
®

INTANGIBLE
www.intangible.org

The Purpose We Serve

E. R. Beardsley



E. R. Beardsley The Purpose We Serve 2

Copyright © 1999 E. R. Beardsley. All rights reserved.

Design by Mike Lee.

You are invited to print and enjoy this document for your personal use.
For other publication and presentation permissions, please contact the
author at the address below.

Intangible Publications is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit corporation devoted to
the best in literature and art. Your tax-deductible donations are always
welcome.

Intangible Publications, Inc.
1430 Willamette #200
Eugene, Oregon 97401 USA

E-mail office@intangible.org Web www.intangible.org

WHAT I PROPOSE HERE is to make a picture of the educa-
tional and social setting within which your work will be
carried out. My approach will be essentially historical,

and the focus will be primarily on the difficulties associated with
the application of technologies in the arts and humanities, and in
education more generally. Some of what I have to say may seem
unfamiliar, perhaps even strike you as a little odd. You may in fact
think I am talking against technology. But you can rest assured, this
is not the case. I am a believer in many of the new digital and com-
munications technologies, and I am convinced that they offer op-
portunities to succeed where other applications of technology have
failed. I will make but one qualification: the work of designing and
implementing the programs for the use of these technologies must
be done with intelligence, imagination, and the fullest understand-
ing of the subjects you propose to advance. And let me underscore
the words the fullest understanding of the subjects you propose to
advance; after all, such work does not get done in a vacuum, not
if we expect it to help rather than hinder the progress of our edu-
cational mission.

I have entitled my talk “The Purpose We Serve.” In doing so I
mean to emphasize the single, underlying purpose that ought to
guide every thought and act that all of us as teachers carry out in
our routine. The purpose we serve, just to remind you—all teach-
ers, in all subjects, and at every level of education—is to remove
ignorance. Anything we attempt beyond that is more often a dis-
traction that takes us further from that goal. We do this work year
in and year out. Huge sums of money are spent on buildings,
libraries, equipment, and materials of every sort to help us do it.
We examine, re-examine, form, and re-form our theories, our meth-
odologies, and our techniques in order to do it better. But igno-
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rance persists, even grows, despite our best efforts—and, to our
dismay, it even persists and grows among our graduates.

IN THE ARTS we have seen the number of persons preparing for
careers grow far out of proportion to the opportunities available

to them. This is happening at a time when the arts themselves have
been removed to the cultural margin, where they function mainly
as a form of entertainment. Moreover, the artists who come out of
our institutions seem woefully ignorant of things beyond their im-
mediate focus, making most of them incapable of connecting their
art to anything vital. And, when it comes to art in elementary and
secondary education, it is seen as little more than a pleasant diver-
sion from other, more difficult work.

The humanities, although leaders in education and govern-
ment give lip service to the ideals they express, are in decline; they
have been on a steady downward slide for about thirty years now.
Most people go to school today, not to become “wise,” but to earn
certificates in specialties that will lead to high-paying jobs. I was
first awakened to this trend back in 1973. Robert Gleckner, then the
dean of the about-to-be defunct College of Humanities on the UC-
Riverside campus, was chosen to give the annual Faculty Research
Lecture that year. He had planned to talk about the poetry of Will-
iam Blake (his specialty) but instead chose to deliver a lecture un-
der the title “The Death of the Humanities.” He said: “Of greater
moment, of greater concern to me here is an underlying, even des-
perate quest for and drive toward certainties, toward human man-
agement rather than human enhancement, toward strategies rather
than passion, toward clear-sightedness rather than vision.… We can
all recognize, without derogating, that science, for example (and its
emulators in the area of social concern), is a quite different and
more salable pursuit than, say, the reading of poetry.”

Gleckner’s words rang true then, and they ring true now.
While the humanities have experienced one or two modest bumps
in popularity since the 1970s, they remain weak and on the defen-
sive. Their dying is a sort of slow withering, and it may take an-
other decade or two for them to utterly expire, perhaps even then
not completely. But what remains of them may do us no good.

The arts are no better off. Art historian Edgar Wind, in his
book Art and Anarchy, affirms what many artists know in their gut.

