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Has intellectual life in America declined to a new low? Tom Nichols, a professor of national
security affairs at the U.S. Naval War College, certainly thinks so. As he writes in his 2017 best
seller, The Death of Expertise, our “foundational knowledge” about history, geography, science,

and many other subjects “has crashed through the floor of ‘uninformed,” passed ‘misinformed’
. . ‘ . s Cartoon of the Week
on the way down, and is now plummeting to ‘aggressively wrong.
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Thanks to Google and Wikipedia, argues Nichols, everyone can instantly access information that

will permit them to challenge the expert consensus on just about anything. And thanks to the Build tru,St to )
communicate with

vastness of the internet, one can find “evidence” to justify any belief, from the idea that parents

Obamacare establishes death panels, to the notion that vaccines cause autism, to the insistence éan ?;120551| Career

oniiaentia

that climate change is a hoax. “People don’t just believe dumb things; they actively resist further

learning rather than let go of those beliefs,” says Nichols. “The issue is not indifference to EETXd What to do when the

established knowledge; it’s the emergence of a positive hostility to such knowledge. This is new W ExPeR debate isn’t real & the
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previous decades. (Remember the hullabaloo over 1987’s Harmonic Convergence? The 1970s-

era debate over a woman'’s capacity to run a marathon without her uterus falling out? That time
in the 1960s when the John Birch Society decried water fluoridation as a communist plot?) LEAD. GROW. DISCOVER.
Nichols is hardly alone, though, in sensing that we’ve entered dangerous new terrain, in which
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fact-based reasoning struggles to compete with Russian propaganda, political gaslighting, and as we help reshape the
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make a great crust). LEARN MORE

It’s worth noting that Nichols resists the temptation to blame the public schools for the sorry
state we’re in. For example, people who refuse to vaccinate their children tend to be well-
educated and should know better. The real problem, he argues, is that “ignorance has become
hip, with some Americans wearing their rejection of expert advice as a badge of cultural

sophistication.”

Still, though, those of us who work in K-12 education cannot pretend that we have nothing to do
with what the historian Richard Hofstadter termed “anti-intellectualism in American life.” As
Johann Neem explains in this month’s Kappan, it has been many decades since our policy
makers and school system leaders shared a consensus on the merits of providing every child
with a liberal education. Even today, after a 30-year push to raise academic standards in
English, math, and other subject areas, we aim not to cultivate students’ intellectual curiosity, so

much as to make sure they master the skills employers are looking for.

Nor, when we do try to provide a liberal education, can we avoid the anti-intellectualism that
bears down on us from outside the classroom. As Robert Bullough, Glenn Branch, and Emily
Knox describe in these pages, teachers’ efforts to provide a rich curriculum are often constrained
by top-down management, organized opposition to the teaching of science, and local resistance

to having children read “dangerous” books.

At a time when many educators are, like Nichols, deeply concerned about the level of anti-
intellectual hostility that has flooded our politics and public life, we thought it would be helpful
for this issue of Kappan to give some historical perspective on the ways in which our schools
have wrestled with these issues. And, as our contributors demonstrate, Hofstadter’s 1963
analysis continues to serve as an important touchstone for contemporary debates about what it

means to be an educated American.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

RAFAEL HELLER

Rafael Heller is the former editor-in-chief of Kappan magazine.

[~
SHARE:
< PREVIOUS NEXT >
Climate change: The thief of childhood Starting today: Daily updates & more frequent

coverage

RELATED POSTS

. Whatsthe

' StOI'IeS . education?

WE TELL ABOUT SCHOOL

Are you a BadAss

Teacher?
It ain’t easy to Childhood, then E pluribus EImo
July 9, 2013
change the and now October 22, 2018
narrative

