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 ABSTRACT 

 

 

Were I asked:  “What is the single attribute of universities that has made the greatest 

impression on you over the forty-five years that you have been in them as a student and a 

faculty member?” I would reply without hesitation:  “Their fostering of human decency, as 

learning and knowledge are pursued in teaching-learning communities that nurture 

reciprocal respect and the dignity of individuals.”  This essay discusses the addition of value 

to individuals, groups, communities, and societies through the teaching-learning 

communities of universities.  It begins by calling out the concept of human value.  It 

continues by discussing the questions: What constitutes and counts as human value?  Can 

human value be added to anyone?  How is human value added at universities?  It concludes 

by noting the significance of reputation in the context of value(s) which universities add to 

persons through their teaching-learning communities. 



 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 UNIVERSITIES:   THE ADDITION OF HUMAN VALUE  

Introduction 

In a dream, the overall contents of which I cannot now recall, I was engaged most unhappily 

a in situation from which I sought to extricate myself with the utmost urgency.  Perplexed, I 

said aloud:  “What am I going to do?”  One of those who were present, of whom I had no 

cognizance, responded calmly:  “Do no harm.”  I awakened immediately, turned on the 

light–it was still dark outside–got a pen and a piece of paper, and wrote down what I have 

just called out.  It was the early morning of Sunday, September 17, 2000.  (Could it be that 

my brain had simply retrieved an admonition, deep in its memory bank, from my favorite 

political philosopher, Saint Augustine of Hippo, who wrote in The City of God:  “do harm to 

no man,”
�
which I had studied and reflected upon as graduate student more than two 

generations ago?  I know not.)  And what is my purpose for having mentioned this 

particular dream?  To accentuate the admonition, do no harm.  In its being of university 

qua university, the university can do no harm.  I wish here neither to state nor imply that 

harm never is done at a university, which assuredly would be quite idiotic.  I do, though, 

maintain that whenever and wherever harm is done at a university that harm, always and 

without exception, is inconsistent with the inherent and foundational attributes of that 

university qua university. 

In its being, the university not only does no harm, it also frames contexts wherein 

men and women (hereinafter wo’men) may, through probing the frontiers of knowledge,  

learn to distinguish between knowledge and right opinion, embrace the guidance of 
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wisdom,  spurn the allures of folly, and make themselves better as individuals and as 

communities in regard to standards of human excellence.  Accordingly, “the true college 

[university],” says William Edward Burghardt Du Bois in his classic work The Souls of 

Black Folk, “will ever have [as its fundamental and defining purpose] one goal,–not [to 

teach men and women how] to earn meat, but to know the end and aim of that life which 

meat nourishes.”
�
 Du Bois goes on to observe that “[t]he function [I rather he had said 

purpose] of the university is not simply to teach bread-wining, or to furnish teachers for the 

public schools or to be a centre of polite society [important though each of these functions 

may be]; it is, above all, to be the organ of that fine adjustment between real life and the 

growing knowledge of life, an adjustment which forms the secret of civilization.”
�
 It is in 

this context that Du Bois criticized sharply what he perceived to be “some dozen poorly 

equipped [both by personnel and material] high schools” in the South after the Civil War, 

that had been built “quickly,” with foundations laid “carelessly” and lowered standards of 

“knowing,” which had been “miscalled . . . universities.”
�
 The university qua 

university, through the research, reciprocal instruction, and service of its community of 

scholars and students, articulates, disseminates, and fosters what Du Bois calls “the higher 

aims of life,”
�
which nurture and sustain civilization in all of its provinces.  And what are 

these higher aims of life that afford nurturance and sustenance to civilization?  The ideals 

that guide human thought and action, ever toward the good made better, and the better, 

best.  Du Bois notes, correctly, that “the final product of our training must be neither a 

psychologist nor a brickmason, but a man.  And to make men, we must have ideals, broad, 
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pure, and inspiring ends of living–not sordid money-getting, not apples of gold.”
�
  He goes 

on to point out that  

If we make money the object of man-training, we shall develop money-makers but 

not necessarily men; if we make technical skill the object of education, we may 

possess artisans but not, in nature, men.  Men we shall have only as we make 

manhood the object of the work of the schools–intelligence, broad sympathy, 

knowledge of the world that was and is, and of the education of men to it–this is the 

curriculum of that Higher Education which must underlie true life.  On this 

foundation we may build bread winning, skill of hand and quickness of brain, with 

never a fear lest the child and man mistake the means of living with the object of life.
.
 

Unhappily, money-making (“apples of gold”) has corrupted ever so many who either have 

passed through, or remained in, universities.  Still, the university–and here my 

concentration is on the American academy, especially graduate education–arcs continually 

into its defining and animating purpose, that is, to make objectively real what the ancients 

called man’s striving purpose, which is the unceasing generational and transgenerational 

betterment of individuals and the communities in which they live. 

Having articulated the concept of the university qua university, I must now tackle 

the really tough portion of this presentation.  Do universities, as a matter of empirical fact, 

add human value to individuals?  This question is extraordinarily complex, its 

straightforwardness and apparent simplicity notwithstanding.  What constitutes and counts 

as human value?  Can it, in reality, be added to anyone?  If human value can be added to 
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individuals, how is it done at universities? 

