kil

HucH HEcLo

()

ON THINKING
INSTITUTIONALLY

C“\QP‘L—Q«"L J

I % (9

LParadigmn Publishers

Boulder = London



—

B e 1 e BN

A/

CHAPTER FOUR
BEING INSTITUTIONALLY MINDED

Iu this chapter we consider a particular way of thinking. It is
not so comprehensive as to deserve designation as a “world-
view." And it is not systttiatic enough to be called a philosophy
It is tempting to call this way of thinking an “ethos.” Anthropol-
ogists use that tenn to designate the evaluative character—the
moral and acsthetic tone—of a given culture, However, that
scens overly grand. As Clifford Geertz has said, a people’s cthas
is their underlying attitude toward themselves and their world
that life reflects.! To be sure, the way of thinking I wish to talk
about js evaluative in character, but it is more like a particular
sensitivity than a comprehensive way of life. [t is a sensitivity that
coexists, competes with, and is often overwhelmed by other sen-
sitivities carried around in our heads.

Probably the best we can do in moderin English is to call
this way ol thinking a “stance” or “appreciative viewpoint."? As
wed here, appreciation dues not mean simply an auitude of
gratitude or admitation. An appreciative viewpoint is a way of
Lieitg aware, a particular kind of sensitivity in forming judp-
ments. The particufar sensitivity to be discussed has to do with
an appreciation that is institutional in its conmitments. Ventur-
ing beyoud the English language, the old medieval term habirus
would seeve well, It means a beot hi oue’s disposition, soincthing

at
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more sochally conditioned than a personal preference but not so
tightly structured as to render the individual a mere carrier of
ptedetermined social nornis.

As we noted at the outset ol this book, the difficulty is that in
these tintes we are tryiug to talk about 3 way of thinking that is
sensed mainly as an absence. Institutional thinking sconws to be one

~ of the nain things missing when all sorts of events repeatedly

befoul American public life, involving both individuals and orga-
nizations. Its absence is 2 much (el presence, but we do not seem
to have ¢ way of discussing it. hn this chapter 1 will try to describe
the imernal monologue that comes with being inside an institu-
tional frame of mind and locking out. To visit this mental interi-

ority & not 2 ronantc adventure that is likely to produce box

aoflice hits or popular best-sellers. It is more like revisiting the
moms of a condortable aud forgottenr old home, Institutional
thinking is widramatic, unassuiing, and unfashionable. That helps
explain why we sce so liule of i

The tnternal Point of View

The last chapier ended by feaving an idea hanging: thinking
about iustitutions is not the same ching as thinking instittion-
ally, The latter fnvolves shifting one's perspective to understand
institutions from the inside out. This perspective is imumensely
important, and, to the great luss of all concerned, it is rarely dis-
cussed in our schools. That includes schiools from the elemen-
tary level througly college. Not beiug discussed, the whole suls-
ject of institutions shrivels toward an insiguificance that is
wholly at odds with hunan 1ealities.

The conventional approach of the social sciences fails us at
this point. To understand hwnan ailairs as they truly are, it is not
enough to be a detached observer looking in. This gaze fout the
outside should not be disparaged, but it can never be sulficicot
10 grasp the subject we are dealing with in this book. Mol

_ogents thinking and acting within a famewordk of iustitutional
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values do not disclose their full character ta the datached ont-
side gaze. There is a gap to be crossed between the life of morl
commitment entailed in thinking institutionally and the life of

" detachunent chamacterizing the academic social scientist. Deny-

ing any inclivation to pass judgment on the facts, the external
obscever parts conipany with the reality of people's lives. He fails
to see that the object of his study dilfers in kind frons that of the

" natural scientist.

What is missing is not simply a picce of acadeinic curricu-
lurn. What is missing is something in the human curricolum thae
needs to be passed on to help young people get their bearings in
the wodd. If our teaching considers insdeutions from only an
outside, external viewpolut, we reinforce the prevailing tendency
10 dismiss the meaningfulness of institutional values. Understand-
ing from the inside lets us.see how people use such value comi-
mitments to appraise their own and others' belavior, to give rea-
soned meaning to the decisions and actions that they take iu life.?
By ocanitting the internal point of view, we indirecly teach and
reinforce the idea that our social existence is merely a successlon
of [uid, revocable associations of conyenience and athitrary per-
soual tastes, ' ' :

While thinking “about” institutions is an intellectual project
conducled by professional academics, thinking institutionally is
sonicthing both broader and-deeper. It is about & way of carry-

. ing on in the real world, and we all do it 1o a greater or lesser

extent—at the office, In funily relations, in the public square.
Whatever acadentics might have to say about ustitutions, un
institutional way of thinking concerns value-laden attachments
that we all accept, reluse, or negotiate in one way or the other

_in our lives. That iy why the isue of thinking institutionally is -

bound up in not only an.academic curriculum but a human
one: it carries great consequence for grounding our self~ynder-
standing as moral agents. Thinking about institutions may make
you a social scieutist, but thinking institutivitally ean actually
help make you a more fulfilled hiiman being. That is a farge and

- tather arrogant dahn,;nd_m}ti_ﬁdp;@is that h_y the time you cotne
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te the end of this buok you will be in a good position to weigh
its merits,

Let me put the puint another way. 1o think about art is 5ot
the same thing 25 having an artistic view of the world, just as
thinking about scietice is not identical to thinking like a scien-
tist. To think about religion is clearly not the same thing us being
religious in your approach to daily lile. Likewise, as 1 have
learned over the years, to think about marriage is certainly not
the same thing as thinking like a married person. fudeed, the
more you thiuk in the abstract about nurriage (prenuptial con-
tracts, child custedy issues, joint property armngenents, and so
on) the less likely you may be able to embrace the full hnmnan
comirititntent of beiug a warried person.

The sorry fact is that “thinking about” niay actually diin-
ish eapacities for “thinking in" institutional terms. The acadensic
approach of the schools has the effect of rendering everything
into a subject/cbject relationship. It tends to dmin away the
capacity truly to appreciate what it means to nrentally inhabit a
world endowed witls institutional values. Thinking about jnstitu-
tions is not the sawe thing as thinking institutionally because
“thinking about” does not tell us what it is like for 2 petson to
go around with presuppositions of the relevant institutional val-
ues and purposes in his or her head. Accepting and participating
in those values and purposes as a moral agent is what makes you
a patt of the institution. And, reciprocally, it makes the justitution
an important part of who you are, even though it need never
fully define you.

It might be objected that scientists, artists, and, yes, even mar-
ried persons think in many different ways. And in a behavioral~
descriptive seuse, that is of course true. Inside institutions we can
find people driven by considerations of personal sei-iuterest, dis-
interested concern for others, conformity to peer pressure,
unthinking habit, and wuch more: But to stop there leaves us on
the descriptive periphery of the subject. [t says nothing about the
institutional puist of view itself and simply wisdirects our atten-
tion to incidental variations in persoral beliavior.

Bems Instrunionally Mivoen 85

An internal perspective shows something different. It is a
stance/appreciative viewpoiut asserting that by virtue of partici-
pating in an institutional form of life, there are more and Jess
appropriate ways of doing things. These obligations are a kind of
interal inorality that tlows from the purposive point of the insti-
tution itself. An institution brings expected conduct within a nor-
muative order that has its own listory, irrespective of the fact that
the actual behavior of various hustm beings imasy hot confor to
those expectations. And [ suspect that if, rather than trying to
score iutellectual points, we are seriously seflecting on our own
life experiences, we all know that the “itternal point of view"” can
be quite real. When the house is on fire, a person who rushes to
save the fanily photo album rather than the television set or lat-
est gumne player is expressing a form of institutional thinking. That
person has thonglit with a funilial appropriateness.

1f all of this seews too vague, we might return to the “hard”
scienices and cousider the cuntrast between thinking about
physics, chemistry, biology, and the like and thinking like a sci-
entist engaged in investigating those matters. By invoking the
term “thinking like a scieatist” I do not mean that there is some
unique scientific mind or psychological makeup possessed by
people called scientists. It s true that some champions of scicnce
like to hold on high the model scientist who exhibits a psycho-
logical state of disinterested objectivity, rigorously discarding
precouceptions and personal prefecences as he or she proceeds
down the path of neutral scientific inquiry. But that kind of psy-
chologism is not how science wortks.t ' ’

It is closer to the mark to say that thinking like  scieutist
means accepting a method of inguiry, the scientific method.
However, that too is often said quite glibly, providing a recipe for
science fair projects but litde idea of what acceptance of the
method implies. What the method really meaus is that science is
a social institution. As a practical. matter, the social group com-
posed over the gencrations of those agreeing with the purpose
of the scientific enterprise.and submitting to its rules in pursuit
of that purpose coistitutes the institution that is science.
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The scientific method is a set of rules of procedure, a
methodology. ut the rules are not the institution. The rules are
choices made by people engaged in the scientific enterprise. The
conununity of people lays down requirentents to act in certain
ways in owder to pursue the purpose that the people in this enter-
prise hold in connnon. That purpose, labeled the "advancement
of science,” is to search for universal faws and causal explanations
regarding low the physical world truly works. Such knowledge is
acquired by observations, hypothetical statemenmts, predictions,
and experiments interrogating the physical wotld. These supply
the suaterials, not the method, for doisg science and thinking like
a scientist.

The scientific nrethod stipulates the manner in which sci-
ence periits oue ta learn from these materials. This method for
acquiring reliable knowledge requires that all siatements about
how the physical world works must be capable of repeatable
tests that could falsify the claims ol any observation, experi-
ment; hypothesis, or prediction. In other words, any clain of
scientific knowledge must be made in a public—social—way
that is capable of being examined by others commiitted to test-
ing the claim against evidence from the same physical world.
These others may want to do so out of personal spite, self-
centered ambition, idealistic causes, or any number of other
reasons. The issue is not one of motivation but the method of
intersubjective testability. Any general statement that is not
capable of being tested for refutation is not considered a valid

" scientific statement,

The possibility of falsification is central because no munber
of confirming observations can establish a generlization beyond
doubt, and we all wish to confivin what we believe is true. So
there is that cver-present human temptation to resort to coil-
Brming evidence and aveid anything to the contrary. But only
oue contradictory piece of evidence can be suflicient to disprove
a generalization, The scientific method, for the sake of seeking
truth, fully embraces that need to work against the easy graiu of
husan gullibility and self-validation. ln this sense, while the aiin
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of science is to discover cupirical truth, it can be approached
only indirectly by eliminating what is false.

This means that moral obligation lies at the heart of science
as a social institution. The scientific method depends on some-
thing more than the mere powibility of [alsification. It requires
human beings—the scientists who make up this comintinity—
who are positively conuntitted to seeking contrary evidence and
who reject any etfort to protect scientific statements from falsi-
fication {for exainple, by clunpging definitions, bringing in ad
hoc liypotheses, using authority to distuis evidence, pessonatly
attacking critics, ot suppressing inconvenient facts). The sub-
sidiary rules ofscience can be debated and changed, but to rejece
this moral vbligation to seek the wuth through falsification is to
abandon science itseif wnd lainch into a different gaine.