March 25, 2019
November 25, 2019

Elegant Themes WordPress



https://pdkintl.org/podcasts/
https://kappanonline.org/category/editors-note/
https://kappanonline.org/anti-intellectualism-education-reform-public-schools-neem/
https://kappanonline.org/testing-best-practices-teacher-intellectual-bullough/
https://kappanonline.org/anti-intellectualism-anti-evolutionism-science-teachers-hofstadter-branch/
https://kappanonline.org/books-censorship-anti-intellectualism-schools-knox/
https://kappanonline.org/books-censorship-anti-intellectualism-schools-knox/
https://kappanonline.org/kappan-contributors/rafael-heller
mailto:rheller@pdkintl.org
http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=https://kappanonline.org/a-republic-of-dunces-heller-editors-note/&t=A%20republic%20of%20dunces%3F
http://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=A%20republic%20of%20dunces%3F%20https://kappanonline.org/a-republic-of-dunces-heller-editors-note/
http://www.pinterest.com/pin/create/button/?url=https://kappanonline.org/a-republic-of-dunces-heller-editors-note/&description=A%20republic%20of%20dunces%3F&media=https://kappanonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/PDK_101_7_cover325px-150x150.png
http://www.linkedin.com/shareArticle?mini=true&url=https://kappanonline.org/a-republic-of-dunces-heller-editors-note/&title=A%20republic%20of%20dunces%3F
https://kappanonline.org/climate-change-the-thief-of-childhood-grauer/
https://kappanonline.org/climate-change-the-thief-of-childhood-grauer/
https://kappanonline.org/climate-change-the-thief-of-childhood-grauer/
https://kappanonline.org/climate-change-the-thief-of-childhood-grauer/
https://kappanonline.org/climate-change-the-thief-of-childhood-grauer/
https://kappanonline.org/climate-change-the-thief-of-childhood-grauer/
https://kappanonline.org/russo-starting-today-daily-updates-more-frequent-stories-from-the-grade/
https://kappanonline.org/russo-starting-today-daily-updates-more-frequent-stories-from-the-grade/
https://kappanonline.org/russo-starting-today-daily-updates-more-frequent-stories-from-the-grade/
https://kappanonline.org/russo-starting-today-daily-updates-more-frequent-stories-from-the-grade/
https://kappanonline.org/russo-starting-today-daily-updates-more-frequent-stories-from-the-grade/
https://kappanonline.org/russo-starting-today-daily-updates-more-frequent-stories-from-the-grade/
https://kappanonline.org/russo-starting-today-daily-updates-more-frequent-stories-from-the-grade/
https://kappanonline.org/are-you-a-badass-teacher/
https://kappanonline.org/are-you-a-badass-teacher/
https://kappanonline.org/education-rhetoric-it-aint-easy-to-change-narrative-heller/
https://kappanonline.org/education-rhetoric-it-aint-easy-to-change-narrative-heller/
https://kappanonline.org/education-rhetoric-it-aint-easy-to-change-narrative-heller/
https://kappanonline.org/childhood-then-now-heller-editors-note/
https://kappanonline.org/childhood-then-now-heller-editors-note/
https://kappanonline.org/heller-e-pluribus-elmo-public-broadcasting-public-education/
https://kappanonline.org/tofel-how-to-cover-trump-ii-russo/
https://kappanonline.org/tofel-how-to-cover-trump-ii-russo/
https://kappanonline.org/category/the-grade/
https://kappanonline.org/kuzydym-nondisclosure-agreements-sexual-assault-insurance-and-a-school-culture-of-looking-the-other-way-russo/
https://kappanonline.org/kuzydym-nondisclosure-agreements-sexual-assault-insurance-and-a-school-culture-of-looking-the-other-way-russo/
https://kappanonline.org/category/the-grade/
https://kappanonline.org/prep-time-swing-cartoon/
https://kappanonline.org/prep-time-swing-cartoon/
https://kappanonline.org/category/cartoons/
https://kappanonline.org/build-trust-to-communicate-with-parents/
https://kappanonline.org/build-trust-to-communicate-with-parents/
https://kappanonline.org/category/career-confidential/
https://kappanonline.org/category/career-confidential/
https://kappanonline.org/shanahan-russo-improving-media-coverage-of-science-of-literacy-research/
https://kappanonline.org/shanahan-russo-improving-media-coverage-of-science-of-literacy-research/
https://kappanonline.org/category/the-grade/
https://members.pdkintl.org/pdk-membership-forM
https://kappanonline.org/are-you-a-badass-teacher/
https://kappanonline.org/education-rhetoric-it-aint-easy-to-change-narrative-heller/
https://kappanonline.org/childhood-then-now-heller-editors-note/
https://kappanonline.org/heller-e-pluribus-elmo-public-broadcasting-public-education/
mailto:kappan@pdkintl.org
mailto:memberservices@pdkintl.org
mailto:manuscripts@pdkintl.org
https://marketplace.copyright.com/rs-ui-web/mp/search/journal/00317217
https://kappanonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/KappanMediaKit_2024-25_website.pdf
https://mailchi.mp/pdkintl/kappan-newsletter-subscription
https://www.facebook.com/pdkintl
https://twitter.com/pdkintl
https://instagram.com/educatorsrising/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/pdk-international
https://www.youtube.com/@educatorsrising4696
http://www.elegantthemes.com/
http://www.wordpress.org/
https://kappanonline.org/
https://www.facebook.com/pdkintl
https://twitter.com/pdkintl
https://www.linkedin.com/company/pdk-international
https://www.youtube.com/@educatorsrising4696
https://kappanonline.org/wp-login.php

