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Civic Discourse Pedagogies in American Higher Education:
Tracing Historical Patterns, Enduring Paradigms, and Future Possibilities
Abstract
Civic discourse on college campuses has become a flashpoint in American politics. Amid
deep political division, rising threats to freedom of inquiry and speech, and declining public trust,
colleges and universities are seeking ways to teach and practice the communication across
difference so essential to their civic, educational, and scholarly missions. Importantly, this is not the
first time institutions of higher education have sought new approaches to civic discourse education
in response to profound societal changes and challenges. They have done so repeatedly, stretching
back to higher education’s earliest days in colonial America. In this dissertation, I draw on histories
of American politics, higher education, ideas, and philosophy to make two core arguments. First, |
demonstrate that the emergence of civic discourse pedagogies in American higher education has
followed a historical pattern: Societal change has generated new visions of politics; together with
the transformative forces that shaped them, these visions have led to new conceptions of higher
education’s mission and new ideas about the kinds of citizens higher education should aim to
produce. These conceptions have demanded new approaches to civic education, spurring the
creation of new ways to teach civic discourse. Second, I argue that these new pedagogies were not
just instructional innovations. Rather, they were products of new paradigms of civic discourse
practice and pedagogy, rooted in specific notions of personhood, power, and social epistemology. I
build this argument by analyzing three examples of pedagogical emergence: the development of
forensic debate in the mid-1700s; deliberative discussion in the early 20th century; and intergroup
dialogue in the late 1980s. These models of pedagogical emergence and paradigm development

constitute new scholarly contributions—ones that provide analytical tools that can help us
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understand and reframe our contemporary challenges of civic discourse. In my final chapters, I
demonstrate this point by applying these models to our recent history. Ultimately, my hope is that
viewing campus civic discourse in historical perspective can support the vital work of sustaining

conversations across difference amid the critical challenges facing higher education today.
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Introduction

In November of 2017, I submitted my applications to PhD programs in education. In my
statement of purpose I wrote,

Ideological polarization, social inequality, and diversity are reshaping American life. My goal

in pursuing a PhD is to understand the ways in which these forces are impacting the ability

of American schools to be sites of effective civic formation. The next generation of citizens

will soon inherit an increasingly diverse and divided democracy. Will they be ready?
[ explained how I'd arrived at this question during my time—from 2014 to 2016—as Assistant
Director at The School for Ethics and Global Leadership (SEGL), a semester program for high school
juniors in Washington, D.C.; how what made SEGL unique wasn’t just its vibrant curriculum focused
on real world ethical and leadership challenges—it was also the diversity of the students. In a SEGL
dorm, it was common for a CPAC poster to share a wall with a Planned Parenthood sign; for a child
who grew up on Park Avenue to share a bunkbed with an undocumented student; to hear accents
from the coasts debating the Heartland about the Second Amendment. While invaluable, this
diversity was not easy. Daily interactions, from dinner conversations to classroom debates,
challenged everyone at the table. Working in this environment brought up numerous ethical and
pedagogical questions for me about the “right” ways to prepare students of diverse backgrounds for
citizenship in a country marked by intensifying difference, stratification, and conflict. As Donald
Trump’s first presidential campaign got underway and political battle cries clashed with calls for
empathy, [ was continually drawn back to these questions. How, | wondered, were American
schools teaching students to navigate this fraught political landscape? How should they?

I entered Harvard’s PhD in Education program in the fall of 2018, eager to tackle these
questions. Over the coming years, political division on and off campus only deepened. When my

initial plans to conduct ethnographic research in high schools were thwarted by the COVID-19



pandemic, [ joined a team at the Edmond & Lily Safra Center for Ethics working to launch a new
initiative called the Intercollegiate Civil Disagreement Partnership Fellowship (ICDP): a
collaborative program across five institutions of higher education—two elite research universities,
a state university, and two community colleges—that aimed to teach undergraduate students how
to participate in and facilitate difficult conversations across political difference. Over the next five
years, | helped to build this program, eventually serving as Harvard’s program lead and co-leading
the pedagogy team with wonderful colleagues at our partner schools. My involvement in the ICDP
focused both my academic and practitioner attention on civic discourse in higher education.

My efforts as an educator—at SEGL and with the ICDP—were motivated by what Peter
Levine calls “the citizens’ fundamental question”: “What should we do?” (Levine, 2022). As the child
of a mixed culture family (liberal New York Jews on my dad’s side and conservative Midwest
Christians on my mom’s), and a partner in an interracial and interfaith marriage, my life
experiences had imbued me with a belief in the necessity and value of communicating across
difference. Looking at a nation that seemed to be coming apart at the seams (many would argue it
was never sewn together in the first place), and students struggling to find ways to handle
intensifying conflicts in their classrooms, dorms, student groups, and online spaces, [ wanted to do
something—to try to give students some tools to understand and navigate the fraught terrain of
profound difference they faced in their personal and academic lives.

Treatment demands diagnosis, and I set out to understand more deeply what exactly was
happening to our country, and what knowledgeable people thought we could do about it. The most
prominent answers I found told a narrative of polarization, often starting in the mid-20th century
and centering on psychological explanations for social group animosity and conflict. The key,
according to this diagnosis, was to become self-aware about the ways in which our minds bias us
against political others, and to come together to seek understanding. Pedagogical interventions

were largely focused here—on helping students to understand their cognitive biases, to practice



calm, respectful ways of sharing their views, to ask thoughtful questions, to listen closely, to set
aside the impulse to judge, persuade or “win” in order to develop mutual understanding. These
approaches were appealing to administrators, faculty, and students who wanted concrete,
accessible “solutions” to the hurt, anger, silence, and fear that increasingly characterized discourse
about controversial topics on college campuses.

Yet the further back I began to trace America’s political divides, the more I came to
appreciate the rich and complex historical legacies that were shaping today’s political conflicts. For
example, in my early search to understand the origins of 21st century political polarization, I gained
new appreciation for the ways in which Civil Rights Movement wins, anti-war protest, and
economic decline led to the collapse of the New Deal Democratic coalition and triggered the racial,
geographic, and cultural realignment of America’s political parties—a structural, not just
psychological, realignment that was instrumental in creating our current political landscape. This
interdisciplinary, multidimensional perspective made clear the role structural forces and historical
legacies have played in shaping visions of politics and the ways citizens understand and relate to
one another. These insights made me increasingly skeptical that diagnoses of and pedagogical
treatments for our political conflicts and discursive challenges that focused largely on individual
psychological interventions were going to be effective. In their emphasis on human cognition and
evolutionary neurobiology, they often left unmentioned centuries of history that gave content and
weight to contemporary partisan battles. I began to feel that in order to tackle these challenges as a
citizen, scholar, and educator, I needed a much deeper understanding of, to quote Erving Goffman,

what it is that’s going on here (Goffman, 1986, p. 8). I turned back to history to see what I could find.



My Arguments

As I followed the historical literature, I found that, in fact, this was not the first time colleges
and universities in the United States (and in the colonies that preceded them) had sought new
approaches to civic discourse in response to profound societal changes and challenges. They had
done so repeatedly, stretching back to higher education’s earliest days in America. As both the
traditional site of knowledge production and the traditional training ground for leaders and
scholars, higher education had been a critical site for shaping ideas about democratic discourse and
approaches to its teaching for over 250 years. As American society changed, so too had notions of
citizenship education, and of how to teach and engage students in civic discourse. Maybe, I thought,
learning about how past approaches had evolved could shed light on how to understand and
approach pedagogical development today.

As I studied this history of civic discourse instruction and practice in higher education, a
pattern of pedagogical emergence began to surface, along with a repertory of approaches that was
recognizable to me today (Figure 1). The most enduring and influential of these pedagogies, ones
that remain widely used, are forensic debate, deliberative discussion, and intergroup dialogue. Each
of these emerged from a particular historical era: forensic debate in the mid- to late-18th century;
discussion during the first decades of the 1900s; and intergroup dialogue in the late 1980s. Each
developed as an outgrowth of a new political vision that took shape amid a set of major historical
changes. Debate developed from a conception of politics as popular sovereignty through semi-
aristocratic forms of representation; discussion from a Progressive ideal of democracy as
egalitarian and participatory communal inquiry; and dialogue from a vision of politics as the
pursuit of multicultural democracy and social justice through collective action. Each of these visions
gave rise to a new conception of citizenship and new approaches to public discourse. Together with

the historical developments that spurred them, these new visions and practices inspired new ideas



about the public mission of higher education—about what approaches to intellectual production
and citizenship education would best serve society. As higher education embraced these new ideas
about its mission, earlier pedagogies of civic discourse struggled to fulfill the new goals institutions
had taken on. New pedagogies emerged to fill this gap, aimed at equipping students to be citizens

capable of implementing this new vision of politics.

Figure 1. Process of Pedagogical Emergence
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All three pedagogies developed by moving through these steps; however, each followed a
unique path in doing so, shaped by the size, structure, and make-up of higher education during its
era. When debate developed, higher education in the US was a small, local enterprise carried out by
the nine colonial colleges. Civic discourse education was at the center of a classical curriculum with
limited scope, whose implementation was shaped directly by the president and a board of trustees
or overseers (Potter, 1944). In this context, pedagogical adoption could happen steadily and

universally, with forensic debate becoming a central part of every student’s education.



By the time deliberative discussion took shape in the early decades of the 20th century,
higher education had changed dramatically. The number of institutions neared 1,000, and the
classical curriculum was falling away (Goldin & Katz, 1999, pp. 41-42; Labaree, 2017, p. 27). In its
place was rising a broader curriculum that featured the sciences alongside the liberal arts.
Institutions were dividing themselves into specialized disciplines and departments, of which
Speech was one. In the 1920s, professors in this discipline began to teach courses in the skills and
practice of discussion. While such courses were sometimes part of broad requirements, speech was
no longer at the center of the college curriculum as it was in the 19th century. In this context, the
pedagogy’s diffusion occurred through its gradual uptake across fields as a way of structuring
classroom engagement—a reflection of the influence of Progressive educational ideas in the 20t
century. Furthermore, many colleges and universities had added outreach programs to provide
technical and civic education to their local communities, and discussion training was delivered
through these initiatives.

By the 1980s, higher education had transformed again. In 1988, over 3,500 institutions,
public and private, 2-year and 4-year, were operating in the US (U.S. Department of Education,
National Center for Education Statistics, 2020, Table 317.10). “Student life” and the extracurricular
and campus community dimensions of the college experience had developed extensively. New
centers focused on minorities and multiculturalism were created in the wake of the Protest Era. As
“value-free” science had become a central focus of higher education, civic and moral education was
increasingly shifted into these extracurricular areas (Reuben, 2000, p. 80). In the face of campus
racial protest and conflict, student life administrators and professors of sociology, psychology, and
social work at the University of Michigan came together to develop intergroup dialogue as a
community intervention (Maxwell & Thompson, 2017, p. 3). Over time, IGD became a core
component of Michigan’s new Program on Intergroup Relations, a joint initiative between the

university’s Office of Student Life and the College of Literature, Science, and the Arts. IGD was



taught through courses, programming in residence halls, and trainings with the Office of Minority
Affairs (Maxwell & Thompson, 2017, pp. 5-6). Its external diffusion occurred through an intentional
strategy of research and evaluation, academic publishing, and professional training and
development. Thus, while the broader pattern of their emergence follows the same steps, each
pedagogy’s unique story reflects higher education’s evolving institutional and curricular structures.
As an outgrowth of these periods of societal and political transformation, these pedagogies
each reflected ideas of personhood, power, and social epistemology that rose to prominence during
their respective eras. In this way, these forms of teaching were not just pedagogical innovations.
They were manifestations of new paradigms of civic discourse practice and pedagogy. Forensic
debate was rooted in Enlightenment ideas of the person as an autonomous rational and moral
agent, capable of independently exercising reason to arrive at objective truth; its understanding of
power as an ever-present threat to individual rights and freedoms reflected the fears of American
colonists with a tenuous hold on self-government, haunted by memories of absolute rule and the
religious and political warfare it sparked. Discussion was the product of the Progressive movement,
reflecting that movement’s belief in the social nature of personhood and human development, and
the ability of face-to-face interaction between citizens to build communities that collaboratively
investigate and address their shared problems. This hopeful vision informed their understanding of
power as the individual and collective agency that gets unlocked through relationality, inquiry, and
unified action. Intergroup dialogue’s ideas of personhood reflected the 20th century rise of the idea
of social identity, and critical theory’s conceptions of power as a pervasive force that acts on and
through institutions, practices, people, ideas, and resources to maintain systems of hierarchy and
oppression. IGD advocates believe that what and how one thinks and knows is shaped by one’s
identities, and their intersections with power and social structure. As each pedagogy was taken up,

it helped to root these underlying ideas into higher education’s culture and practice of discourse.



Notably, each of these pedagogies and paradigms emerged at the tail end of an arc of
political and social change. In fact, they took root in higher education once the political vision to
which each pedagogy was tied was about to face, or was already facing, competition from new
visions. Forensic debate became prominent in college curricula just as Jacksonian “mass”
democracy was on the horizon, poised to reject elitist republican notions of 18th century
representative governance. Discussion was embraced within college classrooms and government
citizenship education programs just as notions of a unified, communal, democratic public were
being challenged by a dominant technocratic state and the group-based violence, oppression, and
social movements of the 20th century. Intergroup dialogue was inspired by the politics, fields, and
ideas of the radical tradition that stretched from Marx to the protest movements of the 1960s and
70s, but it was developed within an increasingly conservative country being reshaped by the
politics of the New Right and the rise of neoliberalism.

Yet, despite this competition, these pedagogies and their underlying ideas persisted and
accumulated within higher education. As new pedagogies developed, previous ones did not
evaporate; they endured—ebbing, resurfacing, and evolving, but maintaining core features. Over
time, these pedagogies became embedded institutionally in classroom pedagogies, student groups
and activities, and university programs and centers. This accumulation has generated higher
education’s repertory of civic discourse—a layered toolbox that is both complementary and full of

tensions.

My Approach

My arguments developed through a process of historical analysis and synthesis that took
me through several literatures and fields. [ began by reading sources such as Longo and Shaffer’s
Creating Space for Democracy: A Primer on Dialogue and Deliberation in Higher Education (2019a)

which provided a contemporary overview of current approaches to civic discourse teaching and



practice in higher education. In these sources, I repeatedly saw approaches divided broadly into
forms of debate, discussion, and dialogue. Furthermore, when I looked to scholarship and
pedagogical models to inform the work [ was doing with the ICDP, I encountered multiple resources
that distinguished dialogue from debate and discussion as broad frameworks for civic discourse
teaching and practice (Longo & Shaffer, 2019b; Debate, discussion, dialogue, 2023; Nagda et al,
2008).

Based on this initial assessment, I began to look into the histories of these dominant
approaches. Although no one had written a collective history of all three of these approaches, I did
find helpful historical accounts of each pedagogy (Bartanen & Littlefield, 2014; Burbules & Bruce,
2001; Cohen, 1994; Goodman, 2004; Gottesman, 2016; Hogan et al., 2017; Keith, 2007; Mattson,
1998; Potter, 1944; Rudolph, 1977). From this reading, it became clear that forensic debate,
deliberative discussion as formulated by the Progressive movement, and intergroup dialogue were
touchstone pedagogies that shaped broad pedagogical conceptions of debate, discussion, and
dialogue into the 21st century. The literature on the origins of these approaches allowed me to
establish the chronology of pedagogical development, and it showed me that each pedagogy came
together within a particular historical context. Reading these pedagogical histories side by side, I
also began to see patterns in the ways they explained how and why a pedagogy emerged at a
particular time. Several emphasized that the new pedagogy they were analyzing developed in
response to changing demands on higher education, which were the result of major changes in
American politics and in broader society. It became apparent to me, therefore, that all of these
pedagogical approaches were developed in response to a particular period’s political fears,
challenges, hopes, and opportunities. | consequently began to read more general historical
literature about the major societal and political changes that defined the periods in which these
pedagogies developed, as well as histories of higher education that helped put their periods of

formation into further context. This reading developed my understanding of how societal



transformation led to new visions of politics, citizenship, and discourse—and how these forces
impacted higher education.

By exploring these various literatures, | was also able to identify the major intellectual
movements and influences that intersected with societal transformation to inspire new visions of
politics. Reading about those intellectual movements—including the Reformation and the
Enlightenment, the Progressive movement, and Marxist, New Left and Critical Theory
movements—informed my thinking about the roles that changing ideas and philosophies played in
political change and in pedagogical development. Reading intellectual historians, philosophers, and
sociologists alongside scholars of science and technology, communication, and rhetoric offered me
some cross-cutting categories of ideas—about civic and social epistemology and “way[s] of thinking

” o«

about thinking,” “sociality and personhood,” and power—that were embedded in forms of
discourse (Ball, 2017; Carbaugh, 2013, p. 22; Freire, 2000; Jasanoff, 2005; Jasanoff, 2010; Miguel et
al,, 2022; C. A. Miller, 2008; Rosenfeld, 2011, p. 5). [ came to understand concepts of power,
personhood, and social epistemology as three intertwined and mutually reinforcing elements that
together constitute a framework for the teaching and practicing civic discourse. Conceptualizations
of these elements were contingent products of a particular era, and I could trace their evolution

clearly over time. Across this evolution there were overlapping but distinct paradigmatic forms,

with marked differences between them.

Contribution and Scope

These arguments—a model of pedagogical emergence and accumulation for civic discourse
pedagogies, and the conceptualization of a set of pedagogical discursive paradigms defined by ideas
of personhood, power, and social epistemology—are new. While numerous rich and invaluable

histories have been written of higher education, and of the particular pedagogies I describe above,
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no scholars to my knowledge have analyzed these histories together to synthesize these patterns of
pedagogical emergence and paradigms of discourse and follow them through to the present.

In this effort, [ am deeply indebted to the historians who have conducted the original
research on which [ draw. The scholarship I present here is largely a work of historical
interpretation (with a few dips into original sources to fill gaps and add color and detail)—a project
of historical synthesis and analysis that draws on histories of politics, higher education, ideas, and
philosophy to help us understand and reframe the civic discourse challenges on America’s college
campuses.

In other words, I come at this work not as a historian, but as a scholar of civic studies, an
emerging field that “integrates facts, values, and strategies” in order to help citizens—scholars
included—to address “the citizen’s fundamental question” (Levine, 2022). My aim in undertaking
this project is practical and civic: I want to help those confronting the challenges of discourse in
higher education understand what it is that’s happening and why. This aim is guided by the belief
that in understanding the challenges more clearly, we can be better equipped to devise more
innovative and effective responses. As an educator and a scholar, [ remain committed to the work of
supporting and teaching civic discourse in higher education, and to understanding how to do that in
the best ways I, and others, can. As Peter Levine and Karen Sohan write of civic studies scholars,
“those who practice this nascent discipline are accountable to the public for what they believe to be
true, to be good, and to work. They are accountable for the actual results of their thoughts and not
just the ideas themselves” (Levine & Sohan, 2014, p. 7). I aspire to be this kind of scholar, and while
[ offer only the most tentative and preliminary of recommendations in this dissertation, [ undertook
this scholarship with the long-term aim of helping citizens and members of higher education—
myself included—find a way forward, for our democracy, our institutions, and our communities.

To that end, I hope this scholarship is useful to several ongoing separate and intertwined

conversations about higher education, civic education, and democracy.

11



Conceptualizing civic discourse pedagogies

First, I hope it encourages an understanding and (re)conceptualizing of civic discourse
pedagogies—from taken-for-granted, “free-floating phenomena” that serve as instrumental
solutions, to social and historical products shaped by the context in which they arose (P.H. Collins,
2015, p. 5). In doing so, we can come to see pedagogies as contingent responses to a particular era’s
democratic fears, challenges, hopes, and opportunities—and we can understand our own efforts at
pedagogical development in the same light. This can invite us to examine past and emerging
approaches in new ways: How did the context of their emergence imbue them with particular
strengths and weaknesses? How is our current social, cultural, political, and economic context
shaping how we imagine pedagogical innovations today? What lessons might we learn from past
processes of pedagogical development?

Furthermore, | hope that it contributes to discussions among civic education scholars and
practitioners—such as those in the Creating Space for Democracy primer where I began my
research—about ways to conceptualize, deploy, and innovate on our existing discursive
pedagogical toolbox to meet today’s challenges. Typically, these discussions have framed civic
discourse pedagogy as a “big tent,” gathering together various approaches that use different means
to accomplish similar goals of democratic education and revitalization. This work complicates that
image; it suggests that there are real paradigmatic differences between debate, discussion, and
dialogue, ones that divide along lines of ideas of personhood, power, and social epistemology.
Closely related to this is another insight, made by others but still worth repeating. Because politics
involves ideas of personhood, power, and social epistemology, and because these ideas underpin
how we understand the discursive process of people reasoning together, we cannot separate the
inquiry that happens on college campuses from the public inquiry and politics that happens outside
of them. Politics is intertwined with social epistemology is intertwined with academic

epistemology.
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Because these ideas are also fault lines that have become salient to political conflicts and
challenges of civic discourse, we need to grapple with these differences more directly in order to
think about the kind of civic education that can meet this moment. This analysis sparks questions
like, what problems of power in democracy are different discursive pedagogies and practices best
suited to address? How relevant are those problems of power today? Are there normative reasons
to emphasize one paradigm over another in our current context, or is it best to educate students in

and about all of them, so that they have a multiplicity of tools to draw on?

Pursuing pedagogical innovation

Second, as we pursue pedagogical innovation, I hope this history helps us reframe the goals
of designing civic discourse pedagogies. This analysis challenges the fundamental idea of finding a
“solution” to the challenges of campus discourse. As our world changes, our visions of politics will
continue to change, generating new demands on public institutions like higher education, and new
opportunities and challenges to which the teaching and practice of civic discourse will need to
respond. This is an ongoing process of creative adaptation, not a search for an ideal approach that

will resolve our problems.

Understanding and reframing civic discourse challenges

Third, I hope this analysis gives us a set of questions to help us see our current landscape of
discourse and its underlying tensions more clearly—for example, by inviting questions like: In what
ways are disagreements about discourse on campus related to differences in underlying discursive
paradigms—to ideas about how people are constituted, how power works, and how we think about
thinking? How do emerging pedagogies advance particular ideas about personhood, power, and
social epistemology? Conflicts about campus discourse are often cast in terms of “safety” and

“inclusion” versus “academic freedom” and “free speech.” These terms, which have become
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drenched in partisan meaning, can obscure more than they convey. Excavating deeper underlying
beliefs and assumptions about who we are, how we know, and how we relate to each other may
offer new ways to navigate this quagmire, providing fresh ground and a new perspective from

which to understand and traverse our differences.

Exploring the role of higher education in democracy

Finally, I hope this work contributes to the broader conversation about the role of higher
education in supporting and revitalizing democracy. While we often think of education, and civic
education in particular, as a force of social reconstruction, this analysis suggests a more complex
and circuitous path. While ideas and practices generated within higher education have helped to
inspire new visions of politics, it was these visions and their translation into real-world practices of
political engagement, citizenship, and discourse that created the context for shifts in the
understanding of higher education’s missions and civic purpose—shifts which then created the
context for the widespread uptake of new discursive paradigms and pedagogies. What does it mean
to keep these historical patterns in mind as we grapple with the question: What purpose should

higher education play in our era of ideological warfare?

With this said, there are several things that this study does not aim or purport to do. While |
mention global affairs and make comparisons with practices in other countries when necessary for
my argument, this study is focused exclusively on higher education in the United States (and its
precursor colonies). I make no claim that the patterns and paradigms here apply anywhere else.
While this study spans higher education’s earliest beginnings to the present, it is not a
comprehensive history of civic discourse teaching and practice in American higher education. Nor is
it a comprehensive history of American politics or political discourse. Indeed, the synthetic analysis

of following a pedagogical pattern over four centuries of nuanced and complex history requires

14



painting with a broad brush. I present these findings not as a complete or singular account, but as
an effort to trace some of the historical patterns and enduring paradigms that I believe are
important for understanding our contemporary civic discourse challenges. The models of
pedagogical emergence and paradigm formation that [ present here offer a collection of analytical
tools—a set of questions and lenses, and a way to organize and imagine the relationships between
phenomena—that can help us make better sense of the rapid change and deepening discursive
challenges unfolding in our present. Ultimately, [ argue that we may be at the beginning of the next
arc of transformational societal change, a time in which new visions of politics, citizenship, and
discourse are struggling to emerge—ones that will likely shape how higher education understands
and carries out its mission in the 21st century, and how communication between citizens is

practiced and taught on college campuses.

Dissertation Structure

My argument proceeds chronologically. In Chapters 1 through 3, one chapter for each
pedagogy, I trace the emergence first of forensic debate, then deliberative discussion, and then
intergroup dialogue. At the end of each chapter, I turn to a discussion of the pedagogical paradigm—
the intertwined ideas of personhood, power, and social epistemology that underpin the emergent
pedagogy. In Chapter 4, | briefly summarize the accumulated pedagogies and paradigms before
turning to the present. While it is far too early to say how the process of pedagogical emergence
might unfold in our time, I offer a provisional sketch of how this model could be applied to the
present in order to demonstrate its heuristic utility and to offer readers a version of its
contemporary application to think with and against. This sketch examines the rise of politics as
ideological warfare in the wake of the collapse of the post-war “Liberal Consensus” and traces the

impact of this vision on ideas of citizenship and discourse, and on conceptions of the purpose of
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higher education. These insights reveal with new clarity the challenges of exploring how to teach
and practice civic discourse in higher education amid fierce ideological conflict.

To close, | explore ideas of personhood, power, and social epistemology that | recommend
we keep track of as we try to make sense of where we’re headed. I also discuss the ways in which
this scholarly work has shifted how I understand the challenges of civic discourse that we face on
and off college campuses, and what I believe we can do moving forward. While this inquiry has
given me a deep understanding of the power of external forces to shape the ways higher education
teaches students to communicate as citizens, | don’t believe higher education is destined to
capitulate to the forces pressuring it in this moment. Indeed, one reason historical scholarship
matters is that it can help us make clearer, more intentional choices about how to respond to the
social and political context in which we find ourselves. I offer this scholarship in the hopes that it

contributes in some way to the vital work of meaning making, teaching, and civic action.
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Chapter 1: Forensic Debate

Our historical exploration of civic discourse instruction in American higher education
begins with forensic debate. Until the mid-18th century, the dominant pedagogy of debate in college
classrooms was syllogistic disputation, a rigid format based in formal deductive logic and conducted
in Latin (Potter, 1944, p. 120). However, by the 1750s, this approach began to decline in favor of
forensic disputation, a more flexible mode of debate conducted in English, often centered on issues
of public concern (Potter, 1944, p. 34). As Isaac Watts, a popular author of logic and rhetoric books
widely used in colonial colleges, wrote of forensic disputation:

The Forum was a public place in Rome where lawyers and orators made their speeches

before the proper judge in matters of property, or in criminal Cases, to accuse or excuse, to

complain or defend: Thence all Sorts of Disputations in public Assemblies or Courts of

Justice, where several persons make their distinct speeches for or against any person or

Thing whatsoever...may come under the Name of Forensic Disputes. (1741, p. 173)
Forensic disputation was a form of agonistic judicial, legislative, and public discourse, involving the
assertion and refutation of claims made by individual speakers. Forensic debates were decided
based on “the weight of reason,” in favor of one side through the decision of a judge or the vote of
assembly members:

The final Determination of the Question arises from the Majority of Opinions or Votes in the

Assembly, according as they are or ought to be swayed by the superior Weight of Reason

appearing in the several speeches that are made...After this one and another rises to make

their Replies, to vindicate or to condemn, to establish or to confute what has been offer’d

before on each Side of the question; ‘till at last...the Controversy is decided, either by a

single Judge or the Suffrage of the Assembly. (Watts, 1741, pp. 173-174)
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Between 1747 and 1774, forensic disputation was adopted as a weekly classroom pedagogy at all of
the colonial colleges and became a feature of commencement ceremonies (Potter, 1944, pp. 35-36).
With the course tutor or college president acting as judge, students would prepare and deliver
speeches for and against an assigned topic, which ranged from the theological to the literary to
contemporary secular issues (Potter, 1944, pp. 41-53).

The emergence of forensic debate as a discursive pedagogy was a product of the shift within
the English vision of politics, from one based on absolute monarchical power to one grounded in
ideas of popular sovereignty and representative self-government. This shift was driven by these
centuries’ transformational events and developments—the Reformation and the Enlightenment,
religious and political warfare, the spread of colonialism and the rise of capitalism—that shook the
foundations of European life. This new political imaginary took particular hold in the American
colonies, where distance from England created space for new forms of self-government. Yet this
new vision, while a radical break from the old, still maintained “semi-aristocratic” elements: It
affirmed the sovereign authority and right to political participation of the people, while asserting
that self-government, ever vulnerable to corruption, required political leadership from an
enlightened and virtuous elite. The people would participate in politics by choosing this elite, who
were recognizable by their exceptional character and intellect, as their representatives. These
“aristocrats” of civic excellence would govern in the interest of the public good.

From this vision of politics emerged a tiered paradigm of citizenship, split between these
“natural aristocrats,” and the public who identified and entrusted them to lead in the collective
interest. These “natural aristocrats” were models of civic excellence who, through rigorous
education and self-discipline, had become autonomous individuals, capable of governing
themselves and thus participating in collective self-government. A key way citizens enacted this
paradigm was through “forensic” forms of public discourse—the speech of the legislature, courts,

and public political debate—in which they engaged in eloquent battles of reason with their fellow
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citizens about issues of common concern (Watts, 1741, pp. 173-174; Kessler, 2017, p. 154). As
tensions with Britain rose, these intertwined models of citizenship and discourse found their
embodiment in the lawyer. Skill in forensic debate, the lawyer’s mode of discourse, became a way to
enact this paradigm of citizenship, both modeling the individual’s capacity for autonomy and self-
governance and defending the people’s rights and liberties.

By the mid-18th century, these developments shifted the mission of higher education
institutions from theology to non-ecclesiastical learning and leadership and created the demand for
a new form of civic discourse instruction. Educational leaders turned to forensic debate, already a
practice of public discourse and in use by student literary societies. Practicing forensic debate
became a way to enact forms of discursive citizenship tied to the political imaginary of “semi-
aristocratic” self-government. Forensic debate pedagogy, as an outgrowth of this political
imaginary, reflected particular conceptions of personhood, power, and social epistemology. Its
integration into the college curriculum helped to infuse these ideas into higher education’s culture
of discourse. Forensic debate and its underlying ideas became part of an enduring vision of college

education that persists today.

From the Reformation to the American Revolution: Transformative Change and the
Rise of “Semi-Aristocratic” Representative Government

Through the early seventeenth century, the English political imaginary was centered on the
divine right of kings, in which men “owned obedience to government because the Creator had
endowed their king with his own sacred authority” (Morgan, 1988, p. 15). Sovereignty came from
the top down, from God to ruler. In this view, the people possessed neither the right nor the
capacity to govern themselves. A monarch’s connection to the divine, along with his independence

from quotidian interests and conflicts, endowed him with the singular ability to reason and judge in
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the interest of order and public good (Kloppenberg, 2016, p. 140). While he could call upon
Parliament or the Church for consultation, ultimate power lay with him.

This vision of politics fell apart amid England’s (and broader Europe’s) religious and
political conflicts of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The Reformation challenged the
authority of the church by affirming individual conscience and reason, and it splintered the
Christian world, making sectarian diversity and division an inescapable reality of European life.
England’s civil warfare led to regicide, experiments with republican rule, and ultimately a
monarchy significantly constrained by the power of Parliament. Pro-Parliamentarians justified this
new arrangement by appealing to a different political imaginary—one in which England was
governed not by a divinely ordained king, but by an ancient constitution of mixed monarchy and
common law to which the aristocracy and the commons had consented in the distant past. In this
formulation, sovereignty came from the bottom up—from God to the people, who bestowed upon
the king and Parliament power and authority in exchange for the protections of their rights and
liberties. In this way, “God remained the ultimate source of all governmental authority, but
attention now was centered on the immediate source, the people” (Morgan, 1988, p. 56). This new
political imaginary became the basis of arguments for subjecting monarchical power to
Parliamentary control.

By the eighteenth century this vision of politics had been widely accepted; England was
understood to have a mixed government made up of the monarchy (the king or queen), the
aristocracy (the House of Lords), and the people (the House of Commons). Each arm balanced and
limited the power of the others. This arrangement, the English believed, provided them with rights
and liberties unique in the world, and “had eliminated from England that perennial curse of
government, arbitrary power” (Bailyn, 1970, p. 22). As Bailyn writes, “England prided herself on
her success...in having established, after the upheavals of the seventeenth century, liberty as the

principal goal of a stable and secure constitution” (1970, p. 17). This liberty “was directly
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attributable to its constitution of government...which better than any other known to history had
harnessed the use of power,” and could be maintained forever as long as this balance of power held
(Bailyn, 1970, p. 19).

This vision of politics centering popular sovereignty and representative government was
further bolstered by the Enlightenment, which flourished in England and the colonies in the 18th
century and elevated the individual and his possession of natural rights and liberties. Building on
the Reformation, new ways of “thinking about thinking” framed the capacity for reason and
rationality—the ability to independently use the mind and senses to ascertain and follow divine
laws and will—as God-given gifts (Rosenfeld, 2011, p. 5). Discoveries by figures such as Copernicus
and Newton, and the rise of the Baconian scientific method, further emphasized the power of
individual rationality and empirical observation to make sense of and generate new knowledge
about the world. While not scholastic, this study was no less devout; as the world was created by
God, study of it would reveal God’s will and nature (Reuben, 1996, p. 20). Knowledge was bound
together in a “unity of truth,” in which “all knowledge was knowledge of God” and thus “all truths
agreed and could be unified” (Reuben, 1996, pp. 19-20). Study of nature would lead to moral truths
and vice versa. The world was its own kind of religious classroom, full of insights waiting to be
discovered by those intrepid enough to seek them.

These developments challenged established epistemic authorities such as the crown and
the church, and they encouraged “skepticism toward all received truths and...untrammeled free
inquiry in the pursuit of knowledge” (Peterson, 1994). Ideas of political equality and the social
contract migrated from philosophy into the public realm, where they supported new beliefs about
accountability between the ruling and the ruled (Habermas, 1974; Locke, 2016). These political
ideas were further nurtured by the Renaissance revival of classical texts that reintroduced classical
republicanism and philosophy to European thought and made ancient Greece and Rome mythical

models of self-government. In the wake of religious warfare and the stubborn persistence of
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sectarian difference, “the traditional efforts to identify society completely with the established
church and to compel uniformity was abandoned,” and religious tolerance was (somewhat)
expanded and inscribed in law (Bailyn, 1970, p. 25; Dominguez, 2017). Together, these ideas
celebrated the principle of individual liberty and self-government and identified its greatest threat
as corrupt power, especially in the forms of religious and political domination.

While the ideological shift from divine right to popular sovereignty was monumental, in
practice its eighteenth-century manifestation in England was far from an unbridled embrace of
popular power. Calls for popular sovereignty had originated from an aristocracy who sought to
curb the power of the monarch, not from common people themselves. While the idea of popular
sovereignty was useful, it “had to be buttressed by other fictions that would leave the hegemony of
gentlemen intact” (Morgan, 1988, p. 173). One of these “fictions” was representation. The people,
far too numerous and boisterous to participate en masse directly, had since England’s ancient
constitution enacted their power by selecting representatives who participated in governance on
their behalf. Yet in England, suffrage was limited since 1430 “to those few adult males who owned
land sufficient to earn forty shillings in rent each year, typically around fifty acres...effectively
restrict[ing] the franchise to less than 10 percent of the population” (Kloppenberg, 2016, p. 74).
Seats were frequently distributed as forms of patronage, and representation was tied neither to
place nor population; representatives didn’t have to live in the places they represented, and several
large areas had no representatives while tiny hamlets had multiple (Bailyn, 1970, p. 30; Morgan,

1988, pp. 240-245).

Representative self-government in the colonies

[t was in the American colonies where the ideas and practices of popular sovereignty and
representative government flourished more fully. Yet, while access to political participation for

white men was much broader than in England, access to political leadership remained hierarchical
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and exclusionary, reserved for those ideal citizens who formed a “natural aristocracy” of self-
evident leaders. In this paradigm of citizenship, noble status could (theoretically) be earned, and
was evinced not through title, but rather through excellence of character, independence of thought,
social and economic standing, and the right education. Drawing on neoclassical conceptions of
republican citizenship that emphasized the importance of compelling public rhetoric and oratory, a
key way this paradigm was manifested was through compelling public speech. In this way, this
paradigm of citizenship was intimately connected with forms of forensic discourse—a practice
white colonial men had an increasing opportunity to engage in amid the rise of institutions of self-
government and an expanding public sphere.

With the colonists separated from England by 3,000 miles, distance afforded them the need
and ability to craft their own approaches to government. Starting with the covenants and compacts
written by the Protestant separatists, they embraced the notion that governmental authority
derived from autonomous individuals voluntarily bestowing their God-given sovereignty. In these
documents, Protestants described the choice that community members had made to “become freely
subject” to their new government and to “submit [themselves] to be ruled and governed”
(Kloppenberg, 2016, pp. 70, 83). These phrases were rooted in the Protestant belief that, through
the direct link from God to man accessible through scripture, individuals had the capacity, and thus
the right, to choose to belong to spiritual and political communities that reflected their
understanding of God’s law (Kloppenberg, 2016, p. 70). Sovereignty moved from God to individuals,
who bestowed power on their leaders (Kloppenberg, 2016, p. 70). By voting, the people “enacted
God’s will...the official’s authority descends from God through the people” (Kloppenberg, 2016, p.
78). This idea of society being constituted by autonomous individuals who choose the social,
political, and religious institutions to which they become “freely subject” would have lasting
influence on the American political imagination (and would be a key belief that future imaginaries

would challenge, as we’ll see in the coming chapters).
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In Protestant New England and beyond, forms of self-governance sprung up throughout the
colonies as increasingly dispersed communities had to find ways to govern themselves. By the early
eighteenth century, every colony had established representative assemblies (Kloppenberg, 2016, p.
67; Morgan, 1988, p. 134). Because land ownership was more widespread than in England, the
majority of white adult men, between 50-75%, were able to vote, “and many of them did vote,
usually every year. Those votes, moreover, translated directly into representation in local, country,
or colony-wide assemblies,” where “the self-government practiced went beyond anything practiced
in Britain or anywhere on the continent of Europe” (Kloppenberg, 2016, pp. 74, 281).

In the 1740s, colonial practices of political self-government became more deeply
intertwined with ideas of religious freedom when the Great Awakening swept through the colonies.
This religious revival inspired groups of people to leave their established churches and found new
ones. As Kloppenberg writes, “wherever Congregationalists or Presbyterians settled, and wherever
the Great Awakening fired groups of the newly regenerate to establish churches, an intensely
independent spirit emerged” (2016, p. 268). This fierce independence fused belief in the link
between religious and political freedom. Colonists increasingly saw their political self-government
as a means of protecting them against England’s enforcement of Anglicanism (Kloppenberg, 2016,
p.- 268). Amid these fears, self-government as a bulwark against domination came to be understood
by the colonists as applying to the religious realm as much as the political.

Ideas and practices of popular governance were further supported by a rapidly expanding
public sphere. Early capitalism and the expansion of trade and transportation networks fueled the
growth of cities, rising literacy rates, and the development of the press and publishing (Habermas,
1974; Butler, 2000, pp. 72-74). Spaces of association and discourse emerged, including the
formation of voluntary clubs and associations and a vibrant coffeehouse and tavern scene in which
men of various ranks gathered to debate political issues (Butler, 2000, p. 110; Cmiel, 1990, p. 24;

Eley, 1994, pp. 298-299; Shields, 1997, pp. 12, 20; Warner, 2010) These changes created a "vital
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avenue of discussion for public issues—a ‘public space’ with distinct modern overtones” (Butler,
2000, p. 110). By the mid-eighteenth century, “a well-defined and independent ‘public’ appeared”
that used this new space to express and debate matters of collective interest, generating “public
opinion” independent from dominant institutions of state and religion (Cmiel, 1990, pp. 24-25;
Habermas, 1974, p. 49).

