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EIGHT

Modeling Justice in Higher Education

ERIN I. KELLY

I

Some scholars argue that a liberal arts education fosters critical thinking
and promotes democratic values. I argue that a liberal arts education in-
deed has this potential but that institutional limitations inhibit its fuller de-
velopment. Meeting certain institutional requirements of justice—including
fair equality of opportunity—is critical to the functioning of colleges and
universities as just institutions that support critical and creative thinking,
ethical reasoning, and democratic ideals. This argues for revising certain
popular conceptions of value and merit in college admissions and in aca-
demic scholarship, and for developing a campus environment that will en-
able all students to engage in critical, creative, and ethical thinking within
and beyond the university.

I

The United States has had a strong history of liberal arts orientation in edu-
cation that stresses breadth of intellectual exposure to the humanities, arts,
social sciences, mathematics, and natural sciences in a learning environment
characterized by Socratic inquiry, reflection, dialogue, and essay writing. The
concept of liberal arts education is, broadly speaking, education to allow the
flourishing of individuals and society at large. Liberal arts education aims
to equip individuals with the knowledge, critical-thinking skills, experience,
and capacity for reflection that will enable them to lead thoughtful, fulfill-
ing lives as individuals and to participate cooperatively and productively in
politics, the economy, and other spheres of social life. This was the vision of
Horace Mann, William James, John Dewey, W. E. B. Du Bois, and other great
educators in American history. They were, to be sure, influenced by Plato and
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Jean-Jacques Rousseau and also by well-established examples of university
systems in Europe, especially England. Still, a liberal arts model seems to
have evolved in broader form in the United States, penetrating secondary
schools to some extent, as well as being thoroughly established in many
American universities and colleges and emphasizing, more than in Europe,
a participatory, democratic ideal.

In emphasizing liberal arts education as a means to collective as well as
individual flourishing, defenders of liberal arts education stress its value as
good preparation for democratic citizenship. They claim that by challeng-
ing students to consider a variety of perspectives, experiences, and values,
liberal arts education develops the imagination, a capacity for empathy and
understanding, and a reflective appreciation of value pluralism.! This de-
velopment might happen in the imaginative engagement with characters in
a work of literature, by considering a philosopher’s reflections and skeptical
questions, through comparative study of different historical eras and cul-
tures, by grasping the dynamics of social groups, by identifying the empirical
causes of social change, and so forth. The various disciplinary approaches all
require students to consider a subject from a vantage point that is not merely
subjective and to make judgments of relevance in relation to parameters that
are significant to some or many human beings even though they might not
reflect the student’s own values. It is argued, and I think reasonably so, that
developing these skills helps to enable people in a diverse society and world
better to understand one another and to work together.

Advocates also claim that because liberal arts education emphasizes
learning and the accumulation of knowledge as a collective endeavor that
depends on active participation and codeliberation, it cultivates a demo-
cratic culture of inclusion. When conclusions must be based on evidence
that can be evaluated by other people and are supported by rational argu-
ment rather than mere appeals to authority, participants in intellectual in-
quiry can reckon with each other as equals.? Rational discussion involves
taking one’s interlocutor seriously as a person with a capacity for rational
thought, inquiry, and judgment. These qualities mark persons as equals in a
relevant political sense—as fit to participate fully in political society and to
enjoy all the rights and benefits of citizenship. Affirming through rational
dialogue the status of participants as political equals is an important source
of support for democratic institutions. Furthermore, reckoning with the
equal standing in conversation of one’s interlocutors helps participants to
develop the virtues of reasonableness and mutual respect, despite disagree-
ments that arise between them.? These virtues are valuable to the democratic
process.

Modeling Justice in Higher Education / 137

Proponents of liberal arts education emphasize that in these ways as-
pects of intellectual, emotional, and social development promoted through
liberal arts education are important to the healthy functioning of a demo-
cratic polity. These aré important points, and we should be concerned
about overly narrow assessments of educational outcomes. In particular, we
should be wary of a quantitative, market-oriented “knowledge and skills”
model that neglects assessments of innovative, reflective, creative, and col-
lective thinking.* In an era of standardized testing and demands on students
to memorize and regurgitate volumes of information, we must retain broad
and balanced indicators of social health in educational outcomes. Higher
education contributes to socially valuable outcomes in ways that standard-
ized testing and statistical measurements of income earning potential are
likely to miss.” The contribution of liberal arts education to creativity and
critical thinking, for example, might well be crucial for research and innova-
tion across a broad spectrum of fields of learning as well as for the develop-
ment of leadership, cooperation, and problem-solving skills.

