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Requiem for the “College Idea”:   

Andrew Delbanco’s Beleaguered Defense of Liberal Arts Education 

 

 Most policy makers and pundits seem to believe that higher education is a good that you 

can buy.  It is either an investment (human capital) or a commodity (social status).  As one critic 

bemoaned, college is “informed (no, dictated) by a rudimentary understanding of the nature of 

the job market rather than by intellectual curiosity, let alone intellectual passion” (Aronowitz, 

2000, p. 10).  Taking for granted that college is an unqualified good, political debates over higher 

education tend to focus on two issues: cost and access.  How can we make college more 

affordable so everyone can go?   

But what if college is not an unqualified good that everyone should have?  Since the turn 

of the 21st century, critics have begun to attack institutions of higher education as inefficient, 

broken, biased, and/or a bad investment.  The neoliberal The Economist recently called higher 

education a “declining value for the money” because of rising fees, outdated instructional 

practices, a subdued labor market, and reports claiming college students are not learning much 
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(“Not what it used to be,” 2012, p. 29).  More radical alarmists call higher education a “financial 

bubble” that will soon burst, warning students to “rethink [going] to college entirely” (Reynolds, 

2012, p. 28).  These critics basically argue that college is too expensive and it’s not worth the 

money so most people should not go; thus, governments are justified in giving these institutions 

less public money.  

While almost everyone can find something to criticize, reformists of all stripes want to 

fix these institutions, not abandon them.  Most reformers think that higher education is a 

priceless good so most Americans should aspire to go to college; thus, governments should 

increase public support (Cole, 2009; Geddes, 2000; Menand, 2010; Wellmon, 2013).  Reformers 

want to modify these institutions to meet new realities so they can work more efficiently and 

effectively.  Former provost and dean of faculties at Columbia University, Jonathan R. Cole 

(2009) sees higher education as constantly “evolving” to meet the new needs of society, and he 

wants to find better ways to “integrate” more coherent, unified, and effective institutions (pp. 12, 

44).  Other reformers, like Leon Botstein, president of Bard College, want to go further.  Botstein 

(2013) argued, the “current undergraduate system, in my view, is dead” (p. 75) because it is not 

working well for students or society.  Botstein argued that a new college curriculum needs to be 

created, which would unify science, professional training, and students’ “genuine need to know” 

answers to the big questions of life (p. 75). 

Andrew Delbanco (2012; Delbanco & Davis, 2013) is another reformer who has recently 

published a book adding to this debate.  But unlike most of his colleagues, he sees the institution 

of higher education very differently, both its virtues and its faults.  And further, unlike almost all 

of his colleagues, Delbanco sees no easy answers.  He acknowledges that the “problems are big,” 

while “big solutions” are “unlikely” (p. 162).  Delbanco defends higher education and offers an 
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implausible solution, using what Wellmon (2013) calls the “collegiate argument:” Institutions of 

higher education “ought to reclaim a unique college model that formed students into particular 

kinds of people” (p. 80; Delbanco & Davis, 2013, pp. 64-65).  Delbanco reaches far back into the 

past to focus on the evolution of the unique institution of “college,” which he mournfully notes is 

fading away.  Delbanco (2012) historicizes, criticizes, and celebrates “the college idea” (p. 148), 

while also lamenting its demise.  Delbanco’s book is neither a public policy argument nor a 

polemic.  It is a “funeral dirge,” sung by a true believer who grieves for a dying institution (p. 

150).   

But what is college?  As the subtitle invokes, answering this central question is the 

purpose of this book (“what it was, is, and should be”).  The concept of “college” has become 

debased in our current lexicon, meaning everything and nothing about higher education.  You 

would think that Delbanco would craft a careful definition of this concept, but he does not.  

Partly this is due to the structure and genesis of the book.  It began as a series of lectures and 

academic articles, only later collated and edited into a loosely congealed book.  This is not a 

monograph.  This book lacks a traditional academic structure supporting a single thesis.  Thus, 

readers who are not familiar with the creative flow of an historical essay may get lost by 

meandering course of this book.   