“We are much given to art, but it touches us lightly,” he writes. It is
“not the number of persons who look at art that is alarming, but
the number of works of art they look at, and the reduction of art
to a passing show.” Indeed, the passing show never ceases; it is
continuous and almost numbing. He goes on to say, “It should be
clear, that by moving into the margin art does not lose its quality
as art; it only loses its direct relevance to our existence; it becomes
a splendid superfluity.” As we all know, people today don’t want
to pay for superfluity, at least insofar as paying for it in our schools
is concerned. And Congress has made it clear that it no longer
wishes to support superfluity of this sort, so it will brutalize the
national endowments for both the arts and the humanities.

Few people today understand what it is that either the arts or
the humanities offer—except perhaps that, whatever it is, it seems
to be terribly elitist and stuffy in the case of the humanities, and
rather “out there” in the case of the arts. Those who run schools
can’t seem to remember that the teaching of history, for example,
belongs to the humanities and not to the social sciences; that eth-
ics are not something you can teach in a course but something a
person acquires; or that the humanities are about more than great
moments in the history of art and literature, that they take in the
full scope of human effort, science and religion included. More fun-
damental to the issues at hand, many people have failed to see that
the decline in the ability to read, write, speak, and think critically
corresponds very closely with the push away from the humanities
in our schools and colleges. I don’t mean to suggest that the mis-
fortunes of the humanities are the sole cause of the decline in those
crucial skills. It is a complicated matter with many causes. But cer-
tainly the weakening of the humanities is a factor.

It is here, I think—in the weakening of the humanities—that
the problems of the humanities intersect with those of the arts. The
ideals that make the humanities relevant are also the ideals that
make art matter, and by that I mean “matter” in the sense of some-
thing that touches the core of human experience. The arts have
been marginalized, and we are beginning to see that society has
less need of art, language, literature, or even history. Increasingly,
too—especially with the introduction of technologies that permit us
to automate just about anything imaginable—thought itself is in
danger of being replaced by tables of operations, much of it done
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in the name of efficiency or to give the appearance of fairness in
judgment. For many artists and humanists it is an anathema that al-
ters the human equation so radically it is now possible to believe
that even the idea of the individual may one day perish.

IN 1957 Albert Camus gave us some clues about this unfortunate
state of affairs: “The doubt felt by the artists who preceded us

concerned their own talent. The doubt felt by artists of today con-
cerns the necessity of their art, hence their very existence.… Of
what could art speak, indeed? If it adapts itself to what the major-
ity of society wants, art will be a meaningless recreation. If it
blindly rejects that society … art will express nothing but a nega-
tion. In this way we shall have the production of entertainers or of
formal grammarians, and in both cases this leads to an art cut off
from living reality.” What Camus means by that is an art that ceases
to matter, an art that lacks sufficient vitality to affect society where
it counts and in profound ways. Today the artist’s concern for the
necessity of his or her art has only grown more acute. On the one
side he or she is confronted by a society that treats art, not even
lightly, but with utter indifference. Moreover, there is a growing in-
sistence from critics that art conform, not to the artist’s own vision,
but to that of the critic’s. Criticism has been promoted, seeing it-
self nowadays as superior to the object it purports to study. The
Russian poet Joseph Brodsky, in an acceptance speech for the
Nobel Prize in Literature, spoke of this. He said: “Nowadays, there
exists a widely held assertion that a writer’s work, particularly that
of a poet, should speak the language of the street, the language of
the crowd. For all its democratic appearance, this assertion is quite
absurd. It is an attempt to subordinate art, in this case literature,
to history.… It is the people who should speak the language of
literature.”

Camus, then Brodsky more than thirty years later, sensed
something happening at the very heart of our culture that is chang-
ing everything, not just for art and artists, but for human beings in
general. Camus worried that a society such as ours, where things
disappear in favor of signs, and where fortunes are measured, not
in concrete terms, but in numbers corresponding to “a certain num-
ber of exchange operations,” is setting itself up for a “kind of hum-
bug” at its very core.

Indeed, here we are on the eve of a new millennium, and we
find ourselves awash in the humbug of the popular culture, the cul-
ture of the streets, and most certainly the culture of the market-
place, thanks largely to television and now the Internet. The
Internet is a highly charged and compacted universe where time is
measured, not in years, or days, or even hours, but in discontinu-
ous moments counted in nanoseconds, with the result that mere
impressions take precedence over ideas, “exchange operations”
relieve us of the burden of human contact, and every experience
is transient. Moreover, we see this attitude spilling over into the
world of books. What we once called solid or serious literature has
been pushed to the margins by powerful market forces; fewer
people have the capacity or interest to buy and read good books.
They prefer instead almanacs of sports statistics, romance novels,
sensational biographies, and news of Princess Di, and even then
they prefer the made-for-TV movie over the book. They let them-
selves be guided in this interest not by good teachers, but by the
likes of Oprah Winfrey, Rosie O’Donnell, the ghost of Jerry Garcia,
and any rap artist du jour. Many teachers who are supposed to pro-
mote our highest values have gone so far as to join in the nonsense
by legitimizing the trend in the classroom.