Yet, even as access to political participation broadened, political leadership continued to
accrue to those at the top. In the 1700s, booming colonial economies nurtured a new strata of elites
(Butler, 2000, pp. 72-74; Goloboy, 2011, pp. 13-14). As Thelin writes, “by the mid-eighteenth
century, colonial economies in all the regions, ranging from New England to Virginia, enjoyed
substantial growth and prosperity. Local communities had each developed their own networks and
hierarchies of regional elites and favored families” (2019, p. 25). This new wealth created a class of
what Gordon Wood calls “first generation gentleman” (Wood, 2001). As he notes about the
revolutionary leaders, many of whom were young men coming of age in the mid-1700s, “almost all
were the first in their families to attend college, to acquire a liberal arts education, and to display
the new eighteenth-century marks of an enlightened gentleman” (Wood, 2001). As Wood explains,
their rise to such status was possible due to the lack of a titled hereditary class of the kind that
dominated English politics and public life. While “eighteenth-century Britain remained under the
control of about four hundred families whose fabulous scale of landed wealth, political influence,
and aristocratic grandeur was unmatched by anyone in North America,” no such class existed yet in
America, leaving space for newly wealthy men to rise (Wood, 2001). With this social mobility, a new
18th century colonial elite took shape, made up of “minor gentry—professional men and relatively
small landowners” (Wood, 2001). While these men made up the elite of colonial society, the wealth
of even “Washington and Jefferson...with hundreds of slaves” put them on par with “minor gentry at
best,” while “lawyers like Adams and Hamilton were even less distinguished, gentlemen no doubt

but nothing like the English nobility” who dominated British politics (Wood, 2001). The men who
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rose to lead colonial politics secured a level of political and civic power most would not have had
back in England.

Over time, these men consolidated their dominance over civic leadership. While voting in
local elections continued to be more widespread among white adult males in the colonies than back
in England, the pool of men serving in colonial assemblies shrunk, privileging those at the top of the
social and economic hierarchy (Kloppenberg, 2016, pp. 75, 92). They also came to dominate the
public sphere, with the people who “wrote the most widely read pamphlets, tracts, sermons,
treatises, declarations, and constitutions...spr[inging] from the same socioeconomic roots as those
who read, discussed, and responded to their work” (Kloppenberg, 2016, p. 254). A “semi-
aristocratic political system” developed in which positions of leadership were dominated by men of
high social status (Sydnor, 2014, pp. 132-133).

While many among this new colonial elite supported broad suffrage and believed in the
public as the source of sovereignty, “they did not believe that a man who was qualified to vote was
therefore fit to hold office” (Sydnor, 2014, pp. 132-133). Popular political participation was one
thing; political leadership was another. Drawing on classical ideas of civic republicanism, they
understood “republican government—or government by the people—[as] always in danger of
collapse because its survival hinged on the preservation of virtue among the citizenry, which in turn
was subject to the constant threat of corruption” (Kessler, 2017, p. 153). Liberty and self-
government were vulnerable, especially to the universal vice of hunger for power. This view was
supported by their memories of the chaos and bloodshed of Europe’s religious and civil wars,
driven by clashes over absolute political and religious rule, from whose long shadows English
society was just emerging (Kloppenberg, 2016, p. 12). To sustain liberty and self-government,
representatives had to be of exceptional mind and character—the best of society. These men
formed a class of “natural aristocrats,” whose talents and goodness were readily evident to the

public. The government of the many by these elected virtuous few was the best way to protect the
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people’s rights and liberties and realize the public good. While this political belief would reach its
full eighteenth century expression in the American Revolution and founding, it was widely held and

practiced in the colonial assemblies in the decades before war with England.

“Natural Aristocrats”: A Tiered Paradigm of Citizenship

Thus, within this early American political imaginary emerged a tiered paradigm of
citizenship: the “natural aristocrats,” and the reasonably discerning public who were capable of
identifying and being guided by them. As paragons of civic excellence, these leaders embodied the
qualities required for self-government. They were proof that (white) men (of certain means) born
outside of noble rank were capable of acting as moral and intellectual agents, independent of king,
aristocracy, and clergy. Indeed, in contrast to hereditary aristocracy, this aristocracy was “natural”
in that “a supply of such persons was guaranteed by nature” and that they were “the true
elite...naturally recognizable by the Many,” in contrast with the venal and self-indulgent hereditary
aristocrats of England (Whatmore & Pocock, 2016, p. 515). In this way, these civic leaders acted as
living rejections of England’s unnatural hierarchical politics that was a violation of natural rights
and that had excluded men like them from full political participation.

These “natural aristocrats” were models of individual autonomy within and without.
Through rigorous liberal arts education and pious self-discipline, they had honed their powers of
reason and gained mastery over their internal passions and vices. They sought to embody the ideal
of the self-governing subject as “a (white) man in full possession of his own mind, body, and
sensorium, able to reason clearly, to evaluate his own senses accurately, and to share his
conclusions about the world with his fellow, reasonable citizens [parantheses in original]” (Rossi,
2019, p. 10. They also possessed sufficient material means, in the form of property and other
wealth, to ensure that they were not vulnerable to coercion and could think and act freely. Nor were

they under the sway of any religious, political, or social dogma or collectivity. In this “individualistic
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paradigm of citizenship....individuals were expected to be loyal to an idealized political order rather
than to the primordial claims of kinship or ethnicity or to allegiances of social class and specific
religious sects” (Tyack, 2005, p. 334). This individualism made them more willing to challenge
received or popular ideas, and thus less susceptible to domination by power-hungry traditional
authorities (e.g.—-monarchs, aristocrats, the clergy) or demagogues. Transcending such “primordial
claims,” they occupied the “elevated ground” of intellectual independence, which meant having “a
large view of human affairs, and being free of the prejudices, parochialism, and religious
enthusiasm of the vulgar and barbaric” (Wood, 2001). Overall, such men manifested “the new
liberal man-made standards that had come to define what it meant to be truly civilized—politeness,
taste, sociability, learning, compassion, and benevolence—and what it meant to be good political
leaders—virtue, disinterestedness, and an aversion to corruption and courtierlike behavior”
(Wood, 2001). They were “autonomous individuals...in control of themselves, which mean[t] first
that they [were] sovereign masters of their wills and second that they [were] not dependent on the
wills (and whims) of others” (Kloppenberg, 2016, p. 8). Capable of ruling themselves, they were fit
to lead others through institutions of self-government.

Crucially, these were all qualities and values that could (theoretically) be developed, and
thus “were superior to those of birth and family, or even great wealth” (Wood, 2001). This was an
aristocracy of merit, after all, not hereditary inheritance. As Wood writes, the colonial men who
made up the class of political leadership were of “high ambitions yet of relatively modest origins” in
comparison to the ruling class in England, and “this combination made achieved rather than
ascribed values naturally appealing to them” (Wood, 2001). As we'll see shortly, a liberal arts
education was seen as central to the development of the skills and values of this “natural

aristocracy.”
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New Modes of Public Discourse: Forensic Debate and the Rise of the Lawyer

This paradigm of citizenship was intimately connected with ideas of public discourse; it was
enacted rhetorically. As governance by reason and not force, popular self-government was based on
the foundational practice of public argument. Eloquent rhetoric had an explicitly public service; it
was the way men of character communicated and argued with each other in order to reach an
understanding of truth and the common good (Cmiel, 1990, p. 30). As the citizen par excellence, a
natural aristocrat was identifiable by his verbal eloquence and his skill in engaging in the fearless
battle of ideas. These abilities distinguished him as a legitimate voice of leadership in the public
sphere. This view derived from the neoclassical tradition, influenced by Cicero and Quintilian, that
understood eloquence, civic virtue, and political leadership as intertwined (Cmiel, 1990, pp. 23-28).
This humanistic rhetorical tradition was deeply agonistic, rooted in the belief, going back to the
Greeks, that competition and verbal battle was necessary to the uncovering of truth and the
maintenance of freedom and the collective good (Ong, 1981, pp. 24-25, 119-134). Through public
debate, leaders defended citizens against domination, using the weapons of rhetoric and a
courageous willingness to subject authority and power to the rigors of reason. It was how they
worked out the best ways to respond to public emotion and demands with sound decisions in the
common interest. At the same time, the rhetorical presentation of such enlightened gentleman
leaders was also a form of instruction for the broader public, modeling “a way that one wanted
others to think and act—a willful doubling of comportment of self and direction of others” (Galison,
2019, p. 361). For this reason, “public eloquence on political themes was the highest duty of the
educated citizen” (Ferguson, 1984, p. 76). Forensic speech and argumentation was a way to keep
power in check and translate personal virtue into the act of public decision making.

While framed as serving the public interest, this neoclassical rhetorical tradition was highly

exclusionary, “intimately connected to the traditional division between the few and the many”
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(Cmiel, 1990, p. 15). Following this tradition, “to be an orator...was to be a certain kind of person. It
implied an ethos, a character that pervaded one’s whole self...a liberating self-control” (Cmiel, 1990,
pp- 25-26). Indeed, “rhetoric implied a whole social order: Those who ruled were eloquent and
those who didn’t were not” (Cmiel, 1990, p. 28). In this way, “while a rhetorical approach to civic
affairs made republicanism possible, the elitism foreclosed any move toward democracy” (Cmiel,
1990, p. 31). This vision of political discourse aligned with a political imaginary and a paradigm of
citizenship in which leaders “always faced two ways...forward in confrontation with the old
aristocratic and royal authorities, but also backward against the popular/plebeian elements already
in pursuit” (Eley, 1994, p. 320).

The key arenas in which verbal discourse was used to these ends were the legislature, the
courtroom, and the public forum. The form of speech that united and crossed these contexts was
known as forensic oratory, from the Latin root forensis, denoting reasoned agonistic argument
conducted in the public forum (“Forensic,” 2024). In the 1700s, the rise of legislative institutions of
self-government and the emergence of a public sphere, along with the revival of ancient Greek and
Roman texts, made this form of public discourse relevant and practicable again. Indeed, it was in
the 18th century that the word “forensic” gained its meaning as a form of rhetorical discourse used
across these contexts, as seen in the description of forensic disputation written by Isaac Watts
discussed at the top of this chapter (“Forensic, Adj., Sense 1.b.,” 2024).

In the second half of the eighteenth century, lawyers emerged as the paragon of this model
of discursive citizenship (Nelson, 2019, p. 114). Dominating the speech in all the arenas of forensic
disputation, lawyers came to be seen as natural public leaders, “using oratory to guide their fellow
citizens toward wise and just self-governance” (Kessler, 2017, p. 154). As tensions rose with
England over the rights of colonists, lawyers presented themselves as the “natural custodian[s]” of
liberty and were able to gain a “virtual monopoly as republican spokesm[e]n” (Ferguson, 1984, pp.

18, 12). In their growing profile as public leaders, they were seen increasingly as embodying the
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18th century ideals of enlightened civic leadership. Through courtroom oratory, lawyers’ powers of
reason and “their passion for vindicating virtue and assailing injustice” were put on full display
(Kessler, 2017, p. 158). Furthermore, “common-law tradition ensured that there would be a
substantial audience of citizens available to witness such lawyerly display—including jurors,
members of the general public, clients, and fellow lawyers”; and courtroom oratory was also often
printed for a wider audience (Kessler, 2017, p. 158). As the public sphere expanded, lawyers had
“more occasions even than ministers for public oratory” (Gordon, 1988, p. 15). From the courtroom
to the political platform, from the assembly hall to the political pamphlet, more and more contexts
arose for lawyers to display their talents as public orators and leaders. By the time of the American
Revolution, twenty-five of the fifty-six signers of the Declaration of Independence and thirty-one of

the fifty-five delegates to the Constitution Convention would be lawyers (Ferguson, 1984, p. 11).

From Training Christian Gentlemen to Preparing Enlightened Leaders: Impacts on
Higher Education

As aresult of these developments, American higher education in the 18th century
underwent “a discernible shift away from religious orthodoxy toward secular learning and
leadership” (Thelin, 2019, p. 28). In the early 1700s, the purpose of higher education was to steep
the sons of wealthy families in the Christian values they needed to inherit “grave responsibilities as
leaders and men of influence in a new world where their religion was central” (Thelin, 2019, p. 24).
The curriculum was “based on medieval scholasticism as modified by Christian humanism”
(Reuben, 1996, p. 17). Its religious mission was evident in the emphasis on the study of Latin, the
language of divinity and scholasticism, which, along with Aristotelian philosophy and theology,
formed the core of liberal arts training (Rudolph, 1977, pp. 29-30, 37). To this foundation the

Renaissance and the Reformation had added the study of Greek, Hebrew rhetoric, ancient history,
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and natural science. This curriculum was “regarded as the sum of all learning and the most
appropriate education for the highest calling—theology” (Rudolph, 1977, pp. 29-30).

By mid-century, this purview had begun to expand. Enlightenment ideas of reason and the
wave of scientific advancements from Newton, Copernicus, and others changed how higher
education undertook and taught the production of knowledge. As Rudolph writes, “this ‘New
Learning’..had a serious negative effect on the theological purposes of the college...[it] changed
man’s concept of God as well as his understanding of himself; there was no way to hold to scholastic
thought once Copernicus, Newton, and Locke had been unloosed” (Rudolph, 1977, p. 27). These
developments suggested that “man was increasingly expected to learn about himself, nature, and
God less through the Bible and philosophical speculation than through the use of reason and
intuition and the study of nature, including human nature itself” (Rudolph, 1977, pp. 39-40). The
new goal of academic inquiry was to make discoveries about the world using the powers of reason
and empirical observation. While few students would pursue a life of scientific study, such academic
inquiry would train them in the broad Enlightenment values critical to public leadership: reason,
independence, and the courageous pursuit of the true and the good (Peterson, 1994).

Furthermore, as booming trade led to new mercantile wealth, higher education became a
way “to identify and ratify a colonial elite” and shape young men into enlightened gentlemen
prepared for leadership within the expanding bounds of 18th century public life (Thelin, 2019, p.
25). In reflection of this shift towards civic leadership, commencements—previously private rituals
held within institutions—became a prestigious public ceremony, a “means of displaying the new
baccalaureates to the larger community,” that heralded young men into their roles and
responsibilities as public leaders (Vine, 1976, p. 119). This shift towards secular leadership was
also evident in the decline in the proportion of graduates pursuing ministry and the gradual rise of
students pursuing law (Geiger, 2014, pp. 81-82). Rising tensions with England and “a growing

student interest in Republicanism and ideas outside the academic orthodoxy” accelerated this shift,
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and by the 1770s, “theological studies no longer monopolized the attention of the collegian and his
auditors” (Thelin, 2019, p. 22; Potter, 1944, p. 31). Instead, the events surrounding the Revolution
put “a premium upon legal and forensic talent which, in turn, helped make law the most popular
profession of the college graduate” (Potter, 1944, p. 31). As lawyers became the spokespeople and
architects of the new nation, students sought out study in law, rather than theology, as a pathway to
public prestige and leadership (0. Thomas, 1941, p. 49). Higher education had become the
institution tasked with turning sons of privilege into the “natural aristocrats”—increasingly

lawyers—that would lead first colonial, and then American, society (Tyack, 1966, pp. 37-38).

A New Pedagogy: The Emergence of Forensic Debate

These shifts in the academic and civic missions of higher education were reflected in
changes in higher education’s discursive pedagogy. Visiting the classrooms of Harvard or other
colonial charter colleges in the early 18th century, one would have seen students “mounted on
rostra...thundering ‘their Latin arguments, denunciations, and rebuttals at each other’” (Potter,
1944, p. 12). Known as syllogistic disputations, these highly structured weekly activities conducted
in Latin had their roots in a classical rhetorical tradition that viewed training in oratory and debate
as essential for civic leadership (Potter, 1944, p. 120). This tradition was highly agonistic, a fact
reflected in the root of word debate: battere, to beat, strike, or fight (Keith, 2007, p. 28). In Late
Antiquity, Christians began adopting practices of agonistic public debate to challenge Judaism,
paganism, and “competing Christian heresies” (Novikoff, 2013, p. 19). The practice was absorbed
into the monastic and liberal arts schools of the Middle Ages and then into the curriculum of
Europe’s first universities, where it was formalized as the disputatio (disputation), “a central
element of the academic training in all subjects” (Novikoff, 2013, pp. 133-134). In this way, debate,

“the verbal and dramatic conflict of ideas as a vehicle of public persuasion and a path toward a
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deeper understanding of Christian truth,” became a core part of European higher education into the
18th century (Novikoff, 2013, p. 7).

The American colonial colleges imported syllogistic disputation from British institutions.
Disputations were conducted weekly in classrooms, during graduation ceremonies, and within the
student literary and debate societies of the early 18th century. As Rudolph writes, “afternoons were
given over to disputations (debates): Here students demonstrated not only whether they could
think but also whether they could think correctly” (1977, p. 32). Syllogistic disputation, “with its
emphasis on formal logic as its method of proof, Latin as its medium of expression, the prescribed
curriculum as its source of subject matter, and the Bible as expounded by the reverend president or
tutor as its standard of truth,” fit naturally with the pedagogical aims of higher education
institutions focused on transmitting religious orthodoxy (Potter, 1944, p. 120). However, by the
mid-1700s, this approach became increasingly ill-suited to a world transformed by Enlightenment
ideas of reason and new ideas of civic leadership. Syllogistic disputation's reliance on deductive
reasoning was limiting and misaligned to an academic world increasingly focused on inductive
empirical argument, and to the interests of students increasingly eager to debate contemporary
topics outside of theology (Rudolph, 1977, p. 45). Furthermore, syllogistic disputation did little to
give students the practical discursive skills they would need for lives of leadership in the growing
public sphere, in which they would be speaking to lay audiences—to many of whom Latin was
incomprehensible. A new pedagogical approach was needed for higher education to train natural
aristocrats who exercised leadership through their “ability to debate in the public forum and to
write effectively on matters of political philosophy and law” (Thelin, 2019, p. 27).

Forensic debate was the pedagogy suited to these aims. This form of debate was conducted
in English and freed the speaker from the strictures of formal logic. Its allowance for inductive
reasoning also made it fit for empirical inquiry and scientific study. As a result, forensic debate was

“as suitable for discussing political and literary questions as for moral and metaphysical issues, and
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as useful in preparing for the law and the legislature as for the clergy” (Potter, 1944, p. 121). While
“the syllogistic style continued to be appropriate for the consideration of theological topics...the
forensic debate because it was not constricted by the prohibition against induction, experience, and
intuition, the intellectual posture that was changing man’s whole understanding of himself and the
world, lent itself to topics that were inspired by making a connection between the curriculum and
the real world” (Rudolph, 1977, p. 46). It embodied an intellectual and civic stance oriented toward
public life.

Given this difference, it is unsurprising that forensic disputation was already being
practiced in the highly active student literary societies of the early 1700s in which students honed
their real-world discursive skills, free from the theological bounds of the formal curriculum. As
Potter writes, as early as 1722, “well before the forensic disputation entered the curriculum, it was
a featured exercise in the society sessions” (1944, p. 71). Between 1747 and 1774, the presidents
and governing boards of all the colonial colleges instituted the practice as a regular form of
classroom pedagogy and a feature of commencement ceremonies (Potter, 1944, pp. 34-37). At the
same time, syllogistic disputation experienced a steady decline—"despised” by students and
community members in commencement audiences alike (Potter, 1944, pp. 24-30). Forensic
debate’s simultaneous rapid spread was a testament to its ability to meet educational, social, and
political aims that syllogistic disputation could not. As the colonies moved towards revolution,
forensic disputation gained further popularity as it gave students the flexibility to tackle the “influx
of vital secular questions” that swept into collegiate classrooms, including topics such as: “It is
lawful for every man, and in many cases his indispensable duty, to hazard his life in defense of his
civil liberty” (Princeton Commencement, 1768); “The Legality of enslaving the Africans” (Harvard
Commencement, 1773); and “Whether Females out to be admitted to public civil Government?”
(Yale undergraduate debates, 1782) (Potter, 1944, pp. 45-47). Honing the ability to debate became

an essential component of the American classical liberal arts training that aimed to prepare white
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male college graduates to tackle such topics as the distinguished civic, political, and religious
leaders they were destined to become.

This relationship between politics, higher education, and civic discourse instruction
becomes even clearer when we compare the pedagogical practices in 18th century American
colleges with those of English institutions. In the 18th century, while America embraced broad
white male franchise and systems of representative self-government, English politics remained
largely under the control of the aristocracy and landed gentry. It wasn’t until the Reform Act of
1832, driven by a rising middle class, that England would extend voting rights and restructure
Parliament toward representative self-government, with representation tied to habitation and
population rather than patronage. Therefore, political leadership in 18th century England did not
require “platform” politics to the same extent as in the United States—the ability to communicate
compellingly about issues of public concern to a broad, multi-class audience. Instead, it was the
education and bearing of the upper classes, honed through training in the scholastic liberal arts
tradition—often at Oxford or Cambridge (the only two English universities in existence at that
time)—that qualified a man for political leadership. Civic discourse teaching and practice at English
universities reflected this fact.

While American institutions transitioned classroom instruction and forensic disputations to
English, mirroring the rise of a politics of public discourse, in England teaching and disputations
were still expected to be conducted in Latin into the 19th century (Stray, 2007, pp. 8-9). Those who
broke with this expectation were chastised; as Christopher Reid writes, “professors at Cambridge
were apologizing for lecturing in English as late as 1809” (Reid, 2012, p. 129). While British
reformers had long been pushing for English to be the language of instruction, this change would
happen only gradually over the 19th century, paralleling the process of political reform (Reid, 2012;
Rothblatt, 1981, p. 61). Furthermore, while student debating societies were thriving at American

universities by the mid-1700s, on English campuses they were far less of a cornerstone of the
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college experience during this time. Indeed, the famous Cambridge and Oxford Unions wouldn’t be
founded until 1815 and 1823, respectively. Furthermore, in contrast to the support debating
societies found at American universities, at English institutions these groups were restricted and
treated with suspicion (Parkinson, 2009, pp. 5-6). In 1817, in the aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars,
“an atmosphere of alarm and suspicion persisted,” and English government officials sought to
suppress oppositional and radical thought across society (Parkinson, 2009, pp. 2-3). Authorities
determined that debating unions cultivated such thought, and in March 1817, university proctors
shut down the Cambridge Union, eventually allowing it to resume in 1821 with the provision that
“no political subjects from the last twenty years be discussed” (Parkinson, 2009, p. 6). The Oxford
Union, founded two years later, established itself as a society independent of the university, to
avoid such university restrictions on free speech (Smith, n.d.).

In sum, the contrast between civic discourse teaching and practice at American and English
universities in the 18th century mirrored the difference in the nations’ politics. In an America
embracing the practices of representative self-government and vigorous public political discourse,
debates on secular and political topics in English became an increasingly prominent feature of both
classroom instruction and extracurricular life. In an England in which the aristocracy and gentry
were fighting to hold onto their political dominance and resisting parliamentary reforms toward
self-governance, students learned and spoke in the Latin and Greek that characterized traditional
liberal arts education rather than the vernacular of the public forum, and their speech on secular
and political topics was restricted. Change would come gradually to British institutions over the
course of the 19th century, as England underwent democratizing political reform. Indeed, as Henry
Adams, Harvard Class Day speaker of 1858 and the great-grandson of John Adams remarked in his
memoirs,

If Harvard College gave nothing else, it gave calm. For four years each student had been

obliged to figure daily before dozens of young men who knew each other to the last fibre.
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One had done little but read papers to Societies, or act comedy in the Hasty Pudding, not to
speak of all sorts of regular exercises, and no audience in future life would ever be so
intimately and terribly intelligent as these...nothing seemed stranger to its graduates than
the paroxysms of terror before the public which often overcame the graduates of European
universities. (1918, p. 69)
While Henry Adams was skeptical of the value of his Harvard education in many other respects, he
knew this to be true: It had made him a confident, self-possessed speaker “ready to stand up before
any audience in America or Europe”—a capability he deemed to be uniquely American (Adams,

1918, p. 69).

The Pedagogical Paradigm of Forensic Debate: Personhood, Power, and Social
Epistemology

As illustrated by tracing the history above, forensic debate pedagogy emerged in the mid-
18th century as a way to teach students to enact paradigms of citizenship and discourse that grew
out of a new political imaginary—a “semi-aristocratic” vision of popular sovereignty and
representation. In spawning new ideas about the kinds of leaders and discourse society required,
this vision shifted the mission of higher education from scholastic inquiry and training toward
shaping upper-class sons into eloquent, enlightened civic leaders—those capable of using reason to
weigh and convey arguments about issues of public concern and to make decisions in the public
interest. In this way, forensic debate represented a new paradigm of civic discourse pedagogy, one
that developed as a product of this political imaginary and reflected its core conceptions of
personhood, power, and social epistemology. As this pedagogy was integrated into the curriculum
of the colonial colleges, these conceptions became woven into the fabric of civic discourse teaching

and practice in higher education. Exploring these underlying ideas with an eye towards the
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historical context in which they developed helps to illuminate key elements of the landscape of civic

discourse that persist to today.

Personhood

At the center of both this political imaginary of semi-aristocratic popular government and of
forensic discourse was the radical new idea of the person as an individual, “a rational and moral
agent, a free chooser with responsibility for one’s actions” (Siedentop, 2014, p. 361). This
conception was a sharp break from the idea of personhood under the 16th and 17th century politics
of absolute rule, in which people were not individuals but members of estates within a Christian
hierarchy (which literally means “sacred order”) that structured society and politics. As
Kloppenberg notes, “whereas Medieval Latin was rich with terms concerning community, society,
mutuality, and the common good, there was no word for ‘individual™ (2016, p. 47). This new
conception of person as autonomous individual was advanced first by the Reformation and then the
Enlightenment. Luther, in charging the church with corruption and abuse, affirmed a “priesthood of
all believers” and asserted that Christians needed sola scriptura, sola fede—only scripture, only
faith—to understand and fulfill God’s will. As Siedentop argues, the Reformation drew out ideas of
individuality and equality that were embedded within Christianity’s aim “to create a single human
society, a society composed, that is, of individuals rather than tribes, clans or castes” and to allow
each person to have “a relationship with...God—that both required and justified the equal moral
standing of all humans” (Siedentop, 2014, p. 353); but these ideas were limited, by both deeply
ingrained social hierarchies and a singular church that emphasized deference to doctrine and
clergy, until the Reformation brought them out (Siedentop, 2014, p. 361). The notion of the person
as a reasoning, self-conscious individual was further advanced by Enlightenment philosophers.
Locke, highly influential within American colonial thought, wrote in An Essay Concerning Human

Understanding, “we must consider what PERSON stands for;—which, I think, is a thinking intelligent
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being, that has reason and reflection, and can consider itself as itself, the same thinking thing, in
different times and places” (1689). Across the writing of Locke and other Enlightenment thinkers,
human beings were asserted to be born free and equal, with an innate capacity for reason, and to be
endowed by God with natural rights, including life, liberty, and property.

These ideas, as a direct challenge to the collectivist hierarchical vision of absolutism, were
the basis of ideas of popular sovereignty. Individual people, endowed with reason, conscience, and
moral agency by God, were able to consent to be governed, and to choose their leaders. Of course, as
discussed above, the truly radical implications of this idea were blunted by persistent hierarchical
social structures and beliefs; nevertheless, these ideas served as a key part of the intellectual
foundation of the new political imaginary.

This idea of the person as rational and moral agent made the idea of forensic debate—a
public discursive battle between individuals capable of independently assessing “the weight of
reason” of various claims and judging “the truth or goodness of any cause”—a conceptual
possibility. Furthermore, the structure of forensic debate is such that arguments are made and
evaluated by each participant individually, in accordance with his reason and conscience. Forensic
debate is not a conversation; it is a volley of individual speeches of affirmation and refutation made
one by one, a competition ultimately decided by the decision of a judge or a count of individual
votes. As Watts writes, “after this one and another rises to make their Replies, to vindicate or to
condemn, to establish or to confute what has been offer’d before on each Side of the question; ‘till at
last...the Controversy is decided, either by a single Judge or the Suffrage of the Assembly” (1741, pp.
173-174). In a world in which truth was uttered by king, clergy, and aristocracy and was expected
to be taken up by the dutiful, unquestioning commons, this practice of the public battle of ideas, full
of reasoned argument and dissention, and open to (at least some) of the untitled, was a radical
break. In this way, the practice of forensic debate could be understood as defiant affirmation of

one’s status as an individual moral agent, “a thinking intelligent being, that has reason and
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reflection,” a fact one manifested through every eloquent and reasoned argument one exchanged

with one’s fellow citizens.

Power

Just as with ideas of popular sovereignty, at the root of forensic debate was a tension
between belief in the individual and a fear of their mortal vulnerability to vice. For all the ways in
which forensic debate as practice and pedagogy was an affirmation of the person as a capable moral
and intellectual agent, it also reflected deep 18th century concerns about the ways people are
swayed, dominated, and corrupted by power. For a people emerging from two centuries of religious
and political warfare involving struggles against absolute power, this fear was understandable. As
Bailyn writes, “the struggles of the seventeenth century, with their ideological agonies, their panics
and confusions, lay behind eighteenth-century Britons, in England and in America, though their
lessons, the conclusions drawn from those convulsive years, were imprinted on the glass through
which they saw the world” (Bailyn, 1970, p. 15). One of the most central conclusions they drew
from this violent history was about the nature and threat of power.

Drawing on his classic study of pre-Revolutionary political literature, Bailyn explains that to
18th century writers, power “meant the dominion of some men over others, the human control of
human life: ultimately force, compulsion” (Bailyn, 1992, p. 55). Its “essential characteristic” was
“aggressiveness,” an “endlessly propulsive tendency to expand itself beyond legitimate boundaries”
(Bailyn, 1992, pp. 55-56). Power was ubiquitous and voracious, and “its natural prey, its necessary
victim, was liberty, or law, or right” (Bailyn, 1992, pp. 55, 57-58). What made power so dangerous
was not something innate to it as a force, but the vice and weakness innate to man—particularly his
desire for dominance and self-importance. Nothing—not reason, religion, or even personal virtue—
was strong enough to fully protect men from succumbing to these desires (Bailyn, 1992, pp. 60, 65).

Thus, protecting liberty, law, and right from the maw of power required constant vigilance and firm
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guardrails, within both individuals and political structures. Because the governing would always
seek to enhance their power, the governed must always work to protect their liberty (Bailyn, 1992
p- 59). For the Pre-Revolutionary generation, this conception of power formed the heart of their
theory of politics, providing “the ultimate explanation of every political controversy” (Bailyn, 1992,
p.55).

While this understanding of power had its most proximate origins in England’s radical Whig
opposition following the Glorious Revolution, it had its roots in classical republican theory, upon
which the Whigs drew. Classical thought also emphasized the corrupting force of power on human
virtue and the weakness of man to resist this corruption—resulting in self-government’s perennial
vulnerability (Bailyn, 1992, pp. 48-49). In this frame, because power is so corrupting, political
leadership must be reserved for those few who are able to govern their own passions, vices, and
lusts; who possess the independence and strength of mind to not be swayed by the coercive
influence others and instead reason for themselves; and who are committed to protecting the
individual freedoms and rights of the public. Men of such character, committed to both practicing
and protecting autonomy, are rare, developed only through rigorous liberal education and
experience serving in the public sphere. These virtuous Few are alone worthy of governing the
Many.

This conception of power was reflected in forensic debate pedagogy—in terms of where
and to whom it was taught, who was assumed to be a compelling and legitimate speaker, and the
stance, tone, and structure of the practice. Forensic debate was not a practice inclusive of crowds or
large informal public groups. Forensic debate was performed for them, not with them. It was a
practice for those who knew the rules of evidence and rhetoric by which it was governed. While
looser and more geared toward a public audience than syllogistic disputation, it was still highly
structured. The delivery was oratorical, and was expected to feature the speaker’s training in the

literary arts, including ample classical allusions and refined language (Cmiel, 1990, pp. 23-54). In
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short, it was a discourse of those who had received the liberal arts education that this theory of
power understood to be necessary to cultivate the virtue and self-discipline required of leaders.

Second, the agonistic and combative stance of forensic debate, individual pitched against
individual, matched the stance of constant, defensive vigilance against threats of domination that
this view of power encouraged. If the threat of domination was ubiquitous, one way to prevent it
was to subject every idea and speaker to vigorous dissent and challenge. Unlike under absolute
religious and political rule, there would be few sacred ideas. Leaders would not be taught to be
deferential to received opinion, a practice which made them susceptible to dogma and demagogues,
but rather to challenge all ideas in order to test their strength and merit.

In order to engage in this unfettered combat of ideas, one could not be beholden to
ideological or group loyalties that could infringe on one’s independence of thought. Emotional
attachments or excessive religious or political enthusiasm were threats to rational thinking. Again,
training in forensic debate was the solution. The intellectual combat of debate helped to liberate
students from the “primordial claims of kinship or ethnicity or to allegiances of social class and
specific religious sects,” or any other unexamined commitments, by putting all ideas and beliefs to
the test (Tyack, 2005, p. 334). In this vein, all participants entered the ring as individuals, not as
advocates of the beliefs or ideas of a collective. Independent minds battled other independent
minds in a competition to reveal the strongest ideas, thus keeping the influence and bad ideas of the

power-hungry in check.

Social epistemology

The social epistemology of forensic debate brought these ideas of personhood and power
together in a way that reified the idea of popular sovereignty exercised through semi-aristocratic
representation. In this epistemology, the pursuit of truth is a process of agonistic argumentation. A

reasonable person could make an argument based on evidence they had collected about the world

43



and present these arguments to their peers, who in turn had the ability to judge, accept, or
challenge them. Through this give and take, weak, inaccurate, or lazy thinking was exposed, forcing
the argument-maker to strengthen their ideas. This process rooted out beliefs that had been
passively received from authorities or from society, taken on credence rather than reason. Because
intellectual and moral sense were intertwined, through reasoned argument everyone involved
came closer to the discovery of truth and goodness. The more rigorous the arguments exchanged,
the stronger the ideas and the participants that emerged. Thus, reasoned argumentation created
not just good ideas, but rigorous, free, and virtuous thinkers and speakers. In these ways, engaging
in reasoned argument was both how an individual gained intellectual and moral strength, and how
a society of individuals could arrive at the true and the good. Only when this kind of reasoned
exchange was allowed to happen could intellectually and morally strong ideas, citizens, and leaders
be developed. Forensic debate was the discourse that brought this vision to life.

As forensic debate’s underlying conception of personhood suggests, reason is a God-given
gift; theoretically, everyone has the capacity to construct sound arguments using knowledge and
evidence they have gathered. However, as its theory of power suggests, thinking well is hard, and
few people do it. As Locke wrote, “the hinge on which turns the liberty of intellectual beings,” is that
“they can suspend their desires, and stop them from determining their wills to any action, till they
have duly and fairly examined the good and evil of it, as far forth as the weight of the thing requires”
(Locke, 1689). This process of rigorous examination takes extraordinary self-control. Many human
vices can get in the way. The reasoning of mortals, however robust, is always fallible. Furthermore,
power’s voracious appetite for domination poses a constant threat. From primordial claims and
unexamined commitments, to the human propensity to be moved by the silver tongues of
demagogues, to one’s own arrogance and desire for self-aggrandizement, many forces can obstruct
the process of reasoned thought. Indeed, as Dewey memorably put it when summarizing this

epistemology (a view that was emphatically not his own), “only in a comparatively small number is
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the function of reason capable of operating as a law of life. In the mass of people, vegetative and
animal functions dominate. Their energy of intelligence is so feeble and inconstant that it is
constantly overpowered by bodily appetite and passion” (Dewey, 2018, p. 268). While 18th century
colonial society had a rosier view of the epistemic capacities of the public—imagined as white men
with some property—this view certainly held for women, enslaved and indigenous people, the
poor, and others outside of this category.

Given these threats, even for those with the capacity for reason, the ability to think well had
to be developed through rigorous training of the mind and devoted self-discipline. These capacities
were gained through a rigorous liberal arts education, of which forensic debate was a central
component (Cmiel, 1990, p. 25). Forensic debate pedagogy in higher education was both the way
for students to practice this kind of social epistemology and part of a broader liberal arts
curriculum that prepared them to be members of the rare Few who were capable of exercising
reason and virtue “as a law of life” (Dewey, 2018, p. 268). Such training prepared men who were
ready, to quote Jefferson’s charter for the University of Virginia, to exercise “the illimitable freedom
of the human mind” and be “not afraid to follow the truth wherever it may lead, nor to tolerate any
error as long as reason is left free to combat it” (Tyack, 1966, p. 40). They and their powers of
reason and virtue emerged battle-tested and resilient, ready to endure in the face of the many

threats of power that would confront them as leaders and threaten the survival of self-government.

Conclusion

The persistence of early American political practices and institutions has made forensic
debate durably relevant. Today, forensic debate remains prominent on college campuses—from
forensic debate teams and leagues, to a format for public speaking events, to a form of classroom
pedagogy. While numbers of student participants are hard to come by, according to one source

there are speech and debate programs at over 450 American colleges and universities today
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(Hanson, 2024). Amid its popularity and standing as a form of civic pedagogy, it remains dogged by
accusations of exclusion—that its norms and practices result in the marginalization of the voices of
women, students of color, low-income students, and others (Hogan & Kurr, 2017, pp. 8-11). Debate
practitioners and educators continue to wrestle with how to make debate a truly accessible civic
pedagogy.

Its underlying ideas of personhood, power, and social epistemology persist as well: the idea
that the primary problem of power in democracies and institutions is individual autonomy versus
institutional and collective domination; an idea of personhood that sees “the individual as a moral
status and primary social role,” an autonomous rational agent able to exercise free will and
conscience to make responsible choices (Siedentop, 2014, p. 355); and a notion of social
epistemology that sees reason and rationality as an individual capacity through which observation
and experience can be translated into objective truth, a capacity that is constantly under threat
from both human fallibility and institutional and collective domination. Furthermore, higher
education continues to see itself as the institution that cultivates this capacity for individual reason
through a rigorous education that challenges students to question the received beliefs and
perspectives they arrive with and to learn to think critically for themselves. The process of
developing this independent strength of mind is still seen as an outcome of intellectual struggle and
confrontation, battles which sharpen the tools of critical thinking and character needed for
scholarship and citizenship (Galison, 2019, p. 357). A liberal arts education continues to be seen as
a vital way of preparing students for democratic citizenship and leadership. As Harold Shapiro,
President of Johns Hopkins University writes, “Western liberal democracies require particular
approaches to a liberal education,” including “the need to free our minds and hearts from
unexamined commitments (authority of all types) in order to consider new possibilities (including
new ‘authorities’) that might enhance both our own lives and, more broadly, the human condition”

(Shapiro, 2009, p. 98). Doing so helps “to prepare all thoughtful citizens for an independent and
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responsible life of choice” as members of a democracy (Shapiro, 2009, p. 98). Debate continues to
be seen as a pedagogy that helps students critically assess their relationship with the belief systems,
institutions, and collectivities that have shaped their lives, freeing them from “unexamined
commitments” and teaching them to think for themselves.

Yet, by 1774 when forensic debate had made its way into classrooms throughout the
colonial colleges, the political imaginary of semi-aristocratic popular sovereignty was about to be
challenged. The public, as it turned out, would take the Founders at their word. As Gordon Wood
writes, “The Founders had succeeded only too well in promoting democracy and equality among
ordinary people. They themselves created the sources of their own demise” (2001). By the first
decades of the 1800s, a new political imaginary of mass democracy (with significant exclusions)
would take hold, “rarely qualified by allusions to those aspects of republican theory that
constrained the voice of the people within the confines of a mixed constitution, with its aristocratic
and monarchical elements” (Ryan, 1997, p. 9). While the persistence of early American political
practices and institutions would make forensic debate and its underlying ideas durably relevant, in

the 19th century it would gain competition from a new pedagogy: deliberative discussion.
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Chapter 2: Deliberative Discussion

In the early twentieth century, deliberative discussion emerged as a second pedagogy of
civic discourse in higher education. In 1922, Alfred Sheffield, a professor of rhetoric at Wellesley
College and a co-founder and instructor at the Boston Trade Union School, authored the first
textbook on discussion. In its opening pages he wrote,

A man’s ambition to speak tempts his mind to picture the group as a passive audience with

himself in action before it as a platform orator...An orator, indeed, he may some day

become, but that will only be as a by-product of another mastery, more important in
modern organized groups than oratory. He must begin mastering the technique of
discussion—by which the whole group is maneuvered into co-operative thinking and

speaking. (1922, pg. vi)

“The student of discussion,” he wrote, “should picture a deliberative meeting as a sort of field of
magnetic forces wherein his mind can conspire with other minds to organize socially advantageous
currents” (Sheffield, 1922, p. vii). “The ideal aim for a group of speakers,” he continued, “is to create
a ‘consensus’ on the matter discussed—that is, a conception to which each has contributed and on
which all are disposed to act” (Sheffield, 1922, p. xiv). As Herman Cohen writes, these aims of
discussion “came to be accepted for more than two decades” (Cohen, 1994, p. 275).

Between the early 1900s and the 1930s, deliberative discussion became a technique taught
in formal and informal adult education spaces, in undergraduate courses, and in citizenship
education programs run in partnership between universities and the U.S. government. In town
halls, classrooms, and granges across America, citizens gathered to share perspectives on and
generate potential solutions to pressing social problems. This new pedagogy was the outgrowth of a
new political imaginary that emerged in the late 19th and early 20th century—a Progressive vision

of mass democracy realized through egalitarian and participatory communal inquiry. This vision
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was based on a faith in the capacity of everyday people to work together to identify and reason
through the shared problems and potentialities of their communities. Through this process of
collective inquiry, citizens could discover their interconnectedness and universal humanity—and
thus their responsibilities to each other (Kloppenberg, 1986, p. 377). These commonalities would
allow them to transcend conflict and self-interest, alchemizing them into a collective able to pursue
the common good—a democratic public (Gruber, 1997, p. 216; Quandt, 1970, pp. 102-125).