 

 

Human Value Considered 

What Constitutes and Counts as Human Value? 

When one speaks of human value, one makes known by sign, speech, or action the form and 

substance of behaviors that enhance the prospects of the transgenerational continuity of 

human life in its variable manifestations, as well as foster the generational habituation of 

individuals in practices that are worthy of emulation.  Practices worthy of emulation make 

better persons of the ones who engage in them.  Through habituation and practice, human 

value promotes the betterment and worthiness of individuals.  And insofar as individuals 

configure families, and families groups, and groups communities, and communities societies, 

and societies nations, and nations states, the betterment and worthiness of individuals serve 

the good of the state, and is in the interest of the state.  Human value thus serves both 

individuals and states through the practices that they ground, and ought to be given the 

same kind of tender care that a loving mother gives her offspring. 

What has just been said is sound, and its attractiveness apparent.  But it masks a 

tricky, vexatious, perennial, and perhaps irresolvable problem:  Are human values 

transcendent, universal, and timeless, applying with equal and unvarying stringency to all 

individuals and all societies, without regard to location and time?  Having spent forty-five 

years across four universities, and just about two generations in the professorate, and 
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worried, without satisfaction, about the question just asked since my days as an 

undergraduate when I first became interested in its problematics, I shall not even try to give 

an answer to it here.  What I have come to believe, note I did not say know, is that there 

could well be human values that are transcendent and universal, but of this I remain 

unsure.  It is a commonplace for one to hear others speak of the value of every human life, 

and the sacredness of human life.  However, instantiations of the vulgarization, 

brutalization, and destruction of human life so abound as to apparently confound 

incantations pertaining to the value of human life.  Yet an abridgment of a principle or law 

does not a fortiori confound that principle or law.  Thus the sacredness of all human life 

could well be a transcendent and universal human value.  But not so fast. 

In the very best book on a comparative study of slavery planetwide that I ever have 

studied, Slavery and Social Death:  A Comparative Study,
,
Orlando Patterson calls attention to 

the Tupinamba of South America who ate slaves that had been taken as prisoners of war.  

He recounts the story of a young male taken in battle.  The prisoner lamented that he did 

not fear being eaten, but rather that he was unable “to take revenge before dying”
�
on those 

who were to eat him, having been cut off from his own people.  The life of that young 

prisoner of war was assuredly of great value to him but not to the Tupinamba, except 

insofar as his body provided a delicious meal.  The lives of those who would partake of the 

prisoner’s body were no doubt of value to the ones who ate him.  The critical point being 

called out here is the variability of the value of human life.  Human life is valuable, but 

which life, at what time, in what location, and to whom? 



 

 

 

 

7 

And so, whenever one is asked exactly what does one mean when one uses the term 

human value, perhaps the best that one can say is:  Human value is contingent on time and 

location, and fosters practices that make evident their worth in regard to the betterment of 

individuals, groups, and societies in given contexts. 

 

Can Human Value be Added to Anyone? 

 

Extraordinarily difficult epistemological, ethical, moral, and empirical problems and 

questions are subsumed by the subheading above, which, for the most part, will have to be 

left undiscussed in this section.  I would, though, like to mention the problem of whether 

“seeking and learning are in fact nothing but recollection,”
�
which Socrates, via Plato, 

demonstrates quite persuasively in the Meno through the use of Meno’s slave boy in the 

explication of a problem in geometry.  But there is a crucial antecedent regarding seeking 

and learning (the acquisition of knowledge) that has not yet been mentioned, and that is a 

belief in the immortality of the soul.  In the Meno, Plato has Socrates say: 

[T]he soul , since it is immortal and has been born many times, and has seen all 

things both here and in the other world, has learned everything that is.  So we need 

not be surprised if it can recall the knowledge of virtue or anything else which, as we 

see, it once possessed.  All nature is akin, and the soul has learned everything, so that 

when a man recalled a single piece of knowledge–learned it in ordinary language–

there is no reason why he should not find out all the rest, if he keeps a stout heart 

and does not grow weary of the search . . . .  And [so,] if the truth about reality is 
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always in our soul[s], the soul must be immortal, and one must take courage and try 

to discover–that is, to recollect–what one doesn’t happen to know, or, more correctly, 

remember, at the moment.”
�
 

In this conceptual framework, knowledge is drawn out of one, just a Socrates drew 

out geometric knowledge from Meno’s slave boy, not added to one.  In a recollective 

construction of learning and knowledge, students, and anyone else for that matter, are not 

vessels to be filled with knowledge, but rather filled cisterns from which knowledge may be 

drawn by tapping that which is within them.  

Socrates’ recollective construction of learning and knowledge stands in 

contradistinction to John Locke’s “empty cabinet”
�
conceptualization pertaining to learning 

and knowledge.  Unlike Socrates and Plato, Locke believes that neither ideas nor principles 

are innate.  In the Meno, Socrates says:  “[T]here turns out to be neither teachers nor 

student of virtue, so it would appear that virtue cannot be taught . . . and is not 

knowledge.”
�
 Here, virtue and its grounding principles are innate.  This position lacks 

purchase with Locke, who writes: 

It is an established opinion amongst some men that there are in the understanding 

certain innate principles; some primary notions, . . . characters, as it were stamped 

upon the mind of man; which the soul receives in its very first being, and brings into 

the world with it.  It would be sufficient to convince unprejudiced readers of the 

falseness of this supposition, if I should only show . . . how men, barely by the use of 

their natural faculties, may attain to all the knowledge they have, without the help of 
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any innate impressions; and may arrive at certainty, without any such original 

notions or principles. . . . 