WE ARE TOGETHER TODAY because someone has decided that
teaching and learning in the arts and humanities will be im-

proved, perhaps even find new life in the school curriculum, if
these activities can be suitably wired to take advantage of certain
new technologies that seem to be catching on with so much ap-
parent success. This was to be expected, of course, given the popu-
larity of these new technologies among so many; indeed, it is hard
to find an activity or interest anywhere that is not already wired and
traveling at the speed of light through the oceans of cyberspace to
attend ports of call unimagined just a few years ago. And, given the
current state of affairs, intrusions of digital technologies into all
phases of human activity is probably unstoppable, whether or not
all things will benefit from it.

The fact that some things may not benefit from the touch of
technology is what many people in education worry about. Few
humanists see technology offering anything useful. The teacher,
writer, and critic Jacques Barzun writes: “Let us wish well to IBM
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and Macintosh and all their rivals, but urge that they keep out of
the classroom. What goes on there should remain a live show.”
That’s a very strong statement. And let’s be clear, Barzun is no
crank. He is a humanist of the first rank, and his outstanding cri-
tique of education in America, Begin Here: The Forgotten Condi-
tions of Teaching and Learning, continues to reinvigorate many
who care deeply about the future of education in this country. He
is more than skeptical of the intrusion of technologies into the
classroom, and quite frankly he is not alone. The resistance of hu-
manists to technological intrusions into the classroom and research
is of long standing; underlying their attitude is a long list of legiti-
mate complaints that arose well before the arrival of digital tech-
nologies. I know some in the humanities who have yet to come to
terms with the typewriter, let alone the computer.

The objections are not to machines per se, but to the condi-
tions they promote. Sven Birkerts made his views of the matter
plain in a popular book entitled The Gutenberg Elegies: The Fate of
Reading in an Electronic Age. He writes: “The price of retooling for
the electronic millennium is a sacrifice of the incompatible aptitudes
required for reading and meditative introspection. We are, as a cul-
ture, as a species, becoming shallower.” He accuses us of giving up
on depth, of adapting ourselves to what he describes as the “ersatz
security of a vast lateral connectedness,” of giving up especially on
wisdom, and of “pledging instead to a faith in the web.” In his view,
we are coming to resemble little more than a hive of insects.

There is ample evidence that all our tinkering with education,
and especially our passion for adopting new technologies, often
feeds the beast we aim to defeat. We are told that this is the “infor-
mation age,” and everything we read or hear about it assures us that
this is the best of all possible worlds. From a humanist point of
view, however, it is a frightening prospect. It ought to frighten any-
one who cares deeply about the future of literacy. Information, af-
ter all, is not the same thing as knowledge; but because we have
failed to make the distinction, the confusion has become firmly
fixed in the public mind, even penetrating our educational institu-
tions and programs. Tragically, most teachers today don’t know the
difference.

Barzun describes it this way: “The age of ready reference is
one in which knowledge inevitably declines into information. The

master of so much packaged stuff has less need to grasp context
or meaning than his forebears: he can always look it up. His active
memory is otherwise engaged anyway, full of the arbitrary names,
initials, and code figures essential to carrying on daily life. He can
be vague about the rest.… What we are experiencing is not the
knowledge explosion so often boasted of; it is a torrent of infor-
mation, made possible by first reducing the known to compact form
and then bulking it up again—adding water. That is why the prod-
uct so often tastes like dried soup.”

This is absolutely the case, and the proof is in the perfor-
mance of our high school and college graduates. Most can barely
read, write, or speak. Few can string together a few sentences to
form a whole thought. They know nothing useful about any sub-
ject; this despite massive expenditures of money, time, and effort
to make it otherwise. What we have taught them is how to be suc-
cessful test takers, so long as we don’t make the test an essay exam.
In the interest of providing the appearance of fairness we adopt
mechanical testing that measures nothing more than the ability to
fill in the blanks with pre-cooked facts, respond like a parrot to
learned signs and symbols, or simply become good at guessing.
Surely we can recognize, say the critics, that knowing the right an-
swer without knowing why it is the right answer gets us nowhere.
The measure of true learning, the capacity to take facts, find con-
nections among them, and then place them in a useful context, is
apparently beyond our imaginations, with or without computers.

