student
borrowers and to give complete breakdowns of academic
and/or vocational programs. Few can argue that steps were not
necessary to curb such abuses. The question remains, however,
whether the safeguards which now exist are sufficient to protect
students’ interests as consumers.
In my opinion, the cause of consumer protection in higher
education has reached a point where most of the bases are
covered, and time should now be taken to see how well things
work before additional steps are taken. It may be possible that
further safeguards, well-intended as they may be, could impose
unnecessary burdens on institutions without taking into
account the fact that colleges and universities do not strictly fall
into a seller-consumer framework.

Where the Model Breaks Down
In short, the unique relationship which exists between colleges
and students does not adequately lend itself enough to the
seller-purchaser model to justify further commitment to the
consumer concept which advocates seek. Five of the ways in
which application of such a framework breaks down are listed
below.
Readings for The Craft of Argument | 51

논증의 탄생
1. The Problem of Performance
In a strict seller-purchaser model, the performance requirement
rests clearly with the seller. Consumers who purchase an
automobile or television set expect that the machine will render
reasonably trouble-free service or they can seek adjustment or
replacement. In similar fashion, purchasers of a service such as
legal assistance can expect certain actions or performance levels
on the part of an attorney. Basically, therefore, the consumer
model is premised on a certain degree of passivity on the part of
the purchaser. The performance expectation rests clearly with
the provider. In the college setting, however, a greater degree of
responsibility rests with student consumers to maintain certain
performance levels of their own. While students have a right to
expect a certain level of performance on the part of the
institution, the students cannot escape the fact that certain
requirements are expected of them. Thus, a strict consumer
framework is not entirely applicable in the college setting, and
considerable gray area can exist when students make
contentions that they are being shortchanged by poor teaching,
administrative procedures, etc.

2. The Degree Is a Dual Creation
In the consumer marketplace, a clear distinction exists between
who creates the product or service and who uses that creation.
A manufacturer creates a product or service and offers it to
individuals for a price. As a general rule, the purchaser has no
hand in the creation of the product. Unless the user damages a
manufactured product, it does not change as a result of its
usage. In contrast, however, the product dispensed by colleges
and universities is a mutual creation. Specifically, the college
degree or licensing certificate is packaged mutually by the
institution and its students. Attainment of a college degree is
realized as much by the input of the student (examinations,
term papers, lab experiments, class discussion, etc.) as by the
role of the various instructors and administrators. As a result, it
is difficult to prove that any two B.A. degrees, even if granted
by the same institution, are alike. In short, colleges must not be
boxed into situations that force them to advertise the value of
particular programs with respect to occupational implications.
Prospective employers judge the credentials of student
applicants as much as, if not more than, the institutions from
which they are graduated.

3.There Is No Warranty
In the general marketplace, we can think of a familiar consumer
protection that is not accorded college students—the warranty.
In actuality, the warranty is a protection more for the seller than
for the consumer. It usually indicates that, after a specified time,
the product can fall apart without any obligation forced on its
manufacturer. In effect, it is the seller who is protected in the
long run. After a brief period, the consumer is left powerless. In
the educational setting, the college is not protected by a
warranty which indicates that the result of its service need only
work for a brief, specified time. Students and the general public
expect colleges to provide some sort of preparation for life and
tend to hold the failings of colleges accountable for a far longer
period than we expect of consumer products in general. In fact,
the best an educational institution can hope to do is alter its
programs, when funds permit, to reflect a constantly changing
occupational marketplace. Consequently, the choice of degree
or program of study places as much responsibility on the
student to seek information as it does on the institution to
provide it.
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4.The College Is not Necessarily Selling
Anything
There is never any doubt in the general marketplace that the
producer is selling either a product or a service. In the academic
setting, the notion has arisen that colleges and universities are
also placing a commodity on sale. Consumer advocates would
have us believe that education is a product that is dispensed,
quite simply, for a price. This argument, however, is strained at
best. As long as colleges do not make such claims, education
cannot be regarded as a commodity since there exists no way to
measure the absolute value of a degree or certificate. Such value
is dependent on a set of specifications that result from the
interplay of individual students with a whole set of instructors,
textbooks, outside activities, facilities, and resources. In short,
students take what they choose from their educational
experiences. Just what is sold can never be defined.

5.The Problem of Profit
A final way in which consumer advocates cannot reconcile the
uniqueness of educational institutions centers around the
question of profit. In the general community, products and
services are offered to the public with the purpose of providing
a profit for the producer. With the exception of proprietary
institutions, the same condition simply does not hold true for
colleges and universities. Consequently, decisions on how
much to bill for tuition, room, board, etc. are predicated on
providing educational services at the lowest possible cost. The
financial records of institutions are usually available to public
scrutiny in ways that are not available to the general consumer
who has a complaint against a manufacturing company. Thus,
the traditional decision made by colleges to bill all students for
campus activities is predicated, not on reasons designed to raise
income, but on the promise that such activities enhance the
educational opportunities of all students, both participants and
nonparticipants. While I am certain that abuses exist, it can be
said that the profit motive provides a unique distinction which
separates educational institutions from strict consumer
comparisons.
While the major thrust of the student consumerism
movement in higher education has been a much needed
phenomenon, the time has come to reassess its impact in light of
the nature of educational institutions. If the relationship
between college and student is developed further in a strict
consumer framework, we risk losing a number of important
features of colleges by developing a legalistic orientation
designed to satisfy external regulations. As a result, colleges
could lose their uniqueness and ability to operate
independently in the pursuit of knowledge. In short, the ability
of institutions to educate men and women would diminish in
such a framework. The pluralism among American colleges and
universities would tend to disappear as institutions conform to
externally invoked regulations and guidelines.
In conclusion, it is acknowledged that the consumerism
movement in higher education continues to serve a useful
purpose. Among other things, it has alerted colleges to assess
more carefully their roles in society at large. At the same time, it
should also be acknowledged that further developments toward
consumerism should be advocated only after taking into
consideration the perspective that we are dealing with unique
institutions whose mission is not to sell, but to educate.
Michael Pernal is dean of personnel administration at Eastern
Connecticut State College in Willimantic. From the College Board
Review, Summer 1977.
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The Student as Consumer:
The Implications and
Limitations of a Metaphor
JILL J. MCMILLAN AND GEORGE CHENEY
The metaphor of “Student as Consumer” appeared upon the
social horizon in North America and Western Europe
seemingly for all the right reasons: the responsibility of higher
education to its public, the attendant accountability, an interest
in practical applications of knowledge, and spiraling increases
in the cost of going to college. Widespread adoption of the
metaphor, however, can produce some negative educational
consequences. Drawing upon the literatures of organizational
studies, education, communication and rhetoric, we trace the
rise of the student consumer metaphor, explore its limitations,
and suggest alternatives to its use. Specifically, we argue that
this metaphor (a) suggests undue distance between the student
and the educational process; (b) highlights the promotional
activities of professors and promotes the entertainment mode of
classroom learning; (c) inappropriately compartmentalizes the
educational experiences as a product rather than a process; and
(d) reinforces individualism at the expense of community. We
conclude with a consideration of a more embracing model of the
learning process which we term “critical engagement.”

W

e rely so heavily on metaphor that we often
overlook its powerful and practical role in our
discourse.1 Euphemisms such as the currently
popular organizational terms “downsizing” or “rightsizing”
become so widely accepted that many users forget the oldfashioned and more brutally direct terms “firing” and
“layoffs.” And, every organizational member recognizes and
has learned to respond appropriately (i.e., in the
organizationally expected way) to such potent expressions
as “We’ve got to destroy the competition”; “Her power rose
yesterday”; and “This negotiation is just a game.” Also
metaphors migrate from one domain of human activity to
another: for example, “blow-by-blow,” “networking,” and
“dead wood.” These and other metaphors can be compelling
to users and bearers, not only in the sense of making
conversation or written speech more lively, but also in
winning an argument or altering a viewpoint (see Lakoff &
Johnson, 1980).
It is now commonplace in the scholarly literature to
observe that metaphors and other tropes and figures do
more than simply decorate discourse (see Burke, 1945/1969).
Still, we often fail to recognize how these compelling
metaphors actually contribute to our knowledge of who we
are, both individually and collectively. As Bellah, Madsen,
Sullivan, Swindler, and Tipton (1991) observe:
. . . While we in concert with others create institutions,
they also create us: they educate us and form us—
especially through the socially enacted metaphors they
give us, metaphors that provide normative
interpretations of situations and actions. (p. 12)
The metaphor of organization as machine, for example,
arose early in this century and eventually came to dominate
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not only theorizing about worklife but also managerial
practice. Today, as the century draws to a close, the same
metaphor is prevalent in business, government, education,
athletics, health care and other institutional contexts. In fact,
its implications continue to be farreaching, especially in
terms of how the metaphor casts the role of the individual
person, the organizational member.
The initially appealing metaphor of “student as
consumer” has found its way into the vocabulary and
practice of the educational institution and it suggests
questionable practical and social consequences for all
constituents. From a Southeastern school system which touts
“School work is our work” and plasters stickers to that effect
on student lunchboxes to the lofty forum of the American
Association of Higher Education (AAHE), the “student as
consumer” metaphor increasingly has found traction in
public discourse. In fact, for the last few years, the AAHE,
itself a prominent force in education and a source of national
standards for many in higher education, has virtually
adopted the metaphor. In the 1990s, the
student/client/consumer metaphor has been especially
prevalent as the AAHE has explored assessment of
education outcomes. Now, for many, assessment equals the
specific application of the student/client/consumer
metaphor for program evaluation.
We argue in this essay that all of us concerned with
education ought to take a closer look at the currently
popular model of “student as consumer,” a metaphor which
appeared in the 1980s seemingly for all the right reasons—
responsibility, accountability and practical relevance, to
mention a few—but whose popularity and
institutionalization threatens to reshape educational
philosophy and process in some rather alarming ways. It
may seem a bit of a stretch to lay the potential for such
drastic organizational restructuring at the feet of one small
metaphor. If we believe, however, that we have a certain
tendency to become what we say we are, then perhaps such
attribution is not so far-fetched. Our analysis is premised on
just such ideas: that language is powerful, both descriptively
and prescriptively; that in particular ways it can shape the
way we think and act, especially in terms of the application
of compelling labels and categories; that it announces what
we know and how we know it, often embodying or
promoting the taken-for-granted quality of our collective
understandings; and that when collectively we come to
share a linguistic construction, language shapes our
institutions as well—in that the very distinctions and
classifications we make come to affect our future thinking
and behaviors in much the same way as a rule can come to
“rule” its creators (see Douglas, 1986).
To advance our basic argument here, we will explore the
limitations of the student-as-consumer metaphor and
suggest alternatives to its use. [. . .]

Limitations of the Student-asConsumer Metaphor
As is the case with most metaphors, there is nothing
inherently wrong with the “student as consumer.” With
Joan Stark (1977), we believe that educational institutions
should be held accountable for the goods and services that
they provide: that is, they should be willing to describe their
services, announce the price, specify outcomes, participate in
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assessment, and provide channels for complaints.
LikeWilliam Massy (1989), we believe that educational
institutions should adapt to the needs and interests of their
constituencies. In other words, changing social and cultural
trends, such as multi-culturalism and affirmative actions,
should be assessed and often appropriately assimilated into
the academic and social life of the institution. Along with
Derek Bok (quoted in McMillen, 1991), we believe that
organizations should generate and use their financial
resources responsibly. While the lure of television revenues
for bigtime athletics or the increasing appetite for profits
from scientific study may be appealing, educational
institutions owe it to their constituencies to preserve their
financial as well as their philosophical integrity. Like John
Farago (1982), we believe that academics should not cloister
themselves away from the activities and concerns of the
“real world,” from which their student charges come and to
which most must return—hopefully with a job. Educational
institutions should acknowledge the cold realities of a
turbulent job market which may face students and their
parents, rather than treating such concerns as superficial and
shallow. Finally, we agree with Frank Riessman (1988) that
we are obligated to train students “to find and raise their
voices” even when what they say is disturbing. In short, our
quarrel is not with the positive aspect of accountability and
responsiveness that the consumer metaphor highlights; it is
rather with those aspects of the educational process which
the metaphor obscures or dismisses.

1. The student-as-consumer metaphor suggests
undue distance between the student and the
educational process. At the same time, the
widespread adoption of the metaphor can
undermine other organizational relationships:
notably, those between faculty and
administrators.
There is a rather natural temptation to treat organizations as
boxes and their “environments” as everything outside. In
fact, the organization-as-container metaphor went
unquestioned in the writings of organizational theory until
very recently (Cheney & Christensen, in press). However,
the container metaphor is limited in its suggestion that the
boundaries of an organization really are fixed and perhaps
even impermeable. In fact, the organization’s identity, and
therefore many of its activities, make sense only in reference
to a larger environment. This is the case for any type of
organization, but it is acutely relevant to service
organizations such as schools, counseling centers, and
advertising firms in which the “client” should be considered
both a temporary member of the organization and an
inhabitant of the larger environment “out there” (see
Cheney, Block and Gordon, 1986). Such persons may regard
themselves as de facto but unpaid (and often paying)
members of the organization, especially if their association
with it spans some months or even some years. In the case of
studentclients, their dual status in a university, their
ambiguous roles and their goals which are only partially
aligned with those of the institution, are misrepresented by
the metaphor which portrays students as “customers” alone.
In fact, it is important for the advancement of higher
education that students fulfill both roles simultaneously.
Because of students’ confusing status in the
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organizational scheme, they are likely to have only partial
commitment to the wider goals of the institution.
Furthermore, they may shun the role of “co-creators” of the
educational experience (Pernal, 1977). Keeping the
educational process somewhat at arm’s length, students may
approach the university as they might a McDonald’s drivethrough window: selecting an option with little thought to
the process that created the Big Mac or the Quarter Pounder.
If students internalize the “outsider-consumer” identity,
their attitude may tend toward that of a student
representative to a recent faculty meeting at the first
author’s institution. When asked if she had any insights into
why students were not signing up for advising
appointments, she replied: “They are paying fifteen
thousand to go here; they expect to see you whenever they
want to.” Even if their attitude is less consumer-oriented
than that represented above, students may regard their
confusing boundary status and temporary tenure as reason
enough to withhold participation in the short-term planning
of their school, and they and their parents may even become
litigious if they believe that they have been victimized by
“educational malpractice.”
The consumer metaphor can adversely affect other
organizational relationships as well: for example, those
between administration and faculty. Keat (1990) argues that
as the role of the “customer” becomes inflated, a greater
degree of managerial interference may be expected. The
reason for the increased control is that faculty are not
viewed as having a high degree of autonomy in such a
system. Thus, the cost-conscious, market-wise college
president and administration may become more heavyhanded in surveillance over all aspects of academic life. [. . .]

2. The student-as-consumer metaphor
excessively fosters the self-promotional
activities of professors and at the same time
promotes the entertainment model of learning.
Professors have recently displayed careerism and
professional myopia consistent with the market imperative.
A new breed of faculty has been “possessed by a vertical
vision and career opportunities,” in which the nebulous
contract which is struck with the institution seeks to
maximize income and minimize teaching responsibilities
(Bledstein, 1976, p. 394). Talk of professors “marketing”
themselves as commodities is now common in the academy.
In fact, those who reject this strategy are often ridiculed as
naïve and unrealistic. Farago (1982), himself an academic,
puts the matter even more cynically. He believes that faculty
members have historically prostituted themselves for
student dollars in order to lead the cloistered life of
autonomy and reflection: that our disappointment with our
student-consumers is really anger at ourselves for having
sold out.
Furthermore, when students are “consumers,” teachers
become vendors hawking their wares, a role which often
frustrates and compromises them. In the age of rampant
visual stimulation and sound bites, faculty members often
identify more with Laurel and Hardy than with Aristotle or
Kant. Neil Postman (1985) is one who has argued
persuasively that the educational institution has been
profoundly affected by the ascendancy of the televison
medium, placing a new premium upon ad hoc,
nonsequential learning, simplistic content, and the fastReadings for The Craft of Argument | 54
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paced visual stimulation to which television watchers have
been acculturated. Postman laments:
. . . they [students] will have learned that learning is a
form of entertainment or, more precisely, that anything
worth learning can take the form of entertainment, and
ought to. And they will not rebel if their English teacher
asks them to learn the eight parts of speech through the
medium of rock music. Or if their social studies teacher
sings to them the facts about the war of 1812. Or if their
physics comes to them on cookies or T-shirts. Indeed,
they will expect it. (p. 154)

3. The student-as-consumer metaphor
inappropriately compartmentalizes the
educational experience as a product as opposed
to a process.
Not only does the consumer metaphor divide organizational
membership over the matter of basic goals, it tends to recast
those goals as well. While classical education sought to
prepare an individual for citizenship, contemporary
education tends to train for a job (Geiger, 1980). And those
of us who have too long played the role of “deep pockets” to
our children wonder what can be wrong with such
pragmatism. Of course, we want our youth to be prepared
for the job market, to be capable of making a good living for
themselves and their families. And, we must both recognize
and adapt to dramatic and sometimes brutal
transformations of the U.S. workplace today (see, e.g.,
Rifkin, 1995). Increasingly, however, even colleges that
espouse liberal learning seem only to be way stations on the
way to “the job” (Riesman, 1980, pp. 312-13). In the last
twenty years, business and management majors have
doubled, mainly at the expense of history, philosophy, and
English. In 1992, out of some 1.1 million bachelors’ degrees
awarded, one-quarter, or 256,000 students received B.A.’s in
business and management—compared to 7,500 in
philosophy and religion (Staff, 1994, Chronicle of Higher
Education, p. 31). Jacoby argues, “We have a zillion
students—new crops graduate each year—adept at
spreadsheets and risk management and fewer and fewer
who know something of the Middle East or even American
literature” (1991, p. 291). And what are we giving up by
these wholesale defections to the marketplace? Bellah et al.
(1991) argue that we are trading in “morally and socially
sensitive people capable of responsible interaction” (pp. 177178) for individuals who regard their brains as mere
“commodities” (Harman & Hormann, 1993; Rich, 1979).
Critics denounce the wholesale capitulation of the
academy to outside forces as a loss of integrity (Jacoby,
1991). As a result, some argue that we have yielded our
“expertise” in favor of student “equality” (for a discussion of
the tension between these two values, see Billig, Condor,
Edwards, Gane, Middleton, & Radley, 1987). Stanford’s
William Massy (1989) claims, “tastes have changed: people
used to be interested in the classics; now they are interested
in making money. . . . We need to provide an interesting
menu at the university. . . . If they don’t like the menu, we
have an obligation of change it”(p. 2). Consistent with this
interpretation, many observers suggest that the pendulum
moves back and forth: that a renewed interest in a broad
liberal-arts education may soon be upon us. In fact, some
recent surveys of CEOs show a preference for broadly
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educated students. Students, however, apparently need
more convincing (Butcher, 1990).
In a study of twenty-eight liberal arts institutions, Ragan
and McMillan (1989) found that a predominant theme of the
public discourse of the schools included equally strong
appeals to both a classical and a vocational education. In a
sort of “all things to all people” tone, the schools
consistently tout their classical roots while promising market
skills as well. Ragan and McMillan concluded that these
institutions have indeed adapted to the fiercely competitive
academic marketplace, while glossing over the fact that the
two somewhat contradictory claims which they have woven
together so artfully may not always harmoniously coexist in
pedagogical practice.
Organizational theorists (e.g., Kaldor, 1971; Stampfl,
1978) warn that disturbing things happen when
organizations become too preoccupied with the
marketplace: namely, they no longer are able to set their
own goals, they cannot capitalize on their own unique
strengths, they are unable to predict and to plan, and they
may strike dangerous compromises in their own activities in
order to serve the whims of the public. In a poignant
example, Carnegie-Mellon University’s academic units,
traditionally called simply “departments,” are now
commonly referred to as “profit centers.” Jacoby (1991)
warns that in search of the action, the modern university
may have lost its soul (p. 292).
Thus far, we have tended to focus on the implications of
the student-as-consumer metaphor for the professor and for
the administrator. But, the potential problems with this
model become even more apparent when we attend to what
it means for the student. For example, those students who
have internalized the consumer mentality are usually
content to lay back and wait for the “quick information fix”
(Martin, 1991, p. 35) which they believe they are due.
Adrienne Rich (1979) describes the consumer mentality as
one in which students expect to receive an education rather
than to claim one: to be “acted upon” rather than to “act” in
the pursuit of their educational goal (p. 231). Indeed student
[. . .] “consumers” expect an exchange between the teacher
and student which is increasingly monologic and
unidirectional; in fact they may demand it. The first author
received some criticisms of the portion of a recent course in
which students were asked to give class reports. The
complaints went something like this: “We didn’t sign up to
hear what our classmates have to say; we want to hear from
you.” Of course, the pedagogical sub-text in these comments
supports the spoon-feeding approach to learning, the oneway transfer. The position is one of an “academic
bystander,” waiting to be presented with the most attractive
academic option, rather than a co-participant in the
transactional enterprise of learning (Pernal, 1977; Rich,
1979).
Riesman (1980) claims that in the numerous interviews
which he has done with college students perhaps the most
frequent complaint is that they are “bored”—by a professor
who speaks in a monotone, reads from ancient lecture notes,
and gives examinations that are farcically easy. Rarely do
students cite their own inaction or lack of accountability as
the problem. [. . .]

