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Classics: Curriculum & Profession

Peter T. Struck

Abstract: The challenges currently facing classicists are not so different from those our profession has faced
for the last one hundred and fifty years, and with each challenge, a discipline sometimes imagined by out-
siders to be slow to embrace the new has shown itself naturally disposed to experimentation. The discipline’s
agility derives from the unique degree of variegation in the modes of thinking required to thrive in it: from
interpretive, to quantitative, to those relying on knowledge of culture and context. As the value of education
is increasingly judged in terms of workforce development, we stand our best chance to thrive by sticking to
our strengths, and anchoring our curricular goals and messages to the value of the liberal arts asa whole, as
well as the intellectual dexterity that it fosters.
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The shape of undergraduate training in the classics
has changed dramatically. Up through the 1970s, it
would be fair to say that our departments modeled
curricula with the goal of producing the next Wil-
amowitz. We have since instituted programs with a
wider view of desirable outcomes, and most of us
have even allowed that some students could earn de-
grees in our field without any knowledge of Greek
or Latin. That is a profound shift, but it is not the
only dramatic change of its kind; in fact, it’s not the
half of it. A snapshot from one hundred years ago
shows how far down this path we have come. In the
May 1912 issue of The Classical Journal, Ellsworth D.
Wright of Lawrence College was taken aback by the
results of his survey of 155 of the most reputable and
representative American universities and colleges
(public and private), with regard to the study of
classical languages.! (He excluded technical schools
and colleges for women “for obvious reasons.”) The
requirement for ancient languages across the coun-
try had shrunk to an average of only five years. It is
eye-opening that this would appear to be a regres-
sion. But it is downright stunning that Wright was
surveying the language requirements not just for
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Classics: asstandard, entry-level certification.’ Not
gg”'cu"ﬁm so different fromacentury ago, we are now
rofession . . .
at a point at which huge new populations
of studentsareaiming foraB.A.,andarein
turn changing the larger picture of what
purpose the degree serves. We are still right
to be concerned about how to position our
field most advantageously with this chang-
ing student body.

Appeals to shape the minds of moral
men, while not irrelevant to what classi-
cists now do, are probably no longer cen-
tral to their work. In terms of its general
shape, our curriculum is not unlike oth-
er core disciplines in the liberal arts—em-
phasizing critical thinking, clear expres-
sion, and careful use of evidence—with a
certain added intensity deriving from the
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praise for his philological method, Wila-
mowitz famously remarked: “There sim-
ply isn’t any—any more than a method to
catchfish. The whale is harpooned; the her-
ring caught in a net; flounders are stomped
upon; the salmon speared; the trout caught
onafly.”” Finally, it is also no surprise that
the linguistic turn—probably the single
most consequential intellectual develop-
ment in the last century of the human-
ities—arguably emerged from the ascesis
of philology with Wilamowitz’s school-
mate and béte noir, Nietzsche, whose On
Truth and Lying in the Extra-Moral Sense was
published in 1873, when Saussure was bare-
ly sixteen years old.

The urgency our field faced four decades
ago is felt now to an increasing degree
across the liberal arts. What does it mean
to pursue knowledge for its own sake,
given the dramatic expansion of pre-pro-
fessional attitudes among our students,
dramatically shrinking research budgets,
and increased calls for accountability from
outside the academy? Each of these in-
stitutional factors presents a headwind;
all three taken together form an incoming
tide. The liberal arts, as a whole, need to
press the case for pure research with more
intensity, and should be at the forefront
of making the case for disinterested Wis-
senschaft. Our colleagues in the sciences
are ahead in this mission, having advanced
atradition of popularizing books, and even
television shows, to help engage the pub-
lic through the raw power of discoveries in
their fields. Such avenues have mostly not
been pursued by classicists. A more delib-
erate approach here—making specific ef-
forts to disseminate our knowledge and
bring the public along through our pro-
cess—is a pressing need. The classics, as a
core piece of the humanities, has contrib-
uted to the development of new ideas that
continue to reshape the world in which
we live.
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New modes of teaching online, through
massive open online courses (MOOCS) of-
fer promise here. The medium (an inven-
tion of pure research, by the way) has low-
ered the barriers for reaching a wide audi-
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line with the kind of scrutiny we expect
in our research lives. Our system of pub-
lication and peer review has been enor-
mously effective in motivating our bestre-
search work, and one can imagine a future
in which an amplified public dimension
will help shape our best teaching.

Much of this is already mappable onto
long-standing currents in our fields. At-
tention to the traditional strength of our

piece of creating the modern shape of the
discipline. And further attention to our
potential advantages in claiming a central
position in liberal learning is not so far
afield from the position of classics about
which Ellsworth Wright was concerned
one century ago. The outcome is as much
in doubt now as it was then, which makes
the deliberate actions we take to shape it
all the more urgent.

methodological catholicity hasbeenacore
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