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EXCELLENT SHEEP
underlie this conversation, as if what makes for a happy life and a
good society were simply self-evident, and as if in either case the
exclusive answer were more money.

Of course money matters: jobs matter, financial security matters,
national prosperity matters. The question is, are they the only things
that matter? Life is move than a job; jobs are more than a paycheck;
and a country is more than its wealth. Education is move than the
acquisition of marketable skills, and you are more than your ability
to contribute to your employer’s bottom line or the nation’s GDP, no
matter what the rhetoric of politicians or executives would have you
think. To ask what college is for is to ask what life is for, what society
is for—what people are for.

Do students ever hear this? What they hear is a constant drum-
beat, in the public discourse, that seeks to march them in the op-
posite direction, When policy makers talk about higher education,
from the president ail the way down, they talk exclusively in terms
of math and science. Journalists and pundits—some of whom were
humanities majors and none of whom are nurses or engineers—
never tire of lecturing the young about the necessity of thinking
prudently when choosing a course of study, the naiveté of wanting to
learn things just because you're curious about them. “Top Ten Ma-

Jjors” means the most employable, not the most interesting. “Top Ten
Fields” means average income, not job satisfaction. “What are you
going to do with that?” the inevitable sneering question goes. “Lib-
eral arts” has become a put-down, and “English major” a punch line.

I'm not sure what the practicalily police are so concerned about.
It's not as if our students were clamoring to get into classes on Mil-
ton or Kant. The dreaded English major is now the choice of all of 3
percent. Business, at 21 percent, accounts for more than half again
as many majors as all of the arts and humanities combined. In 1971,
73 percent of incoming freshmen said that it is essential or very
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important to “develop a meaningful philosophy of life,” 37 percent
to be “very well-off financially” (not well-off, note, but very well-
off). By 2011, the numbers were almost reversed, 47 percent and 80
percent, respectively. For well over thirty years, we've been loudly
announcing that happiness is money, with a side order of fame. No
wonder students have come to believe that college is all about get-
ting a job.

You need to get a job, but you also need to get a life. What's the
return on investment of college? What's the return on investment
of having children, spending time with friends, listening to music,
reading a book? The things that are most worth doing are worth
doing for their own sake. Anyone who tells you that the sole purpose
of education is the acquisition of negotiable skills is attempting to
reduce you to a productive employee at work, a gullible consumer in
the market, and a docile subject of the state. What's at stake, when
we ask what college is for, is nothing less than our ability to remain

fully human.

The first thing that college is for is to teach you to think. That’s a
cliché, but it does actually mean something, and a great deal more
than what is usually intended. It doesn't simply mean developing
the mental skills particular to individual disciplines—how to solve
an equation or construct a study or analyze a text—or even acquir-
ing the ability to work across the disciplines. It means developing
the habit of skepticism and the capacity to put it into practice. It
means learning not to take things for granted, so you can reach your
own conclusions.

Belore you can learn, you have to unlearn. You don't arrive in
college a blank slate; you arrive having already been inscribed with
all the ways of thinking and feeling that the world has been instill-
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