Still, we should not oversell the contribution of liberal arts education
to the realization of a broader democratic and egalitarian political culture.
The goal of generating an inclusive, liberal, intellectually rich and informed
political culture in American society is beyond the power of universities
alone to achieve. Obstacles to achieving a just democratic society are signifi-
cant and dispersed throughout our society. They include glaring and conse-
quential socioeconomic inequalities and also institutionally and sociologi-
cally entrenched forms of race and gender bias. Broad social change would
be required to transform this.

Neither should we uncritically endorse and defend the status quo of
liberal arts education itself. The primary beneficiaries of rational dialogue
between equals are the people who participate, and their experience is con-
ditioned by the nature of the deliberative community. While our universities
and colleges are more inclusive than they once were, they are characterized
by many of the same unjust inequalities that characterize other civic realms.
This limits the value of liberal arts education as preparation for democratic
citizenship. Colleges and universities are in a good position to address this
problem. The institutions of higher education could work more effectively
to rectify unjust inequalities restricting access to higher education and the
community of scholarship. This is especially urgent in elite institutions that
are selective. Pursuit of the goal of greater inclusion could help to advance
justice within the university. By achieving more inclusive representation by
race, gender, and socioeconomic status, institutions of higher education,
and liberal arts institutions, in particular, could also serve as models of
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justice for other institutions. While this would not directly effect change
beyond the university, it could, by example, publicly raise the bar for the
evaluation of other institutions. By shaping the experience of its members in
ethically desirable ways, an inclusive learning community is also potentially
self-transformative. A model of education as the collective undertaking of an
inclusive and deliberative community of equals has never been fully realized
on a scale as large as that of a college or university.” Yet it is the best model
we have of justice and self-realization. Achieving more inclusive representa-
tion is our best hope for increasing the potential of institutions of higher
learning to make a positive contribution to broader social justice.

Thus, while it is doubtful that colleges and universities could effectively
transform American society into one that is genuinely democratic, they could
do something more modest: they could model justice. They could strive to
be just communities. This essay explores the virtues of a model of higher
education as an inclusive, deliberative, and collective enterprise with poten-
tial agency for beneficial and broader social change.

II

Modeling justice in institutions of higher education through fair inclusion
by race, gender, and socioeconomic status would require revising some other
familiar and relevant models of the value and function of the university:

1. The first is an economic development model of the university as an instru-
ment for advancing society’s economic growth. In this model, educational
outcomes are assessed by their contribution to aggregate economic growth.
Contribution to economic growth, regionally and nationally, is of course a
familiar aspect of the mission of many schools. For example, a 2003 report
commissioned by the eight research universities in the Boston area claims
that those universities “not only have a large direct financial impact, but
more importantly, they form much of the intellectual underpinning of the
regional economy, producing human capital and new technologies that fuel
economic growth.”® The eight presidents of those universities signed the re-
port with evident pride and approval.

By emphasizing economic development as a model, I refer to the view
that the contribution of higher education to national economic growth is its
primary justification. Universities themselves do not commonly adopt this
model but are sometimes pressured to justify their public funding by at least
implicit appeals to this view. A problem with the economic development
model is that its aggregative approach neglects matters of the distribution of
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wealth in society. Furthermore, this model lacks an ethical evaluation of the
goals and effects of investment and spending. Without a conception of dis-
tributive justice or an ethics of investment and consumption, the economic
model is an impoverished perspective from which to evaluate the aims of
higher education.’

. The second is a business model of the university as offering services demanded

by its paying customers. According to this model, a university education
should benefit students in line with their expressed aims and goals, such

as career advancement, competitive advantage, and increased social status.
This model is misguided but not lightly dismissed. Higher education should
serve important interests of students, but its aim is not restricted to this
mission. A business model of higher education is too individualistic and
uncritical. It lacks a collective, public dimension expressing shareable evalu-
ative criteria and joint aims.™ Just institutions do not merely serve people’s
existing aims, goals, and self-identified needs; they shape and limit valued
aims in line with fair consideration of the interests of all members and,
more broadly, of stakeholders. This is an abstract way of saying that universi-
ties should guide their members in formulating personal aims and interests
that are in line with a broader conception of the social good and the univer-
sity’s role in public life. Since institutions of higher education confer upon
their graduates the goods of social status and a competitive advantage in
seeking employment, they should do this responsibly: with sensitivity to
whether conferring these advantages selectively could be justified to those
who lack them.

