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[Our] own Founding Fathers helped establish an American "cult of antiquity" in the last half of the eighteenth century.  To walk through Washington, D.C., is to experience Graeco-Roman institutions, architecture, sculpture, and city-planning at first-hand.  We think first of figures such as Thomas Jefferson, who found in the Classics models of liberty, republicanism, agrarianism, and private and civic virtue.  Indeed, Americans more than any in the West believed that the Greeks belonged to everyone, that a working class of non-aristocrats could be shaped and guided by Classical ideals of government, expression, and beauty.


Once again the use of classical antiquity as the basis for general education was challenged, this time on grounds of practicality and relevance.  As the historian Meyer Reinhold has pointed out, from its inception American was on a "quest for useful knowledge."  What kind of education was practical and purposeful?  Was education to make students better men and citizens, or to prepare them for the "real" world?  (As if the two goals were different!)  Jefferson—no elitist—defended the Classics, writing that "as we advance in life . . . things fall off one by one, and I suspect we are left at last with Homer and Virgil, perhaps Homer alone."  But Jefferson's architect Benjamin Latrobe complained that Homer's Iliad "conveys no information which can ever be practically useful" (1789).  Thomas Paine thought the study of Greek and Latin impractical and pointless.  Similarly, Benjamin Rush . . . waged a veritable war on Classics.  In a letter to John Adams, he concluded that were "every Greek and Latin book (the New Testament excepted) consumed in a bonfire, the world would be the wiser for it" (1810/1811).


By 1800 new utilitarian subjects—the physical sciences, modern languages, history, and geography—were slipping into the American democratic curriculum to challenge Classics . . . Noah Webster also demanded a universal education based on the sciences and English language and grammar: "What advantage does a merchant, a mechanic, a farmer, derive from an acquaintance with the Greek and Roman tongues?"  A writer in 1778 put it most bluntly: "Many of our young people are knocking their head against the Iliad, who should employ their hands in clearing our swamps and draining our marshes."


Then, as now, Classics—and particularly the learning of ancient Greek—was accused of being useless, impractical, a waste of time, undemocratic, and antithetical to the acquisition of trades and professions.  It would not ensure you a job or even provide a useful skill; it was a sign of elitism, pedantry, or agnosticism.  Nevertheless, Classics remained at the core of all education throughout the nineteenth century, a time when our knowledge of Classical antiquity itself grew in quantum leaps.  Classical scholarship between 1800 and 1920 reached its zenith with the assistance of the new disciplines of archaeology, epigraphy, numismatics, papyrology, and literary criticism, even as Latin was being taught on the prairies and frontier towns of the developing West.


By the end of the nineteenth century, however, competition in the college curriculum came not just from the traditional pragmatism of the physical sciences and modern languages, but also from the recently invented social sciences of politics, economics, anthropology, linguistics, and psychology.  These new disciplines were not just more pragmatic than Classics; they were antithetical in spirit to the classical and tragic view of the human condition itself . . . Surely American egalitarianism, pragmatism, and newly found confidence in its material productivity had finally killed the Greeks?


No, Homer survived here and elsewhere . . . Greece, for example, was once again thrust into the public spotlight by the archeological discoveries of Heinrich Schliemann in the last quarter of the nineteenth century . . . How could Homer ever really die when there were opportunities for cranks like Heinrich Schliemann, Iliad in hand before the walls of Troy, to bring the Greeks back to life?


From the mid-nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth, Classics weathered the abolition of Greek and Latin admission and then graduation requirements—surviving John Dewey, post-World War One isolationism and depression, and even the rise of modernism with its rejection of set classical parameters of literary and artistic expression, and its challenge to unchanging ideas of truth and beauty.  Under constant attack Classics, as always, faced the onslaught head-on . . .


In the 1930s—the height of classical study in the United States in sheer numbers—nearly a million high school students took Latin each year.  Even following a decline during the late Depression and the outbreak of war, Classics experienced a resurgence after World War II, as new programs were added to the university.  Classics courses—mostly Latin and Greek—were still in the college curriculum, although many schools had long since dropped core requirements, with the result that students could manage to avoid Greek and Latin entirely.  Many did.  Still comfortably entrenched in the university, the study of Latin continued to ensure knowledge of grammar, economy of expression, attention to detail, and absence of artifice.  Expansion of vocabulary and mastery of etymology were side-dishes to classical thought, which focused on an eternal good and an ever-present bad.  As long as literacy, polished written and oral expression, familiarity with politics and social systems, and a common set of unchanging ethical presumptions were the chief goals of a liberal-arts education, as long as education itself demanded some memorization and structure from the student, Classics would not vanish . . . After all, in chaotic times the Greeks always offered, if not any longer the system, at least a comprehensive approach to understanding art, literature, politics, and philosophy . . .


Although by the early 1960s Classics was just one discipline competing with many others for resources, a field that had long since lost its primacy in the university, it had not given up the ghost entirely.  Part of the reason, to be sure, was inertia and complacency: the study of Classics had always been at the center of Western education, had always risen to the challenge, answering charges of irrelevancy, impracticality, and pagan-inspired iniquity.  The university itself . . . was a Greek idea, its entire structure, nomenclature, and operation Graeco-Roman to the core.  Classics was coasting, running smugly on fumes from the drained and rusty gas tank of Western Civ., Humanities, and Literary Appreciation . . . 

[The] beginning of the end of the formal study of the Greeks arrived in the 1960s.  Classics . . . became worse than irrelevant.  The entire package was viewed as part of the reactionary "establishment."  It had to be jettisoned.  Classics was ancient, it was dominated by "old" (i.e., thirty and over) white males, it was time-consuming and difficult . . . Absolutes, standards, memorization, and traditional values had no place on a campus where modernity, relevance, and ideology were the new mantras . . .


University administrators caved in to the complaints of young and often self-righteous students.  Curricular "reform" followed, resulting in the virtual abandonment of core courses—important, basic classes which required students to gain at least some familiarity with the literature, grammar, philosophy, history, and language of Classical antiquity . . .  Professional "educators" and social scientists leaped into the vacuum, spreading therapeutics through the university, metastasizing their "I'm growing" and "Tell us about yourself" like cancer cells in a weakened system.  The seeds of the "feel-good" curriculum were planted, the crop of which we are harvesting in today's pressing concern for institutionally imposed self-esteem.  This new, ultra-sensitive curriculum and its appendages . . . ran directly counter to Greek wisdom.