We are reminded that in the 1960s it was the lure of a more
primitive variety of teaching machine that had us champing at the
bit. The machines were set up to pose sets of questions, wait for
the student to type a response, refuse wrong answers, and accept
as correct only those that the student had previously memorized.
To ensure the student wouldn’t be bored by this routine, the ma-
chine would make little bell sounds or whistling noises. It was all
a huge waste of time and money. Not least of all, it was a crime
against the students, because what it did was to shift the burden
of teaching onto the students themselves. Happily, most of those
terrible machines ended up being used as door stops. To my par-
ticular discomfort at the moment, however, is the fact that some of
the things we are trying to do today with our computers aren’t too
far removed from that old model. Once again we are trying to shift
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the burden of teaching onto the unprepared shoulders of the stu-
dents themselves.

In the 1970s it was the “audio-visual” craze that so captured
our imaginations. I myself was party to that one. I was at that time
chairman of the President’s Statewide Conference on Learning Re-
sources, and it was our charge to explore all manner of technol-
ogy that held promise for improving teaching and learning. The
technologies at our disposal ran the gamut from simple audio tapes
to advanced television technologies. And I can report that before
the 70s had fully expired most of these well-meaning efforts had
already failed, except insofar as they constituted an enormous
waste. Our mistake was that we let the technologies drive our ideas,
and not the other way around. We let ourselves be blinded by our
enthusiasms, and we failed.

A few years later I was invited to be a nominee for the posi-
tion of White House Counsel for the Arts and Humanities for Presi-
dent Jimmy Carter. At that time the arts were riding high, but the
humanities were slowly bleeding to death for lack of money. Many
people were worried—and for good reason—that education with-
out the humanities would be missing something. The difficulty
arose when we tried to give that missing something a name; from
that point on the discussion was condemned to committee for
study, thereby assuring that nothing would come of it. In a fit of
wisdom I declined the invitation to be considered for the post. The
fact is, by the late 70s and early 80s there were probably a dozen
committees and commissions in operation, all of them worried
about the humanities in education and trying to find remedies. The
most prominent group at work was the Rockefeller Foundation and
its Commission on the Humanities. It brought together thirty-two
“distinguished” scholars from across the country to meet, discuss,
and report on the state of the humanities in America. A book of
their observations and recommendations was published in 1980 by
the University of California Press under the title The Humanities in
American Life. Among the recommendations were several urging
humanists to adopt digital “informational” technologies to relieve
humanist inquiry of many of its more “routine burdens” and to ex-
plore ways to sharpen perceptions by application of computer mod-
els. The commission wrote: “The revolution in telecommunications
and data processing is transforming the way knowledge is gathered,

stored, and transmitted. The magnitude of the revolution is still only
dimly perceived.… New and coupled technologies can help stu-
dents, teachers, scholars, and adult learners by saving time and of-
fering versatile modes of learning.”

Few humanists read those reports, and the few who may have
read them obviously found nothing to interest them; there was no
mad rush by the humanists to embrace these technologies. The
humanists in the schools and colleges understood what the human-
ists on the committees seemed not to understand, namely that sav-
ing time and offering versatile modes of learning is not what the
humanities are about. The humanities are about taking time and
concentrating on a few well-tried modes. The humanist in the
trenches also understood that computer models are rather useless
when it comes to modeling human beings or analyzing that illusive
vapor called genius. Moreover, few teachers had the time to learn
the arcane skills required to operate the new technologies, never
mind that most were expensive technologies to boot and that most
schools were unprepared at that time to buy them in quantity. Time
for the teacher was precious, books were needed, and budgets
were small. The humanists kept their priorities straight, opting to
buy the books instead.

But it would be wrong to think of any of these episodes
wholly as failures of technology. Rather, we should characterize
them as failures of intelligence. And, again, in that group I must in-
clude myself; after all, I was one of the captains. There is plenty of
blame to go around. The school administrators failed because, as
they are wont to do, they pushed for the technologies but then de-
clined to fund them adequately, not thinking that people would ac-
tually have to be trained to use them or that the machines and
software would have to be maintained, upgraded, and replaced on
a schedule.