This new vision of citizenship emerged out of the transformative changes of the 19th and
early 20th century. From mass immigration to the rise of mass media, from the Civil War to the
formation of the modern state, from industrialized capitalism to Darwinism, “geographic, political,
social, economic, and technological developments...affected every American citizen and every
aspect of life” (Burt, 2004, p. 135). This new vision generated a new paradigm of citizenship and
new forms of public discourse that emphasized mass participation and collaborative social inquiry
in the face of “the new world of interdependence” (Kloppenberg, 1986, p. 170).

At the same time, the forces that spurred the rise of this new political imaginary were
transforming higher education. Progressives working on and off college campuses viewed
education as central to achieving their vision of participatory democracy. During and after the Civil
War, colleges and universities deepened their relationships with the federal government and their
local communities—embracing a new role in fueling the nation’s economy, military, and democracy
(M. D. Cohen, 2012, p. 154; Gruber, 1997, pp. 210-211). Higher education would serve the nation
through expanding access, the production and transmission of knowledge, solving social problems,
and the preparation of a broad public for civic life. Deliberative discussion as a means of civic
discourse instruction was an outgrowth of this new service-oriented mission, aiming to equip
Americans of all walks of life to participate in the communal problem solving that Progressives
understood to be the lifeblood of democracy. Discussion pedagogy emerged to address the gaps in

debate’s ability to fulfill this mission. However, this new pedagogy did not replace its predecessor.
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Discussion came to exist alongside debate, adding a new layer to the pedagogical landscape of civic
discourse.

Born out of the Progressive political imaginary of community-based mass democracy,
deliberative discussion is infused with this vision’s conceptions of personhood, power, and social
epistemology. As discussion became a durable part of college pedagogy and broader civic life, its
practice helped to integrate these ideas into the fabric of discourse on college campuses. Both this
pedagogy and its underlying ideas remain pervasive in higher education today. Studying these ideas
within the historical milieu in which they emerged will help us understand more deeply key aspects

of our current repertory of civic discourse in higher education.

Transformational Change and the Rise of Progressivism

Entering into the 19th century, America began a period of transformative change. The
national population exploded, from 6 million in 1800 to 75 million in 1900. Cities grew rapidly as
waves of immigration brought millions to the nation's shores and people left agrarian life to find
work in the new urban industrial economy (O’Neill, 2022; Increasing Urbanization, 2012). Amid this
growth and diversification, new ideas of democracy and individualism took hold, and the public
burst through the bounds of the Revolutionary generation’s exclusive ideas of political leadership.
In the early decades of the 1800s, as the common school movement broadened educational access,
the public increasingly questioned the supposed moral and intellectual superiority of the elite
(Cmiel, 1990, p. 55). Expansions in suffrage that lifted property requirements for voting and holding
office, along with more direct forms of legislative elections, made “the term democracy...the best
designation of the new nation’s political ideology and institution” (Ryan, 1997, pp. 9-10). In this
new milieu, “deference to the opinions of the better sort...was now taboo” (Ryan, 1997, pp. 9-10).

Instead, “the common man knew best” (Morone, 1990, p. 18).
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This expanded and engaged American public was rife with conflict. As Gordon Wood writes,
“it became increasingly evident that the people of each state were not homogenous entities capable
of being represented by empathetic elites”; rather, they were “an agglomeration of hostile
individuals coming together for their mutual benefit” (1969, pp. 25, 63). Indeed, if political leaders
were no longer enlightened gentlemen whose “large view of human affairs” made them uniquely
capable of perceiving the common good, “all that each man was capable of perceiving was his own
particular interest” (Whatmore & Pocock, 2016, p. 522; Wood, 2001). Politics was increasingly
understood as the realization, aggregation, and clash of individual ends. As Kloppenberg writes,
“the social transformations set in motion by the eighteenth-century revolutionaries’ emphasis on
individual freedom ended up making that freedom an end in itself rather than a means toward the
end of an autonomous life of moral and civic virtue” (2019, pp. 12-13). This view of politics found
its expression in the growth of political parties, which leveraged these interests to organize and
mobilize the public. The rise of political parties helped to fuel partisan conflict, resulting in a public
sphere where engagement “ran roughshod over any refined notion of political protocol or
decorum” to which the Revolutionary leadership had aspired (Ryan, 1997, p. 129). Amid this
intense partisanship, political participation in elections soared (McDonald, n.d.). “Permanent
opposition, contest, and debate in public affairs” became the “assumption” (Ryan, 1997, p. 100). By
the 1830s, these ideas flew under the banner of Jacksonian democracy, which embodied this
competitive, dog-eat-dog form of politics and a laissez-faire individualism that emphasized personal
interests and freedom over unity and the common good—elitist ideas Jacksonians viewed with
suspicion (Kloppenberg, 2019, pp. 607-608). The expression of individual freedom across social,
political, and economic life came to be seen for many as the truest manifestation of a democracy.

Yet, as Americans “largely replaced the rigorous and elitist ‘republican citizenship’ with the
‘democratic’ concept of citizenship, conferring political rights on all ‘independent’ individuals,”

significant exclusion remained (Reuben, 1997, p. 408). These rights did not extend to any groups
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considered “dependent”—including women, enslaved and Indigenous people, and other people of
color. Indeed, as Jacksonians embraced the principle of states’ rights in support of slavery and
enacted mass violence against Indigenous tribes across the American frontier, the boundaries
around who possessed individual rights and citizenship were violently clear, often drawn in blood.

Partisan divisions over the drawing of these lines helped bring the nation into civil war. In
the war’s aftermath, the nation experienced rapid change, fueled by dual forces of consolidation and
fragmentation. The Civil War ushered in a new age of military expansion, government bureaucracy,
and corporate power, marking “a fundamental transformation in American law, politics, society,
and economy” (Novak, 2022, p. 26; Ryan, 1997, p. 17). At the same time, industrial capitalism and a
nationalized economy fed the growth of corporations (Mattson, 1998, p. 6). Big business entered
politics, taking advantage of the rise of political parties to join forces with corrupt party bosses and
ensure elections and policies served their interests (Mattson, 1998, p. 7). Between the Civil War and
the New Deal, a powerful modern American state emerged whose workings were increasingly
bureaucratic and remote from direct citizen control (Mattson, 1998, p. 6). This economic and
political consolidation fueled a Gilded age marked by pervasive political corruption and dramatic
economic inequality.

The move toward mass party politics was also hastened by the rise of mass media.
Technological advances allowed ideas and people to travel faster and farther than ever before. By
the 1850s, the continued rise of literacy and the “penny press” made “the majority of adult
males...parties to the public discussions on a whole range of political issues” (Ryan, 1997, p. 13).
Amid the size and mobility of city populations and the complexity of government bureaucracy,
earlier associational forms of “meeting-place democracy” were increasingly replaced by a “politics
of publicity” (Ryan, 1997, pp. 259, 309). Electrification and the development of the telegram and

telephone, photography, radio, and motion pictures continued to expand the media’s scope (Burt,
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2004, p. 135). The rich and powerful, in business and in government, increasingly leveraged these
new media platforms to shape public opinion.

Amid these political and economic changes, Darwinism was breaking apart the foundations
of truth and setting up a clash between science and religion that would have long-ranging
consequences. Published in 1859 and widely accepted by the 1870s, Darwin’s Origin of Species and
his theory of evolution challenged the biblical story of creation and the image of an orderly,
consistent world structured by God’s natural law. Instead, it painted a world defined by change and
shaped by violence and competition. Furthermore, conflicts between science and religion
threatened the idea of the “unity of truth,” the pervasive belief that in a world created whole by
God, all truth and knowledge—natural, philosophical, ethical, and aesthetic—"agreed and could
ultimately be related to one another in a single system” (Reuben, 1996, pp. 17, 30). The fact that
scientific findings increasingly challenged scripture shook this belief, and with it the very
foundations upon which morality and truth had rested (Kloppenberg, 1986, p. 27; Rogers, 2012, p.
14). Furthermore, in a world that had been and would be constantly changing, where the present
was not continuous with the past, human perception could not be assumed to correlate directly
with universal, objective truth. This challenged the common-sense empiricism of the 18th century.
What, then, was the basis of truth, knowledge, and reason? By positioning knowledge as the rarified
possession of science, arrived at by experts who were able to ascertain truth through specialized
means, these developments undercut the epistemological foundations upon which ideas of popular
sovereignty and self-government rested.

The half-century after the Civil War was also marked by violent social conflict and
oppression. As the percentage of foreign-born residents reached an all-time high and the nation
battled over racial, ethnic, and gender equality, questions of citizenship, of who exactly did and did
not belong in “we, the people,” became central (Novak, 2022, p. 6; Passel et al., 2024; Ryan, 1997,

pp- 11, 114-115). Nativist movements, drawing on eugenics and “race science,” pushed for limits on
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immigration and forceful assimilation of new arrivals and their children (Tyack, 2005, pp. 344-
351). While Reconstruction and its Amendments offered the hope for racial political equality, that
possibility was quickly and violently snuffed. A regime of white supremacy and racial terror took
hold throughout the South. Black Americans fleeing lynch mobs and Jim Crow policies encountered
similar attacks in Northern cities, making racial violence a national issue and spurring the founding
of the Civil Rights Movement (Lynching in America: Confronting the Legacy of Racial Terror, 2017).
Amid extreme income inequality and the brutal conditions of industrialized capitalism, labor and
capital clashed, leading to the rise of the labor movement. Deep fissures of race, ethnicity,
citizenship, and class marked the landscape of American life and society.

The US entrance into World War [ intensified these forces of consolidation and
fragmentation. The government used the war as a reason to further centralize and exercise federal
power. Through a new Committee on Public Information, the Wilson administration leveraged the
mass media to galvanize public support for the war and ensure national unity, often by employing
xenophobic and racist propaganda cloaked in nationalist rhetoric (Mattson, 1998, pp. 104-127).
These propaganda efforts drove nationalist and racist fervor to a fever pitch. Political leaders
deemed “unassimilated aliens” a threat to national security, calling for mass deportations and both
tacitly and explicitly supporting anti-immigrant and racist vigilante violence (Hochschild, 2022;
Tyack, 2005, p. 349). A growing chorus of public figures charged that the ignorant and
impressionable masses were unfit for political participation—critiques that were often “distinctly
racialized,” targeted at a racially, ethnically, and culturally diverse public no longer dominated by
White Protestants (Novak, 2022, p. 17). These views helped to drive the Johnson-Reed Act of 1924,
which severely restricted immigration to the US, especially from Southern and Eastern Europe
(Dovidio et al,, 2012, p. 409). By the mid-1920s, membership in the KKK swelled to between 2.5 and
4 million, and in August 1925, thirty thousand Klansmen paraded down Pennsylvania Avenue in a

show of force for those who believed in white Protestant supremacy (McArdle, 2018).
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In sum, by the decades surrounding the turn of the 20th century, American democracy was
beset with challenges. A century that began with a surge of common-man democracy and
individualism ended in an age of industrialized capitalism marked by uncertainty, conflict, and
political and economic dispossession. Throughout, slavery and racial terrorism, indigenous
dispossession and profound economic inequality, and ethnic and anti-immigrant discrimination
persisted under the rhetoric of freedom and democracy. Reformers began to search for ways to

realize the vision of e pluribus unum for a new century.

A Progressive vision

By the 1890s, these challenges inspired the rise of the Progressive movement. Though a
disparate movement encompassing many perspectives and efforts, Progressives were bound by a
disgust with the nation’s pervasive political corruption, which they viewed as benefiting the rich
and powerful at the expense of everyone else. This view fueled their desire for broad reforms to
recenter social, political, and economic institutions on advancing the common good. In this aim,
they embraced a view of the American public as possessing “an objective shared interest—beyond
the strife of race or class or interest group,” standing in opposition to a corrupt economic and
political elite (Morone, 1990, p. 324). In this shared interest, the public formed a “single undivided
people...with a discernible common will that superseded narrow self-interested politics and the
institutions that promoted them” (Morone, 1990, pp. 113, 126). While this common interest
remained (often intentionally) obscured by the dysfunction of American social and political
institutions, through broad social, political, economic, and educational reform, this public good
could be uncovered and pursued. Amid the entrenched inequalities and divisions of industrialized
society, these reformers “articulate[d] their yearning for a unitary people beyond politics” (Morone,
1990, p. 126). It was this “communal paradigm which ma[de] the Progressive project coherent and

consistent” (Morone, 1990, p. 126).
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Regarding how to identify and realize this common good, however, different schools of
Progressive thought embraced divergent strategies. In the face of the nation’s daunting social and
political challenges, some Progressives turned to scientific experts. Thinkers like Walter Lippmann
argued that the idea of the “omnicompetent citizen” was a myth, and that, in the context of an
American society that had reached unprecedented scale and complexity, the average person was
not capable of gaining the mastery of public issues and affairs necessary to make informed
decisions (Lippmann, 1922). The only solution was to put the government in the hands of political
leaders and experts who would draw on the specialized knowledge of science to transcend self-
interest and advance the common good. As James Morone writes, “here, once again, was the
classical republican faith, with scientific experts playing a role roughly like the one of natural
leaders” of the eighteenth century (1990, p. 119). In a world no longer comprehensible by the
average citizen, only scientific experts were equipped to guide social and political life. [t was
science, not democratic engagement, that “would lift the polity above politics and self-interest” and
realize the interests of the people (Morone, 1990, p. 115).

Other Progressive thinkers and reformers disagreed. They believed the answer to
corruption lay not in experts, but in building an empowered public that could enact a more direct
and democratic form of politics (Mattson, 1988, p. 7; Quandt, 1970). This public could hold power
accountable and promote reforms that served their collective interests. These Progressives argued
that citizens were capable of the reasoning necessary for democratic governance—which they
defined as collaborative problem solving that identified and promoted the common good. Because
the basis of such problem solving was human experience, this was a process in which all, even the
humblest citizen, could participate. In fact, because the aim was to discover the collective good, it
was essential that all members of the community contributed according to their capacity. However,
they believed that such reasoning required local, face-to-face interaction between citizens equipped

with the skills to collaboratively identify and address their shared problems and interests. In this
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view, the fundamental challenge of democracy was not whether citizens were individually capable
of independent rational thought. Indeed, pointing to the interdependence they saw in urban
industrialized society, these thinkers and activists rejected the idea of atomistic individuality
altogether, asserting that all human life, thought, and action were fundamentally social. Rather, they
argued, the question was whether, amid the grind and scale of the machine age, citizens could
recognize their neighbors and community as such and could come together to pursue a shared
vision that countered the oppressive forces of industrial capitalism. Such engagement was about
more than solving discrete problems; it was through such face-to-face interaction that self-
interested individuals recognized their shared humanity and intertwined fates and thereby were
transformed into a democratic community. Given this, restoring community life was the key to
revitalizing democracy. As John Dewey wrote in The Public and its Problems, “unless local
communal life can be restored, the public cannot adequately resolve its most urgent problem: to
find and identify itself” (2012, p. 159). This approach to politics rejected the idea of democracy as
rule by experts, achieved through specialized scientific discourse, or as an aggregation and clash of
individual interests, navigated through bargaining, voting, and brute power. Instead, it embraced a
vision that emphasized the vital civic knowledge, learning, and creative problem solving that

emerges from deeply relational communal life.

Citizenship through Collaborative Communal Inquiry: A New Paradigm

This conception of politics corresponded to a Progressive vision of citizens who were able
to do “that most difficult thing in the world—work with other people” (Follett, 2016, p. 366). These
citizens needed to be active, collaborative problem solvers, “ready to sacrifice individual interests
to the general good,” possessing a “fully developed sense of responsibility,” and “trained in initiative
and action” (Follett, 2016, p. 366). Skills of collaborative inquiry and communication that allowed

groups to translate individual experience into the identification and pursuit of the collective good
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were essential. Progressives realized that these skills needed to be taught; indeed, education was a
central part of their vision of preparing everyday people to be effective citizens. While there were
many thinkers and reformers in this camp, this section will focus on two who played particularly
prominent roles in shaping Progressive ideas of civic education, and whose ideas and reform efforts
would guide the development of deliberative discussion pedagogy: John Dewey, father of
Progressive education and “easily the most widely read American political thinker from the 1880s
until his death in 1952” (Kloppenberg, 2022, p. 13); and Mary Parker Follett, a leader in the Social
Centers movement, which turned schools and community centers across the US into sites of public
discussion and citizenship education.

For Dewey, the purpose of education was to develop people into citizens prepared for
communal and democratic life, which he understood as one and the same (Dewey, 2012, p. 122). He
defined education as “a constant reorganizing and reconstructing of experience...which adds to the
meaning of experience, and which increases the ability to direct the course of subsequent
experience” (Dewey, 2018, p. 83). In other words, education allowed people to translate their
experience into meaning in ways that empowered them to enact agency over their lives. This
happened through a process that Dewey called “scientific inquiry,” which he detailed in his
influential pedagogical text, How We Think (1910). Importantly, in the first decades of the 20t
century, science had not yet adopted its objective, “value-free” meanings that it would acquire later
in the 20t century (Reuben, 1996, p. 176). For the Progressives, science had clear normative and
civic dimensions. Because Dewey believed that people have always developed and lived enmeshed
in social relationships, and that all human thought and action were “socially conditioned
phenomena,” scientific inquiry was a collaborative process (Dewey, 2012, p. 97). Encountering a
new problem that could not be explained or addressed, people engaging in scientific inquiry could
use reflective thinking to draw on past knowledge and experience in order to devise new ideas and

solutions. These were then tested in action, leading to new insights and learning. Useful ideas and
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successful solutions were deemed provisionally true, always open to revision given new insights or
experience. Under this Progressivist view, science was not a specific body of knowledge, but an
active and continuous approach to solving problems (Reuben, 1996, pp. 46-47).

The purpose of this inquiry went beyond problem solving. Science was also seen as teaching
important moral virtues. Through the process of wrestling with problems and boldly forging new
pathways to truth, those engaging in scientific inquiry developed traits such as courage, creativity,
determination, “veracity, universality, and self-abnegation” (Reuben, 1996, p. 135). In this way,
science became viewed as a way to address social problems and conflicts, and as a source of moral
values (Kloppenberg, 1986, p. 128; Reuben, 1996, pp. 135-136). Furthermore, influenced by his
faith, philosophy, and experiences with social reform, Dewey maintained a belief in the ideal of the
“organic unity” of man, society, and the natural world (Kloppenberg, 1986, p. 44). While the truth of
universal and intertwined humanity was often obscured by the modern world, scientific inquiry
would reveal it, allowing people to discover their commonality and interdependence—and thus
their ethical responsibilities to each other (Kloppenberg, 1986, p. 377). In this way, inquiry would
not only “enable society to recognize and advance common interests,” but would also allow them
“to recognize and eradicate the sources of conflict” (Kloppenberg, 1986, p. 402). Over time,
scientific inquiry would create the unitary public on which the Progressive vision was founded.
Thus, developing citizens skilled in the practice of scientific inquiry was central to the realization of
the Progressive vision of politics.

In 1902, inspired by the civic education and discussion among working class people he had
seen at Jane Addams’ Hull House, Dewey wrote The School as Social Center to suggest that schools
take up the same work in communities across the country (1902). By the early 1900s, the idea had
caught on. Mary Parker Follett, who started the social center movement in Boston starting in 1911,
became a leader in this movement. In 1918, she wrote The New State, in which she described the

social center’s philosophy and approach (Follett, 2016). Along with Dewey’s, her ideas helped to
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shape the Progressive vision of citizenship and were influential to the college educators who would
soon begin to teach discussion. Like Dewey, Follett saw democracy as synonymous with
community—as “the bringing forth of a genuine collective will, one to which every single being
must contribute the whole of his complex life” (Follett, 2016, p. 7). As she stated in the opening
lines of The New State, “our political life is stagnating, capital and labor are virtually at war, the
nations of Europe are at one another’s throats—because we have not yet learned how to live
together” (2016, p. 3). The answer lay in citizens mastering what she called “group process.”
Imagining that A, B, and C are members of a committee meeting working to arrive at a “common
idea,” she writes:
We gradually find that our problem can be solved, not indeed by mechanical aggregation,
but by the subtle process of the intermingling of all the different ideas of the group. A says
something. Thereupon a thought arises in B’s mind. Is it B’s idea or A’s? Neither. Itis a
mingling of the two. We find that A’s idea, after having been presented to B and returned to
A, has become slightly or largely different from what it was originally. In like manner it is
affected by C and so on...We find in the end that it is not a question of my idea being
supplemented by yours, but that there has been evolved a composite idea...every part is
bound up with every other part, every tendency is conditioned by every other tendency.
(2016, p. 25)
Through this process, the “genuine collective will” at the heart of democracy would emerge. The
experience of group process taught participants that problem solving is not a matter of persuasion,
compromise or concession, but of collaboration, integration and consensus; that the process of
forming ideas is not a battle in which one side wins, but a joint effort in which all contribute to the
creation of ideas and knowledge, and in which all are transformed in some way.
The ideal Progressive citizen would master the skills of collaborative scientific inquiry and

“group process” and use them in every group to which he belonged. In doing so, he would practice
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and help diffuse democracy “as a way of life,” using his talents and resources to improve the lives of
those he lived among (Dewey, 1998, p. 341). Furthermore, through their communication with each
other, these citizens would build communities that would reinforce their shared humanity,
interdependence, and reciprocal responsibilities. In this way, the Progressive view of public
discourse was capacious—made up of equal parts investigation, relationship building, and
community decision-making. It was a way to analyze and solve problems and to transform isolated
citizens into “the Great Community,” Dewey’s ideal of a democratic public (Dewey, 2012, p. 121). It
encompassed both a broad understanding of discussion as the investigation of a topic with a group
of people where multiple viewpoints were taken into account, and deliberation as an exploration of
the question, “How should we live together?” While today, exploratory and deliberative forms of
discourse are often thought of independently from each other, for Progressives they were
inextricably interconnected. The viability of democracy, Dewey wrote, hinged on “the perfecting of
the means and ways of communication of meanings so that genuinely shared interest in the
consequences of interdependent activities may inform desire and effort and thereby direct action”
(Dewey, 2012, p. 126). To realize this vision of communicative citizenship, the American people
needed new institutions and modes of public education and civic discourse through which to learn

and exercise these skills. Reformers across the country quickly picked up this charge.

A New Mode of Discourse: The Discussion Movement

Progressive leaders strove to enact reforms and build institutions through which citizens
could practice this vision of communal inquiry-based citizenship, thereby cohering into a
democratic public capable of countering the forces of industrial capitalism (Mattson, 1998, pp. 1-
13; Quandt, 1970; Rogers, 2012, p. 2). To achieve these aims, citizens needed new ways to learn and
deliberate about the issues affecting their lives. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, these

efforts gave rise to the “discussion movement” (Keith, 2007). This movement built on early 19t
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century adult education efforts, such as lyceums and the Chautauqua movement, in which voluntary
community associations hosted lectures, debates, and performances related to religious,
intellectual, and social issues of public interests (Shaffer, 2017, pp. 22-23). The discussion
movement sought to scale and retool these efforts for urban audiences and incorporate more
participatory methods. The practice of discussion was about bringing citizens together to
“scientifically” and collaboratively address problems facing their communities—a focus embedded
in its root, discutere, to investigate. Initiatives such as the People’s Institute in New York and the
national Forum Movement developed around the turn of the century to educate and engage citizens
in public issues and democratic participation (Mattson, 1998, pp. 6-7; Shaffer, 2017, pp. 23-

30). Experts delivered lectures on relevant topics, which were followed by open question-and-
answer sessions and “town meetings” for discussion (Mattson, 1998, pp. 42-43). Beginning in 1907,
the Social Centers movement turned public schools into spaces for civic learning and deliberation,
where citizens gathered for lively evening discussions “to consider different options and find ways
to solve local and national problems” (Mattson, 1998, p. 59).

These efforts further expanded with the onset of the Great Depression, which foregrounded
the need for a competent and engaged citizenry to ensure the protection of the public good
(Goodman, 2004, p. 89). Between 1936 and 1941, the US Office of Education led the Federal Forum
Project, which brought forums to 600 communities across the US (Goodman, 2004, p. 91). Informed
by Progressives’ intertwined ideas of inquiry, community, and democracy, this move towards
discussion was an attempt to discover new means of discourse that could “solve America’s political
problems” and nurture a democratic public (Keith, 2007, p. 7). Together, these efforts were a
rejection of “the ‘old republicanism,” where democracy means bringing the right people together to

«“

deliberate,” and were an embrace of “the new discussionism,” where democracy means bringing
the people together to deliberate in the right way” (Keith, 2007, p. 152). Discussion was the

counter-approach to the vision of relying “on a cadre of experts in public policy” (Keith, 2007, p.
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95). Instead, by participating in these new institutions and practices of discussion, everyday people

would be knitted together in a civic collectivity capable of revitalizing democracy.

Serving a Democratizing, Industrializing Society: Higher Education Transforms

Running parallel to these national transformations was the expansion of higher education.
While still accessible to only a fraction of the American public, institutions of higher education
began to grow, evolve, and proliferate. Between 1790 and 1850, the number of colleges and
universities grew from 19 to 250—more than any other country in the world (Labaree, 2017, p. 27).
In comparison, by 1880 the United Kingdom had ten higher education institutions and France had
twenty-two (Labaree, 2017, p. 27). Most of these institutions were small, denominational, and
geographically scattered across an expanding nation (Labaree, 2017, pp. 27-29). They were largely
governed by people from their immediate communities and reflected their educational and
denominational needs (Labaree, 2017, p. 34). Indeed, a major driver for the founding of these
colleges was the preparation of a learned ministry, professional, and leader class to govern across
America’s expanding frontier (Rudolph, 1977, p. 103). However, institutional growth outpaced
demand, and throughout the 19th century even established northeast schools struggled with
enrollment (Rudolph, 1977, pp. 100-102).

Part of the reason for this struggle, some higher education leaders argued, was that despite
a rapidly changing society, “college curricula in the early nineteenth century remained remarkably
similar to Harvard’s in the early seventeenth. Students learned Greek, Latin, mathematics, rhetoric,
and moral philosophy, sometimes supplemented with smaller amounts of history, the modern
languages, and the sciences” (M. D. Cohen, 2012, p. 8; Rudolph, 1977, pp. 99-150). Indeed, one of the
most famous historical documents from that era, the 1828 Yale Report, argued for the continued
importance of the classical college curriculum (Rudolph, 1977, p. 28). Faculty and leadership at

institutions across the country embraced this defense of the classical liberal arts tradition. While

63



some colleges did respond to student demands for a more flexible and practically relevant
curriculum by adding more scientific subjects and allowing students to choose electives, the
classical core of the curriculum remained dominant. Thus, on the eve of the Civil War, “higher
education in America comprised chiefly small colleges that taught students an abstract curriculum
rooted in the classical languages and mathematics” (M.D. Cohen, 2012, p. 187). That was soon about
to change.

The Civil War was a “watershed” for America’s colleges and universities (M.D. Cohen, 2012,
p- 189). Enrollments plummeted as young men enlisted; some Southern schools were destroyed or
taken over for military purposes. The relationship between the federal government and higher
education began a process of substantial tightening when Congress passed the Morrill Land Grant
College Act in 1862, making federal lands available to create new colleges that would teach
agricultural and industrial education (M.D. Cohen, 2012, p. 187). More broadly, the “Civil War-era
impulses toward nationalization, democratization, equality of opportunity, civil rights, and
organization” would define the rebuilding and evolution of higher education over the second half of
the 19th century (M.D. Cohen, 2012, p. 189).

Following the Civil War, higher education’s purpose began to shift from training an elite
class of gentlemen leaders to meeting “the needs of a democratic, industrializing society” (Gruber,
1997, p. 210). Between 1890 and 1930, the percentage of 18- to 21-year-olds attending college
grew from 3% to 12.4% (Goldin & Katz, 1999, p. 41; Mintz, n.d.). Higher education was increasingly
seen as a vehicle to spur American industry and economic growth, through research that supported
industry and teaching that provided training for the nation’s workers. As Carol Gruber explains,
“the ideal of service was pervasive in educational circles at the time of the university revolution and
afterwards” (1997, p. 210). The new expectation was that, in return for land and financial and
material support, institutions of American higher education would be responsive to local, state, and

national needs (Gruber, 1997, pp. 206, 210). As the country spread westward, new public state
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schools were founded to serve regional demands (Gruber, 1997, p. 210). As Goldin and Katz write,
these state institutions were focused on practical and scientific aims “in large measure because of
the commitment to provide goods and services of value to citizens and local industrial
interests...Wisconsin subsidized work on dairy products, lowa on corn, Colorado and other western
states on mining, North Carolina on tobacco, and Oklahoma and Texas on oil exploration and
refining” (1999, p. 51). Congress passed a second Morrill Act in 1890 to provide additional federal
land for the launch of land-grant universities focused on agricultural and mechanical training
(Hartley & Hollander, 2005, p. 254). By requiring states to provide Black students access to land-
grant institutions, the 1890 Morrill Act spurred the founding of several historically Black colleges
and universities. Access to higher education for women expanded as the number of women’s
colleges and coeducational institutions grew (Thelin, 2019, pp. 83-84, 97-98).

New and existing institutions began to adopt the German university model, centered on
research, specialization, and professionalization (Gruber, 1997, pp. 206-208; Hartley & Hollander,
2005, p. 254). As Julie Reuben explains, “the men who created the modern research university in
the late nineteenth century believed in science,” and specifically the power of scientific knowledge
to provide moral guidance and to improve the lives of individuals and society (Reuben, 2000, p. 73).
This drew many academics in the biological and social sciences into reform and activist efforts,
linking universities to “the political and social reform movements of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries” (Reuben, 2000, p. 76). Thus, as Carol Gruber writes, higher education’s
embrace of the ideal of service “sprang in part from the recognition by administrators of their need
for support from public and private sources, from prevailing theories about the nature and function
of knowledge, and from moral idealism in the faculty” (Gruber, 1997, p. 211). From land grant
colleges to elite research universities, institutions across the US embraced this mission.

The expansion of higher education’s institutional mission and outreach, along with the

nation’s overall growth in educational access, broadened the idea of who higher education was for
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and brought new kinds of people into contact with colleges and universities. As the percent of
young Americans graduating from high school climbed to half in the 1930s in states outside the
South, the group of high school graduates seeking entry into college increasingly “differed from the
old by background, aspirations, and geography” (Goldin & Katz, 1999, p. 50). These students were
from lower income backgrounds and expressed “increased relative demand for a more practically-
oriented curriculum” (Goldin & Katz, 1999, p. 50). Now, it was not only the future lawyer, minister,
legislator, or doctor who interacted with higher education, but also the future (and current) farmer,
teacher, and miner. HBCUs, women's colleges, and co-educational institutions offered Black
Americans and women increased (though still limited) opportunities. University extension
programs further extended higher education’s reach in rural and working class communities.
Extension programs also brought faculty into contact with social reform movements and their
educational efforts, such as the labor movement’s “labor colleges” and other political education
programs (Altenbaugh, 1990).

As higher education reached a broadening swath of the American public, its emphasis on
service was extended to civic education. These efforts sought to prepare a growing public for
democratic citizenship and political participation. Reflecting Progressive visions of citizenship,
educators across institutions and academic fields believed that teaching students the methods and
values of scientific inquiry was essential for preparing them to be civic leaders (Reuben, 1996, p.
136). Students would become “investigators” working in service of their communities to tackle
challenges and advance the common good (Reuben, 1996, p. 63). At state and land grant schools,
these efforts were often intertwined with agricultural and technical outreach to citizens in the local
community, with the assumption that the health of economic and civic life went hand in hand. As
“democracy’s colleges,” land grant public institutions aimed to educate the common man for the
responsibilities of suffrage and citizenship, and to connect farming and industrial communities with

technical expertise (Ross, 1942). Historically Black colleges and universities were at the forefront of
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this model, pioneering the “university extension” program in which institutions provided
agricultural, technical, and civic education to surrounding communities to support economic and
civic health (Thelin, 2019, pp. 135-136). These programs spread to institutions across the country,
becoming formalized in 1914 as the Cooperative Extension Service, the community engagement
branch of land-grant universities (Shaffer, 2017, p. 28). These initiatives aimed to provide workers
with education, mostly in the social sciences, that developed their ability to lead, organize, and
pursue social change (Altenbaugh, 1990, pp. 3-14). Through these transformations the mission of
higher education expanded, from serving the public good by educating the elite for civic and
religious leadership to doing so by producing knowledge and citizens that would contribute to

social progress.

A New Pedagogy: The Discussion Movement Reaches the Classroom

As American life transformed outside of the classroom, it changed the pedagogy of civic
discourse within it. These social, intellectual, political, and educational developments created a set
of civic and educational needs that forensic debate struggled to address. To fill this gap, educators
drew on new Progressivist notions of thinking and inquiry and the era’s new modes of citizenship
and political participation to craft a new pedagogy: deliberative discussion.

Even as the structure and content of college curricula changed over the course of the 19th
century, forensic debate remained a prevalent feature. As colleges and universities spread across
the country, “they modeled their courses of study on that of the older institutions” (Hochmuth &
Murphy, 1954, p. 164). From Harvard to the University of California, students at many institutions
across the country continued to engage in forensic debate on a weekly or monthly basis (Hochmuth
& Murphy, 1954, p. 167). However, as the public sphere continued to expand and public speech
became an ever-more central part of American life and politics, the public demanded speech not

only strong in content, but also in delivery—and in the latter, the public found many college
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graduates lacking (Hochmuth & Murphy, 1954, p. 161). Indeed, in the early 19th century,
“complaints about the poor rendition of orations, debates, and disputations at exhibitions and
commencements” along with growing “criticism of the public performances of clergymen, lawyers,
and men in public affairs” pressured schools to integrate training in delivery as well as
argumentation (Hochmuth & Murphy, 1954, pp. 161-162). From this pressure arose new required
courses in “elocution,” which focused on voice, body positioning, and other stylistic elements that
determined the quality of oratorical performance (Hochmuth & Murphy, 1954, pp. 161-162).
Elocution complemented training in debate, designed to develop speakers skilled in both
argumentation and delivery.

As the century progressed, the college curriculum extended to new practical and scientific
subjects and the elective system grew. Amid this fragmentation of the classical curriculum, rhetoric
and elocution (which encompassed the theory and practice of forensic debate) increasingly became
standalone subjects each taught by a single professor, rather than skills taught across the
curriculum (Hochmuth & Murphy, 1954, pp. 163-165, 173). As courses of study for the arts
increasingly diverged from those in the sciences, a trend reflected in the mid-century creation of
the new “bachelor of science” degrees, some institutions stopped requiring forensic debate for
students studying science, and the frequency of required forensic debates for those in the arts
began to decline (Potter, 1944, p. 56; Rudolph, 1977, p. 95). However, this decline in forensic
debate’s curricular presence was balanced by the continued rise of literary and debating societies,
which became the hubs of extracurricular life on 19th century college campuses (Rudolph, 1977, p.
95). With curriculums bursting at the seams as institutions tried to accommodate an ever-wider
range of academic topics, college administrators increasingly allowed these societies to fill the gap
in forensic debate and oratory training (Potter, 1944, p. 61). The societies operated with the strong
support “of college authorities who generally provided the space necessary for society activities

and even arranged the hours of regular course of study to accommodate” them (Rudolph, 1977, p.
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97). As Rudolph writes, the importance of these literary societies to 19th century American colleges
and universities “makes the term extracurricular a misnomer. The literary societies were as
curricular as the chapel, and the American college curriculum in the first half of the nineteenth
century could not have dispensed with either of them” (1977, p. 98). However, the Civil War
decimated these societies’ memberships, and after the war ended they did not recover (Potter,
1994, p. 92). This left a critical gap in civic discourse education just as the growth of platform
politics, towns and cities, and new communication technologies were creating myriad opportunities
for public speech. In response, students in the 1890s began organizing their own debate contests
(Keith, 2007, pp. 61-67). By the 1910s, intercollegiate debate had become so popular that demands
for faculty coaching and academic courses and recognition became “nearly universal” (Keith, 2007,
p. 67). Thus, by the end of the 19th century, the demise of the classical curriculum and the rise of
disciplinary specialization meant that engaging in forensic debate was no longer central to the
study of every subject and every student’s college experience. However, where the teaching of civic
discourse skills continued, forensic debate remained dominant.

Driven by the changing demands of civic discourse and democracy, higher education’s
expanding reach and social mission, and the institutional pressures towards specialization and
professionalization, college educators in the 1910s developed the new academic field of speech
communication (Cohen, 1994, pp. 29-30; Keith, 2007, pp. 11, 33-34; Shaffer, 2017, p. 25). While
many of the members of this new field coached and taught the courses that supported
intercollegiate debate, they understood their role in broader terms. As Keith explains, “members of
the early speech profession struggled with what they saw as a deep connection between ideas,
instruction and the larger progress of society. They claimed, at least in part, a civic mission for their
pedagogy; they held themselves responsible for training students in the skills of public, democratic
life” (Keith, 2007, p. 90). Influenced by Progressive ideas of education, they saw themselves as

educating students for participation in democracy and sought to use their skills to help address the
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problems of group conflict and communication in broader society. Within this mission, some began
to question the alignment between debate pedagogy and the qualities of democratic citizenship
they aspired to nurture in their students.

Amid new Progressive ideas about scientific inquiry and democratic citizenship,
competitive debate generated significant critique. As Ray Egbert Nichols, Professor of Speech at the
University of Redlands, wrote in the Quarterly Journal of Speech in 1937,

criticism of debate has arisen from two sources: the public and the educational world.

Public criticism was voiced in the magazines such as The Outlook, The Nation, and The New

Republic, and educational criticism in the educational journals and professional magazines

in the English and Speech fields. This criticism began in the third decade to become much

more marked and vociferous than ever before. (1937, p. 264)

In addition to criticizing the nuts and bolts of debating contests, many critics argued that debate
was not the appropriate pedagogy for preparing students for the inclusive deliberation and
problem solving that early 20th century democracy demanded. They charged that debate trained
students to focus on winning rather than on engaging in reflective inquiry (Keith, 2007, p. 67). Its
combative, competitive nature inflamed conflict and encouraged domination, making the approach
undemocratic (Keith, 2007, pp. 132-133). In an increasingly complex world, the “pro-con” approach
flattened issues that were in fact multi-sided and prevented students from considering multiple
perspectives (Mehltretter Drury et al,, 2017, p. 193). Debate began with pre-determined stances
rather than allowing for investigation and discovery of new ways to understand and address
problems (Keith, 2007, p. 131). The speaker/audience model limited active participation to a few
members who spoke on behalf of the group (Keith, 2007, p. 134). Debate’s emphasis on “specific
rules and types of evidence” could be intimidating and did little to equip students to participate in
democracy in their workplaces, schools, and neighborhoods (Mehltretter Drury et al., 2017, p. 193).

Critics worried that the practice of arguing both sides in a context without real world stakes led to
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moral bankruptcy. As Teddy Roosevelt charged in 1913, in debate the “stress is laid, not upon
getting the speaker to think rightly, but on getting him to talk glibly on the side to which he is
assigned, without regard to either what his convictions are or to what they ought to be” (Keith,
2007, p. 69).

Finally, by the 1930s, critics were making a broader argument: that debate no longer
reflected dominant practices of public discourse. As |. Jeffrey Auer, chair of the Speech department
at Oberlin, wrote in 1939, “while demonstrative oratory and formal debate were the accepted
patterns of public discussion in the nineteenth century, the social and political scene has so changed
within the past fifty years that these alone are no longer the most effective bases for determining
collective action” (1939, p. 533). Indeed, Auer continued, “the orator has lost caste as a Delphic font
of authority...the public has climbed onto the platform with him” (1939, p. 534). Having become
“conscious of its own powers of reasoning and its capacity for problem-solving,” the public now
demanded full participation in public discourse—a demand the structure of formal debate could
not meet (Auer, 1939, p. 534). In sum, a growing chorus of critics believed that debate failed to
prepare students to be the scientific investigators, democratic participants, and service-oriented
citizens that higher education sought to develop and that a changing world increasingly required. In
a diversifying nation struggling to tackle social conflict and democratic revitalization, many
educators believed that more accessible and inclusive forms of speech pedagogy were needed

(Keith, 2007, pp. 67-83).