. 'The third is a scholarcentric model of the university as a platform for scholarly

research with disciplinary autonomy. This model is attractive to research
faculty. What I most challenge here is not the value of excellence in research
but the value of disciplinary autonomy in the design of departments to suit
the research agendas and disciplinary commitments of current faculty.
Thus I do not reject a scholarcentric model of the university, but I would
qualify it. A paradigm of disciplinary autonomy is not sensitive enough to
whether the quest for knowledge advances the ethical value of knowledge.
Modeling social justice must include examining the ethical value of schol-
arly pursuits. This means that those pursuits should be open to meaningful
evaluation and criticism by members of the broader university community
who are charged with promoting greater inclusiveness, whether university
committees, external reviewers, or those in positions of academic leadership
perform this assessment.

Criticizing a scholarcentric model of the university is controversial
among research faculty and is in tension with some rationales for the tenure
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system. The tension arises because these measures challenge the autonomy
of scholars to define what is of value within their fields, which is what the
tenure system protects. I do not advocate eliminating the tenure system,
which 1 think is important for other reasons. But I do support revising the
ideal of the university as a platform for scholarly research with disciplinary
autonomy, despite the tension this brings with the rationale for tenure. Revi-
sions of a scholarcentric model and the other two prominent and popular
conceptions of the social function of the university are needed because of
the requirements of social justice for more inclusive representation.

Modeling justice in the university would not displace the other three
roles I have described, but it would constrain and balance them so that they
contribute to the university’s mission without distorting it. Justice is a virtue
of the whole institution, organizing and prioritizing its many dimensions.

v

One might worry about whether it makes sense to model a university after
a just society, as justice looks different in different contexts. Plato sought
to describe a just soul in order to understand a just city, but a just person
might not be like a just city. Perhaps justice is not a uniform value, ordered
by similar principles in all of its domains.

In significant ways, just universities are unlike democratic political socie-
ties. For example, university presidents are typically chosen not by a demo-
cratic vote on campus, but by a university’s board of trustees. There are many
important differences between a voluntary organization and a political
society. Still, we should not thus conclude that the concept of justice is in-
applicable to universities. Furthermore, the university as a model of justice
is not merely an analogy.

Fair opportunity for education is an entitlement in a just democratic
society. I will take this for granted, but it is not exactly clear what this means
and how it applies to higher education. For example, should everyone have
an opportunity for college education, or are just entitlements to educa-
tion satisfied by adequate secondary school education? A decent secondary
school education might prepare people to participate in civic life, to acquire
employment, and to understand the rights and obligations of citizenship.
College education is costly, and if that cost is to be shared collectively, its
value needs a convincing public justification. Hopeful proclamations about
the value of higher education to the further democratization of American
political culture do not suffice. On the other hand, a personal-fulfillment
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rationale for universal college education is also unlikely to survive scrutiny
in a pluralistic society.

A compelling basis for staking a fair-opportunity requirement is the ac-
tual social function of universities in regulating the production and distri-
bution of wealth, opportunity, and other social goods, such as knowledge,
innovation, and culture. The institutions of higher education are major con-
tributors to the preparation of adults for skilled employment, research and
development, creative design (in television, film, advertising, and architec-
ture, for example), social commentary and opinion making, and positions
of leadership. A college degree is virtually a prerequisite for the promise
of recognized social contributions in these arenas. This is a strong reason
to maintain that a fair-opportunity requirement extends to institutions of
higher learning.!2

Elite colleges and universities should be subjected to a high level of scru-
tiny on this measure. Elite institutions have a greater impact on the pro-
duction and distribution of wealth, opportunity, knowledge, innovation,
and culture; admission is highly selective. Furthermore, they are expensive.
Students at elite liberal arts institutions spend four years living and studying
together, full-time, in an interactive and intensive learning environment.
Their peers are not primarily competitors for scarce resources, but partners
in a collaborative campus community. This is a resource-intensive endeavor.
Careful thinking is required to understand what could make the opportu-
nity to attend fair.