The senses at first let in particular ideas, and furnish the yet empty cabinet, 

and the mind by degrees growing familiar with some of them, they are lodged in the 

memory, and names got to them.  Afterwards, the mind proceeding further, abstracts 

them, and by degrees learns the use of general names.  In this manner the mind 

comes to be furnished with ideas and language, the materials about which to exercise 

its discursive faculty.  And the use of reason becomes daily more visible, as these 

materials that give it employment increase.  But though the having of general ideas 

and the use of general words and reason usually grow together, yet I see not how this 

[in] any way proves them [to be] innate.  The knowledge of some truths, I confess, is 

very early in the mind; but in a way that shows them not to be innate.  For, if we will 

observe, we shall find it still to be about ideas, not innate, but acquired; it being 

about those first which are imprinted by external things, with which infants have 

earliest to do, which make the most frequent impressions on their senses. . . .  [A] 

child knows as certainly before it can speak the difference between the ideas of sweet 

and bitter . . . , as it knows afterwards  ... that wormwood and sugarplums are not the 

same thing.
.
 

Locke’s empiricist construction of learning and knowledge is independent of the 

immortality of the soul, and indeed of the very existence of the soul.  Socrates’ (Plato’s) 

recollective construction of learning and knowledge is unconditionally dependent on the 
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existence of the soul and its immortality.  Remove the soul and Socrates’ conceptual 

framework for advancing learning and knowledge falls apart.  Locke, on the other hand, 

whether wo’men possess souls or not, opens a variety of paths to filling the empty cabinets 

of their brain-minds, as well as the sorts of elements with which they may be filled. 

I do not, here, wish to engage further the concepts of the immortal soul and its innate 

ideas, and the empty cabinet of the brain-mind and its acquisition(s) pertaining to learning 

and knowledge.  Whether ideas and principles are drawn out of individuals from within à la 

Socrates, or put into them from them without à la Locke, I cannot say.  There are category 

disputations among philosophers that are perennial, and this is one of them.  What I do 

know is that Locke’s construction allows the addition of human value (through what is put 

into the empty cabinet), and Socrates opens a path to the expansion of human value 

(through what is drawn out of the immortal soul).  By making use of both Socrates and 

Locke, universities can, indeed, add human value to individuals. 

 

How is Human Value Added at Universities? 

 

I was introduced to Brian Greene’s The Fabric of the Cosmos in 2006, which ignited in me 

an interest in cosmology constructed by physicists that I did not know I had.  Since then I 

have studied roughly forty books on cosmology written by some of the planet’s leading 

physicists.  One of the things that I have learned from my studies is the presence and effects 

of physical binaries in the cosmos–for example, matter and antimatter, electron and 

positron, proton and antiproton, quark and antiquark, etc.  The most recent book that I 
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have studied, Leonard Suskind’s The Black Hole War,
,
developed the hypothesis of black 

hole complementarity, which I shall only mention here.  As I have reflected upon the 

substance of this essay, it occurred to me that the concepts of binaries and complementarity 

could be very helpful.  I should thus like to make use of the concept of the complementarity 

of binaries regarding the addition of human value by universities. 

I now posit the complementarity of seven binaries which, when acted upon 

judiciously, conscientiously, and unceasingly enable universities to add noteworthy human 

value to those who fall within their domains.  These are: i) knowledge and wisdom; ii) 

integrity and courage ; iii) truthfulness and honesty;  iv) respect and dignity; v) liberty and 

care; vi) natural compassion and sacrifice; and vii) safety and security. 

It will be observed readily that safety and security were placed seventh; this was 

done very deliberately.  Why?  I subscribe categorically to Saint Augustine’s conviction that 

security is the enemy of weak minds.  Writing regarding the Second Punic War, 218-01 

B.C.E., Augustine observes that Scipio Nascia, who defeated Hannibal, refused to destroy 

Carthage.  In a passage most germane to our own times, Augustine writes as follows: 

[C]ertainly, your [Rome’s] desire for peace, and prosperity, and plenty is not 

prompted by any purpose of using these blessings honestly, that is to say, with 

moderation, sobriety, temperance, and piety; for your purpose rather is to run riot in 

an endless variety of sottish pleasures, and thus to generate from your prosperity a 

moral pestilence which will prove a thousandfold more disastrous than the fiercest 

enemies.  It was such a calamity as this that Scipio . . . feared when he refused to 



 

 

 

 

12 

agree to the destruction of Carthage [Rome’s enemy]; and opposed [Marcus Porcius] 

Cato, who advised its destruction.  He feared security, that enemy of weak minds, and 

he perceived that a wholesome fear would be a fit guardian for the citizens.  And he 

was not mistaken. . . .  For when Carthage was destroyed [in the Third Punic War 

149-46 B.C.E.], and the Roman republic delivered from its great cause of anxiety, a 

crowd of disastrous evils forthwith resulted from the prosperous condition of things. 

