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MR. EVANS-Our first speaker, who is going 
to address historical development of this issue, 
has been both a practicing litter...leur as a 
widely published author and critic, and has 
written a number of books and articles bearing 
on these subjects, and has also been associat( d 
throughout his career with the National Endo v­
ment for the Humanities. He was a grantee c·: 
the National Endowment in 1970; he was the 
Endowment's senior research fellow in 1977, 
and in 1980 became th,~ senior advisor to the 
National Endowment for the Humanities 
transition team for the Reagan Administration. 
So in these various capacities, he has had a 
chance to observe the Endowment, participate 
in its activities and ponder its role . To begin our 
discussions with an historical overview of these 
questions, it is a great pleasure for me to present 
Professor Melvin E. Bradford. 

DR. BRADFORD-Lik,e most of the political 
institutions developed by and within the frame­
work of the United StatEis, the National Endow­
ment for the Humanities and the National 
Endowment for the Arts did not come into being 
as a consequence of urn?quivocal corporate 

- commitment to large-sounding, abstract propo­
sitions (Truth, Justice, Equality, Beauty, Peace, 
Love-you know the list), but issued rather from 
a fortuitous conjunction of history and rhetorical 
circumstances. 

From the earliest days of the Republic there 
had been, of course, a school of thought 
represented by important Americans who, from 
time to time, called for the sponsorship of art or 
scholarship by the gener.al government. On a 
few occasions where the specific objective of the 
funding proposed was to encourage piety 
toward "the American things". (the kind of 
"veneration" which Madison defines in Federal­
ist 49), Congress has voted money for murals, 
paintings, monuments, buildings, monographs, 
and editions of significant papers. But until 1965 
and the establishment by law (20, USC, 951 et 
seq.) of the National Endowments (within a 
National Foundation on the Arts and 
Humanities), the official attitude of the American 
government toward humane letters and artistic 
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creation had been one of distant respect. 
The pattern was established at tlie very begin­

ning of our national experience, in the Great 
Convention of 1787, when his fellow Framers 
would not allow the enlightened James Madison 
to _provide for a National University in the text of 
our Constitution - refused him even though 
George Washington, Alexander Hamilton, John 
Adams, and Thomas Jefferson supported the 
same idea. For, as most of the Framers recog­
nized, the arts and humanistic disciplines raise 
questions of value and taste . They create a 
·context for evaluation and choice. And for a 
polity so internally various, defined by agree­
ment on procedures, not purposes, a federal 
system which leaves to society in its component 
parts the task of defining the proper ends of man 
and of his life in this world, a scheme for 
"pouring" a cultural mandate "in from the top" 
was almost as explosive as a plan for imposing 
upon our recalcitrant multiplicity a national, 
"established" church. Hence, the difficulty of 
creating American equivalents for the British 
Academy or Arts Council or the French Ministry 
of Culture and Communication (or the Centre 
Nationale de la Recherche-Scientifique). 

As private persons we have always agreed 
·with James Madison that "learned institutions 
ought to be the favored objects of every free 
people ." But until the United States had left 
behind its origins in hostility to remote and 
arbitrary power (the primary prescription of our 
'Qevolution), that agreement could not be 
translated into a Federal policy for educational 
or cultural largesse. The Fathers had been 
suspicious of every kind of consolidation -
including the aesthetic variety. In the politics of 
culture, we have, therefore, more resembled 
West Germany (or even the Austrian Empire) 
than the ancient and relatively homogenous 
societies of Great Britain and France. 