4. The student-as-consumer metaphor
reinforces individualism at the expense of
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community.
Consumerism is self-centered (Lasch, 1979; Levine, 1980;
Schmookler, 1993); being “first in line” for The Sale, getting
the “best price,” receiving “top dollar,” “beating out the
competition,” and “winning the bid.” Each of these
consumer mantras suggests a zero-sum mentality in which
individuals must compete with one another for scarce
resources. Indeed, some may argue that consumerism and
competition are difficult to disentangle in the happy world
of supposedly free enterprise, and that young people must
learn both lessons well and without question.
But have we overdone it in the halls of learning where
we claim to promote social cohesion and cooperation? Have
we taught “getting ahead” so early and so well that
subsequent attempts at community have no chance? Alfie
Kohn (1986), in his persuasive book, No Contest: The Case
Against Competition, argues that the message that
competition is “appropriate, desirable, required, and even
unavoidable is drummed into us from nursery school to
graduate school.” It is, argues Kohn, “the subtext of every
lesson” (p. 25). And especially in higher education, the
connection is drawn by students again and again that it
might be nice to cooperate, but that sort of behavior just will
not fly in the “real world.”7 Psychologist Elliot Aronson
(1976) says that such individualistic notions form early:
If you are a student who knows the correct answer and
the teacher calls on one of the other kids, it is likely that
you will sit there hoping and praying that the kid will
come up with the wrong answer so that you will have a
chance to show the teacher how smart you are. . . .
Indeed, [children’s] peers are their enemies—to be
beaten. (p. 153, p. 206)

Alternatives to the Student-asConsumer Metaphor
We have sought to demonstrate how the consumer
metaphor has come to the academy and has influenced the
perceptions and actions of all its constituencies:
administration, faculty, students, and community alike. We
have applauded the responsiveness and accountability
which the metaphor calls for, but have decried its
distancing, fracturing effect on organizational actors; its
spotlighting of professors’ self-promotion and
entertainment; its “packaging” of the pedagogical process
itself; and its emphasis on “meism” at the expense of the
wider social good. At times we have perhaps overstated our
case against the student-as-consumer metaphor, but we
have done so to make our point clearly and forcefully and in
the interest of provoking debate and discussion. Our
answers to the dilemma which we have raised are modest
and they are few. They also are confined to what we know
best, rhetoric and communication. There seem to be at least
three suggestions which make sense, and we direct them to
academics and nonacademics alike:

1. Be alert to the power of language and
deliberate about linguistic choices.
Numerous writers (Beattie, 1987; Fassel, 1990; Schaef, 1987)
have suggested that distraction has virtually become an
American way of life, and we have learned to do it well—
with TV “channel surfing,” with alcohol and drugs, with
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technology, with work, with gambling, and even with more
positive things such as health and fitness. When we stop
“paying attention,” argue Bellah et al. (1991), we diminish
our collective intelligence, feeling, and moral sensitivity, and
our social institutions become weakened and impoverished.
More directly to our point, Schmookler (1993) suggests that
we should especially keep a watch out for the “invisible
sleight of hand” of the Market, which may appear to give us
choices, but which may in fact create a world that we would
not opt for if we were truly “free to choose and if we were
wise” (p. 13).
Metaphors, too, bear watching and listening. How are
they behaving? What might they be hiding? And most
important, do they still mean what we want them to mean?
A presumably useful metaphor, such as Student as Consumer,
when we turn our backs on it, can drag us where we really
don’t want to go (cf. Wendt, 1994).

2. Strike a good balance: be adaptable, but
maintain integrity.
Some interesting voices in this debate are those of the
organizational theorists who warn: “We don’t care what sort
of organization you’re running; it will run into trouble if you
pay too much attention to any one constituency” (see
Stampfl, 1978). So while those of us in higher education, in
the early days of the metaphor, “attended” as we should
have to the interests of our student-customers and their
parents and to the community at large, this gaze may now
be in danger of becoming a preoccupied “stare.” From a
rhetorical perspective, this preoccupation with the customer
may represent excessive pandering to the audience. Wayne
Booth (1972) argues that in any formal communication
situation, there ought to be a good balance between the
rhetorical concerns of ethos, pathos and logos. In our
application, to overemphasize the customer’s wishes of the
moment is unduly to privilege pathos and thereby assume
what Booth calls “the advertiser’s stance.” (One can, of
course, err in a more traditional direction, too, by indulging
only the informational content of the message, featuring
logos, and thus assuming “the pedant’s stance.” Consider,
for example, the image of the classics or the chemistry
professor who simply reads from the text, maintaining that
“the material speaks for itself.”) Offering some examples to
illustrate the problem, Booth quips that Winston Churchill
would hardly be the historical figure that he is had he
offered the British people “peace in our time” with some
laughs thrown in because a market analysis had shown that
“blood, sweat, and tears” was not playing well to the
audience (p. 223).
Perhaps the educational institution should take heed.
The rhetoric of accommodation to the customer may seem to
work well in the short term, but the academy cannot not
afford “quick fixes” at the expense of its long-term strength
and integrity.

3. Explore alternative ways of expressing who
we are and what we do.
When a metaphor becomes inappropriate or
counterproductive, argues Turbayne (1970), “we should
choose a new one” (p. 65); that is, we should look for
different words to talk about who we are and what we do in
the academy. Fairclough (1993) argues that today the
consumer-driven rhetoric of “promotionalism” emanates
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from our halls of ivy. DuGay and Salaman (1992) remind us
that “for an ideology/discourse to be considered hegemonic,
it is not necessary for it to be loved” (p. 630). Rather, argues
Leys (1990, p. 127, as quoted in DuGay & Salaman) it is
merely necessary that it have no serious rival. Perhaps it is
time for those of us who know the academic experience best
to submit some serious rivals: some different words, some
new metaphors, some creative images.
It has been suggested that we leave the “language of the
sovereign consumer” (DuGay & Salaman, 1992), which
features such terms as “objectivity,” “control,” “utility,” and
“quantity” (Bellah, et al., 1991), for “replacement
metaphors.” (Ivie, 1987) such as schools as “learning
communities” (Gamson & Associates, 1984), as
“communities of inquirers” (Peirce, quoted in Bellah, et al.,
1991), as “communities of interpreters” (Royce, 1916). Even a
move from “customer” to “client” would be helpful for
education in that the client is not always right! In that vein,
Solow (1993) suggests that educators adopt a relationship to
students akin to that of a physical trainer; the teacher’s role
is to guide and direct the exercise of the muscle of the mind:
“Having a good instructor,” argues Solow, “is necessary to a
successful workout, but the benefit of the session also
depends on how hard members [students] work . . . No
pain, no gain” (p. 1).
The innovative Marketing Department at Odense
University, Denmark, practices what the alternatives above
are preaching: In response to their students’ challenges to
adopt, reflexively, a “pure” (i.e., traditional) marketing
orientation, the faculty responds:
We take to be our mission a product orientation: that is
to say, the development and presentation of the highest
quality product possible in the study of marketing. We
invite you, the student, to learn what we have to offer
and to help shape and improve that product (personal
conversations with the second author, 1993).
Thus one academic department seeks to demonstrate the
redefinition of a metaphor: to show us that it is indeed
possible, through intention and through language, to
distribute accountability more equitably across stakeholders
in the educational process. (Of course, a product metaphor
has its limits, too.)
To those who would promote the student as consumer,
we offer the counter-proposal of a model of critical
engagement. In the past, of course, we were content simply to
call students “students.” Today, however, the felt need to
redefine them is an indication of widespread dissatisfaction
with institutions of higher learning, just as it is a diffusion of
influence of the sovereign Market. We seek a model that
does not distance students from the complete educational
process, but one that includes, entices and involves them. At
the same time, we need to recognize and preserve the
legitimate province of expertise and authority in which
faculty members do their work. Students can thus be seen as
“collaborators in training,” emphasizing that they are
cocreators of the educational experience even though they
have less experience than their instructors; “citizenspecialists,” stressing both the breadth and focus of an
individual’s education; or “apprentices in learning,”
suggesting an intimate and multi-faceted relationship
between the student and the instructor. Clearly, we need to
depart from the old-fashioned model of passive information
transmission, in which the student is viewed merely as a
Crescendo Publishing House Inc.

xcendo.net

receptor and mirror, just as we should avoid the temptation
to give students’ momentary reactions full governing control
of the educational process. The ideal of critical engagement
is a classroom of dynamic presentations of important and
interesting material, lively discussion and debate, open and
constructive criticism, and experiences that not only connect
with the “real” world but also transform perspectives on it.
Critical engagement suggests mutual respect between
teachers and students, common dedication to the process of
learning, and allowance for changes in and re-creating of
that process. Critical engagement means that students and
teachers are “stakeholders” in education—each with
interests, energies and talents to contribute. Students in this
way can take a certain kind of “ownership” of learning
while respecting the individual and collective wisdom of
teachers. Above all and regardless of any terms, metaphors,
or images we may settle upon, we should engage students,
while preserving their right to critique and shape the very
educational process in which they participate.

Notes
1 As Roderick Hart (1990) observes, it is as if we have
admitted a sort of linguistic defeat—that “literal” or
prosaic language simply is not equal to the task of
expressing our complex thoughts and emotions (p. 219).
And so we employ colorful metaphors to decrease the
distance between fallible symbols and “what we really
mean,” recognizing (at least at some level) that all language
is metaphorical in that we are forced always to describe
one thing in terms of another (see Burke, 1945/1969).
2–6 . . .
7 See Deetz (1992, p. 28), for a discussion of the political
implications of attributing “realness” to the work world
and “abstractness” to the educational one.
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Customers and Markets
CRAIG SWENSON

M

ost academic conferences these days include a paper
in which the presenter calls on higher education to
“respond to the needs of the market” and to “treat
students as customers.” As you listen, you can sense the hair
rising on the backs of professorial necks.
During the coffee break following one such presentation, I
overheard two professors conducting a postmortem. To view
students as customers, one argued, leads inevitably to
pandering. Students don’t know what they don’t know. That’s
the teacher’s job—to guide them. All this talk about being
responsive to the market, the other suggested, is about
economics pure and simple. It has little to do with education.
“The market,” he said, paraphrasing Charles Dickens’ famous
observation about the law, “is an ass.”
It was, frankly, a troubling conversation—one I’ve thought
about many times since. I don’t lack some sympathy for the
view of these colleagues. A nostalgic part of me wants the
campus to be a cloistered walk, a retreat from the market’s
incessant clamor. Students should come as intent on preparing
to make a life as they are to make a living. Corporations should
value as “skilled” employees who have drunk deeply from the
well of knowledge and have learned to think broadly and
critically.
I’m also a realist. Upwards of half our college and university
students are now of the age group we used to refer to as
nontraditional—of those, four out of five work full-time. Most
will tell you they returned to college to better their economic lot
in life. It’s difficult to argue that these students shouldn’t be
viewed as intelligent consumers of higher education, even
though doing so appeals to traditional, sometimes paternalistic
views of the student-faculty relationship.
As adults, they return to school because they choose to, not
to satisfy some coming-of-age ritual. Presumably, their greater
life experience makes them abler to participate in determining
their own educational needs. They’ve earned that right by
virtue of being grown-up.
At a different level, a profound social transformation has
accompanied our shift from a manufacturing to an information
economy. If society has changed, it seems naïve to expect that
its institutions wouldn’t adapt and evolve as well. It seems
clear, for example, that our economic future requires a
workforce whose members have skills that are in many ways
quite different from their predecessors.
“Knowledge” workers must be at once technically skilled
and broadly educated. If knowledge doubles every seven years,
it no longer seems possible for a person to learn the “body of
knowledge” of a discipline. Rather, students will need
increasingly to understand the foundation of a subject as well as
how to access and how to use new knowledge as it comes
available. Should we be surprised to find, then, that preparing
adults who already have many of these skills will require us to
change some of our own traditional practices? [. . .]

Customers as Consumers of Products
To the degree—as my coffee-break colleagues noted—that
students “don’t know what they don’t know,” it would be
improper to allow them to dictate the specifications of the
educational product. In the long run, customers would lose
respect of an organization or its product if R&D or quality
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control were put in the hands of amateurs with short-term
agendas. That’s true of the college curriculum as well. The
faculty can never abdicate its responsibility to ensure that what
we teach reflects the hierarchy of knowledge in our disciplines.
What customer-driven organizations know, however, is that
giving voice and listening to the people you serve is always
essential and pays dividends. This is especially true in fields
like health care and education, where the end “product”
(health, learning) depends on the customer’s active
participation. In classrooms, for example, it’s tempting for
professors to assume that they are the ultimate experts on every
topic and how it should be learned. With large numbers of
adult students in our classrooms, though, it’s likely that on any
given night someone in class knows more from direct
experience about a particular subject than the professor does. At
the same time, faculties dismiss at their peril what students
know about their own learning styles and needs.
When creating the 777, we might note, Boeing invested
heavily in consulting not only with the airlines that would buy
the planes, but with passengers who would fly in it. It’s difficult
to imagine Boeing adopting a customer’s product suggestion
that would endanger anyone’s safety. But the engineers who
designed that plan reported surprise at all the things they
hadn’t thought of. Their willingness to listen resulted in a
superior aircraft.

Customers as Consumers of Services
When it comes to viewing customers as consumers of a service,
most of us would agree that the customer is at least usually
right. That’s what each of us feels, isn’t it, when we are on the
receiving end of a service? We’re quick to condemn the
discourteous, slow, or unresponsive service we receive at a
bank, service station, or department store. Why shouldn’t
students feel the same way about the services provided by our
institutions?
With this distinction in mind, it seems fair to ask what
students are entitled to by virtue of being customers of higher
education. Further, in what ways are the organizations that
employ our graduates also our customers? Here are five ways
that colleges and universities can appropriately respond to
students and their employers.

1. Create a culture that focuses on student
learning instead of teaching.
In college, the motto of my accounting teachers was, “cover the
material.” I’m not suggesting that they didn’t know their stuff—
quite contrary. It just seemed that getting through the text by
the end of the quarter was the goal—if students learned some
accounting along the way, that was nice too.
But whose goal—and what customer was thus served? The
goal of postsecondary educators should be that every one of our
graduates knows and is able to do what his or her degree
implies. Our business, then, is learning—not offering courses or
covering the material.
Happily, most college classes are taught by instructors who
know their subject matter and have high expectations for
student performance. These are necessary but insufficient
conditions for learning, however. Students also deserve “rich”
learning environments. They deserve teachers who use methods
that recognize differences in learning styles, and who
understand that students will learn more if they are actively
involved in their own learning. Students also deserve the right
to learn from one another—a process that requires a teacher
who can facilitate the exchange of information, ideas, and
expertise. [. . .]
Our students further deserve answers to their questions, a
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clear understanding of expectations, rich and ample feedback
on their work, real access to their teachers, and a learning
environment that encourages them to take the personal risk of
challenging, questioning, and exploring without fear of ridicule.
What we give, we can then expect in return.
The assumptions upon which a learning culture depends are
quite different from those for a culture emphasizing teaching. In
the former, the student is at the center; in the latter, the subject
matter. When student learning is the focus, the yardstick is not
“Did I cover the material?” but “Did they learn what they
should have?” A student (or employer) expects this. It is always
the student’s responsibility to learn, but the good sense of that
must be met by teachers who will do everything possible to
facilitate it.

2. Accept the responsibility to teach more than
the course content.
Numerous studies have identified the skills needed for our
students to become productive as knowledge workers. Those
skills include the ability to write clearly and persuasively, to
articulate and present ideas to others orally, to work capably in
group and team settings, and to analyze and think critically
about problems. A college education should teach these abilities
as well as the subject matter of a field. But the attitude of some
college teachers is an adamant, “That’s not my job.”
It is foolhardy to expect that a lone, required course in
writing, public speaking, or critical thinking will be sufficient to
develop these competencies. They require a longer term process
of development (and practice), which means they have to be the
aim of a learning process extending across the curriculum. The
objection that “we don’t have time” to teach these abilities and
the subject matter betrays a poverty of aims and an ignorance of
the learning process. Indeed, we can use development of these
competencies to teach disciplinary knowledge more effectively;
as we do so, students become more involved and effective in
their own learning. Because of this link, we don’t have time not
to teach them.
Some students, especially some of the younger ones, won’t
welcome these ideas—so much for the customer always being
right. Teachers will need to persuade students that these
activities will prepare them better for the future. Also, students
aren’t the only customers here. The organizations that do or will
employ them, as well as the larger society, are also customers to
whom we must respond and these are the very abilities they
demand of our graduates.