THE WORD ringing in our ears today is “multimedia.” It is sup-
posed that the more “media-rich” a thing is, the more it will be

able to attract and hold the attention of our students. This might
be true in a certain sense, assuming we think that further attacks
on the ability of students to concentrate will be a benefit. This is
not to say that all multimedia programs are bad; it is merely to point
out that it is simply too easy to produce clever shows that many
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people may applaud but that may still fail utterly to advance the
needs of teachers and students. High “production values” don’t nec-
essarily add up to good education.

Real revolutions are not made of things; real, lasting revolu-
tions are made of ideas. Take the case of Gutenberg: most people
think he invented the printing press or moveable type, then—
voila!—we had books. This is absolutely wrong; printing presses
existed well before Gutenberg, as did the idea of moveable type,
and we had wonderful hand-made books produced by small armies
of diligent copyists working across Europe. Gutenberg certainly
improved both the printing press and moveable type, but, more
importantly, what he gave us was an idea, the idea of the edition;
an idea that made it possible to publish good and true copies of a
book in almost infinite number, which could then be distributed
to as many hands as wanted them. The idea of the edition offered
the power to transfer a whole stock of other ideas from the one
to the many. It transformed civilization in profound and lasting
ways, setting in motion all manner of forces that led to our own
moment in history, bringing with it the possibility of universal pub-
lic education.

But let me turn again to the humanities. Let us understand
from a humanist what the humanities are about, and in so doing
perhaps understand better why we must exercise care in our plan-
ning. Foremost, the humanities are literature; broadly speaking, the
breadth and depth of humanistic inquiry takes in the study of mas-
terpieces of every kind and from all fields of human endeavor.
Barzun describes them as “the successive achievements of the
geniuses.” It is a curriculum, not a batch of courses strung together;
the components are taught in a sequence that builds carefully, one
atop the other, and on solid fundamentals of understanding, all of
it predicated on the assumption that the students have previously
developed good skills in reading, writing, speaking, and thinking.
Not taught this way, Barzun reminds us, “literature remains gram-
mar, art a catalogue, history a list of dates, and natural science a
sheet of formulas and weights and measures.”

If we look at the materials and programs currently produced
as teaching aids we find that most, while not entirely ignoring the
notion of sequence, leave the door open for students to “explore”
freely, or to move “at their own pace.” This corrupts immediately

any hope of building a solid foundation of understanding or any-
thing resembling systematic study. These programs, to be frank, are
little more than play things, with at most only the faint odor of edu-
cational purpose.

Humanists believe that computer-aided learning is something
of a contradiction anyway, that it actually works against improve-
ment, and not just in the most critical skills. It promotes passivity
over engagement, and most especially it works against the idea of
focused and disciplined study, insofar as the student is being con-
stantly jerked away from it by “glittering externals.” Much of the
educational day in many schools is coming to resemble a high-
speed marathon where no portion of the event can last too long
or ask too much.

Many people today argue on less specialized grounds that the
rush to technology diverts precious energies and resources at a time
when most schools are struggling to provide adequate textbooks
and other more basic materials. It was recently reported that some
schools in Los Angeles can’t provide adequate numbers of text-
books for their students, that the replacement cost for lost or van-
dalized books is criminally high. A single copy of a calculus text
costs as much as $72, which, as it happens, is the total amount bud-
geted per student for all books in a given year. The Los Angeles
Times quoted a high school principal as saying: “My perspective is,
you have to have the basics before you get to luxury. Students can’t
take computers home, no matter how many computers I buy.…
First I need to teach them to read and write and think, and I can
do that with a cheap textbook better than with an expensive com-
puter.” He is right, of course, if we look at it from his perspective.
It is easier and cheaper to teach the most critical skills without ap-
pealing to more costly digital technologies, especially if we crank
in the many secondary, long-term costs associated with them.

The cost of technology raises other questions. Many worry
about accessibility, particularly when the price seems beyond the
reach of many who live near or below the poverty level. They cite
evidence to the effect that even if such persons have access in the
classroom, they are at a disadvantage at home, where such tech-
nologies are beyond the ability of their parents to provide. This is
not something we can resolve in a forum like this, but it is one of
the things we must consider if we care about fairness of opportu-
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nity. For us, now, it is important only to remember that what we
put forward in the way of ideas should not be wholly dependent
on the notion that all students have equal access.