We know that in practice, scientisis ofien do not work in
the way I have just indicated. Scientific organizations and
research programs {which are not the same thing as the institu-
tion of scicnce) can be authoritarian, elitist, and closed-minded.
Theories become established and “noomal science” often pro-
ceeds in a rather uncritical way, as if the prevaiing imodel had -
been verified by experience and needed no- further scrutiny.
However, the point is that in the scientific conununity as a
whole, this intellectual lassitude and dogmatic acceptance
remains continuously vuluermble to public challenge in light of
new evidence. Within the self-corrective process of science
itself, it reinains possible for observations to sccumudate and
deepen doubt about the scope of the old model’s applicability.
The stage is then set for a revolutionary upleaval that can
replace the old models with new ones: Such scientific revolu-
tions can and do happen because the core purposes and oblipa-
tions to truth in the scientific enterprise have remained intact.’

T a nonscientist, 2ll this might seem. rather austere, iniper-
sonal, and, well, “scientific”” But please consider more carefully
the “purposed” nature of this group of people who submit to
the scientific method. Across the penentions, theirs is a magiif-
icent expression of the lnuuan spirit, To think selentifically is to
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launch on a quest that values, above all things, trath. 1t is to trust
that the scientific search Jor truth will be gramted success by
powers beyond our conunand. In confident faith, beyond sy
possibility of evidence, such thinking presupposes that there is
ittelligible meaning in the naturd world jeelf, an undetlying
order to things that is wiversal and eternal This yuest does not
begin in rational caleulation or eritical analysis. 1t begins with
hunmn wotderment at the world aund a prerational sppreciation
fur the beauty of intellectual order®

But there is something going ou in science that is still more
astonishing than that. 7o think scientifically is 1o wust whole-
heartedly thae the presumed order of the natund world is acces-
sible to muan’ scientitic investigntion—thiat any teuths about the
nature of things expressed in empirical data cau actually be
grasped by the powers of the human imind. The social institution
of science, with its fmmewotk of moral agency and purpose;
shows that anong the most incomprehensible things aboue the
usiverse is the fct that diete is a creature in it that should imag-
ine it is comprehensible. Unkunowingly, becaose they have never
Buen taught this way, students in tens of thousainds ot annuat sci-
ence fair projects are being asked w participate in a conununity
of usoral agency and purpose that endorses certain emotions and
values as correct. T think within the institutional frmnework of
science is 1o endorse a wonder, passion, and Gith that do in fact
glorify the human spirit.

1 hope that this examnple troms tie “lird™ sciences will help
to clarily the shift to au jnternal perspective chat 1 ane trying to
present, Here, as i other areas, we are strupgling with a certain
deficiency in language. If the text you are reading were written
in another hnguage (say, Greek or German) we could use dif-
fereut verbs to distinguish the various meanings of the tenin “to
know” with regand to institwtions. There could be a verb for
“know™ as i an external observer secing and noticing some-
thing. There could be aunother word for “know” in the sense of
recognizing and comprehending the features of what you have
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secu in the frst sense. Doth of these stances of "knowing about”™
were the subject of the last chapter. However, thete counld also
be a word “know" that means to understand something from the
iside, to know by partaking in the knows. That knowing-as-
patticipating-in is what we are trying to deal with in this chap-
ter.To think in an inside way means to “know something” as in
fully expericnciug it and ot just thinking about it, to have an
intimate engagentent rather thay an inteliectual encounter with
something. The internal point of view pives us access to what it
mieans 1o thiink institutionally, or as expressed at the beginning
of this book, to have “respect in depth.”

These distinctions may muake sense to you, but in trying to
use them we inmediately run into a problem. To be sute, think-
iy institutionally is not the same thing as thinking about this or
that instirution. However, institutional thinking usually occurs in
the context of soine particular institution, and without this par-
ticularity, there is only so much that reasouably can be said on the
subject. But this still leaves some things that can be said, and my
task here Bs to tey to distill conumon features ol institutional
thinking. The institution in question may be an organized social
structure {such as the court system, university, or church) or a
social practice (such as a given profession, rules of legal proce-
dure, ot religious ritual). Here we are trying to wosk above these
particulacities and sketch same important general featwres of
wnenial life inside things institutional.

Some Family Features

We will begin by way of negation and then move on to thee
more positive elements of thinking institutionally. The various
features 10 be discussed are obviowsly overlapping, and they
probably have to be in order to constitute what is a single appre-~
ciative viewpoiat. It would be a mistake to try to turn thesc dis-
tinctions into sealed compartments,
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There are two nmjor issues to ohserve concerning what institu-
tional thinking is not. In the first place, thinking institutionally is
not the sane thiug as thiuking in organizatioual or bureaucratic
terms. Our modern socicty las developed through immense
organizations for production, cousmaption, consnunicaion,
entertainment, wartare, and the like. This has tempted puany pro-
ple futo equating bureavcrmic power structures with institutions.
That makes it easy for critics to see the notion of institutional
loyalty as just another expression of the blighted life of William
Whyte's “organization man,” the soulless inodern who has “left
howe, spiritually as well as physically, to take the vows of unga-
nization life."’

However, institutional thivking has to do with living com-
mitted to the ends for which organization vccurs mther than 1o
an organization as such. ‘To the institutjonalist inside it, the
organization has a surpius of nweaning insofar as it is seen w0
serve a valued cause in soite importun way, Bureaucratic
orginizations in particulur are tools thar need 1o be held to their
right use in light of their larger purpose. Thus institutional loy-

‘alty is not necessarily the sune thing as engnizational loyalty,

and in practice the two can be in profound contlict. For exan-
ple, it is clear that J. Edgar Houver became very wdept at think-
ing organizationally to protect his bureaucratic emipire, and in
doing so did lonpg-teru damage to thie institutional qualities of
the FBI as a hw-enlforcement apency. By contrast, FIE apemt
Coleen Rowley brought forward to lier superiors inforination
ou the agency’s pre-9/11 failures because “the issuvs dre imda-
mentally ones ol imtegrity aud go to the liearr of the FBIES hw
enforcement mission and pundate™ U was a career-ending
choice to put thinking institutionally morally ahead of thinking
organizationally.

lastitutions usually are associated with patticular organiza-
tons that are at least Fornmally chaeged with pursuing certain
ends. in the next chapter we will have more to say about the dis-

Bring Instriumionalty Mivpen 9

tinction between “good” and “bad” institutions. Here we need to
recognize that however pood the insttution and its organiza-
tional 1anifestation might be, there is no mwomlly sinple way off
deciding the limits of loyslty, Gronp loyalty can too easily
beeome the highest form of momlity. Leaders can have a knack
fur exploiting the feeling that everyone ought to be a “team
player)* Whern docs the whisdeblower blow too guickly or too
often? What line will tell us that a police force, military unit, or
teachers” unjon has gone too far in protecting their own? Is
nepotisia an awthentic form of Bily loyalty? Answers to such
guestions have to be sought by consulting the larger purposes of
any institution for genuine human weli-beiug,

To be sure, wondering abaut one’s duty in a particular case
is often nothing mote than an aitempt to explain it away. Dur
there are also difficult situations where there is no obvious
answer. Thinking institutionally means being mindful of one's
duty. Aud that means accepting that there can be anguishing
choices to be nade it matters of personal duty and organiza-
tional Joyalty. To deny the tagic quality of such situations will
simply throw us itto worse errors. Like Virgils Aeneas, the duti-
ful institutionalist may well have to pass through the sad vale of
soul-umking.? '

* ke ok

{n the second place, thinking institutionally is not the same
thing as “critical thinking,” a term that has now coine into much
fashion in academia. In other words, the central impulse among
institutionalists is not to rigorously question and challenge
everything presented. There is no agendd of “critical” analysis to
wiask, demystify, and expose with a “leneneutics of suspi-
cion."" On the contrary, institutional thinking offers some good
reasons (o be rather suspicions of unremiiting suspicion. It con-
siders any call to question everything and challenge all claims

- based on authority to be efrait, sclf-destructive nonseuse. We

should consider more closely why this is so, although 1 realize
that at this point | may be burming a good many bridges with
any academic audience.
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Since the 1980s the “critical thinking movement™ hus been an
irportant intluence on curriculum reform and teaching, assess-
meut throughout K~12 public schools, as well as in our colleges
and universities. OF course, it critical thinking is taken o mean
using one’s mind in a clear, carelul, inquiring, and logical way,
then there cannot be much room for objection. It is really not
saying much more than that a critical thinker is a good thinker.
For several millennia teachers have been trying to help students
acquire the skills and attitudes needed to move in that lasdable
direction, It is equivalent to teaching competence in reading or
writing and ubviously useful in any subjece.’

However, educational malpractice bepins to ¢mesge when
this connmonsense view becomes a device for teaching that the
only really intelligent thinker is the critical thinker. When criti-
cal thinking is equated with the one right way of being intelli-
gent, we are fell with a nwjor problem. Most of thie experts in
the forefront of the critical thinking movement in our schools
realize that there i5 no conception of moral agency or purpose
necessarily assoctated with this skill" The whole business of
teaching critical thinking really has notling to say aboue what
one shonfd do with this ability. it way just as castly make a per-
son a better scomudrel as a better citizen. It is comparable to
teaching the scientific method as 2 technigue and remainiug
ablivious ts the mural olligaions and purposes ol scicnce as a
social institution. Deveid of institotional appreciations, the
vaunted intelligence associated with ceitical thinking is really a
way ol not knowing,

Consider the recipe that advocates of the critical thinking
movement present as the essential steps in etlective thinking and
problent solving. Curricubun guides and teachers” workbooks
refish acronyms, and in this case the widely niacketed recipe is
called IDEALS {m itony | could not have invented). The
IDEALS model advocates the following six steps for critical
thinking:
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»  Identify the problem
= Define the coutext
«  Epumeraie choices

»  Amlyze options

«  List reasous, wid

*  Scl-correct

If you are thinking critically about critical thinking, you
will notice that something mportant is missing. The schena
idemifies everything surrounding the moment of decision, but
says nothing about making the decision itself. With the lists of
choices, analyzed options, and reasons spread out in front of me,
what should guide wy decision? Is these an ethic requiring
somcthing of me? Is there a tradition of learning and wisdom
outside myself to draw on? Is there some conununity to which
1 owe allegiance? Are there institutional values deserviug my
assent for the sake of sustaining some conimon way of life? From
my IDEALS recipe 1 niight reasonably infer that the answer to
all such questions is no. There are no substantive criteria that
should be consulted or followed it making the decision. There
is ouly the discmbodied act of choosing. By his own reasoning
and observations of the world, the critical thinker possesscs
within himsclf all he needs for problem solving.