Merit currently plays a role in admissions decisions and is influericed in
significant measure by talent, although, as we will see, by other factors as
well. If merit is an appropriate criterion, then all potential candidates should
have a fair opportunity to be evaluated on their merits. Supposing that fair
opportunity is an entitlement and hence should have broad social support,
some who share the cost of educating the meritorious would not themselves
meet the selection criteria. If this is not unfair, it could only be because there
is a rationale for selection by merit that could also be addressed to those
who are not selected,

The nature of this rationale, as well as the content of merit judgments
itself, will be a function of an understanding of the proper social function of
the university; this, in turn, connects with questions about the role and justi-
fication of social institutions more broadly speaking—the subject of theories
of justice. If we understand higher education, for example, as an instrument
for maximizing social utility overall, then those people with the greatest po-
tential to contribute would be most qualified. It would be unfair to deny ac-
cess to individuals whose education would serve to maximize social utility,
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but not necessarily unfair to deny it to others. If higher education is an in-
strument for maximizing society’s economic growth, then restricting access
to persons with the best prospects for contributing to maximal economic
growth would not be unfair. If our understanding of the proper function of
the university is influenced by perfectionist goals of producing excellence,
then selecting by criteria that evaluate prospects for excellent achievement
would be appropriate. If higher education is shaped by the utopian goal
of preparing each person fully to realize his or her potential, then fairness
requires that every person should have the opportunity to attend. In each
paradigm, fairness requires equal opportunities for those who are suitably
qualified.

Fundamental questions about the social function of higher education
and hence about the relevant criterion of merit for admission are not easily
resolved, especially since universities serve complex roles. I will not attempt
to resolve these questions and will address them only in a limited way. I
will not, for example, take up the question of whether a greater number
of people overall should be entitled to receive a liberal arts education.®® I
will assume, however, that any reasonable conception of fair equality of op-
portunity will not discriminate by race, gender, or socioeconomic class. The
social purpose of the university, however exactly we specify it, should not
depend on differential access by race, gender, or class.™ To this extent, judg-
ments of merit must be constrained by fairness. But since there is no good
reason to suspect that raw talent and potential for development and contri-
bution are distributed according to race, gender, or socioeconomic status,
this qualification does not distort our common conception of merit.’s We
are free rationally to accept a basic requirement of justice: that qualified and
motivated individuals should have equal prospects for attaining positions
of social importance, regardless of gender, race, or socioeconomic class of
origin. This means that any aggregating and maximizing calculations of the
university’s value—for instance, attention to the role of the university in
promoting a society’s economic growth—are objectionable to the extent
that they obscure or depend on discrimination by race, gender, or socioeco-
nomic status.

Talent and motivation as criteria of merit might be thought of as useful
criteria for correcting historical patterns of discrimination in which some
people have attained elite positions by virtue of their social privilege rather
than by merit. But talent and motivation as criteria of merit are not easily
disaggregated from other factors, because what counts as relevant talent and
motivation is socially freighted. Valued aspirations for individuals and in-
stitutions are socially conditioned and might be biased, requiring talents
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and characteristics that reflect the experience and culture of a privileged
elite.' For example, politicians who are perceived as electable or business
leaders who exude authority are more likely to be male, white, and from
economically privileged backgrounds. Opportunities to develop talent and
motivation are also socially freighted: they are not equally or even randomly
distributed but are marked instead by social class, among other factors.'” We
know, for example, that girls are socialized to prefer less quantitative fields
of study. We also know that many urban schools fail miserably to prepare
students for college. Lack of opportunity is correlated with underdeveloped
talent and lower motivation. Natural talent can wither and die,

These challenges raise broader questions of social justice that institu-
tions of higher education have limited means to address. Instead, as I have
indicated, my focus is on some possible changes that are within the pur-
view of institutions of higher education to effect.!® Thus, I acknowledge but
do not fully address hard questions about the bearing of gender, race, and
socioeconomic class on opportunities to develop talent and motivation as
well as on relevant measures of talent, as important as those questions are.
Instead, I have chosen to focus on the ethical imperative of achieving greater
inclusivity along lines of race, gender, and socioeconomic status accord-
ing to roughly current appraisals of talent and motivation, including grades
and test scores. I do this with some caution and qualification. While I urge
broadening current criteria and how we think about them, I do not strongly
repudiate current attention to grades and test scores.

The aim of inclusion fits with the self-conscious mission of many col-
leges and universities. I am speaking here not only of those universities and
colleges that embrace affirmative action policies, but also of those whose
aim it is to cultivate democratic values, ethical reasoning, critical thinking,
and multicultural education. A sampling of liberal arts institutions from
around the country bears this out. Terms such as “diversity,” “inclusion,”
and “multiculturalism” are prevalent in the mission statements of many
schools. For example, in its mission statement, Yale University states, “Yale
seeks to attract a diverse group of exceptionally talented men and women
from across the nation and around the world and to educate them for lead-
ership in scholarship, the professions, and society.”?? The mission statement
of Colby College includes the goal of providing “a demanding, expansive
educational experience to a select group of diverse, talented, intellectually
sophisticated students.”* These themes echo across many American colleges
and universities.