THE REMOVAL OF IGNORANCE: it once seemed quite simple and
straightforward, but we have learned over time that it is in fact

an extremely complex task; and we know from long, sometimes
painful experience, that the path is fraught with all manner of dif-
ficulties and side issues that resist our best efforts. Across the planet
today perhaps two-thirds of the human population remains func-
tionally illiterate, the majority of them prisoners to medieval men-
talities that are plainly hostile to all knowledge they consider to be
at odds with their own beliefs. And, whether we teach civics or art,
we can’t avoid the petty hatreds, the racism, the xenophobia, the
religiosity, the fanaticism, the grinding poverty, or just that raw
inertia that attends life everywhere. In our own country, with one
of the most well-developed public school systems in the world,
the number of persons classified as functionally illiterate grows
larger every year; it is currently estimated at something more than
60 million. In our California schools we have students from every
part of the globe; it is said that some 120 languages are spoken
within Los Angeles County alone. Many of these people have no
reading or writing skills, not in their native language and certainly
not in English. Over-crowding, insufficient book budgets, frag-
mented scheduling, and mountains of state and local requirements
that carry the force of law (if not always the force of good sense)
result in a sort of quiet resignation by the teachers and school ad-
ministrators to the impossibility of the situation, leading in most
cases to outright surrender.

With that picture in mind, we can see that our school princi-
pal in Los Angeles is something of a hero, a front-line commander
facing a terrible and stubborn enemy. He is worried first that he
can’t properly educate his students in the most basic skills, with or
without computers. Then he wonders if all this automation that we
keep pushing his way will, in the end, rob the students of those
very same skills that might otherwise serve them when, one day,
they find themselves unexpectedly “unplugged” from the machines.
He might suggest, by way of argument, that we go shopping, visit
one of those stores where young people are employed as clerks.

He would ask us to watch what happens when the computerized
cash drawer fails and this person is required to make change the
old-fashioned way. If you have ever been in such a store on such
an occasion I will not have to paint you a picture of the result. And,
because I have three grown sons, I have seen at first hand the con-
sequences for those who come to rely too much on “work-saving”
technologies like computer spell-checkers and grammar software.

THIS BRINGS US to the teaching of art. It must be understood that
computers can’t supply what the student may lack—talent,

imagination, judgment, skill, and, for that matter, motivation. The
computer is a processor of data, nothing more. It can’t think. It can’t
imagine. It is dumb. Contrary to the claims of computer software
manufacturers, their creations do not make life easier for artists, or
writers, or anyone else. Most of today’s software will in fact demand
more from him or her, certainly not less. And, since the digital en-
vironment does not always lend itself to spontaneity, it means the
student must acquire more than computer skills; he or she must also
develop the capacity for sustained attention to detail, plan making,
and critical thinking. If we are going to teach about art, or history,
or anything else, we must remember that while computers and
communications technologies give us unprecedented access to
the treasures of libraries and museums, they do it in a very unstruc-
tured way, one that can work against learning. Online access is
fleeting and pressured; once the student or researcher leaves the
computer station, the experience evaporates. There is also the prob-
lem of authenticating documents published on the Internet: we are
seeing increasing numbers of fake documents, not to mention a
growing amount of raw propaganda masquerading as scholarship.
It appears everywhere, including the servers maintained by schools,
colleges, and government agencies. Until such time as better con-
trol is gained over what is on the Internet, our ability as teachers
and parents to “guide” students in their inquiry may be at an end.

But here we are; we come here with the optimism that such
efforts are not entirely hopeless, and that we can in fact affect edu-
cation for the better by the application of ideas that take advantage
of the best technologies. The most obvious and, in the long run,
the most interesting opportunity before us is the possibility of ex-
panding the concept of the edition given to us 500 years ago by
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Gutenberg. Beyond the obvious increase in the formal reach of the
edition, there is the chance to redefine the path and power of the
edition in its transfer of ideas from the one to the many. The envi-
ronment of the edition may no longer be one of merely the pro-
ducer and the consumer. Rather, the potential is there for something
like a community of producers engaged in continuous exchange;
because in cyberspace there are no centers and the reach is virtu-
ally infinite, it seems possible that we can remake the idea of “com-
munity,” drawing into the equation many kinds of people outside
education, and even outside our geographic sphere, to help with
our most difficult problems.