From public forums into college classrooms: Discussion enters higher education

At the same time, educators working at the intersection of participatory democracy, social
reform, and adult education began to crystallize discussion as a new and alternative model of

discourse and pedagogy. As William Keith writes,

71



Primarily within a Progressivist notion of democracy, debate instruction emerged, fell short,

and thus gave birth (with John Dewey’s help) to a new pedagogy, discussion, which explicitly

embodied the political ideals which debate failed to achieve. (2007, p. 91)
Through their involvement with Progressive experiments in political participation and education—
forums, social centers, labor colleges, extension programs, and other forms of adult learning—
educators were exposed to Progressives’ attempts to use local face-to-face interactions to address
community problems and build a democratic public. Spurred by this work, these educators began to
consider how to teach discussion as a democratic skill and a method of inquiry (Keith, 2007, p. 11).
In this way, “education and civic action [were] two sides of a coin” (Keith, 2007, pp. 11-12). The
emergence of training in discussion was “inseparable” from the development of new forms of civic
participation and discourse. These efforts both elucidated the skills and attitudes that students
needed to develop and provided the contexts in which they would practice them.

In developing this new training in discussion, educators turned to the ideas of reform
leaders like Mary Parker Follett to conceptualize the intellectual and civic process they were trying
to teach (Cohen, 1994, p. 248; Sheffield, 1922, p. x). Most influential, however, was the work of John
Dewey (Cohen, 1994, p. 320; Keith, 2007, p. 93; Shaffer, 2017, p. 26). Under Dewey’s influence—
especially his 1910 work How We Think—they conceived of discussion as a reflective and
“cooperative, problem-solving activity, as opposed to the conflictive, resolution-passing activity of
debate” (Cohen, 1994, p. 320; Keith, 2007, pp. 92-93). Group discussion was “oral participation by
the members of a unit in the solving of real problems” (Waltz, 1933, p. 312). The authoritative
undergraduate textbook on group discussion defined it as “the cooperative deliberation of a
problem by persons thinking or conversing together in face-to-face or co-acting groups under the
direction of a leader” (McBurney and Hance, 1939, p. 10). In a discussion, students explored “a
question in its immediate application to life as the students know it” (Miner, 1925, p. 416); they

“discard simple one-view or two-view attitudes on vital questions” and instead adopt a “wide range

72



view” (Judson, 1936, p. 3). As two educational researchers noted in their study of group discussion
as an approach to adult education, “so many different points of view had been expressed, so many
issues were involved, that the whole made a really new situation for every one present. Is not that
the ideal to be aimed for in a discussion?” (DeLong & Smith, 1931, p. 708).

Articles on public discussion began appearing in the mid-1910s (Judson, 1936, pp. 4-10). By
the 1920s, undergraduate college courses on discussion were being taught, and educators were
experimenting with discussion in their classrooms (Miner, 1925). The expansion of deliberative
discussion pedagogy was also reflected in the growing number of publications, textbooks, research
projects, and teaching guides on discussion throughout the 1920s, 30s, and 40s (Cohen, 1994, p.
292; Gastil & Keith, 2005, p. 11). As classroom studies from the 1940s attest, discussion educators
led groups of students and citizens in the practice of sitting face-to-face and deliberating about
issues that affected their lives and communities (Shaffer, 2017, pp. 27-30). Drawing on Dewey's
idea that all social action embodied some form of politics, and that therefore democracy extended
into any communal context, these educators believed they were preparing students to engage in
discursive democratic life far beyond the walls of formal political institutions. Indeed, the group
problem solving that students practiced in the classroom was a “miniature version of policy
formation in the public context” (Keith, 2007, p. 93).

Furthermore, some speech teachers understood the “speech classroom as a laboratory for
personality improvement,” shaping students into the selfless, collaborative citizens that democracy
required (Cohen, 1994, p. 120). Discussion textbooks emphasized that good discussion participants
ought to think “socially, about the ‘we’ and ‘us’ rather than ‘I’ and ‘me’” and aim to be “impartial,
truth-seeking, cooperative” (Keith, 2007, p. 174). As Cohen writes, “The acceptance of the Dewey
assumptions, as they were understood by speech teachers, argued for cooperation against
persuasion, emotional detachment against emotional involvement, and the minimizing of personal

considerations against the advancement of a personal position” (1994, p. 299). This orientation
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required the development of a particular civic personality that practice in discussion was uniquely
positioned to achieve. As one of the era’s prominent intellectual voices on discussion wrote:

Group discussion is an excellent exercise in training for social thinking ...The group

discussion situation disarms the divisive spirit, substitutes the come-let-us reason-together

atmosphere, and trains men and women in social self-control. It calls for emotional restraint

and an absence of ‘crowdmindedness.’ It is a logical speaking technique to develop in a

community. (Baird, 1937, cited in Cohen, 1994, p. 286)
If democracy was a way of life, discussion was a way to teach this way of living to students.

Higher education’s use of discussion pedagogy also stretched far beyond the classroom.
While many Progressive educational and political reform efforts met their demise following World
War |, the Great Depression, the New Deal, and the rise of fascism in Europe reignited aims to shore
up freedom of speech and participatory democracy (Gastil & Keith, 2005; Goodman, 2004; H. Cohen,
1994, p. xi; Judson, 1936; Mattson, 1998, p. 125). Civic leaders sought to partner with higher
education institutions to create adult education programs that would teach ordinary citizens how
to engage in deliberative democracy. In tracing the ways in which evolving institutional missions
shaped pedagogy, it is notable that such programs often emerged from partnerships between
government agencies and land-grant universities—institutions founded with an explicitly service-
oriented purpose. Because these institutions had early on developed extension programs to
respond to the needs of their local communities and share academic expertise, they were well-
positioned to provide such civic training. One of the most prominent examples was a collaboration
between the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), land-grant universities, and the Cooperative
Extension Service, “the outreach and engagement arm of land-grant universities” (Shaffer, 2017, p.
28). These efforts developed into

two interrelated programs, overseen by a body called the Program Study and Discussion

(PSD) unit: first, discussion groups that were organized and facilitated by local Cooperative
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Extension agents from land-grant universities with rural men and women; and second,
multiday training and educational opportunities known as Schools of Philosophy for
Extension Workers that were organized and facilitated by USDA staff and distinguished
scholars. (Shaffer, 2017, p. 29)
The goal of this effort was “to help rural communities exchange information and viewpoints while
also testing and challenging positions by subjecting various topics to group discussion and analysis”
that impacted life in rural communities (Shaffer, 2017, pp. 28-29). Topics for group discussion
ranged from “Farm Finance: What Is a Sound System?” to “What Part Should Farmers in Your
County Take in Making National Agriculture Policy?” (Shaffer, 2017, p. 29). At land-grant
institutions and beyond, the mission of service was reflected in higher education’s embrace of
deliberative discussion pedagogy and their efforts to diffuse discussion into the bloodstream of

American life through classroom teaching and public outreach.

A Progressive Paradigm of Civic Discourse Pedagogy: Personhood, Social
Epistemology, and Power

Deliberative discussion developed in the early decades of the 20th century as a way to
realize a Progressive vision of politics centered on developing a democratic public that undertakes
communal inquiry for the common good. In this vision, citizens would be collaborative community
problem solvers who engage in “scientific inquiry” through public discussion, identifying solutions
to collective challenges in ways that honor their shared humanity. As higher education evolved and
expanded to meet the needs of an industrializing, democratizing nation, it embraced the mission of
developing students and local community members into these citizens. Forensic debate continued
to be a present and popular form of discourse pedagogy; however, many college educators
committed to this Progressive vision believed that, with its emphasis on agonistic individualist

argument and association with 18th century elite republican ideals of leadership, forensic debate
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was misaligned with this educational mission. Drawing on Dewey’s ideas of scientific inquiry and
the methods of a new public “discussion movement,” these educators developed deliberative
discussion as a pedagogy for use in adult and traditional classroom education.

Born out of the Progressive movement, this pedagogy represented a new paradigm of civic
discourse—one constituted by Progressive ideas of personhood, social epistemology, and power. As
deliberative discussion took root in college classrooms, campuses, and local communities, its ideas
secured a lasting place in higher education’s repertory of civic discourse teaching and practice.
Examining these ideas in the context of the era in which they emerged deepens our understanding

of key components of today’s climate of campus civic discourse.

Personhood

The Progressive political imaginary was rooted in ideas of personhood that emphasized
universal humanity, equality, and potentiality. As Dewey explains, “democracy as a way of life is
controlled by a working faith” in “human equality” and “the possibilities of human nature” that
extends to all people “irrespective of race, color, sex, birth and family, of material or cultural
wealth” (1998, pp. 341-342). Indeed, for the Progressives who believed in a democratic public,
each individual possessed rich epistemic, moral, and civic potential. They saw this moral and
epistemic egalitarianism as contiguous with the founding ideas of American political culture,
including the nation’s formative Protestant ideas of human equality, which asserted that “every
citizen is a sovereign...a doctrine which in grandeur has but one equal in history, and that its fellow,
namely, that every man is a priest of God” (Dewey, 1888, p. 14). In this way, these ideas of
personhood represented the Progressive expression of quintessential American principles.

Yet Progressive ideas of personhood diverged from their Enlightenment predecessors in
their social conception of personhood. They rejected the idea of the atomistic, autonomous

individual. As Dewey wrote, the very idea of “a natural individual in his isolation possessed of full-

76



fledged wants, of energies to be expended according to his own volition, and of a ready-made
faculty of foresight and prudent calculation” was a “fiction”—a particularly absurd one in an era
when people were being swept up by mass organizations, economic structures, media, and state
bureaucracy (Dewey, 2012, p. 99). Instead, the “universal law of being,” the “law’ of everything
known to exist,” was “the outreaching for the purpose of further unifying” (Dewey, 2012, p. 51;
Follett, 2016, p. 285). Community life was the context for all human development; its associational
practices were how personhood was constituted. As Dewey wrote,

To learn to be human is to develop through the give-and-take of communication an effective

sense of being an individually distinctive member of a community; one who understands

and appreciates its beliefs, desires, and methods, and who contributes to a further

conversion of organic powers into human resources and values. (Dewey, 2012, p. 125)

In this way, community life did not restrict and repress individuals; it liberated them. As Mary
Parker Follett argued, “The potentialities of the individual remain potentialities until they are
released by group life” (2016, p. 6). The more integrated into community life a person was, the
greater their growth and development.

These egalitarian and social conceptions of personhood underpinned deliberative
discussion as an approach to civic discourse. Citizens’ common humanity was the source of their
common problems and their common good, which deliberative discussion sought to uncover. Their
equality designated every citizen a legitimate and valuable discursive participant. The social nature
of human life and development meant that every citizen needed to engage in this collective
processing of experience, both to understand their own lives and to contribute their unique insights

to their communities’ thinking.
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Social epistemology

This conception of personhood helped inform a new Progressive theory of knowledge that
rejected “both mind-body and subject-object dualisms inherited from Descartes” that separated
thought and experience (Kloppenberg, 1986, p. 48). Instead, this theory embraced the "coherence

”m

of mental life,”” in which experience with the external world and reflection in the interior self—both
the objective and the subjective—contributed to the formation of knowledge (Kloppenberg, 1986,
p. 48). This view “challenged the fundamental conception of knowledge as a reflection of external
reality” that had been dominant since the Enlightenment (Kloppenberg, 1986, p. 64). Rather,
knowledge was contingent and in continual need of revision based on experience. “Knowledge,
Dewey argued, derives from the application of intelligence to experienced problems” in the pursuit
of “human progress and well-being” (Kloppenberg, 1986, p. 55). These ideas inspired new
progressivist views of science. In light of evolutionary theory, Progressives reimagined science as
“a product of the evolution of human reason,” and scientific inquiry as an ongoing process—not of
passive observation but of engaged problem solving (Reuben, 1996, pp. 137, 46). In its restless and
unending pursuit of truth, science was “an improvement on ordinary thinking,” a superior way to
translate experience into meaning and knowledge (Reuben, 1996, p. 47). Furthermore, if
knowledge was based in experience, and “all human experience [was] ultimately social,” then the
process of scientific inquiry and knowledge creation was necessarily social as well (Dewey, 2015, p.
38). Just as they rejected the individualistic conception of personhood, Progressives rejected the
idea of the autonomous mind, using inherent capacities of rationality and reason to independently
assemble empirical information into knowledge. Instead, they understood knowledge and
reasoning as “a function of association and communication,” a collaborative process enriched by

broad participation, in which the goal is to release every participant’s fullest potential for

contribution (Dewey, 2012, p. 127). These epistemological views became the basis of Dewey’s
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conception of “scientific inquiry” as a pragmatic process of ongoing collective social problem
solving.

Furthermore, if people are assumed to share a basic equality of humanity and epistemic
capacity, then the issue is not who is reasoning together, but how they are doing so. These ideas
represented a profound shift from the 18th century view of scholarship and civic engagement as the
practices of elites. If Progressives could just get the forms of association and group reasoning right,
good thinking, good ethics, and good governance would follow. While they recognized the ways in
which civic participation was shaped by social and material conditions and freedoms, Progressives
nevertheless believed that, with the right approaches to interaction and inquiry, people could
interact as the epistemic equals they truly were; communication could bridge difference, resolve
conflicts, and allow people to recognize themselves as a greater “We.” As Dewey wrote,
“communication can alone create a great community” (2012, p. 118).

Progressives’ faith in the intellectual and civic capacity of everyday people was buttressed
by their belief in the power of education. As Dewey wrote in 1939, “l have been accused more than
once and from opposed quarters of an undue, a utopian, faith in the possibilities of intelligence and
in education as a correlate of intelligence” (1998, p. 342). Indeed, unlike conceptions of education
grounded in the elite study of the classical liberal arts, Dewey rooted his conception of education in
people’s everyday experiences navigating the world. He defined education as the “reconstruction or
reorganization of experience which adds to the meaning of experience, and which increases ability
to direct the course of subsequent experience” (Dewey, 2018, p. 83). In other words, the purpose of
education was not to transmit rarified knowledge, but to teach people to translate the stuff of their
lives into meaning, and to work with others to apply that meaning towards shaping the direction of
their lives and their communities.

Educators drew on these conceptions of social epistemology to form the basis of

deliberative discussion pedagogy. The pedagogy came to embody the idea that, with the right
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discursive practices and training, and even under unequal social structures, people could gather as
epistemic equals, share points of view, and make reasoned decisions together about their shared

life—allowing them, conversation by conversation, to “lear[n] how to live together” (Follett, 2016,

p- 3).

Power

These ideas of personhood and social epistemology came together to form a conception of
power that centers on the ability of citizens to enact agency in shaping their futures. As reflected in
Dewey’s definition of education above, power lies in the ability to learn from one’s experience, and
to use that learning to make choices about the direction of one’s future. However, people cannot do
this reflection in isolation. Because people make meaning using socially developed and embedded
tools—including language, methods of analysis, and ideas—their processes of reflection will be
shaped by the communities to which they belong. Because of human interdependence, many of the
decisions they make about how to live their lives impact the lives of others, and vice versa. Thus, in
order to truly “direct the course of subsequent experience,” they must shape that course with their
fellow community members.

As aresult, the agency that people are able to enact over their lives is dictated by the nature
of their social relationships. Different arrangements of social life will generate different levels of
agency and different forms of power. When people live in communities of deep relationality, they
are more able to make collective decisions that contribute to the flourishing of all people. This is
because through relationality, people come to understand how the quality of their lives is bound up
with others, and this motivates their investment in collective practices of decision making. They
develop bonds of understanding and affection; they are able to see the direct impact of their actions
on others, developing a sense of responsibility to each other and to their communities. In this way,

community relationships bind and channel power, ensuring through a combination of meaningful
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connection, social responsibility, and a shared recognition of and commitment to the common good
that power isn’t aggregated and used by some to dominate others. Properly channeled through
communal life, power emerges as individual and collective agency to direct decisions and action
toward the common good. Under these conditions, power is a force of infinite creative potential that
flows through individuals and communities in productive and reciprocal ways to unleash their full
potential.

However, when these social bonds are broken—when people move to cities where they
don’t know or trust their neighbors and have to navigate unprecedented levels of difference, when
citizens get their news from mass media rather than through conversations on street corners, when
people merely take individual political actions such as voting rather than join civic organizations—
community life frays and is no longer able to direct power in productive and ethical ways.
Individuals, unbounded by social ties, unjustly seize power and use it to dominate the masses.
Because people living in social isolation don’t know what they have in common, because they
misperceive division and conflict that isn’t truly there, they aren’t able to recognize their shared
fate or interests, or their collective ability to challenge their oppression. It is social isolation, and the
ignorance and powerlessness that it produces, that results in the manifestation of power as
domination and corruption.

Thus, unlike in 18th century conceptions, power in this Progressive vision of politics is not
inherently dangerous, nor is power’s primary danger its threat to individual autonomy; rather,
power is a force of creativity and human flourishing, unleashed under conditions of relationality. It
becomes dangerous when the fabric of human social life falls apart. Given this diagnosis, the answer
to domination is forms of education, interaction, and inquiry that reconnect people with each other,
and thus with their agency. Deliberative discussion pedagogy is an effort to do just that—to teach
students how to reflect on the problems and experiences of their lives, and to discover their

collective power to shape the future of their communities. Furthermore, this understanding of
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power as contingent on forms of interpersonal communication and relationality means that power
arrangements are not fixed; they can be equalized and harmonized through meaningful
communication and connection. This idea supports the belief that, if reformers can get the practices
of interaction right, people of different status can connect and engage in inquiry as equals in the
context of discussion, and furthermore, that this connection can serve as the starting point for

social change.

Conclusion

Over the 20th century, the ideas and practices of deliberative discussion would become an
enduring part of the college discursive landscape. Like forensic debate, its diffusion has taken a
unique path. By the early 20th century, the structure of college curricula and institutions had
changed dramatically. Reflecting the shift toward practical and utilitarian ends, a classical
curriculum that centralized civic discourse training had been replaced by disciplines, departments,
and majors—many of which did not explicitly foreground training in public speech. Thus, courses in
discussion did not touch every student the way forensic debate training in the colonial colleges did.
Nevertheless, the pedagogical practice of having students collaboratively explore a topic through
classroom discussion, and the belief that such engagement develops qualities of open-mindedness,
collaboration, curiosity, creativity, and intellectual rigor that are essential to scholarship and life in
a diverse society, were taken up by educators across subject areas. While lecture remains the
dominant form of college teaching, discussion is used widely enough that it is easy to forget that it
began to enter American college classrooms during a particular era of higher education’s
development. Furthermore, through university outreach programs that reflected higher education’s
mission of service, discussion pedagogy stretched far beyond the classroom, into local communities
to which institutions of higher education were increasingly connected. This diffusion helped make

the idea of citizens gathering with their neighbors to build community and tackle shared problems
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a part of the repertory of America’s political imaginary. As David Goodman notes, revisiting this
history can renew our appreciation for the “historical novelty of [the] mission to create inclusive
public spaces in which individuals would be encouraged to voice their personal opinions” (2004, p.
82).

In the 1980s and 90s, amid the “deliberative turn” in democratic theory and concerns about
student civic apathy, higher education “witnessed a resurgence of efforts to foster community
action and civic engagement” (Hartley & Hollander, 2005, p. 257; Shaffer, 2017, p. 21). There was a
renewed emphasis on “the conception that colleges and universities have a responsibility both to
educate students for citizenship and act as good institutional citizens in their own communities”
(Hartley & Hollander, 2005, p. 261). This focus on deliberative democracy and civic engagement
also returned attention to teaching the skills of deliberative discussion—discussion that went
beyond the typical classroom goals of exploring ideas and building shared understanding, and
required students to wrestle with “the larger question, ‘How should we live together?”” (Hess &
McAvoy, 2015, pp. 4-5). Institutions across the country launched centers of civic engagement and
deliberative democracy whose missions include teaching the skills of deliberative discussion, such
as James Madison University’s Center for Civic Engagement, Carnegie Mellon’s Program for
Deliberative Democracy, Hofstra University’s Center for Civic Engagement, Colorado State’s Center
for Public Deliberation, University of Houston’s Center for Public Deliberation, and Kansas State’s
Institute for Civic Discourse and Democracy. Other centers provide training for faculty in forms of
deliberative pedagogy, such as the Discussion Project at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, and
Davidson College’s Deliberation Across the Curriculum program. Finally, deliberative discussion
remains a major topic of educational research (Hess & McAvoy, 2015; M.S. Thomas et al,, 2017). As
it has become embedded, it has done so alongside debate, sometimes seen as a complementary and

sometimes as a competing form of civic discourse.
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Yet, as the next chapter will show, even as discussion pedagogy was being taken up by
higher education institutions, governmental agencies, and communities throughout the 1920s, 30s,
and 40s, the Progressive idea of participatory democracy through local discussion-based inquiry
faced limitations and challenges. Despite constant appeals to “the people,” many in the Progressive
movement were never able to embrace a fully inclusive idea of who “the people” were. As Morone
writes, many Progressives, despite their egalitarian rhetoric, were “suspicious of the immigrants
who gathered in the eastern cities, nervous of the farmers that flocked to the Populist party in the
Midwest, unsympathetic to the blacks and poor whites in the South. Who were the people if not
they?” (1990, p. 114). As a result, the Progressive movement was not able to translate its vision of a
coherent, unified public into a functional constituency; instead, the idea of “the people” remained
“part memory and part myth,” a universalist ideal that buried the depth of the power differences
and conflicts between groups in American society (Morone, 1990, p. 114). Furthermore, World War
I revealed that Progressives had failed to appreciate the way emphasis on unity could be co-opted
by those in power to repress and exclude. During the war, the government turned to initiatives like
social centers to serve as a vehicle for pro-war propaganda and shape public opinion (Mattson,
1998, p. 104). Calls for a unified American “we” defined American identity narrowly within an
Anglo-Saxon tradition and excluded those who did not or could not assimilate into that image.
While the post-War years brought a greater embrace of pluralism, emphasis on assimilation into
this narrow “American” identity remained prevalent, structuring who and what was seen as
legitimate in the realms of civic communication and participation (Tyack, 2005, pp. 352-354).
Furthermore, while the New Deal brought a surge of interest in public discussion, the state was
beginning a historical period of bureaucratic expansion. Ultimately, it was the technocratic vision of
Progressivism, not the communitarian one, that ascended mid-century.

In the second half of the 20t century, critical theorists, educators, and activists would push

back on many of the assumptions and limitations embedded in Progressive visions of politics and

84



education. As World War Il came to an end, many groups remained excluded from full participation
and citizenship in American democracy—challenging the existence, and even possibility, of a
politically or socially equal “we.” Struggle over these failures and hypocrisies, already simmering in
the early decades of the 1900s, would erupt in the post-War years and give rise to new political and
educational movements. These movements would reveal the ways inequality and oppression
operated throughout American life, including within practices of intellectual, civic, and political
discourse, to restrict the full participation of non-dominant groups. Furthermore, the horrors of
genocide and group-based violence would challenge fundamental ideas of science, morality,
identity, conflict, and co-existence. The field of psychology would rise to new prominence,
developing influential theories and research about whether and how different groups of people can
live together, and why they fail to. These developments would challenge core assumptions of
deliberative democracy and discussion pedagogy and would give rise to a third approach to civic

discourse: intergroup dialogue.
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Chapter 3: Intergroup Dialogue

In the late 1980s, a new third discursive pedagogy emerged within higher education.
Intergroup dialogue (IGD) was developed at the University of Michigan amid ongoing racial conflict
and protest—challenges institutions were facing across the country (Zafiiga et al., 2007, p. 2). The
approach’s founding educators defined the pedagogy as:

a face-to-face, interactive, and facilitated learning experience that brings together twelve to

eighteen students from two or more social identity groups over a sustained period to

explore commonalities and differences, examine the nature and consequences of systems of
power and privilege, and find ways to work together to promote social justice. (Zufiiga et al.,

2007, p. vii)

IGD aimed to “promote the development of consciousness about social identity and group
differences”; “help members of social identity groups with a history of conflict or potential conflict
to forge connections across difference”; and “strengthen individual and collective capacities for
social action” (Zuiiga et al.,, 2007, p. viii). Through these goals, IGD practitioners sought to prepare
college students with “the knowledge, commitment, and skills essential for living and working in a
diverse and socially stratified society” (Zufiiga et al., 2007, p. viii).

This pedagogy reflected a vision of politics centered on realizing a diverse, inclusive
democracy—one built on a just distribution of power and resources that enables the full
participation of all citizens. To achieve this vision, citizens needed to dismantle existing social
structures that systemically benefitted some identity groups and oppressed others. This project of
social reconstruction would require understanding, solidarity, and joint action among people of
diverse identities and status levels. Yet accomplishing this undertaking was challenged by the deep
misperceptions and divisions between different social groups caused by long-standing inequality
and oppression. Addressing these barriers would involve intergroup communication and learning,

allowing members to build trust, correct misunderstandings, and clarify the systemic causes of
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social problems. Through this engagement, individuals would transform their conflicts—building
social consciousness, identifying common goals and values, and developing the collective capacity
to fight for a better world.

This vision of politics developed out of radical social and political movements of the mid-
19th and 20th century—from labor organizing to civil rights to the New Left—as well as the group-
based violence and atrocities that marked this period, and ideas and theories across intellectual
fields that strove to make sense of these developments. Especially central to this vision were the
development of a critical Marxist intellectual tradition, new conceptions of identity, and new
theories of intergroup relations. From this period came an expansive conception of social justice,
and with it a new paradigm of citizenship: the “socially just” person, who analyzes and challenges
the unjust distributions of power and its manifestations throughout society, from interpersonal
interactions to established systems and institutions (Gurin et al., 2013, p. 43; Gurin & Nagda, 2006,
p. 22). One key way this paradigm of citizenship was realized was through new modes of civic
discourse that sought to remedy power inequalities between diverse participants to ensure the full
inclusion and participation of all voices.

The events of this period also transformed higher education. Unable to reconcile science
and religion and abandoning the Progressive vision of science as an inherently moral enterprise,
scientific disciplines embraced the idea of creating “objective, value-free science” (Reuben, 1996, p.
217). Moral and civic formation, previously seen as integrated throughout the curriculum, became
the purview of the humanities and the burgeoning area of “student life” (Reuben, 2000, p. 80). The
post-war period also ushered in an era of mass enrollment. Yet, amid this expansion, higher
education remained, outside of HBCUs, almost entirely white; outside of women'’s colleges, largely
male; and outside of community colleges, unattainable for most lower-class Americans (J.D.
Anderson, 2002, p. 10; Jackson & Holzman, 2020, pp. 19110-19112; Karabel, 2005, p. 410). By the

late 1960s, activists, especially young people involved in the Civil Rights Movement, began to make
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higher education a focus of their efforts. Their activism inspired the formation of other student
movements, including those against the war in Vietnam and for gender equity, gay rights, free
speech, the environment, and other causes. Together, these students pushed for institutional
reforms—from increasing the diversity of the student body and faculty, to the launch of new
departments such as Black, ethnic, and women and gender studies, to the creation of new
multicultural centers and affinity spaces, to curricular additions that stretched beyond the Western
canon—that changed the academic and social landscape of colleges and universities. Faculty and
student life administrators supportive of these efforts saw a new mission for higher education: to
develop students into citizens committed to social justice and equipped to work effectively for
structural change on campus, in their communities, and in the broader world.

However, by the late 1970s, the nation had taken a conservative turn, and backlash to these
reforms grew. Across the country, as the number of students of color on recently integrated
campuses increased, these students experienced implicit and explicit forms of discrimination, and
racial conflict on campuses intensified. By the late 1980s, colleges were looking for ways to improve
their racial climate and cultivate positive cross-racial relations. Neither debate nor deliberative
discussion was equipped to tackle the challenges of group-based power and oppression that helped
to drive interracial conflicts on and off campus. Developed at the University of Michigan, intergroup
dialogue was created to fill this gap—a pedagogy that would help address the challenges of newly
diverse campus communities and would equip students to “build and strengthen a just, democratic
society” (Schoem & Hurtado, 2001, pp. 14-15). The pedagogy reflects this political vision’s ideas of
power, personhood, and social epistemology—ideas that emphasized the ways that differential
group power and status shape every aspect of life, from one’s self-conception to the functioning of
macro social, political, and economic institutions and structures.

From the start, the interdisciplinary team of educators and staff behind IGD’s development

pursued an intentional “agenda of research, application, and theory development” (“Intergroup
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Relations (IGR),” 2015). Along with the period’s growing interest in multicultural and social justice
education, this agenda helped to disseminate IGD’s model nationally. Over the next three decades,
these efforts developed into a ten-university IGD research consortium, as well as an annual national
training conference that had trained members of over 200 institutions by 2016. As IGD spread
across college campuses and became embedded in university centers, programs, and courses, the
pedagogy and its formative ideas took their place next to forensic debate and deliberative
discussion as key components of the repertory of civic discourse on college campuses. Tracing the
historical development of IGD and its underlying ideas clarifies another layer of today’s discursive

landscape.

From 1848 to the Protest Era: The Development of a Socially Just Vision of

Democracy

The vision of politics and conceptions of personhood, power, and social epistemology that
would spur the development of IGD emerged from a period marked by events—from working class
uprisings to racial oppression to genocide to mass social movements for equality—that made clear
the powerful role that social groups and hierarchies play in human life. These events thrust
questions of group identity and relationality into the center of 20th century American politics and
inspired radical activism that sought “to root out problems in society by making fundamental
changes to traditional institutions and ideas” (Cook, 2017, p. 1). This period also gave rise to new
concepts and schools of thought—the critical Marxist intellectual tradition, the contemporary
notion of identity, and new theories of intergroup relationality—that were foundational to the
development of this new political vision and its core ideas.

While the radical traditions in both Europe and America have many tributaries, the Marxist
intellectual tradition is a mighty one. Emerging in the second half of the 19th century, Marxism

played a vital role in introducing conceptions of politics and society that centered structural power
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and group-based inequalities. Across Europe, 19th century industrialization brought punishing
labor conditions and left swaths of workers, replaced by mechanization, without employment
(Buhle, 1987, p. 27). As revolutions celebrating equality and liberation swept across Europe,
workers and reformers began building political organizations around socialist ideals, and the first
communist parties took shape. In 1848, a year in which working- and middle-class people in
countries across Europe erupted in revolutions demanding widespread social reforms, the
Communist League invited Karl Marx and Friedrich Engel to write The Communist Manifesto (Prew
etal,, 2019, pp. 9-10). Over the next forty years, the pair would produce a body of work that would
help set an intellectual foundation for social analysis, critique, and reform into the 20th century and
beyond. This foundation was built both on Marx’s ideas and his methods. As Prew et al. write,
Marxism...critically analyzes the deep roots of our social system. It unveils the structures
and the internal logic that organize our economies, cultures, and politics. Once these deeper
structures are brought to the fore, Marxism then offers a path to overcome our challenges—
both via critique of existing social structures and analysis of ideology and human agency,
including a theory of the working class as the necessary agent for transcending capitalism.
(2019, pp. 3-4)
Over the coming century and a half, Marxist schools of thoughts extended far beyond Marx’s initial
focus on economic relations. In the 1930s, in light of the failure of proletariat revolutions, the
dominance of industrialized capitalism, and the rise of fascism and authoritarianism across Europe,
European philosophers and social theorists sought to revise and deepen Marxist theory. Their
work, which came to be known as Critical Theory, aimed to engage in “interdisciplinary research
that combine[d] philosophy and social science with the practical aim of furthering emancipation”
(Celikates & Flynn, 2023). While these thinkers retained the Marxian attention to class struggle,
capitalism, and political economy, they extended their focus “to analyze a wide range of

phenomena—from authoritarianism as a political formation and as it manifests in both the nuclear
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family and deep-seated psychological dispositions, to the effects of capitalism on psychological,
social, cultural, and political formations as well as on the production of knowledge itself” (Celikates
& Flynn, 2023). From their work came new concepts of ideology, hegemony, culture, consciousness,
and praxis—intellectual tools to critique and transform society toward realizing liberation from all
forms of domination (Celikates & Flynn, 2023). Over the course of the 20th century, as Marxism and
Critical Theory intersected with other social movements and came to encompass a broad array of
social identities and struggles, this focus on root causes, structural analysis, power, ideology, and
liberation would provide a lasting framework for radical thought and action. Those seeking social
transformation found in these intellectual movements many analytical tools to understand and
challenge oppression, and to imagine and work towards building a more just world.

However, that process of intellectual transfusion would take decades. The spread of Marxist
thought in the United States was spurred by the European immigrants who arrived en masse on
America’s shores in the last decades of the 19th century. There, Marxism met the U.S.’s homegrown
radical traditions rooted in a diverse array of social struggles, including abolition and racial justice,
women’s rights, and labor rights. Amid the Gilded Age of industrialized capitalism, “Marxist analysis
admirably fitted the economic reality of the American working class” (Buhle, 1987, p. 25). In the
years after the Civil War, the U.S. experienced unprecedented class differentiation (Buhle, 1987, p.
22). The rapidly expanding American economy was shaken by repeated financial crises that cost
workers their wages and jobs (Gerstle, 2022, p. 79). Workers responded by striking, leading to
confrontations between labor and capital that overflowed into city streets and were often marked
by fatal violence (Gerstle, 2022, p. 79). In this climate, American workers increasingly believed “that
the freedom promised to them by the American Revolution and reaffirmed by the Civil War had
produced only counterfeit liberty—thus, the growing appeal in working-class ranks of various
forms of radicalism, including socialism” (Gerstle, 2022, p. 80). Indeed, “Marxism supplied a definite

class view and a strategic instrument, the union, which could serve as a means of transition to a
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new order” (Buhle, 1987, p. 58). As labor movements and unions organized, worker power grew.
Socialist and communist political parties began to form, with members filling public office roles and
leaders like Eugene Debs rising in American politics.

While socialist opposition to World War I brought widespread federal crackdowns,
deportations, and suppression, labor organizing resurged during the Great Depression, becoming a
core part of the New Deal coalition that carried FDR through three terms (and into a fourth). This
coalition helped to forge new alignments between labor and the burgeoning Civil Rights Movement.
The Communist Party had long been one of the only white-dominated social movements to
condemn racial discrimination, seeing it as an obstacle to broader working class solidarity
(Schickler, 2016, p. 45). But, in the early decades of the 20th century, as millions of Black Americans
began leaving the Jim Crow South to become industrial workers in the urban North, commitment to
civil rights began to grow among some groups that made up the Democratic party coalition,
transforming American politics (Schickler, 2016, p. 45). In 1935, the Congress of Industrial
Organizations (CI0) achieved the mass unionization of industrial workers. The CIO in Northern and
Western cities saw newly arriving Black workers as a major potential new constituency (Schickler,
2016, p. 45). Racial discrimination remained laced throughout the New Deal platform and
programs; however, as some labor movements embraced civil rights and worked to elevate racial
equality within the New Deal coalition, linkages formed between groups working towards
economic and racial justice.

Alongside these social movement developments, Critical Theory arrived in America. When
Hitler closed the Institute for Social Research, the home of the Frankfurt School of critical theorists,
in 1933, key figures including Max Horkheimer, Theodor W. Adorno, and Herbert Marcuse
immigrated to the US. In 1934, they reestablished the institute at Columbia University, laying down

roots for critical theory in the soil of American intellectual life (Wheatland, 2009, pp. 35-60). As the

92



20th century progressed, these social reform linkages and critical scholars would nurture new
schools of radical Leftist thought and activism.

From the 1930s to the 1960s, American politics were defined by what Gerstle has called
“the New Deal political order” (Gerstle, 2022, pp. 1-3). Held together by the “Liberal Consensus,”
this order was marked by a belief that a strong welfare state that acted pragmatically to curb the
abuses and problems of capitalism was the best way to facilitate both personal freedom and
economic growth—and would be most effective at curtailing the appeal of the other ideologies,
communism and fascism, that marked the 20th century (Bell, 2000; Gerstle, 2022, pp. 81-82;
Hemmer, 2016, p. xii). [ts proponents made up what Schlesinger called “the vital center,” those
citizens who embraced liberalism “as the antithesis of totalitarianism,” rejected ideological
extremes, and understood that “New Deal domestic policies and liberal anticommunism [were] the
only viable Cold War position” (Aldous, 2017; Hemmer, 2016, p. xii; Self, 2016, pp. 2, 9-13 ). This
“consensus” celebrated a vision of American technocracy and institutional neutrality. As Nicole
Hemmer writes, “in a world roiling with the terrors of fascism, totalitarianism, and communism,
American politicians and intellectuals celebrated the technocratic state and its attendant
institutions as spaces free from the passions and pitfalls of ideology...a national consensus pursued
through dispassionate management rather than ideological clashes was a broadly shared faith”
(2016, p. xii). In this way, it was shaped by Progressive ideas—not Dewey’s communitarian, localist
democratic revival, but rather the strand that embraced expertise and administration as the key to
democratic governance.

During these decades, the scale of American society, government, economy, and politics
continued to grow. Already drastically expanded under the New Deal, the state underwent
unprecedented expansion and centralization during World War II (Gerstle, 2022, p. 21; Morone,
1990, pp- 140-141). The War spurred a new era of industrialization, drawing on American science

to fuel innovations like the atom bomb and rapidly expanding America’s industrial capacity. As
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World War Il ended and the Cold War set in, the threat of Communism incentivized American
business and political leaders to institute economic policies that limited economic inequality and
maximized middle class quality of life and consumer power to show the benefits of capitalism over
communism (Gerstle, 2022, pp. 29-30). As Gerstle writes, “creating a free and bountiful society for
all its citizens was now also framed as a Cold War imperative” (2022, p. 29). The American economy
flourished, growing and provisioning a broad middle class.

Even after the end of World War II, the New Deal political order and its “Liberal Consensus”
held strong. American post-war politics was defined by bipartisanship and party similarity, with the
ideological extremes of both parties bound by the fight against communism. This era of
bipartisanship was underwritten by a racial compact in which both parties left civil rights and the
white supremacist regime of the South unchallenged. In fact, the parties were so similar that
political scientists saw it as a cause for concern. In 1950, the American Political Association
committee on political parties released a report, Toward a More Responsible Two-Party System,
calling for greater party differentiation. The American voter, they argued, did not have the time or
expertise to tease out the nuanced party differences; they needed a clear set of electoral choices
(The Committee on Political Parties, 1950). Party similarity meant that each party was a mix of
ideologies, religions, classes, and geographies. This cross-hatched political landscape with many
bridges between parties resulted in record low political polarization in the American public
(Mason, 2018, pp. 24-26).

A similar homogeneity characterized the rise of mass media and culture. By 1955, 75% of
American homes owned a television, and TV rapidly replaced radio as the main source of news and
entertainment (Putnam, 2020, p. 227). Into the 1960s, most Americans received their news from
one of three network news broadcasts—creating a shared basis of news information for viewers
across the country. Together with the continued rise of advertising and mass entertainment media,

anew “mass” or “popular culture” emerged. Drawing this together with themes of “mass production
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and consumption” and “mass politics,” scholars began to argue that this consolidation was
producing “mass society,” characterized by significant control by social, political, cultural, and
economic elites (Giner, 2001, pp. 9368-9369). The stability and prosperity of the era, they
suggested, went hand in hand with “conformity, lack of authenticity, alienation, and the cultural
starvation of the public realm,” products of new middle class wealth and the continued rise of large
corporations and organizations (Izenberg, 2016, p. 175).

Yet under this veneer of stability and conformity there simmered major social conflicts.
American society remained marked by significant group-based inequality and exclusion. Black
Americans continued to face racial terrorism and violence, both in the South and in the Northern
and Western cities to which they had migrated. In the segregationist Democratic “solid South,”
white leadership ensured that Black Americans remained barred from political participation. World
War Il accelerated the struggle for racial equality that had already been building for decades. The
association of racism with Nazi fascism, the Cold War implications of America’s hypocritical racial
hierarchy, the demands of Black soldiers for justice and equality, and the growing power of Black
communities in northern cities due to the Great Migration set the stage for racial conflict and
change (Gerstle, 2022, pp. 48-50; Klarman, 1994, p. 14; Schickler, 2016).

In the 1950s and 60s, group struggles for justice broke through the surface, ushering in an
era of protest and social movements. Activists launched the Civil Rights Movement, which had
begun in the 1920s with the rise of the NAACP, into full gear in the 1950s and 60s. From
Greensboro to Birmingham to Atlanta, Black Americans and their allies faced brutal suppression
and violence from the white Southern power structure as they sat at lunch counters and boycotted
buses, marched in the streets and enrolled in public schools, fighting for political, social, and
economic equality. The Civil Rights Movement succeeded in winning critical legal battles, and its
words, images, leaders and reforms changed American life. However, as its leaders were

assassinated and many structures and norms of racial inequality persisted, activists were faced
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with the reality of just how entrenched racial oppression was in American society. The limitations
of a legalistic and nonviolent approach spurred the rise of the Black power and liberation
movements, which found common ground with anti-colonial and anti-imperialist movements
outside of the US. These movements for racial justice inspired other groups to organize for political
and social equality, including women, LGBTQ people, and poor Americans, as well as those
advocating for free speech, nuclear disarmament, and the environment.