Advancing inclusivity by race, gender, and socioeconomic class connects
with efforts to remedy historically obvious dimensions of injustice. Under-
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representation is the product of some of the most blatant forms of injustice
and is still very much with us today. Addressing other dimensions of injus-
tice will not resolve this problem. The important dimension of corrective
and distributive justice is, however, only part of the story I am telling. A
genuinely inclusive, deliberative community also models democracy in a
participatory sense. Liberal arts colleges and universities are possible sites
for the development of an inclusive and deliberative community of equals.
The potential for a more inclusive university education to significantly shape
the experience and values of its participants also represents its brightest
prospects for making a broader social contribution toward greater justice.
While higher education is not and is not likely to be universally available, its
availability to a substantial segment of the population could be justifiable,
provided that segment is diverse and representative.

I am arguing that higher education that is inclusive along the lines of
race, gender, and socioeconomic class, and that has a participatory and de-
liberative orientation, has the potential to shape the values and aims of the
members of its community of scholarship to make a valuable civic contribu-
tion beyond the university. This rationale for higher education has limits.
It does not apply to all institutions of higher learning.? Many college stu-
dents do not receive a deliberative liberal arts education. They attend large
lecture classes, they commute to large and diffuse public institutions where
they are mostly anonymous, they interrupt their college careers to work
(assembling credits over time), and they study vocational fields. Students
in these contexts learn not through sustained and deliberative interaction
with involved professors and peers, but as relatively passive recipients of
information imparted from their professors, at some distance. This model
of learning emphasizes formal transfer of knowledge or skills from faculty
to individual students. It is modular and not oriented toward community
building. Some elements of liberal arts education might be prominent, but
without a participatory and deliberative emphasis.

Considerations of distributive and corrective justice provide an argument
for fair opportunity to attend institutions of higher education, whether par-
ticipatory and deliberative or not. I have argued that socially disadvantaged
and historically excluded populations should have equal access to impor-
tant goods conferred by higher education. This imperative of justice could
be satisfied by a variety of institutional options, including vocational and
technical training as well as large public universities. It does not necessarily
require a liberal arts education. The participatory justice argument I have
introduced, however, is directed to liberal arts institutions, in particular. If
we are to maintain selective liberal arts institutions, rather than, say, utiliz-
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ing available resources to expand the enrollment capacity of more accessible
public institutions, private liberal arts colleges and universities are under
moral pressure to reveal unique and valuable contributions whose benefits
extend beyond the select class of people who attend these institutions. In
other words, the achievements of elite liberal arts institutions should be
subjected to ethical evaluation.

I will now elaborate some criteria of ethical evaluation designed to en-
hance the university as a model of justice. Specifically, I will address student
admissions, pedagogy, and the climate on campus for student life and schol-
arly research. My discussion will be organized by three basic points:

1. Colleges and universities should stress publicly that desert or merit in
admissions is best understood as a matter of potential for success and
contribution.

2. Scholarship should be evaluated in relation to what I will call “social
intelligence.”

3. Aninclusive and fair campus climate anchors the prospects for critical think-
ing and creative understanding,

\'

The scales of justice are a familiar metaphor for a concept of desert. Desert
so understood involves the moral notion that praiseworthy achievers should
be rewarded (and, symmetrically, blameworthy wrongdoers should be pun-
ished). In this way of thinking, an assessment of past behavior fixes the rele-
vant reward, apart from the implications of past behavior for future perfor-
mance and from any beneficial consequences that may flow from conferring
the award. Furthermore, achievers are thought to be morally entitled to their
just deserts. Failure to receive their due would be cause for moral complaint.
This notion of desert is backward looking; individual moral desert is fixed
without reference to consequences.

Desert is not plausible as an admissions criterion. Admissions commit-
tees are charged with identifying persons who will benefit greatly from the
school’s resources, who will succeed academically, and who will contribute
to the school’s academic and social mission. Admissions officers look for
candidates who merit admission in this, complex, forward-looking sense.??
Grades and standardized test scores are used to predict success rather than
serving as achievement indicators of deserved rewards. There is confusion,
however, and even resentment in the broader public’s perception of judg-
ments of merit in admission. Legal cases have been built on the view that



146 / Erin L. Kelly

admitting applicants with lower grades and test scores than their com-
petitors is evidence of unfair treatment, in view of the plaintiffs’ superior
achievements, even when universities make it clear that the admissions cri-
teria used further the school’s mission in important ways. The U.S. Supreme
Court has not been unsympathetic to the argument that affirmative action
by race is racial discrimination, although it has also not fully accepted the
plaintiffs’ arguments, leaving room for admissions criteria to be designed
around merit as individual potential for successful engagement in the collec-
tive educational enterprise.? It is likely that the court’s ambivalence on the
consideration of race in university admissions has fueled public suspicion
of university admissions policies.