We have the possibility of taking into our hands—our small,
non-commercial hands—the means of publishing, not just in cyber-
space, but also in print; and to offer teachers and students materi-
als they might otherwise be denied because of a lack of money, or
will, or geographical barriers, or plain politics. This is a subversive
idea, to be sure, but the technology is already available, and I can’t
see anything on the horizon that will prevent us from using it to
our advantage.

One very promising and potentially subversive technology is
Adobe Acrobat and its PDF (Portable Document Format) file. Acro-
bat offers persons with the will and interest the power to deliver
infinite copies of something anywhere and anytime, at little or no
cost, complete with well-designed, fully typeset text and illustra-
tions; and it does this no matter what hardware or software might
be available to the reader. All that is required to receive such a pub-
lication is a computer with Acrobat Reader installed (given away
free by Adobe), a modem, and a suitable printer, in most cases a
cheap laser printer or even a very cheap inkjet printer. Imagine
what this would mean to a poverty-stricken school in rural China,
or to an over-subscribed school in inner-city Los Angeles where
textbooks are scarce or non-existent. Every student could have a
book to carry away, and if it becomes lost, another could be down-
loaded and printed in minutes. It could be printed on cheap, re-
cycled paper, held together by no more than paper clips; but it
would be a book all the same. All the words would appear as in
the original, and it would carry all its essential power to lift a mind.
This, in my view, is revolution of the best kind. It is the kind of
idea that holds the power to literally alter the face of the world.

In an essay published several years ago in the journal of the
International Museum of Photography at George Eastman House, I
articulated my vision for the digital future. I said: “The power to
publish has been put in the hands of everyperson, if they want it.
The power of the edition is the power to influence, to have an ef-
fect, to be part of change, to define change, to share the knowl-
edge of what it is to be a human being with as many others as
might want it.” I believe in those words more urgently today than
ever before. As I said in another forum on this topic, the public is
surely going to want—and desperately need—things that remind it
of its humanity, as well as things that provide assurance that life is
more than the pushing of stones up frightful hills in endless rep-
etitions, and never a stone to love. And it can be the artists and the
humanists who show them the way. Otherwise, we can be certain
that it will be the soap peddlers and politicians who will seize the
moment for their own purposes.

I HAVE OFTEN SAID that most interesting of the long-term advan-
tages for the likes of museums and libraries may be the possibil-

ity of transforming the architecture of both: by the abolition of
walls and location, thus giving them the ability to transfer their con-
tents, in whole or in part, at the speed of light to many locations
at the same time. The most serious shortcoming of a museum or
library is its fixed architecture, which automatically limits who can
attend, and how much they can export. Museums in particular have
been seen for a very long time more as monuments to the egos of
the culture club and less as instruments of public enlightenment.
Digital technologies offer the first real opportunity for museums to
put the lie to that idea. Moreover, by linking museums and librar-
ies with other museums and libraries, we can create different or-
ders of super archives with the power to integrate activities and
collections toward new orders of understanding.

Already we have computer conferencing that allows teachers
and students to engage in exchanges of information and ideas with
other teachers and students in distant places, as well as to indulge
in the kinds of conversations that bring a variety of personalities
and points of view into a discussion that might otherwise be im-
possible. Using the World Wide Web, vital links can be established
with persons who share our interests and passions, as well as links
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to a wide array of documents that can advance learning and re-
search. Students and teachers can travel to faraway places in an in-
stant to learn directly from those who live in those places what life
is like and how they think. Owing to the nature of the Internet’s
infrastructure we can even dodge the governmental gatekeepers,
including the more inhospitable ones, to speak directly to the man
or woman on the street, so to speak, assuming they are connected
to a modem and have an interest in participating.

For those who teach in professional programs helping to pre-
pare young men and women for careers in the arts, digital and
communications technologies offer an unprecedented opportunity
to provide access to otherwise prohibitively expensive equipment.
This is especially crucial for artists, photographers, videographers,
and electronic composers. We could achieve this by creating cen-
ters that are connected to other centers, thus allowing the pooling
of hardware and software; and by establishing networks for long-
distance collaborations, sharing information, and distributing their
work to the widest possible audience. We can certainly provide
them with the knowledge and tools to create for themselves new
and more effective ways to educate the public about art and its
place in our lives, and perhaps in the process restore the arts to a
more central place in the life of our communities.