3. Involve students in establishing the objectives
for their learning.
Regardless of age, all of us are students of subjects about which
we are ignorant; we have limited abilities to make decisions
about what to learn because we don’t know what we don’t
know. However, if the literature of psychology tells us
anything, it is that goal setting and task performance go hand in
hand. Simply handing all students the same canned task seldom
brings the personal engagement necessary to learning,
especially for adults. To maximize that engagement, each
student should have a part in setting goals for learning and
have a measure of independence and control over the doing of
assignments. This doesn’t mean that teachers should abdicate
their responsibility for creating a coherent curriculum. It does
mean that they can’t hope to do so alone.
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4. Make administrative services available to
students at times, in places, and in ways that
meet their needs.
Treating students as customers requires support services that
are convenient and accessible to them. Many colleges and
universities enroll increasing numbers of commuting students,
many of whom are working adults. For these students, services
offered between 9 A.M. and 5 P.M., Monday through Friday,
present real barriers to participation.
Students often report being forced to drop out or to take
much longer to graduate than hoped because classes are often
available only during “normal” business hours or only during
semesters when certain professors are around. They might
prefer to buy books on the way home from work or, better still,
by phone or on the Internet; they can’t afford to take off work to
meet with an academic counselor at 10 in the morning. Soon
enough, an institution’s commuters come to see responses to
their needs taking a back seat to those they perceive to be the
real customers of the institution—its faculty and administrators.
Having customers implies giving prompt, courteous, and
responsive service. It suggests following through on our
commitments to them, returning their phone calls, and not
making them feel they are bothering us (as in “This would be a
great place to work if it weren’t for those—ed students”). It
requires that we treat them as we expect to be treated when we
are on the receiving end of a service.

5. Listen to the corporate customer.
In my interactions with colleagues who’ve spent most of their
adult lives in higher education, I often sense condescension
toward people who chose business as a career. Too many
professors think they are better and smarter than those who
chose the other path—that higher education is a purer, worthier
pursuit.
But my executive friends are as bright, capable, wellrounded, and virtuous as my professor friends. As responsible
executives, they know what they need in employees and don’t
think it too much to ask that higher education assume a share of
the burden for preparing them. In many cases, they’re footing
the bill for their employees’ education. They’ve also found
educators who are arrogant and unwilling to listen when they
try to make this point.
Contrary to academic belief, business people do not want
narrowly educated employees. They recognize the value of
people who understand more than just their own jobs. And they
believe that the practical and the theoretical can indeed be
married. Some give and take on both sides, then, could result in
real improvement in the product of higher education.
In sum: having “customers” in higher education doesn’t
mean pandering. It doesn’t mean the customer is always right.
It doesn’t mean we never say no. It does mean treating people
with respect. It means listening and adapting. It means
balancing the goals of a liberal education with those of a
practical education without diminishing the worth of either.
I believe it is possible to treat students and their employers
as customers to be responsive to markets without apology. If
higher education won’t do so, I’m sure others will.
Craig Swenson is regional vice president at the University of
Phoenix. From Change, September/October 1998.
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Section 2.
Bingeing, Risk, and Public Health
Purging Bingeing
ED CARSON

E

rin and Jason don’t think they drink excessively. “When I
think of bingeing, I think of people drinking until they
puke,” says Erin, a 20-year old sophomore at the
University of Oregon, adding that she usually stops at six
drinks when she goes out on the weekend.
“I think drinking to get really drunk is stupid,” says Jason, a
20-year-old junior. So what is a reasonable amount? “I usually
have seven or eight beers,” he says as he takes a gulp from his
sixth glass.
But the public health establishment says both Erin and Jason
are binge drinkers, defined as anyone who has had at least five
drinks (sometimes four drinks for women) in one sitting during
the previous two weeks. College drinking has attracted a lot of
attention recently with the release of several studies reporting
that some two-fifths of college students are binge drinkers. The
studies say virtually all binge drinkers admit suffering some
negative consequences, ranging from hangovers to sexual
assaults. And they don’t hurt just themselves. In a 1994 study
by the Harvard School of Public Health, 82 percent of nonbinge
drinkers living in dorms, fraternities, or sororities said they had
experienced “secondhand binge effect.” As Selena, an 18-year
old Oregon freshman puts it, “You always know when they
come back from the bars at 4 A.M. screaming their heads off.”
So last year, when the Center on Addiction and Substance
Abuse at Columbia University (CASA) claimed the percentage
of college women drinking to get drunk had more than tripled
during the previous 15 years, the news media were quick to
hype the finding that drinking on campus had reached
“epidemic proportions.” But as Kathy McNamara-Meis
revealed in the Winter 1995 Forbes MediaCritic, CASA’s
conclusions were based on a misleading comparison of results
from a 1977 survey of all college women and a 1992 survey of
freshman women. Since freshmen drink more than any other
class, such a comparison would suggest an increase in
drunkenness even if nothing had changed. In fact, says David
Hanson, a professor of sociology at the State University of New
York at Potsdam who has studied alcohol use on campus for
more than 20 years, “the evidence shows that the actual trend is
as flat as your little sister’s chest.”
As this episode suggests, the problems associated with
college drinking are overstated and misunderstood. Since
college students have limited responsibilities, they can usually
drink heavily without serious repercussions. Drunken college
students do sometimes get into trouble, of course. But this is not
a drinking problem; it is a drinking behavior problem.
For neoprohibitionists, alcohol itself is the problem. In their
eyes, college students are children—children who can vote and
serve in the military, but still children—who must be shielded
from the pernicious effects of drinking. According to the federal
Office for Substance Abuse Prevention, “for kids under 21, there
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is no difference between alcohol or other drug use and abuse.”
Yet most college students under 21 don’t think they are doing
anything wrong by drinking. “I’m not hurting anyone,” says
Derek, a 20-year old sophomore. “I’m just having a good time.”
Many college administrators say the 21-year purchase age just
makes drinking more attractive.
“The 21 law makes alcohol a forbidden fruit and encourages
underage students to drink,” says Carl Wartenburg, dean of
admissions at Swarthmore College. A 1994 survey by the CORE
Institute at Southern Illinois University found that students
under 21 drank more, and more often, than older students.
Underage students at the University of Oregon have little
trouble obtaining alcohol. Most dorms have a no-use policy, but
resident assistants just try to crack down on partying and
encourage students to drink off campus. Fake IDs are
everywhere. If they don’t have IDs, students usually can find a
party off campus or get someone older to buy for them.
Students may drink to let off steam, or drink to get drunk, or
boast about how much they can drink without puking. But
college drinking, by and large, remains social drinking. UO
students could buy a half-rack of Henry Weinhard’s Ale and
drink at home. But instead they pay a lot more to drink at
Rennie’s or Max’s because they want to be around other people.
Drinking isn’t only something to do—it’s something
everyone can do together. It’s how many freshmen begin
meeting people. “You don’t know anybody, and then
somebody hands you a beer and pretty soon you’re hanging out
with a bunch of guys,” says Eric, a 19-year old sophomore,
remembering his first days in college. Freshmen drink hard
early on: A 1995 Harvard study of college freshmen found that
70 percent binge drink in their social circle (and worship once
or twice at the Temple of the Porcelain God), many decide to
drink infrequently or not at all.
But others choose to drink throughout college. “When
people ask me why college students drink,” says Hanson, the
sociologist, “I say, ‘Why not?’” People in the “real world” have
too little time and too many responsibilities to drink heavily
night after night. They have to get up early five days a week,
work all day, then go home to their families. Co-workers and
family members count on them to live up to their obligations.
College students are usually responsible only for themselves.
All they have to do is go to a few classes and study when it’s
convenient. Michael Haines, coordinator of Health
Enhancement Services at Northern Illinois University, notes
that campus life is set up for binge behavior of all kinds.
Students stay up one night cramming for a test, sleep in until
noon the next day, then drink all night.
Research finds that college students who drink heavily have
lower grades than those who drink moderately or not at all. But
these students generally aren’t chemistry majors whose grades
and classes will be critical for graduate school and future
careers. They tend to be business or social science majors who
will probably end up in jobs that have little to do with their
academic studies. “The truth is that most students can go out
drinking several nights a week and get by,” says Wartenburg,
the Swarthmore dean.
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College students get into trouble not because they drink to
get drunk but because they get drunk to be irresponsible. “I was
drunk” is a get-out-of-jail-free card for college students who act
like idiots, get into fights, climb into construction equipment, or
behave in other unacceptable or embarrassing ways. It works
because friends know that drinking makes people lose control
and they may want to use alcohol as an excuse for their own
behavior, especially sexual behavior. According to the Harvard
study, 41 percent of frequent binge drinkers engage in
unplanned sexual activity, as opposed to only 4 percent for
nonbinge drinkers.
But unplanned does not mean unwanted. Students drink
because they want to feel uninhibited. Men are less hesitant to
approach women because they know that if their advances are
rejected, they can laugh it off later, saying they were drunk.
Women, who still face a double standard when it comes to
sleeping around, can blame one-night stands on alcohol.
So men and women have a strong incentive to attribute
sexual behavior to drinking, which can be dangerous. Men may
be inappropriately aggressive, and willing women may later
claim they did not consent. The popularity of the alcohol excuse
also helps explain the higher rates of unplanned and
unprotected sex while drinking, because halting
“uncontrollable” sex to be responsible would destroy the
illusion of chemical compulsion.
Although alcohol has consistent effects on motor skills
among people of different cultures, its effects on behavior may
have more to do with expectations than with pharmacology.
Researchers at Washington University in Seattle have found
that students who think they are drinking alcoholic beverages
become more animated and aggressive, even if they’ve had only
tonic water. Anthropologists have discovered that alcohol’s
behavioral effects are shaped by culture. In Europe, people
grow up drinking beer or wine as a normal part of family life,
so drinking is no big deal and generally doesn’t cause problems.
Americans, by contrast, have always been ambivalent about
drinking. As Hanson notes, we “think dry and act wet”: We
associate drinking with negative behavior but do it anyway. In
addition to a person’s “set” (beliefs and expectations), the
“setting” where drinking takes place has an important impact
on drinking behavior. A young man having wine at a family
dinner will not behave the same as he would at a bachelor
party.
College drinking behavior usually resembles a bachelor
party more than a family dinner, but it also varies more with
the situation. When students go to a $3.00 all-you-can-drink
kegger, they descend into a dimly lit, damp, smoky, and
crowded basement. The beer is terrible, there’s no place to sit,
and everyone is pushing and shoving to get their money’s
worth before the keg runs out. The only thing to do is drink fast
and hard. Students at keggers are mostly underage because
they have nowhere else to drink, thanks to the 21 law.
Things are usually more festive at college bars and fraternity
functions. The beer is flowing, so students can relax and have a
good, rowdy time. Drinking takes on a party atmosphere,
which means strong sexual overtones. Bars and frat parties keep
the music at a throbbing volume, making it difficult to talk.
But at the East 19th Street Café, one of five microbreweries
near the UO campus, the music is turned down low so people
can talk without shouting and savor the premium ales, porters,
and stouts. The brew pubs are probably the closest college
equivalent to an adult drinking environment. Some graduate
students and twenty-somethings come to 19th Street, but most
patrons are undergraduates who also spend a lot of time in the
campus bars. No matter how much people had to drink, I never
witnessed drunken or boorish behavior by anyone at a brewery.
With an understanding of how set and setting affect
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drinking behavior, social norms can be used to control
problems. People used to wink and laugh at drunk driving.
Now it’s considered reckless and stupid, and drunk-driving
fatalities have fallen dramatically. Many college administrators
would like to design programs to encourage responsible
drinking, but they are blocked by federal law. Thanks to the
Drug-Free Schools and Community Act Amendments of 1989,
universities must have an official no-use alcohol policy for
students under 21 or risk losing federal funds, including
student financial aid. “It’s hard to teach people how to do
something responsibly if it’s illegal to do it at all,” says
Swarthmore’s Wartenburg.
Nevertheless, some colleges are succeeding. In the late
1980s, officials at Northern Illinois University realized that the
traditional approach of controlling consumption and keeping
alcohol away from underage students wasn’t working. A 1988
survey found that 43 percent of NIU students were binge
drinkers, but students believed 70 percent were. NIU
administrators thought that misperception of the campus norm
was encouraging drinking. “What people feel is the norm has a
rather potent influence on behavior,” Haines, the NIU
administrator, observes.
So with a slim budget of $6,000 the university began taking
out ads in the campus paper during the 1989-90 school year
reporting actual binge-drinking rates on campus. It also hired
students to dress up like the Blues Brothers and hand out dollar
bills to anyone who could report this information correctly. By
1995, perceived binge drinking had fallen to 43 percent. More
important, actual binge drinking fell to 28 percent, and alcoholrelated problems fell proportionally.
Officials at the University of Oregon are hoping to
transplant Northern Illinois’s success to their campus. Oregon is
also one of many colleges that has set up substance-free dorms
for students who want to avoid the mayhem in the regular
dorms. “It’s a great way for people who don’t want to drink to
avoid people who do,” says Hanson. But there is probably a
limit to what colleges and universities can do. The days when
colleges served in loco parentis are long gone.
The best place for students to learn responsible drinking
behavior is at home. “Children follow in their parents’
footsteps,” says Hanson. “What they learn in the home has
more impact than what they pick up from friends or at school.”
Instead of allowing other students to teach their children
“normal” drinking behavior, parents can teach their children to
drink in moderation, with food, and in the company of adults.
Unfortunately, Hanson says, many parents are reluctant to
teach their children responsible drinking when underage
drinking is illegal outside the home and public health
campaigns warn against sending “mixed messages.” But
accountability is not a mixed message. The principle that people
are responsible for their behavior even when drinking should
be drilled into young people’s heads by parents as they are
growing up and reinforced in college.
Not that college students would abandon keggers, campus
bars, and frat parties altogether. College is not the real world,
and responsible drinking has a different meaning there. “You
gotta do it [drinking] in moderation,” says Craig, a 23-year-old
University of Oregon senior. “I think that you should go out
once a week and get wasted—that’s moderation.”
Ed Carson is a staff reporter for Reason. From Reason, December
1995.
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“Drinking Age Has Simply
Got to Go,” Say Campus Riots
PAMELA WHITE
(U WIRE) BOULDER, Colo.—The young are always the first
to recognize hypocrisy. Unlike their elders, who’ve been
shoveled so much manure over the years that they’ve grown
numb to the smell, young people can tell almost
immediately when society is feeding them a line. So it’s no
wonder that Boulder’s young adults are incensed over the
state’s drinking laws.
Last weekend marked the first anniversary of the
University Hill “beer” riots. And while the days here passed
more or less without incident, riots rocked both Pullman,
Wash., and East Lansing, Mich. In both cases, drinking laws
were cited as one of the causes contributing to the unrest.
Old people, like me, have responded both to last year’s
violence and to recent events with scorn.
“They’re rioting over beer?” we sniff disdainfully while
shaking our graying heads, “How absurd.”
Our disgust with the violence and its emotional and
financial costs is well justified. Violence can only be justified
in cases of self-defense, and even then, it is a tragedy.
Rioting should never by condoned.
But when we casually dismiss the root of these young
people’s anger, we are missing the point. Their frustration
has less to do with a desire to drink booze and more to do
with social justice.
At age 18, Coloradans can live on their own, but they
can’t drink a beer.
At age 18, they can gamble, but they can’t drink a beer.
At age 18, they can commit themselves to another person
for the rest of their lives in marriage, but they can’t drink a
beer.
At age 18, they can be parents, but they can’t drink a
beer.
They can vote, but they can’t drink a beer.
But, worst of all, males 18 and over are required to
submit to the draft, through which they might be forced on
pain of imprisonment to risk their lives in military combat.
But they can’t drink a beer. Give them a tank, but not a
tankard.
This is not an inconsistency. It’s a travesty. To ask
someone to lay down his life defending freedoms he has yet
to enjoy is both unfair and just plain stupid.
I suppose the nation could choose to remedy this by
raising the age at which men are required to register with
the Selective Service, or better yet, by eliminating the
accursed draft altogether.
It might also be a good idea to raise the age at which
people can consent to marry to 21. Or better yet, 30. Imagine
how few divorces there would be if we all waited to tie the
knot until we know what the heck we’re doing with our
lives.
Still, the best solution might be the most difficult for
Coloradans to embrace, afflicted with the curse of
Puritanism as most Americans are. Rather than glamorizing
alcohol by setting it up as a rite of passage into full
adulthood, we should abolish the drinking age completely.
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I came of age in Denmark, where there is no drinking
age. And, yes, I got smashed more than a few times. But I
did so under the watchful eyes of my Danish parents. By the
time I was 18 and living on my own in Copenhagen, the idea
of drinking to become intoxicated had become passé,
replaced by the notion of having a good wine with dinner.
My Danish friends, who had lived all their lives knowing
that alcohol was available to them, drank less than I did,
most of them needing only one hangover to convince them
that bingeing on booze was a bad idea.
On the other hand, their Swedish counterparts, who back
then had a legal drinking age of 18, often spent weekends in
Helsingor, retching and reeking of brandy bought at the
duty free shop on the Helsingor ferry. (Their behavior has
given rise to the Danish stereotype of Swedes as “drunken
Swedes.”)
Of course, it’s not really fair to compare any place in the
United States with any place in Scandinavia. They’ve
managed to achieve a level of social justice and liberty there
that we can only dream about.
Yet I’m not the first person in Boulder to call for the
abolition of the drinking age. The call has been sounded
time and time again by sincere people across the political
spectrum. But it has always fallen on reactionary ears.
Instead of taking the logical step and backing off, we now
have tougher drinking laws and more rigid enforcement,
forgetting, I suppose, that Prohibition has never worked and
never will.
Last weekend, I watched as a dozen or more police
converged on a party of 40, including about 23 underage
drinkers. The cops were only doing their job, enforcing a law
they’ve been asked to enforce. But the kids, other than
drinking beer, weren’t behaving badly—until the police
arrived. Then the whole thing degenerated, with the hosts,
who’d already been ticketed for providing alcohol to
underage drinkers, refusing to cooperate with the cops, even
trying to barricade the doors. This was, of course, a dumb
thing to do.
Not surprisingly, police were frustrated and impatient.
They’d tried the kid glove approach and had found a
gauntlet dropped in their laps. The students were foul
mouthed and furious.
“What do they expect us to do?” asked one young
woman, who was over 21 and clearly not intoxicated.
“Especially on the week before finals.”
I felt sorry for all of them, police and partygoers alike.
The cops were only doing their job. The kids were only
doing what generation upon generation of American youth
have done before them. The conflict between students and
police is ultimately the result of actions taken by the federal
government, which forced Colorado to raise its drinking
age. When I was 18, some time shortly after the Pleistocene,
18 year olds were allowed to drink 3.2 beers.
Which brings us to the only real solution to this
problem—political action. Young people might consider
putting aside thoughts of keggers for the moment and think
about writing to their state and federal representatives
instead. Because folks in the State Legislature and Congress
are, generally speaking, even older than I am, it might take a
while to convince them to change our drinking laws, but it is
the only way to permanently effect change.
From Colorado Daily, May 8, 1998.
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Wisdom in a Bottle
CAMILLE PAGLIA