Universities with progressive admissions policies should maintain their
stance and communicate it more fully to the public, making clear that diver-
sity is tritically important to the collective learning environment. Inclusion
and balance by race, gender, and socioeconomic status promotes the critical-
thinking enterprise, since critical scrutiny of values, biases, and assumptions
is facilitated by thoughtful encounters with people who have had different
social experiences. It should also be stressed that racial diversity and the
inclusion of American minority groups is especially important, given the
profound impact of race on American history, politics, culture, social strati-
fication, and social dynamics.?* In this respect, the demands of corrective
and distributive justice to remedy disadvantages to historically excluded and
mistreated minorities also promote the collective and individual advance-
ment of learning.

Universities can also communicate more forcefully than they have that
diversification of a student body is best accomplished by limiting the role
of grades and test scores in admissions decisions. Grades and test scores
serve a helpful threshold function for assessing whether a candidate merits
admission, provided that relevant adjustments are made in view of evidence
indicating that certain groups tend to underperform on standardized tests.”
However, it should be stressed that candidates also merit admission based
on other factors of practical intelligence, such as ability to overcome ob-
stacles, strength of motivation, commitment, and resilience, as well as the
contribution their individual and cultural perspectives could make to the
learning community. These factors do not compete with merit as criteria of

admission. They are themselves measures of merit in the relevant forward-
looking sense because they figure into the prospects of individual and col-
lective success in learning. The point is that the relevant notion of desert
encompasses potential, it has individual and collective dimensions, and it
is not a moral measure of deserved rewards. While many admissions offices
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may affirm this approach, its ethical substance and importance warrants
public clarification and emphasis.

Grades and test scores as measures of qualification reveal imbalance by
socioeconomic class of origin in the population of students attending elite
colleges and universities. Amy Gutmann emphasizes what she refers to as
the “big squeeze” in college admissions. In a recent study, Gutmann found
that 36 percent of high school seniors who are highly qualified for admis-
sion to elite colleges and universities (they have high grades and combined
SAT scores over 1200) come from the top 20 percent of the income bracket,
while 57 percent of selective university students come from this same in-
come bracket. This means, she concludes, that the “wealthiest 20 percent
of American families are overrepresented on elite college campuses by a
margin of 21 percent.”? Gutmann documents underrepresentation of the
other income groups all the way down to the lowest income bracket. She
found that inadequate financial aid was not the only factor contributing to
the underenrollment of qualified students from middle- and lower-income
brackets. Also important is the perception that elite universities are unwel-
coming. Outreach and retention programs, in addition to need-blind ad-

missions, are crucial to correcting uneven socioeconomic representation of
qualified students.

Vi

I now turn to the evaluation of scholarship. I propose that scholarship be
evaluated for its production of knowledge as “social intelligence.” In re-
ferring to knowledge as social intelligence, I mean that knowledge can be
understood and evaluated in relation to the community of knowers that
it empowers. To understand knowledge in relation to social intelligence is
to think about how knowledge is built and with whom it is shared. It is
to examine who the knowers are, who produces knowledge, and who the
intended audience is of knowledge production. The intelligent social group
includes those persons who generate and/or can manipulate and expand
knowledge. This is the group that renders information useful or in other
ways valuable. It might be considerably smaller than the group of people
that benefits from the generation of knowledge. Many people benefit from
the engineering expertise involved in designing bridges and airplanes, yet
few know anything about the principles of engineering and current innova-
tions in the field. At issue here is not the wider social value of advances in
research, but rather membership in the intellectual community. The intel-
ligent social group has access to knowledge and can influence its consump-
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tion, application, and development, and it has social power that passive
beneficiaries lack. Concern with fair opportunity in higher education must
address the academic community surrounding scholarship and evaluate its
inclusiveness. Fair-opportunity considerations should extend to member-
ship in the community of scholarship.