The use of computer technologies in elementary and second-
ary education for art instruction must be re-thought for a variety
of reasons. With or without technology, art has never been treated
fairly in our elementary and secondary schools. It is more often
sponsored as an “activity,” something to give the students a break
from the “real” work of education. In such a setting the student
never learns that there is such a thing as a poor effort, and, as a
result, he or she can never come to know good from bad later in
life. Would we do the same if the student had written a bad sen-
tence? Probably not. Then there are those who take the “touchy-
feely” approach to art, and those who make art a therapy to cure
all sorts of maladies and upsets, and a handful who see it as salva-
tion for students who show no aptitude for other types of school
work; but for all of it, students are seldom given the chance to learn
about the true nature of artistic effort, that it requires as much men-
tal work as hand work, and that it certainly isn’t easy. Finally, there
are those who champion art instruction on the grounds that it pro-

motes creativity, ignoring a mountain of evidence that suggests the
basic ingredients that determine a person’s ability to be creative
only comes factory installed; either a person has it, or they don’t.
We can teach people about art, but we can’t teach them to be art-
ists (except in the commercial sense of producing competent drafts-
men or package designers). No one has yet to discover either the
source or mechanisms of creativity, and we only delude ourselves
and our students when we pretend otherwise. Moreover, if now we
merely project those flawed ideas of art into cyberspace without
any effort to correct them, nothing will be gained by all this hard
work.

What we can do, however, is begin to take art seriously our-
selves; we can then at least provide a more hospitable environment
for those who have a talent for it, giving them both the equipment
and encouragement needed for solid learning and productive ex-
perimentation. We can offer the rest of our students good, solid
experiences that help them to refine sensibilities, enhance appre-
ciation for art and the idea of aesthetic purpose, and perhaps pro-
vide the opportunity to practice skills that help them achieve better
coordination of hand, eye, and mind toward productive ends. But
if we go on with the idea of art as an activity, or as therapy, or as
the default alternative for students who do poorly elsewhere, then
no student or teacher will ever know that art is a “serious” pursuit,
something that just might become important to them later in life
when they are looking for those things that provide assurance that
life is more than the pushing of stones up frightful hills in endless
repetitions.

In elementary and secondary education it seems clear that it
is as necessary to educate our colleagues about technologies and
their applications as it is to teach our students. If we take as typi-
cal the case of the high school principal in Los Angeles who has to
decide between books and computers, we can see what we are up
against. If we can’t enlist the school principal in the cause, then ev-
erything we do will be for nothing. If we can’t convince our fel-
low teachers of the advantages of technology, then all this collapses.
Putting forward clever ideas and demonstrations is never enough;
the need to educate our colleagues is paramount. The need, I fear,
is such that it will require continuous effort, one that will require
us to be good listeners as well as good talkers. And when we talk
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it must be plain talk, free of both educational and technical jargon,
so that everyone, parents and colleagues alike, is clear about our
message. This is the responsibility that comes to all who wish to
promote new ideas. Do not neglect it. In the case of this particular
school administrator we have in our hands a proper response: we
can show him how books and computers are not mutually exclu-
sive, that the computers can provide the books he lacks, and quite
possibly at a fraction of the cost of traditional books. All that is re-
quired is the will to be a little subversive.

I HAVE GIVEN considerable space here to the objections of the hu-
manists, Barzun in particular because his voice is the strongest

and most considered. He is right when he says, as he did in his
book The American University, “To have heard of it, seen a film
about it, recognize references to it, own paperbacks or ‘interact’
with a computer about it is not knowledge.” But Barzun, like so
many of the humanists, goes too far with his blanket condemna-
tion of technology, telling us to keep it always and in every case “a
live show.” It is right to condemn bad ideas, and to that extent it is
proper to condemn those who promote technological schemes that
either waste money and time, or threaten to do actual harm to the
student. Like all things in life there is good and bad, and much in
the middle; it is only unfortunate that we have too often been found
guilty of letting our enthusiasms for the new, and especially for new
gadgets, outrun good sense. Still, that is insufficient cause to aban-
don all further attempts to put technology to work on behalf of edu-
cation, including education in the arts and humanities.

The opportunities before us are many and promising, and in
consequence our responsibility to do it right is great. The purpose
we serve is clear; it may not be an exaggeration to say that the fate
of at least a generation or two of students rests on the outcome of
our efforts. If we have learned anything over the years it is that it’s
easier to fail than it is to succeed. However grand our dreams may
be, they must be able to survive in the bright glare of the work-a-
day world of education, where few things are free and nothing is
ever as it should be.
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