Together, these groups constituted a “New Left” committed to advancing participatory
democracy, social justice, and cultural and social liberation (Fallace, 2020, pp. 593-594; Gottesman,
2016, p. 1). The New Left was a “movement of movements,” encompassing a multifaceted range of
interconnected issues, groups, philosophies, and strategies (Cook, 2017, p. 8; Gosse, 2005, p. 1). In
their focus on fighting structural oppression, resisting cultural hegemony, and critiquing capitalism,
these movements reflected the influence of the critical Marxist tradition. At the same time, “the
horrors of World War 1], including military casualties, mass genocide, and nuclear fallout” inspired
their “concern with individual, human dignity” and “commitment to human rights and human
values” (Cook, 2017, p. 7). These concerns informed the New Left’s revived calls for “participatory
democracy”—infusing the Progressive Era idea with a newly critical attention to power and the
dismantling of structural social hierarchies. In their vision, participatory democracy “would replace
power rooted in possession, privilege, or circumstance by power and uniqueness rooted in love,
reflectiveness, reason, and creativity”; politics “would be seen positively, as the art of collectively
creating an acceptable pattern of social relations” (Students for a Democratic Society, 1962). In the
late 60s, the public backlash against the Vietnam War transformed the New Left “into a mass
movement with hundreds of thousands of members and followers,” many of whom were on college
campuses and who targeted higher education with their social change efforts (Gerstle, 2022, p. 55).
Some students never left. As I'll discuss in the section below on higher education, the social

movements of the Protest Era drew on and helped to spread critical theory and its related fields
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(e.g. - Black studies, women and gender studies, ethnic studies) across the American academy; in
the 1970s and 80s, these fields became a home for student activists-turned-academics who drew on
their experiences to direct their critical scholarship. Their work helped to engender a “critical turn”
that “began to change scholarship throughout the humanities and social sciences” (Gottesman,
2016, p. 1). The educators who developed IGD would draw on these fields in designing a pedagogy

to equip students across identities to join in solidarity to advance social justice.

Conceptualizing identity and group conflict: 20th century approaches

A second set of intellectual developments that emerged out of this period, and that
influenced both 20th century conceptions of politics as well as the development of IGD pedagogy,
were new understandings of “identity” and social psychological theories of intergroup relations.
During the 1950s and 60s, the concept of identity as a psychological and sociological phenomenon
took shape. Before the 1950s, identity was a “casual term in ordinary language” that generally
meant either the continuity of the awareness of self that a person held over time, or the “objective
markers that located them...for bureaucratic purposes in the modern state: name, sex, age, address,
occupation, etc.” (Izenberg, 2016, pp. 3, 106). In the 1950s, social scientists began focusing
attention on the experience of isolation and alienation in “mass society” and the ways in which it
was driving people to question “who they were and where they belong” (Izenberg, 2016, p. 127).
Scholars across the social sciences began exploring the ways in which social, cultural, and historical
context shape human self-understanding and how people “perform” aspects of the self in everyday
life (Goffman, 1959). By 1960, personal identity became understood as “substantive self-definition,
self-definition as something, which purportedly determines what I believe and do [italics in
original]” (Izenberg, 2016, p. 2). From the social sciences it made its way into everyday language
(Izenberg, 2016, p. 130). As a concept that linked the individual psyche with social and historical

forces, it had obvious resonance with the era’s political and social movements. As Izenberg argues,
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“the language of identity made it possible to conceptualize the hurt of groups denigrated by and
excluded from power because of physical or cultural differences... identity could take political
expression in the form of demands of subordinate identities for recognition in psychological, moral,
and material terms” (2016, p. 18). By the 1960s, identity had become a vital concept in both social
science and in American public life.

The development of this contemporary understanding of identity occurred alongside the
rise of social psychology and its influential new theories of intergroup contact and relations. For
Americans in and outside of academia, ongoing racial conflict, along with the rise of totalitarianism
and the horrors of genocide, raised fundamental and disturbing questions about human nature and
the ways people interact across difference. Throughout this era, scholars sought new ways to study
and address the group conflicts increasingly at the center of American life. In this climate, social
psychologists explored questions at the intersection of identity and group conflict to understand
how these phenomena interact and what could be done to realize a more harmonious society.
Theories that came out of this period would shape fundamental assumptions about how diverse
groups interact and relate to one another in society. These ideas would influence the ways
reformers and educators strove to address group animosity, realize civic cohesion, and advance
participatory democracy. They would also inspire new conceptions of pedagogy, and, as we’ll see,
inform the development of intergroup dialogue.

The field of psychology had emerged amid the push toward disciplinary specialization in the
second half of the 19th century. By the 1920s, the field of social psychology was taking shape as a
distinct subfield, with a focus on “the social aspects of individual consciousness and behavior”
(Faye, 2019, p. 323). As the nation struggled with racial and ethnic discrimination, the study of
prejudice and stereotyping became a key area of scholarly focus (Dovidio et al., 2012; Duckitt,
2010). The Second World War spurred social psychology’s dramatic growth. The government began

recruiting social psychologists en masse to support the war effort, helping to establish social
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psychology “once and for all, as a legitimate field of specialization” (Cartwright, 1979, p. 84). Many
20t century luminaries of social psychology—including Serge Moscovici, Jaap Rabbie, and Henri
Tajfel—would be Jewish Holocaust survivors who drew on their experiences to guide their
scholarship (Dovidio et al., 2012, p. 407; Tajfel, 2010, pp. 1-3). Together, the problems of racial
prejudice and genocidal violence would drive scholars and policy makers to seek ways to reduce
group hostility and mitigate conflict (B. (Ratnesh) A. Nagda et al.,, 2006, p. 440) .

Amid this context, two highly influential social psychological theories would emerge. The
first was contact theory, based on Gordon Allport’s contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954). Published in
his book The Nature of Prejudice the same year as the Supreme Court’s Brown vs. Board of Education
decision, this hypothesis posited that contact between groups could successfully reduce intergroup
prejudice and foster intergroup harmony under four conditions: “equal status between the groups
in the situation; common goals; intergroup cooperation; and the support of authorities, law, or
custom” (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006, p. 752). Allport suggested that without these conditions, contact
may not improve, and may instead exacerbate, group tensions. This hypothesis built on a growing
body of interracial contact studies conducted throughout the 1930s and 40s, ranging from the
impact of integrated public housing to integrated military experiences to racial contact in public
schools (Dovidio et al,, 2012, pp. 413-414; Pettigrew et al., 2011, pp. 272-273). Allport’s work
“catapulted the study of intergroup relations to a central place in social psychological theory and
research” (B. (Ratnesh) A. Nagda et al.,, 2006, p. 439).

His work also spurred civic and pedagogical efforts to use cross-group contact to reduce
prejudice and improve group relations (Gurin et al,, 2013, p. 12; Sleeter & Grant, 1994, p. 91).
“Intercultural education” efforts, focused on teaching appreciation for various cultures and
delivered through schools, civic spaces, and public media, had already begun in the 1930s and 40s.
While formal and informal segregation insulated higher education from the growing diversity and

integration of American life (and would continue to do so until the late 1960s), American public
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schools and communities—especially in urban areas—were grappling with educating student
bodies whose demographics were transforming with European immigration and the Great
Migration. Allport’s research further supported these early efforts, which came under the banners
of “intergroup education” and “human relations” approaches. These efforts pursued social cohesion
and harmony through intergroup contact aimed at reducing prejudice and cultivating positive
feelings between people of different cultural backgrounds (Sleeter & Grant, 1994, pp. 85, 88). The
human relations approach became widespread in the years during and after World War I], as
educators and professional education organizations became increasingly interested in intergroup
education (Sleeter & Grant, 1994, p. 89).

In the 1970s, Henri Tajfel would work off both the technical concept of identity and its
social and political power to develop a second highly influential theory of social psychology: social
identity theory. A Polish Jew who had lost his family in the Holocaust, Tajfel believed that “the
course of relations between human groups of various kinds is one of the fundamental social
problems of our times” (Tajfel, 2010, p. 31). He was perplexed at social psychology’s lack of
engagement with intergroup relations, which he attributed to its myopic focus on the individual
(Tajfel, 2010, p. 31). As an answer to this gap, and drawing on both social movements for group
rights and equality and his experience as a Holocaust survivor, Tajfel developed the concept of
social identities—“those parts of an individual’s self-image that derive from the social categories to
which he perceives himself as belonging”—that are critical in shaping intergroup behavior and
relations (Izenberg, 2016, pp. 357-361; Tajfel & Turner, 2001, p. 101). These social categorizations,
he asserted, are critical “cognitive tools that segment, classify, and order the social environment”
and “create and define the individual’s place in society” (Tajfel & Turner, 2001, p. 101). He argued
that people seek to sustain or improve their self-esteem by achieving positive social identities.
Positive social identity is based on social status, “a ranking or hierarchy of perceived prestige”

among different social groups (Tajfel & Turner, 2001, p. 97). This desire for “perceived prestige”
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leads people to be powerfully biased toward their in-groups and against out-groups. Indeed, he
demonstrated experimentally that simply classifying people into ingroups and outgroups, on even
the most random or inconsequential basis, was enough to trigger this bias (Tajfel & Turner, 2001, p.
99). Based on these finds, he developed an understanding of intergroup relations and individual
identity as mutually constitutive: “the social setting of intergroup relations contributes to making
the individuals what they are and they in turn produce this social setting; they and it develop and
change symbiotically” (Tajfel, 2010, p. 31).

Tajfel’s theory also offered insights about group struggle for social change. He argued that
when people feel they are part of a low-status group, they will either strive to leave that group or
make their group status more “positively distinct” (Tajfel & Turner, 2001, p. 101). When groups feel
that society is defined by rigid stratification that keeps them stuck in a low status group
membership, they will show more in-group solidarity, will reject negative group characterizations,
will strive to develop a positive group identity, and will push for structural transformation (Tajfel &
Turner, 2001, pp. 95-98). In this way, social identities could be powerful motivators and mediators
of social change. This theory suggested that, where there are social hierarchies, group conflict will
inevitably follow; low status groups will always push against their subjugated position. However, if
social change succeeds in shifting the group’s status and prestige, group conflict should improve.
Thus, the driver of poor group relations wasn’t just interpersonal conflict; it was structural
inequality and oppression. Group relations writ large would not improve by building warm
relationships between individuals; they would only improve once social hierarchy was equalized.
Tajfel’s theories were hugely influential. As Dovidio et al. explain, by the 1990s, “social identity
theory developed into the field’s most comprehensive framework for studying intergroup
relations...the social identity approach has been one of the most important theories in the history of
social psychology” (2012, p. 417). Indeed, in the decades that followed, the term “social identity”

would become essential to understandings of American politics and culture.
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Together, these theories would shape the field of intergroup relations for years to come.
However, they left open important questions about how to present and position distinct group
identities in a contact situation. To what extent should group identities be emphasized or
deemphasized? (Gurin et al., 2013, p. 33) During the 1970s, 80s and 90s, psychologists developed
three theoretical approaches to this question. The first approach was decategorization or
personalization. This theory posits that encouraging people to see themselves and others as
members of groups fuels intergroup prejudice, bias, and conflict. Intergroup harmony is fostered
when members of different identity groups see each other as individuals instead of as group
members. Therefore, achieving group harmony depends on deemphasizing group membership and
emphasizing the individual as much as possible (Gurin et al., 2013, p. 33). The second theoretical
approach was recategorization or “the common in-group identity model” (Gurin et al., 2013, p. 33).
[t capitalizes on the human tendency toward in-group bias to argue that the key to intergroup
harmony is recategorizing outgroup members as part of the ingroup. This is facilitated by creating a
broader, superordinate group identity—for example, a sports team membership or a professional
identity. Shared activities and goals, rewards for collaboration, and visible symbols of the group are
common ways to foster recategorization. The dual identity model was also proposed as a second
approach to recategorization, in which people maintain their original subgroup identities alongside
a superordinate identity; in other words, multiple subgroups make up the superordinate group
(Dovidio et al., 1998; Dovidio et al., 2007; Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986). Both approaches to
recategorization have been shown to diminish intergroup bias and foster collaboration between in-
and out-groups (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2007, pp. 301-303; Gurin et al., 2013, pp. 33-34).

A third approach would develop based on Tajfel’s theory that framed in-group solidarity,
especially among devalued and marginalized groups, as a catalyst for challenging social
hierarchies—which could then create the context for positive intergroup relations. This approach

argued that as low-status groups develop solidarity by increasing their consciousness of structural
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discrimination, rejecting negative stereotypes, and creating new positive cultural narratives, they
become motivated to pursue collective action. Through this collective action, devalued groups seek
to achieve greater equality in relationships and social justice in broader society. These transformed
relationships are then what fosters intergroup harmony. This approach differed significantly from
the two above. Rather than deemphasizing group identities or creating a superordinate identity to
achieve more immediate harmony, this approach strongly emphasizes social group identity and
solidarity to help drive the social change needed to realize durable harmony, grounded in justice
(Gurin et al,, 2013, pp. 34-35).

Concepts of identity and social psychological theories of intergroup relations arrived as
social groups became recognized as a central organizing feature of American politics. These ideas—
about reducing prejudice through intergroup contact, identity and its relationship to social group
membership, and the ways in which social inequality spurs groups to fight for change—were taken
up by scholars, educators, civic leaders, and the public, becoming part of how many Americans
understood themselves and their society. They offered citizens trying to respond to identity-based
divisions a set of ideas and interventions to guide their actions. However, these concepts also
reflected questions and tensions at the heart of multicultural social justice-oriented visions of
democracy, including: How could citizens realize such a society under conditions of continued
oppression and division? How could such oppression be addressed without rending the nation’s
social fabric? How could group conflicts be addressed in ways that supported the rights and
flourishing of all citizens?

Together, these theories and questions, along with the events, movements, and ideas of the
mid-19th through the mid-20th century, generated a vision of politics that sought to build
multicultural coalitions to advance a more just society. Advocates for this vision combined a belief
in the possibility of human connection and respect across difference with a recognition of the

necessity of structural change. As Allport and Tajfel’s social psychological theories suggested,
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pursuing both of these aims at once would be challenging. They would require new kinds of
citizens, new forms of discourse, and new educational practices. These, too, emerged in the last

decades of the 20th century.

A New Paradigm of Citizenship: The “Socially Just” Person

From this political vision grew a new paradigm of citizenship: the “socially just” person
(Gurin & Nagda, 2006, p. 22). This citizen embraced diversity as one of America’s greatest strengths
and believed that all people deserved access to the power and resources they needed to participate
fully in social and political life. These beliefs were paired with critical self-understanding: The social
justice-oriented citizen recognized that they hold multiple intersecting social identities that sit at
different levels of power and privilege within society, and that these identities inform their
understanding and experience of themselves, others, and the world (Gottesman, 2016, p. 98).
Situated in this knowledge, this citizen learned to recognize and critically analyze unjust
distributions of power and their manifestations throughout society, from interpersonal interactions
to established systems and institutions. Doing so often required questioning status quo narratives
about themselves and society, as well as the origins of social inequalities, and instead seeking out
the root causes of injustice. Armed with this understanding, they challenged the established
structures that perpetuate oppression. Given the entrenched power that underlies these structures,
changing them often demanded collective strategic action. These citizens were well-versed in the
history of social movements, and they were able to draw on this knowledge to inform their active
civic engagement (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004, p. 2004). They also had the skills to build the
relationships and coalitions across difference that collective action required. Doing so often meant
tackling group conflicts, prejudices, and other interpersonal barriers that were born from living

together amid persistent inequality and oppression. These citizens were able to undertake the hard
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work, in themselves and with others, to examine and change beliefs and behaviors in the ways
necessary to build solidarity and pursue social justice.

Importantly, this practice of citizenship did not look the same for everyone. Rather, it was
“differentiated” along lines of identity, power, and privilege (I.M. Young, 1989). Indeed, this
paradigm explicitly rejected universal ideas of citizenship as exclusionary and oppressive (Fraser,
1990; .M. Young, 1989). The idea that citizenship meant forming “a single, all-encompassing ‘we,”
defined by “having a common life with and being treated in the same way as the other citizens” had
supported “exclusions and homogeneity” in the public sphere by obscuring differences in group
status and interest (Fraser, 1990, p. 72; .M. Young, 1989, p. 251). A differentiated model of
citizenship, on the other hand, embraced the idea that social groups that have differing levels of
power and privilege have different perspectives, interests, needs, and responsibilities that must be
recognized in order to achieve equal civic participation and representation. For example, citizens
from marginalized groups needed to strengthen in-group solidarity in order to build the self-
esteem and collective power to challenge the injustice they experience. Those from dominant
groups, on the other hand, did not need to strengthen the esteem and power of their social group;
instead, they needed to learn about the experiences of oppressed groups, as well as their own
privilege, and discover ways they could leverage that privilege to support efforts towards social
change. This might mean, for example, collaborating with other high-status group members to
engage in self-learning and generate resources for minority social movements, or perhaps reaching
out to members of their communities to help develop more supporters. This conception of
citizenship was captured in the idea of the ally, which arose out of this era. While often described as
emerging in the 1970s from the Gay Rights Movement’s concept of gay-straight alliance and
“straight allies,” it was used across social movements to describe the formation of coalitions across
lines of power and status (“Ally, n.1, I.5.,” n.d.). For example, in the pages of the August 6th, 1970

edition of Jet Magazine, Associate Editor Cordell Thompson writes,
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Whitney M. Young Jr., executive director of the National Urban League, issued a call to Black
leadership to develop a ‘unified Black position with which white society can be confronted
and with which it must negotiate.” He outlined a ‘strategy for the ‘70s’ that includes unity of
the Black community, coalition with other minorities and with white allies and negotiation
with the establishment. (1970)
Thus, this social justice-oriented paradigm of citizenship began with each citizen possessing “an
understanding of their own subjectivity that enables them to see how their positions in webs of
power have direct implications for coming to know, understand, and engage the social world”
(Gottesman, 2016, p. 98). This understanding informs the roles that citizens from different social

groups play in working to realize a more equitable, inclusive society.

Addressing Inequality In and Through Communication: New Approaches to Public
Discourse

This vision of citizenship was paired with new ideas about and practices of public discourse.
As part of their advocacy for equal participation in public life, the social justice movements of the
20th century identified and challenged the ways in which discrimination permeated the public
sphere. They argued that dominant practices of public communication privileged white, upper
class, and male voices. In addition to the fundamental discrimination this exclusion posed, members
of these movements argued that their experiences and perspectives, so long excluded from full
intellectual and public participation, had unique and particular value. First, if social identity shaped
the way people saw the world, then each group had unique insights to bring to public discourse.
Furthermore, some suggested that because subjugated groups lived in societies where the voices
and values of dominant groups were pervasive while theirs were silenced, they knew more about
dominant groups than dominant groups knew about the oppressed (or even themselves). In this

sense, marginalization gave them an ability to read others and the world more clearly. This fact
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made it all the more important that their voices were heard (Harding, 2004; Hartsock, 1983).
Finally, they rejected the idea that all public discourse should necessarily be focused on arriving at
the common good; instead, they argued that the prevalence of exploitation and oppression meant
that groups with different status levels often had conflicting and incompatible interests (Fraser,
1990). Emphasizing the common good suppressed these differences and ensured the continuation
of the status quo.

In light of these criticisms, new forms of public discourse were needed—ones that
proactively addressed the pervasive inequalities that manifested through communication, while
still facilitating productive disagreement and collaboration for social change. Such conceptions of
discourse would have to engage more deeply with questions of diversity and inclusion, who was
and was not represented, and whose voices were and were not heard. Social movements and
organizations—themselves trying to hold together diverse coalitions across race, class, gender, and
sexual orientation—became laboratories where new approaches to discourse were developed (.M.
Young, 1989, p. 264). For many groups, this meant designing contexts and structures of discourse
that included explicit “mechanisms for the effective representation and recognition of the distinct
voices and perspectives of those of its constituent groups that are oppressed or disadvantaged
within it” (.M. Young, 1989, p. 261). As Iris Marion Young noted in 1989, many “emancipatory
social movements...political organizations, unions, and feminist groups” and “even the Democratic
party” were pioneering such approaches, such as

formal caucuses for groups (such as blacks, Latinos, women, gay men and lesbians, and

disabled or old people) whose perspectives might be silenced without them. Frequently

these organizations have procedures for caucus voice in organization discussion and caucus
representation in decision making, and some organizations also require representation of

members of specific groups in leadership bodies [parentheses in original]. (p. 264)
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Within the New Left collectives established “all over Western Europe and North America...ranging
from free schools, health clinics, and law communes to women’s centers, underground papers, and
food co-ops,” this meant embracing a principle of “community control,” in which members
practiced “face-to-face, consensual decision making and the elimination of all internal distinctions
that could encourage or legitimate inequality among the members” (Mansbridge, 1983, p. 21). In
sum, groups pursuing social justice sought intentional ways to ensure that marginalized groups
were adequately present in discussions, that there were ways for them to build in-group strength
and solidarity, and that there were intentional mechanisms to ensure that their voices were heard

and were not overpowered by those who held more power in society.

Political realignment

As these visions of politics, citizenship, and discourse took shape, they did so amid a
broader realignment of the American political landscape. When President Johnson signed the Civil
Rights Act and Voting Rights Act, he broke the racial compact that had kept conservative
Southerners in the Democratic party and triggered a reordering of American political party
alignment. Conservatives across the country began migrating to the Republican party, moving it to
the right (Barber & McCarty, 2015, p. 26; Mason, 2018, pp. 31-32). Newly enfranchised Black
Americans and other Americans of color increased their political engagement in the Democratic
Party, deepening the party’s political divide (Barber & McCarty, 2015, p. 27). Race became a major
partisan dividing line. Vietnam and the anti-war movement further split Democrats. Between the
onset of “stagflation,” the oil crises of the 1970s, and the collapse of American industrial
manufacturing, many working class Americans were suffering economically (Gerstle, 2022, pp. 61-
64). Battered by these challenges, the Democratic New Deal coalition fell apart (Gerstle, 2022, pp.
48-69). By the 1980s, the political climate of the country had swung conservative. A “New Right”

had emerged in response to the New Left, energizing a conservative base and bringing populist
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appeal to the Republican party. Furthermore, a religious shift was happening. The social
transformations of the 60s and 70s, including Supreme Court decisions that prohibited school-
sponsored prayer and legalized abortion, had spurred conservative Christian organizing and moved
evangelicals to the right. Together, these forces and political shifts helped to usher in the Reagan
Revolution that promised to curtail big government, embrace a neoliberal economic agenda, and
restore conservative social policies (Gerstle, 2022, p. 117). Intergroup dialogue would take shape in
a time when the political vision it was meant to help achieve was being actively opposed by a

resurgent Right.

Expansion, Exclusion, Protest, Reform: Higher Education in the 20th century

The historical and intellectual developments that generated a political vision centered on
building a diverse, inclusive, participatory democracy also transformed higher education over the

course of the 20th century.

Exclusion amid expansion: Unequal access to higher education, 1900-1960

The first half of the 20th century saw the rise of mass higher education, with college
enrollments among 18-21-year-olds swelling from 4% in 1900 to 15% in 1940 (Hartley &
Hollander, 2005, p. 254). Thanks in part to the GI Bill, which offered financial aid to 2.25 million
World War Il veterans, as well as the ability of enrolled college students to dodge the Vietnam War
draft, that number would quadruple again, to nearly 60% by 1970 (Goldin & Katz, 1999, pp. 40-41;
Hartley & Hollander, 2005, pp. 254-255; Jackson & Holzman, 2020, pp. 19109-19111). Enrollments
in public institutions, including community colleges, grew particularly rapidly, with half of students
enrolled in public institutions by 1940 (Goldin & Katz, 1999, pp. 47-48). The era of mass higher

education had arrived.
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As American higher education expanded, it did not do so equitably. Even as enrollments
skyrocketed, America’s colleges and universities remained almost entirely White and deeply
segregated. By 1965, despite the Civil Rights Movement’s judicial and legislative wins, college
enrollments of students of color had barely budged (Karabel, 2005, p. 406). In 1965, Black students
made up just 4.8 percent of U.S. college students, despite Black Americans making up 11% of the
national population (Taylor & Cohn, 2012). Numbers at selective institutions remaining particularly
low (Bowen & Bok, 2016, p. 4). Of the 3,000 students who entered Harvard, Yale, and Princeton
combined in 1960, only 15 were Black (Karabel, 2005, p. 379). As historian James D. Anderson
writes, “until the 1970s, historically Black colleges and universities were essentially the only
institutions to provide higher education for African American students” (2002, p. 10). They were
also often the only institutions to hire Black professors (Steinberg, 2007, pp. 14-15). Other racial
groups experienced similar exclusion (Maeroff, 1974; Miguel, Jr. & Donato, 2009, pp. 27-31). The
financial benefits of the GI Bill, which allowed millions of white American veterans to access college,
were often denied to veterans of color. Many of those who were able to draw on their GI benefits
were directed into vocational programs and less prestigious institutions (Museus et al., 2015, p. 51).
Women also faced steep barriers and had in fact seen their college enrollment slip in the post-War
years—from making up 43% of undergraduates in 1930 to 36% in 1960. They remained banned
from most elite undergraduate schools (Karabel, 2005, p. 410). For students of all identities, class
remained a major barrier. Throughout the first half of the 20t century (as in the present), students
from the 90t percentile were much more likely to enroll in higher education of any kind than those

in the 10th percentile (Jackson & Holzman, 2020, pp. 19110-19112).

Social change movements reach the academy: 1960s-1970s

In the early 1960s, the Civil Rights Movement brought many students into the struggle for

racial justice. From sit-ins to marches to Freedom Rides into the deep South, key events of the Civil

110



Rights Movement were, to quote Martin Luther King, “initiated, fed, and sustained by students” and
the campus organizations, such as the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), that
they founded (Cobb, 2017). Challenging barriers in higher education access became a focus for
students in protest movements. Over the course of the 1960s, “student activists forced a permanent
change in American life, transforming overwhelmingly white campuses into multiracial learning
environments” (Biondi, 2012, p. 3).In 1962 and 1963, nearly a decade after Brown v. Board of
Education, Black students fought to desegregate public Southern universities in the face of intense
state and White mob violence (Bowen & Bok, 2016, pp. 5-6). Inspired by the role of students in the
Civil Rights Movement, students at University of Michigan and UC Berkeley founded Students for a
Democratic Society (SDS). Together, SNCC and SDS became the student face of the New Left,
propelling the anti-war movement, advocating for participatory democracy, and leading mass
protests to overhaul higher education practices and pedagogy (Menand, 2021).

Change was eventually realized through “the growth of disruptive activity, both on and off
campus” (Karabel, 2005, p. 406). In the late 1960s, SNCC turned its focus from the rural South to
college campuses (Biondi, 2012, p. 5). Black students pushed for significant increases in Black
enrollment, the hiring of Black faculty, the launch of Black and African American Studies
departments, and multicultural representation in college curricula (Biondi, 2012, p. 3; Karabel],
2005, p. 406). In addition, and “[m]ost crucially, Black students demanded a role in the definition
and production of scholarly knowledge” (Biondi, 2012, p. 2). In pursuit of these aims, “Black
students organized protests on nearly two hundred college campuses across the United States in
1968 and 1969” (Biondi, 2012, p. 1). Often intertwined with issues of free speech and opposition to
the Vietnam War, these protests increasingly involved student take-overs of university buildings
and mass campus disruption (Biondi, 2012, pp. 4-7; Karabel, 2005, p. 390; Reuben, 2002). Over the
same period, racial uprisings broke out in Los Angeles, Newark, Princeton, and Detroit, triggered by

police violence, the assassinations of Malcolm X and Martin Luther King, and other crises. These
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dual threats of unrest terrified higher education leaders and finally pressured them into change
(Karabel, 2005, p. 406). As Karabel argues, “what the Civil Rights Movement had been unable to

accomplish...the riots had made possible” (2005, p. 407).

Changing demographics & the rise of critical pedagogy

The success of these protests brought many changes to college campuses. As institutions
began to implement affirmative action policies, the rate of enrollment of Black students and other
students of color—while not on par with white students—increased (J.D. Anderson, 2002, pp. 11-
12; Biondi, 2012, p. 4; Bowen & Bok, 2016, p. 7). Black, Latino, and Asian American students on
traditionally white campuses began to form their own cultural organizations and community
spaces. Institutions launched new programs to support students of color through their academic
journeys (J.D. Anderson, 2002, pp. 10-12). The integration of students of color spurred the
development of “a whole new philosophy of cultural diversity [that] developed around these
changes,” one that emphasized the importance of cross-cultural understanding, cooperation, and
leadership (J.D. Anderson, 2002, p. 12).

These shifts in student demographics also led to important academic changes. As Gottesman
writes,

As participants in the New Left and the Civil Rights Movement moved into the academy in

the late 1960s and 1970s, the academic infrastructure, particularly in the humanities and

social sciences, began to reshape. In addition to an emergence of Marxist thought... new
interdisciplinary programs and departments, many of which focused on group identity,

began to develop new academic fields of study. (2016, p. 96)

Black and African American studies departments spread across the country, turning a “radical
social movement” into “a stable academic discipline” (Rojas, 2010, p. 3). The integration of Black

Studies was seen by many as “the first step in a racial diversification of the academy” and the
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vanguard that “encouraged women, Latinos, Native Americans, and Asian Americans to push for
their own disciplines” (Rojas, 2010, p. 3). As scholars like W.E.B. Du Bois linked racial justice
movements in the US to decolonization struggles in Africa and Asia, they nurtured conceptions of
political and scholarship “that melded the Civil Rights Movement's focus on racial inequality, the
0ld Left’s focus on class struggle and anticolonialism, and the New Left’s focus on grassroots,
participatory democracy” (C. A. Young, 2006, p. 3). Critical theory was similarly influential in the
development of women'’s studies and feminist theory (Gottesman, 2016, pp. 94-115).

These new disciplines nurtured new understandings of power, personhood, and social
epistemology within the academy. Critical theory and its related fields began from the premise that
power is central to the construction and functioning of all spheres of life—social, cultural,
economic, political, intellectual, and beyond. Power is understood in the two ways: first, as
something that can be possessed, used by some to dominate others or used by the dominated to
free themselves from oppression; second, as something that is persistent and pervasive across
society, embedded within societal institutions, structures, discourses, and practices. As a result of
historical systems of domination and oppression—such as slavery, capitalism, and patriarchy—and
their long legacies, some groups have accrued enduring power over others. In this way, ideas of
unequal human worth become naturalized, part of “the water we swim in” or the “air we breathe,”
shaping assumptions about everything from whose voices, ideas, and experiences matter, to whose
bodies, labor, and cultural practices are considered valuable. In ways overtly and covertly
embedded in the economy, law, culture, discourse, knowledge production, and beyond, the power
of social hierarchy functions to maintain unequal societies that serve some groups and oppress and
exploit others, even and often long after structures of direct control or oppression have fallen.

This understanding of power shaped critical theory’s conception of the person as a product
of the “superstructure” of social, political, cultural, economic institutions and norms in which they

live. This superstructure defines their interests, molding how they understand themselves, others,
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and the world, and how they behave. This conception could be traced back to critical theory’s
Marxist roots. As Marx wrote in 1845, “the essence of man is no abstraction inherent in each single
individual. In reality, it is the ensemble of the social relations” (Marx, 2002). These social relations
shaped people at the most fundamental levels of consciousness. Thus, a “guiding principle” of
Marxist analysis was the belief that “it is not the consciousness of men that determines their
existence, but their social existence that determines their consciousness” (Marx, 2010, p. 92). For
Mary, these social relations were shaped most fundamentally by economic relationships and
structures, which positioned men “into definite relations...independent of their will,” defined
“forms of social consciousness,” and shaped “the general process of social, political, and intellectual
life” (Marx, 2010, p. 92). By the 20th century, this view came to be echoed in the arguments of social
scientists who asserted that “individuals shape their beliefs and behavior to fit their niche in the
social structure” (Sleeter & Grant, 1994, p. 200). Thus, pursuing individual change without
structural change would always be ineffective. In the 1980s, the theory of “intersectionality”
brought further nuance to these ideas of personhood, exploring the ways in which human identity
and experience exist at the “intersection” of multiple axes of power and status—for example, of
race, class, and gender (Crenshaw, 1989).

Building on these ideas of power and personhood, critical, postmodernist, poststructuralist,
and feminist scholars questioned the “models of ‘objective’ scholarship” that had come to dominate
research universities for the first half of the 20t century (Gottesman, 2016, pp. 96-99; Pascale,
2011, pp. 2-26). As faculty and students of these new disciplines brought diverse experiences,
perspectives, and identities into the academy, they rejected “the idea of a universal rational
knowing subject that exists outside of social and political context, discursive regimes of power, and
without gendered, raced, and classed identity” (Gottesman, 2016, p. 97). They charged that the
emphasis on “a certain style of research, dispassionate and aloof,” far from yielding “truth,” had

often prevented “important truths from being spoken” (Reuben, 2009, p. 44). In place of this
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approach, they advocated scholarship and teaching that acknowledged subjectivity, tackled
complex social issues, and encouraged moral and political engagement (Reuben, 2009, p. 44). The
larger aim was to shift “the social function of the university from power to justice,” redefining
higher education’s democratic and moral mission (Reuben, 2009, p. 44).

These new disciplines and aims also nurtured new forms of pedagogy, which would come to
be known collectively as social justice education (Sleeter & Grant, 1994, pp. 197-210). Many critical
scholars saw education as central to movement building, and envisioned schools as “sites of radical
democratic social reform” (Gottesman, 2016, p. 75). Out of this vision grew critical pedagogy, which
sought to connect “critical theory with the need for social action in the interest of both individual
freedom and social reconstruction” (Giroux, 1981, pp. 7-8). Critical pedagogy scholars, such as
Henri Giroux, embraced critiques of objectivism and positivism, arguing that these dominant
epistemologies prevented students from analyzing the processes by which knowledge, meaning,
value, and social hierarchies get created, thus sustaining an unjust status quo (Gottesman, 2016, p.
79). In a departure from “the empirical tradition,” which often rejects personal experience as a
faulty, subjective form of knowledge, social justice education welcomed student life experiences
into the classrooms “as a starting point for raising consciousness” (Giroux, 1981, p. 46; Gurin et al,,
2013, p. 38). By exploring group-based inequality, power, and privilege through academic inquiry
and personal reflection, students would learn to critique and challenge inequitable systems.

While many scholars contributed to the development of critical pedagogy, Paolo Freire
became “the touchstone voice” (Gottesman, 2016, p. 10). Freire understood "being critical” as
“recognizing oppression, acting against it, doing so in solidarity with others who seek revolutionary
change, and doing so continuously” (Gottesman, 2016, p. 14). These capacities are developed
through dialogue between oppressed and oppressor, which was a way for participants to raise their
consciousness about the dehumanizing structures in which they exist and to build solidarity across

lines of difference to transform the world. For Freire, dialogic pedagogy was not simply a
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pedagogical technique. It was both “an epistemological position, founded on an understanding of
knowing as a social activity,” and “a political practice,” challenging traditional hierarchies between
student and teacher, and welcoming students “to participate actively in reshaping their own
understanding of reality” (Skidmore & Murakami, 2016, p. 3). In contrast to typical academic
norms, Freirean dialogic approaches encourage participants to draw on personal experience as well
as academic knowledge and explicitly address and reflect on the ways power and privilege shape
conversation. Through Freire’s influence, dialogic pedagogy in education has become closely
associated with critical and liberatory pedagogies and their aims of social transformation. These
ideas and approaches, along with critical, Black, ethnic, and women'’s studies, cohered to form the
goals of social justice education: to develop students’ understanding of structural inequality and
their ability to translate that understanding into action and solidarity in support of justice (Gurin et

al, 2013, p. 38).

The 1970s-1980s: Racism and racial protest on diversifying campuses

While 1960s campus activism brought meaningful change to higher education, the victories
were partial. As the economic challenges of the 1970s gave way to the Reagan Revolution of the
1980s, backlash to campus diversity and multicultural reforms grew. Conservative critics charged
that higher education had become politicized by the Left and, by the 1970s, were building an
intellectual countermovement. There was a “conscious effort of conservative intellectuals and their
institutional sponsors to reshape not only the terms of political debate but the mechanics of
intellectual production itself” (Rodgers, 2011, p. 7). They did so by funding think tanks, foundations,
newspapers, TV programs, scholars, and academic production that advanced conservative ideas
(Rodgers, 2011, p. 7). Conservatives argued that they sought “a common, equal playing field and
judgment on the basis of individual merit alone” (Rodgers, 2011, p. 128). Indeed, “a ‘color-blind’

America became the conservative project’s goal” (Rodgers, 2011, p. 129).
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Within the university, as Julie Reuben explains, “opposition to multicultural curricular
reform was intertwined with attacks on other university policies, such as affirmative action, speech
codes, and residence hall programs on date rape and AIDS prevention” (2009, p. 50). Federal
financial aid for college also declined after 1980, as the GI Bill and the Social Security postsecondary
benefits programs were discontinued (Haynes, 2006, p. 14; Hoffman, 2001, pp. 3-5). As a result,
Black enrollment dropped sharply after 1980. After increasing nearly four times faster than overall
enrollment from 1960-1975, Black enrollment fell by 11% between 1980 and 1982 and didn’t fully
recover until the end of the decade (Haynes, 2006, p. 14; [zzo, 2014). Many students who did enroll
faced both subtle and overt forms of racism, negatively impacting their wellbeing, academic
performance, and graduation rates (Haynes, 2006, p. 15; Museus et al., 2015, pp. 67-71).

By the 1980s, incidents of racial hostility and violence were occurring on campuses across
the country. A 1988 article in Ebony entitled “Black Students Battle Racism on College Campuses”
chronicled racist incidents at Dartmouth, Smith College, Indiana University, UPenn, University of
Michigan, and beyond, ranging from graffiti of racial epithets to racist jokes on campus radio
stations to the burning of a Black fraternity house (Randolph, 1988). As the Ebony article makes
clear, many educators, activists and students agreed that these incidents were indicative of “the
nation’s larger political climate” (Randolph, 1988, p. 130). In the words of the vice provost for
minority affairs at the University of Michigan, “There’s a national tolerance of racism created by the
Reagan administration and that tolerance is being reflected on the nation’s college campuses™
(Randolph, 1988, p. 130). Black students and alumni pushed back, protesting and demanding that

administrations take action.
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Advancing Democracy and Social Justice Through Intergroup Dialogue: A New
Pedagogy Develops

[t was in this “period of racial strife and conflict on many college campuses” that intergroup
dialogue was born (Zuiliga et al., 2007, p. 2). The model was developed in the late 1980s by
education scholars at the University of Michigan, which from 1987 to 1990 experienced widespread
student protests over racial harassment, low Black enrollment, and the creation of a university
police force (K. Brown, 2022). These protests had pushed the university to explore ways to address
“issues of diversity and democracy constructively” (Gurin et al., 2013, p. 18). The intergroup
dialogue model was developed as an initiative under this mandate “with the explicit goal of creating
opportunities for members of the Michigan community to talk across differences to foster
intergroup understanding, relationships, and action” (Gurin et al., 2013, p. 18). Given that race and
ethnicity were the deepest sources of tension on campus, the program’s initial dialogues focused

there.

Critiques of past approaches

The need to develop new “opportunities” and models for students to talk across difference
itself points to the insufficiency of existing models—debate and discussion—to address the
discursive challenges of newly diverse campuses. Furthermore, critiques of debate and deliberative
discussion were flowing from the critical fields that the Protest Era had brought into the academy.
The throughline of these critiques was that debate and deliberative discussion did not
appropriately address, and indeed reproduced, group-level inequalities; they were unable to deal
with the ways personal and collective realities, and thus discourse, were shaped by power, social
structure, and status.

Building off social movement analyses of domination and exclusion, scholars argued that

debate and deliberative discussion were marked by norms of reasoning, communication, and
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decorum that emerged from the white-, upper class-, and male-dominated institutions of Western
civilization (.M. Young, 1996, pp. 122-123). Epistemological assumptions included the existence of
a “stable reality” that can be uncovered through analytical discourse (Differentiating Dialogue From
Discussion: A Working Model, n.d.). These norms also included speech that was assertive and
confident, that followed formal rules of argumentation, and that was “dispassionate and
disembodied” (I.M. Young, 1996, pp. 123-124). The sharing of personal experience and emotion
were discouraged, meaning that personal connections to content were unexplored and dynamics of
domination went unaddressed (Exploring the Differences Between Dialogue, Discussion, and Debate,
n.d.). Those who did not adhere to these norms—those from other cultures or status levels, or those
who resisted—were unable to participate equally. Therefore, they charged that it was impossible to
“bracket” differences in status to allow people to speak with each other as equals, instead arguing
that status, power, and culture always shape discourse (Fraser, 1990, p. 63).

