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Foreword

Anti-Elitism and the Civic Purposes 
of Higher Education
Derek W. M. Barker and Alex Lovit

The first issue of Higher Education Exchange (HEX ) was published in 1994, a
much different time for our democracy as well as for higher education. Fol-
lowing the fall of the Berlin Wall and collapse of communism, many believed 
that democracy was ascendant. Francis Fukuyama famously declared the “end 
of history,” meaning that Western liberal democracy no longer had any mean-
ingful rivals.1 A “civil society” concept emerged to recognize the role of culture 
and norms in sustaining a form of democracy that could be independent from 
government institutions and the state. If not quite flourishing, democracy and 
public life seemed to be at least in relatively good shape, historically speaking.

However, HEX was picking up something different. Under the leadership 
of founding editor, David W. Brown (with coeditor Deborah Witte), HEX 
was describing a growing “disconnect” between experts, who were focused on 
technical knowledge, and the citizenry, who wanted to be served by people to 
whom they could relate. HEX speculated that as the institution responsible for 
educating, socializing, and credentialing new professionals, higher education 
might be doing a disservice in failing to educate professionals with civic skills 
to match their technical expertise. Over the course of its 28 years of publica-
tion, HEX has included a wide range of authors and topics. But the growing 
divide between experts and citizens has remained a consistent theme in these 
pages. Over the decades, this once relatively unrecognized problem has risen in 
the consciousness of higher education. Even before the pandemic, there were 
troubling signs of growing public distrust in higher education, with the share 
of Americans proclaiming confidence in higher education dropping from 57 
percent to 48 percent between 2015 and 2018.2 These changes have occurred 
in a larger context in which “facts” have become subject to political contestation 
and authoritative institutions in general have suffered a loss of trust. Nearly 30 
years ago, it was relatively easy for many in colleges and universities to ignore 
HEX ’s quiet voice of warning; now, the issue is widely acknowledged.

Unfortunately, HEX ’s insight has proved remarkably predictive of changes 
in our democracy and public life, as well as in public attitudes toward higher 
education and the professional classes. Over the last three decades, political 
polarization has grown steadily while citizen confidence in public institutions 
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has continued to decline. Robert Putnam’s landmark Bowling Alone, published in 
2000, represented an early warning of our fraying social fabric.3 More recently, 
following efforts to question the legitimacy of the 2020 election, the United 
States was recently categorized as a “backsliding” democracy.4 Some commenta-
tors have now begun speaking of a “democratic deconsolidation,” with evidence 
suggesting growing public discontent with democracy and support for authori-
tarian leaders around the world.5 The COVID-19 pandemic has brought these 
trends to the surface, revealing a lack of public trust in experts and authorita-
tive institutions and the inability of a divided citizenry to work together even 
when facing a major public health crisis. The growing sense of anger and dis-
content culminated in the insurrection of January 6, 2021, as violent protesters 
stormed the US Capitol in an attempt to overturn the election. In contrast to 
the triumphalism of the 1990s, democracy is now widely regarded as being in 
the midst of a crisis, with its long-term survival no longer accepted as given. 

Despite its best attempts to keep itself apolitical, higher education has not 
been immune to these changes. It has struggled with declining public funding, 
questions about its value proposition, and growing debate over student debt. 
Across a range of controversial issues, campuses are thought to be inhospitable 
to conservative ideas, and academics are perceived, with some justification, as 
politically biased.6 Moreover, higher education bears responsibility for educat-
ing “elites,” the professional classes that dominate numerous public institutions 
that have become the target of much public anger and resentment. While the 
professional classes see themselves as using their expertise to serve the public, 
those outside of these professional classes view them as aloof and out of touch, 
perhaps even as threats to their way of life. The result is a profound cultural 
and economic divide that shapes our politics and public life and reinforces 
the growing polarization and distrust that are, in turn, threatening to unravel 
our democracy. While higher education may not be directly to blame for these 
changes, it is at the center of them.

While HEX could not have predicted the precise trajectory of the dis-
connect between professionals and the public, it was remarkably perceptive in 
diagnosing the critical challenges facing our democracy. The journal gave voice 
to concerns about the separation of academic from public life and the need for 
professionals to be educated with civic and relational skills as much as techni-
cal expertise. If anything, HEX seems to have underestimated the level of the 
disconnect between citizens and the professionals serving them. Rather than a 
disconnect, something more troubling appears to be happening, what David 
Brooks has described as a “backlash,” a growing sense of resentment and anger 
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toward highly educated professionals for their disproportionate share of eco-
nomic, cultural, and political power.7 While experts may have previously been 
misunderstood or seen as irrelevant, Brooks suggests that some citizens now 
view these professional classes as harmful to society. The disconnect originally 
described in the pages of HEX appears to have reached a new stage.