O Auntie Mame:
I once again find myself in the spin cycle over the
latest phase of screaming campus hysterics:
“Binge Drinking.” Though I’m the first person to
call the recent death of the Louisiana State
University student at the center of this episode a
real tragedy, the doting uber-mothers and fathers
of Clean Campus Living are now on a new
warpath—probably since date rape and
heterosexual AIDS have lost their novelty as
crusades. Thankfully, I’m beyond their clutches,
as I graduated from my university-cum-nursery
school a couple of years back. My question to
you, Madam Oracle, is: Do we need any more
campus babysitting for “boys” and “girls” who
20 years ago, at their age, were considered very
much ADULTS? Where’s the common sense in
these fools? Sounds like Carry Nation wields a
sledge hammer, not an ax, these days! Quick—
Pass me the poppers!
Shaken, Not Stirred

Dear Shaken:
The cultural savvy of Salon readers is welldemonstrated by your raffish sobriquet alluding to
one of my favorite scenes in “Auntie Mame,” where
Mame’s schoolboy nephew perkily mixes a very
professional martini for the flabbergasted banker,
Mr. Babcock: “Stir never shake—it bruises the gin!”
The authoritarian Big Mommy and Daddy who
run the summer camps we call colleges can’t decide
what a student is these days: A thinking, breathing,
exploring, risk-taking adult? Or a cash cow haltered
and hidebound by the thick parental checkbook? I
say let the herd out of the barn, and let the hooves
fall where they may! Growing up means being
allowed to take a tumble in your own dung.
The absurdity of the Louisiana State University
case is that alcohol was banned on campus, as if the
latter were in Puritan Salem rather than Xanadu
Baton Rouge, La. Thus LSU students are forced to
chug-to-the-max off campus to sustain their high
and then endanger their lives and others’ by driving
home in a sodden state.
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“Binge drinking” is a Dionysian response to
Apollonian overcontrol of another area of life. I
have always strongly opposed the draconian raising
of the legal drinking age to 21 in this country, a
highly politicized and infantilizing measure that
deprived the majority of young people of their
freedoms in order to constrain a tiny, careless
minority responsible for traffic accidents.
Alcohol, with its ancient history and its
standardized, quality-controlled modern
commercial production, is far preferable to drugs or
pills as a tool of youthful experimentation.
Manipulation of mood and alteration of
consciousness are important first stages in higher
education—as long as one is not destroyed by them.
Identity is developed by a temporary dissolution of
the mental structure imposed by parents, teachers
and other adults. Creativity in the arts especially
profits from that dangerous, exciting fluidity.
Teetotalers may be the spine of the nation, but
drinkers are its heart and balls.
European universities would never dream of
meddling in their students’ private lives. But
American universities have reverted to “in loco
parentis” (in place of the parent)—the parietal rules
and repressive oversight that my 1960s generation
rebelled against and smashed. Administrators are
locked in Machiavellian marriage with nosy, tuitionpaying parents. Even the retiring president of Bryn
Mawr College (a hotbed of p.c. feminism) recently
complained to the Philadelphia Inquirer that today’s
parents won’t let their children grow up and that
they’re overinvolved with micromanaging their
Bryn Mawr daughters’ lives by constant e-mail and
phone calls.
It’s not binge drinking that’s the problem—it’s
the banality and mediocrity of American higher
education that produces students’ desperate lust for
gusto. I have certainly seen many talented people
destroyed by alcohol and drugs. But as William
Blake said, “The road of excess leads to the palace of
wisdom.”
My sympathies are with the orgiasts—like Oscar
Wilde, who quipped, “Work is the curse of the
drinking class.” And like Patsy Stone of “Absolutely
Fabulous,” whose Ivana-blond image, with a vodka
bottle plastered to her lips, is printed on one of my
favorite T-shirts. In vino veritas!
Camille Paglia offers online advice for the
culturally disgruntled at Ask Camille (available at
http://www.salon.com).
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Binge Drinking as a Substitute
for a “Community of
Learning”
KENNETH A. BRUFFEE

T

he Harvard School of Public Health found in 1993 that binge
drinking is widespread on American college campuses,
particularly among members of fraternities and sororities.
The school’s most recent report documents the disturbing fact that
binge drinking has not declined in the five years since that first
study. Even though the proportion of students who declare
themselves teetotalers is slightly larger, the effects of binge drinking
continue to be widespread and severe. They range from poor
grades to destruction of property, assault, drunk driving, and death
(The Chronicle, September 18, 1998).
To stem the tide of binge drinking, colleges have tried closing
fraternities and sororities, punishing heavy drinkers, enlisting the
help of liquor-store owners, and banning alcohol on their
campuses. So far, those efforts have largely failed. One reason may
be that missing from most of them, and from most research on the
subject, is an understanding of why first-year students join
fraternities and sororities in the first place.
I know why I joined one, many more years ago that I care to
mention. I arrived on that gracious, learned, sophisticated campus
to find myself among people—professors, administrators,
upperclassmen (yes, all were men in those days)—who were
committed (it seemed to me) to making me feel just how green,
scared, lonely, and small-town I was. They all seemed vexed that I
wasn’t already what they hoped I would become. Administrators
told me how much I had to learn and how hard I had to work to
learn it. Professors told me how little they valued what I already
knew, and how trivial and misleading would be anything that I
learned from anyone but themselves. I was an intrusive rube. I
didn’t belong.
Most of my fellow freshmen seemed committed to making me
feel like a rube, too. Today I think I know why, though I certainly
did not know it then. They were trying as hard as I was to conceal
from everyone, including themselves, that they, too, were green,
scared, lonely, and small-town.
I joined a fraternity because I wanted, desperately, to belong.
Fraternity members were the only people on the campus who
seemed to know what it meant to feel like a rube, who knew the
depth and overwhelming intensity of an 18-year-old’s need to
belong. They knew how to marshal and exploit that need because
they’d been there themselves not long before. Fraternities seemed
to be the only place on campus with a ready supply of friends for
freshmen.
There were certainly no friends to be had where I thought I
would achieve my most consequential goals as a college student—
in my classes. I made no friends there until my last year in college,
and then only by chance. Even today, most college students make
few friends through their classes until late in their college careers, if
at all.
That’s one reason college students become binge drinkers.
Such a claim may sound like some kind of bad joke, so I hasten
to explain.
Most of the talk about binge drinking, the research into it, and
the administrative attempts to curb it assume a sharp distinction
between the “academic” and the “social” connections of college
students with their peers. Students also make that distinction. If
you ask a cross section of college students about their friends, some
may say they occasionally talk with a few of them about their
course work and (if they admit at all to such eccentricities) their
intellectual and aesthetic interests. With the rest of their friends,
they’ll say, such topics seldom come up.
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It’s peculiar, when you think about it, that most American
colleges do not help entering students make friends through their
course work. Presumably, one goal of liberal education is to enrich
life with the kind of conversation that comes with substantive
friendship. And when colleges actively provide students with the
opportunity to make friends through their classes, they eagerly
grasp the chance.
A study of 183 students who entered Brooklyn College in the
fall of 1987 and took courses that were organized into “learning
communities”—in which the same group of students was registered
for three courses together—showed that 73 percent agreed with the
statement that the experience “helps students make new friends
more easily.” The retention rate of the students studied was 73 per
cent, compared with the college’s normal average of 59 percent.
Many students who do make it to their junior and senior years
are likely to concede (if only in private) that most of their
friendships then tend to merge social interests with academic and
aesthetic interests—from pursing genetic research to listening to
Mozart concertos. By then their sense of belonging is rooted in the
academic major they have chosen and in the new interests they
have developed in elective courses.
Of course, some freshmen arrive on the campus in the company
of old high-school friends. But those students, too—most of them
similarly green, scared, lonely 18-year-olds—feel the pressing need
to belong to the new world they have entered. And they, too, are
willing to belong on any terms, even terms that require them to
continue to keep their curiosity and thought deeply buried.
Those are the terms of membership that fraternities and
sororities offer. In return, these social clubs provide companionship
that is predictable, reliable, aesthetically unimaginative, and
intellectually unchallenging. So-called “wild parties” and the binge
drinking that fuels them are misguided attempts to breathe life into
stultifying conventionality.
In contrast, many traditional college classrooms—organized
around lectures and class discussions—offer surprise, change, and
intellectual stimulation. But their structure emphasizes individual
mastery, self-sufficiency, and exclusion of outside distractions.
While encouraging individual achievement, such courses often
foster little substantive social interaction among students.
Colleges can do a great deal more than they generally do to
make classrooms a source of social engagement around substantive
issues. One approach is collaborative learning and related ways of
organizing course work, team projects, and peer tutoring.
Research can guide colleges in such efforts. We need to know
whether collaborative learning actually does help students bring to
the surface suppressed curiosity and thought, and, if so, how. Most
of all, we need to know whether collaborative learning—especially,
but not exclusively, during the first year of college—can give
students opportunities to make friends in settings that are not
merely social, vapid encounters, and, as a result, reduce the social
desperation that drives students to binge drinking.
Granted, research is unlikely to show that collaborative learning
is a universal solution to social problems in colleges. Research
certainly will not demonstrate that collaborative learning alone can
empty out fraternity and sorority houses.
But I am confident that research will show that collaborative
learning can give entering college students a chance to experience a
refreshingly new kind of social intimacy with their peers. It could
help American colleges chip away at the problem of binge drinking,
by helping to generate social cohesion, civil discourse, and, yes,
even friendship among young people who arrive on campuses
green, scared, lonely and small-town.
KENNETH A BRUFFEE is a professor of English and director of
the Honors Academy at Brooklyn College of the City University of
New York. From the Chronicle of Higher Education, February 5, 1999.
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Smoking and the Tyranny of
Public Health
JACOB SULLUM