As his historical narrative unfolds, Delbanco’s critical and idealistic understanding of the 

concept of “college” emerges, though it is never well defined.  Delbanco makes a point to 

conceptually distinguish “college” from “university.”  He spends a whole chapter on the history 

of higher education as a western institution, succinctly explaining the trajectory “from college to 

university” (Ch. 3).  He explains that a college is about “transmitting knowledge” from the past 

as a “living resource,” while a university is about “creating new knowledge in order to supersede 
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the past” (p. 2).  The former institution is mostly focused on educating undergraduates and 

society at large, while the latter is mostly focused with the specialized training of professionals 

and furthering the practice of scientists.  Delbanco makes it very clear throughout this book that 

these two institutions “come into competition if not conflict” (p. 3).  Delbanco’s critical focus on 

history is deliberate, as it marks the central theme and methodology of the book.  He is critically 

analyzing the historical trajectory of how colleges became universities so as to critique the 

modern research university, while trying to preserve (and perhaps reclaim) some of the embattled 

and disappearing features of the traditional western “college.”   

However, even after one gleans the central purpose of this book, which is unevenly 

embedded throughout a profound historical narrative, Delbanco’s topic and ultimate point is still 

confused.  Delbanco uses the concept of “college” to refer to many different institutions of 

higher education.  He seemingly wants to use concept of “college” as a catch-all term: “A 

college – any college” (p. 8).  And sure enough, the book discusses every type of institution of 

higher education, including newer for-profit schools and MOOCs (Massive Open Online 

Courses).  But in the introduction, he talks a lot about traditional liberal arts colleges, and the 

reader gets a false assurance that only this institution will be Delbanco’s real topic.  He even 

goes so far as to say that the book’s core “focus is on the co-called elite colleges” of Oxford, 

Cambridge, Harvard, Yale, Princeton, and the like (p. 6).  But while Delbanco does spend a 

majority of his time discussing the past, present, and future of the elite liberal arts college, he 

ranges far and wide, using the term “college” to refer to many other institutions of higher 

education.  In one part of the book, Delbanco uses the term “public colleges” to refer to both the 

University of South Carolina and Norwalk Community College, morphing two very disparate 

institutions into a conceptual muddle (p. 57).   
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Delbanco’s explicit focus on traditional liberal arts colleges is misleading for another 

reason.  Most of these institutions transformed into research universities during the 19th century, 

as he historically illustrates in the book.  Thus, with Delbanco’s conceptual distinction between 

“colleges” and “universities,” it is hard to understand how Harvard University, to take one 

example, can be an exemplary “college” when it is, most assuredly, a preeminent modern 

research university.  This is a paradox.  And it creates needless confusion about the core purpose 

of Delbanco’s book, which is to explain the notion of “what a good college is or ought to be” (p. 

2), set against the contrasting purposes of a university.   

In order to grasp Delbanco’s winding, koan-like point, one must first grasp his complex 

concept of “college,” but book itself does not provide a clear definition.  The key, as any 

humanist will tell you, lies outside the text.  Thus, one needs to know the background of the 

author, understanding his unique experience as a college professor.  Delbanco is an award-

winning, endowed professor in the humanities at Columbia University.  His scholarly research 

focuses on literature and religious history, and in reading this book, one will be immersed in a 

masterful blending of these two fields of knowledge as they pertain to the history of higher 

education.  As the reader is enveloped in Delbanco’s historical narrative, there are several, not so 

subtle reflexive clues that this is a very personal book.   

The reader slowly begins to understand that this book is really about Delbanco’s unique 

experience at Columbia College, a distinct undergraduate program at Columbia University.  