To this vacuoustess the institutionalise wholeheartedly
obijects. If for no otlier reason, hie objects because the inevitabie
implication of such teaching is to destroy the imegricy—the
tied-togetherness—of what it means to be human. The implica-
tion is that we should teach youth that to be intefligent—that is,
to be a critical thinker—is something that happens in one com-
partment of your life, Tn another compartment, presumptively
not based on intelligence, is the cthical dimension that might tell
you what critical thinking should be used for. It follows that if
moral agency is not a matter of intelligent judgment, it uaust be
a residual compartment dowminated by irmtional emotion, atbi-
trary traditions, or personal tastes needing no intelligent justiti-
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cation. Perhaps the academic champions ol critical thinking do
not mean o do so, but they are teaching young people 10 think
of themselves pot as persons but as disussembled, hermetically
sealed compartmems of critical imcelligence, persomal moral
preference, and basic instinct.

As a curriculum relorm initiative, the “eritical thinking
movement” is a reflection of lirger intellectual [ashions i jead-
ing academic circles, There the “critical™ pespective is invoked
to make it the main goal of education to reveal the reality-
ereating social, historical, and psychological lorces that shape our
lives, T liese forces aze wwveiled and showu 1o be mechanisus for
exercising power aud gaining subuiission to the disguised will of
atiural authorities. Genenally speaking, the resultng culiuml
inheritances are shown to be narrow, uppressive, and patriarchal.
Unless one is deconstructing theun, eading the canonical text is
a form of indoctrination. But abiove all, the critcal insight is that
all cultwral inhericusees are something w see through, po
beliind, and ger over. Ouly alter escaping the grip of anthority
catl you create an anthemtic, independent life for yourselll

Thus the critical thiuking movemenst presenis itsell’ as going,

o *the heart of education . . . where traditional advocates of a
liberal education always said it was.""! What the leading tights of
modern liberal education set as their ubjective is esseutially the
appusite of thinking insduttionally, For example, the Harvanl
faculey’s most recent formulation of its hopes tor the new gen-

“eral education corriculum and the broader Harvard College

experience goes a5 foflows:

The aitn of 2 hberal educanon is to unsertde presumptians, to Jefa-
miliarize the familiar, 10 reveal what is going on beucath and
behind appearances, to disoricat young people amd 1o help them
ta Gnd ways to reorient Hwenselves. A Libera) education aims to
accontplish these things by questioning assunsptions, by inducing
sel-rellection, by weaching students to think critically and analye-
ically, by exposing them 1o the sense of alienation produced by
encounters with rdically ddlerent Justorical moments aml cul-
tral fvomadons and with phenomena thay exeecd theit, and even
our own, capacity futly 10 understand. !
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Amidst all this unsettling, delamilizrizing, disorienting,
assumption-guestiontng, and induced alienation, we are leit
withi a troublesonte question. How amd where are students going
1o get the promised belp “to find ways to reorient themnse]ves™?
Where are the compass bearings fot this rorientation to cotme
frou? It surely will not come from the “alienation” produced by
encountering what we lack the capacity to understand. It wouid
appear that the great task of liberal education is to leave students
witlh 1o solid sense of reality. And thea fet then figure out things
for theuselves.

The trodh, critically naderstood, i3 that “traditional advo-
cates of Jiberal education” have cleatly not “always” had this
view. Their view has been more like what the Renaissance
hupianist Pier Paolo Vergetio pictured:

We call those studies Eberal, then, which are worthy of 2 fice
{{ilir] ntan: they are thase throwgh which virtue and wisdon are
tither practiced or sougli, and by which the body ot mind s dis-
poscd towards all the bt chings. From dhis source people cus-
tonurily seek honor and glory, which for the wise than are the
principle rewards of virtue. Just as profit and pleasure are laid
down a5 ends for illiberal intellects, so virse and glory are poals
_for the noble.™

Heuce it is not surprising that institmtional thinking is at
odds with the critical thinking movement in whatever its mod-
ery guises. The movement’s advocates say that at its core, critical
thinking is “judgment that is purposeful and sel-regulatory” But
it is judgment that does ot endorse, or even recognize, any pur-
posc beyoud itsell. The “scif-regulatory” quality of its Judgments
is better described as self-referential, for it presumes that no exter-
nal correctives from the surrounding material of history, religion,
or culture are necessary. It is an educational agenda that teaches
students how to fit into a larger culture that is telling you to
believe whatever you like, but trust nothing, Ac ofien very high
tuition rates, our children are being taught to take their places in
the upper ranks of a culture that cxsentially distcusts itsclf,
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Young people on the recelving end of this treatment in our
high schools and colleges are never encouraged to be critical
about the critical thinking moveient itselt. Students are to trust

* in the authority of the self-prochimed “experts” urging critical
thinking on thew. Let us retuen to a faunding document of the
critical thinking movement cited earlier, Critical Thinking:A State-
ment of Expert Consensus for Puiposes of Edveationad Assessment and
Iustruction. Who are these experts? Should it worry s that only
two are from the natusal sciences? That nune are from outside

the Uaited States? That there is no empirical evideuce offered -

to support their claims about the benelits to students of teach-
ing the proposed critical thinking curriculum? And yet, if you
think critically about such critical thinking, you tust ask, What
is the warrant for these people teaching me that this critical
view is the one right way of thinking?

Likewise, a Harvard freshman could legitimately wouder

about what wellsprings of kuowinpness justify such a deter-
mined and well-paid effiort by the professorte to unsettle, defa-
miliarize, and disorient young minds. Why sbould we accept the
belief that all beliels are personal and culturally subjective—all
beliefs, that is, excepe this one that our academic seers are feed-
ing us? In late 2007 our imaginary freshman was told by Har-
vard’s new president that “truth is an aspiration, not a possessiots.
Yet in this we—and all universities defiied by the spirit of
debate and free inquiry—challenge and even threaten those
who would embrace suquestioned certainties, We imnust coniniit

ousselves to the uncomlvrtable position of doubt, o the humil-

ity of always believing there is more to know, miore to teach,
more to understand 18

But wvait, our young tovice thinker might say. Why does the

spirit of debate and fiee inquicy in a university niean we must

commit ourselves ta doubt as an unquestioned cermiuty? To be

sure, truth is our right aspiration, but whence the dogina thae it

. can never be our possession? And why assume that becavse we

* believe certain things are true we cannot also believe there is

. always inore to know, teach, and understand?
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Although a person’s constantly questioning, skeptical aware-
ness is taken by the critieal thinking movement to be the very
halnrark of inteHigence, the truth is that our leading moderu
imellectuals, who are the sort of people who write aboue jnsti-
tutions, are a peculiar social type with a particular outlook that
is itse!f rarely critically examined. While they champion the idea
of sclf-consciously thinking about and questioning everything
we ate doing, they do not live the game they are preaching:
They—just like the rest of us—spend their lives uncritically
doing most things from labit. We have in fact already surveyed
that ground in the earlicr comments in Chapter 2 regarding the
burden and impracticality of such. a hypereritical intelecrual
apenda. :

Since there is much about thinking iustitutionally that is not
focused on thinking critically about what. you are doing; today’s
“advanced” academic perspective subtly but consistently devalues
institutional commionents. It does so by dismissing or bolding in

" low esteem one of the central operations uf such commibnents—

naniely, the internalization of norins of soeial usaje to the point
of hubitual practice. As one of Britain’s inore exceptional intellec-
tuals put it almost a ceutury apo:™It is a profoundly erroneous tiu-
isus, repeated by all copybooks and by eminent people when they
are miaking speeches, that we should cuhivate the habit of think-
ing of what we are duing. The precise oppasite is the case. Civi-
lization advances by extesding the number of iinportaunt opera-
tious which we can perform without thinking about them"?
However, if we jeave it at this, institutional thinking risks
beinyg misunderstood as simple conformity; either to what some
tradition tells you to do or to what everyone else is doing, The
truth is that it is precisely against such a loss of “will to mean-
ing" that justitutions stand guard. Modern prejudices to the con-

- trary, thinking instittionally is still thinkiug. Rather than being

miindless, it means being mind{ul in certain ways, exercising a
particular form of attentiveness to meaning in the world: A cer-
taiu kind of intelligence is required to appreciate such meaning.
The real chioice is not between critical thinking and inindless,
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habitual behavior. It is deciding which habits are wortly to be
embraced.

lustitntional Thivking as Faithfid Reeptivn

As a basic orieitation toward Bile, justitutional thinking, under-

stands itself to be s a pusition priwarily of receiving mthier than
of inventing or creating. The emphasis is not on thinking up

. things for yourselt, but on thoughtlully taking delivery of and

using what has been hamled down to you. Iu Gking delivery,
institutionalists see themselves as debtors who owe something, not
as creditors to whom something is owed. As debtors they have
been freely given 2 world charged with meaning and calls to com-
adtment, What is on otler is an jovitation w engagentent that poes
well beyond selfengagemsent. Faithlud reception pives lile uscan-
ing by establishing # couticction with exterior referents from the
past that have, in a sense, already gone beyond and ontlived you,
and done so to your benelit. This view of indebiedness was
expressed by a young Abralumn Lincoln as he spoke about the
political istitutions he saw around him in 1838:

We find vunclves umder the government of a systesn of political
institutions, conducing more esentially w the ends of civil and
religious liberty, than any of which the history of former titnes
tells us. We, when mounting, the stage of cxistence, found ourselves
the legal inheritors of these tindamemal Messings, We woiled not
in the acquirenzent ur establishment of them—they are o legacy
beyueathed 1o us by 2 once handy. brave, and patriotic, bat naw
Lamented amd departed mce of ancestors.™

So it is that in receiving a benelic with grattude and Faithfuloess,
a person repays the lisst installment on his debs.

Decause the known ways are valued, thinking iustitutionally
gives no special premium o newness and originality for its own
sake There 1s no esicem 1o be grined by thinking up things for
yoursell. [ustead, a person who is thinking mstinutionally has

- entered into a preexisting normative ficld meant to guide the
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clioices of agents within the given institution, regardiess of their
private prelerences. Not the only job, but the job most at hand
in all respects and times is learning how to play the game well,
with an excellence that goes beyond rote obedience to the rules
of the pame. A player respecting the game of basketball aiay not
know who Dr, Naismith was or the original rules about peach
baskets, or that the ganie ouce had nothing to do with slamn
dunks and jump shots. Innovation is not meant to cliange the
gamie. Legitimate junovation & meant to realize, with greater
skill and fidelity, the laiger potentiat of what tiie game is. In a
line from Goethe that the late Jaroslav Pelikan liked to quote,
“What you have received as heritage, take now as task and thus
you will make it your own.”

Here tog, modern minds ean find this emphasis on receiv-
ing to be quite strange, to say the least. When some issue arises,
we expect to consult different opinions, consider alternatives,
and come uvp with a working solution, preferably something
new and innovative. From the institutionafist perspective, things
are different. What has been received from those who preceded
us carrics 2 presumed weightiness. It is precisely this weiglity,
rwoted guality of what has been given to us that makes it rest
heavily in the working of our minds. The inheritance does not
present itsell as something to be regarded as o passing intellec-
tual fancy, mood swing, or convenient oppotiunity for personal
development (although it sutely is dhe latter). Having a realistic,
sobier view of our hosan condition, the institutionalist under-
stands that people vsually have 2 greater need to be reminded
than to be liberated.