For 180 years of our national existence , 
questions concerning high culture had been the 
exclusive province of society - but not the state 
- of what we now call (in language that I find 
ominous) "the private sector." It is, of course, 
true that from 1932 onward some tentative steps 
toward government intervention in behalf of art 
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and scholarship , literatur,8 and performance , 
were taken by the New Deal. But the rationale 
for these initiatives was never normative , as 
support for art or learninB, but rather circum­
stantial, as employment for the under-utilized 
talents of writers , painters , and musicians . More­
over, the WPA programs were often politicized , 
and argued in the minds of many against, not 
for , further Federal adventures in the sponsor­
ship of culture. ObservinB the rigors of Socialist 
Realism as imposed on Russian writen , wher~in 
Robert Frost's phrase , sponsorship b~· the state 
meant for the artist a choice of "deatl . or Polly­
anna"; and remembering that from the time of 
Maecenas , or le roi de soleil, ministers of culture 
cum propaganda have almost always set a price 
on their favors , many American poets and 
scholars in the late 1930s wondered at what the 
modern equivalent of the "Sabine Farm" might 
cost them in the way of intellectual integrity. 

Then came World War II and a pause in the 
exertions of the American government in behalf 
of cultu_re. But with the hi.gh tide in expansion of 
federal power under the Great Society, with the 

_ onset of a massive federa:I program in science 
and technology under thE: auspices of the 
National Science Foundation (founded 1950) 
and other agencies , with the impact of the 1958 
National Defense Education Act and an 
organized campaign on the part of powerful 
learned societies, and, finally, with a growing 
fear among educated Americans that, in the 
wake of Sputnik, tax money was being applied 
so as to create an imbalance in the intellectual 
life of the nation , the rhetorical situation of the 
advocates of an American ministry of culture 
had turned around. The occasion for lobbying 
the White House and the Congress was at last 
propitious. But, for many ArnericanJ, historic 
and circumstantial reasons, a ministry of culture 
is not what Congress authorized - or has since 
- or should . 

The story of how the cultural Endowments 
evolved from the proposal stage into legal 
entities deserves an expansion in detail. For it 
renders unmistakably how far from what 
Professor Michael Oakeshott calls "teleological 
politics" - the kind we connect with a priori 
designs for the transformation of civilized life -
were the beginnings of the:se curious creations. 
A forthcoming book on the NEH which I have 
been reading in manuscript contains a useful 
and ju'dicious account of these events . 
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Dr . Melvin E. Bradford 

Its author, Stephen Miller, argues properly 
that the Jons et origo for both the NEH and NEA 
are to be found in the angry reaction to C. P . 
Snow's 1959 essay Two Cultures and the 
Scientific Revolution, and to the related 1964 
Report of the Commission on the Humanities. 
This commiss-ion had been formed in 1963 
under the auspices of the United Chapters of Phi 
Beta Kappa, the Council of Graduate Schools in 
the United States, ~md the American Council of _ 
Learned Societies - an umbrella for 24 sepa-
rate professional organizations representing the 
disciplines or concern_s within the humanities . It 
produced the text for the campaign which 
produced the Endowments - both of them. 

Snow's essay provoked all of this activity; it 
forced humanists to draw-lines , to defend them­
selves, and to organize politically, which led 
finally to counterattack. For the humanists 
opened the discussion with observations on the 
baneful influence of overemphasis on science, 
and the arts were enlisted as interested parties 
who had a related claim for redress of 
grievances. Speaking for them was the National 
Council on the Arts, established within the 
Executive Office of the President , authorized in 
1964 after John Kennedy's 1963 proposal for a 
National Arts Foundation was defeated iri the 
House of Representatives. As it turned out, the 
arts and humanities needed to cooperate with 
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each other if t_hey were to receive federal . 
support . The humanists had the persuaders , and 
a momentum which derived from the 1964 
Report. 

But even though the humanists_had the 
rhetoricians , the best lobby to argue for their 
needs, the11 as now, it was the arts who had the 
-huge constituency and the glamour. In the end it 
was the latter interest which carried the day in a 
sharply divided House of Representatfves. For, 
as the argument ran, onli; philistines could 
begrudge the arts a mere $5 million for three 
years·. When Lyndon Johnson, in his Janu-
ary 5, 1965, State of the Union address called 
for a National Foundation for the Arts , and his 
spokesmen (Claiborne Pell of Rhode Island in 

. the Senate, Frank Thompson of New Jersey ii:t 
the House), that following March 11, introduced 
a bill to create a National Foundation for the 
Arts and Humanities, few admitted philistines 
could be found . Presidemt Johnson's language, 
that it was "essential that the arts grow and 
flourish" if the Great Society was to be created, 
was echoed on all sides. 