Despite being situated within a modern research university, Columbia College is a separate 

institution with its own mission.  It has tried to preserve the ancient traditions and ideals of the 

western liberal arts college.  This college has a tightly structured core curriculum delivered in 

small seminar classes that are taught by dedicated, and often award winning, faculty.   
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In Delbanco’s mind, Columbia College represents the ideal concept and practice of what 

he means by the term “college.”  It is a “church;” a sacred “community” of scholars and students; 

a “voluntary gathering of seekers who come together for mutual support” (pp. 53, 38).  In such 

an institution, professors are “ardent, even fanatic, in the service of [their] calling” (p. 66).  Their 

job is to “awaken” the “soul” of students (p. 45) so as to develop their “character” (p. 42).  In a 

college, students are “touched and inspired” (p. 45) and their lives are “transformed” (p. 49). 

Quoting Max Weber, Delbanco explains that colleges “aid the novice to acquire a ‘new 

soul’…and hence, to be reborn” (p. 102).     

Delbanco reaches back in time to infuse his notion of “college” with an otherworldly aura 

of dedicated duty and sacred purpose, embodied by Columbia College and rare institutions like it 

that still exist.  For Delbanco, “college” is not about vocational training.  It is about higher 

education.  He traces the history of this ancient institution back to its humanistic core: “college” 

is about exploring human potential and limitations, discovering the meaning of life, becoming a 

well-rounded, ethical person, and all in the service of a broader community (p. 177).  In short, 

college transfers the ancient wisdom, the “transhistorical truths,” of what it means to be a human 

being (p. 101).  This central humanistic idea was also the subject of a previous book by Delbanco 

(1997), in which he used literature to explain how human beings can use ideas to “reimagin[e] 

the world” and “change it” (p. ix).  

Once this core purpose is understood, the reader can then fully appreciate Delbanco’s 

(2012) scattered clues throughout the book where he references his idealized concept of 

“college.”  When Delbanco uses this term, he means the humanistic higher education of 

undergraduates, wherever that education might take place, even within universities that are 

hostile to such a purpose.  Delbanco’s concept of college is similar to the notion of “general 
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education” (Menand, 2010, p. 23), but Delbanco (2012) focuses on more than just curriculum.  

He also focuses on the social and spiritual aspects of college, which have become largely lost in 

the research university.   

About halfway through the book, Delbanco uses the vague term “university-colleges” to 

seemingly indicate universities containing a “college” as a subordinated unit (p. 84).  This 

concept of “university-colleges” becomes clearer in chapters three and four.  He explores the 

historical development of higher education and how the research university gradually eclipsed 

the idea of college.  Universities displaced the older institutional focus of educating 

undergraduates in a community of scholars with a newer focus of vocational training and 

scientific discovery conducted by isolated specialists.   

Delbanco is highly critical of the modern research university, and as such, he uses his 

critical analysis to reclaim the importance of “college” and the humanistic education of 

undergraduates.  While Delbanco does not take issue with science and professional training, he 

does worry that such utilitarian purposes have needlessly and dangerously displaced the older 

virtues of the liberal arts college.  The research university organized around the sciences became 

both the pinnacle and the standard by which all other institutions of higher education have 

become measured.  As a result, colleges have been denigrated and defunded, their important 

work marginalized.  At the beginning of chapter four, Delbanco asks what could be considered 

the central question of the book: “Where, in this house of many mansions [the modern research 

university], was the college?  Did it – does it – still exist as a place of guided self-discovery for 

young people in search of themselves” (p. 102)?   

Only at this point does the perceptive reader finally understand the subject of this book: 

the transformative education of undergraduates in the liberal arts, which has been eclipsed and 
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disposed by vocational training in the modern research university.  While Columbia College is a 

celebrated reality, there are many hints that it is an embattled reality that may soon disappear, as 

have other colleges, due to fiscal constraints driving hard choices between competing goods.  