F

rom a public health perspective, smoking is not an
activity or even a habit. It is “Public Health Enemy
Number One,” “the greatest community health hazard,”
“the single most important preventable cause of death,” “a
pediatric disease,” “the manmade plague,” “the global tobacco
epidemic.” It is something to be stamped out, like smallpox or
yellow fever. This view of smoking is part of a public health
vision that encompasses all sorts of risky behavior, including
not just smoking and drinking, using illegal drugs, overeating,
failing to exercise, owning a gun, speeding, riding a motorcycle
without a helmet—in short, anything that can be said to
increase the incidence of disease or injury.
Although this sweeping approach is a relatively recent
development, we can find intimations of it in the public health
rhetoric of the 19th century. In the introduction to the first
major American book on public health, U.S. Army surgeon John
S. Billings explained the field’s concerns: “Whatever can cause,
or help to cause, discomfort, pain, sickness, death, vice, or
crime—and whatever has a tendency to avert, destroy, or
diminish such causes—are matters of interest to the sanitarian.”
Despite this ambitious mandate, and despite the book’s
impressive length (nearly 1,500 pages in two volumes), A
Treatise on Hygiene and Public Health had little to say about the
issues that occupy today’s public health professionals. There
were no sections on smoking, alcoholism, drug abuse, obesity,
vehicular accidents, mental illness, suicide, homicide, domestic
violence, or unwanted pregnancy. Published in 1879, the book
was instead concerned with things like compiling vital statistics;
preventing the spread of disease; abating public nuisances; and
assuring wholesome food, clean drinking water, and sanitary
living conditions.
A century later, public health textbooks discuss the control
of communicable diseases mainly as history. The field’s present
and future lies elsewhere. “The entire spectrum of ‘social
ailments,’ such as drug abuse, venereal disease, mental illness,
suicide, and accidents, includes problems appropriate to public
health activity,” explains Principles of Community Health. “The
greatest potential for improving the health of the American
people is to be found in what they do and don’t do and for
themselves. Individual decisions about diet, exercise, stress, and
smoking are of critical importance.” Similarly, Introduction to
Public Health notes that the field, which once “had much
narrower interests,” now “includes the social and behavioral
aspects of life—endangered by contemporary stresses, addictive
diseases, and emotional instability.”
The extent of the shift can be sensed by perusing a few
issues of the American Public Health Association’s journal. In
1911, when the journal was first published, typical articles
included “Modern Methods of Controlling the Spread of Asiatic
Cholera,” “Sanitation of Bakeries and Restaurant Kitchens,”
“Water Purification Plant Notes,” and “The Need of Exact
Accounting for Still-Births.” Issues published in 1995 offered
articles like “Menthol vs. Nonmenthol Cigarettes: Effects on
Smoking Behavior,” “Compliance with the 1992 California
Motorcycle Helmet Use Law,” “Correlates of College Student
Binge Drinking,” and “The Association Between Leisure-Time
Physical Activity and Dietary Fat in American Adults.”
In a sense, the change in focus is understandable. After all,
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Americans are not dying the way they once did. The chapter on
infant mortality in A Treatise on Hygiene and Public Health reports
that during the late 1860s and early 1870s two-fifths to one-half
of children in major American cities died before reaching the
age of five. The major killers included measles, scarlet fever,
smallpox, diphtheria, whooping cough, bronchitis, pneumonia,
tuberculosis, and “diarrheal diseases.” Beginning in the 1870s,
the discovery that infectious diseases were caused by specific
microorganisms made it possible to control them through
vaccination, antibiotics, better sanitation, water purification,
and elimination of carriers such as rats and mosquitoes. At the
same time, improvements in nutrition and living conditions
increased resistance to infection.
Americans no longer live in terror of smallpox or cholera.
Despite occasional outbreaks of infectious diseases such as
rabies and tuberculosis, the fear of epidemics that was once an
accepted part of life is virtually unknown. The one exception is
AIDS, which is not readily transmitted and remains largely
confined to a few high-risk groups. For the most part,
Americans are dying of things you can’t catch: cancer, heart
disease, trauma. Accordingly, the public health establishment is
focusing on those causes and the factors underlying them.
Having vanquished most true epidemics, it has turned its
attention to metaphorical epidemics of unhealthy behavior.
In 1979 Surgeon General Julius Richmond released Healthy
People: The Surgeon General’s Report on Health Promotion and
Disease Prevention, which broke new ground by setting specific
goals for reductions in mortality. “We are killing ourselves by
our own careless habits,” Secretary of Health, Education, and
Welfare Joseph Califano wrote in the introduction, calling for “a
second public health revolution” (the first being the triumph
over infectious diseases). Healthy People, which estimated that
“perhaps as much as half of U.S. mortality in 1976 was due to
unhealthy behavior or lifestyle,” advised Americans to quit
smoking, drink less, exercise more, fasten their seat belts, stop
driving so fast, and cut down on fat, salt, and sugar. It also
recommended motorcycle helmet laws and gun control to
improve public health.
Public health used to mean keeping statistics, imposing
quarantines, requiring vaccination of children, providing
purified water, building sewer systems, inspecting restaurants,
regulating emissions from factories, and reviewing drugs of
safety. Nowadays it means, among other things, banning
cigarette ads, raising alcohol taxes, restricting gun ownership,
forcing people to buckle their seat belts, and making illegal
drug users choose between prison and “treatment.” In the past,
public health officials could argue that they were protecting
people from external threats: carriers of contagious diseases,
fumes and the local glue factory, contaminated water, food
poisoning, dangerous quack remedies. By contrast, the new
enemies of public health come from within; the aim is to protect
people from themselves rather than each other.
Treating risky behavior like a contagious disease invites
endless meddling. The same arguments that are commonly
used to justify the government’s efforts to discourage smoking
can easily be applied to overeating, for example. If smoking is a
compulsive disease, so is obesity. It carries substantial health
risks, and people who are fat generally don’t want to be. They
find it difficult to lose weight, and when they do succeed they
often relapse. When deprived of food, they suffer cravings,
depression, anxiety, and other withdrawal symptoms.
Sure enough, the headline of a March 1985 article in Science
announced, “Obesity Declared a Disease.” The article
summarized a report by a National Institutes of Health panel
finding that “the obese are prone to a wide variety of diseases,
including hypertension, adult onset diabetes,
hypercholesterolemia, hypertriglyceridemia, heart disease,
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cancer, gall stones, arthritis, and gout.” It quoted the panel’s
chairman, Jules Hirsch: “We found that there are multiple
health hazards at what to me are surprisingly low levels of
obesity. Obesity, therefore, is a disease.”
More recently, the “epidemic of obesity” has been
trumpeted repeatedly on the front page of the New York Times.
The first story, which appeared in July 1994, was prompted by a
study from the National Center for Health Statistics that found
the share of American adults who are obese increased from a
quarter to a third between 1980 and 1991. “The government is
not doing enough,” complained Philip R. Lee, an assistant
secretary in the Department of Health and Human Services.
“We don’t have a coherent, across-the-board policy.” The
second story, published in September 1995, reported on a New
England Journal of Medicine study that found gaining as little as
11 to 18 pounds was associated with a higher risk of heart
disease—or, as the headline on the jump page put it, “Even
Moderate Weight Gains Can Be Deadly.” The study attributed
300,000 deaths a year to obesity, including one-third of cancer
deaths and most deaths from cardiovascular disease. The lead
researcher, JoAnn E. Manson, said, “It won’t be long before
obesity surpasses cigarette smoking as a cause of death in this
country.”
In his book The Fat of the Land, journalist Michael Fumento
argues that obesity, defined as being 20% or more above one’s
appropriate weight, is only part of the problem. (See also
“Busting the Low-Fat Dieting Myth,” Consumer Reports, October
1997.) According to a 1996 survey, 74% of Americans exceed the
weight range recommended for optimal health. “So instead of
talking about a third of Americans being at risk because of
being overweight,” he writes, “we really should be talking
about somewhere around three fourths.”
If, as Philip R. Lee recommended, the government decides
to do more about obesity—the second most important
preventable cause of death in this country, soon to be the first—
what would “a coherent, across-the-board policy” look like? As
early as June 1975, in its Forward Plan for Health, the U.S. Public
Health Service was suggesting “strong regulations to control
the advertisement of food products, especially those of high
sugar content or little nutritional value.” But surely we can do
better than that. A tax on fatty foods would help cover the cost
of obesity-related illness and disability, while deterring
overconsumption of ice cream and steak.
Lest you think this proposal merely facetious, it has been
offered, apparently in all seriousness, by at least one economist,
who wrote, in the Orlando Sentinel: “It is somewhat ironic that
the government discourages smoking and drinking through
taxation, yet when it comes to the major cause of death— heart
disease—and its spiraling health-care costs, politicians let us eat
with impunity . . . . It is time to rethink the extent to which we
allow people to impose their negative behavior on those of us
who watch our weight, exercise and try to be as healthy as
possible.”
Kelly Brownell, a professor of psychology at Yale University
who directs the school’s center for Eating and Weight
Disorders, has also suggested a “junk food” tax, along with
subsidies for healthy foods. “A militant attitude is warranted
here,” he told the New Haven Register last year. “We’re
infuriated at tobacco companies for enticing kids to smoke, so
we don’t want Joe Camel on billboards. Is it any different to
have Ronald McDonald asking kids to eat foods that are bad for
them?”
Of course, a tax on certain foods would be paid by the lean
as well as the chunky. It might be more fair and efficient to tax
people for every pound over their ideal weight. Such a marketbased system would make the obese realize the costs they
impose on society and give them an incentive to slim down.
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If this idea strikes most people as ridiculous, it’s not because
the plan is impractical. In several states, people have to bring
their cars to an approved garage for periodic emissions testing;
there’s no logistical reason why they could not also be required
to weigh in at an approved doctor’s office, say, once a year,
reporting the results to the Internal Revenue Service for tax
assessment. Though feasible, the fat tax is ridiculous because
it’s an odious intrusion by the state into matters that should
remain private. Even if obesity is apt to shorten your life, most
Americans would (I hope) agree, that’s your business, not the
government’s. Yet many of the same Americans believe not
only that the state should take an interest in whether people
smoke but that it should apply pressure to make them stop,
including fines (a.k.a. tobacco taxes), tax-supported nagging,
and bans on smoking in the workplace.
In a 1977 talk show appearance, New York City lung
surgeon William Cahan, a prominent critic of the tobacco
industry, explained the rationale for such policies: “People who
are making decisions for themselves don’t always come up with
the right answer.” Since they believe that smoking is inherently
irrational, tobacco’s opponents tend to assume that smokers are
stupid, ignorant, crazy, or helpless—though they rarely say so
in such blunt terms. They understandably prefer to focus on the
evil tobacco companies, portraying smokers as their victims.
Yet there is a palpable undercurrent of hostility toward
smokers who refuse to get with the program. On two occasions
in recent years, I was sitting at a (smoke-free) table with a group
that included both a smoker and a busybody who took it upon
himself to berate the smoker for his unhealthy habit. In both
cases, the smoker, constrained by politeness, offered only the
mildest of objections, and no one intervened on his behalf.
Imagine what the reaction would have been if, instead of a
smoker, the meddler had zeroed in on a chubby diner, warning
him about the perils of overeating and lack of exercise. I suspect
that the other diners would have been appalled, and the target,
in turn would have been more likely to offer the appropriate
response: Mind your own damned business. It seems we have
special license to pick on smokers as a way of demonstrating
our moral superiority.
The same sort of arrogance can be observed among public
health specialists, but they are more consistent. Because the
public health field developed in response to deadly threats that
spread from person to person and place to place, its
practitioners are used to dictating from on high. Writing in
1879, John S. Billings put it this way: “All admit that the state
should extend special protection to those who are incapable of
judging of their own best interests, or of taking care of
themselves, such as the insane, persons of feeble intellect, or
children; and we have seen that in sanitary matters the public at
large are thus incompetent.”
Billings was defending traditional public health measures
aimed at preventing the spread of infectious diseases and
controlling hazards such as toxic fumes. It’s reasonable to
expect that such measures will be welcomed by the intended
beneficiaries, once they understand the aim. The same cannot
be said of public health’s new targets. Even after the public is
informed about the relevant hazards (and assuming the
information is accurate) many people will continue to smoke,
drink, take illegal drugs, eat fatty foods, buy guns, speed,
eschew seat belts and motorcycle helmets, and otherwise
behave in ways frowned upon by the public health
establishment. This is not because they misunderstood; it’s
because, for the sake of pleasure, utility, or convenience, they
are prepared to accept the risks. When public health experts
assume these decisions are wrong, they are indeed treating
adults like incompetent children.
One such expert, writing in the New England Journal of
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Medicine two decades ago, declared “The real malpractice
problem in this country today is not the one described on the
front pages of daily newspapers but rather the malpractice that
people are performing on themselves and each other . . . . It is a
crime to commit suicide quickly. However, to kill oneself
slowly by means of an unhealthy lifestyle is readily condoned
and even encouraged.”
The article prompted a response from Robert F. Meenan, a
professor at the University of California School of Medicine in
San Francisco, who observed: “Health professionals are trained
to supply the individual with medical facts and opinions.
However, they have no personal attributes, knowledge, or
training that qualifies them to dictate the preferences of others.
Nevertheless, doctors generally assume that the high priority
that they place on health should be shared by others. They find
it hard to accept that some people may opt for a brief, intense
existence full of unhealthy practices. Such individuals are
pejoratively labeled ‘noncompliant’ and pressures are applied
on them to re-order their priorities.”
The dangers of basing government policy on this attitude
are clear, especially given the broad concerns of the public
health movement. According to John J. Hanlon’s Public Health
Administration and Practice: “Pubic health is dedicated to the
common attainment of the highest levels of physical, mental,
and social well-being and longevity consistent with available
knowledge and resources at a given time and place.” The
textbook Principles of Community Health tells us: “The most
widely accepted definition of individual health is that of the
World Health Organization: ‘Health is a state of complete
physical, mental, and social well being and not merely the
absence of disease or infirmity.’” A government empowered to
maximize health is a totalitarian government.
In response to such fears, the public health establishment
argues that government intervention is justified—because
individual decisions about risk affect other people.
“Motorcyclists often contend that helmet laws infringe on
personal liberties,” noted Surgeon General Julius Richmond’s
1979 report Healthy People, “and opponents of mandatory
[helmet] laws argue that since other people usually are not
endangered, the individual motorcyclist should be allowed
personal responsibility for risk. But the high cost of disabling or
fatal injuries, the burden on families, and the demands on
medical care resources are borne by society as a whole.” This
line of reasoning, which is also used to justify taxes on tobacco
and alcohol, implies that all resources—including not just
taxpayer-funded welfare and health care but private savings,
insurance coverage, and charity—are part of a common pool
owned by “society as a whole” and guarded by the
government.
As Meenan noted in the New England Journal of Medicine:
“Virtually all aspects of life-style could be said to have an effect
on the health or well-being of society, and the decision (could
then be) reached that personal health choices should be closely
regulated.” Writing 18 years later in the same journal, Faith T.
Fitzgerald, a professor at the University of California, Davis,
Medical Center, observed: “Both health-care providers and the
commonwealth now have a vested interest in certain forms of
behavior, previously considered a person’s private business, if
the behavior impairs a person’s ‘health.’ Certain failures of selfcare have become, in a sense, crimes against society, because
society has to pay for their consequences . . . . In effect, we have
said that people owe it to society to stop misbehaving, and we
use illness as evidence of misbehavior.”
Most public health practitioners would presumably recoil at
the full implications of the argument that government should
override individual decisions affecting health because such
decisions have an impact on “society as a whole.” Former
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Surgeon General C. Everett Koop, for his part, seems
completely untroubled. “I think that the government has a
perfect right to influence personal behavior to the best of its
ability if it is for the welfare of the individual and the
community as a whole,” he writes. This is paternalistic tyranny
in its purest form, arrogating to government the authority to
judge “the welfare of the individual” and elevating “the
community as a whole” above mere people. Ignoring the
distinction between self-regarding behavior and behavior that
threatens others, Koop compares efforts to discourage smoking
and other risky behavior to mandatory vaccination of school
children and laws against assault.
While Koop may simply be confused, some defenders of the
public health movement explicitly recognize that its aims are
fundamentally collectivist and cannot be reconciled with the
American tradition of limited government. In 1975 Dan E.
Beauchamp, then an assistant professor of public health at the
University of North Carolina, presented a paper at the annual
meeting of the American Public Health Association in which he
argued that “the radical individualism inherent in the market
model” is the biggest obstacle to improving public health. “The
historic dream of public health that preventable death and
disability ought to be minimized is a dream of social justice,”
Beauchamp said. “We are far from recognizing the principle
that death and disability are collective problems and that all
persons are entitled to health protection.” He rejected “the
ultimately arbitrary distinction between voluntary and
involuntary hazards” and complained that “the primary duty to
avert disease and injury still rests with the individual.”
Beauchamp called upon public health practitioners to challenge
“the powerful sway market-justice holds over our imagination,
granting fundamental freedom to all individuals to be left
alone.”
Of all the risk factors for disease and injury, it seems,
freedom is the most pernicious. And you thought it was
smoking.
Jacob Sullum is a syndicated columnist and senior editor at
Reason magazine. This article is adapted from For Your Own
Good: The Anti-Smoking Crusade and the Tyranny of Public Health,
published this year by the Free Press. From Consumers Research
Magazine, July 1998.
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Turkey Police, Beware
RICHARD BERMAN

F

ood police cut more than calories by whacking
feast foods. Somewhere in America, a family
will eat a Thanksgiving dinner the food police
would be proud of. Warm aromas of mashed tofu with
fresh, creamy canola oil, baked yams with a pinch of
salt-free substitute on them, boiled onions and soybread stuffing with low-sodium vegetable broth gravy
fill the house with an air of excitement. Everyone waits
for the pièce de résistance and out of it comes: A
steaming, gleaming tofurky (tofu molded into a
turkey), complete with fermented soy drumsticks.
In an effort to change American eating habits to
conform to their puritanical vision, groups such as the
Center for Science in the Public Interest, the Vegetarian
Society and People for the Ethical Treatment of
Animals are perverting the way Americans look at
food. Nowhere is this more prevalent than in their
attacks on our feast foods, those meals we eat only on
special occasions. Every year the talking heads appear
on the air to demonize holiday fare as unholy bastions
of what CSPI calls food porn. The weeks before
Thanksgiving host the now-traditional parade of
health scares, tips, pranks and even outright terrorism
as nanny state activists jostle for the media’s attention.
Mothers against Drunk Drivers uses Thanksgiving
to move almost seamlessly from its “Deadly Days of
Summer” (Memorial Day to Labor Day) to its “Tie One
On” (Thanksgiving to New Year’s Eve) campaign.
Both are intended to scare us away from even
responsible drinking. As MADD’s President, Karolyn
Nunnallee says, “we will not tolerate drinking and
driving, period.” So much for any holiday cheer for
those not sleeping over.
On the food front, a widely reported study—
purposely released days before last Thanksgiving—
claimed that just one fatty meal could induce a heart
attack. (That’d sure put a damper on the giblet gravy.)
Less reported was that the study surveyed only 18
men, hardly a significant medical development. That
same week, other scientists released overblown
warnings about malonaldehyde in turkey, arsenic in
mashed potatoes, and aflatoxins in walnuts. Such
arguments stretch believability. According to the
American Council on Science and Health, one must eat
3.8 tons of turkey to develop cancer from
malonaldehyde. A legion of chipmunks couldn’t eat
enough nuts to give one of them cancer.
The science and the public interest group CSPI does
its part for the holidays and its annual press
conference warning us that “consumers need to treat
every turkey as though it harbors a feast of bacteria.”
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The group goes so far as to campaign against stuffing
turkeys, for fear of salmonella or food poisoning. Isn’t
that why we cook our turkeys? Radical vegetarians
and PETA go further, protesting everything from
barbecue to the Easter ham to (again) that icon of
American food, the Thanksgiving turkey. Calling the
holiday “murder on turkeys,” PETA suggests we eat
tofurky instead.
More sinister are the antics of the Animal Avengers,
which in 1996 created a scare in Vancouver, Canada,
by saying the group had laced turkeys with rat poison.
Another group, the Animal Rights Militia, pulled the
same trick in 1994. Such relentless attacks have done
more than just cut calories from our dinner plate.
Thanksgiving and the winter holidays are a time for
family, reunions, friends and for literally giving thanks
for what we have. Food, drink, and yes, even smoking,
is often part of this experience. On an even deeper
level, feast foods help define who we are as an
individual, as a family and as a regional or ethnic
group. “There are all kinds of signposts on people’s
Thanksgiving table that give away who they are,” New
York Times food editor Ruth Reichl said.
Author Irene Chalmers, whose book Food discusses
the social, psychological and emotional aspects of
special meals, goes further: “The construction of the
meal at holidays is a way of holding hands with past
and future generations.” Disrupt that, she says, and
the link is broken.
The incessant (and usually bogus) health scares that
emasculate our beloved family recipes do just that.
They scour away the joy of cooking grandmother’s
tuffing or Aunt Mae’s yams with brown sugar and
molasses. “We are a society obsessed with the harmful
effects of eating,” said University of Pennsylvania
Professor Paul Rozin.
Such an unhealthy obsession makes that tofurky
look almost palatable. At least it’s safe, so the logic
goes. Few of us still go over the river and through the
woods for a Thanksgiving at grandma’s house. But all
of us have warm memories of feasts gone by. And
after the meal, the hours of conversation punctuated
by coffee or brandy bind the day up into a sensation
that hangs with us, sometimes forever. But those
memories are being replaced by anguish over naked
statistics, animal rights and cancer scares. And that’s
not a lot to be thankful for.
Richard Berman is founder of the Guest Choice Network,
a nationwide coalition of restaurant and tavern operators.
“Turkey Police, Beware,” by Richard Berman, from The
Washington Times, Nov. 26, 1998, p. A19. Copyright ©
1998 News World Communications, Inc. Reprinted with
permission of The Washington Times
(http://www.washtimes.com).
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Section 3.
Lying
Lies, Damn Lies, and Statistics
JONATHAN RAUCH

I’m going to say this again. I did not have sexual
relations with that woman, Miss Lewinsky. —
President Clinton, January 26
The murder rate in Holland is double that in the
United States. . . That’s drugs.—drug czar Barry
McCaffrey, July 13

W

hich of the two quotations above is the
more appalling? I suppose most people
would choose President Clinton’s, and I
suppose, on balance, I would, too. Still, the choice
isn’t altogether obvious—or, at least, it shouldn’t be.
The word “lie”—like the word “is” and the word
“sex”—is a term that tends to be used rather loosely.
Recently St. Martin’s Press sent me a new book
called The 15 Biggest Lies in Politics, by the journalist
Major Garrett and the former congressman Timothy
J. Penny. The 15 “lies” turn out to include “The
abortion debate matters,” “Medicare works,” and
“Democrats are compassionate.
”This book, luckily, is more sophisticated than its
title (this is still true of books, sometimes), and it
begins usefully with what the authors call a
“hierarchy in the art of political lying.” At the
bottom are lies of decorum, which are harmless and
even useful. “Demagogic lies” and “lies meant to
conceal political cowardice” are worse, but also
have their uses. Most people, however, would
probably agree with Garrett and Penny that the
exculpatory personal lie deserves only opprobrium:
“The most-damaging lies are those politicians tell
about their ethical conduct, hoping the ugly truth
never emerges.” Now who has done that sort of
lying lately?
By contrast, Barry McCaffrey’s statement of July
13 seems pretty innocent. As he was about to leave
for Europe, the drug czar called the Netherlands’
liberal drug policies an “unmitigated disaster.”
When the Dutch—no doubt, looking at the nonunmitigated success of American drug policies—
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expressed dismay, McCaffrey fired back that in 1995
the Dutch murder rate was double America’s, and
that other crime was worse, too.
The claim that the Netherlands is a more
murderous place than America seems roughly as
plausible as the claim that oral sex is not sex; and, in
fact, in1995 the Dutch murder rate was less than a
quarter of the American rate. The Netherlands,
population 15.5 million, had fewer murders that
year than did Houston, population 1.7 million.
What may have begun as a simple mistake,
however, became more ethically complicated when,
the next day, the misstatement was pointed out to
McCaffrey, not least by the flabbergasted Dutch. A
mistake uncorrected is no longer just a mistake, and
McCaffrey did not issue a correction. In an August
interview with the Dallas Morning News, he seemed
pleased with himself. “The other thing we did
during the visit was, I started laying down other
people’s comparative data,” he said. “God, did it
annoy them.”
Asked recently if the murder comment still
stands, a spokesman for McCaffrey responded with
a Clintonesque step to the side. “We have said if we
are wrong, speak to Interpol—it’s not our statistics,
it’s (their) reporting.” But Franklin Zimring, a
University of California (Berkeley) law professor
who is an authority on crime, says that the Interpol
numbers are raw and unaudited; and, as the Dutch
pointed out right away, the numbers cited by
McCaffrey for the Netherlands (though not for the
US) included not only murders but attempted
murders. “If you want to walk the streets safely,
Amsterdam is still a good place for a vacation,”
Zimring says. “And, more importantly, McCaffrey
knows this. Folks have been going after him on this.
And the notion of hiding behind the unaudited
Interpol data—they can do that if they want, but
they know what they’re doing.”
We find ourselves, here, deep in the misty jungle
between outright lying (“I did not have sexual
relations,” etc.) and ordinary political spin. This
twilight and primeval region is the preserve of a
strange but common animal, the policy lie. Actually,
“lie” is not exactly the right word, since the
hallmark of the policy lie is that it intends not to
deceive so much as to silence or browbeat an
opponent, and it aims not so much at personal gain
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as at keeping some policy or other alive until next
week.
According to the National Association of
Attorneys General, 40 states have sued the tobacco
industry, demanding to be reimbursed for Medicaid
and other health-program costs resulting from
smoking. The only problem is that there are no such
costs. In fact, the states, like the federal government,
make a nice profit on smokers, even after health
costs are factored in: Smokers pay high state
cigarette taxes while they’re alive, and then they die
younger than nonsmokers, thus not living to
accumulate as much in medical and nursing
benefits. W. Kip Viscusi, an economist at Harvard
Law School, figures that Florida, which settled with
Big Tobacco for $13 billion in alleged damages, also
profited by a net of 42 cents on every pack of
cigarettes sold. A policy lie allows the attorneys
general to strike righteous poses, when in fact they
are merely greedy.
In 1996, the opponents of California’s Proposition
209, which banned affirmative action in state
programs, knew they had an uphill battle against
public opinion. So they set out to convince the
public that a vote for 209 was in fact a vote to
legalize discrimination against women (there are
lots of female voters). “Women could get fired if
they had children or if they got pregnant,” said
Patricia Ireland, the head of the National
Organization for Women. The chairman of the state
Democratic Party said that 209 would repeal girls’
athletic programs. And so on. The charge was not
only false but bizarre. (The voters weren’t fooled.)
Or again: Instead of defending their policies of
setting much lower admissions standards for blacks
than for whites, elite universities and law schools
have simply denied that the policies exist. Again,
the lying fooled no one, though it did help discredit
affirmative action.
Henry James once wrote, “The simplest division
it is possible to make of the human race is into the
people who take things hard and the people who
take them easy.” Where political lying is concerned,
I’m in the easygoing camp. Stuart Taylor Jr., the
proprietor of the column next door, has proposed a
group called CRALP: Citizens Repelled by All Lying
Politicians. I would join CRALP, but my own
chapter would be called Citizens Responding with
Amusement to Lying Politicians. The important
thing, in my version of CRALP, is to distinguish the
really loathsome or hurtful lies from the banal
stretchers of everyday political and personal life.
Still, I concede that this is an issue of
temperament rather than morals, and that outrage is
a reasonable response to lies in public life. So, to the
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outraged, I propose a deal. Stay outraged, but look a
little less at intentions and legality, and more at realworld harm.
Bill Clinton’s lie about sex was legally wrong and
morally shabby. But the lie—as distinct from the
consequences of its exposure—didn’t do very much
real-world damage. In fact, the country would have
been much better off if Clinton had gotten away
with it. Personal lies and policy prevarication coexist in a curiously transverse relationship: Shabby
lies of self-preservation usually cause only retail
damage, whereas even well-intentioned policy
dissembling can do mischief whole sale.
On August 4, 1964, Washington got word that
the North Vietnamese had launched a nighttime
attack on two U.S. destroyers in the Gulf of Tonkin.
The North Vietnamese had already skirmished with
an American destroyer in the area two days earlier,
and the Johnson administration took the second
attack to Congress as justification for a broad grant
of war-making powers. What the administration did
not say was that reports from the scene were
conflicting and confused. Owing to the dark night
and the rough weather, not even the men in the gulf
were sure whether they had been shooting at real
enemies or phantoms. Congress gave Johnson his
authority to “take all necessary measures” in
Vietnam—but the attack that justified this mandate
had not occurred.
The country is still living with the consequences
of the Johnson administration’s Gulf of Tonkin notquite-lie. Dishonest non-defenses of affirmative
action have inflamed racial resentment; the states’
tobacco suits will cost smokers billions of dollars
that they do not properly owe; nonsense about the
Dutch murder rate fuels obsessive drug-war
overkill.
So here is a suggestion: Barry McCaffrey should
manfully step forward and declare, for the record,
that America is a more criminally lethal country
than the Netherlands. He should come clean and
admit the obvious, instead of hiding behind
legalisms and technical dodges. Then we can forgive
him, and put this whole sorry episode behind us.
Jonathan Rauch, “Lies, Damn Lies, and Statistics,”
the National Journal, vol. 30, no. 41, October10, 1998,
p. 2362. Copyright © 2000 by National Journal
Group Inc. All rights reserved. Reprinted by
permission.
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Yes, Sometimes Lying Is Right
Action to Take
LORRAINE DUSKY