Institutions involved in education should be concerned with whether the
group of people involved with the production and consumption of scholar-
ship is socially representative along lines of race, gender, and social class,
and whether students and research faculty at the university are all in a posi-
tion fully to participate in the scholarship community. This would be to
understand social intelligence as the model of deliberative democracy, as
opposed to a notion of democracy that emphasizes representation. Con-
sider two differing ideas of political equality. One is that political equality of
persons means that the interests of all persons should be given equal weight
in collective decisions. This fits with a notion of democracy as representa-
tive. The other is the idea that political equality requires equal opportunity
to participate in collective decisions.?” This includes a deliberative require-
ment. Evaluating knowledge in relation to social intelligence expresses the
value of people’s opportunities to participate in collective endeavors that
affect their basic interests. This expresses a deeper notion of democracy as
self-government. It requires more than the production of knowledge as so-
cially beneficial.

] am suggesting that a notion of social intelligence on the model of delib-
erative democracy be used to evaluate scholarship. Specifically, I am apply-
ing it to the community of scholarship and aiming to broaden the social in-
telligence of scholarship as it bears on the content and conduct of research.
If academic departments and, more broadly, academic disciplines are not
diversified by race and gender, they should be required by university leader-
ship to broaden their content by opening up new lines of research and /or by
hiring women and minorities who are productive scholars, whether or not
their subjects of research are race and gender focused. Here I am acknowl-

edging a distinction between race and gender as it bears on the subject of
research and the race and gender of researchers themselves. I will count both
types of diversification—by topic and by researcher—as progress in terms
of race and gender inclusiveness. Inclusiveness by topic potentially calls at-
tention to the nature and sources of justice concerns, increasing our ethical
sensitivity. This may facilitate change, if indirectly.

Emphasizing the importance of greater inclusivity does not necessarily
imply that there is something wrong with specialized scholarship whose
focus is not race and gender. Diversity can be achieved more broadly in aca-
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demic departments, by hiring minorities and women in those or other areas
and also by including areas of scholarship that do study the dynamics of race
and gender. Yet subfields that create a chilly climate for women and minori-
ties call for scrutiny, particularly if they lack practical application. Insistence
on knowledge for its own sake is troubling when proponents wield scarce
resources without inclusive assessment of its promise.

Another strategy for promoting greater inclusiveness emphasizes the
value of cross-disciplinary lines of research and centers of scholarship that
are designed around inclusive academic research programs, with an eye to
caross-fertilizing more recalcitrant fields of study. For example, in “cluster
hires” faculty positions are offered to select departments that agree to par-
ticipate in the curricular development and research advancement of interdis-
ciplinary fields of study. An interdisciplinary committee participates in the
selection of candidates for those positions.

Access to the community of scholarship, I have argued, is ideally regu-
lated by a notion of fair equality of opportunity that privileges talent and
motivation as qualifications for membership in the community of scholar-
ship and should not otherwise discriminate. Developing the ideal of de-
liberative democracy in this context contrasts with proposing a broader,
society-wide notion of democratic participation that could imply a more
radical shift in our thinking about the aims of higher education. Still, apply-
ing the idea more narrowly within an understanding of equal opportunity
that is structured by the importance of talent and motivation has significant
implications for the meaning of equality and inclusion within the academic
community. It means that we should be vigilant about whether that commu-
nity makes up a healthy cross-section by race, gender, and socioeconomic
class, as we should expect it would were objectionable bias to be eliminated.

Vil

Finally, I turn to some matters of campus climate for students and address
the ethics of pedagogy. The phrase “critical thinking” has become popular
in descriptions of what university education should aim to cultivate in stu-
dents.?® It is not, however, always clear what is meant by the term. In aiming
to articulate a plausible understanding, let us first distinguish between pas-
sive and active thought. In passive thinking students absorb information but
do not consciously identify reasons to endorse or to reject the value of this
information. Memorization and regurgitation of information are examples
of passive thinking. Active, critical thinking, by contrast, survives reflective
endorsement. It involves judgment and evaluation and is guided by values.?
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In reflectively endorsing the relevance of information, a person'’s self-
conception and values are used as guides for appraising information and
orienting the quest for knowledge.* Values enable a person to explore new
information by placing him or her in a position to evaluate whether infor-
mation is worthy of consideration. In thinking critically, one has a sense
of the point of exploring information. For example, it might serve a poten-
tially valuable social purpose, sharpen our understanding and appreciation
of the natural world, or be emotionally and intellectually satisfying. Because
a framework of values places a person in a position to recognize informa-
tion as providing reasons for further thought and for drawing conclusions,
critical thinking is connected with self-affirmation. It involves coming to
conclusions by means of reasons that one affirms as relevant. When a person
adopts reasons as a basis for drawing conclusions, he or she may become
aware that they say something about who he or she is. The person is one
who has certain aims in the thinking enterprise that he or she believes makes
it worthwhile. To avoid cognitive dissonance, we put ourselves under some
pressure to see that the reasons we recognize fit together, if not into one over-
all rational scheme, then at least into rational clusters, eliminating obvious
conflicts. We have a stake in seeing that these clusters cohere, more or less,
over time so that we can experience ourselves as unified persons.