To repeat, this does not mean closing ofl thouglt to any
form of innovation. Quite the contrary. {u Giuseppe Di Lautpe-
dusa’s novel The Loopard, tie young nephew puts the point welt
to his complacent, aristocratic uncle (I paraphrmse): "t we want
things to stay the sune, there are going to have to be some
changes." Precisely because it regands itsell as a lepatee of some-
thing ol great value, institutional thinking eagerly seeks to under-
stand wiiat has been teceived in Jight of new circuustances that
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are always intruding. Without appropriate adaptations, the legacy
camnot be preserved.

To be willing to submit t what has been received is a dis-
tinctly uafashionable idea in contemporary sociery. That is why
the canon of Western literary classics has amoused such contro-
versy in modern academia. It is why in all che arts, modern crit-
ics have had a field day cutting the masters down to size and
declaring “genius” to b werely a socially cunsteucted cate-
gory.” Scratch below the surface and you will see that the dif-
ficulty is ot really that the allegedly “preat” works were created
by European white tales. If Shakespeare were sotneday discov~
eted to be a Llack woman, the problem with hooring the
excellence of the cassics would still be the same. & would be the
problent of subumitting to the authority of Shakespeare and his,
or her, brilliance,

The insticutionalist values and is willing to subnit to
authority, and o adwire the excellences of what has been deliv-
ered w hin. However, subimitting and adiniring does not mean
being servile and retrograde. It does wean having quite modest
expectations ol what is to be gained by historically careless inno-
vation or by valuing newness for its own suke, More than tha,
because the internal perspective of thinking instintionally
regards sunie things as givens that lave been handed down to us
{such as the essential mission of a Lusiness, ap artistic style, the
meaning embedded in 2 tradition, rital, or, in a politician like
Lincoln’s case, the idea of the Union), there is something against
which to be adaptable. Indeed, an otheawise unavailable space for
adaptability and even playlulness is opencd up preciscly because
oue is working within a known context of rules and values.
Whether playing st sports, music, uathematics, creative writing,
arcliitecture, or auy vther creative activity of the oo spirit,
improvisaian s imelligible and possible because there is an
inherited background aginse which to improvise and be phayful.

The contrast between thinking insticutionally and thiukiog
in line with current intellectual fashions is stack, The postimod-
ecn stance of anti-institutional thinking rejects all such inherited

BERdG IHSTITUTIONALLY IFinpeD 101

values as cultural oppressions. Meaning is to be found only in
celf-creation, not fithiul reception of sumething beyond one-
celf. As a result, the auti-institutionalist outlook has no capacity
for cither playful improvisatiou or genuine adwiiration. Instead,
it has only the drab promise of disoriented, anarchic, aud ulti-
mately meaningless self-expression. Perhaps that is why so many
of the sophisticated thinkers embraciug the postmodern tmove-
ment exhibit, not a sense of juyful exhilaration at their libera-
tion, but a deep, untequited sadness.? And even if the professors
put a brave face on the idea of living without twots, the sadness
is likely Lo creep into their students.

Insiitutional Thinking as Infiisions of Vidue

It has been famously ohscrved that to institutionalize is to
“infuse with value beyoud the technical requirements of the sk
at hand" This Is a helpful view because it points toward the
distinction between strictly insicunental attaclusnents needed 1o
pet 2 particular job done and the deeper commitnents that
express one’s enduring loyalty to the purpose or purposes thiat
lie behiud doing the job in the first place. Such a conunitment
inay entail ongoing loyalty to some organized group or process,
but the sense of ataclsnent that marks institutional thinking
requires us to go 3 good deal fardier down this path.

The shape of that longer journey becomes clear if we ask
whete the infusion of value is coming from. If it is simply 2 mat-
ter of the individual actor’s injection of meaning, thes we are
implicitly relegating institutions to objects of psychological pur-
chase that people choose to make based on some sort of pleas-
ure/pain calculation. For example, the devout sports {an may in
this sense infuse the game with value, his payoft being to “get a
kick out of it”Yer, it is clear that such a fan may also have little
interest in—and may easily behave in ways harmful to—this
given spost as an institution. His self-centered enthusiasnt as a
fan is such that he behaves like 2 lout In the stands, potentially
discrediting the pame in the eyes of all who see him. Likewise,
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the most talented pliyer ol a game may achieve glorious records
and still be an vuer filure as an upholder of the game as an
instution. | think that is what 1tyne Sandberg meant in the
passage quotcd at ihie vutset of this book. As he saw it, the linoc
of being elected to the Daseball Hall of Fae was not a rewand.
It was a validation tor doing what you are supposed 10 Jo out
of respect lor the game.

In otlier words, institutional thinking is aboue value difiu-
sion as well as infusion. Institutions diflise valves by connecting.
a person to sumething that goes beyond the seli-life. Fhey make
claims on oue’s thinking to ackuowledge, and then through
choices and conduct, to help realize some nonuative order
reflected in the task of upholding the institution and what i
stands for. lustitutions enbody principles that guide and are
necessary for institutional existence. kt is not enough that an
institutional purpose speaks to you. it st speak. into you. It &
the work ol morl agency to try to live our what that larger pue-
pose is sayiip.

Tnstitutions embody what the philosopher Charles Taylor
has terined “strong, evaluations As lie puts it, these “invulve dis-
crimitations ol right or wrong, better or worse, higher or jower,
which ate not rendered valid by our own desires, inclinations or
choices, but rather stand independent of these and ofler stau-
dards by which they can be judged™ (my emphasis).’* Tlese
intrinsic values imply refations of ebligation, not calculations of
convenience or personal preleressce, They dessand that privary.
attention be given to what is appropriate rather than to what is
personally expedient. From inside an institutional wothlview,
one is moved by a cemml faci—uiat 1heee s something
estiable and decisive beyond me and my immediate personal
inclinatons. In approaching @ wajor chuice, the guestion is not,
How can 1 pet what 1 want? It is the duty-laden question that
asks, What expectations wmid comluct are appropriate to my posi-
tion and the choices | might muke? What is it, fanger than
mysell, into which 1 am drawn? And attracted by the light ol its.
value, what shdd | want? The particulars will vary with the

BEmG INSTTUTIONALLY Mwipep 103

institution, but gencrally speaking, all institwtions olfer answers
to such questions, questions that mnodern societies have afien
forgotten how to ask.

[f merely thinking “about” institutions, we would now have
reached the doorway into a very cotuplicated discussion. Behind
this door e distinctions between values and norms, the moral
and the ethical. Here, in amlyzing the normative status of insti-
tutious, we would find oursclves weighing arguments about the
prisacy of the right or the good. Are individuals lashed {rom
belind by norms, duties, tie right? Or are they pulled from
abead by the atsaction of values, aspiations, the good? In au age
of skeptical self-awareness, how shall we justify choosivg how to
choose? {hr what basis shonkd we prefer the claims of Kantian
deontology or the clims of pragmatic consequentialism? Dith-
cult questions to be sure, and if one is working fom the frine-
work of the critical thinking or culkural deconstruction imove-
ments, it sees that there are no muonal, intersubjectively
verifiable standards for choosing how to choose. This is why the
only conclusion postmodern thinkers can scem to couie to is
the advice that, tiirough acts of will, a petson should create his
or her life as a wozk ol art.

To our great good fortune, given the internal point of view
we are pursuing here, these is o need to te ourselves up in such
intellectual knots. These intrleacies of justification, however
intellcctually interesting they might be in their unending men-
tal scrollwork, are mote of a distraction than an aid (o under-
standing.?* lu the action-bascd life world that gives rise to insti-
tutional thinking, we are not working off premises of skepticism
amd introverted self-awareness, We are institutionally minded and
looking outward to the world. And from this perspective it is
easy to appreciate the continuous interplay between, o the one
hand, the attractions and aspirations by whicl institutional pur-
poses draw us aud, on the other, the norms and duties that con-
sequentially make thenselves felt in our daily lives. Obeying the
tules of grammar and tespecting forns of syntax are one thing,
Pursuing the vaguer and more miorally charged goal of good
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writing or even literary excellence is anothier. Mowever, tiese
are not two oppusing things, just differens and related things.
Properly appreciated, the two activities are complementary and
capable of enriching each other.

The law as an bstieution is a good example of such com-
plementary interplay. Seen up close in its daily operations, the
legal systent occupies itsell in what appear as procedual routines
virtually devoid of moral content. Day in and day out the
attempt poes on w govern human behavior by the application
of coercive rules. Even here, huwever, a certain “inner morality™
is demanded lor the law to actually be law. Fhis worality is thia,
to be sure, but it is what is requited by the concept ot b, espe-
cially if that coucept includes the idea that law is somcething
meant to he obeyed. Thus, il there is o be law—an application
of coercive rules to povern people’s behavior—among the
requitemnents are that the rules are (1) publicly known, (2} not
contradictory or retroactive, (3} capable of being obeyed as a
practical water, (4) stable enouph 1o guide action, aud (5)

adiinistered in a consistent way with what the rules say.?* Thosa -

are imernal “ooght” requirements itaplied by even the most
amordd understunding of wlhat law “is”

However, to stop there would be like confiviug onr ander- '

standing of writing 1o the roles ol gramimar, or of seience as an
institution to the routines of the scientilic methud. Looking
frune the votside we can see & conceptual separation of law and
monls. The law is not 2 device to enforce anyone’s woral blue-
print for life. However, o the internal point of view, the law
as an institution means that one is participating in something
that was brouglit into being and continues to exist precisely for

morl purposes. It is not a matter of law imposing moradity; law-

is the cxpression ol a mural viewpotnt. It expresses an aspiration
for justice applying to all persons through the rule of law. In
ordering human atlairs, this is whar the institution of law is seek-~
ing to “see to."S It is at the heart of why homan beings strup-
gled to create, and continue struggling w aphoid, 3 fegal vrder as
distinct trom a discretionary order {law is whatever the ruler
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decides) or a customary order (law is whatever roles have always
existed). Lepal rules—uot asbitrary princely whims or vague
anvestral traditions—are to function as the governing reasons for
decisions and action, The institution of law is infused with and
diffuses value beeanse of this fith that the rule of faw will do
best at pursuing the moral goal of equal justice.

If the law seems too abstract, we might return to a more
emotionally risky example: the institutiou of marriage. As sug-
pested earlier, thinking about marciage is a differeut thing—
from personal experience I would say a vastly ditferent thing—
from thinking like a married person. Perhaps by now that is
obvious. Dut when it couies to thinkiog like 2 married person
there cxists within this perspective dillerent levels of what might
be called thinkibg institutionally You and 1 both might work on
our particular marriage relatiouships quite Githfully, really ery-
jug to do what it takes to sustain and develop the relationships
with our respective spouses. But it is in addressing the gquestion
of “why" we are ultimately making this ctlort that the difierent
fevels of institutienal thinking stact coming into view.