A Democratic Senator from Texas, Ralph 
Yarborough, spoke of an "American culture 
pressing forward toward her appointed rendez­
vous with a golden age." And the irrepressible 
Claude Pepper of Florida envisaged a future in 

- which support for culture would "purify, beautify 
and . . . strengthen the so1,1l of America." But 
the most revealing language connected with this 
legislation as it appeared on final passage and 
signing into law (Sept. 29, 196-5) is the 
"Declaration of Purpose" which serves as its 
prologue and apology. From the p·erspective of 
the rhetorician, it is a summary of all that had 
transpired in- effecting the enactment of the bill. I 
will illustrate in brief . 

The "Declaration" be~Jins by positing the 
importance of high culture, of art and humane 
learning. But first it defines these concerns as 
"primarily a matter of private and local 
initiative." Progress "in scholarship in the 
humanities and the arts" should engage the 
interest of the United States because it is 
necessary "to make men masters of their tech­
nology, and not its unthinking servant. " That it 
is possible for Americans to neglect "wisdom 
and vision" or "the realm of ideas and of spirit" 
=- to fail in their "understanding of the past," in 
their "analysis of the pre:sent," and foresight into 
the future - is assumed; as is the danger of a 
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"limiting preoccupation with science ." All of this 
qualification implies the argument from circum­
stance that, as the government has created. an 
imbalance , participated in a mistaken emphasis 
on the quantitative , so it must now act in behalf 
of the arts and humanities in order to restore the 
normal, balanced relation of the components of 
the nation's intellectual life. -

And the inference follows that , since the 
federal power, because of our international 
responsibilities , is going to continue to lavish 
money in encouraging science, the necessity for · 
corrective spending in the humanities and arts 
will also continue, but not so far as to offend 
against the primary responsibility of state, local 
and private institutions for the well-being of our 
cultural life . 

Finally, the obligations of the United States in 
leading the Free World - obligations which 
ofttimes preoccupy us with science and tech­
nology ___: are themselves restraints upon that 
preoceupation in that we cannot hope to • 
exercise "world leadership" on the basis of 
nothing more than "superior power; wealth , and 
technology ." If we are to keep the respect of our 
allies among the civilized nations , we must keep 
our intellectual house (and our priorities) in 
order - another circumstantial argument for the 
National Endowments. 

NEH and NEA grew rapidly after they opened 
their doors in 1966. The former spent $11 • 
million in 1970-71 and had a budget of $72 
million (plus $7 . 5 million matching funds) for 
the fiscal year ending June 30, 1976.· NEA 
expanded at about the same rate . After some 
fluctuation , the Endowments now receive over 
$130 million each - though the increases in 
their levels of support seem to have levelled off. 
In these 17 years the political problems for NEH 
and NEA have been built into their creation , in 
the idiom which persuaded the nervous 
Congress to say Yes to such a fateful innovation. 
The rhetoric of "consciousness-raising" in the 
1964 Report, the promise of reaching the 
general public with music and drama and ideas, 
conflicted directly , and from the first, with a 
desire to emphasize excellence and to allow 
artists and humanists to define what that excel­
lence might be . 
• Particularly with the humanities did the 

rhetoric of the "quality of life" and "enduring 
values" play into the well-mea!).ing but mis­
guided hands of Senator Pell, Congressman 
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Yates, Mrs. Joan Mondale, and other cultural 
populists. Only by gestures, such as its recent 
emphasis on teaching in the humanities, and 
through a careful exposition of the link between 
informed choice and lib,?ral arts training, may 
NEH accommodate the populists and still 
prt- . 2rve its integrity. Or ,, William Bennett's 
recent combination of the Public Programs and 
Special Programs divisions of NEH into a new 
office of General Programs is a step in the right 
direction - as ha: been his allocation of 
resources away from the tendentious, the time­
serving, and the topical, which had come to 
spend almost 50 per cent of the NEH budget. 