They also identified specific problems with debate and deliberative discussion respectively.
Like Progressive activists before them, they understood debate as “oppositional” and focused on
winning instead of building understanding or relationships (Gurin et al., 2013, p. 29; Zafiiga et al,,
2007, p. 4). In debate, participants defend “one perspective or opinion” as truth and seek to
invalidate others, creating “a closed-minded attitude, a determination to be right” (Study Circles
Resource Center, 1993). Regarding deliberative discussion, they charged that “appeals to the
‘common good’ are likely to perpetuate” privilege, both because the perspectives of high-status
groups will dominate the way “the common good” is defined, and because such appeals foreclose
the exploration of real conflicts of interest, especially between groups of different social status
(Fraser, 1990, p. 72; LM. Young, 1996, p. 126). In the same vein, they critiqued deliberation’s
assumption of “a single, all-encompassing ‘we’” working to solve problems together (Fraser, 1990,
p- 72). Both appeals to a unitary “we” and “the common good” could demand that minority and

lower status groups put aside their interests and claims to serve collective visions that do not
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reflect, and often even undermine, their perspectives, needs, and goals. When less privileged groups
did advocate for their interests or use other communication styles, they could be seen as disruptive,
selfish, and in violation of this unitary frame. In this way, critics argued, deliberative discussion
prioritized commonality and decorum over truly inclusive participation (Sanders, 1997, pp. 370-
371). As with debate, deliberative discussion was therefore seen by some as too exclusionary to

facilitate the diverse and inclusive discourse needed to work through deep social conflicts.

Intergroup dialogue emerges

In the 1960s and 70s, as issues of racial justice and conflict became prominent on college
campuses, “semi-organized student intergroup conversations sprang up on many colleges and
university campuses across the nation” (Maxwell & Thompson, 2017, p. 2). Pulled together by
students, faculty, student life staff, and extracurricular groups, these early efforts at talking across
difference started to attract meaningful student engagement. At the University of Michigan, amid
racial upheaval and protest, administrators began to take note of student interest in initiatives that
addressed issues of diversity and conflict and sought to develop innovative new programs to
address campus conflict and respond to this interest (Maxwell & Thompson, 2017, p. 2).

The model that the practitioners at the University of Michigan developed aimed to offer
students a productive way to navigate identity-based conflicts on campus, while preparing them to
pursue broader social justice reforms that could sustainably transform social group divisions. To
develop this model, the founding practitioners drew on Allport and Tajfel’s theories of group
contact and social identity, and on several approaches to social justice education, including critical
pedagogies, Black studies and ethnic studies, feminist pedagogies, and liberatory education (Gurin
etal,, 2013, pp. 36-37; Schoem et al., 2001, p. 15). From the start, their goal was not just to reduce
interpersonal prejudice and enhance group concord. Rather, drawing on these fields and sources,

IGD practitioners argued that the possibility of true intergroup harmony was limited in the context
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of structurally unequal power relations (Zuiiiga et al., 2007, p. 5). Thus, IGD sought to improve
intergroup relations through both interpersonal and structural approaches. The idea was that
through collective action, committed citizens could change social structures to achieve greater
equality between groups, which would create the conditions for “harmony based on justice” (Gurin
etal, 2013, pp. 34-35).

To accomplish these aims, IGD took a “critical-dialogic” approach that sought to cultivate
students’ analysis of structural inequality, their relationships within and between identity groups,
and their shared capacity to pursue this collective action for social change (Gurin et al., 2013, p. 44).
In IGD, “an important starting point for any intergroup dialogue is the assumption and
acknowledgement of group differences,” especially the “different locations” of groups “in systems of
advance and disadvantage” (Schoem et al,, 2001, p. 5; Zafiiga et al., 2007, p. 4). Participants “see and
speak of themselves as members of their groups, rather than as sole individuals,” allowing them to
critically examine the impact of structural inequality on their lives, communities, and society
(Schoem et al,, 2001, p. 11).

Students entered into this examination through academic study and dialogue. Each
intergroup session typically combined three “pedagogical elements”: Content learning, usually
involving readings on socialization, social identities, and social hierarchy followed by reflective
writing assignments; structured dialogue between members of social identity groups; and
facilitation, usually by co-facilitators who each belonged to a different social identity group involved
in the dialogue (Gurin et al., 2013, pp. 45-55). Experts in IGD advised that over the course of
multiple sessions, students should be guided through four phases. First, students build
relationships with each other by developing group norms and exploring their goals for
participation. Next, they explore differences and commonalities in their experiences of social
identities and inequalities. Third, students dialogue about controversial topics relevant to their

social identities. Finally, they discuss ways to put their learning into action, sometimes but not
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always undertaking collaborative community projects (Gurin et al., 2013, pp. 60-73). Several
variations on this framework have also developed, including programs that incorporate social
media, immersive travel, writing exchanges, and more (Frantell et al., 2019, p. 686).

In IGD, dialogue was understood in the Freirean tradition as a collaborative process of
shared inquiry that emphasized listening and question-asking (Gurin et al.,, 2013, pp. 30-31; Nagda
et al., 2008). Through dialogue, students explored differences and commonalities in their
experiences of social identities and inequalities, and they probed controversial topics relevant to
their social identities (Gurin et al., 2013, pp. 32-73). In contrast to debate and deliberative
discussion, IGD did not assume a “shared reality,” but worked “to uncover specificity,
contradictions, paradox, and a deeper understanding of and respect for one’s own personal reality
and reality as it is experienced by others” (Differentiating Dialogue From Discussion: A Working
Model, n.d.). Indeed, IGD was conceived of as

a diverse twenty-first-century version of the homogenous nineteenth-century town hall

meeting...Although intergroup dialogues can be arranged to solve shared problems that

must be resolved across groups, unlike a town hall meeting, there is no assumption of
homogeneity or common goals among different group members. In fact, the assumption is
that members who come together in a dialogue likely will have different sociohistorical
legacies steeped in intergroup antagonisms due to unequal social relations, hold
stereotypical views of each others’ behaviors and values, and question whether they are

members of the same community. (Schoem et al,, 2001, pp. 4-5)

Personal experience was “one of the key avenues through which participants deepen their
understanding of conceptual and political issues” and come to appreciate the perspective of the
other (Differentiating Dialogue From Discussion: A Working Model, n.d.). Emotional reactions were
“honored and highlighted as important information that can be used to deepen our understanding

of personal issues, group dynamics, our content, and the implications of our exchange”
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(Differentiating Dialogue From Discussion: A Working Model, n.d.). Differences in power and status
among group members were assumed to affect both the content and process of discourse, and
conversational patterns of participation and exclusion were regularly and explicitly reflected upon

)«

(Gurin et al,, 2013, p. 44). Through this process, IGD aimed to develop students’ “shared identity as
a socially just people” who could undertake the work of structural transformation that would
ultimately make broader social harmony possible (Gurin et al., 2013, p. 43; Gurin & Nagda, 2006, p.
22).

While IGD began at the University of Michigan, it quickly spread nationally as schools across
the country with increasingly diverse student bodies sought ways to deal with campus challenges of
discrimination and intergroup conflict. From the very beginning, the developers of IGD pursued a
strategy of research and evaluation, outreach, and dissemination that aimed to document and share
the IGD model across higher education. Within the first three years, the program launched large
controlled field experiments, underwent external review, and began collecting participant
assessments (Maxwell & Thompson, 2017, p. 5). Program leadership began regularly publishing
academic journals and authoring scholarly books that shared study findings, case studies, and
discussions of the IGD approach (Gurin et al., 2013; Gurin & Nagda, 2006; Schoem & Hurtado, 2001;
Zuniga et al,, 1996; Zuiiga et al., 2007).

In 1993, the IGD program was institutionalized within University of Michigan’s Student Life
department as the Program on Intergroup Relations and Conflict (IGRC), allowing it to hire
directorial staff and to run permanent courses in the Psychology and Sociology departments
(Maxwell & Thompson, 2017, p. 5). From there, it expanded across residential dorms and student
life programs. By the 1990s, it had begun to spread to other institutions, with programs at places
including Arizona State University (Voices of Discovery: Facilitating Dialogues for
Greater Intergroup Understanding, 2019), University of Massachusetts Amherst, and the University

of Washington (Zuiiiga et al., 2007, p. 86). By 1997, President Clinton’s Initiative on Race named
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IGD a “promising practice” (Maxwell & Thompson, 2017, p. 6). That same year, the program hosted
its first national Conference on Intergroup Dialogue on College Campuses, which drew 71
participants from 23 colleges and universities (Maxwell & Thompson, 2017, p. 6). In 2003, IGR
launched the Multi-University Intergroup Dialogue Research Project with 10 university partners to
conduct controlled studies and qualitative research on the impact of IGD on student participants
(“Intergroup Relations (IGR),” 2015). In the summer of 2006, with program staff and faculty unable
to meet the growing demand for “consultation requests from universities across the country,” IGR
launched the Intergroup Dialogue National Institute to train faculty and staff who aimed to start
intergroup dialogue programs at their institutions (Maxwell & Thompson, 2017, p. 9). Offered
annually, the conference had reached participants from 226 institutions by June 2016 (Maxwell &
Thompson, 2017, p. 9). Through this extensive strategy of academic and programmatic
dissemination, University of Michigan’s Program on Intergroup Relations helped to define dialogue
as a pedagogy in which “exploring identities and differences are key elements in both the process
and the content of the exchange,” and in which these explorations become “a fundamental vehicle
for understanding issues and making social change” (Longo & Shaffer, 2019b, p. 22; R. Nagda et al,,
2008). Today, the principles and practices of IGD are used across many spaces on college campuses,
including in student life programming, co-curricular groups and activities, in stand-alone courses,
and within courses in psychology, sociology, education, communication, and social work. Several
colleges and universities also have stand-alone programs in IGD (Zufiiga et al., 2007, pp. 2-3). While
not always called “intergroup dialogue,” the basic model of facilitated dialogue between members of
identity groups is now a fixture of student life, multicultural, and diversity, equity, and inclusion

programs across higher education.
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A New Pedagogical Paradigm: Civic Discourse for Social Justice

As tracing this history has hopefully demonstrated, intergroup dialogue sought to equip
students to realize practices of citizenship and discourse that emerged within a new political
imaginary—a diverse, inclusive democracy that reflected the values of social justice, achieved
through transformative collective action. This vision of politics grew out of an era marked by group-
based violence and oppression and the struggles of subjugated groups for social change, as well as
the new conceptions of identity, power, social structure, and intergroup relations that this history
inspired. The forces and events that spurred this vision of politics also transformed higher
education. As social movements pushed significant institutional reforms that lowered formal and
informal barriers to enrollment and brought new groups and fields into the academy, higher
education embraced a mission of preparing students for life in a multicultural society. Yet, in the
1980s, as the politics of the country turned more conservative, institutions struggled to fulfill this
mission amid the challenges of racial discrimination and student protest on newly diverse
campuses. Educators, influenced by the fields and ideas that emerged out of 19th and 20th century
struggles for social justice, designed IGD to equip students with the tools they understood as
necessary to fulfill higher education’s multicultural mission: the ability to address both intergroup
conflict and the injustice and inequity that causes it. Thus, IGD emerged from this political
imaginary and is imbued with its ideas about personhood, power, and social epistemology. These
ideas formed a new paradigm of civic discourse teaching and practice in higher education, one
reflective of an era in which group identity, oppression, and struggles for justice were at the center

of American politics.

Personhood

As with deliberative discussion, IGD is centered on a notion of personhood that sees the self

as fundamentally social, shaped by relationships and social structures. The key difference lies in the
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rise of the concept of identity. Whereas debate conceived of the person as an autonomous rational
entity, and deliberative discussion as a member of a universal humanity embedded in various
communities and associations, IGD understands the person as fundamentally shaped by the identity
groups to which they belong. By fleshing out the concept of social identity and linking it to group
conflict and power structures, social psychology and critical theory painted a vivid picture of the
ways our social group memberships shape how we see and engage with the world at a fundamental
level. Unlike in debate and deliberative discussion, which strive for individual and collective
transcendence to a perspective of common good, in IGD identities are not things to be transcended;
rather, they are constitutive, essential parts of who we are. For IGD, identity became the anchor

concept of personhood.

Power

This conception of personhood is undergirded by two particular understandings of power:
first, as something that can be possessed, used by some to dominate others or used by the
dominated to free themselves from oppression; second, as a force that is persistent and pervasive
across society, embedded within societal institutions, structures, discourses, and practices. The first
understanding has meaningful overlap with debate’s conception of power as dominion, as well as
deliberative discussion’s understanding of power as corruption, freed from the bonds of communal
relationality. The second understanding, however, is unique. Its persistence means that, regardless
of how a particular communicative encounter or process is structured, power inequalities will
remain operative. In this way, it challenges both debate and deliberative discussion’s faith in the
possibility of free, noncoercive communication, and discussion’s belief in the ability of

interpersonal interaction to be the primary path towards transformational social cohesion.
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Social epistemology

Together, these concepts constitute IGD’s underlying social epistemology. Knowledge and
knowledge production are a function of identity, power, and social structure. In this frame, group
identity is not a barrier to a higher plane of moral or intellectual reasoning, something which must
be transcended through education or communicative practice. Indeed, there is no such thing as
universal knowledge or a universal perspective; what and how we know is differentiated by our
group memberships and their positionality in the social hierarchy. Because human society is
infused at all levels with power dynamics and inequalities between groups, our tools of inquiry and
interaction are also permeated with these inequalities. If taken up without critical reflection and
intervention, they will reproduce these same inequalities. These ideas rejected the concept of
individual epistemic autonomy and rationality, as well as the ability of mixed-identity groups to
identify the “common good,” seeing such ideas as inherently suppressive of conflict and clashing
interests between the more and less powerful. The only way to come close to epistemological
justice is to put in place mechanisms that ensure representation of marginalized groups and voices,
and consistent practices of reflection to catch and course-correct exclusionary patterns of
discourse. When these are not in place, the knowledge and decisions produced will always reflect

the biases of the powerful.

Conclusion

Since the 1980s, IGD and its underlying ideas have found an enduring home in higher
education. The extensive research, publication, and training that IGD practitioners conducted
helped to disseminate an understanding of dialogue as a pedagogical tool for liberatory learning,
tackling group conflict, and deepening understanding across challenging forms of difference.

However, IGD developed amid a rising conservative backlash to the politics and policies of the
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Democratic Left. As the nation continued to sort itself politically and polarization began to rise,
partisanship became an increasingly prominent social identity. In this climate, IGD increasingly
faced criticism, often from the Right. As professor and civic education expert Peter Levine noted,
there were many aspects of IGD that were likely to “drive conservatives up the wall, because of the
choice of topics, the assumption that the personal is political, the psycho-therapeutic style, and the
attempt to raise consciousness by unrooting hidden prejudices even among apparently enlightened
students” (Levine, 2003). Furthermore, in a nation increasingly defined by ideological conflict, IGD’s
explicit focus on social justice marked it as a pedagogy that advanced a Leftist political agenda. IGD
programs and campus initiatives faced considerable backlash, from free speech advocacy groups
like the Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression (FIRE) as well as conservative groups like
the National Association of Scholars (Kissel, 2009; Schmidt, 2008).

Indeed, IGD had what scholars and practitioners of intergroup contact acknowledged as
“the leading-the-horses-to-water problem”—the challenge of how to motivate people to participate
in intergroup learning experiences who didn’t already believe in their value (and thus likely already
agreed with their aims) (Pettigrew et al., 2011, p. 278). At a time when many Republicans and
conservatives were coming to the conclusion that college campuses were inhospitable to their
viewpoints, colleges faced challenges drawing right-leaning students into discussions across
difference, especially those seen as already skewed against them (2022-2023 College Free Speech
Rankings: What Is the State of Free Speech on America’s College Campuses?, 2023; Public Highly
Critical of State of Political Discourse in the U.S., 2019). In the 21st century, as American politics
descended into “culture wars,” higher education became a social and political battlefield. Campus
discourse across difference of identity and worldview became increasingly fraught in ways that
neither debate, nor deliberative discussion, nor IGD were equipped to manage. Sitting perhaps at
the start of a new arc of transformative social change, colleges would find themselves once again

seeking new approaches to the teaching and practice of civic discourse.
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Chapter 4: Tracing to the Present

The previous chapters have painted a history of the emergence of three key pedagogies of
civic discourse: debate, deliberative discussion, and intergroup dialogue. While developing within
different historical and institutional contexts and following unique paths, these three approaches all
took shape through the same set of steps (Figure 1). In each era, transformational change helped to
spur the rise of new visions of politics, conceptions of citizenship, and practices of public discourse.
Amid these developments, new understandings of the aims of higher education took hold, including
new ideas about the kinds of citizens higher education should aim to produce. Questions about the

ability of previous pedagogical approaches to realize these demands raised the need for new

approaches to civic discourse instruction.

Figure 1. Process of Pedagogical Emergence
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Informed by particular visions of politics and citizenship, these new approaches were
manifestations of distinct paradigms distinguished by particular conceptions of personhood, power,
and social epistemology. Each of these pedagogical paradigms emerged at the end of an arc of
historical change. At the time at which each paradigm developed and found firm footing in higher
education, its practices and ideas were already on the cusp of facing competition from new ones.
After becoming a universal practice in America’s earliest colleges in the 1770s, debate and the
tradition of classical republican leadership and oratory with which it was intertwined was swiftly
challenged in a 19th century defined by a rejection of classical elitism and the struggle for mass
democracy. As professors of speech were creating discussion courses for undergraduate students
and teaching discussion skills in adult and civic education programs, communitarian Progressivism
was already declining amid a burgeoning technocratic state, as well as group-based oppression and
movements for social change. When intergroup dialogue developed and spread in the late 1980s,
the conservative backlash against Protest Era wins and multicultural reforms was in full swing, and
a New Right was ascending.

Nevertheless, these paradigms and approaches persisted. Over time, they formed a
repertory of civic discourse instruction in higher education. As Sheldon Rothblatt wrote in 2003,
“The capacity of the university model to accommodate various educational visions through internal
structural differentiation is one of its extraordinary strengths” (Rothblatt, 2003, p. 14). At the start
of the 21st century, these pedagogical approaches were used in classrooms, extracurricular and
student life spaces, and university centers and programs, and they were the subject of ongoing
research and scholarship. Though they continue to evolve over time, these approaches and their

underlying ideas remain recognizable to us today.
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Table 1: Summary of Key Ideas of Civic Discourse Pedagogical Paradigms

Pedagogy Personhood Power Social Epistemology
Forensic The autonomous, Dominion; possessed by some Knowledge is produced
Debate rational, moral and exercised over others through empirical

individual observation and reasoned
Developed: Aggressive, corrupting & argumentation—the
Mid-18th voracious; always pushing its vigorous clash of ideas
century legitimate boundaries
This clash brings out truth
Threat to individual rights (esp. | from rational but fallible
traditional sources of power, minds
e.g. government, church,
aristocracy) While all possess reason,
only some develop the
Contained by laws and rights capacity to exercise it
Most remain beholden to
sources of received
opinion: collectivities,
traditional authorities, and
broader society
Rigorous liberal arts
education—which teaches
unbridled free inquiry and
skepticism towards all
received ideas—Iliberates
people to think for
themselves
Deliberative The “social self”; A creative emergent force; Knowledge emerges from
Discussion develops through distributed and participatory experiential learning,
community interaction reflection, and
Developed: and experience Agency to shape individual and | collaborative “scientific”
Early 20th collective futures, created inquiry in which all
century through full democratic and participate to their fullest
intellectual participation of all capacity
citizens
All people possess the
Unlocked through education capacity to be epistemic
that teaches reflection and agents
inquiry
Because the tools of
Becomes corrupting & knowledge creation—
oppressive when relationality language, ideas, methods of
breaks down analysis—are social, all
knowledge creation is
social as well.
All truth is pragmatic and
contingent; open to
reevaluation with new data
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Table 1 continued

Personhood

Power

Social Epistemology

Intergroup
Dialogue

Developed:
Late 20th
century

The situated subject,
formed at the
intersection of social
identities and power
structures

“Web(s)” or “field(s)”;
pervasive, structural, often
unequal

Produced by sociohistorical
legacies that allow some groups
to dominate others

Operates and (re)produces
through institutions,
discourses, norms, practices,
etc.

Resistance against and
transformation of existing
power arrangements is possible
through critical education, in-
group/cross-group solidarity,
and collective social action

Knowledge is a social
product, a function of
experience, power, and
identity

Human thought and
behavior are shaped by
individuals’ positions in
social hierarchy

No “universal” perspective
or “value-free”/objective
knowledge

Formal knowledge both
produces and is produced
by broader social
structures and hierarchies

Critical & emancipatory
teaching and scholarship
that embrace marginalized
experiences and
counternarratives
challenge false ideas that
normalize social injustice;
in doing so, they make
resistance & change
possible

Applying the Model of Pedagogical Emergence, the 1970s-2025

In this final chapter, [ turn my attention to our recent history and make two arguments: The

first is that I believe we may be at the start of the next arc of transformational change—one that will

yield new visions of politics, citizenship, and discourse, new understandings of the public mission of

higher education, and new pedagogies to meet that mission. Second, while it is far too early to tell

how this process will unfold and what it will produce, we can nevertheless use the historical

patterns explored in this study to help us analyze and make sense of our current moment. In doing

so, we may be able to better understand the challenges of and possibilities for teaching civic
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discourse on college campuses today. The models of emergence and paradigm formation I've
argued here offer an analytical toolkit—a set of inquiries that can guide analysis of our
contemporary circumstances, and a structure that can organize those questions and help us see the
relationships between them. We can think of each step in the process of pedagogical emergence as
posing a question, for example: What transformational societal changes have we experienced in the
last sixty years? What new visions of politics are developing? What new paradigms of citizenship
and civic discourse are emerging? We can apply these insights to explore the ways these
developments are impacting higher education and civic discourse teaching and practice today.

As a way of demonstrating the utility of these questions and models, I offer a very
preliminary and provisional sketch of how we might answer and apply them. Unlike in previous
chapters, where I described the visions of politics, citizenship, discourse, and higher education that
came together to produce a new pedagogical paradigm, the descriptions in this section will reflect
today’s reality of multiple and often competing ideas. Because we’re in a time of transition and
upheaval, the responses to these questions often describe tensions between political visions,
citizenship paradigms, and discursive practices. Indeed, as I'll argue, a key part of higher
education’s challenges in this moment, including the public’s “crisis of confidence,” is the reality
that it faces several contested missions, reflective of the clash of ideas about our political and civic
life. The need to navigate those clashes and regain trust while maintaining institutional operations
is impacting higher education’s pedagogical responses in this moment. This section will largely
follow the same structure as the previous chapters. However, I do not present an argument for one
coherent paradigm at the end, as I don’t believe any exists yet. Instead, in the concluding chapter
that follows this one, I look ahead and highlight emerging and influential ideas about personhood,
power, and social epistemology that I believe we should follow in order to understand the direction
a new paradigm might take. I offer these thoughts with deep humility in the face of a rapidly

changing and evolving world. I hope they can be a set of ideas to think with and against as we all
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work to make sense of where we are headed, and how we might shape our nation’s political, civic,

and educational futures.

From the “Liberal Order” to the “Culture Wars”: A Nation in Transition

In the 1960s and 70s, divisions over race and the war in Vietnam, coupled with economic
crisis, broke the New Deal political order that had defined mid-century American politics. As the
“Liberal Consensus” fractured, both a New Left and a New Right took shape (Bell, 2000; Self, 2016).
In many ways the New Right emerged as a reaction against the New Left. The movement centered
on defending traditional roles and values, free-market capitalism and Christianity, and fiercely
critiquing the New Left’s protest and social reform efforts (Continetti, 2022, p. 231). While these
groups differed profoundly in several respects, they shared certain orientations. First, to these
groups, whose early activists had “found themselves tarred as extremists and ideologues, politically
illegitimate in [the] post-ideology age” of post-war America, the Liberal Consensus’s vision of
technocracy and its claims to objectivity were “a farce” (Hemmer, 2016, pp. xii-xiii). They strove “to
expose the ideological agendas of these purportedly neutral institutions, attacking the press’s
claims of objectivity, the universities’ claims of neutrality, and the government’s claims of
technocracy” (Hemmer, 2016, p. xii). Little, if anything, stood outside of ideology. Second, both of
these groups professed a “popular” orientation, “in the sense of favoring the least advantaged or
bringing the excluded into politics” (Miiller, 2016, p. 20). As the Left brought people of color,
women, the LGBTQIA+ community, immigrants, and other minoritized groups into the Democratic
Party, the Right worked to attract “disaffected” white working and middle class voters—the “silent
majority” of “real Americans” (Boyd, 1970). Third, as groups with an enduring sense of “outsider”
status, these movements were critical of the “liberal establishment” including government, media,
and academia, and of the “elites” who headed those institutions. Yet, finally, both were made up of a

strange marriage between elites and non-elites: The New Left had largely grew out of college
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campuses; many of its members were students from middle- and upper-class families, seeking to
make common cause with poor and working-class people, often of color, in the name of social
justice. For the Right, “populism offered a way forward because it allowed [conservative activists]
to build a bridge between conservative elites and ordinary Americans based on their shared
experience of exclusion” from what they saw as liberal-dominated institutions (Hemmer, 2016, p.
xv). Belief in small government acted as a further bridge, bringing together fiscal conservatives with
white working- and middle-class voters fighting federal desegregation interventions and other
social reforms. As these ideological strands evolved over the coming decades, their formation
helped to usher in a new era of ideological battle.

As these new movements influenced the identity and ideology of their respective parties,
the American political landscape shifted. Citizens sorted into partisan identities along lines of
ideology, religion, race, sexuality, gender, geography, educational attainment, and more (Mason,
2016, p. 352). As multiple identities lined up beneath party banners, division deepened. In the 21st
century, as a growing number of citizens have aligned themselves with an increasingly progressive
Left or an increasingly conservative Right, this polarization has reshaped American politics.

This new political landscape has formed alongside and often intertwined with a set of
demographic, social, economic, media and technology, and global transformations and crises.

Since the 1970s, the American public has diversified racially, ethnically, and culturally—with white
Americans making up a declining share of the population. Clashes between an increasingly liberal,
pluralistic, cosmopolitan, and egalitarian vision of America on one hand, and a socially conservative,
Christian, nationalist vision on the other helped to spark the “culture wars” in the 1980s and 90s. As
these visions increasingly aligned with the nation’s political parties, polarization grew. This
polarization was furthered by the deregulation of national media and the rise of online and social
media, which led to increasingly partisan news environments. Neoliberal economic policies,

globalized trade, and a knowledge economy helped to usher in an age of booming wealth and stark

135



economic inequality. While upper-class wealth ballooned, middle- and lower-class wealth
stagnated, and the middle class hollowed out. As American manufacturing declined amid global
competition, communities that had made up the heart of American industry experienced sharp
decline. The Great Recession of 2008 hit lower- and middle-class households particularly hard,
wiping out trillions in wealth and creating long lasting exacerbations of economic inequality
(Kochhar, 2011; Rich, 2013). While wealthier families recovered, many across America struggled to
rebuild their lives.

Amid this economic crisis, America elected its first Black president. Barack Obama promised
to bring change to institutions and systems that many felt were broken, and was held up as proof of
America’s embrace of a future at once multicultural and “post-racial.” Yet to conservative populists
on the right, he represented a grave threat. These citizens believed “the worst damage to America
was being engineered by an unholy alliance of political-economic elites and the nation’s
undeserving (and largely nonwhite) poor” (Gerstle, 2022, p. 241). Barack Obama, as a cosmopolitan
African-American with global roots, Ivy league degrees, and a history of organizing, was perceived
as the living embodiment of this threat (Skocpol & Williamson, 2016, pp. 79-80). His election,
along with the bank bailouts he went on to oversee, helped spur the rise of the Tea Party, a right-
wing populist movement that combined anger at economic inequality, massive government
spending, and bailouts for wealthy corporations with “ethnoracial resentment” (Gerstle, 2022, p.
241). On the left, public anger at big finance, economic inequality, and “the 1%” manifested in the
Occupy Wall Street movement, which took over Zuccotti Park in New York City’s financial district
for over two months in 2011 before spreading around the world.

The Great Recession was particularly harmful to Black homeowners and families, who lost
wealth at a much greater rate than whites and who struggled to rebuild. This economic decimation
came after decades of mass incarceration, violent policing, and broad underinvestment in Black

communities. In 2013, the Black Lives Matter movement was launched in response to the murder of

136



Trayvon Martin and the acquittal of his killer amid this broader climate of violence and oppression
(“Our History,” 2024). The murder of Michael Brown in Ferguson, MO, set off major protests that
turned Black Lives Matter into a national movement. Over the next ten years, as racial justice
protests grew in response to the murders of Black Americans by the police, activists challenged
systemic racism and pushed for racial justice reform across spheres of American life, from
corporations to university campuses. This push mobilized citizens and further polarized views on
the left and the right (Yglesias, 2019). As racial justice activists found common cause with
movements for DREAMERS and the undocumented, gender and LGBTQIA+ rights, and economic
and climate justice, a progressive coalition took shape (Davis Ill et al,, 2023, p. 208).

By the mid-2010s, populist movements—progressive on the left, and neo-nationalist on the
right—had become major forces in each political party. They brought new political figures—Bernie
Sanders and Donald Trump—to the forefront of American politics, each of whom positioned
themselves as “outsiders” challenging the “establishment elites.” Since joining Congress in 1991,
Bernie Sanders had been a dogged critic of economic inequality, neoliberalism, and the dominance
of Wall Street. In the wake of the Occupy movement, his message gained new resonance among a
generation of activists seeking systemic change (Gerstle, 2022, pp. 257-258). In announcing his
presidential candidacy in 2015, he tied together calls for economic, social, and environmental
justice with a populist message about reclaiming America for middle- and working-class people.
The “elites” he targeted were economic elites—the uber-wealthy and scions of Wall Street—and the
liberal and Democratic establishment that relied upon and protected them. The mobilization
around Bernie’s campaign helped to bring a new generation of congresspeople into the Progressive
Caucus—including four congresswomen of color famously known as “The Squad”—and to energize
a young progressive base that was highly critical of the Democratic establishment.

Donald Trump “waded into Tea Party politics in 2010 and 2011,” becoming the lead

mouthpiece for the “birther” conspiracy that attacked Obama’s U.S. citizenship and eligibility for the
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presidency (Gerstle, 2022, p. 243). His presidential campaign and the Make America Great Again
(MAGA) movement was centered on the grievances and political visions that had invigorated the
Tea Party and the rising “alt-right.” He embraced “an ethnonationalist populism that resonated with
an aroused Tea Party base eager to refocus America’s identity around whiteness, manufacturing,
and a plebeian cultural style designed to offend the country’s ‘social betters’” (Gerstle, 2022, p.
248). While Trump spoke about returning the government to “the people,” it was clear that only
some citizens qualified for membership. Trumpism was “an anti-leftist, anti-elitist cultural stance,”
in which “elite” meant coastal, urban, college-educated, liberal, globalist, condescending, and
privileged—a moniker that was more about values, lifestyle, and worldview than “clear cut
empirical facts,” such as the amount of money in someone’s bank account (Skocpol & Williamson,
2016, p. 80). His message resonated particularly powerfully with white working-class and middle-
class voters, many without college degrees, who felt economically and culturally vulnerable amid an
increasingly diverse, rapidly changing, socially liberal country. These voters reveled in watching as
Donald Trump “antagonized the elite classes of American society” (Streeter, 2020). In 2015, this
anti-elite, anti-establishment ideology of the Tea Party “took over the GOP” with his presidential
nomination (Continetti, 2022, p. 410). Trump’s first inauguration speech in 2017 echoed the
populist themes well tread by his political predecessors on the right: “What truly matters is not
which party controls our government, but whether our government is controlled by the people.
January 20th 2017, will be remembered as the day the people became the rulers of this nation
again” (The Inaugural Address: Remarks of President Donald J. Trump - As Prepared for Delivery,
2017). “Real Americans,” not the liberal intellectual elite, would be in charge now.

This rise of populist leaders was a global phenomenon in the 2010s, and Donald Trump’s
election in 2016 made America part of that pattern. The waves of social protest his election sparked
and the onset of the 2020 COVID pandemic further inflamed America’s political divisions. As the

murder of George Floyd in May 2020 sparked widespread protests and a surge of focus on racial
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justice and equity, partisan divisions on issues of race and other matters of social justice deepened.
Political analysts noted a phenomenon that commentators dubbed “the Great Awokening”: By 2021,
“white liberals [had] moved so far to the left on questions of race and racism that they [were] now,
on these issues, to the left of even the typical black voter” (Yglesias, 2019). As the fatality and
impact of the pandemic hit Americans unequally along lines of race and economic status,
conversations about structural racism, intersectionality, and social justice permeated America’s
institutions and public discourse, and new diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives were
launched across sectors. To proponents on the left, this was part of a long overdue national racial
reckoning, one with a significant way still to go to reach true reparation and justice. To those on the
right, these efforts were proof of a “left-wing cultural revolution,” the rise of a “new ideological
regime” that “after the death of George Floyd...exploded onto the American scene” (Rufo, 2023, pp.
1-2). By capturing America’s institutions and government bureaucracy, Leftists aimed to achieve “a
wholesale moral reversal” from the bedrock traditional values of America (Rufo, 2023, p. 4). Such
an assault called for all-out ideological and cultural warfare. In this climate, Trump’s flagrant
violation of democratic norms, from his election denialism to the insurrection he helped to incite at
the Capitol Building on January 6th, 2021, only reified partisan divisions.

While the election of Joe Biden signaled a possible departure from Trump’s ethno-
nationalist politics, Trump’s reelection in 2024 solidified America’s place in the global rise of right-
wing populism. His second presidency has been defined by an even fiercer attack on American
governmental, educational, and media institutions, and by more aggressive anti-immigrant rhetoric
and policy. Meanwhile, the progressive Left has diagnosed Kamala Harris’s defeat and the broader
lack of support for the Democratic party as the party’s inability to articulate an alternative vision
for working-class Americans. As Bernie Sanders recently told the Guardian, “I think what Trumpism
is about, is an understanding that the system in America is not working for working-class

people...In a phony, hypocritical way, Trump has tapped into that. His quote-unquote ‘solutions’
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will only make a bad situation worse” (Williams, 2025). As the Democratic party continues to tinker
with the status quo and remains enmeshed with Wall Street, progressives argue, they ensure their
defeat.

As a growing chorus of scholars and public figures are arguing, these historical events have
ushered us into “a new historical era,” one defined by a “global populist movement...driven by a
comprehensive sense of social distrust, a firm conviction that the social systems of society were
rigged, corrupted and malevolent” and a clear narrative: “the elites are screwing America” (Brooks,
2025). In a recent op-ed addressed to his Democratic friends, the conservative but anti-Trumpist
columnist David Brooks wrote, “If you're thinking the Democrats’ job now is to come up with some
new policies that appeal to the working class, you are thinking too small. This is not about policies.
Democrats have to do what Trump did...come up with a clear answer to the question: What is the
central problem of our time? Come up with a new grand narrative,” one that meets the “tectonic
shifts” of this era (Brooks, 2025). Statements like these reflect the pervasive sense that we are a
nation and a world experiencing a historical transition, in search of a new vision of politics. This
search has been marked by clashing visions and deep divisions that run through the heart of

American life.

Polarization, stratification, and partisan animosity

These divisions are reflected in the rise of polarization over the last several decades. This
rise can be seen across polarization’s many definitions. According to Gallup polling of U.S.
ideological self-identification, Americans are now more polarized than any point since they started
tracking ideology in 1992. In the 1990s, 43% of Americans identified as moderates, making them
the largest ideological group in U.S. politics. By 2024, that number had dropped to 34% (Brenan,
2025). Furthermore, partisan ideological alignment has also increased: 77% of Republicans—a new

high—now identify as conservative or very conservative, up from 58% in 1992; meanwhile, the
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percentage of Democrats who identify as liberal or very liberal has climbed from 25% to 55% in the
same time period (Brenan, 2025).

Affective polarization—"the tendency of ordinary partisans to dislike and distrust those
from the other party”—has increased dramatically since the early 1990s (Druckman et al., 2022;
Iyengar et al.,, 2019; Mason, 2018). In 1994, only 16% of Democrats and 17% of Republicans held
“very unfavorable” views of the opposing party. By 2017, these numbers had risen to 44% and 45%
respectively (Doherty et al., 2017). Today, large shares of each party view members of the other as
closed-minded, selfish, and immoral (Iyengar et al., 2019, p. 130; Partisan Antipathy, 2019;
Partisanship and Political Animosity in 2016, 2016). Furthermore, political psychologists have
found that extreme forms of affective polarization, including dehumanization, moral
disengagement, and political violence, are on the rise, at roughly equal levels across partisan groups
(Cassese, 2021; Kalmoe & Mason, 2022; Martherus et al., 2021). While there have been ongoing
debates about the extent to which ideological polarization—the shift of the policy positions and
political values that Americans hold toward liberal and conservative poles—has occurred, a
growing body of research suggests that it has meaningfully increased. Between 1994 and 2017, a
Pew report documented a sharp increase in ideological division on topics such as the size of
government, immigration, and racial discrimination, stating that “Republicans and Democrats are
now further apart ideologically than at any point in more than two decades” (Partisan Divides over
Political Values Widen, 2017). More recently, in 2021, Alan Abramowitz, drawing on the American
National Election Studies surveys, found that “correlations among ideological identification, issue
positions and party identification have increased dramatically within the electorate over the past
half century” (Abramowitz, 2021, p. 4). Whether measured through self-identification, partisan
feeling, or ideological and party alignment, polarization has increased substantially over the past
three decades. At the same time, the U.S. became more residentially sorted by race, income, religion,

educational attainment, and political affiliation (Aisch et al., 2016; Bischoff & Reardon, 2014; R.
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Cook, 2022; Logan & Parman, 2017; Menendian et al,, 2021; Norman, 2018; Orfield & Jarvie, 2020;
Ruiz & Perna, 2017). As Neil Lewis, Jr. has argued, our “segregated lives” have led to “stratified
minds,” creating a nation of citizens who see each other and their country in radically differing
ways (Lewis, Jr., 2021, p. 156).

As Americans have sorted politically, new fault lines have emerged. Over the past decades,
as higher education has become a central battleground of partisan politics, a “diploma divide” has
developed in the American electorate. Since the 1980s, Democrats have increasingly become the
party of the college educated, while those without a college degree shifted towards the Republicans.
This represents a major realignment; before 2004, Americans with a college degree leaned more
Republican (Nadeem, 2024b). As of 2023, Republicans held “a 6 percentage point advantage over
the Democratic Party (51% to 45%) among voters who do not have a bachelor’s degree,” and
Democrats held “a 13-point advantage (55% vs. 42%) among those with a bachelor’s degree or
more formal education” (Nadeem, 2024b). While this was true across racial groups, it was
dramatically true among white Americans (Abramowitz, 2023). Today, nearly two-thirds (63%) of
white voters without a bachelor’s degree identify as Republican; meanwhile, white voters with a
college degree were evenly divided (Nadeem, 2024b). Critically, this gap captures several
dimensions of difference in American life. Indeed,

College graduates live in different types of places than non-graduates, work in other sectors

of the economy, exhibit lower levels of religiosity, and hold more liberal attitudes about

racial and ethnic minorities, immigration, sexuality and gender, and a host of other cultural
issues...The increasing proportion of the population with a degree combined with the
attitudinal differences between educational groups has reshaped the political landscape.

The diploma divide is one of the dominant political cleavages nationally and the dominant

cleavage among Whites. (Zingher, 2022, p. 264)
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Importantly, this educational divide is not a proxy for income; while there are little differences in
partisan affiliation across income groups among college degree holders, for those without a college
degree, their partisanship varies substantially: 40% of lower income non-degree holders identified
as Republican, whereas 57% of middle income and 63% of upper income non-degree holders did so
(Nadeem, 2024b).