I work vn tie relationship with nry spouse {comntunication,
respect, task-sharing, and the whale liiny of being a good part-
ner) because 1 know that if this relationship is working, things
will go better for me. 1 ane at the Doctor Phil level of things, the
calculative level of kuowing that *if Mama ain't happy, ain't
nobody happy™ And at one level this view niakes obvious sense.
But it also bespeaks a wholly contingent loyalty to the relation-
ship and behiud that, to the fnstitution of marciage. If trying to
make Mamma happy doesn't eventually make things go beter
tor nte in this relatonship, then, well, it is time to head for the
exit. In eflect, | have deconstructed the nodon of fidelity to the
point where it simply means my fithfislness 1o me.

You, un the other hand, are working on the relationship
with your spouse as [ amy, but with a deeper conunitthent to
hunoriug the marriage institution itself, Becanse you do not
believe that an unrewanding marriage should simply be jecti-
soned, you are more willing to iyvest time and effore in your
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miarriage than | am in mine. You will suake many more attempts
than I do to resolve narital disagreements. You will ind your
own dissatistaction an insullicicut cause simply 1o give vp on the
martiage, While § am “working on the relationship,” you on the
other hand are laburing over it in a much more self-sacrificing

vray. The differing results should come as no surprise, ahhough - A

it does seem to come as a surprise to social scientists. ln the long
run, wmy preater sense of freedom to leave an unsatisfying mar-

riage increases the likelihood that my marriage will bl:l:ome :

unsatisfying, and something to be left behind.2¢
Obviously, everything depends on whether the partuers
entered into @ marriage have compatible expectations. 1€ both

see their relationship as a conditivnal contract of mutual con- .

‘venience, the longevity of their armngement may be rclativcly.
short, but the psycholopical costs of abandoning the marriape.
should be small (that is in theory; in practice, the costs in vari=_
ous categories are rarely small). By the saine token, if both pare+

ners see marriage as a covenantal, rather than comtrmactual, con-:

mitmeunt of life together untl death strikes, the psychological -

burden of abandoning this shared identity will be buge and the

martiage likely ta be lopg-lasting. (The przciical implication Is,
if you are thinking institutionally about marrizge, avoid some=s; ;
ope who is not; and if you are not thinking in that way, avoid '

someope who is. Lile will proceed much more smoothly,

though pethaps not more meaningfully) If marriage or any™:

other ingtitution is to be sustained through the vicissitudes of

tme and circumstance, the support has to be based more ou -

what prople are willing to put into it than ou what they are
cutrently getting out of it. Such willinguess 1o invest is a hall-
miark of thinking institutionally. -
In all of this there is an important message. It is especially |
tportant for those who live been lured into thinking that the
true value of something consists simply in the fact thae [, the
creator of my life as 1 work of art, have chosen it. This message

-

is saying something to the conrary and well worth considering.
- The infusion of value means that thinking institutionally is not -

Bewsss InsTTuTIONALLY PMinoeD 107

a matter of personal whii, as if you get out of bed and decide
that today | will think this way. And it is cerizinly not a guestion
of following a six-step IDEALS. prograni for critical thinking. To

" be institutionally minded is to enter and participate in 2 wold

of larger, sell-transceudent meanings, On a grand scale, the self-
transcendent reference namy iuvolve some profound culturl
ideal, ar sense of historic purpose, or religious understanding of
what God expects of uman beings. Or tlie self~transcendent

" meaning may be something in the middle distance, such. as a

professional calling, family business, artistic tradition, or cosunne-

. niey identity.

Whatever the case, because institutions are 2t inheritance of
valued purpose and moml obligation, they. constitute socially
ordered groundings for human life, Such grounding in-a nonna-
tive field implicates the lives of individuals aud eollectivities in a
lived-put social reality, That is a far dillerent thing fironi pursuit
of the socially disembodied ideal. Those pursning the undefined,
institutionally ungrounded ideal seek to bring down to earth the
abstractions of social justice, nationhood, holy trutl, and the
like, Tt is the lure of utopianism. Because they are sespectful of
what has been delivered and attentive to the stroiig evaluations
that serve as guides in a disoriented world, persons thinking
institutionally aré in a good position to perceive the horror that

* lies behind utopianisin’s alluring smile, They can see the dangers

posed to both collectivities and Individuals. Dreanss of the insti-
tutionless, abstcact ideal have left human beings vuluersble to
the yearning for total revolution, from the French Revolution
onward through communisnt, fascism, and Maoisny. The cost of

. pursuing the collective dream is well over a hundred nnlﬂoa

lives cut short in the century just past. :

The drean of a life without institutions in pursuit of the
undefined ideal alio occurs at the individual level. Here the toeal
revolution promises that each person can be the artistic creator
of his or her own meaning of life. At this level too the institu-
tioualist is well positioned to recognize the danger. This danger
Is the teadency for lstitutionally ungrounded comminments to
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selt-expression to slide over into seli-indulgence and, iTow there,
to ultimate scli-descruction. n intellectual circles and popular
culture alike, celebrity stars glanorize a fili: without institutious,
and muany fans seem to enjoy living vicariously thraugh the per-
sonal anarchy of a Michel Foucault, Tiwmothy Leary, Janice
Joplin, or Kurt Cobain. What wthers see as a hiervic turning of
oae’s life into an autonomous work of ary, the institutionalist
sees as pusguided foolishness and likely t i into a wurk of
scli-inunolation. :

Thus, witl its socially and historically prounded infusions of

value, the nawral ellect of institutional thinking is to pull down

the utopian. But its natwal eflece is abu to it up the mutidagie
wotk of ordinary life o sonmething mote i keeping with the
hunan spirit. fn Chapter 2 we reviewed a liany ol enisdeeds in
the public, private, and nonprolic sectors,and such scandals involv-
ing praminent people amd organizations naturally awmct our
attention. But in going about vur daily lives we are olten scandal-
ized in another kind of way. For example, we encounter the store
attendant who is not attending to wuch of auything, especially the
customer, Or it is 1 coworker who is working at everything
except the task at land. Or it miglt be the slacker student or the
slacker teacher who is merely going throuph the motivns of the
day’s Jesson plan. What these big and linde scandals alt have i
conunon amounts to this: people not doing the job that is sup-
posed 1o be done.

Being institutionally minded will certainly not clininate
such conunon amoyances. But it does put us in a position to
honor the numdane activities ol daily Jife more thin we might
otherwise do. It helps us to appreciate the importance of 1aking
respousibility Tor doing the job right in some facper institutional
scheme of things. It helps us to realize that peaple who fail us
institutionally are not just makivg miscalculations or errors in
doing soniethisg. They ase Taling at beieg something they are
suppused to be. Whether a doctor, teacher, phanber, computer

~ progeanuner, checkout clerk, janitor, or preacher—we all make

mistakes in our jobs under a variety ol circunstances. It 13
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anather thing to willfully violate the very point of being a doc-

' tor, teacher, plunber, computer progranumer, jaitor, or preacher.

The loriner is a conditional niscalculation or misunderstanding,.
The latter is a betrayal of position aud ultimately of being.

Institutienal ‘Thinking as a Strotching
“af ‘Time Horlxons

It follows front carlier points that institutional thiuking also

* involves being mindful about time in a particular way. To think

institutionally is to stretch your time horizon backward and for-

ward so that the shadows ffomws both past aud futare lenpthen

into the present. Eatlier, we saw how this takes the form of

 receiving and haudling carclully what has been delivered from

the past. lu this section we waat. to look more broadly at the
time horizons of institutional thinking in linking past and

" future. As we will see, just because 3 persoi is thinking about the

future does not mean he or she is thinking institutionally.

To think institutionally is to be attentive to precedent.
Unfortunately, to modern ears that evokes an image of being
controlied by the “dead hand of the past™ A more adequate view
of institutional thinking understands precedent as a forns of sul-

“idarity. Choices mnade in the present serve to strengthen or crode

solidarity among an “us” that is peopled by the living, the dead,
and the yet uiborn. Because there are attachmients through

tine, institational thinkiug means Bving an implicated life,

always both inheriting and begueuthivg. As the poet John

" Doane put it, it is to see yourself as "at once receiver and the
legacy"?

A sense of this perspective might be gaived if you imnagine
haviug a time portal in your roont. Tirough this portal step peo-
ple of your sacicty rom times past and times {iture. Mueting
those conting from the past, you hear questions like chis: What

- have you dune with what we have reely given to you? Are you
" mindful of itf What is the evidence that you ate taking good

care of it in your times? Is therc gratitude in your work? And



_one's alfections. It is like receiving and passing on a kiss through-

_is the tenant’s tight to enjoy as well as the tenaot’s responsibility

- fruit of the orchard, but make sure the orchard’s trees are there
"t afor the next tenants to enjoy. ’
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Usufruct is a fruitful concept for cousidering the stretching
of tine borizous that is entailed in thinking hustitutionally. At
' first glance, it might seem that we need t6 .do no more than
invoke this idea and we have neady deflbied brie of the charac-
teristics of being institutionally minded. But we need to think
again. To be thinking about the foture and the right of usufruct
is by no means necessarily the same thing as to be thioking insti-
tutionally. To see why, we tan tura to an exchange of letters on
_ the issue of usuffuct. The letters were sent between two [riends

“who also happened to possess two of the best niinds that have
. ever graced American public life. The diflering viewpoints

. expressed iu these letters between Thomas Jellerson aud James
. Madison take us to the heart of the matter and will repay care-
ful conzideradon. ' :

then these come people from the future stepping through the
portal to liave 3 word witli you. From them you hear questions
lke this;sWhy didn't you pass oa to us in better order the things
you received? What lack of care for us caused you to sadile us
with your debts rather thau provide us the advantage of your
investments? Have you cherished yourell over us? ls there
tespect for us in your work?

Granted, iy poor lakeoll on Dickens’s Cliristrus Caml may
be too fanciful, but it is trying to make an important point. When
thinking institutionally, current decisions are suade with a con-
tinuing awateniess that you are enjoying the [iits of something
belonging to predecessors and successors. Therefore, while
change is inevitable, the recognition ol its implications is embed-
ded ip 4 strong appreciation for what has gone on before you
were here and what will go on afier you are gone. That is the
bruad understanding of precedent, and it is something far differ-
ent from being under remote controf by the cold, dead hand of
the past. On the contrary. A sense of inheritance backward and
forwand in titue can always keep finding fresh work for such :
stewardship. To put it another way, insttutional thinking shapes
conduct by making it beholdent to its own past history and to the
history it is creatiug. The present is never only the present. It is.
one motnent itt a poing concern. Amd that going concern miakes.

a stroug claiut on not only one’s decisions and actions but also g

A Tale of Tivo Letters

Thomas Jeflerson had Ieft Monticello- for France to be ‘the
_ ambasador to America’s indispensable ally ln the recent wac
. against Lritain. On September 9, 1789, he wrote to his (Hend
- andVisgiula neighbor Janes Madisou about a novel idea he had.
The intellectual and political context for this idea ds crucially
important. Jt had been prompted by the jutellecrual conversa-
" tions swirling in France about the elemental, self-evident prin-
. ciples of political society.
' During the four months before Jelférspn put pen to paper,
. King Louis XVI had convened the Estates-Geueral for the first
time in 175 years; the Thind Estate, chining to represesit the
" uation, bad broken with the Estates of the clergy and nobility to
" form the National Assembly and man top government positions;
Paris mobs had stormed the Bastille and rural mobs had threat--
= ened landlords; the National Assembly had issued decrees nulli-
~' fying peasants’ ancieut feudal obligations, and then followed that
 up at the end of August by issuing “The Déclaration of the
- Rights of Man and the Citizen.” At least oo paper, a nation of
. equal citizens under the law would now be the sovereign power

(]

aveil. : :

To be constrained in the present by partaking of the {ruits
ol what beloogs to predecessors and successors has a vencrable
legal name, so venerable that it is traceable back to pre-Christian”
Rowan law. The term is "usufruct.” It refess to the right to make
full ue of something while also being under the obligation to
pass on iutact, without injury, the substance of the thing iself. It

to protect an asset belonging to others. Pick and profit from the
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it France, 1o a mere one summer, centuries-old institutions of
Frances anden regime had crunnbled. Jelierson was writing
toward the end of what we now kinow was ouly the first stage of

the horrific Freuch Ievolution. A whole institutional isdastruec-

tre was belng destioyed, and in its place—the undetined ideals
of liberty, equality, and fraternity. They were the anti-instrtutional
and socially disembodied claims lor power that anyoue could
and did use for personal purpuses i the years ahead.