Critical thinking, as I have just described it, is an exercise in autonomy. By
autonomy, however, I do not mean isolation. In fact, critical thinking as an
exercise in autonomy typically requires social presence. It requires that other
people affirm the integrity of one’s intellectual capacities. Without relevant
social acknowledgment it is very difficult for people to use critical think-
ing to learn new things. This is because in thinking critically one reaches
out.-from what one understands and thinks is important to explore new
information and ideas and also to reflect on one’s assumptions and com-
mitments. Critical thinking begins from and is oriented by a person’s values
and reasons, but it also involves scrutinizing the values and reasons upon
which a person’s identity depends. Thus it involves self-evaluation. This re-

quires constructive modes of challenge that can facilitate individual self-
evaluation. A diverse community with a collective commitment to honest
and open inquiry is an invaluable tool for critical thinking and learning.

Thirking critically together with other people introduces an ethical di-
mension. A process of self-examination can be difficult and even painful.
One might discover that some of one’s values, assumptions, and commit-
ments do not have the support of reason—they cannot be justified or do
not, on reflection, seem worthwhile. Students who are open to learning
sometimes discover this. Critical thinking as an exercise in self-reflection
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can provoke a palpable sense of vulnerability and disorientation; social
support may be needed to enable the critical-thinking exercise to continue.
Educators thus have a complex role: as supporters and as guides who intro-
duce worthwhile sources of challenge and promote collective reasoning that
satisfies ethical requirements of mutual respect.* Teaching a diverse group
of students complicates the responsibilities involved in teaching. The start-
ing point for critical thinking differs across people, particularly in a diverse
group in which different people have different life experiences and values.
Educators must develop multiple strategies for engaging students. This sug-
gests a certain ethics of teaching—emphasizing that instructors should not
only model active, engaged learning, but should also use multiple and varied
representations of course content and incorporate student-centered teaching
(such as dialogue, informal writing, group discussion, team projects, and
other forms of cooperative learning).

When critical thinking is a genuinely collective enterprise, all partici-
pants must be recognized as capable of rational judgment and honest self-
evaluation. Each will be treated as capable of gaining knowledge and eval-
uating information in good faith. This means that participants are under
ethical pressure to recognize one another as capable of challenging, scruti-
nizing, and evaluating the bases of knowledge claims. They must recognize
one another as worthy interlocutors. One is thus challenged to broaden
one’s self-assessment to rationally engage the perspective of other people,
although their starting points may be quite different from one’s own. Ac-
cepting this challenge expresses ethical respect for the autonomy of other
people and enables mutual and collective growth.

Evidence from social psychology supports my proposal that we under-
stand critical thinking as an exercise in autonomy that depends on ethical
group dynamics. Studies confirm, for example, that threats to self-esteem
(e.., stereotype threat), cultural alienation, and the perception of bias and
unfairness significantly affect the academic performance of women and stu-
dents of color.* Fair and socially affirmative responses to these threats have
been shown to improve student performance significantly.®® This is evidence
in favor of an ethics of pedagogy that is student centered, participatory, and
sensitive to the importance and difficulty of creating group dynamics that
engender mutual respect and equal standing.

VIII

This essay has attempted to give content to the idea of the university as a
model of justice in meeting reasonable institutional requirements of justice
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that address historically rooted sources of exclusion, and in promoting an
inclusive culture in the academic community, on the model of the university
community as a participatory democracy. I have argued that this realizable
ideal of the university encompasses the university's approach to admissions,
scholarship, campus climate, and pedagogy. Inclusivity in these aspects of a
university’s policies and mission is required as a matter of fair equality of op-
portunity, and it is critical to developing the potential of liberal arts educa-
tion to enhance critical thinking, ethical reasoning, and democratic values.
Were universities successfully to model justice in the ways I have described,
faculty and students broadly representative of the wider population and
enabled fully to participate in the learning and research community would
be in a strong position to represent their own experiences and to shape the
values of the institution. By influencing their peers as well as developing
personally, all members of the academic community could influence the
social role and contribution of the university. This would raise the prospects
for universities justly to contribute to the broader social good, rather than
merely serving the interests of a privileged population.
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