S

ome years ago, I told a lie to protect one
person’s feelings and another’s reputation. Yes,
I had chopped down the cherry tree just as I had
been accused, and I had not done it alone. To say that
I’d done the deed would have drawn in another
person who had much to lose if the truth were out,
and it was clear no good could come of that. Several
people would be hurt. Yes, this involved infidelity
and, no, I’m not going to go further.
There are times when the cost of telling the truth is
greater than the worth of honesty. It is not only that
one has to stand up and take the consequences for
one’s misdeed, but it is also that other individuals will
be irreparably harmed by the truth-telling. Then lying
is the only noble course there is.
History gives us significant examples of this as
recently as the ‘50s. Then an out-of-control, selfanointed special investigator, Joe McCarthy, wanted to
get at the “truth” of the Red Menace in this country.
All sorts of people were hauled before his Senate
committee and the House Un-American Activities
Committee and asked to be truthful about those they
believed had communist leanings. Whom do we
admire today? The finks who told the “truth,” named
names and got off with their jobs intact, or those who
were blacklisted because they didn’t? Early Christian
history is rife with stories of martyrs who sacrificed
their own lives rather than name other Christians. The
same is true of the Resistance during the last World
War. Certainly the Underground Railroad, which
secretly transported slaves to their freedom, involved
“lying” to keep it thriving.

Lying Spares Pain
Today many children in adoptive families “lie” when
asked if they were searching for, or have made contact
with, their first families. They want to spare their
adoptive parents any pain. Doctors and parents
sometimes “lie” to terminally ill children, and adult
children sometimes “lie” to their terminally ill parents.
In the name of truth-telling, a great many relationships
have been gratuitously damaged and countless
feelings hurt.
Which brings us to Bill Clinton. Let’s say that when
Monica Lewinsky’s name surfaced in the Paula Jones
suit, he did not tell the truth about his relationship
with the former White House intern. Not answering
would have been the same as an admission of guilt. So
Clinton, responding in the only way that would
protect the honor of his wife, his daughter, the young
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woman in question, her family and, yes, himself,
perhaps was not truthful. Think, for a moment, what
the truth would do.
Hillary Clinton, who has had to endure some
embarrassment before over Clinton’s peccadilloes,
would be humiliated much further. Their teenage
daughter, Chelsea, would be publicly embarrassed.
And Lewinsky? We’ve heard that she has asked: Who
will ever hire me? Who will ever date me? Who,
indeed? Now Lewinsky faces the threat of indictment.

Sure, Clinton Stood to Gain, But . . .
It goes nearly without saying what Clinton stood to
gain by insisting that no improper relationship existed:
his marriage, his dignity, perhaps even his presidency.
And if it were later revealed that he was lying about it
under oath, he would be in much more serious trouble
than if he simply told the truth.
Considering all that has transpired since that day
some six weeks ago, just possibly it would have been
more self-serving to tell the “truth,” if that’s what it is,
and confess to the nation. Judging by Clinton’s
popularity, he would have been pardoned by the
public. His family probably would have forgiven him
also. And Ken Starr, the McCarthy of our times, would
have nothing to investigate. No matter what comes out
about Lewinsky, legally it is of no use to the Jones
team, since it’s been ruled inadmissible in her trial. But
Lewinsky? Ah, well she would have been trashed in
the process. Would truth then have been the more
honorable course? Resoundingly, no.
So, no matter what the reality of the situation, no
matter what we think of our president’s fatal flaws,
Clinton took the high road: He said that no improper
relationship existed. He responded with the sense of
decency we all hope someone would draw upon if our
daughter, sister or mother were named as a
corespondent in such an affair. And he may have told
a lie in the process.
While we might not readily compare Clinton to
Antigone, the lines Sophocles gave her are relevant
here: “What divine justice have I disobeyed?” she says
as she is led to her death for disobeying the king. “The
wise will know my choice was right.”
Apparently the American public knows, too.
Regardless of the consequences yet to come, Clinton
made the right choice.

Response: If Lying Is OK, How Do We
Determine Truth?
Freelance writer Lorraine Dusky’s assertion that
sometimes lying is “the only noble course” produced a
flood of letters to the editor disagreeing with her. Here
are the comments of a few:
After reading Lorraine Dusky’s article, “Yes,
sometimes lying is right action to take,” I had to
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step back and ponder. Let’s follow this argument to
its logical conclusion. If it’s all right to lie
sometimes, why have a court system where we
swear under oath to speak the truth? Why look for
truth and try to determine justice in this society if
lying “is some-times all right”? The obvious
conclusion is that there is no right or wrong, and
everything is relative as long as one can justify that
the reason he or she is lying is for a good purpose.
This sounds like those who believe that
government should take care of society and we
don’t have to take personal responsibility or be
accountable. What a fantastic model this would be
for our children.
Dusky’s logic that sometimes lying is a noble
course to take fails me. Following her argument, we
could hold that objective journalism would be out
the window because if it’s all right to lie sometimes,
who knows if what is being reported is the truth or
a justifiable lie? We could just live in a world of
make-believe and decide “who we need to protect
from the truth” by lying at will.
And when people don’t have a logical argument
to back up their position, it seems the tactic to take
is to denigrate the other side. This sounds like
name-calling from my kindergarten days or, better
yet, character assassination as I have come to know
it as an adult. We have an independent counsel,
Kenneth Starr, who was appointed by President
Clinton’s attorney general, Janet Reno, and a threejudge panel to do the job he is doing. But all the
pundits can do is try to undermine his character.
The truth is, if we come to the point where we
justify lying and cover-up for any reason, read the
history books and you will find that the moral
corruption of a nation is always the pathway to
destruction. It seems character may count after all.
Elaine E. Mason
Burke, Va.
From USA Today, March 9, 1998.

A Sign of Moral Decline
Lorraine Dusky’s advocacy of lying is a shocking
indication of the degree of moral degradation to
which we have fallen as a nation. How dare she!
There’s a sharp difference between not telling all
you know and telling something you know not to
be true. The former is honorable, motivated by
decency, and is protective of others regardless of
personal cost. The latter is dishonorable, motivated
by deceit and the desire to protect oneself, at any
cost, from receiving the just desserts of personal
wrongdoing. Especially in sworn testimony.
It has not been proved the president lied under
oath, or urged others to. If he did, only the morally
bankrupt would seek to whitewash this action.
Rick Huff
Tucson, Ariz.
From USA Today, March 9, 1998.

The Truth
Seldom has an article almost made me physically
sick the way the column by Lorraine Dusky does.
Her examples of acceptable lying involve life
and death and persecution. To lump President
Clinton’s alleged lie with horrors like the Christian
martyrs, the Underground Railroad days, war
Resistance fighters and the McCarthy era is silly.
To imply that the truth can hurt Hillary Rodham
Clinton suggests that she does not know her
husband better than any person or that she is naïve
or not too bright; these do not fit this very
intelligent lady. And their daughter, Chelsea, has
been hearing negatives about her father for years.
She is adult enough to deal with difficult situations.
The only person who can be hurt by the truth
now is the president, and his place in history.
Ironically, had he admitted he had a problem and
reviewed it with the American people, it probably
would be over, just a footnote in history. Americans
have a great capacity for forgiveness.
Is it any wonder that more people are willing to
try to lie their way out of difficult situations? If it is
OK for our leaders, why isn’t it OK for everyone?
If children learn from what they see, their not
being truthful will be a big price for the country to
pay.
Barbara A. Volz
Sugarcreek, Ohio
From USA Today, March 9, 1998.
LORRAINE DUSKY is a freelance writer living in New
York and is the author of Still Unequal: The Shameful Truth
about Women and Justice in America. From USA Today,
March 5, 1998.
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Is It Ever Right to Lie? The
Philosophy of Deception
ROBERT C. SOLOMON

N

o matter what you think of his politics or
his personality, it is hard not to sympathize
with President Clinton. The economy is
booming, war is on the horizon, yet the press is
rabid about sex in the White House. Of course, even
in this “puritan” culture, there are few who would
insist that the President should be impeached
because of his by now well-known sexual
proclivities. Rather, the question is: Did he lie (or
tell someone else to)?
The importance of this question was summarized
by one Congressman who pointed out that if the
president would lie about one thing, he would lie
about another.
For a philosopher, that argument raises all sorts
of interesting questions. Is it ever right to lie? Is a lie
told to embellish an otherwise tedious narrative just
as wrong as a lie told to cover up a misdeed and
avoid punishment? Is a lie told in desperation any
less wrong than a calculated, merely convenient lie?
Is a lie told out of self-deception more or less wrong
than a clearheaded, tactical lie? (Is the former even a
lie?) Are all lies wrong? Or does deception serve
such important functions as protecting us from
harm, especially emotional harm?
Let’s start with the basics: Is it ever right to lie?
Common sense surely says “Yes, sometimes.” But
legions of philosophers and other moralists have
answered “No,” and then tried to make sense of this
indefensible position. Insisting that lying is always
wrong—as Thomas Aquinas and Immanuel Kant
did, for example—appeals to our desire for
absolutes. But then, of course, what about the
example from freshman philosophy: The Nazis
come to your door asking if you are hiding a Jewish
family. You are. Should you say “No”? Or, on a
mundane level, your spouse or lover walks in with
an utterly silly new hairdo and asks, “Do you like
it?” Does morality dictate that you ruin the evening?
Or can you, in both cases, finesse the answer, not
lying but not telling the truth, either, perhaps by
avoiding an answer to the question?
If a person would lie about one thing, does it
follow that he or she would lie about another? That
depends. The demand for honesty is contextual. It
depends on what the truth concerns. The Bible tells
us not to bear false witness against our neighbor.
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Perjury, we can agree, is wrong: The consequences
can be awful. In a trial, a jury’s assumption that a
person who lies about one thing will lie about
another is perfectly justified.
But it seems to be absolutely crucial to
distinguish here between public and private life.
Perjury, by its very nature, is public, as is politics.
Sex, with a few obvious exceptions, is part of our
private life. And just about everyone is less than
forthright about sex. Lying about sex, while it may
have grave significance for people in an intimate
relationship, has nothing to do with one’s public
credibility. Indeed, when publicly asked a rudely
inappropriate question about one’s private (adult,
consensual) sex life, it seems to me not only natural
but even obligatory to lie, finesse, or refuse to
answer.
Nietzsche once asked. “Why must we have truth
at any cost, anyway?” It was an odd question,
coming from the philosopher who prided himself,
above all, on his brutal honesty, and it is an obscene
question, in any case, for a profession that sees itself
as seeking solely the truth. Even philosophers who
challenge the very idea of truth—not just Nietzsche
and Buddhist Nagarajuna, but also Jacques Derrida
and Richard Rorty—are unforgiving when it comes
to deception, misrepresentation, and “creative
misreadings,” at least of their own work.
Philosophers in general insist on the truth even if
they do not believe in “the Truth.” They despise
deception and ridicule self-deception.
The Australian philosopher Tony Coady
probably speaks for most philosophers when he
writes, “Dishonesty has always been perceived in
our culture, and in all cultures but the most bizarre,
as a central human vice.” But, he adds, “we should
note that this perception is consistent with a certain
hesitancy about what constitutes a lie and with the
more than sneaking suspicion that there might be a
number of contexts in which lying is actually
justified.” Plato defended “the noble lie,” and the
English ethicist Henry Sidgwick suggested that a
“high-minded lie” in the direction of humility might
do us all a great deal of good.
Not all untruths are malicious. Telling the truth
can complicate or destroy social relationships. It can
undermine precious collective myths. Honesty can
be cruel. Sometimes, deception is not a vice but a
social virtue, and systematic deception is an
essential part of the order of the (social) world. In
many countries—Japan and Western Samoa, for
example—social harmony is valued far more than
truthfulness as such. To tell another person what he
or she wants to hear, rather than what one might
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actually feel or believe, is not only permitted but
expected.
Could we not begin to see our own enlightened
emphasis on “seeking the truth at all costs” (as Ernst
Jones wrote admiringly of Sigmund Freud) as one
more ethnocentric peculiarity, another curious
product of our strong sense of individualism, and a
dangerously unsociable conception?
Behind the blanket prohibition on lying, we can
discern the outlines of a familiar but glorious
philosophical metaphor: The truth is bright, simple,
the Holy Grail of Rationality, while dishonesty is
dark and devious, the path to irrationality and
confusion. But philosophy, one begins to suspect,
has overrated those metaphors of clarity and
transparency. The obvious truth is that our simplest
social relationships could not exist without the
opaque medium of the lie. The best answer to the
question “What are you thinking?” is often “Oh,
nothing.” Perhaps deception, not truth, is the
cement of civilization—a cement that does not so
much hold us together as safely separate us and our
thoughts. Some things are better left in the dark.
In contrast to Kant, for whom the rule against
lying was a moral law, a “categorical imperative”
never to be overridden, utilitarian philosophers
insist that lying is wrong only because a lie does, in
fact, cause more harm than good. There is no
absolute prohibition here, rather perhaps a “rule of
thumb,” and there may well be many cases, such as
the “white lies” described above, in which lying
causes no harm and may even be commendable.
The problem, as Nietzsche so wisely complains (in
characteristic opposition to Kant) is “not that you
lied to me, but that I no longer believe you.” It is not
the breach of the principle against lying that is so
troublesome, nor is it the consequences of the lie or
the character of the liar: It is that lying compromises
and corrupts our relationships.
In other words, the wrongness of lying does not
have to do primarily with breaches of principle or
miscalculations of harm and good, even if these
weigh heavily in particular cases—in a court of law
or a Congressional hearing, for example. Lying is
wrong because it constitutes a breach of trust, which
is not a principle but a very particular and personal
relationship between people. And in sexual
relations, while personal trust is of the utmost
importance, it has nothing to do with, and no
necessary correlation with, public trust.
What is wrong with lying, in other words, is not
exactly what philosophers have often supposed.
Lying undermines relationships by undermining
trust. But trust may just as often be supported by
mutual myths, by religious faith, by a clear
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understanding of what is private and personal and
what is “the public’s right to know.” Trust is usually
violated by lies, but trust can be more deeply
damaged by a violation of personal boundaries,
which in turn may invite lies and deception to
protect what has been violated.
What further complicates questions about lying
and deception is the familiar phenomenon of selfdeception. It is always easiest, the old adage tells us,
to tell the truth. But next-easiest is to believe your
own lie, to become so submerged in its network of
details and implications that the continuation of the
lie—as Aristotle argues—becomes second nature.
Discussions of lying too often focus on the
straightforwardly cynical, self-interested lie and
ignore the more common species of lying that
includes self-deception as well. But transparency to
ourselves can be just as intolerable as transparency
to others, and for just the same reason. The
recognition of one’s own motives and the
significance of one’s own thoughts can be
devastating to one’s self-image and sense of wellbeing. And so we disguise, hide, distract ourselves
from those facets and the self that are less than
flattering. As Nietzsche puts it, “‘I have done that,’
says my memory. ‘I cannot have done that,’ says my
pride, and remains inexorable. Eventually, memory
yields.”
Deception and self-deception are part and parcel
of our engagements in the world, including, not
least, the development and maintenance of our
sense of ourselves. Lying can sometimes be a way of
protecting our private lives, especially in the midst
of a press-plagued public life. Within one’s personal
life, within the so-far unbreached walls of the
Clintons’ bedroom, for example, there is, no doubt,
a continuing drama of Shakespearean proportions.
But that is where this business about sex and lying
about it should remain.
As for all of those inappropriate questions from
otherwise distinguished journalists, special
persecutors, and the curious public, they deserve no
answer, or an evasion or even a lie for an answer.
Clinton’s sex life and what he says about it do not
have anything to do with Clinton’s credibility or
ability to govern (which are other questions
altogether). A lie or an invitation to lie that is
provoked by a breach of sacred personal boundaries
is in moral limbo, and no violation of a public trust.
ROBERT C. SOLOMON is a professor of philosophy at
the University of Texas at Austin, and the author, with
Kathleen M. Higgins, of A Short History of Philosophy
(Oxford University Press, 1996). From the Chronicle of
Higher Education, February 27, 1996.
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Lying
Moral Choice in Public and Private Life
SISSELA BOK