For an overemphasis on contemporary 
problems, without a lon~r view of history and a 
sense of limits will, in an American institution, 
invariably descend into partisan politics. And a 
majority of American -people are unwilling to 
sponsor with public funds partisan activities only 
barely disguised as creativity and scholarship, 
whatever their political flavor. 

Moreover, for three hundred years, most 
humanists have. been savants - Spengler's 
"Faustians" and Swift's "projectors" - con­
temptuous of any version of the general will 
except for the one which they alone understand. 
Therefore, they are citizens of the Republic of 
Letters, and not of particular commonwealths: 
thus deracinated when they prescribe for the 
present or speculate on the future. As a counter­
culture, they will attract only.hostile attention. If 
NEH were allowed by its friends in Congress to 
be primarily academic, if it were seen in analogy 
to NSF and not in comparison with NEA, 
perhaps some of this confusion of roles might be 
avoided. • 

The National Endowment for the Arts has a 
major problem which connects with its principal 
strength. It has almost become a slave of its con­
stituencies, and of the insistence of the Congress 
that it define the arts so broadly that the number 
of these constituencies ha:s multiplied more 
rapidly than its resources. Artists - all varieties 
of artists - are an aristoi of sensibility as well as 
of craft. Since the beginnings of modernity, they 
have enjoyed a sense of superiority that" is a 
reflex of their alienation, their desire to 
transcend the mundane world through the 
experience of beauty. • 

I connect their characteristic behavior-, their 
practice vis a vis the rest of their community, 
with the hero of James Joyce's Portrait of the 
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Artist as a Young Man, Stephen Daedalus. 
Congress and the White House lisi~n annually to 
orchestrated versions of Stephen's sacrilegious 
prayer to Icarus, "Old father, old artificer, stand 
me now and ever in good stead" - and then 
pile on top of their response to such impiety 
irrelevant outbursts of egalitarian social theory: 
for percentages of various minorities, of women, 
of regions, districts, and states. Intellectual 
confusion as to the nature of art,_ as performed 
or created, is implicit in their extraneous 
concerns, and must be handled with tact. For a 
change in the "Statement of Purposes" is 
unlikely, and the effort to produce such a 
change would be precarious, for both Congress 
and the Endowments. 

Indeed, given the history I have just sum­
marized, and some studied reflection upon it, I 
would recommend very few changes in the 
authorizing legislation for either of the National 
Endowments. I am uncomfortable with the 
evidence of bias that continues to come out of 
the various evaluating panels. Many of them 
reflect a point of view within a discipline that.is 
too narrow to be indulged . 

Furthermore, I have my personal doubts 
about the value of the various state programs. 
Their independence and consequent triviality are 
sometimes a cause for concern, but they are a 
reflection of the Federalism which prevents 
government cultural activities from expanding 
into the kind of Orwellian monster envisioned by 
Michael Mooney in his recent philippic. 

For reasons of prudence which derive from 
the special qualities of artists and humanists as 
citiZens, it is important that we hot have an 
American ·ministry of culture; that we recognize 
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Henry VII's hiring of Polydore Vergil to "invent" 
a Tudor history is more likely as a model of state 
patronage than Alfred the Great; and Jack Lang 
or Melina Mercouri more representative as 
ministers of culture than Andre Malraux; and 
therefore better that 90 per cent of the funding 
for artists and humanists continue to come from 
private sources and from state and local govern­
ments. 