In this issue of HEX, we are taking a look back at a few of the most pre-
scient and relevant writings from the journal’s early years, together with a fresh 
interview with three leading scholars in Kettering’s network on the civic mission 
of higher education at a critical time. The reprinted pieces in this volume are 
representative of HEX ’s longstanding interest in examining the causes, condi-
tions, and consequences of the widening divide between academic institutions 
and the broader American public. Although the problems described in these 
pages are serious, HEX has remained optimistic, also chronicling promising 
innovations in how higher education institutions relate to their students and 
communities. The previously published articles contain a few dated details, but 
we hope our readers will agree that each of the articles in this volume identi-
fies issues and trends that remain relevant today and, in most cases, have only 
grown in importance. In order to update and contextualize the previously 
published material, each of these older articles is presented with a short new 
introduction by a scholar who has studied similar topics.

We begin the volume with an article by Maria Farland, originally pub-
lished in 1996. A quarter-century ago, Farland recognized a growing trend of 
higher education turning outward and seeking to reconnect with the public. 
Already then, academic traditions of narrow disciplinary specialization were 
facing both internal and external pressures, with increasing numbers of faculty 
and other academic professionals seeking to define themselves as civic profes-
sionals serving public purposes.

The following three articles provide examples of the civic turn Farland 
recognized, encompassing universities’ core practices of research, teaching, and 
service. An article by Scott Peters, originally published in 2001, illustrates a new 
civic mindset in the community-facing functions of the university. Rather than 
merely disseminating expert knowledge to a passive community, Peters describes 
how university extension researchers can play a variety of public or political 
roles, framing issues and assisting the community in coming to judgment  
before experts can design solutions.

Similarly, Katy J. Harriger and Jill J. McMillan, in an article from 2005, 
show how civic professionalism might look in the civic education of college 
students. In a four-year experiment at Wake Forest University, rather than  
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focusing purely on academic content, they designed a curriculum to engage a 
cohort of students in deliberations about complex moral and political issues 
with no right or wrong answers. As faculty, they were acting not only as experts 
in their fields but also as civic professionals framing and moderating these delib-
erations in order to provide their students with an experience in democratic 
politics. 

By 2006, the so-called civic engagement movement had gained promi-
nence in higher education, and Derek W. M. Barker provided a framework 
and taxonomy for understanding the multiple meanings of “democracy” it 
represented. Although Barker recognized divergent practices, he hoped that 
over time they would evolve into a coherent movement—in retrospect, per-
haps an overly optimistic projection.

We conclude the volume with a pairing of an article and an interview that 
illustrates the enduring challenges facing higher education as a civic institution 
and perhaps some ways forward. The last reprinted article here, by HEX ’s  
cofounding editor, David W. Brown, is among the earliest. In 1995, Brown 
diagnosed a problem: Academics were turning inward, focusing purely on their 
disciplines and intentionally removing themselves from democratic politics, 
resulting in the loss of purpose, relevance, and public standing of their institu-
tions. However, Brown was hopeful that universities might see opportunity in 
the moment and refocus on training professionals in civic skills to complement 
their technical knowledge.

This early piece is followed by a new interview in which we asked Joseph 
Scanlon, B. Da’Vida Plummer, and Kara Lindaman to reflect on the civic pur-
poses of higher education in light of the current relationship between citizens 
and professionals. Despite the emergence of a civic engagement movement in 
academia along the lines Brown envisioned, they suggest that the disconnect 
he described nearly 30 years ago persists and has in some ways intensified. In 
order to confront the anger and distrust currently being directed toward higher 
education, they propose that institutions of higher education make a more 
visible and concerted effort to address political polarization on their campuses 
and in their communities. This would include engaging with those who are 
most skeptical and critical of higher education and the professionals whom it 
trains and credentials.

Finally, David Mathews concludes the volume by arguing that any effort 
to confront the climate of distrust around higher education will need to involve 
more than internal change within institutions. He proposes that colleges and 
universities (along with similarly distrusted professions) engage in ongoing 
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dialogue with skeptical audiences and critics to build mutual understanding 
and, eventually, support. As public divides intensify, such dialogue is needed 
now more than ever for the civic mission of higher education and the future 
of our democracy. Mathews has recently stepped down from his role as the 
Kettering Foundation’s president and CEO and now serves as president emer-
itus. In addition to his contribution to this volume, we wish to extend our 
deepest gratitude to Dr. Mathews for his role in incubating Higher Education 
Exchange, his thought leadership in higher education, and his commitment to 
citizen-centered democracy.
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