. . .  The lust of rule, which with other vices existed among the Romans in more 

unmitigated intensity than among any other people, after it had taken possession of 

the more powerful few, subdued under its yoke the rest, worn and wearied.
.
 

Universities foster environments in which the participants discern that there is no 

one-to-one correspondence between security and the absence of fear, and that safety is not 

the order or the graveyard.  By framing contexts in which a healthy fear may obtain–a 

student’s fear of displeasing her parents by being lazy, and not doing as well on her 

examinations as she knows the she is capable of; a faculty member’s fear of sanctions by 

willfully and deliberately violating sound, and well-established policies and procedures of 

his/her institution; the fear of a university president or chancellor in losing the confidence of 

his/her faculty and staff; the fear of costs associated with the failure to meet deadlines, etc.,–

universities add value to the ones who participate in them. 

Perhaps the greatest fear that pervades the faculties of universities is that they 

themselves have not studied as hard as they should have, learned as much as they could 

have, and opened the best paths for students to become lovers of knowledge and wisdom by 
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understanding the grounding purpose of the institutions of which they are a part.  By 

nurturing a love of knowledge and wisdom in those who are within their domains, especially 

students and faculty, universities add value to individuals by enabling them to push back 

the frontiers of the unknown through the skillful use of the known.  Such individuals 

develop and hone inherent potentialities, capacities, and capabilities, which position them to 

be valuable contributors to the good and well-being of the communities and societies in 

which they live.  A wholesome fear makes individuals and communities better, even as an a 

blind desire for security make them worse.  This is precisely what Scipio knew intuitively 

and empirically.  Through that healthy fear that accompanies the pursuit of knowledge and 

wisdom, universities make individuals better by unmasking hidden costs of the allure of 

security, and inducing behaviors that are consistent with what knowledge and wisdom make 

plain. 

On manifestation of a wholesome fear is courage, which enables one to face 

difficulty, danger, pain, criticism, etc., without compromising or confounding one’s 

integrity.  Courage and integrity are truly complementary.  The university qua university, 

aside from the knowledge and wisdom that undergirds it, is fortified by its integrity.  

Whatsoever undercuts the integrity of a university undermines its entire edifice.  

Universities thus strive unceasingly to assure and protect the integrity of the knowledge and 

wisdom that constitute their core.  The great American, Frederick Douglass, posited that to 

be “forewarned [is to be] forearmed, the price of liberty is eternal vigilance.”
�
 Universities 

are eternally vigilant in protecting their integrity, as well as enhancing and protecting the 
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good reputations which accompany it.  It is well said, and a commonplace to hear, that a 

wo’man’s reputation goes before him/her.  Individuals and institutions flourish or languish 

in substantial measure on the basis of their reputations.  Given the reciprocal relation 

between integrity and reputation, whatever enhances, advances, and promotes one’s good 

reputation, redounds to the fortification of one’s integrity. 

Now, universities are institutions, and since institutions are distinguishable but 

inseparable in any cross-section of space-time from the ones who wo’man them, universities 

are inseparable from the men and women who execute their functions and fulfill their 

purposes.  Universities thus have a vested interest in the integrity and good reputations of 

those who are members of their communities.  Accordingly, they act continually to frame 

contexts that nurture the integrity and foster the reputations of their members.  They strive 

to engender in wo’men the strength of character
r
and the courage to take the sorts of 

action(s) that evince their (the wo’men’s) integrity, as well as protect, defend, and advance 

their reputations.  In doing so, universities indubitably add value to individuals, and by 

extension, to the groups, communities, and societies in which they live. 

When one acts courageously in regard to one’s integrity and reputation, that action 

must be grounded in truthfulness and honesty if it is to serve its intended purpose and 

occasion its intended outcome.  Untruthfulness and dishonesty are the bane of decency.  In 

its archaic form, untruthfulness entails faithlessness, untrustworthiness, and disloyalty.  

Where untruthfulness obtains, accuracy, authenticity, reliability, and dependability vanish. 

 And dishonesty, the complement of untruthfulness, emanates deviousness, 
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unscrupulousness, dishonorableness, shamefulness, disgracefulness, baseness, taint, and 

disreputableness.  Whenever and wherever they are a commonplace, and insofar as they 

persist, untruthfulness and dishonesty, corrode, erode, and eventually destroy trust, 

confidence, comity, collegiality, reciprocal respect, harmony, friendship, and character.  

Universities are fundamentally teaching-learning communities.  Given that 

untruthfulness and dishonesty are cruel daggers that cut at the very heart of the university 

qua university, and given that they never can wholly be expunged from universities, these 

institutions make continual, and strenuous efforts to articulate and disseminate costs that 

attend untruthfulness and dishonesty, as well as benefits that accompany truthfulness and 

honesty, the greatest of which are integrity and a good reputation. 

The integrity and good reputation of these teaching-learning communities are critical 

to the images they project to the world, their own conceptions of themselves, and the way 

they are perceived, as well as the value placed on them, beyond their own borders.  The 

honesty and truthfulness with which faculty pursue their research, instructional, and 

service actives; students study their lessons, write their papers, and take their examinations; 

and staff execute their respective functions, all together serve to make the teaching-learning 

community a desirable place, which adds individual, communal, and societal value through 

the works and behaviors of the ones who either have participated or continue to participate 

in it. 