For this _awareness and this practice are a 
protection against the future heating of the fires 
of ideology under the aegis of art or the mantle 
of learning - from an American version of Pres­
ident Mitterrand's recent conference in Paris 
which he expected "to prepare' for the moral • 
rejuvenation of the world." Combined and 
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enlarged and released to indulge their neophilia, 
the champions of such a cabinet-level post might 
well get power over it and draw up a "great 
plan" for progress in the arts and humanities , 
put away the circumstantial rhetoric of the 
present and do mischief on a mighty scale. 

Artists and humanists must not be allowed to 
have all of the influence over the national 
consens-1s on the role which they should play in 
society. 'Private persons who have some notion 
of the a1 ts and the humanities, of the role of the 
Endowments and the hi:story of honorable 
patronage are, in their informed support of 
culture, a check upon such a possibility, and a 
guarantee that the historian or poet who is 
neither alienated nor radical nor a part of one of 
the established networks may, despite the 
condescension of his politicized peers, have a 
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chance to, develop his skills. That is, if such con­
tributors at the same time acknowledge that 
even the art and learning which may make them 
uneasy are a needed criticism of life in our time 
- a token of genius or beauty which at the 
same time lifts the heart. 

Such thoughtful patrons are, for a free 
society, always in short supply. The National 
Endowments are a symbol of the importance 
attached to the products of imagination and 
reflection in the United States - and a token of 
the government's sense of responsibility in 
correcting cultural problems which it helped to 
create. But they are, together, a symbol which 
leaves the primary responsibility outside of their • 
sphere, with a temperate and generous people 
who will decide on questions of value for them­
selves. 

- 1 
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[ • .- QUIZ: . 
; How much did the number of 
% people employed by law firms a­
: 1ionwide increase between 1977 and 
~ 1982? 

• , (Answer 'below\ . 
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NEH chairman William Bennett favors traditional ·humanities courses. 
j ,, 

' 

J~umanities. EildoWIDeut· 
- . ' 

Ti!ting ToWard ,:C~assic;s • 
I 

By Norman D. Atkins 
• , Wasllll)gtQn Post St.aft Writer 

When the faculty of Bethany Co 
lege voted .last year to require al 
first-year students to take a ne\\ 
"Origins of Modern Western Cul-. 
ture" course, it asked the National 
Endowment for the Humanities for 
.$39,000 tp help develop it. 

If the proposal had been made 10 
years ago, the endowment probably 
would have turn$;d it down. "It used 
to be you almost had.to reinvent the 
wheel .to get funding," said Daniel 
Cobb, dean of. the faculty <1t 'the 
.;mall liberal art& college in West 
Virginia. 

But oyer the past two years, the 
endowment's priorities have shifted 
dramatically. Its education dJvision 
has deyeJoped new funding guide­
lineB designed to "undergird [col­
k.ge humanities] structures alrea<ly 
in place'' and place less emph~is on · 
experimental courses. • • , 

The strategy has forced Schools 
i:o rework the Vfay they prepare 
fun.ding proposals and, llccording to 
some, hc1s helped to shape t}fe de­
bate over hµmanities education be­
yond the reaeh of the educ<;1tion di­
visiQn's $.l 9.Jll,ill.ioJW1nm1al h • ~et. 

'The new approach~ fits in with 
NEH chairman William Bennett's 
goal of returning the traditional hu­
manities curriculum-,history, lit­
erature, languages, philosophy and 

, the· cl,1ssics-to the center of a stu- , 
, dent's education. But it also has 

·. ' drawn criticism for being elitist. 
The 'changes 'have be~n imple-

• -mel}te.d • ~y ~ichard Ekm~a11, who 
Bennett bfred ,to head the education 
division in 1982. Ekman, who 
worked for the endmyment f!om 
1973 to 1978, said that when he re­
turned he was surprised to find that 
the division remaine.d pr~oc-cupied 
:with curriculu111 innovatipns. • • ~ 

He says he ·had watched many 
schools like Bethany-which in the 
late 19q0s relaxed its requirements . 
that students take courses in a ~i.de 
range of a~c1demic · fields,,~wnow 
moving back toward a more tradi-
tional curr_iculum. • 
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