For his part, James Madison in 1789 had lelt bis home at
Mi}:ltpclier for Philadelplia w take a leading role in the Firt
Conpiess created by America’s new Constitution. Ju those same
four months hefore Jetersun wrote his letter on usutroct, Madi-
sou had bieen active in the Lirst session of this First Congress,
enacting, bws that areated the adininistrative insticotions lor the
new natignal govenumest—deparunents of State, War, Treasury,
the Oflice of Attormey Genel, and a systein ol national courls.
More than that, in this four-month period Madison almost sin-
gle-handedly won conpressional passage of the amendinents to
the Constitution that we now cail the Bill of Rights.™ And yet a
linle vver a year cadier Madison had consistendy opposed adding
amendments tor a Bill of Iights 1o the proposed Conslitution,
Knowing  litthe more about this context will help us to wider-
stand the letter Madisou eventually sent back to Jellerson.®

Madison's inconsistency is only on the surlice, aud ic was
something much more thay polidceal expediency. His opposition
to and then championing of 3 Bill ol Rights actually expressed
an underlying consisteacy—a cousistency in thinking institu-
tivnaily—about the pew Constitution, Hese is why.

For Madison and those of his generation supportiug the
American Revolution, the underlying aspimtion was for a sys-
tein of self-govermment by free men, With a military revolution
won in 1781, the guestion for practical reasoning wis i to
make that ultimate pual possible. After six years of disillusion-
et and disorder, the eventual snstitutional answer proposed to
the people in 1787 was a Constitution as best the Founders
{heavily inHuenced by Madison) could design i Flat ansiver
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proposed to create a truly national government with powers tha
wuere limited but necessary for being a single nation. The issue
would then be how to begin institutionalizing the Constitu-
Hon's answer so as to make such a design keep poing through
time. Thinking constitutionally is rising thinking institutionally
to the oth power. Aud in the tansition between the dnfting of
the Constitution in {787 aod its first months of operation in
1789, that is what james Madison was doing.

Madison originally opposed adding a Dill of Rights on sev-
eral growmds. He and others argued that it was unnecessary.
Since the national government would have only specifically
enumerated powers, there was no need for amendments saying
that it could not do wiat it had no power to do, Moreover, list-
ing rights could be taken ro mean that mulisted rights did not
exist and could create an Hlusion of sccurity behind mere
“parclunent barriers.” Not Jeast of all, allowing state rtification
on condition that certain smentments be added was equivalent
to allowing the opponents of 1 strung naticnal government to
destroy the Constitution’s design, Thus Madison and his allies
stood fient ou the principle required i the design itself were pot
to be strangfed at birth, State rtifying conventions had to vote
the propaesed Constitvtion up or down, without amendment.

However, at the ratifying couventions in crucial states, it
becaine clear w Madison that without assurances that amend-
ments would be forthcoming in the futore, there might well be
nio birth for the Constitution in the first place. Thus ratilication
finally and narrowly occurred in Massachuseus, aud above all
Virginia, on the understanding that once the new governnient
was in place, amendinents sugpested by the state conventions
would be appropriately considered. By mnking that baigain,
Madison accomplished sowerhing hnportant, Since proposed
changes would now accur within the Constitution’s own design
for amending itsell, any such changes would be a step helping to

Ainstitutionalize that very design.

Se it was that on the day in May wheu Louis XVI 1eluc-
tantly convened the Estates-Genperal, Madison stood up in the



o
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House ol Representatives to ke an announcement. He would
shortly introduce a package of proposed amendments to the
Constitution. Pouring vver the nearly tvo hmnbed amend-
tents thae had been supgested in the sate mification debates,
Madison eventually distilled a list of aine that Le lid before
Congress in June. Excluded were all those amendments that
would have changed the Constitution’s institutional siructures
and powers. ILetained and sunnnarized were mainly those pro-
posed amendients pertaining to personal libertics.

Protected from amendments that sought to cluipge and
likely destroy the Constitution’s institutional design {that is, 2
truly national government ol limited but strong  powers),
amending the Constitution to add a Bl of [glts could now
plausibly be seen in a new light. Madison'’s proposed amend-
uents would not only be keeping Gith with the understandings
given at state ratifying conventions. They would also strengthen
the Constitution by decpening and broadening its public sup-
port. The state ratifying conventions had nude the popular con-
cern about protecting rights very clear. Jn Madison’s wonls, the
new Bill of Rights would hetp “extinguish from the bosomn of
every member of the conununity any apprehensions, that there
ate those amony his countryien whe wish to deprive them of
the liberty for which they valiantly fought and henorably bled.”
In other words, the Coustitution would be lurther institstional-
ized by a Bifl of ldghts tying the docuinent 1o the nation’s Rev-
olutionary history and founding goal of hberty,

The demands of political expedicncy would have been met
by mere proposals. However, Madison kepr faith with the
unwvritten constitutional process that lad brought things to this
point. He not only proposed but alse worked titelessly and
almost single-handedly to pain congressiomal approval, even

awhen lepistative bargaining cliniinated the amendinent he amost

favared {one that would lave prohibited the states, ad not only
the federl govenmment, (fom violating individual rights). At the
end of Septeinber, Congress finally passed twelve amendinents

‘to the Constitution and semt them to the states for ratilication.
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The Argumont

Wil this background we are better prepared to hear what Jei~
{erson and Madison are saying, not just to vach other but abso to
us. Their contrasting voices can help us enderstand the differ-
ence between institutional thinking and jts oppusite when it
comes to Jooking toward the future in light of the past. So now
at last we come to the letters.

Jellerson’s idea, which he thought liad “never to have been
started cither on this ot our side of the wates™ was as [ollows.
The cssential yuestion is whethicr one generation has a cight to
bind another generation. Jelcrson’s answer is that no such obli-
gation can rightlully be transmitted througl tinte. "'l set out un
this ground which | suppose to be sclf-evident, ‘that the carth
belongs in usufruct to the living’; that the dead have neither
powers nor rigits over jt.” Jellerson begins by consideriug the
natural right of the individual. Of course, under the laws of a
society there can be rules for the transfer of property to descen-
dauts, but the guestion heze is not about social conventiotis. It is
abiout the abstract natural right of individuals, and liere, Jetlerson
argues, lhe situation is clear.

Thie portion [of the earth] occupicd by any individual ceases 1o be
his when himnsell ceases to be, amd reverts to the society...no man
can by namnl rght oblige the lands he accupied, o the persons
who succeed himn in that occupation 1o the payment of debis con-
tracted by hin. For if he could, he might during his own jile cat
up the vsultuct of the lamds for several gencrations to come, and
then the lamks would belong to the dead, and not to the living,
wltich would be revetse of cur principle.

5

Jefferson then goes on o extend the same principle to the toci-
etal Jevel. "What js truc of every ember of the society individ-
ually is true of the all collectively, since the rights of the whole
can be no more than the sum of the rights of individuals.” He
makes this extension of priaciple possible by conceptualizing
society in terms of individual generations. He first imagines a
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society of succeeding penerations where each genention is born
on the smne day, reaches mauricy a age nveaty-one, and dies at
ape filty-five (then the current life expectancy at age wwroty-
one). In eflect, when a peneration Jeaves the stmge Wt a fixed
mowment “as individuals do now,” the whole society dies and is
replaced by thie next generition.

The point of Jetlerson's thoupht experpnent is to shuw that,
as with individuak, “the carth belougs to each of these penera-
tions duciug its course, fully, amd in their own righe.” 11 the first
generation could charge the secowd with its debt, the second
charge the thied with its debt, and so ou, “then the cinh would
not belong to the living."Thus no geoeration can riplfolly con-
ket obligutory arrangements beyoud the course ofits own exis-
tence. Ar age twemty-one the geocration may bind itself for
thicty-four years; at age litty-four for only one year.

Of course, Jeflerson acknowledges that the timiug is not as
neat as this, with a generation widergoing “a constant course of
decay and sencwal” But in Jellerson's way of thinking the prob-
lenr ts a puredy mwechasical one of timing and easily overcome
by consulting the mortabty tables. Doing so shows that “genec-
atiois changing daily, by daily deaths and births, have one con-
stant tern beginning at the date of their contiact aml ending
when 1 nijority of those of full age at that dae |of contrct)
shall be dead.” It turns out that thuse of an age (that is, twenty-
one vt ulder) w forin 3 majority will be dead in oughly nine-
teen yeaes. It Jollows that since the will ol'the ingjority binds the
whole," 19 years is the term beyond which neithier the represen-
tatives ol a nation, nor even the whole mation itself asseanbled,
can validly extend a debt.”

However, debt is only one example of obligiion thst a pen-
eration may transimit to the fcore, Jetlerson porsues the logic to
its end, such that the validity of cvery act of socicty is limited to
nineteen years.

Ou situitar ground it may be proved that no society can ke a
perpetual comstiumion, ur even a perpetnal law. The earth belongs
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always to the living generation, They may wntage it then, and
what procceds fion ix, as they please, during theic sauliucr. They
are masters too of their owi persons, and, conteguently, may gov-
cen them as they please. But persons and property make the sum
of the chjects of government. The constitution and the laws of
their predecessors extinguished thien, in their natural course, with
those whose will gave-them being, This could preserve that being
uill it ccased to be iself, and no longer. Every comtitution, then,
and every law natorally expires at the end of 19 years. I it be
enforced louger, f s an act of force and not of right.

For JeMerson, the fact that the next generation could obvi-
ously repeal any coustitution or Jaw if it chose to do so was
insuflicient. The practical difficulties it organizing any such
repeal meant implicitly that the armugements carried torward
froms the past would remain in force. Ouly an explicit, fixed
tecrs of one generation for all acts of society would satisty the
requirement for an express Jeclaration of the public will, so that
no generation will be binding another.