It is well to note here that honesty and truthfulness in caring for one’s integrity and 

reputation at times appear to be too costly–just do not pay.  But it is a well-established 
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empirical fact that in the long-run truthfulness and honesty do pay, whether in this life or 

after death, regarding the esteem in which one is held, and the worthiness of one for 

emulation.  Universities thus add an incalculable value to individuals insofar as they make 

them conscious of the relation between truthfulness, honesty, integrity, and reputation, and 

induce in them behaviors that place the highest premium, not on the short-term acquisition 

of “apples of gold,” but rather on the short-term and the long-term care of their integrity 

and good reputation.  For over the long-run, a wo’man’s integrity and good reputation are 

worth infinitely more than the short-term gratification afforded by apples of gold. 

Men and women who care for their integrity and reputation have dignity, are 

respectful of others, and elicit respect.  They are highly self-respecting persons, who evince 

an aura of self-esteem,
,
wholly devoid of haughtiness, thereby drawing others toward them.  

The teaching-learning communities of universities are affixed firmly in reciprocal respect:  

the respect of faculty for one another’s talents; the respect of students for faculty as good 

teachers; the respect of faculty for the ability of students to learn even as they teach the very 

ones who instruct them; the respect of faculty and academic administrators for the roles 

each play in enabling the teaching-learning community to work well; the respect of 

administrators, faculty, and students for the staff, particularly the custodial staff, that 

maintains the physical infrastructure; and the respect of non-academic participants for 

academic participants, whose research and instruction undergird, animate, and lie at the 

very core of each teaching-learning community.  Respect, more especially reciprocal respect, 

is foundational to the university qua university, and thus is a defining attribute of 
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universities. 

Respect presumes a morality which one draws upon in one’s relations with others, as 

well as one’s belief that though one subscribes to a given morality and has a duty to adhere 

to its tenets, it is not within the province of one to impose that morality on others. Moral-

ethical variableness, and tolerance for varieties of behaviors emanating from differences in 

ethical-moral positions, ground the respect that wo’men have for one another, as well as the 

self-respect which individuals have for themselves.  In socializing individuals into the 

respect that suffuses their teaching-learning communities, universities add value to them by 

nurturing behaviors which permit opposition, disagreements, controversies, disputes, and 

even quarrels to proceed within tolerable limits.  When reciprocal respect becomes corroded 

or is eroded those limits vanish, and a path to the war of every wo’man against every 

wo’man becomes wide open.   

One of the values that universities add to those who are socialized in their norms is a 

recognition and appreciation of the significance of limits.  Shared limits that are agreed 

upon, either explicitly or tacitly, and undergirded by moral-ethical principles that are 

subscribed to by most members of a given community or society, serve as bonds of societal 

cohesion, peace, and good order.  Shared limits neither imply nor entail an absence of 

conflict.  The sharing of limits put in place boundaries that in effect circumscribe conflicts 

in a closed universe with predictable markers pertaining to permissible and impermissible 

behavior. 

One may disagree with, and object strongly to, a given behavior, but insofar as one 
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subscribes to its permissibility, one is thereby constrained in one’s own action(s) regarding 

that behavior.  How well does the passage cited earlier from Augustine concerning Scipio’s 

prescience pertaining to the destruction of Carthage, instantiate the effects of the 

evaporation of limits that keep conflicts in check.  Limits thus foster a measure of 

predictability (probability, not certainty) concerning the behavior of individuals, and even 

of groups, communities, societies, and states.  And so, universities add an inestimable value 

to the environments in which they operate insofar as they are effective in attuning  those 

who pass through their portals to the significance of limits. 

It is well to point out here that limits do not entail the suffocation of creativity, 

satisfaction with mediocrity, an abridgment of wo’man’s striving purpose, which the 

ancients valued ever so highly, a fostering of inertia, and a diminution of vibrance in 

everyday activities.  To the contrary, they tend to have the obverse effect by contributing to 

the construction and maintenance of frameworks of reciprocal expectations, which enable 

individuals and groups to maximize effort by having good reason(s) to believe that they will 

not be blindsided, and their good work will be either for naught or very little.  Limits thus 

increase the prospect that mutual respect will obtain in a given environment, and self-

respecting and other-respecting persons will evince dignity in their everyday behaviors. 

Great was the dignity displayed by Rosa Parks on that cold, dark evening of 

December 1, 1995, in Montgomery, Alabama, when she refused to obey the order of the bus 

driver James F. Blake to give up her seat to a white male.  In dignified disobedience, she did 

two most noteworthy things simultaneously, namely, resist the ethical-moral and social 
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indecency of de jure Jim Crow, and affirm her womanhood, thereby earning enormous 

respect in black America, as well as a substantial portion of white America.  The serenity 

with which Parks breached the legal limits of de jure Jim Crow astounded many.  Her 

dignity engendered respect. 

Civilizations become coarse and vulgar wherever dignity is lacking.  As a wellspring 

of civilization, the university qua university induces those who participate in it to take pride 

in their dignity, thereby “radiat[ing] so serene a sense that [their] rights are manifest . . . [as 

to] call shame on all who refuse to acknowledge them,”
�
which is precisely what Parks did.  

