The Liberal Arts in an Age of Info-Glut
By Todd Gitlin
The glut of images is, in many respects, unprecedented, and so is the challenge it
poses for education and the arts. On average, Americans watch television, or are in
its presence, for more than four hours a day -- half the waking hours that are not
taken up with work (and sometimes even then). For the sake of argument, let us
suppose that, during those hours of watching television, the representative
American tunes in to six fictional programs. Those might include half-hour
comedies, hour-long dramas, and two-hour movies. (Actually, thanks to remotecontrol devices, many viewers see more than one program at a time. More than
two-thirds of cable subscribers surf channels, and the younger they are, the more
they surf.)
For simplicity's sake, assume 16 minutes of commercials per hour on commercial
channels -- say, 40 distinct commercials per hour. That gives us roughly 160 more
short units of mass-mediated message per day. For viewers who watch news shows,
throw in, as a conservative estimate, 30 separate news items every day. Add trailers
for upcoming shows and trivia quizzes. Add sporting events. Add videocassettes.
Add billboards along the highway, on street corners, on buses. Add newspaper and
magazine stories and advertisements, video and computer games, books -especially lightweight fiction. Add the photo-studded displays of wiggling,
potentially meaningful units of information and disinformation that flood into
millions of households and offices through the Internet. Read me! Notice me! Click
on me! All told, we are exposed to thousands of mass-produced stories a month,
not counting thousands more freestanding images and labels that flash into the
corners of our consciousness.
Note, too, that this imagescape has a sound track -- the vast quantities of performed
music and other auditory stimuli, including songs, sound effects, tapes, compact
disks, voice-mail filler -- all the currents and ejaculations of organized sound that
have become the background of our lives.
Now, it is true that no one but impressionable psychotics could be held in thrall for
long by most of the minuscule dramas and depictions we find in popular culture. We
experience most of the messages minimally, as sensations of the moment. But some
part of the the imagescape is nearly always clamoring for attention. Caught in the
cross hairs of what the comedy writer Larry Gelbart has called "weapons of mass
distraction," how shall we know, deeply, who we are? How shall we find still points
in a turning world? How shall we learn to govern ourselves?
What does it mean, this information for which we are to be grateful and upgrade
our facilities? When a neo-Nazi creates a World-Wide Web site that maintains that
Auschwitz was not a death camp, he is, technically, adding as much "information" to
the gross informational product as when someone posts an analysis of global
warming. Garbage in, garbage sloshing around. When people "chat" about the
weather in Phoenix or Paris, they are circulating information, but this does not
mean they are either deepening their sensibilities or improving their democratic
capacity to govern themselves. Long before Hollywood or computers, the French
observer Alexis de Tocqueville wrote of America: "What is generally sought in the
productions of mind is easy pleasure and information without labor." Toward that
very end, the genius of our consumer-oriented marketplace has been to produce
the Walkman, the remote-control device, and the computer mouse.

When information piles up higgledy-piggledy -- when information becomes the
noise of our culture -- the need to teach the lessons of the liberal arts is urgent.
Students need "chaff detectors." They need some orientation to philosophy, history,
language, literature, music, and arts that have lasted more than 15 minutes. In a
high-velocity culture, the liberal arts have to say, "Take your time." They have to tell
students, "Trends are fine, but you need to learn about what endures."
Faculty members in the liberal arts need to say: "We don't want to add to your
information glut, we want to offer some ground from which to perceive the rest of
what you will see. Amid the weightless fluff of a culture of obsolescence, here is
Jane Austen on psychological complication, Balzac on the pecuniary squeeze. Here is
Dostoyevsky wrestling with God, Melville with nothingness, Douglass with slavery.
Here is Rembrandt's religious inwardness, Mozart's exuberance, Beethoven's
longing. In a culture of chaff, here is wheat."
The point is not simply to help us find our deepest individual beings. It is also to help
new generations discover that they are not that different from the common run of
humanity. Common concerns about life and death, right and wrong, beauty and
ugliness persist throughout the vicissitudes of individual life, throughout our
American restlessness, global instabilities, the multiple livelihoods that we must
shape in an age of retraining, downsizing, and resizing. We badly need continuities
to counteract vertigo as we shift identities, careen through careers and cultural
changes.
Finally, we need to cultivate the liberal arts in a democratic spirit -- not necessarily
for the sake of piety before the past (though that spirit is hardly ruled out), but to
pry us out of parochialism. In preparation for citizenship, the liberal arts tell us that
human beings have faced troubles before; they tell us how people have managed,
well and badly. Access to a common, full-blooded humanities curriculum will help
our students cross social boundaries in their imaginations. Studying a common core
of learning will help orient them to common tasks as citizens; it will challenge or
bolster -- make them think through -- their views and, in any case, help them
understand why not everyone in the world (or in their classroom) agrees with them.
Regardless of one's views of the curricular conflicts of our time, surely no one who is
intellectually serious can help but notice how students of all stripes arrive at college
with shallow and scattered educations, ill-prepared to learn. They are greeted by
budget pressures and shortsighted overseers. A strong liberal-arts curriculum could
teach them about their history, their social condition, themselves. Today's common
curriculum would not be that of 1950 -- anymore than 1950's was that of 1900.
What overlap it would have with the past would generate cultural ballast. Surely the
academic left and right (and center) might find some common ground in the quest
to offer a higher education that is democratically useful, citizenly, and smart.