Introduction
When regard for truth has been broken down or even
slightly weakened, all things will remain doubtful.
— St. Augustine, “On Lying”
Doth any man doubt, that if there were taken out of men’s
minds vain opinions, flattering hopes, false valuations,
imaginations as one would, and the like, but it would leave
the minds of a number of men poor shrunken things, full of
melancholy and indisposition, and unpleasing to
themselves?
—Bacon, “Of Truth”
After prolonged research on myself, I brought out the
fundamental duplicity of the human being. Then I realized
that modesty helped me to shine, humility to conquer, and
virtue to oppress.
—Camus, The Fall

S

hould physicians lie to dying patients so as to delay
the fear and anxiety which the truth might bring
them? Should professors exaggerate the excellence of
their students on recommendations in order to give them a
better chance in a tight job market? Should parents conceal
from children the fact that they were adopted? Should social
scientists send investigators masquerading as patients to
physicians in order to learn about racial and sexual biases in
diagnosis and treatment? Should government lawyers lie to
Congressmen who might otherwise oppose a much needed
welfare bill? And should journalists lie to those from whom
they seek information in order to expose corruption?
We sense differences among such choices; but whether to
lie, equivocate, be silent, or tell the truth in any given
situation is often a hard decision. Hard because duplicity
can take so many forms, be present to such different
degrees, and have such different purposes and results. Hard
also because we know how questions of truth and lying
inevitably pervade all that is said or left unspoken within
our families, our communities, our working relationships.
Lines seem most difficult to draw, and a consistent policy
out of reach.
I have grappled with these problems in my personal life
as everyone must. But I have also seen them at close hand in
my professional experience in teaching applied ethics. I have
had the chance to explore particular moral quandaries
encountered at work, with nurses, doctors, lawyers, civil
servants, and many others. I first came to look closely at
problems of professional truthtelling and deception in
preparing to write about the giving of placebos. And I grew
more and more puzzled by a discrepancy in perspectives:
many physicians talk about such deception in a cavalier,
often condescending and joking way, whereas patients often
have an acute sense of injury and of loss of trust at learning
that they have been duped.
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I learned that this discrepancy is reflected in an odd state
of affairs in medicine more generally. Honesty from health
professionals matters more to patients than almost
everything else that they experience when ill. Yet the
requirement to be honest with patients has been left out
altogether from medical oaths and codes of ethics, and is
often ignored, if not actually disparaged, in the teaching of
medicine.
As I widened my search, I came to realize that the same
discrepancy was present in many other professional contexts
as well. In law and in journalism, in government and in the
social sciences, deception is taken for granted when it is felt
to be excusable by those who tell the lies and who tend also
to make the rules. Government officials and those who run
for elections often deceive when they can get away with it
and when they assume that the true state of affairs is beyond
the comprehension of citizens. Social scientists condone
deceptive experimentation on the ground that the
knowledge gained will be worth having. Lawyers
manipulate the truth in court on behalf of their clients. Those
in selling, advertising, or any form of advocacy may mislead
the public and their competitors in order to achieve their
goals. Psychiatrists may distort information about their
former patients to preserve confidentiality or to keep them
out of military service. And journalists, police investigators,
and so-called intelligence operators often have little
compunction in using falsehoods to gain the knowledge
they seek.
Yet the casual approach of professionals is wholly out of
joint with the view taken by those who have to cope with the
consequences of deception. For them, to be given false
information about important choices in their lives is to be
rendered powerless. For them, their very autonomy may be
at stake.
There is little help to be found in the codes and writings
on professional ethics. A number of professions and fields,
such as economics, have no code of ethics in the first place.
And the existing codes say little about when deception is
and is not justified.1
The fact is that reasons to lie occur to most people quite
often. Not many stop to examine the choices confronting
them; existing deceptive practices and competitive stresses
can make it difficult not to conform. Guidance is hard to
come by, and few are encouraged to consider such choices in
schools and colleges or in their working life.
As I thought about the many opportunities for deception
and about the absence of a real debate on the subject, I came
to associate these with the striking recent decline in public
confidence not only in the American government, but in
lawyers, bankers, businessmen, and doctors. In 1960, many
Americans were genuinely astonished to learn that
President Eisenhower had lied when asked about the U-2
incident, in which an American spy plane and pilot had
been forced down by the Soviet Union. But only fifteen years
later, battered by revelations about Vietnam and Watergate,
69 percent of the respondents to a national poll agreed that
“over the last ten years, this country’s leaders have
consistently lied to the people.”
The loss of confidence reaches far beyond government
leadership. From 1966 to 1976, the proportion of the public
answering yes to whether they had a great deal of
confidence in people in charge of running major institutions
dropped from 73 percent to 42 percent for medicine; for
major companies from 55 percent to 16 percent; for law firms
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from 24 percent (1973) to 12 percent; and for advertising
agencies from 21 percent to 7 percent.
Suspicions of widespread professional duplicity cannot
alone account for the loss of trust. But surely they aggravate
it. We have a great deal at stake, I believe, in becoming more
clear about matters of truth-telling, both for our personal
choices and for the social decisions which foster or
discourage deceptive practices. And when we think about
these matters, it is the reasons given for deceiving which
must be examined. Sometimes there may be sufficient
reason to lie—but when? Most often there is not—and why?
Describing how things are is not enough. Choice requires
the formulation of criteria. To lie to the dying, for example,
or to tell them the truth—which is the best policy? Under
what circumstances? And for what reasons? What kinds of
arguments support these reasons or defeat them? [. . .] If we
have all been poorly served by the dominant practices, then
the most important remaining questions are: What are the
alternatives, for society and for each of us individually, to
merely going along with such practices? And how can we
act so as to change them? What institutional and personal
incentives may be needed? And what real risks might
dissuade would-be liars? [. . .]

Is the “Whole Truth” Attainable?
“I was born for this, I came into the world for this: to bear
witness to the truth; and all who are on the side of truth
listen to my voice.” “Truth?” said Pilate, “what is that?”
— John 18:37
If, like the truth, the lie had but one face, we would be on
better terms. For we would accept as certain the opposite of
what the liar would say. But the reverse of truth has a
hundred thousand faces and an infinite field.
— Montaigne, Essays
Like freedom, truth is a bare minimum or an illusory ideal
(the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth about,
say, the battle of Waterloo or the Primavera.)
— J.L. Austin, “Truth,” Philosophical Papers

The “Whole Truth”
Is it not naïve to set forth on a general exploration of lying
and truth-telling? Some will argue that the task is
impossible. Life is too complex, they will say, and societies
too diverse. How can one compare the bargaining in an
Eastern bazaar, the white lies of everyday life, the lie for
national defense, and that to spare a dying child? Is it not
arrogant and myopic to conceive of doing so?
And even if these variations could somehow be
encompassed, the argument continues, how can we ever
attain the truth about any complex matter—the battle of
Waterloo, in Austin’s example—or even a single
circumstance? How can one, in fact, do full justice to the
words used in court: “The truth, the whole truth, and
nothing but the truth”?
These words mock our clumsy efforts to remember and
convey our experiences. The “whole truth” has seemed so
obviously unattainable to some as to cause them to despair
of human communication in general. They see so many
barriers to prevent us from obtaining truthful knowledge, let
alone communicating it; so many pitfalls in conveying what
we mean.
How can a physician, for example, tell the “whole truth”
to a patient about a set of symptoms and their causes and
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likely effects? He certainly does not know all there is to
know himself. Even all he does know that might have a
bearing—incomplete, erroneous, and tentative though it
be—could not be conveyed in less than weeks or even
months. Add to these difficulties the awareness that
everything in life and experience connects, that all is a
“seamless web” so that nothing can be said without
qualifications and elaborations in infinite regress, and a
sense of lassitude begins to steal over even the most
intrepid.
This book is intended as a reply to such arguments. The
whole truth is out of reach. But this fact has very little to do
with our choices about whether to lie or to speak honestly,
about what to say and what to hold back. These choices can
be set forth, compared, evaluated. And when they are, even
rudimentary distinctions can give guidance.
If arrogance there be, it lies rather in the immobilizing
impatience with all that falls short of the “whole truth.” This
impatience helps explain why the contemporary debate
about deception is so barren. Paradoxically, the reluctance to
come to grips with deception can stem from an exalted and
all-absorbing preoccupation with truth.
“Truth”—no concept intimidates and yet draws thinkers
so powerfully. From the beginnings of human speculation
about the world, the question of what truth is and whether
we can attain it have loomed large. Every philosopher has
had to grapple with them.2 Every religion seeks to answer
them.
One pre-Socratic Greek tradition saw truth—aletheia—as
encompassing all that we remember: singled out through
memory from everything that is destined for Lethe, “the
river of forgetfulness.” The oral tradition required that
information be memorized and repeated, often in song, so as
not to be forgotten. Everything thus memorized—stories
about the creation of the world, genealogies of gods and
heroes, advice about health—all partook of truth, even if in
another sense completely fabricated or erroneous. In this
early tradition, repeating the songs meant keeping the
material alive and thus “true,” just as creating works of art
could be thought of as making an object true, bringing it to
life.
Only gradually did the opposition between truth and
error come to be thought central to philosophy, and the
nature of verification itself spotlighted. The immense
preoccupation with epistemology took hold with Plato and
has never diminished since. In logic, in epistemology, in
theology, and in metaphysics, the topic of “truth” has
continued to absorb almost limitless energies. And since the
strands from these diverse disciplines are not always
disentangled, a great many references to “truth” remain of
unsurpassed vagueness.

Truth and Truthfulness
In all such speculation, there is great risk of a conceptual
muddle, of not seeing
the crucial differences between two domains: the moral
domain of intended truthfulness and deception, and the
much vaster domain of truth and falsity in general. The
moral question of whether you are lying or not is not settled
by establishing the truth or falsity of what you say. In order
to settle this question, we must know whether you intend
your statement to mislead.
The two domains often overlap, and up to a point each is
indispensable to the other. But truth and truthfulness are not
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identical, any more than falsity and falsehood. Until the
differences are seen, and the areas of overlap and confusion
spotlighted, little progress can be made in coping with the
moral quandaries of lying.
The two domains are sometimes taken to be identical.
This can happen whenever some believe that they have
access to a truth so complete that all else must pale by
comparison. Many religious documents or revelations claim
to convey what is true. Those who do not accept such a
belief are thought to live in error, in ignorance, even in
blindness. At times, the refusal of nonbelievers to accept the
dogma or truth revealed to the faithful is called, not merely
an error, but a lie. The battle is seen as one between
upholders of the faith and the forces of deception and guile.3
Thus Bonhoeffer writes that:
Jesus calls Satan “the father of the lie.” (John 8:44) The lie
is primarily the denial of God as He has evidenced
Himself to the world. “Who is a liar but he that denieth
that Jesus is the Christ?” (I John 2:22)
Convinced that they know the truth—whether in religion or
politics—enthusiasts often regard lies for the sake of this
truth as justifiable. They may perpetrate so-called pious
frauds to convert the unbelieving or strengthen the
conviction of the faithful. They see nothing wrong in telling
untruths for what they regard as a much “higher” truth.
In the history of human thought, we find again and again
such a confusion of the two domains. It is not unrelated to
the traditions which claim the truth exists, that it can be
revealed, that one can hope to come face to face with it. Even
Nietzsche, at war with such traditions, perpetuates the
confusion:
There is only one world, and that world is false, cruel,
contradictory, misleading, senseless. [. . .] We need lies to
vanquish this reality, this “truth,” we need lies in order
to live. [. . . ] That lying is a necessity of life is itself a part
of the terrifying and problematic character of existence.
The several meanings of the word “false” only add to the
ease of confusing the two domains. For whereas “false”
normally has the larger sense which includes all that is
wrong or incorrect, it takes on the narrower, moral sense
when applied to persons. A false person is not one merely
wrong or mistaken or incorrect; it is one who is intentionally
deceitful or treacherous or disloyal. Compare, to see the
difference, a “false note” and a “false friend”; a “false
economy” and a “false witness.”4
Any number of appearances and words can mislead us;
but only a fraction of them are intended to do so. A mirage
may deceive us, through no one’s fault. Our eyes deceive us
all the time. We are beset by self-delusion and bias of every
kind. Yet we often know when we mean to be honest or
dishonest. Whatever the essence of truth and falsity, and
whatever the sources of error in our lives, one such source is
surely the human agent, receiving and giving out
information, intentionally deflecting, withholding, even
distorting it at times.5 Human beings, after all, provide for
each other the most ingenious obstacles to what partial
knowledge and minimal rationality they can hope to
command.
We must single out, therefore, from the countless ways in
which we blunder misinformed through life, that which is
done with the intention to mislead; and from the countless
partial stabs at truth, those which are intended to be
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truthful. Only if this distinction is clear will it be possible to
ask the moral question with rigor. And it is to this question
alone—the intentional manipulation of information—that
the court addresses itself in its request for “the truth, the
whole truth, and nothing but the truth.”
But one obstacle remains. Even after the two domains of
the ethical and the epistemological are set apart, some argue
that the latter should have priority. It is useless to be overly
concerned with truthfulness, they claim, so long as one
cannot know whether human beings are capable of knowing
and conveying the truth in the first place. Such a claim, if
taken seriously, would obviously make the study of truthtelling and deception seem pointless and flat. Once again,
the exalted and all-absorbing preoccupation with “truth”
then comes to nourish the reluctance to confront falsehood.
Skeptics have questioned the certitudes of their fellows
from the earliest times. The most extreme among them have
held that nothing can be known at all; sometimes they have
gone very far in living out such a belief. Cratylus, a
contemporary of Socrates, is said to have refused discussion
of any kind. He held that the speakers and the words in any
conversation would be changing and uncertain. He therefore
merely wiggled his finger in response to any words to show
the he had heard them but that a reply would be pointless.
And Pyrrho, in the third century B.C., denied that anything
could be known and concluded that nothing could therefore
be said to be honorable or dishonorable, just or unjust.
For these radical skeptics, just as for those who believe
that complete and absolute truth can be theirs, ethical
matters of truth-telling and deception melt into
insignificance by comparison with the illumination of truth
and the dark void of its absence. As a result, both groups
largely ignore the distinctions between truthfulness and
falsehood in their intense quest for certainty regarding truth.
But the example of Cratylus shows how difficult it is to
live up to thoroughgoing skepticism. Most thinkers who
confuse intentional deception and falsity nevertheless
manage to distinguish between the two in their ordinary
lives. And those who consider the study of “truth” to be
prior to any use of information put such concerns aside in
their daily routines. They make informed choices of books
and libraries; of subway connections and tools and food;
they take some messages to be more truthful than others,
and some persons as more worthy of their trust than others.
[. . .]
For all these reasons, deception commands little notice.
This absence of real analysis is reflected also in teaching and
in codes of professional ethics. As a result, those who
confront difficult moral choices between truthfulness and
deception often make up their own rules. They think up
their own excuses and evaluate their own arguments . .
.[O]ne deserves mention here, for it results from a misuse of
skepticism by those who wish to justify their lies, giving rise
to a clearly fallacious argument. It holds that since we can
never know the truth or falsity of anything anyway, it does
not matter whether or not we lie when we have a good
reason for doing so. Some have used this argument to
explain why they and their entire profession must
regretfully forgo the virtue of veracity in dealing with
clients. Such a view is stated, for example, by an eminent
physician in an article frequently referred to in medical
literature.
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Above all, remember that it is meaningless to speak of
telling the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the
truth to a patient. It is meaningless because it is
impossible—a sheer impossibility. [. . .] Since telling the
truth is impossible, there can be no sharp distinction
between what is true and what is false.
[. . .] Far older than the precept, “the truth, the whole
truth, and nothing but the truth,” is another that
originates within our profession, that has always been
the guide of the best physicians, and, if I may venture a
prophecy, will always remain so: So far as possible, do
no harm. You can do harm by the process that is quaintly
called telling the truth. You can do harm by lying. [. . .]
But try to do as little harm as possible.
The same argument is often used by biomedical
investigators who claim that asking subjects for their
informed consent to be used in research is meaningless
because it is impossible to obtain a genuinely informed
consent. It is used by government officials who decide not to
inform citizens of a planned war or emergency measure.
And very often, it is then supplemented by a second
argument: Since there is an infinite gradation between what
is truthful and what is deceitful, no lines can be drawn and
one must do what one considers best on other grounds.
Such arguments draw on our concerns with the
adequacy of information to reach a completely unwarranted
conclusion: one that gives carte blanche to what those who lie
take to be well-meant lies. The difference in perspectives is
striking. These arguments are made by the liar but never by
those lied to. One has only to imagine how the professionals
who argue in this way would respond if their dentists, their
lawyers, or their insurance agents used similar arguments
for deceiving them. As dupes we know what as liars we tend
to blur—that information can be more or less adequate; that
even where no clear lines are drawn, rules and distinctions
may, in fact, be made; and that truthfulness can be required
even where full “truth” is out of reach.
The fact that the “whole truth” can never be reached in
its entirety should not, therefore, be a stumbling block in the
much more limited inquiry into questions of truth-telling
and falsehood. It is possible to go beyond the notion that
epistemology is somehow prior to ethics. The two nourish
one another, but neither can claim priority. It is equally
possible to avoid the fallacies which arise from the confusion
of “truth” and “truthfulness,” and to draw distinctions with
respect to the adequacy and relevance of the information
reaching us. It is therefore legitimate to go on to define
deception and to analyze the moral dilemmas it raises.