Universities understand well the relation between dignity and respect, especially self-

respect, and so they strive continually to draw out of their participants the dignity that 

inheres in them as individuals, and nurture in them an abiding reciprocal respect for one 

another. 

As a youngster of nineteen years old, I heard U Thant, the former secretary-general 

of the United Nations say at the University of the West Indies:  “I believe in the inherent 

dignity of the individual.  I believe in respect, the eternal twin of dignity.  I believe that 

dignity makes an individual worthy of respect.”  These words were imprinted indelibly on 

my brain-mind.  (I trust that the aged brain  has kept them exactly as they were recorded, or 

at worst, made the barest alteration of them.)  The crucial point here is the relation that U 

Thant observed between dignity and respect, complementary principles, the fostering of 

which lies at the very core of the mission of universities.      

Dignity and respect flourish when watered by liberty.  It is well to restate an ancient 
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maxim:  Liberty is not the license to do whatsoever one pleases, whenever and wherever one 

chooses.  It is, rather, behavior that conforms to norms of human decency.  And what are 

norms of human decency?:  the absence of alienation, exploitation, and oppression; the 

availability of goods and services that not only satisfy basic needs, but also foster the 

maximization of the potentialities, capacities, and capabilities of individuals; according 

every wo’man his/her due; the treatment of others in ways that one desires and expects to be 

treated; the equitable sharing of burdens and benefits; the presence of a wholesome social 

order; a recognition by one that others are worthy of the same care that one receives, 

whatever the form and substance of that care; and the ceaseless striving by one, through 

one’s everyday conduct and work, to make oneself worthy of approbation and emulation, as 

one acts to be the very best that one can be, and others endeavor to do likewise.  Liberty qua 

liberty thus impels wo’men to behave in ways that engender their own individual dignity, 

induce them to be self-respecting persons, impel them to respect others, and move others to 

esteem and respect them. 

As constructed above, liberty is a critical defining attribute of universities.  Liberty 

affords faculty the latitude, within due limits, to pursue the sorts of problems and questions 

that interest them.  Through research, instruction, and service, faculty give empirical 

substance to norms of human decency.  By their own individual behaviors, and the 

knowledge that they impart to, as well as draw out of, their students and one another, faculty 

act to translate abstract principles of human decency into tangible, observable outcomes, 

which may not always have immediate payoffs but are nonetheless of value in expanding the 
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domain of decency.  As students learn from faculty and one another, faculty from students 

and each other, and the entire complement of personnel at an institution from the ethos that 

pervades it, the liberty to learn and to do make individuals better.  And being better, strive 

to become the very best that they can be. 

Since the university qua university of today is not a cloister, universities penetrate, 

that is, extend their influence into, the wider society of which they are a part regarding the 

form, substance, and boundary of liberty.  Students, faculty, and staff members of 

universities often later become politicians, stateswo’men, business wo’men, advisers to 

public and private officials, civil servants, religious leaders, public-school and private-school 

teachers, doctors, lawyers, judges, journalists, and what may simply be termed opinion-

makers in a society.  The norms of human decency into which they were socialized through 

the exercise of liberty at the institutions in which they participated affect profoundly the 

sorts of behaviors in which they engage.  True, there is no one-to-one correspondence 

between one’s observation, and being a beneficiary, of liberty in play at a given university, 

and one’s later behavior concerning liberty after one has left that institution.  Still, since 

what one learns is never wholly erased, at least traces always remain–a lifelong gift to me as 

an undergraduate from my philosophy professor Robert M. Yost–in suffusing learning with 

liberty, and liberty with decency, universities add value to individuals as individuals, and 

also as members of the communities and societies of which they are a part. 

To love liberty is to care for human decency.  Moreover, there is no true love of 

liberty where decency does not obtain.  A crucial term here is care.  In my course on 
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African-American History to 1865, I call out the significance of paternalism in the context of 

chattel slavery for my students.  I point out to them that paternalism entails power, 

authority, influence, guidance, and care.  Slavocrats assuredly exercised enormous power 

over their slaves as instruments of action and production, but very little care for them as 

persons.  I do not subscribe to Aristotle’s distinction between an instrument of action, a 

human being, and an instrument of production, an inanimate object, a hammer, for 

example.  In the Politics his writes:  [A]s production and action are different in kind, and 

both require instruments, the instruments which they employ must likewise differ in kind.  

But life is action and not production, and therefore the slave is the minister of action.”
�
 But 

concerning slavery in the United States, Judge Thomas Ruffin, cited by Patterson, is more 

on the mark in his 1829 decision when he wrote:  “With slavery . . . the end is the profit of 

the master, his security and the public safety; the subject, one doomed in his own person, 

and his posterity, to live without knowledge, and without the capacity to make anything is 

own, and to toil that another may reap his fruits. . . .  Such services can only be expected 

from one who has no will of his own; who surrenders his will in implicit obedience in the 

consequence only of uncontrolled authority over the body. . . .  The power of the master must 

be absolute, to render the submission of the slave perfect.”
�
 The living body of a slave was 

treated as if it were a mere inanimate object, an instrument to be used and abused at will by 

the one who owned (had possession) of it.  No wonder Edward Lycurgas observed after his 

liberation from the fetters of chattel slavery that “one and all, dey [slaves] had a good strong 

notion to see what it was like to own your own body,”
�
for they all knew that they were not 
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the legal owners of their own mortal biological bodies.  