In light of these and other challenges, several democratic monitoring organizations have
downgraded their ratings of U.S. democracy in the last 5 years (Democracy Index 2020: In Sickness
and in Health?, 2021, pp. 43-46; International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance,
2021, p. vii; Repucci, 2021). One reason partisan hostility and polarization are so damaging to
democracies is that they make it harder to address challenges like economic inequality, racial
inequality, and unrepresentative political institutions, which are themselves harmful to democracy.
These are also the kinds of inequities that tend to drive polarization in the first place, creating a
downward spiral (McCoy et al,, 2018). As McCoy et al. write, “contemporary polarizations often
start when a previously disunited or marginalized segment of society becomes politically united
and mobilized to achieve social, economic, cultural-ideological, or institutional goals” (2018, p. 18).
These mobilizations often provoke backlash “counter-mobilizations.” The intensity of these
conflicts spur groups to use “polarizing rhetoric and tactics” that collapse “the normal multiplicity
of differences in society” into us vs. them dichotomies that help motivate political action. Once
drawn, these battle lines drive social distance between groups and “make compromise, consensus,
interaction, and tolerance increasingly costly and tenuous for individuals and political actors”
(McCoy etal., 2018, p. 18). As a result, institutions become gridlocked and fail to address the issues
that provoked citizen mobilization in the first place. Eventually, people lose trust in democratic
institutions and practices (McCoy et al,, 2018, p. 18). And indeed, Americans’ trust in major
institutions, including Congress, the media, and higher education, has hit historic lows (Deane,

2024; Saad, 2023).
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This mistrust in institutions is a key intersection point between polarization and populism.
As the Ipsos report The Rise of Populism states, “populism capitalizes on perceptions that the system
is broken and that liberal institutions must be changed or eliminated; an ‘us vs. them’ discourse;
and social or economic conditions that make disruption possible” (The Rise of Populism: A Global
Approach, 2017, p. 2). A key driver of populism, the report continues, is “a common feeling that
institutions are unresponsive to or detached from one’s needs, values, and priorities” (The Rise of
Populism: A Global Approach, 2017, p. 2). As McCoy et al explain, “Populist discourse serves to link
a series of unsatisfied demands and forms a collective identity around ‘the people,’ in opposition to
an elite accused of frustrating their interests” (2018, p. 20). For ethnonationalist populists like
Trump, immigrants and other minorities also become key targets for blame (The Rise of Populism:
A Global Approach, 2017, p. 2). The “us versus them” discourse of populism can be further
polarizing, leading to further distrust in institutions. In this way, the rise of polarization and
populism, particularly right-wing populism, has led many to conclude that American democracy is
now in crisis.

Finally, as scholars of populism have pointed out, it is an easy slide from populism into
authoritarianism. Right-wing populists

assume that ‘the people’ can speak with one voice and issue something like an imperative

mandate that tells politicians exactly what they have to do in government...Thus there is no

real need for debate, let alone the messy back-and-forth of deliberating in Congress or other

national assemblies. The populists have always already been the faithful spokespersons of

the real people. (Miiller, 2016, pp. 27-28)
If the populist leader is the spokesperson of what the (legitimate) people want, then their voice is
the only one needed to govern. For this reason, while it may seem oxymoronic, “populism without

participation is an entirely coherent proposition” (Miiller, 2016, p. 26). To many, the warning signs
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that American democracy is sliding not just towards populism but towards authoritarianism are

flashing red.

“War for the soul of America”: The politics of culture war

Amid stratification, polarization, and partisan animosity, politics has come to be seen by
many Americans as a war of worldviews in which the very nature of our country is at stake. The
country has divided into nearly equally sized camps that hold “opposite understandings of national
identity and the sources of U.S. vitality, past and future” and are made up of “energized
citizens...equally determined to fight for the country” (Skocpol & Tervo, 2019, p. 321). In a YouGov
poll conducted in November 2024, 68% of Harris voters and 74% of Trump voters agreed that “my
way of life would be under threat if my presidential candidate doesn’t win” (Lewsey, 2024). This
trend is particularly pronounced among Republicans: While 45% of Harris voters agreed that
“American values and beliefs are being undermined and cherished traditions are under threat,”
double the percentage of Trump voters—89%—agreed (Lewsey, 2024). Indeed, America seems
caught in “new millennial culture wars,” in which “cultural conflict has fused with frenetic class-
based discord to create an unusually toxic politics” (Hartman, 2019, p. 288). As James David Hunter,
the author of the 1991 book Culture Wars that helped make the term a mainstream fixture, writes,
“where the culture wars of the last several decades were fought over sexuality, religion and family,
today's culture wars offer a new set of clashes linked with shifting economic circumstances,
including globalization, immigration and the changing boundaries of legitimate pluralism” (Hunter,
1991; Hunter, 2017). For many citizens, Pat Buchanan’s declaration that our political conflicts are
“a war for the soul of America,” for “what we believe, and what we stand for as Americans” has

never felt more true (Buchanan, 1992).
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Citizenship and Discourse: Fighters and Bridgebuilders

Amid this context, particular visions of citizenship and practices of discourse are coming to
the fore. Putting aside for a moment the substantial number of citizens who have disengaged, the
responses of active citizens across the political spectrum have broadly fallen into two categories:
The fighters, those for whom their political opponents are the biggest threat facing the nation, and
the bridgebuilders, those for whom the social distance and partisan animosity is the greatest threat.
These views of citizenship are underwritten by two different hypotheses. For the fighters,
citizenship has become a battle for the very survival of the country, against opponents who are
stupid, depraved, dangerous, or brainwashed. The only way to “save” the nation is to defeat these
opponents. For the bridgebuilders, this assessment of our fellow citizens is warped and
inaccurate—the outcome of social distance that blinds us to the true (more moderate) extent of our
differences. By creating space for extreme stereotypes to flourish, social distance itself breeds
further animosity and intolerance. Thus, our division itself is the problem. What we need is to build
bridges between warring camps, creating opportunities for us to meet each other up close, under
conditions that foster truer understanding. In reflecting on these modes, it is important to note that
for many citizens these orientations are not fixed; they may inhabit one or the other depending on
context, issue area, or shifts in broader political circumstances. However, these orientations—
along with civic disengagement—have become widespread responses to the practice of politics as
ideological warfare.

These approaches to citizenship inform very different orientations to civic discourse. While
fierce partisans on all sides will say they believe in open, respectful discourse across difference,
they are also likely to say that the moral and cultural frameworks of their opponents—which
engagement would require accepting or submitting to in some way—make such communication
impossible. Furthermore, there is no need to develop further understanding of opposing views;

fighters believe they have the information they need to make sound moral judgments of their
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opponents. The goals of political discourse in this context include to resist and disrupt, to defeat
and silence one’s opponents, or to force them into a particular course of action. It is the language of
conservative and progressive politicians and organizations, of public protest and civil disobedience,
and often of online political discussion. We hear it in the calls from the burgeoning No Kings
movement to build “a movement powerful enough to win against authoritarian forces dead set on
destroying our democracy” and in the language of Project 2025’s Mandate for Leadership to “defang
and defund the woke culture warriors who have infiltrated every last institution in America
(Mandate for Leadership: The Conservative Promise, 2023, p. 9; No Kings, n.d.). Such discourse is
well within the bounds of democratic norms; however, taken further, this view can move into
threats and violence—a phenomenon that has been much more prevalent (though not only
restricted to those) on the right, where it has generated lethal violence and armed insurgency
(Murder and Extremism in the United States in 2023, 2024). For these groups, defeating the
existential threat posed by their political opponents is what saving democracy looks like.

For bridgebuilders, civic discourse is the process by which, through listening, question-
asking, and seeking to understand rather than to persuade, we come to realize that our political
opponents are not as extreme and morally bankrupt as we thought. As close engagement reveals
that our political others do not fit the extreme stereotypes we hold of them, the possibility of
reducing social distance opens up. While it is of course possible that engagement instead inflames
division, supporters of this approach point to growing research that partisans often see their
political opponents as more extreme than they are (Finkel et al., 2020, p. 534; Mernyk et al.,, 2022).
They argue that, especially when engagement occurs alongside conscious efforts to address our
cognitive biases, civil cross-partisan discourse can help us learn to tolerate coexistence and even
find new ways of working together. Civic activists in this camp have started to coalesce their efforts

” o«

under names including “civil discourse,” “bridgebuilding,” “civil dialogue,” and “civic healing.” These

groups include organizations like Braver Angels, Living Room Conversations, Essential Partners,
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and Interfaith America. Several of these organizations have helped form the #Listenfirst Coalition, a

group of “500+ organizations” that make up “the bridging field,” which is
bringing Americans together across differences to listen, understand each other, and
discover common interests. We seek to increase social cohesion—the strength of
relationships and the sense of solidarity among members of the American community. By
increasing our familiarity with, understanding of, and ability to respectfully relate to people
different from ourselves, we can build a new foundation of trust. (#ListenFirst Coalition,
2023)

For these groups, healing our civic fabric is what saving democracy looks like.

Crisis of Confidence: Higher Education in a Time of Ideological Battle

Higher education has been deeply impacted by these historical developments and political
conflicts. These impacts fall into two broad and often intersecting streams—those resulting from
economic change, and those resulting from political change. Together these changes have helped to
make higher education both a battlefield and a fault line in our political conflicts; they have also
made it harder for higher education to fulfill its missions and have contributed to a broader “crisis
of confidence” in higher education among the public. This political and institutional context is

playing a key role in shaping the evolution of civic discourse pedagogy in the 21st century.

Economic Changes

Beginning in the 1970s, technological advancements drove the rise of the knowledge
economy and the growth of high-skill jobs requiring a college degree. In 1983, 19% of jobs required
a bachelor’s degree or higher; by 2021, that number had climbed to 36% (Carnevale et al., 2023). In
this economy, educational attainment became critical to social mobility and economic prosperity. At

the same time, as neoliberal economic policies shrunk public investment in higher education and

148



framed its purpose in terms of “human capital” and economic growth, economics became the
sector’s “overwhelming preoccupation” (Reuben, 2009, p. 47). Colleges and universities began to
engage in “academic capitalism,” embracing ideas of corporate management, seeking new revenue
streams, and competing for grants, enrollment, and prestige (Reuben, 2009, pp. 47-48; Slaughter &
Rhoades, 2004). To students and their families, higher education was emphasized as a private good,
a way to develop the skills and credentials needed to get a good job and secure a good life (Labaree,
1997). Amid this shift, college curricula shifted towards a vocational focus, with “majors in practical
fields such as business administration and communications eclips[ing] traditional favorites such as
English, economics, and history” (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004, p. 3; Reuben, 2009, p. 49).

These shifts helped to nurture what Grubb and Lazerson describe as “the Education Gospel,”
a pervasive narrative that by the early 2000s had formed a kind of common sense: “The Knowledge
Revolution...is changing the nature of work, shifting away from occupations rooted in industrial
production to occupations associated with knowledge and information” (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004,
pp- 1-2). As aresult, students would need not only the “three R’s,” but “higher-order’ skills,
including communications skills, problem solving, and reasoning” (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004, pp. 1-
2). Developing these skills usually required at least some higher education, advancing a belief in the
importance of “college for all” (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004, p. 2). This “gospel” led to a push to make
college access “more inclusive and equitable,” in order to give students “equal opportunity to
compete” in the global marketplace (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004, p. 3). As a college degree became
increasingly economically important, access to high-quality higher education came to carry “more
and more of the political weight that comes with the nation’s founding commitment to equal
opportunity and upward mobility” (Carnevale & Strohl, 2010, p. 83). Indeed, in the early 21st

century, college came to be seen as a critical step in the realization of the American dream.
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Increasing enrollment and diversity

These developments, along with Protest Era reforms to make access to higher education
equitable and accessible, helped to drive the growth of higher education enrollment. In 1980, 49%
of recent high school graduates enrolled in college by the October after their graduation (U.S.
Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2023, Table 302.10). By 2000,
that number had climbed to 63%; after rising through the 2010s and peaking during the Great
Recession, it settled at 62% as of 2022. The population of college students also became much more
racially and socioeconomically diverse (Fry & Cilluffo, 2019). Of the U.S. resident students who
enrolled in college in the fall of 1980, 83.5% were white and 16.5% were students of color—9.4%
black, 4.0% Hispanic, and 2.4% Asian/Pacific Islander—even though only 72.4% of the 18-24-year-
old population was white (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics,
2021, Table 101.20; U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2024c,
Table 306.20). By 2020, college enrollment rates by race matched the racial distribution of young
adults as a whole (Barshay, 2023). Students of color made up 46% of college enrollees, with white
students making up the remaining 54% of U.S. resident enrollees. While these numbers varied a bit
between institutional types—white students made up 56.3% of enrollees in 4-year institutions and
47.8% in 2-year institutions—the broad trend holds.

Students also became much more diverse by socioeconomic status. As a 2019 Pew report
shows, the percentage of students that “are in or near poverty” increased from 21% to 31%
between 1996 and 2016 (Fry & Cilluffo, 2019). This reflects the significant rise after 1990 in “the
proportion of low-income students entering college after high school”—from 48% in 1990 to 63%
in 2017 (Schudde & Ryu, 2023, p. 347). Finally, while the percentage of both men and women
enrolled in college increased, enrollment grew faster for women. From 1995 onwards, a greater
percentage of women have enrolled in college after high school than men (U.S. Department of

Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2023, Table 302.10). As a result, women'’s
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representation as a percentage of college students has grown. As of 2023, 57.6% of college students
were women (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2024b, Table
303.10). Across all institutional types and racial groups, women also have had persistently higher
completion rates than men (Reeves & Secker, 2024).

These trends have resulted in an overall increase in the percentage of Americans with a
college degree. According to the Lumina Foundation, in 2009, 38% of Americans ages 25-64 had
earned an associate’s degree or higher, and 19% had earned a bachelor’s degree. In 2023, that
number had risen to 47.1% with at least an associate’s degree, and 37% with a bachelor’s degree or
higher (Educational Attainment, 2023). This number is even higher for younger populations: Today,
50% of 25-29-year-olds have at least an associate’s degree, and 40% have a bachelor’s or more
(U.S. Department of State, National Center for Education Statistics, 2024a, Table 104.20). Yet,
expanding enrollments did not mean equitable access to opportunity. As higher education access
increased, the sector also became more stratified, providing differential benefits along lines of race,

class, and gender.

Institutional stratification

As Duncan and Murnane write, higher education admirably fulfilled its role as an engine of
social mobility “for the first three-quarters of the twentieth century” (Duncan & Murnane, 2011, p.
3). However, as student enrollment continued to grow and diversify in the 1970s, higher education
began to stratify. Since the 1990s, meaningful differences have emerged in the kinds of institutions
students of various racial identities and income levels have enrolled in. Students of color and low-
income students disproportionately attend the least selective institutions (Schudde & Ryu, 2023, p.
347). As Schudde and Kyu explain, “the U.S. higher education system is structured as a ‘pyramid of
institutions,” in which the tip is composed of a few select and prestigious colleges and the base

consists of the most inclusive institutions” (2024, p. 343). While access to higher education
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increased significantly over the last fifty years, “the gains have mostly occurred in the public two-
year and private for-profit sectors—the bottom tiers of the pyramid” (Schudde & Ryu, 2023, p.
351). Outcomes across these institutional types vary widely. Those at the bottom of the pyramid
have the worst degree attainment and labor market outcomes. While the 6-year graduation rate for
students at highly selective four-year private and public institutions was 93% and 80%
respectively, at two-year colleges it was far lower: in 2018, only approximately 18% of community
college students earned an associate’s degree (Schudde & Ryu, 2023, p. 358-359). Even if students
from less selective schools do graduate, their credential is likely to earn them less than one from a
more selective institution (Schudde & Ryu, 2023, p. 361). In sum, the students with the greatest
resource and educational needs are most likely to enroll “in institutions with the least resources to
help them” and the least economic payoff upon graduation (Carnevale & Strohl, 2010, p. 76).
Institutional stratification by race and income has also been shaped by the rising cost of
college. In the 1980s and 90s, institutional costs increased amid ballooning administrative budgets
and greater competition for students, grants, and prestige. Partially in response, between 1980 and
2002 the average four-year public institutional tuition increased by 128% (Rhoades, 2023, p. 511).
This increase in college costs far outpaced growth in family incomes, particularly for families at the
lower end of the economic spectrum; the share of family income required to cover college tuition in
2008 for public four year colleges for a low-income family was 40% (Rhoades, 2023, p. 511).
Furthermore, as higher education was increasingly positioned as an individual investment, “user
pay” policies became more accepted (Rhoades, 2023, p. 508). State and federal aid policy shifted
from grants to loans, placing more tuition cost burden on students and their families (Rhoades,
2023, pp. 509-511). At the same time, the percent of college costs covered by aid programs like Pell
Grants “fell from its 1975 high of 67 percent to cover, on average, only 25 percent of college costs in
2018” (Schudde & Ryu, 2023, p. 361). Student debt has ballooned—from $500 billion in 2005 to

$1.75 trillion in 2022—particularly for students of color and from low-income backgrounds, who
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are also most likely to struggle to pay loans back (CFR.org Editors, 2024; Schudde & Ryu, 2023, p.
360; The Student Loan Default Divide, 2024). This stratification has happened at a time when low-
and middle-income families have faced increased economic volatility (Hardy & Marcotte, 2020, p.
5). Summarizing their study of households between 1989 and 2011, Hardy and Marcotte write that
“overall middle-class stability falls over time, and...college education does not necessarily cushion
against instability within the middle class” (Hardy & Marcotte, 2020, p. 3). Their research “suggests
that college attainment is increasingly necessary for middle-class stability and upward mobility,
though by no means sufficient to guarantee economic stability” (Hardy & Marcotte, 2020, pp. 4-5).
As Federal Reserve economists found in a 2019 report, both the income and wealth premiums of a
college degree have declined substantially for cohorts born after 1940, noting “our results suggest
that college and postgraduate education may be failing some recent graduates as a financial
investment” (Emmons et al,, 2019, p. 297).

In sum, since the 1980s, college has become more necessary to secure and sustain a middle-
class status—while also becoming both less certain to do so and dramatically more expensive.
Students from the lowest incomes are most likely to enroll in institutions where they are least likely
to secure the credentials that will ensure that their investment will pay off, and from which they are
most likely to leave having incurred student debt and without a diploma. In the words of 51-year-
old airplane mechanic Loren Linton, quoted in a recent Wall Street Journal article about Americans
struggling to repay student loans: “I just feel let down by the whole system because [higher
education] was supposed to improve our lives, not bring it down’” (Grossman & Adedoyin, 2025).
After decades of preaching the Education Gospel to Americans that college attainment would
ensure them middle-class stability and upward mobility amid a changing economy, higher

education for many has not lived up to that promise.
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Political Changes

Alongside these economic changes, the increasing ideologization, polarization, and
populism of American politics has made higher education at once a target of anti-elite, anti-
establishment attacks from both the Right and Left, and a critical site of ideological battle and

capture.

Critique from the Left

Because | have already discussed the rise of the New Left in the previous chapter, I will just
briefly summarize key points here. Critique of higher education among the Left is a central part of
the structural analysis of power, oppression, and hegemony introduced by critical scholars and
others in the 20th century. In presenting themselves as objective producers of truth and
meritocratic allocators of opportunity, institutions of higher education obscure the pervasive uses
of power and systemic forms of oppression that maintain a status hierarchy topped by elites—in
America, Christian, heterosexual, cisgender, able-bodied, white men. As students became a central
part of the 1960s Protest movements, campuses became a key arena of student organizing, and
higher education institutions a key target. The New Left viewed colleges and universities as
“serv[ing] a system that benefitted the interests of the few at the expense of the exploited masses”
and socialized students into a stultifying middle-class life (Reuben, 2009, p. 44). Activists of the
New Left “saw themselves as reorienting the social function of the university from power to justice
and therefore reviving its moral mission,” and pursued university reforms to that end (Reuben,
2009, p. 44). As the activists of the 1960s and 70s entered the academy, they extended these
critiques of higher education across a wide range of fields, from critical, Black, and feminist studies
to sociology, education, and beyond. Scholars in these fields critiqued higher education’s embrace of

neoliberalism and its economic, cultural, and pedagogical perpetuation of inequality (W. Brown,
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2017; Giroux, 2014; Ladson-Billings, 2006). Student activism also continued, though at lower levels,
from 1980s protests for nuclear disarmament and divestment from South African apartheid to
1990s student strikes for curriculum reform amid the “canon wars,” to post-9/11 protests against
George W. Bush and the Iraq War. The years after the 2008 Great Recession saw a resurgence of
campus activism. In 2011, students involved in the Occupy movement protested student debt and
tuition increases. The Black Lives Matter movement and the protests for racial and social justice
that it inspired across campuses further galvanized the Left to challenge higher education on its
institutional role in and perpetuation of systemic forms of oppression. [ will now trace anti-higher

education sentiment on the right before returning to pick up the thread of this story.

Critique from the Right

Anti-higher education sentiment among the conservative Right has been a core part of the
movement since the post-War era. Conservatives viewed colleges and universities as a pillar of the
liberal establishment that excluded and silenced them. As the conservative movement grew by
embracing right-wing populism, anti-elitism and anti-intellectualism became intertwined with a
pro-popular sovereignty stance that challenged the power and prestige of “experts” over the “silent
majority” of “normal,” “average” and “real” Americans.

In tracing these attacks, their consistency across generations of conservative and New Right
activists and leaders becomes clear. William Buckley, considered by many to be the father of the
American conservative movement, began his intellectual career publishing the book God and Man at
Yale, in which he criticized his alma mater for promulgating secularism and collectivism over
Christianity and capitalism, enacting “a deft, left-wing manipulation of an insensate and tractable
student body” (Buckley, 1951, p. 112). In the 1960s, opposition to higher education became
intertwined with defenses against a big federal government, intent on eliminating personal freedom

and imposing democratic socialism via the welfare state. This government was believed to be made
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up of a cadre of liberal intellectuals, condescendingly seeking to impose its will on the American
people. In his career-launching speech A Time for Choosing in support of Barry Goldwater at the
1964 Republican National Convention, Ronald Reagan put it this way:
This is the issue of this election: Whether we believe in our capacity for self-government or
whether we abandon the American revolution and confess that a little intellectual elite in a
far-distant capital can plan our lives for us better than we can plan them ourselves. (Reagan,
1964)
As the Civil Rights Movement gained steam and the federal government took actions to desegregate
public institutions, this anti-intellectual, anti-elitist message became linked with arguments against
federally enforced desegregation. Calls for protection of “states’ rights” were intertwined with pro-
popular sovereignty rhetoric and anti-intellectual and anti-elite stances. George Wallace, the
infamous segregationist, made attacks on “the federal government and its know-it-all politicians

«

and bureaucrats” a central feature of his 1968 presidential campaign, declaring “’the average
American is sick and tired of all those overeducated folks with the pointed heads looking down at
us” (Continetti, 2022, pp. 183, 185). Picking up on these threads, Nixon’s Southern strategy
incorporated critique of higher education in its attempts to draw in Wallace voters. Interviewing
the architect of the Southern strategy, conservative political strategist Kevin Phillips, the New York
Times reported that a “revolt against the liberal intellectual elite of the Northeast by the resentful
commoners of the South, West, and Midwest is at the heart of the Phillips diagnosis” (Boyd, 1970).
As Phillips put it,

Liberalism has turned away from the common people and become institutionalized into an

establishment. Its spokesmen are driven around in limousines and supported by rich

foundations, the television networks and publishing houses, the knowledge industry, the

billion-dollar universities and the urban consulting firms which profiteer from poverty.

(Boyd, 1970)
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In this strategy, universities were positioned as part of a network of elitist, liberal institutions
intent on suppressing the autonomy, voice, and power of the white (conservative) working class.

The fact that campuses were active sites of anti-war and civil rights protest and the
birthplace of the New Left served as further fuel for this argument. Nixon, who believed colleges
were sites of virulent anti-Americanism and radicalization, went after higher education hard
(Continetti, 2022, p. 205). As he is famously quoted as saying to Kissinger in 1972, “Professors are
the enemy. Write that on the blackboard 100 times and never forget it” (Office of the Historian, U.S.
Department of State, n.d.). Conservatives blamed “liberal education” for the loss of “law and order,”
framing campuses as the incubator of a counterculture which sought to overthrow capitalism,
Christianity, Western values and intellectual traditions, and established institutions (Continetti,
2022, p. 189). In these attacks, college protestors were characterized as spoiled, privileged, and in
need of discipline (Continetti, 2022, p. 219). In this right-wing populist rhetoric, higher education,
elitism and privilege, civil rights and other social justice movements, and the collapse of American
and Western ways of life all became intertwined.

In the 1970s, amid conservatives’ growing disappointment with Nixon and the president’s
resignation after Watergate, movement leaders decided that the path to political victory lay in
embracing an even more radical, populist, ideologically potent version of conservatism (Continetti,
2022, p. 230). For the New Right, which defined itself as “antagonistic to all aspects of the eastern
establishment, Republican and Democrat, liberal and conservative, cultural and economic,” higher
education (part of the eastern establishment) could not serve as an intellectual home for this
movement (Continetti, 2022, p. 231). Instead, over the 1970s, the Right built a set of parallel
intellectual and political institutions from which to launch this fight, including the first Conservative
Political Action Conference (CPAC) and the Heritage Foundation (Continetti, 2022, p. 233).

With his presidential run in 1976, Ronald Reagan embraced the New Right and brought the

movement into the Republican mainstream. Yet, while Reagan succeeded in building a new
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Republican majority with a prominent strand of New Right conservatism, the Reagan Revolution
did not translate to cultural and ideological dominance in the institutions conservatives associated
with liberals. Indeed, there was a sense in the 1980s that “liberals [still] owned the culture”
(Continetti, 2022, p. 291). In this context, “conservatives continued to identify the university as a
source of American decline” (Continetti, 2022, p. 292). In 1987, Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the
American Mind, which blamed the New Left and the multiculturalism and relativism it ushered in
for the failure of American higher education, became a bestseller (Bloom, 1987). The tactics of the
campus Right increasingly mirrored the political Right: A “more provocative, more combative, more
irresponsible” campus Right emerged, embodied by figures like Dinesh D’Souza, who challenged the
“political correctness” of the campus Left (Continetti, 2022, p. 293). These messages were also
picked up by the burgeoning ecosystem of right-wing media that was developing on AM talk radio
and cable news. Figures like Rush Limbaugh and platforms like Fox News kept up a steady
drumbeat of anti-elite, anti-higher education rhetoric, accusing universities of liberal brainwashing
and sharing reports of what they viewed as egregious liberal bias on campuses.

When the right-wing populist orientation of these media outlets and their audiences found
expression in the Tea Party, critique of higher education became a key part of the movement. As
Theda Skocpol and Vanessa Williamson describe in their 2010s study, Tea Party members shared a
deep concern about the “haughty, overbearing, and dubiously patriotic higher-educated elite” who
“they believe scorn most Americans” (Skocpol & Williamson, 2016, pp. 79-80). Indeed, Tea Partiers
used “higher education as a shorthand for the difference between the cultural elite and the average
Americans”—an association that echoed the rhetoric of past conservative figures, from Reagan to
Goldwater (Skocpol & Williamson, 2016, pp. 80, 82). This was true, as Skocpol noted, even among
the many Tea Partiers who themselves were college educated. The authors note “as with those
deemed undeserving, the category of the ‘intellectual elite’ is more politically symbolic than based

on clear-cut empirical facts” (Skocpol & Williamson, 2016, p. 80). It bore a particular cultural
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connotation—liberal, cosmopolitan, condescending, possessing the belief that education and
cultural status entitle you to power over others. These views would only deepen as higher

education was plunged into the “campus speech wars” of the 2010s.

Campus Speech Wars

In 2015, these forces—polarization, increasing student diversity, stated institutional
commitments to multiculturalism and inclusion, and the parallel rises of right-wing populism and
left movements for racial, economic, and social justice—collided on college campuses. Over the next
decade, they helped to produce what came to be known as the “campus speech wars,” and made
higher education a critical battlefield in the country’s larger political fight (Ben-Porath, 2023).

In 2015, amid the rise of the Black Lives Matter movement and the spread of racial justice
organizing and protest across the country, Black students and other students of color began
protesting pervasive and systemic racial oppression on their campuses. Highly publicized
confrontations between students, faculty, and administrators at schools including Yale and the
University of Missouri raised the profile of student concerns and actions. Protests spread to schools
across the country, from HBCUs to large public universities to community colleges. Students and
faculty of color reported feeling chronically unsafe, subjected to subtle and overt racism and a
pervasive sense of a lack of belonging. A qualitative study of student demands across 76 campuses
showed that student groups sought change to institutional policy, leadership, resources, diversity,
training, curriculum, and mental health support (Arnston, 2016). Donald Trump’s presidential
campaign, which got underway in June of 2015 and featured racist, xenophobic, and sexist rhetoric,
further fueled national and campus protest. In response, many colleges and universities launched
or expanded what have come to be known as “DEI” initiatives—programs, centers, funding streams,
and other forms of support meant to improve campus climate for minoritized students and increase

diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging throughout the university.
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Critical responses emerged from multiple camps. In September 2015, Greg Lukianoff, the
president and CEO of the Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression, and social psychologist
and NYU professor Jonathan Haight wrote the article The Coddling of the American Mind, in which
they argued that practices such as “trigger warnings,” the naming of microaggressions, and what
they called “emotional reasoning” were stifling open debate and failing to prepare students for civic

e

and public life (Lukianoff & Haidt, 2015). Conservatives accused students of “‘snowflake’
vulnerability” and saw in these protests “the abdication of all that is right and good about American
democracy” (Ben-Porath, 2020, p. 3).

Throughout Donald Trump’s presidency, political tensions on campuses continued to run
high. From speaker protests and disinvitations, to the harassment, firing, and resignation of faculty,
to student reports of harm from racist and violent speech as well as self-censorship, campus speech
became “a wedge issue” amid broader political battles (Ben-Porath, 2020, p. 2). Campus tensions
were further pressured by external public and political actors, especially those “demanding greater
voice to conservative speakers, in an effort to rebalance the ideological makeup of the university”
(Ben-Porath, 2020, p. 1; Binder & Kidder, 2022). 2020 was a landmark year in the struggle over
discourse on college campuses: The murder of George Floyd sparked racial justice protests across
the world and led to an “intense surge of anti-racism work” in higher education (Allen, 2023b). That
same year, Christopher Rufo launched his campaign against “critical race theory” (Wallace-Wells,
2021). Organizations like FIRE began to publish “college free speech rankings,” raising the profile of
concerns over self-censorship. Groups of faculty began to organize on behalf of academic freedom
and ideological diversity and to demand protection and support from their universities (“About,”
n.d.; About Heterodox Academy, n.d.). These challenges were diagnosed by different camps as a
crisis of free expression and open inquiry, a crisis of mutuality and understanding, and a crisis of
equity and justice (Campus Free Expression, 2021; Krislov, 2021; The Black Justice League at

Princeton University, 2015). Ultimately, conflicts over speech on campus frequently became framed
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as a choice between academic freedom and free speech on one hand and safety and inclusion on the
other (Ben-Porath, 2020). While many scholars argued that this dichotomy is false, and that in fact
inclusion plays a central role in ensuring academic freedom, this understanding continued to frame

struggles over campus discourse (E. S. Anderson, 1995; Ben-Porath, 2020).

A second Trump term: “Universities are the enemy”

Higher education wasn’t a significant area of focus for Trump during his first term. As the
Wall Street Journal reports, leaders in Trump circles “argued that universities were so deeply
stewed in progressive ideas that small, incremental changes wouldn’t be enough—that the federal
government needed to force a major cultural shift. For years, the notion went nowhere” (E. Collins
et al.,, 2025). However, Republican lawmakers began to pursue state-level campaigns to curtail what
they described as “woke” ideology in public higher education, steps they often framed as protecting
“free inquiry” (Gretzinger et al., 2025). As ].D. Vance put it in his 2021 speech “Universities are the
Enemy” at the National Conservatism Conference: “If any of us want to do the things that we want
to do for our country, and for the people who live in it, we have to honestly and aggressively attack
the universities in this country” (The Universities Are the Enemy, 2021). During Trump’s years out of
office, members of his team began concretizing plans to take control of and profoundly reform
higher education as part of his 2024 presidential platform (E. Collins et al., 2025). In July 2023,
Donald Trump released a campaign video entitled “Protecting Students from the Radical Left and
Marxist Maniacs Infecting Educational Institutions” in which he stated, “For many years, tuition
costs at colleges and universities have been exploding, and I mean absolutely exploding, while
academics have been obsessed with indoctrinating America's youth. The time has come to reclaim
our once great educational institutions from the radical Left” (Agenda47, 2023). The October 7t,
2023, Hamas attacks against Israel and Israel’s subsequent retaliation reignited campus protests

across the country. A few months later, disastrous congressional hearings with three presidents of
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elite universities (Harvard, Penn, and MIT) further fueled a narrative of crisis. To those on the
Right, these protests were living proof of Trump’s words. By the time President Trump began his
second term in January 2025, speech on college campuses, and higher education more broadly, had
become an even more central battlefield in partisan politics.

In the months since Trump has taken office, his administration has sought to “force a major
cultural shift” within higher education—requiring the dismantling of DEI, withdrawing billions of
dollars in funding, and threatening the ability of international students to enroll programs (U.S.
Department of Education Takes Action to Eliminate DEI, 2025). Right-wing leaders have been clear
about the underlying motive for this strategy: it is a play for cultural and ideological power. As
conservative activist Christoper Rufo, one of Trump’s leading advisors on higher education, wrote
on January 9, 2024 in an essay called New Right Activism,

No institution can be neutral—and any institutional authority aiming only for neutrality will

immediately be captured by a faction more committed to imposing ideology....

Conservatives can no longer be content to serve as the caretakers of their enemies’

institutions, or as gadflies who adopt the posture of the ‘heterodox’ while signaling to their

left-wing counterparts that they have no desire to disrupt the established hegemony.

Rather, the New Right needs to move from the politics of pamphlets to the governance of

the institutions. We must recruit, recapture, and replace existing leadership. We must

produce knowledge and culture at a sufficient scale and standard to shift the balance of
ideological power. Conservative thought has to move out of the ghetto and into the

mainstream. (Rufo, 2024)

As Matt Grossman and David Hopkins write, “today, Republicans and conservatives treat colleges
and universities as powerful political opponents that are readily spreading progressive ideas into
the larger society” (2024, p. 179). This animosity has been further fueled by the conservative media,

which has “increasingly stoked outrage among an audience mostly composed of older Americans
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who either did not attend college or did so many years ago by depicting higher education in the
twenty-first century as a pit of never-ending leftist horrors” (Grossman & Hopkins, 2024, p. 180). In
the words of young up-and-coming conservative media personality Charlie Kirk, college is a “scam,”
“bankrupting and brainwashing away the future of America’s youth” (Kirk, 2022). A growing

number of Americans are starting to agree.

Declining trust in higher education

Amid this climate, partisan views of higher education have sharply diverged since the
2010s. In 2015, 53% of Republicans believed colleges and universities were having “a positive
effect on the way things were going in the country”; by 2019, that had dropped to 33% (Parker,
2019). Democratic views remained steady at 67%. By January 2024, these numbers had diverged
even further: 74% of surveyed Democrats believed that colleges and universities had “a positive
effect on the way things are going in the country these days,” while only 31% of surveyed
Republicans felt the same (Nadeem, 2024a). However, views of higher education are not entirely
rosy among Democrats, either: Only 26% stated that pursuing a degree was worth it if loans were
required—a reality for most American families (Fry et al., 2024). Furthermore, the share of
Democrats with high confidence in higher education decreased from 68% in 2015 to 56% in 2024
(Jones, 2024). As of June 2024, roughly equal numbers of Americans reported having a “great deal,”
“some,” or “very little” confidence in U.S. higher education (36%, 32% and 32% respectively)
(Jones, 2024). Of those who were not confident in higher education:

41% mention colleges being ‘too liberal,’ trying to ‘indoctrinate’ or ‘brainwash’ students, or

not allowing students to think for themselves as reasons for their opinions. Nearly the same

percentage, 37%, are critical of higher education for not teaching relevant skills, for college

degrees not meaning much, or for graduates not being able to find employment. Twenty-
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eight percent mention cost concerns, such as the price of a college education or high student

debt levels. (Jones, 2024)

In sum, the public is increasingly questioning the ability of higher education to fulfill its intellectual,
educational, civic, and economic missions.

As Republicans continue to slam colleges and universities and use these criticisms as
justification for attacking institutions’ financial foundations and operational autonomy, higher
education leaders are walking a tightrope—responding to legitimate public concerns while
protecting their institutions from politically motivated attacks. College and university presidents
and leaders of scholarly societies have rallied to defend academic freedom and institutional
autonomy and to decry “the unprecedented government overreach and political interference now
endangering American higher education” (A Call for Constructive Engagement, 2025). At the same
time, many have affirmed calls for certain kinds of reform, particularly around making college more
affordable and accessible, and improving viewpoint diversity and the openness of campus discourse
(Inskeep et al., 2025; Roth, 2024). Efforts to actively recruit conservative students and professors
have led The Atlantic to declare, “the era of DEI for conservatives has begun” (Horowitch, 2025). In
the wake of Trump administration attacks and threats of funding cuts for institutions with
traditional DEI offices and programs—i.e., those focused on marginalized groups—many schools
have continued these initiatives; others, however, have closed programs or have shifted their
names and purported focus, replacing “diversity,” “inclusion” and “equity” with “community,”
“culture,” and “campus life” (Green, 2025; University DEI, 2025). In these ways and many more,

higher education is seeking to find its footing and clarify its public purpose amid a convulsive

political landscape.
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Pedagogical Practice: Fighters and Bridgebuilders on Campus

At the center of these clashes within and about higher education, from the debates about
postmodernism and “political correctness” to the “campus speech wars” to Republican attacks on
higher education today, has been the teaching and practice of civic discourse. In many ways,
approaches to civic speech in higher education during this time have reflected the same divisions as
in broader society—between discourse as an expression of political and ideological battle, and as a
means of seeking understanding, engagement, and repair.

As political engagement and polarization on college campuses have increased over the last
two decades, so have these two approaches. In 2015, UCLA’s 2015 Higher Education Research
Institute (HERI) annual Freshman Survey reported that 8.5% of incoming full-time students at 4-
year institutions “indicated a ‘very good chance’ that they would participate in student protests
while in college,” up from 5.6% in 2014, and “the highest level recorded for this item since its
inception in 1967” (The American Freshman: National Norms Fall 2015 Research Brief, 2016, pg.
1). Between 2015 and 2019, the percentage of students who reported that they “frequently” or
“occasionally” demonstrated for a cause (e.g. boycott, rally, protest) during the past year similarly
increased by 50%, rising from 20.8% to 30.3% (Eagan etal., 2016, p. 41; Stolzenberg et al., 2020, p.
39). Mirroring broader society, students at 4-year institutions have also become more polarized,
with the 2024 incoming class reaching the highest levels of polarization in the HERI survey’s 58-
year history. While in 2000, 51.9% of incoming freshmen identified as “middle-of-the-road,” in
2024 only 40.3% did (Data Tables - 2024 CIRP Freshman Survey, 2025, p. 15; Sax et al., 2000, p.
29). HERI's data also suggests that college students at 4-year institutions are more moderate-to-
left-leaning than the American public: According to Gallup polling, in 2024 only 34% of Americans
identified as moderate, 37% as conservative, and 25% as liberal (Brenan, 2025). Meanwhile, in

2024, 21.4% of students identified as conservative and 2.6% identified as far-right; 30.3% of

165



students identified as liberal and 5.3% identified as far left (Data Tables - 2024 CIRP Freshman
Survey, 2025, p. 15).

In this climate, it is unsurprising that the same combative discursive approach found in our
broader politics has been mirrored on college campuses. For many in higher education, a primary
purpose of campus discursive engagement is to fight against dangerous and morally repugnant
opponents—those who pose an existential threat to particular campus groups, the institution, and
the nation. Campus discourse matches our broader politics in other ways as well: Research suggests
that student activists on both the left and right believe that “current systems are fundamentally
broken,” and view institutions and institutional leaders with distrust (Binder & Kidder, 2022, p.
109; Duong et al., 2024, p. 31). As these students pursue fundamental changes in their institution’s
structures and campus cultures, they see themselves in opposition to administrators and to other
campus partisans—including the more centrist members of their own ideological side (Binder &
Kidder, 2022, pp. 30, 66).

Furthermore, campus conflicts over speech are related to issues of inclusion and exclusion,
safety and harm, voice and representation, and truth and values that cross all spheres of college life.
As students on both the right and left embrace ideological analyses of institutional power, spaces
from classrooms and dorm rooms to quads and online spaces become contexts of ideological
conflict, in which the point of civic discourse is to provoke, disrupt, challenge, defend, platform or
de-platform, to win. This approach manifests in many forms of conflict, including clashes over
visiting speakers, between student groups, interpersonally between students, faculty, and staff,
between student groups and the administration, and between faculty and administrators (Aviles et
al,, 2023, p. 9). Some of these manifestations are public—opposing camps of student activists facing
off in campus quads, students confronting administrators and faculty members, groups protesting
and disrupting invited speakers, students and faculty being verbally harassed online, and more.

Involvement and support by external political actors and organizations further promote
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confrontational rhetoric and action (Binder & Kidder, 2022). Other examples of this approach to
civic discourse are more subtle, unfolding in interactions in classrooms, faculty meetings, dorm
group chats, and student club meetings. As in our broader politics, these interactions reflect the
belief that these campus conflicts are rooted in irreconcilable values and visions for our institutions
of higher education, and for the society these institutions should work to advance.