These were not idle speculations on Jellerson’s part. He
closed his letter by urging Madison to rmise this idea i the new
povermuent and to include it in the preamble to the first national
Jaw for mising revenue. Even thinty-five yean later, Jederson was
still writing to his correspondents on this theme. "We way con-
sider each generation as a distinct hation, with a right, by the will
of its majority, to bind themselves, but none to bind the succeed-
inp, genenrtion, wore than the inhabitants of another country '™

What is Madison to say? if you heve overseen the creation
and protection of the Counstitition’s design, helped erect the first
national aduiinistrative structure of goverwuent, and made he
Bill of Riglus a lepislative reality binding tie Coustitution to
America’s revolutionary cause; what do you say about the idea
that all of this should lave a nivetecn-year expimtion date and
then, if everyoue in the next generaton would girefer, simply
start all over again? '

Whar Madison says is respectiful, intellectually penetrating,
and a fine expositive cxample of thinking institutionally. He
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does not begin with the abstract individual, a concept so attrac-
tive to Jeflerson and the leading minds of the French Revolu-
tion, as well as to Roeusscau eaglier, ndeed, that is why Lousseau
could look at swaddling clothes and cotling and miss the whole
peint. Uy coutzast, Madison begins with the concept ol Taw. He
supgests to Jelleryon that the acts of a politival society can be
divided into three types of law: the tundamental law of the con-
stitution, the kws stipulating that they canuot be revoked at the
will of the legislature, and alf other laws Lcking, that irrevocable
yuality, And so, fiom his institational way of thinking, Madison
begins the work of demaolishing Jetierson’s ides.

As for the fundamental law ol the coustitution, Madison
argues that the problem lies in applying Jeflerson’s theoretical
scheme o the real world. First, a constitutional order ceasing at
the end of a given tec would “be too subject to the wsualty
and consequences of an interregnum.” In other words, disor-
desly dead zones would be cremed in the life of the nation.
These would be periods devoid of any instintional connections
as our political society tmnsitioned from the prior regiue to
the next expressly chiosen reginie. Second, a constitutional pov-
ernmment subject to expiration dates would “become 100 muta-
ble aud novel to retain that share of prejudice in its favor which
is a salutary aid to the most rational government.” I other

“waords, Jellersun’s idea would not allow lor the developnient

through time of the patriotic emotionsl attachments that even
the most well-thowght-out constitutiomal design needs in order
to be sustained. Third, the anticipation of a periodic open sea-
son for totzl revision of the constitutional order would gener-
ate confusion in the public’s mind aud incentives for powerhul,
sclfsecking groups to exploit such conlusions tu their own
selfish purposes,

In shoet, fione his institutiopalist perspective, Madison is

politcly saytag that Jetlerson’s ides ol a constitntional order is no

constitutional order at all. 11 ts a repeated throw of the historical
dice, offering each geuerution the chance to bet the house oo
sometling new.
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Madison then turns to the second lype of laws, those
involving “stipulations™ that prevent iheir revocation by the
mere will of the majority in a legisltute. Here he vndermines
JefTerson’s idea by going to its roots and examining what 1 have
called the institutional notion of"taking delivery.” Madison asks,
“1f thie carth be the gilk of nature to the living, their title can
extend to the earth i its matend state only. The inipvenients
made by the dead form a debt against the living who take the
benefit of theny. This debt cannot be otherwise discharged than
by a propottionate obedience to the will of the authors of the

improvements” Again, iu a very polite way, Madison is saying -

that Jefferson has misunderstood the way in which lLumaan

beings exist. They arc not a succession of lone figures occupying

a piece of physical nature in space-time. They are social creatutes
inberiting everything that their fellow social creatuzes have
inade of the physical world and passed on to them.

Madison next shifis the focus forward in time and again -

undercuts jeferson’s narrow, abstractly individualistic view of
obligation. “Debis may be incurred with a direct view to the

interests ol the unborn as well as the living.” For example; the -

debts involved in protecting our nation from f{oteign apgressors
will bencfit ustold fitute geuerations. Madison’s implied ques-
tion is: Should we stop defending the nation whei the war
debt exceeds what can be repaid in the next uineteen years?
Likewise, debis inay be incurred primarily for the benefit of
the next and later generations. Here Madison's iniplied ques-
tion is: Should we not invest in any future beyond the nine-
tecn-year end of our own gencration’s nose? For this second,
kind of law, Madison concludes, “There secins, then, to be
some {oundation iy the nature of things, in the relation which
one generation bears to another, for the descens of oblipations
fion one [genemtion] to another, Equity miay require it.
Mutual good may be promoted by it. And all that scens iuaclis-
pensable in stating the account between the dead and the fiv-
ing is to see that the debts against the latter do not exceed the
advauces made by the former”
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Thus in place of Jetferson’s inechauical and abstract lugic,
Madison leaves it as a matter of waking an hitherently histori-

cal, socially attentive judpgient, We the living must decide ifwe

are violating an intergenerational trust by burdening others
with more thun we received fom the past. That, of course, is
an impossible calculation, but Mudisou is nut cailing for an
accountaut’s calculation, He is asking that a seli~poverniug
people stretch their tinwe horizons and in that light of tcer—
penerational responsibility, seriously think about what they are
doing.

Madison then turns 1o the third category of Taw, the mass of
otdinary laws that are frecly nuude and wnmade at the will of the
legistature, Here the problems with Jetferson’s ides are “merely
practical” but no less devastating, Such ordinary laws establish a
web of rights and obligations hetween parties, especially regaed-
ing property. Operation of these baws would now sink o a
morass of violent siruggles as parties jockeyed for advantage
amid the uncertainty generated by periodic expiration of the
larper constitutional and legal order. Bur it would not be an
equal struggle. Now the burden of difhiculty in organizing a suc-
cessful repeal would shifi 1o those wanting to renew the sttus
yuo atler vineteen years. bt is “anarchy™ that would now be
advantaged, and Madison spells out ow. By weakening people’s
sense of “all the obligations dependent on antecedent faws and
usages,” the frequent return of periods supersediug such obliga-
tions would inevitably:

« undenmine the value of property riglis, especially as
expiration periods approached;

*  encoutge sellish auitudes of lceutiousness that ace
already too powerld in people;

*  discourage all cfforts at steady industry pussued umder
the sanction of existing kaws; and

¢ give mmmediszte advantage w the clever and shrewd
over ather parts of society.
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Madison concludes by showing that the problewms with Jet~
ferson’s idea stem from thinking that only express conseat to a
regime of povernment and liws can render them legitimace,
Sceing institutions embodied in relationships ongoing through
tinie, Madison insists that ¥a tacit assent may be given to estab-
lished goversments and laws, and that this assent is to be inferred
fioin the omission of an express revocation.” That has ta be so if
the political society is to be able to function.

To show this Madison asks,“On what principle is it that the
voice of the majority binds the minority?” It is a seemingly
innocent question, but it cuts to the heart of Jefferson’s endorse-
ment of a social-political onder based solely on the natural right
of cach generation. It asks, What is the principle of natural right
by which a majority binds a minority of any given generation?
‘The answer is that there s no such principle in the kw of
nature. The rule for deciding by the majority voice has been one
principle amony othiers that has been found usetul ins political
society, just as on some issues, such as creating and changing a
constitution, a rule reguiring decision by something much
greater than a mere majority may be useful. Here we should let
Madison Onish the argument in his own wouds. Prior to the
istiruting of sucl uselul njority-decision rules:

ity was siecessary; amd rigid theory accordingly presupposes
the assent of every individual 1o the rule which subjects the
nincrity to the will of the majority, I this assent canaot be given
tacitly, or be not nplicd where #io positive evidence {orbids, no
person born i society could, on attaining ripe age [that is,
twenty-one|, be bowsd by any acw of the unjority, and cither a
unanimous repewal of every liw would be necessary a3 often as a
new mesnber should be added to the society; or the express con-
sent of every pew member be obiaitied to the rule by whicls the
majurity decides for the whole.

In his letter to Jetlerson, Madison respecitislly leaves it as a
yuestion, but the answer to the question is clear. Jeflerson’s idea
would subvert “the very foundation of civil society™™
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Clearly, Thomas Jeflerson had a vivid sense of usufruct, o the
point of claiming the sovereignty of cach living genemtion and
the nonexistent rights of any other. People who do nor exist, he
said, cannot bave rights. He saw the situation, not in terms of
obligations aite geueration might owe to another, but in terms
of what any living generation nust not da to the nexe, It must
not impose any law, constitution, or other binding olidigation,
Like today’s professurs of postunodern cubal critictsm, Jefler-
son viewed the intluence ol the past as solely an oppressive
force. His thinking was tuned to what | described ealier as “the
ondefined deal” abstracted from the ustitutions and historical
ligatures of society.

Jetlerson never gave any sign of seriowsly engaging Madison's
powerdl aud institutionally informed argmuents apainst his idea
For decades he was comtent simply to keep repeating Iis abstract
notion of the natuml right of each penenmtion o be a “ditferent
nation” fram the others. By contrast, fames Madison understood
political society a5 a going concern. fis generations were not by
right dillewint mations. As a social and histocical fact, the geoera-
tions were participants in a great chain etter that was beings han-
died, mended, and passed down througls time. The constitational
viler and systemn of Jaws were instnnnenss nsking possible the
genertions—a propley—ijoint venture together, and diese instro-
nieats were carried forward through tacic assent. The ties of momnl
obligation between past, present, and Rture were inescapable if a
political saciety were to succeed as a going concern. ¥

In 1791, Madison secmed to catch only a glimipse of the
idea of the Union. It lay like a sprouting seed in the year-old
Constitution. Even so, be Iad a ghimpse and objecred w Jeffer-
son’s idea of stopping and restarting a coustitstional regime
every nineteen years, As be asked rhetorically, would vot such a
government “hecome oo mutable and novel to tetain that shure
of prejudice in its favor which is a salotary aid to the most

rational goversment?” By the carly 18M0s, a5 the last survivor
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among the Coustitution’s drafters, Madison had more than a
glinpse of what was at stake. He struggled 10 oppose the grow-
ing doctrine of state nullification of national law, a doctrine that
would destroy the American Union as defined by the Constitu-
tion. Before dying in 1836 his last message to the current gen-
eration gave advice that was "nearcst to my heart and deepest in
ny convictions, . . . that the union of the states be cherished amd per-
petited.” The substantive identity of a people had been institu-
tionalized in the Constitution. For this people, the Union
expressed in the Constitution was the indispensable instrurnint
for their republican ideals of sel-government.™

Another generation ore and, faced with the ultiniate cri-
sis, Abrabam Lincoln could articulate the vision as none had
before. It was a vision of solidarity across all geacrations of
Anericans, with the Constitution as theie institution of Union,
aspiring to the republican ideals of liberty and equality. In his
first inaugural address he called it the people’s "nyystic chosd of
nrenory.” Asnerica was stob a contractual union of individuals in
the present generation, any more than it was a mere group of
states contracting to create a {riendship league for safety and
convenience. Enterinz or leaving a contract changes nothing of
substance. Entering a covenant changes your identity, and leav-
ing a covenant is of devastating consequence for that identity.
Lincoln’s way of thinking, like Madisot'’s, was everything that
Jeflerson’s was not. Lincoln and Madison thought institationally
about the life of the uation. For Jefferson, there was no sach
thing—only the life of cacl passing individual and peneration.
Lincoln gave elegant expression to what was implicic in Madi-
son’s tightly reasoned letter and explicit in his fight to pass the
Bill of Rights. Lincoln fused the ideals of the Declaration of
Independence, the institution of the Constitntion, and the
shared history of the mation; invoking each gencration’s
covesiantal solidarity with ancestors and posterity, a union
orgasic aud even sacramental,™

Mow, in a roundabout but, 1hope, better inforined way, we
can at last retuen to the thind of our “rational choice™ cases. It is
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the one left wnaddressed i Cliapter 3 after we comsidered the
Law Merelant and kings power cases in rebdion to Georpe
Washington'’s pedormance in thinking institutionally. You nuy
recall that the specilic subject matter of this thitd aud niost dif-
ficult case concerns cvouomic tansaction costs and the
inescapable need for some authority empowered 1o enforce
rules of the pame. These wre the rules that are necessary if any
mutually beneficial exclranges are 1o he 2 reabistic possibulity. The
general problem is that any ruler with sullicient power to
enforce the needed rules for the conmon good will also be
powerful enough to enforce rules serving only his own pood.
And why, mtionally speaking, would 4 ruler nut do so?