Defining Intentional Deception and Lying
When we undertake to deceive others intentionally, we
communicate messages meant to mislead them, meant to
make them believe what we ourselves do not believe. We
can do so through gesture, through disguise, by means of
action or inaction, even through silence. Which of these
innumerable deceptive messages are also lies? I shall define
as a lie any intentionally deceptive message which is stated.
Such statements are most often made verbally or in writing,
but can of course also be conveyed via smoke signals, Morse
code, sign language, and the like. Deception, then, is the
larger category, and lying forms part of it.6
This definition resembles some of those given by
philosophers and theologians, but not all. For it turns out
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that the very choice of definition has often presented a moral
dilemma all its own. Certain religious and moral traditions
were vigorously opposed to all lying. Yet many adherents
wanted to recognize at least a few circumstances when
intentionally misleading statements could be allowed. The
only way out of them was, then, to define lies in such a way
that some falsehoods did not count as lies. Thus Grotius,
followed by a long line of primarily Protestant thinkers,
argued that speaking falsely to those—like thieves—to
whom truthfulness is not owed cannot be called lying.
Sometimes the rigorous tradition was felt to be so confining
that a large opening to allowable misstatements was needed.
In this way, casuist thinkers developed the notion of the
“mental reservation,” which, in some extreme formulations,
can allow you to make a completely misleading statement,
so long as you add something in your own mind to make it
true. Thus, if you are asked whether you broke somebody’s
vase, you could answer “No,” adding in your own mind the
mental reservation “not last year” to make the statement a
true one.
Such definitions serve the special purpose of allowing
persons to subscribe to a strict tradition yet have the leeway
in actual practice which they desire. When the strict
traditions were at their strongest, as with certain forms of
Catholicism and Calvinism, such “definitional” ways out
often flourished. Whenever a law or rule is so strict that
most people cannot live by it, efforts to find loopholes will
usually ensue; the rules about lying are no exception.
I see nothing wrong with either a narrow or a wider
definition of lying, so long as one retains the prerogative of
morally evaluating the intentionally misleading statements,
no matter whether they fall within the category of lying or
outside it.7 But a narrower definition often smuggles in a
moral term which in itself needs evaluation. To say, for
instance, that it is not lying to speak falsely to those with no
right to your information glides over the vast question of
what it means to have such a right to information. In order
to avoid this difficulty, I shall use instead a more neutral,
and therefore wider, definition of a lie: an intentionally
deceptive message in the form of a statement. [. . .]

Augustine on Lying7
The first type of lie is a deadly one which should be avoided
and shunned from afar, namely, that which is uttered in the
teaching of religion, and to the telling of which no one
should be led under any condition. The second is that which
injures somebody unjustly: such a lie as helps no one and
harms someone. The third is that which is beneficial to one
person while it harms another, although the harm does not
produce physical defilement. The fourth is the lie which is
told solely for the pleasure of lying and deceiving, that is,
the real lie. The fifth type is that which is told from a desire
to please others in smooth discourse. When these have been
avoided and rejected, a sixth kind of lie follows which harms
no one and benefits some person, as, for instance, when a
person, knowing that another’s money is to be taken away
unjustly, answers the questioner untruthfully and says that
he does not know where the money is. The seventh type is
that which is harmful to no one and beneficial to some
person, with the exception of the case where a judge is
questioning, as happens when a person lies because he is
unwilling to betray a man sought for capital punishment,
that is, not only a just and innocent person but even a
criminal, because it belongs to Christian discipline never to
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despair of the conversion of anybody and never to block the
opportunity for repentance. Now, I have spoken at length
concerning these last two types, which are wont to evoke
considerable discussion, and I have presented my opinion,
namely, that by the acceptance of sufferings which are borne
honorably and courageously, these lies, too, may be avoided
by strong, faithful, and truthful men and women. The eighth
is that type of lie which is harmful to no one and beneficial
to the extent that it protects someone from physical
defilement, at least, from that defilement which we have
mentioned above. Now, the Jews considered it defilement to
eat with unwashed hands. If anyone considers that as
defilement, then a lie must not be told in order to avoid it.
However, we are confronted with a new problem if a lie is
such that it brings injury to any person, even though it
protects another person from that defilement which all men
detest and abhor. Should such a lie be told if the injury
resulting from it is not in the nature of the defilement of
which we have been treating? The question here does not
concern lying; rather, it is whether harm should be done to
any person, not necessarily through a lie, so that such
defilement may be warded off from another person. I am
definitely inclined to oppose such a license. Even though the
most trivial injuries are proposed, such as that one which I
mentioned above in regard to the one lost measure of grain,
they disturb me greatly in this problem as to whether we
ought to do injury to one person if, by that wrong, another
person may be defended, or protected against defilement.
But, as I have said, that is another question.

Augustine Against Lying8
You have sent me much to read, dear brother Consentius,
you have sent me much to read. [. . .] I am quite delighted
with your eloquence, with your memory of sacred Scripture,
with your adroitness of mind, with your distress in stinging
indifferent Catholics, with your zeal in raging against even
latent heretics. But I am not persuaded that they should be
drawn out of hiding by our lies. For, why do we try with so
much care to track them and hunt them down? Is it not so
that, when they have been caught and brought into the
open, we may either teach them the truth themselves or else,
by convicting them of error, keep them from harming
others? Is it not, in short, so that their falsehood may be
blotted out or guarded against and God’s truth be
increased? Therefore, how can I suitably proceed against lies
by lying? Or should robbery be proceeded against by means
of robbery, sacrilege by sacrilege, and adultery by adultery?
“But if through my lie the truth of God has abounded,” are
we, too, going to say, “why should we not do evil that good
may come from it?” You see how much the Apostle detests
this. But what is it to say: “Let us lie in order to bring lying
heretics to the truth,” if not the same as saying, “Why
should we not do evil that good may come from it?” Or is
lying sometimes a good or sometimes not an evil? Why,
then, has it been written “Thou hatest all the workers of
iniquity: thou wilt destroy all that speak a lie?” He has not
made exception of some or said indefinitely: “Thou wilt
destroy tellers of lies,” so as to allow that certain ones be
understood, but not every one. But he has brought forth a
universal proposition, saying: “Thou wilt destroy all that
speak a lie.” Or, because it has not been said: “Thou wilt
destroy all that speak any lie or that speak any lie
whatsoever,” are we to think, therefore, that room has been
made for a certain kind of lie and that God wilt not destroy
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those who tell a certain kind of lie, but only those who tell
unjust lies, not any lie whatsoever, because there are found
just lies, too, which ought actually to be matter for praise
rather than reproach? [. . .]
Often, in human affairs, human sympathy overcomes me
and I am unable to resist when someone says to me: “Look,
here is a patient whose life is endangered by a serious illness
and whose strength will not hold out any longer if he is told
of the death of his dearly beloved only son. He asks you
whether the boy is still alive whose life you know is ended.
What will you answer when, if you say anything except He
is dead or He is alive or I don’t know, the patient will
believe that he is dead, because he realizes that you are
afraid to say and do not want to lie? It will be the same no
matter how hard you try to say nothing. Of the three
convincing answers, two are false. He is alive and I don’t
know, and you cannot utter them without lying. But, if you
make the one true answer, namely, that he is dead, and if the
death of the anguished father follows hard upon it, people
will cry that he was slain by you. And who can bear to hear
them exaggerate the evil of avoiding a beneficial lie and of
loving homicide as truth?” I am moved by these
arguments—more powerfully than wisely! [. . .]

Immanuel Kant On a Supposed Right to Lie
from Altruistic Motives9
In the journal France, for 1797, Part VI, No. 1, page 123, in an
article entitled “On Political Reactions” by Benjamin
Constant, there appears the following passage:
The moral principle, “It is a duty to tell the truth,” would
make any society impossible if it were taken singly and
unconditionally. We have proof of this in the very direct
consequences which a German philosopher has drawn
from this principle. This philosopher goes so far as to
assert that it would be a crime to lie to a murderer who
has asked whether our friend who is pursued by him
had taken refuge in our house.
The French philosopher on page 124 refutes this principle in
the following manner:
It is a duty to tell the truth. The concept of duty is
inseparable from the concept of right. A duty is that
which is one being corresponds to the rights of another.
Where there are no rights, there are no duties. To tell the
truth is thus a duty: but it is a duty only in respect to one
who has a right to the truth. But no one has a right to a
truth which injures others.
Now the first question is: Does a man, in cases where he
cannot avoid answering “Yes” or “No,” have a right to be
untruthful? The second question is: Is he not in fact bound to
tell an untruth, when he is unjustly compelled to make a
statement, in order to protect himself or another from a
threatened misdeed?
Truthfulness in statements which cannot be avoided is
the formal duty of an individual to everyone, however great
may be the disadvantage accruing to himself or to another.
If, by telling an untruth, I do not wrong him who unjustly
compels me to make a statement, nevertheless by this
falsification, which must be called a lie (though not in a legal
sense), I commit a wrong against duty generally in a most
essential point. That is, so far as in me lies I cause that
declarations should in general find no credence, and hence
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that all rights based on contract should be void and lose
their force, and this is a wrong done to mankind generally.
Thus the definition of a lie as merely an intentional
untruthful declaration to another person does not require
the additional condition that it must harm another, as jurists
think proper in their definition (mendacium est falsiloquium in
praeidicium alterius). For a lie always harms another; if not
some other particular man, still it harms mankind generally,
for it vitiates the source of law itself.
This benevolent lie, however, can become punishable
under civil law through an accident (casus), and that which
escapes liability to punishment only accident can also be
condemned as wrong even by external laws. For instance, if
by telling a lie you have prevented murder, you have made
yourself legally responsible for all the consequences; but if
you have held rigorously to the truth, public justice can lay
no hand on you, whatever the unforeseen consequences may
be. After you have honestly answered the murderer’s
question as to whether this intended victim is at home, it
may be that he has slipped out so that he does not come in
the way of the murderer, and thus that the murder may not
be committed. But if you had lied and said he was not at
home when he had really gone out without your knowing it,
and if the murderer had then met him as he went away and
murdered him, you might justly be accused as the cause of
his death. For if you had told the truth as far as you knew it,
perhaps the murderer might have been apprehended by the
neighbors while he searched the house and thus the deed
might have been prevented. Therefore, whoever tells a lie,
however well intentioned he might be, must answer for the
consequences, however unforeseeable they were, and pay
the penalty for them even in a civil tribunal. This is because
truthfulness is a duty which must be regarded as the ground
of all duties based on contract, and the laws of these duties
would be rendered uncertain and useless if even the least
exception to them were admitted.
To be truthful (honest) in all declarations, therefore, is a
sacred and absolutely commanding decree of reason, limited
by no expediency . . .

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

A Sufi Rule for Novices, ed. Menahem Wilson (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1975), p. 41.
To further complicate matters, there are, of course, many
uses of “false” to mean “deceitful” or “treacherous”
which do not apply directly to persons, but rather to
what persons have intended to be misleading. A “false
trail,” a “false ceiling,” or a “false clue” carry different
overtones of deceptiveness.
Messages between human beings can suffer from a
number of unintended distortions or interferences,
originating either at the source, en route, or at the
reception. The speaker, for example, may be mistaken,
inarticulate, or using a language unknown to the listener.
En route, the message may be deflected by outside noise,
by atmospheric conditions, by interruption. At the
receiving end, deafness, fatigue, language problems, or
mental retardation may affect the reception of the
message.
It is perfectly possible to define “lie” so that it is identical
with “deception.” This is how expressions like “living a
lie” can be interpreted. For the purposes of this book,
however, it is best to stay with the primary distinction
between deceptive statements—lies—and all the other
forms of deception.
From Augustine, “Lying,” In Treatises on Various Subjects,
ed. R.J. Deferrari, Fathers of the Church (New York:
Catholic University of America Press, 1952), vol. 14,
chap. 14. From Appendix to Sissela Bok, Lying: Moral
Choice in Public and Private Life.
From Augustine, “Against Lying,” in Treatises on Various
Subjects, ed. R.J. Defarrari, Fathers of the Church (New
York: Catholic University of America Press, 1952), vol.
16, chaps. 1, 2, 18. From Appendix to Sissela Bok, Lying:
Moral Choice in Public and Private Life.
From Immanuel Kant, Critique of Practical Reason and
Other Writings in Moral Philosophy, ed. and trans. Lewis
White Beck (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1949),
pp. 346–50. From Appendix Sissela Bok, Lying: Moral
Choice in Public and Private Life.

FROM SISSELA BOK, Lying: Moral Choice in Public and Private
Life (1978), Pantheon Books

Note
1. Scholars in many fields have had no reason in the past to
adopt a code of ethics. But some are now exerting so
much influence on social choice and human welfare that
they should be required to work out codes similar to
those that have long existed in professions like medicine
or law.
2. A glance at the Index of the recently published
Encyclopedia of Philosophy reveals the contrast. As
mentioned in the Introduction, it has no reference to
“lying” or “deception.” “Truth,” on the other hand,
receives over 100 references.
3. The confustion between “error” and “lie” underlying
such a belief occasionally gives rise to the conclusion that
those who are in possession of the truth—and thus not
liars—are both infallible and incapable of lying. In order
to sort out just what is meant by any one such claim, it is
necessary to ask: Is the person believed infallible
incapable of lying? of other forms of deceit? of being
wrong? of being deceived? and with respect to what
forms of knowledge? Cf. a Sufi saying: “The pious would
not deceive and the intelligent man cannot be deceived.”
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Sample Essay
Guns in America
A STUDENT

I

f you listen to the NRA, owning a gun is the ultimate symbol of
American freedom and democracy. So most people believe them
when they say that gun ownership has been a part of America
since the Revolution and that it is a violation of basic American beliefs
when the government tries to take away the people’s guns. But this is
just propaganda. The claim that for our forefathers owning guns was a
patriotic duty is erroneous. History shows that guns were not popular
in America until after the Civil War, and that the reasons people began
to buy guns had more to do with money than with patriotism. People
should not be duped into thinking that supporting gun control laws is
unpatriotic or un-American.
It is true that in colonial days many Americans owned guns, but
they faced many dangers, and there was no police force to protect you.
The rule was, defend yourself or die. But later, when the country
became more civilized, people stopped owning guns. According to
historian Michael Bellesiles, “It would appear that at no time prior to
1850 did more than a tenth of the people own guns” (1966). This
conclusion is based on surveys done by the states to see how many
people owned guns so that they could serve in state militias. The state
of Massachusetts counted all the guns owned by private citizens, and in
every survey until 1840 it found that less than 11 percent of the people
owned guns. “At the start of the War of 1812, the state had more spears
than firearms in its arsenal” (Economist, 1999). Also, guns were not the
sort of thing people bought for a hobby, as they do today. The first
magazine devoted to guns was not published until 1843.
One example of heroic gun owners that gun supporters talk about is
the Minutemen of Massachusetts. These were farmers who, on a
minute’s notice, formed an army to defeat the British at Lexington and
Concord, supposedly shooting the British soldiers from behind fences
and hedges because they were great marksmen. But they were really a
minority. Bellesiles did a study in which he checked wills and “probate
inventories” (records of personal possesses when people died) between
1765 and 1790, and he found that less than 15 percent of all households
had guns, and that more than half of the guns were broken (Bellesiles,
1966). So by the time of the Revolution most Americans had already
stopped owning guns. In 1793, less than twenty years after the
Revolution, Congress passed a law to buy 7,000 muskets because it was
worried that so few people owned guns that the country would not be
able to defend itself (there was still no army). But the people didn’t
want the guns. From 1808 to 1839, the government had a program to
give a gun to every white male who belonged to a state militia, but only
half the militias bothered to ask for them (Economist, 1999). This was not
because the militia members already owned guns, but because they
didn’t care about owning guns. In the 1830s, the general sent down by
the federal government to lead the Florida militia in a war against the
Seminoles, Winfield Scott, complained that the militia had almost no
guns.
The militias are another example of heroic gun owners held up by
gun supporters. But they were mostly a joke. Militia members were
mostly “town paupers, idlers, vagrants, foreigners, itinerants,
drunkards and the outcasts of society,” according to the adjutant
general of Massachusetts (Economist, 1999). It was even more of a joke to
think of them as marksmen like the Minutemen. In Pennsylvania, one
militia held a shooting contest, but no one hit the target and the winner
was the one who came closest. According to the newspaper, “The size
of the target is known accurately, having been carefully measured. It
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was precisely the size and shape of a barn door” (Bellesiles, 1998). Most
militias stopped having shooting practice because it was embarrassing
how badly they shot. In 1839, the Secretary of War complained that
militias were “armed with walking canes, fowling pieces or
unserviceable muskets” (Economist, 1999).
If you go by the movies, everyone had a gun in the Wild West. But
Robert Dykstra says that it was more peaceful in cattle towns like
Tombstone, Arizona, or Dodge City, Kansas, than in the cities in the
east. It is true that most cowboys carried rifles on the trail (mostly for
hunting) and some of them carried pistols. But when they came to a
town, they did not have to defend themselves against the dangers of the
trail, so they left their guns behind because most cattle towns had strict
anti-gun laws and the Sheriff would take them away. “During its most
celebrated decade as a tough cattle town, only 15 persons died violently
in Dodge City, 1876–1885, for an average of just 1.5 killings per cowboy
season” (Dykstra, 1968). Living in these towns was more like The Little
House on the Prairie than the Wild Bunch. Maybe the movies have so
many guns in Westerns because gunfights are exciting and add to the
action, or maybe they are just trying to support the myth that America
is the land of the free and home of the brave because it is the home of
the gun.
Why did most Americans not own a gun before the Civil War?
There were two reasons. First, they didn’t need them. It is a myth that
violence has always been a part of American life. In the early years of
the country, nine Americans out of ten did not feel that they needed a
gun to protect themselves. Second, guns were expensive. A gun would
cost a farmer a whole year’s income (Economist, 1999).
Why did more Americans own guns after the Civil War? There was
one reason: money. When the war started, the Union government
owned 327,000 muskets and rifles and the Confederate government
owned 150,000. By the end of the war, the Union army had given out 4
million weapons to its soldiers. Of course it also trained those soldiers
to shoot. The Union army had 1.5 million soldiers and the Confederate
army had 1 million. When the war was over and the soldiers went
home, the army let them keep their guns. Now there were many more
Americans with guns they got for free (Bellesiles, 1999).
The war also made guns less expensive. In the few years of the war,
gun manufacturers made more guns to supply the war than they had
made in the entire history of the country (Economist, 1999). The gun
manufacturers had to learn how to mass produce guns to supply the
army with so many guns so quickly, which meant that not only did they
have many more factories but that the guns were much cheaper. When
the government stopped buying guns for the war, the manufacturers
had to sell more guns or close down the new factories, but they were
saved because the war had created many new customers who owned
guns and had learned to shoot in the war.
So you can see that it is a myth that guns have always been a part of
American life and that without people owning guns America would not
have been able to protect its freedom. Gun supporters say people buy
guns to protect themselves, but according to the statistics the only
people likely to be shot by their guns are themselves or a member of
their family. People say they buy guns to defend America’s freedom,
but who do they think they will defend it from? Those who believe in
the myth of a nation of Minutemen may be sincere, but all they guard is
the profits of the gun manufacturers who have blood on their hands.
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