In response to the rise of this fists-up orientation, others across higher education have
sought to advance a bridgebuilding vision of campus civic discourse. Indeed, of the critiques that
higher education has increasingly embraced, the call to shift the modes and culture of campus
discourse away from ideological battle to one less conflictual and more accepting of “viewpoint
diversity” tops the list. As Alan Garber, President of Harvard has said,

We have been very clear that we think we do have issues, and [ would particularly

emphasize the speech issues. We think it's a real problem, if—particularly a research

university's—students don't feel free to speak their minds, when faculty feel that they have
to think twice before they talk about the subjects that they're teaching. That's a real

problem that we need to address. (Inskeep et al., 2025)

Indeed, for higher education, students learning to engage respectfully across broad and
fundamental differences of perspective—and being able to demonstrate that to the broader
public—seems to kill many birds with one stone: it ensures a hallmark practice of open inquiry
central to its academic and scholarly missions; it challenges claims of elitism and liberal
domination; and it shows that students are learning skills essential to civic and professional life. It
promises to form students into citizens who are capable of interacting in ways that counter the
flagrant antagonism that marks our politics, and of which many citizens say they are growing weary
(Nadeem, 2023).

Yet, finding a form of civic discourse pedagogy to achieve these goals amid the particular

contours of today’s campus divisions has been challenging. As in times past, the pedagogies
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developed to address previous eras of upheaval have significant limitations. While debate remains
alive and well on college campuses in forms including classroom pedagogy, public event format,
and competitive intercollegiate debate, among others, many have voiced doubts about its
usefulness in bridging the nation’s divides (Garcia & Ulbig, 2020; Gurin et al., 2013, p.
29). Specifically, critics say that debate’s competitiveness and focus on winning fuels rather than
ameliorates partisan divisions. Furthermore, in a time when political divides run along social
identities lines including race, class, and gender, the charge that debate privileges the speaking
styles and dispositions of white middle- and upper-class men over women, low-income students,
and students of color presents a challenge to using debate to foster productive political
conversations with students from diverse backgrounds (Hogan & Kurr, 2017, pp. 8-11).

Deliberative discussion, too, continues to be practiced as both a classroom pedagogy and a
key part of college’s civic and community engagement efforts. However, in addition to ongoing
concerns that deliberative discourse is too marked by norms that privilege white-, upper class-, and
male participants, many worry that students do not share enough understanding—of facts, history,
social norms, priorities, and life experiences—to engage in the collaborative problem solving of
deliberation. At a time when Americans live in different “media bubbles,” when we do not agree
about what language is considered sexist, racist, or offensive, or about whether issues like climate
change, gun violence, terrorism, and illegal immigration are “very big” problems for the nation, it is
hard to know on what footing a deliberative conversation can begin (Little Partisan Agreement on
the Pressing Problems Facing the U.S., 2018; Public Highly Critical of State of Political Discourse in
the U.S., 2019). As students increasingly come to college with little experience interacting across
lines of race, class, or political orientation, some question whether deliberative conversations can
get off the ground without deeper understanding and relational repair (J. Miller, 2022a).

While increasingly under fire as part of a larger attack on DEI initiatives and programs

centered on social identity groups, intergroup dialogue too maintains a widespread presence.
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However, given that the social justice orientation at the center of IGD is also at the center of
conflicts over higher education, the pedagogy seems likely to repel conservative students and
prevent the kind of open, cross-ideological discourse being called for. Additionally, many schools
may be wary of using a pedagogy that is likely to draw ire from conservative activists and the
Trump administration. Furthermore, amid these broader pressures, there is a growing belief by
many that emphasizing group identity and difference has exacerbated conflict, and that campuses
ought to—in the words of Harvard’s new Chief Community and Campus Life Officer (formerly Chief
Diversity and Inclusion Officer)—“bring people of different backgrounds, experiences, and
perspectives together as one community, focusing on the unique experiences and contributions of
the individual and not the broad demographic groups to which they belong” (Charleston, 2025).
Whether as a response to changing political regimes or reflective of genuine shifts in view,
pedagogy centering demographic identity is increasingly under question.

Many of the limitations of these pedagogical approaches became apparent as colleges and
universities struggled to respond to the campus speech wars of the 2010s. As the Harvard
Presidential Task Force on Inclusion and Belonging wrote in their 2018 report, “We may not yet
understand all the relevant pedagogic tools for the work of simultaneously upholding principles of
academic freedom and inclusion, or how to clarify fully the distinctions between productive
discomfort, pointless harm, and actual trauma, but we will find the answers only if we seek them”
(2018, p. 4). The report tasked “the educators among us [with] the job of finding the pedagogic tools
to bring together the principle of academic freedom with a culture of mutual respect” (2018, p. 4).
In response to these challenges, colleges and universities began launching a number of “civic
experiments” to try to foster healthy and productive political discourse on campus (Longo &
Shaffer, 2019c, p. 2). Institutions across the country launched “courses, orientation programs,

workshops, and events—that help students communicate across differences” (J. Miller, 2022b).
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In many ways, these “experiments” have mirrored and drawn on the discursive practices of
“bridgebuilding” already widespread in civil society. A commonly stated goal is to help students
speak with each other across difference in ways that build mutual understanding. Practices like
deep listening, intellectual humility, asking genuine questions, assuming good intent, seeking
common ground, building relationships between opposing camps, and an open-minded willingness
to engage with those who hold opposing views are frequently emphasized. These approaches were
often defined against deliberation and debate; their aim is not to persuade others, solve a problem,
or win an argument. Rather, the goal is simply to help people with differing worldviews better
understand each other. Proponents of this approach argue that teaching these practices to students
and establishing them as institutional norms will strengthen democracy, promote respect and
inclusion, support learning, protect free speech, safeguard open inquiry, and address polarization
and political discord on campuses and beyond. Over the past decade, these “experiments” have
coalesced into an approach that goes by a collection of names, including civil discourse, civil
dialogue, bridgebuilding, constructive dialogue, dialogue across difference, and more.

Organizations, courses, initiatives, workshops, and centers advancing this approach have
proliferated on college campuses. Providence College and University of Pennsylvania have launched
centers and initiatives devoted to civil dialogue. Harvard, along with Stanford, California State
University-Bakersfield, Santa Fe College, and St. Philip’s college, created the Intercollegiate Civil
Disagreement Partnership (ICDP) Fellowship to train students across the country in the skills of
civil dialogue. The National Constitution Center, in partnership with Khan Academy, created a free
online course called “Constitutional Conversations and Civil Dialogue.” Organizations like
Constructive Dialogue Institute and Greater Good Center’s Bridging Differences Initiative are
offering curricular tools to educators to support civil discourse in the classrooms, and student
groups like BridgeUSA are leading student-driven efforts to grow a grassroots civil dialogue

movement.
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While initially these initiatives were an attempt to find a mode of discourse that welcomed
competing ideological perspectives and created a way for warring camps to meet on some kind of
shared discursive ground, more recently they have also become part of the strategy to rehabilitate
higher education’s image. By demonstrating to the American public that open, reasoned intellectual
discourse is unfolding on America’s campuses, institutions could combat the narrative that higher
education is in crisis. As Rajiv Vinnakota, president of the Institute for Citizens and Scholars (ICS),
recently put it, “presidents are taking this issue very seriously...The protests over [spring 2024] just
heightened the focus and the need to make sure that people are seeing the free inquiry that, frankly,
needs to be at the center of all of higher education” (Blake & Palmer, 2024). His organization’s
initiative, the College Presidents for Civic Preparedness consortium, is a group of college presidents
seeking to “signal a collective commitment to democracy, dialogue, and the truth-seeking mission of
higher education” (Civic Commitments Take Center Stage, 2025). In the consortium’s report “From
Polarization to Progress: College Presidents Join Forces,” its common goal is stated as “advancing
civil discourse, ensuring every student learns to seek diverse perspectives, engage constructively,
and confidently express views, even amid disagreements” (2024, p. 4). The consortium envisions a
campus culture in which “on campus quads and online platforms, students from diverse political
and social backgrounds will advocate for their viewpoints through productive discussions, events,
and protests, while actively seeking to build trust and find common ground with others” (From
Polarization to Progress: College Presidents Join Forces, 2024, p. 25). How could a campus with
such a discursive climate be accused of indoctrination, discrimination, and failure to teach critical
thinking or prepare students for citizenship? Indeed, the consortium promises, by realizing these
aims, higher education will foster “a civic revival that reverberates throughout society,” and,
presumably, in doing so will put questions about the value and purpose of higher education to rest

(2024, p. 4).
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Yet, several questions about the meaning and practice of “bridgebuilding,” “civil dialogue”
and “civic discourse” remain. In some ways, its value lies in the fact that it is a neologism—a new
term that possesses an amount of strategic ambiguity, opening up fresh, undefined ground on
which to gather. It counts among its champions Republican Florida Governor Ron DeSantis, who in
2023 introduced legislation "to further elevate civil discourse and intellectual freedom in higher
education, further pushing back against the tactics of liberal elites who suppress free thought in the
name of identity politics and indoctrination” (Governor DeSantis Elevates Civil Discourse and
Intellectual Freedom in Higher Education, 2023); leaders and scholars such as Danielle Allen (a
former Democratic candidate for Massachusetts governor, as well as a leading political theorist)
and Eboo Patel, founder of Interfaith America, who understand these approaches as practices of
pluralism (Bridgeland et al., 2024; Green, 2025; Patel, 2024); and programs like the Dialogue,
Inclusion, and Democracy lab at Providence College, which “strategically embed|s] civil discourse in
courses and student life...to educate the next generation of leaders who will make meaningful
contributions, address public challenges, and promote the common good” (Dialogue, Inclusion, and
Democracy Lab, 2020). Indeed, while for many the word “civil” has a fraught historical association
with colonialism and the prioritization of order over justice, “civil” derives from civility, which can
be traced back to the Greek civilitas, relating to the practice of government and citizenship. It can
broadly be understood as a set of norms, rules, commitments, or expectations guiding the behavior
of citizens (Laden, 2019, p. 9). Thus, in its most basic definition, “civil” means “norm-" or “rule-
governed” (e.g., civil discourse is “rule-governed discourse”)(Brosseau, 2011).

In many ways, the embrace of civil discourse by people of diverse political beliefs can be
understood as a way to relieve anomie: “a collective sense that a social contract—the norms on
which we rely to navigate the vicissitudes of society—is broken” (Cottom, 2025). Of course, the
question is, whose norms? In our time of polarized cultural conflict, this question is the whole point.

Right now, civil discourse—as a term, an aspiration, a practice, a paradigm—is a vessel, available
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for various groups to imbue with different assumptions and meanings. While it broadly brings to
mind visions of respect, calm, reasonableness, and perhaps intellectual openness and rigor, all the
paradigmatic questions remain about what conceptions of personhood, power, and social
epistemology this approach will employ and advance. How do we understand participants in civil
discourse—as individuals, community members, members of social groups? Which viewpoints are
welcome, and what are considered legitimate forms of reasoning and evidence? How are issues of
dominance and equality understood and navigated? Who is in charge and how do they enact that
power? What happens when dialogue reveals not common ground but clashing interests? While
these questions remain unanswered, several ideas about personhood, power, and social
epistemology have emerged in recent decades that could be the threads from which a new
paradigm could be woven—and I believe are therefore worth keeping our eyes on moving forward.

It is to these ideas that I now turn.
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Conclusion

In the fall of 2025, [ will start a postdoc as a Civil Discourse Fellow at Harvard's Edmond &
Lily Safra Center for Ethics. In many ways, | remain concerned with the questions that brought me
to the PhD in 2018: How are American schools teaching students to navigate our fraught political
landscape? How should they? While my focus has narrowed somewhat, to the teaching of civic
discourse in higher education, my overarching questions remain the same. My motivation—to help
those working to address challenges of discourse in higher education understand what it is that’s
happening and why, and to find ways to respond—also remains the same. Yet much else about how
[ understand and approach these questions and aims has changed. The work of this dissertation has
offered me new ways to think about diagnosing what it is that’s going on here, and what perhaps
we should do about it. While I don’t have any neat answers, I'll use this space to reflect on the
insights that [ am taking away from this work, and I will share some closing thoughts on where it

could head in the future.

What Is It That’s Going On Here?

If anything, this multidisciplinary study crossing five centuries of Western history has given
me a new appreciation of the myriad factors and forces shaping both our contemporary political
divisions and our challenges with civic discourse on and off college campuses. In the face of this
complexity, the model of pedagogical emergence that I've argued for here offers a way to organize
and explore the relationship between some of those factors, and how they impact the ways we
teach students to communicate with each other as citizens. Discerning this pattern of pedagogical
emergence has shifted the way [ understand higher education’s discursive challenges—not simply
as the symptoms of a discrete set of pathologies (affective polarization or Republican attacks on

higher education, for example), but as outcomes of a recurring historical process and the
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transitional point in that process in which we find ourselves now. In my work ahead, I will
continually revisit the questions this model poses—about transformational social change, visions of
politics, citizenship and public discourse, the mission of higher education, and the ways all of these
together shape civic discourse education on college campuses—and will continue updating my
analysis as circumstances evolve. In the previous chapter, | experimented with applying that model
to our present, and [ am eager to hear thoughts and reactions to what I have offered. Moving
forward, I will also be tracking the evolution of new conceptions of personhood, power, and social
epistemology in our broader society. The meeting of these ideas and new visions of politics is where
a new paradigm of civic discourse in higher education is likely to take form. In this next section, |
highlight developing ideas and trends in these areas that I believe may influence (or are already
influencing) the way discursive pedagogies develop in the coming decades, and that I'll be keeping

my eyes on moving forward.

Personhood

The first trend I'll be tracking is dehumanization. Multiple studies have found that members
of both parties hold both subtle and blatant dehumanizing views of their opponents, and at
generally equal levels (Cassese, 2021; Kalmoe & Mason, 2022; Martherus et al.,, 2021). These
studies have found that partisan identity strength is directly associated with dehumanization: those
party members who have the strongest sense of partisan identity tend to dehumanize opponents
the most (Cassese, 2021, p. 34). As Finkel et al. write, our understanding of politics as the practice of
“dominating the abhorrent supporters of the opposing party” is grounded in three practices related
to dehumanization: “othering—the tendency to view opposing partisans as essentially different or
alien to oneself; aversion—the tendency to dislike and distrust opposing partisans; and
moralization—the tendency to view opposing partisans as iniquitous” (Finkel et al., 2020, p. 533).

Perceived or actual differences in values can trigger moral outrage that can lead to moral
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disengagement: the more partisans view each other as lacking basic morality and decency, or
having such different cultural and moral values as to be “alien,” the more they exclude their
opponents “from their category of humanity” (Bandura, 2016, p. 1). Such dehumanization “weakens
moral qualms over treating them harshly,” justifying forms of harm and violence against partisan
opponents that otherwise clash with their own moral standards (Bandura, 2016, p. 3). In this way,
our polarized culture is fueling moralized ideas of personhood contingent on ideological belief and
partisanship. Such views can lead citizens otherwise committed to egalitarianism and democratic
inclusion to justify harm and exclusion to those they see as their moral opponents. This could have
many implications for civic discourse teaching and practice, including impacting willingness to
speak across worldview difference, ideas of who is a legitimate participant, and the extension of
democratic norms of respect and tolerance. Actively combatting dehumanization may become a key
part of initiating, teaching, and sustaining civic discourse on college campuses moving forward.

A second trend in the area of personhood is the complexifying of social identity. In the last
quarter of the 20th century, ideas of racial, gender, and sexual identity began to splinter, giving rise
to more multiple and fluid understandings that challenged categories such as man and woman,
Black and White, straight and gay (Rodgers, 2011, p. 11). As social scientists across fields developed
theories about the ways in which identities are socially constructed, contextual, and performative,
they challenged essentialist conceptions of identity grounded in immutable collective essence
(Calhoun, 1994, pp. 13-14). These ideas helped to advance the notion of self-identification, the
“basic human right to identify oneself in whatever categories one chose, to do so differently from
one’s brothers and sisters and parents, if one wished, differently in different situations, and to
change that identify over the course of one’s life” (Rodgers, 2011, p. 141). This idea has become
particularly central to understandings of gender identity, and contestations over this “right” are at
the heart of political and cultural battles over topics like transgender rights. Intersectional theories

also encouraged a multidimensional analysis of individual identity that looked at overlapping layers
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of multiple group membership and their positionality within power structures. Reflecting these
new conceptions of identity fluidity and multiplicity, new psychological theories of identity
emerged, such as social identity complexity theory, a “theoretical construct that refers to an
individual's subjective representation of the interrelationships among his or her multiple group
identities” (Roccas & Brewer, 2002, p. 88). The word “subjective” here is key, indicating a focus on
the way individuals view and make meaning of the “interrelationships” between their many
identities.

Yet these new complexified ideas of identity raised political challenges, particularly for the
Left. How to assert the reality of intersectionality and intra-group diversity, as well as the right to
fluid self-expression and self-identification, while maintaining the boundaries and collectivism of
group identity so critical to political mobilization? Activists and scholars have affirmed the nuance,
social construction, and fluidity of identity even as they have recognized the need for “strategic
essentialism”—a self-consciously adopted unity for the purpose of political organizing (Rodgers,
2011, pp. 141-142). The Left has had to straddle the tensions between multiple and essentialized
notions of identity.

Furthermore, amid Republican attacks on DEI, the viability of this straddling stance is being
increasingly challenged. The Right has argued both for traditional identity categories and for the
individual and nuanced nature of group identities. For example, even as conservative activists
vehemently affirm the existence of traditional gender dichotomy, they are using arguments about
the dangers of essentialism to challenge structural interventions that advance racial equity. Some
examples of the latter arguments were reflected in the Supreme Court’s recent decision in Students
for Fair Admissions vs. Harvard, in which the conservative majority stated that race-based
affirmative action amounted to a form of “stereotyping” and “racial determinism.” As Justice

Roberts wrote in the majority decision,
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We have long held that universities may not operate their admissions programs on the
‘belief that minority students always (or even consistently) express some characteristic
minority viewpoint on any issue...by accepting race-based admissions programs in which
some students may obtain preferences on the basis of race alone, respondents’ programs
tolerate...stereotyping....Harvard’s admissions process rests on the pernicious stereotype
that ‘a black student can usually bring something that a white person cannot offer’...It
argues that race in itself ‘says [something] about who you are.’ (Students for Fair Admissions,

Inc. v. President and Fellows of Harvard College, 2023)

Furthermore, citing the absence of appropriate racial categories for Arab-identifying students, and

the obscured diversity within the broad racial category “Asian,” the Justices argued that the “racial

and ethnic classifications used throughout government and American society are “‘plainly

overbroad,’ both ‘underinclusive’ and ‘overinclusive,” and ‘arbitrary’” (Bernstein, 2023). Roberts

states, “nothing in this opinion should be construed as prohibiting universities from considering an

applicant’s discussion of how race affected his or her life, be it through discrimination, inspiration,

or otherwise.” However, if colleges want to take racial identity into account,

A benefit to a student who overcame racial discrimination, for example, must be tied to that
student’s courage and determination. Or a benefit to a student whose heritage or culture
motivated him or her to assume a leadership role or attain a particular goal must be tied to
that student’s unique ability to contribute to the university. In other words, the student
must be treated based on his or her experiences as an individual—not on the basis of race.

(Students for Fair Admissions, Inc. v. President and Fellows of Harvard College, 2023)

This argument, I would suggest, is not the same thing as absolute “colorblindness,” even though that

is the term the Justices use throughout this decision, and even though the institutional outcomes of

its application may be the same, especially given the Trump administration’s interpretation of the

Court’s decision. However, Roberts is not arguing here that we “don’t see race,” or that it doesn’t
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shape people’s experiences of the world. Instead, Roberts’s emphasis on centering “the applicant’s
discussion of race” hints at something else: a view of personal identity grounded in the individual
experience and interpretation of group identity. How does that student understand the role race
has played in their life? What is their relationship to this form of identity? This view emphasizes
that the way people experience and make meaning of group identities is individualized and
endlessly diverse. To borrow from the psychological theory of social identity complexity mentioned
above, the emphasis is on each individual’s “subjective” experience of their identity—an
understanding that occupies a space somewhere between the group identity splintering and self-
identification on the left and the push for colorblindness and the dismantling of DEI on the right.

In my practitioner roles, [ have already seen this conception reflected in the way civil
discourse and bridgebuilding pedagogies navigate the concept of identity. Rather than pre-define
participants as primarily individuals, community members, or members of group identities, these
pedagogies’ emphasis on building mutual understanding through the sharing of lived experience
attempts to leave room for participants to express what identities are meaningful to them, and how
they got to be that way. | have seen such open-ended discussions of identity be powerful learning
experiences for students; however, they can also bring the clash of irreconcilable frameworks that
make continuing conversation difficult. If one student insists, for example, that race shapes the way
all people experience the world and sees agreement on that point as a precondition for
conversation, and another student insists that people should be viewed primarily as individuals, the
open framing of civil discourse has little to offer. If the idea of “social identity complexity” gains
further cultural traction, it will likely impact the way identity and personhood are framed within
civic discourse instruction.

Finally, understandings of personhood are being shaped by the rise of artificial intelligence.
While this is true in numerous ways, I will just briefly offer one example relating to the relationship

between humans, Al, and democratic discourse. As Simone Chambers writes, “Modern science—

179



especially social psychology and neuropsychology—appears to be piling up evidence that ordinary
citizens, or humans in general, are not cognitively cut out to govern themselves in mass
democracies” (Chambers, 2024, p. 7). Indeed, in response to democratic skepticism about “humans
in general,” creators of Al are increasingly presenting it as an intellectually and morally superior
entity to humans, capable of resolving and addressing many human problems of democratic
governance. For example, Stanford Digital Economy Lab now offers an Al, “DELiberation” that
“foster[s] meaningful, civil discourse” and is “trained to find common ground while respecting
diversity and individual agency.” Its developers describe it as “a reflective and introspective agent”
that “can offer alternative viewpoints without the bias, judgment, or adversarial vibe a user may
perceive from a human” (Al Targets Your Role in Civil Discourse, 2025). This is just one of many
tools that are “leveraging Al for democratic discourse” (Argyle et al., 2023). Others include
replacing human moderators with Al ones, and providing chat assistants that recommend “real-
time, context-aware, and evidence-based ways to rephrase messages” that lead to “improved
democratic reciprocity in conversation” (Argyle et al., 2023, p. 2). These interventions suggest that
Al has the capacity to exhibit positive characteristics of citizenship better than humans,
characteristics including rationality, respect, trustworthiness, and self-awareness. While many are
less sanguine about Al's capacities and impacts, these trends suggest that human personhood (and
citizenship) may increasingly be defined in contrast to Al, with Al being offered as a tool to support
or even replace human participation in democratic processes. As the example above shows, we are
already seeing the integration of Al into civic discourse teaching and practice. It is vital that
practitioners and scholars consider both the ethical and educational implications of this trend.
What norms, values, and conceptions of politics do these tools reflect? What do we gain and lose by
incorporating them? What does its integration convey to students about the human capacity for
democratic life? As Al becomes a pervasive part of our lives, it will no doubt have profound

implications for civic discourse teaching.
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Social Epistemology

Closely related to these ideas of personhood are new conceptions of social epistemology.
Neuroscience, cognitive science, and psychology are advancing new understandings of human
consciousness and reason. From these fields is emerging a conception of humans as creatures of
embodied cognition, driven by our biology and the strengths and weaknesses of its long
evolutionary formation. For example, a growing body of research is documenting the relationships
between genetics, on the one hand, and social, political and ideological beliefs, on the other. Amid
this evidence, “political scientists, psychologists, sociologists, and economists have started to take
seriously the idea that ideology might be influenced by genes” (Dawes & Weinschenk, 2020, p. 175).
Scientists posit that this influence is indirect, likely via the “the heritability of basic cognitive,
motivational, and personality orientations,” as there are no genes that code for “liberal” or
“conservative” (Dawes & Weinschenk, 2020, p. 176). Based on studies using classical twin design,
heritability in these areas is estimated to explain “between 30-60% of the variance in social and
political attitudes” (Hatemi et al., 2014, p. 282). Scientists are careful to note the critical role that
environmental factors play in ideological formation. As Dawes and Weinschenk argue,

researchers interested in ideology would be well served by focusing on the biological and

environmental underpinnings of ideology. In fact, work that considers both factors and the

interplay between biology and environmental factors probably offers the greatest potential
for developing a realistic picture of how ideology is formed and maintained (or changed)

over time [italics in original]. (2020, p. 175)

Scientists writing in 2014 noted that despite mounting evidence, “the role of genetic influences on
individual differences remains largely absent in the greater discourse on political ideology,”
particularly in the social sciences (Hatemi et al., 2014, p. 2). They attributed this absence to “the
epistemological divide that exists between the life and social sciences” as well as “philosophical

objections due to the firm belief that behavioral differences are entirely socialized”; they note,
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however, that the role of “genetic influences and biological mechanisms in general are gaining
traction among political scientists” (Hatemi et al., 2014, pp. 3-4). Whether this argument gains
ground will be important to watch, as it may have numerous implications for the way we think
about issues including how to navigate political difference, the role of public argumentation, and
civic education as a means of political socialization.

Furthermore, neuroscience research is providing new insights into the ways in which
interaction between brain structure and environment help to produce ideological and political
belief. In her book The Ideological Brain, cognitive neuroscientist Leor Zmigrod describes how the
human brain responds to immersion in various forms of ideology, and the underlying structures
that make some brains more susceptible to ideology than others. As she writes, “the origins of our
ideological convictions emerge from within our bodies and the outcomes of our ideological beliefs
can be felt and seen within our bodies, too” (Zmigrod, 2025, p. 5). This research goes hand-in-hand
with the vast body of cognitive science and political psychology research that documents a wide
range of flaws in human thinking. This research has characterized human thought as warped by
emotion and riddled with shortcuts, cognitive biases, and forms of motivated reasoning that limit
our capacity for rational thought. As Peter Levine writes,

There is a huge body of research that suggests that people are not very susceptible to good

arguments. Apparently, we believe things for unexamined reasons, cherry-pick evidence to

support our intuitive beliefs, and minimize the significance of inconvenient evidence. These
findings contribute to a general skepticism about people's capacity for democracy...only half
jokingly, | sometimes say that the theme of current social science is: people are stupid and

they hate each other. (2025)

Indeed, together with political psychology’s studies of affective polarization, dehumanization, and
moral disengagement, this research presents a damning view of people’s capacities to exhibit the

rationality and tolerance necessary for democratic governance. However, others argue that by
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becoming aware of these inbuilt cognitive patterns, we can learn to recognize and circumvent them.
This view is already proving influential in civic discourse teaching, serving as the basis of
interventions such as Constructive Dialogue Institute’s widely-adopted online module Perspectives,
which is a “blended learning program” that seeks to teach users across higher education,
workplaces, and public service about “psychological concepts that explain how the brain processes
information during challenging situations,” such as automatic and controlled thinking, and
cognitive and confirmation bias, to help them “gain the mindset for constructive dialogue across
differences” (Learn about Our Blended Learning Program, Perspectives., n.d.). The psychologization
of civic discourse teaching is already a major trend shaping the field’s direction in the 21st century.
These conceptions of social epistemology have resonance with a second major trend—the
understanding of “truth” as the subjective product of individuals filtering information through the
lenses of their values, emotions, ideology, and culture. While this understanding of truth may also
be traced in part to post-modernism, psychological and neuroscientific findings like those described
add a biological dimension to philosophical arguments. When seen through a psychological lens,
this view of truth simply describes the reality of how humans think. This conception of truth was
famously satirized in Stephen Colbert’s neologism “truthiness,” defined as “a truthful or seemingly
truthful quality that is claimed for something not because of supporting facts or evidence but
because of a feeling that it is true or a desire for it to be true”; truthiness was named Merriam
Webster’s 2006 word of the year (“Truthiness,” n.d.). This concept matured over the following
decade; by 2016, its cousin “post-truth” was Oxford Dictionary’s word of the year. The OED defines
“post-truth” as “relating to or denoting circumstances in which objective facts are less influential in
shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief” (“Post-Truth, Adj., 2,” n.d.). As
Corner notes, the term “post-truth” is a term that arrived alongside “fake news,” denoting “a

fraudulent media product” often implied to be furthering an ideological agenda and belonging to a
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larger ecosystem of misinformation” fueled by politicians and social media algorithms (Corner,
2017, pp.- 1100-1102).

While bemoaned by many past and present, this decline of the notion of objective truth is
being treated by some as a realist understanding of human reasoning and its relationship to
politics. As Chris Rufo writes,

In reality, feelings almost always overpower facts. Reason is the slave of the passions.

Political life moves on narrative, emotion, scandal, anger, hope, and faith—on irrational, or

at least subrational, feelings that can be channeled, but never destroyed by reason. (2024)
This orientation towards truth is reflective of the ideologization of American life and politics, and
the rejection of the possibility of ideologically neutral institutions and people. Indeed, as Joe
Mclntyre argues, the term “post-truth” doesn’t necessarily mean “truth does not exist” but rather
“that facts are subordinate to our political point of view...post-truth amounts to a form of ideological
supremacy [italics in original]” (Mclntyre, 2018, pp. 11, 13). Indeed, in an era where ideological
integrity and loyalty are deeply moralized, subverting facts to one’s political view can be
understood as just another form of moral judgment.

These trends present college educators of civic discourse with an interesting challenge—
one I navigated with my colleagues as we designed the curriculum for the Intercollegiate Civil
Disagreement Partnership Fellowship, in which we trained students across the country to
participate in and facilitate difficult conversations across political difference. It was clear that
teaching students how to understand and navigate the ways emotions, values, and experiences
shape how people access and process information was essential. Yet how could we teach students
that what people, including themselves, “see will often be a reflection of what they value,” while at
the same time not further eroding the foundations of truth threatened by misinformation and

ideologization? (Kahan et al., 2012, p. 900). How practitioners address this question, particularly in
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discursive contexts featuring multiple clashing epistemological and moral frameworks, is a key

question for the future.

Power

As “culture war” became a defining metaphor for our political and social divisions, ideas of
“cultural power” have risen to the fore. In many ways, this idea builds on the conceptions of power
discussed in the chapter on intergroup dialogue—power as a pervasive web or field, a reality-
shaping force that operates and is reproduced through institutions, discourses, norms, and
practices. Scholars have often discussed this form of power as an invisible force of hegemonic
domination, “at its most effective when least observable” (Lukes, 2005, p. 1). However, the context
of the “culture wars”—in which the battle of ideological and worldviews is explicit and pervasive,
and in which the idea of objective institutions, people, and facts holds ever-dwindling water—is
shifting this characterization. Today, activists on the right and left speak overtly about building and
enacting “cultural power,” characterizing it as a force of resistance and creative future-building. As
artist and social movement strategist Aisha Shillingford wrote in a 2024 Stanford Social Innovation
Review article, “Building the Cultural Power Ecosystem,” “if culture is all that we believe, value, do,
and create, then cultural power is the ability to shape what we believe, what we value, what we do,
and what we create. It is the power to decide what imaginary shapes our society” (2024). “We are
waging an imagination battle,” she wrote, a battle “for the meaning of the future of the world.” After
decades of feeling that, despite political wins, liberals still dominated major societal institutions and
thus still “owned the culture,” the Right has launched a full assault of cultural reclamation for its
constituency of “real Americans” (Continetti, 2022, p. 291). Key movement leaders have articulated

a clear theory of power guiding this reclamation strategy: Institutions create culture creates

politics. As Christoper Rufo writes,
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The activist must begin with status quo reality: the institutions which today shape public
and private life will exist for the foreseeable future. The only question is who will lead them
and by which set of values. The New Right must summon the self-confidence to say, “We
will, and by our values. (2024)

Indeed, the “culture wars” can be understood as the public battle over who gets to enact this kind of

ideological and cultural power, and how.

» o«

Strikingly, after pillorying the Left for being the “politically correct” “woke” “language
police,” the Right has also begun to embrace a focus on language and discourse as a means of
securing cultural power. After calling on the Right to seize institutions and remake them in its
image, Chris Rufo continues on to argue that the cultural power to shape politics and society runs
through language:
From language begins a longer process of legitimation. A movement gains legitimacy by
taking territory in discourse, the adoption of its discourse by society’s elite, and eventually,
through elevation of its discourse into law. Win the argument, win the elite, and win the
regime—that is the formula, which traces the path from the pamphlet to power. (2024)
These beliefs in the cultural-shaping power of institutions and discourse are also at the heart of
right-wing attacks on universities. As J.D. Vance argued in his speech, “The Universities are the
Enemy,”
so much of what we want to do in this movement, in this country, I think are fundamentally
dependent on going through a set of very hostile institutions, specifically the universities,
which control the knowledge in our society, which control what we call truth and what we
call falsity, that provides research that gives credibility to some of the most ridiculous ideas

that exist in our country...we live in a world that has been made effectively by university

knowledge. (2021)
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By reclaiming control over institutions like higher education that shape culture and discourse, the
Right seeks to cement its political power. This strategy is also reflected in the hundreds of words
federal agencies have been told to reduce or avoid in public materials and grants amid the Trump
administration’s efforts to end “woke” federal government initiatives (Yourish etal., 2025). As
figures such as Andrew Breitbart and Steve Bannon repeatedly stated, “culture is upstream from
politics” (Goldberg, 2022; “An Interview with Steve Bannon,” 2025). This strategy of cultural
reengineering through institutional takeover is a striking adaptation of Left interpretations of
cultural or hegemonic power. Yet, those conceptions often emphasized power’s diffuseness and
invisibility. The Right's efforts to seize and enact cultural power are explicit, direct, and maximalist.
How the Left will respond, and how these conceptions will become reflected in modes of civic
discourse remains to be seen.

In part, this attempt to forcefully enact ideological power is what bridgebuilders find so
dangerous about partisan division and conflict; it is the equivalent of one camp marching across the
bridge and attempting to conquer the other. Grounded in a pluralist ethos that embraces worldview
difference and emphasizes tolerance, bridgebuilding views attempts at such overt cultural and
ideological domination as anathema to its principles (though, of course, it is a form of ideology
itself). In response, many call for reforming civic institutions and infrastructure to make them more
responsive, and for reconnecting people, as Danielle Allen writes, “to their civic power and
responsibility” (Allen, 2023a). By redistributing power back to a diverse, pluralistic public, citizens
can marshal to reclaim democracy from “conflict entrepreneurs...[that] have recently turned the
dizzying and wonderful pluralism of the U.S. into the backdrop for a culture war” (How to Be a
Confident Pluralist, 2023). They can redirect American democracy away from cultural battles and
toward its true purpose: the “continuous contestation of substantive policy [that] enables us to
discover solutions to our hard challenges over time” (Allen, 2023a). They can counter polarization

with “confident pluralism”—a commitment to human rights, non-violence and free expression,
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engagement across worldviews, backgrounds, and identities, and transforming disagreement into
productive negotiation and mutual learning (How to Be a Confident Pluralist, 2023).

This vision of power operates on a different dimension than that of partisan cultural battle.
While bridgebuilding is a form of a political imaginary, it is not focused explicitly on controlling
cultural production, but rather on giving citizens the power and tools to participate politically
based on their diverse and multifaceted experiences and interests. However, it leaves unaddressed
several key questions: What if, when power is redistributed to them, citizens still choose to charge
across the bridge? What if ideological movements and the culture wars are fundamentally
influencing “how individuals see themselves and their social world” in ways that make pluralism
untenable (I. M. Young, 2001, p. 686)? What if what most citizens want is not a political system
centered on the “continuous contestation of substantive policy” but one in which their side wins? In
other words, what is the bridgebuilder’s answer to the cultural power arms race of the partisan
fighters? Such questions about pluralism aren’t new, but they have rarely been more urgent. A vital
question moving forward is whether bridgebuilders can deploy a conception of power that
incorporates and responds to the multidimensional force—visible and invisible, institutional,
cultural, and political—of those fighting for ideological victory.

These questions feel urgent to me. I have often felt recently that calls to respond to the
ideological attacks unfolding around us with the discursive tools of bridgebuilding and civil
discourse—deep listening, question-asking, seeking mutual understanding—are like showing up to
a gunfight with a bubble wand. Whether bridgebuilders can respond to these overt deployments of
ideological and cultural power while still building structures that bring Americans together to talk
across their differences will be key to determining the viability of this pedagogical approach in the

years ahead.
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What Should We Do?

This scholarship has also made me think differently about the fundamental citizen’s
question, “What should we do?” I began my PhD seeking solutions to the problems of political
discourse and division that I could help implement as an educator. Like someone with a bag of nails
searching for a hammer, I sought the right pedagogy to address the challenges in front of me. Now
at the end of this journey, [ understand pedagogies not as technical tools but as historical products,
with strengths and weaknesses that reflect the era in which they developed and the hopes, fears,
and challenges that they were created to address. Indeed, when it comes to teaching civic discourse,
the question I ask now is not “What should we do in order to fix these problems?” but rather “What
visions of politics, citizenship, and public discourse are we seeking to advance? What ideas of
personhood, power, and social epistemology?” At the same time, [ also have a new appreciation for
the profound power that forces far beyond the classroom walls will exert on shaping institutional
answers to these questions. This insight has underlined the ways in which my scholarship and my
work as an educator are connected to my role as a citizen. While this scholarship has also humbled
my aspiration to find a curative pedagogy, it is inspiring me to consider new possibilities for how
we can move forward.

While I have described a repeated pattern of pedagogical emergence, I do not believe that
history is destiny. In fact, [ believe that understanding past patterns can help us be aware of where
the winds are likely to blow us, giving us a greater ability to tack—to intentionally choose to
navigate in a different direction. As the winds continue to rise, it will be critical that we work to see
clearly what is happening to our institutions of higher education, what visions of politics and
society they are being pressured to advance, and that we be intentional about the pedagogical and
discursive choices we are making within that context. My hope is that the models and concepts I

have offered us here can help us to do that; that they provide some tools to help us make clearer
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meaning of what is unfolding and some conceptual language that aids us in articulating that
analysis.

[ also think that it is crucial that we bring students into this process. If over the coming
decades our visions of politics and public discourse are going to exert a powerful force on
pedagogy, we need to prepare students to be the kinds of citizens who are equipped to actively
shape those visions. A critical part of fulfilling that mission will entail helping students to think
about civic discourse as much teaching them how to do it. We should make it clear that citizens in
each era have wrestled with how to communicate in ways that maximize the public good, and that
today we, and they, need to do the same. That no one, not their teachers nor institutional leaders
nor political leaders, has “the” answer. To achieve this, we need to rethink current approaches to
civic discourse instruction. Instead of primarily designing courses or programs that teach students
a single discursive approach (the current norm), we should create learning experiences in which
students explore the rich and imperfect discursive repertory our democracy has acquired and the
long, evolving, layered history that has shaped it. We should aim to develop their critical
understanding of and fluency in multiple languages of discourse and disagreement. Doing so would
not only offer them civic skills, but also new concepts and lenses with which to discern their own
views on civic discourse, the views of others, and where they disagree. These tools—including
concepts of personhood, power, and social epistemology, visions of politics and citizenship—may
also help them move beyond the calcified terms of safety and inclusion, free speech and academic
freedom, in which conversations about campus discourse often get stuck. Ultimately, my hope is
that such an educational experience would inspire students to step into the work of shaping our
era’s approaches to civic discourse, equipped with the insight that centuries of past attempts can
offer.

This learning should also include engagement with external groups and organizations

working to revitalize public discourse. Indeed, the pattern of pedagogical emergence my historical
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analysis uncovers indicates that, while ideas generated within the academy can meet a historical
moment and help give rise to new political visions, higher education committees and classrooms
will not be the primary places where innovative approaches to civic discourse develop. Rather, it
suggests that from profound societal change a new vision of politics will emerge, one that will
inform a new vision of citizenship and new practices of public discourse. These new practices will
be developed by community leaders, members of civic organizations, activists and students—
people actively engaged in political and social life—who will work out the discursive practices that
are successful at meeting our contemporary political needs.

[ am excited to continue developing these educational ideas and areas of scholarship during
my postdoc fellowship, and perhaps even to pilot some of these pedagogical approaches. However, |
am under no illusion that this work will be easy. It is likely that in the coming years, higher
education is going to experience unprecedented pressure to conform to the political vision of the
Trump administration. Responding to these pressures is going to take extraordinary institutional
leadership, courageous analysis, pedagogical creativity, and civic action. As the former President of
Central European University, which left Hungary for Austria amid attacks by Viktor Orban,
counseled U.S. higher education leaders on March 14, 2025,

You're going to need an alliance that pulls together American families, employers, unions,

companies, the whole network of people and institutions beyond your campus who

understand that the universities of America are critical to everything that is good about the
country: its commitment to freedom, its devotion to excellence, its leadership in science and
medicine. This alliance is going to have to get political—to reach across red state and blue
state, identify the members of Congress from both sides of the House who understand why
universities matter to their communities, to the American economy, and to America’s
deserved reputation for excellence. Don’t mince words. It’s too late to play nice. Call a spade

a spade. (Ignatieff, 2025)
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Slowly and unevenly, higher education is heeding this call. As it does so, the teaching and practice of
civic discourse will continue to be an arena where clashes over the future of our country will play
out. As we navigate these challenges in and outside of the classroom, one thing is certain: We will

need to keep talking.
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