Though they were human beings, slaves in the Americas were generally treated as if 

they were merely inanimate objects in the processes of production.  It was a commonplace 

for slavocrats in the sugar islands of the Caribbean to work a young slave bought at auction 

straight through to death at an early age, and replace him/her with another furnished by the 

transAtlantic slave trade, insofar as they found it cheaper and more profitable to do so than 

by providing care for a slave-child through adulthood.
.
 Slavery is the antithesis of liberty 

and human decency.  It abridges every norm of human decency.  And since there is no 

decency without the care of persons, slavery, like all other forms of behavior that violate 

human decency, undercut care, and thereby confound all claims pertaining to a love of 

liberty.  By making those who participate in them, especially the faculty and students, 

conscious of the relation between liberty and care, and nurturing in them a love of liberty, 

universities add both individual and societal value to members of their institutional 

communities, as well as communities that lie beyond their immediate boundaries. 

Human beings are warm-blooded animals but they can be extraordinarily cold-

blooded and uncaring.  How well does Judge Ruffin’s posit concerning slavery instantiate 

the cold-bloodedness of one human being toward others, a cold-bloodedness wholly devoid 

of ethical-moral scruple or trace of natural compassion.  And yet natural compassion flows 

readily and easily through the veins of Homo sapiens sapiens, as for example, a complete 

stranger who gives a vital organ such as a kidney to the gravely ill member of a family; or 

one who has few resources but nonetheless shares the little that s/he has with a stranger who 
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has even less; or the feelings of grief that overcomes one at the sight of a great tragedy. 

Natural compassion tends to impel wo’men to make sacrifices of which others are the 

primary beneficiaries.  Selflessness is the defining attribute of natural compassion. 

The other takes precedence over the self.  Sacrifice thus accompanies natural compassion as 

heat accompanies light.  They are distinguishable but inseparable.  Natural compassion 

benefits the other and sacrifice uplifts the self.  The exquisite beauty of natural compassion 

is that it gives without asking anything in return either from the one who receives, or from 

anyone else for that matter.  It truly is archetypal concerning other-regarding behavior, and 

cannot be taught. In regard to the intrinsic virtue of natural compassion, Socrates is correct 

when he says that “virtue cannot be taught.”
�
 Unlike natural compassion, sacrifice, 

especially self-sacrifice, can be taught.  Sacrifice entails delay, or postponement of 

gratification, or setting aside, or giving up for the sake of an end or set of ends that are 

desired or deemed to be desirable.  Christians, for example, believe that the Christ Jesus 

was the sacrificial lamb for the sins of mankind, that is, he gave up his life willingly so that 

the gates of heaven would be open to all who believed in him, and through him the Triune 

God.  The Christ was courageous–willing, fearless, steadfast–in giving up his own life, as he 

assured believers in him that he alone was the hope of their eternal salvation and life.  

Students are admonished constantly to postpone immediate gratification that impinge 

detrimentally on their studies.  Each semester I teach an introductory course for 

undergraduates.  Two weeks before an examination I usually say to them: “I hope that you 
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have been studying for the exam all along.  Don’t wait until the night before to study for it, 

for it is most unlikely that you will do very well.  There might be a party that promises to 

have lots for fine men and women (there is always laughter at this point) and if you go, you 

could well give up a C for a D if you haven’t been studying all along.”  Over my years in the 

professorate, I have observed the hope of a better grade engender in students the courage to 

set aside the allure of immediate gratification, and make the necessary sacrifice(s), in order 

to approximate or actually obtain the grade that they desire. 

As a teaching-learning community, the university by word, deed and other 

appropriate sign teaches students the value of sacrifice.  They learn to give things up, and to 

delay the acquisition of desirables in order to fulfill their educational aspirations.  What has 

just been said concerning students applies equally well to faculty and staff, as individuals 

strive to better themselves either within the framework of the institution or in some other 

venue. 

When sacrifice is conjoined with natural compassion, one has a universe in which 

care is a commonplace, and the best attributes of Homo sapiens sapiens are made evident.  

Through their service activities, universities reach out to the communities that surround 

them.  Unhappily, and all too often, an array of societal ills plague these communities–

pestilential crime; pitiable homelessness; disgraceful healthcare; rampant drug addiction; 

educational marginality; unemployment and underemployment; environmental toxicity; 

hopelessness and despair, et cetera.  Now, there was a dean on my campus who would 

always say to me that the university was not a social service agency, as if I needed to be told, 
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whenever I questioned the value that the institution placed on outreach service activities, 

particularly in regard to the tenure and promotion of faculty.  I know all too well of the 

differential value placed on research, teaching, and service in the American academy–

research is diamond; teaching, gold; and service, silver.  But research that has no prospect 

of filtering into teaching, and from teaching into service, is sterile.  For it is through service 

writ large, the service to which the products of research are put, and the service of teaching 

in improving individuals as individuals, that the true value of universities are made 

manifest. 