Reaching back into the past, Delbanco is trying to carve out space in the present for institutional 

reform in order to politically position the liberal arts college firmly in the future.  Or, to invoke 

an older vision, Delbanco seeks to defend and reclaim a sacred tradition.  Delbanco is a prophet 

nailing his critical theses on the university door praying for a reformation, or at the very least, a 

concerted effort at conservation.  

Delbanco is not a radical, however, seeking to destroy or dismantle the modern research 

university.  He quotes Max Weber to explain that the college and the university, while two 

different institutions, “do not stand opposed” (p. 103).  Delbanco asserts, “They coexist – or at 

least they should – in a dynamic relation” (p. 103).  But within the imperial domain of the 

research university, which dominates and controls the future of the college, “American higher 

education has struggled to maintain this dialectic” (p. 103).  Delbanco seems to want a more 

federated structure.  He wants colleges to have more autonomy and resources so that this 

institution can preserve its important mission of disseminating truly higher education, which as 

other critics of the university have pointed out, is becoming a lost art (Aronowitz, 2000, p. 2, 10).   

It is not until the last chapter that Delbanco clearly lays out the purpose and structure of 

the book, situating it within the reformist debates over institutions of higher education: 

I have tried in this book to tell a story of ideas and institutions…I did not want to 
stick to any one of the genres to which such a story usually conforms – jeremiad 
(invoking the past to shame the present), elegy (gone are the greats of yesteryear), 
call to arms (do this or that and we will be saved) – so the result, no doubt, is a 
messy mixture of them all. 

In fact, if there is one form to which most recent writing about college 
belongs, it is none of the above, but, rather, the funeral dirge…By this I mean that 
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the theme I’ve stressed – college as a community of learning – is, for many 
students, already an anachronism.  (pp. 150-51) 

 
While Delbanco celebrates the liberal arts and the “college idea” (p. 148), he warns that “it’s 

easy to romanticize the past, it is harder to make the case that these principles are alive and well 

in the ‘best’ colleges of the present” (p. 137).  In the midst of an accountability movement 

measuring the “effectiveness” of higher education, Delbanco explains that the learning outcomes 

of a liberal education cannot be known, let alone measured (pp. 28, 94, 100, 136): “The 

transformative power of a true education is ‘such a mystery’” (p. 171).  Delbanco passionately 

argues, “The best reason to care about college…is not what it does for society in economic terms 

but what it can do for individuals, in both calculable and incalculable ways” (p. 28).  Despite his 

idealistic tone, Delbanco is a realist.  There is little hope that policy makers would ever invest the 

public resources needed to revitalize what are presently perceived to be “useless” ideas and 

practices (p. 148).  Delbanco concedes that conveying the “universal value” of liberal education 

to policy makers and the public at large is “the most daunting challenge” to reformers of higher 

education (p. 171). 

 And while Delbanco is not optimistic about the future of the college idea, he does offer 

one deceptively simple policy that could help push higher education closer to his ideal.  One of 

the main problems, as Delbanco explains, “is not that universities are centers of research, but 

rather it’s the way they use college teaching to subsidize the training of researchers” (p. 167).  

Instead of marginalizing the teaching of undergraduates, this mission should be prioritized and 

universities should focus on trying “to produce more teachers who care about teaching” (p. 166).  

Delbanco argues that there is not and should not be “a clear dividing line” between research and 

teaching because “passion for learning lies at the heart of scholarly and scientific investigation,” 
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as well as teaching (p. 169): “At their best, in other words, research is a form of teaching, and 

teaching is a form of research” (p. 170).  

Delbanco’s book is a profound testament to the enduring idea and practice of the liberal 

arts education.  While his conclusions are by now well-worn truisms (Aronowitz, 2000; Lears, 

2000; Menand, 2010; Nussbaum, 1997), his profound ideas deserve to be acknowledged in 

public debates over higher education.  While discussion of big ideas can easily swell into pious 

idealism; nevertheless, ideals remain important touchstones reminding practitioners, policy 

makers, and the public at large about the intangible, contested, and dynamic meaning of 

education and the complex nature of being human. 
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