In research universities today, faculty make considerable personal sacrifice in regard 

to their careers if they engage in extensive service activities at the cost of diminished 

research output.  This is especially true of nontenured assistant professors, as well as 

associate professors who desire to be promoted to full professors.  And even full professors 

pay a cost in regard to recognition, esteem by colleagues, and annual evaluations pertaining 

to salary merit increases.  But it is largely though teaching and service that the natural 

compassion, sacrifice, and care that universities nurture are made manifest to the larger 

society. There is, then, an inescapable tension between the value that universities add by 

way of their research activities, particularly research that does not involve human subjects, 

and the value that is made evident through behaviors that manifest natural compassion, 

sacrifice, and care in teaching and service activities.  Interestingly, though, in both cases 

universities are additive institutions, that is, they add value to the society at large, directly 

through the work of the ones who participate in them (for example, the development of 
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vaccines and hybrid crops in their laboratories), indirectly through spinoffs of products 

they developed initially, and the behaviors of faculty, staff, and students who act in ways not 

only to make themselves better as individuals but also to make everyday life in the 

communities as hospitable as it can be. 

Hospitableness is a defining attribute of the university qua university.  Universities 

are not families writ large, although they are wo’manned by members of families.  They are, 

rather, aggregations of strangers who desire to improve themselves by participating in 

activities that broaden the scope of their knowledge, deepen their understanding of natural 

phenomena, social phenomena, and their interactions, as well as incline them to strive 

constantly to attain the best.  Through their hospitable environments, universities enable 

strangers to shed their strangeness.  As strangeness disappears, acquaintanceships often 

become friendships, which impel individuals and groups to act in concert for shared 

purposes.  This is observed readily in student study groups, as well as faculty research and 

instructional teams, for example.  One of the purposes why students study in groups is the 

improvement of their grades.  I have not forgotten the value of a study group, having 

obtained an A in an undergraduate course in which it appeared I was almost certain to 

receive a C+, over two generations ago.  By seeking the best I got the best, but I believe that 

was possible only because the university nurtured an environment in which strangers felt 

comfortable in approaching, instead of distancing themselves from, one another, and  a 

spirit of openness, generosity, and favorableness pervaded the institution. 

Through their hospitableness, universities add value to those who participate in them 



 

 

 

 

28 

by framing contexts in which the seven complementary binaries that I have discussed are 

steeped in the conscious and unconscious minds of individuals, and affect their everyday 

behaviors.  The university qua university never makes anyone worse by standards of human 

excellence, even though universities may well have rotten apples within them.  Universities 

in their character as universities never subtract value from individuals, although there are 

persons who may indeed be worse after they have left given institutions.  Whenever and 

wherever wo’men are worse after they have left universities, it was some vitiation in the 

character of those institutions that made them worse.  And so, it is with great pride that I 

say the university qua university always make wo’men better, having been in universities 

for forty-five years, as of this writing. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The abiding commission of the university qua university is do no harm, and make wo’men 

better by standards of human excellence.  Ever since my days as a teaching assistant, at the 

beginning of each semester I always tell my students that I never can be sure that I shall 

make them better as persons over the roughly four months that they will spend in my class, 

but I do know with absolute certainty that I shall not make them worse as individuals.  And 

I do believe that, for the most part, what I have just said is true also of the professorate at 

large. 

Universities are not only the professorate, even though the faculty constitute their 

academic core.  They are the entire corpus of persons who enable them to be value-adding 
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institutions.  These include the faculty, staff, students, ad hoc employees, alumni, and 

friends,  all of whom participate in the construction, maintenance, and persistence of 

hospitable environments whereby the seven binaries that I have called out function to imbue 

individuals with a striving purpose through which they clarify for themselves ends, and 

means to the realization of those ends, that are fitting, proper, and honorable. 

As was noted earlier, a wo’man’s reputation goes before him/her.  A good reputation 

opens paths for one to make evident through one’s work and behavior one’s value and 

worth, just as a bad reputation tends to close opportunities to one.  One’s reputation may 

actually be better or worse than actually befits one objectively.  Where one’s work and 

behavior are commensurate with one’s good reputation, one usually gains; where they are 

incommensurate, one oftentimes loses.  Interestingly, one may continue to benefit from the 

value of a good reputation even though one has ceased to be worthy of that benefit, just as 

one may continue to suffer the cost(s) of a bad reputation long after one becomes worthy of 

benefits that are denied to him/her. 

By inducing their participants to work and behave in ways that are consistent with 

the complementary binaries that I have discussed, which are foundational to the university 

qua university, universities build strong reputations for themselves as institutions, and 

thereby add value to the ones who are associated with them.  And as individuals go out into 

the society at large and establish their own admirable reputations, they enhance the stature 

of the universities from which they come.  There is thus a reciprocal relationship between 

the value that universities add to individuals by providing a foundation for the building of 
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good reputations, and the value that individuals add to universities by being worthy of the 

emulative reputations that they develop.   

Were I to be asked:  “Is there a singular lesson that one should derive from the study 

of this essay?”  I would reply:  “There are a number of important lessons, but the one that 

stands out for me personally is the capacity of universities to socialize their participants in 

norms of human decency, as knowledge is pursued in contexts that foster and nurture 

reciprocal respect and the dignity of individuals.” 
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