To have their work aceepted, the Framers of the ULS. Con-
stitution essentially had to satisly the cliallenge posed by that
questions, Amid widespread perceptions of domestic turmoil
threatening property cights, conunerce, ad the rule of law itself,
they were proposing to empower a stew uational goversment
that would create and endforce the needed rules, But why should
the people agree to bind themselves under such an authority
when it could just as well 1ule I its own interest and aguinst
their liberties?

Obviously, there is no room heee to follow all the intsicate
arguments amd developments that led 1o scceptance of the US.
Constitution as the supreme L of the land. The advocates gave
assurances that the new government was not a ruler but a reflec-
tion of the prople’s seli~rule. They promised that republican lib-
erties would be salepvarded by the Constitution’s very design
{that i5, a govermnent lhinited o the powers cnmneraied, witht

~internal checks and balances among thice branclies, with exter-

nal checks and halances ol federalisin in redation to the states,
and with the promise of a bill of rights). But why take a leap of
faith into such assurances :ind promisest What accounts for not
only rtification but also the ongoing tacit assent to the consti-
witional order that was crucial during those first troubled
decades of mational lite? Read through the history of s
resarkable peciod—say, the thirty years ftom 1772 e LB02—
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and you are left repeatedly asking yourself, How in the waorld
di< these people pull off such a thing?

OF course, there can be many explanations, but it is no help
simply to say that enough people decidéd to act mtionally in
their loag-term self-interest. You are not likely to act in your
long-term interests unless you are first thivking about your
interests in a loup-term way. 1 believe the cvidence shows that
behind the myriad arguments, there was constaut recourse 1o
particular outlook, an appreciative stance, that had been shaped
during the events of that generation. It was a triad of thouplits
amounting to oue grand theme, and it recurs throughout all the
disputes and potential turning points. lu fact, it is repeated su
many tines i so many quarters and varying ways that alter a
while onc ahnost stops noticing it.

Fitst, there is the notion that mankind’s aucicnt hopes fur
ficedom have been handed down to this generation of the
Amnierican Revolutivie. The Greek and Roman classics, Bible
stories, the rise and fll of the Dutch Republic, aud above all,
the centuries of strugples for the rights of Englishinen all spoke
to this notion.

Second, a great many Americans were convineed that there
was a larger meaning to their actions aud the events of their
tinie. What was happening was a momentous experinient test-
ing whether or not republican self-government could work.

Third, Atnericans were convinced that, one way or the
other, the results of their experiment would reverberate into the
distant future—to all “posterity,” as they often called it.

Because this tripartite forinulation became such a faniliar
way of interpreting events does not mean that it should be dis-
missed as thetorical window dressing. On the contrary, it means
that we should take it very seriously as a torce in those times.
There is pood evidence that many Americans of different social
statious cousidered themselves engaged in a2 portentous joint
venture and shared a genuine, continuing fear that it would
fail.** Preserving the republican experiment meant saving not
only Congress from the states or the states fum each other but
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especially the prople froms themselves, Supportters of the Con-
stitutional vrder were having to convince the rulee—the peo-
ple—to constrain himsell with a Constitution thn greasly
restricted the mjoritarian premises of popular government
itselt. To accept and coutinge supporting that arrangenwent, peo-
ple ueeded sone larger way of thinking about specitic goals and
actioits of the day.

The thought triad just sketched did that. k spurred suine
critical nmss of people in this peneration to be involved in the
three features of what 1 have called thinking instintionally. Such
people realized that they had tken delivery of something of
isuuense iuportance, the hope of the ages for human freedom
and equal righs. They saw their political work inlused with
value going well beyond the conroversies of the momemy the
aspiration for sell-government itsell’ was on trial, Aud they saw
the stakes of their work stretching lorward to wmold futuse pen-
erations all around the world—aor, a5 the aged Madison put it,
“the last hope of true hberty on the fhee of the Earth” Their
work iu thinking institutionally was not beyond partisanship, but
it was well beyond ordinary, shortsighted pursuit of partisan pay-
o5, What they iad received as heritage, they did indeed take
as task and thus made it their own.

There was nothing inevitable about the acceptance of the
Constitution or its initial survival. It was touch and go all the
way. Al the Eaule lines did oot ren so much berween ditlerent
people as between ditferent parts ol prople’s minds. They mn
between thinking in an institutional way and thinkisg, in a nar-
rower, short-teen, self-indulgent way. They also ran between
tinking in an nststutional way and thinking in the abstract,
socially disembadivd way of the undefined ideal

* K *

Of course, all this was o long e ago. Today we are caughe
up in talk about institutions Galing us. Bue fook closely and |
think you will see that when insticutious fail, it is ntsinly a mat-
ter of people failing institutions. People il institutions by tail-
ing to thitk and act with due regand to the valued purposes
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embodied in institutions, To repeat au eatlier point, the failure
does ot consist in simply making mistakes, errors, and miscal-
culations. le consists in failures of being.

Cousider again the lists in Chapter 2% cavalcade of miscon-
duct that sccurred throughout the public, private, and nonprofit
reahins in the last halEcentury. Ask yourself, what is jt that really
failed? ]

Just suppose that the leading figures involved i any of
these events had resisted temptations to the contrary and had
actually held fast to the idea of behaving in an institutionally
appropriate way. Suppose that these people from yesterday’s
Licadlines had been of a mind to think thae their private, per-
suual agendas were something to be subordinated to their insti-
tutional responsibilities. Suppose they hiad been of a mind 1o
weigh the morad claims of the past and their abligations to the
future and had viewed their choices about how to act in that
fipht. Perhaps not all, but cerrainly the vast majority of items on
those lists would be blotted ouvr, And how mmuch better off
would everyone have been as a result

As I sugpested in Clapter 2, these is more to thinking fusti-
tutioaally than just being extra carefud to avoid breakiog the
rules, niuch fess being clever enougly to aveid criminal indict-
ment. it catails entering into the spirit of thiigs, and by the end
of this chapter [ hope you have a better sense of what that might
mea.-Amid the perpetual perishing that marks our individual
existences, ustitutions are weathered presences. It is intellectu-
ally iuteresting and important to think about thent. Dut it is
more humanly valuable to enter into the way of thinking that
ihey embody—in other words, to seek and place value on their
interior point of view.

It may sound like 1 am saying that thinking institutionally is
all about being unsclish, rationally uncaleulating, and altruis-
tic—indecd bordering ont the saintly. That is pot s0. But since
justitutional thinking is always pointing to something beyond
the seli-life, it naturally can appear to onlookers as & matter of
self~denial rather than self-assertion. But thinking instinstionally
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is,.in_ its own way, a kind of selfassertion. It asserts not a nega-
tion of self but a giving of sell.

1o boreow language rom another context, thinking institu-~
tionally is a sign or s witness: it alone does sot say everything,
but rather graws by saying what it is uot and revealing what it
polints to. Y

Institutional thinking resists utopianism in projects of both
social construction and scli-construction. But it also jnsists that
mundane. tife is far more than a banal submission to expediency.
It views the present as thoroughly enriched by inheritance and
legacy. Again, to borrow a thought from a religious context,
thinking iustitutionally tends 1o humble without humiliating us;
to mise us up without Hattering us.
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CHAPTER Six
WAYS OF THINKING,

WAYS OF BEING

Thc preceding chapter took as its point of departure an
obvious fact: it is possible to think without acting You and
1 may treat “thinking institutionally” as an interesting intellectual
exercise and stifl never do anything about it.Yet while it is pos-
sible to think without acting, it is not possible to act withowt
thinking.

To that statement, the natural first response might be,“ What
nonsense.” We see people acting without thinking all the tme.
It is the sort of behavior that makes up the bulk of the daily
news 365 days a year. Only an academic in some tower of ivory
could claim it is impossible to act without thinking. So let me
try to clarify what | mean. .

By saying it is not possible to act without thinking [ am not
referring to responses of a person’s AutonOmMIC NErvVoOUs systeml,
like jumping at the sound of an unexpected loud noise or
unconsciously breathing in and out. By “act™ 1 mean making a
conscious move in the world. That includes acting on impulse,
or as we often say, “without time to think.” Such situations are
especially revealing of our deeper thought patterns. When we do
not have “time to think” and can only respond based on what is

B85
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already in the charicter of our mental outlook—that is when
our thinking, our foundational thinking, is most clearly exposed,

1 am not trying to say something obscure or academically
clever. Anyone who las ever been romantically involved \Vitil
another person knows thar what I am saying is true. If you wane
to know what the person you are dating is really about, do not
study what is going on during the dating ritual. Pay atrention to
what happens when the person thinks no one else is watching,
And pay special attention as this person responds to the unex-
pected. To put the point crudely, watch a person's “guc” response
in order to get a reading on what is going on in his or her head.
The anciens wisdom literature expresses it more elegantv: As a
person “thinks in his heart, so is hie” and “out of it [ynur'hcurt]
are the issues of life” (Proverbs 23:7; 4:23). We act in the Wity we
think deep down at the hearr level. You and | muay not be whae
we think we are, but whar we think, we are.

In Chapter 4 [ wied to describe what it is like to inhabit and
move around in a particular frame of mind called “instivutional
And throughout this boolk I have pressed the case for reviving
and living out this normative point of view. As 1 said at the out-
set, thinking institutionally is nothing dranuatic, new, or fashy, It
is more like revisiting a forgotten old home place and experi-
encing a re-cognition—a bringing to mind again—aot valuable
things that only appear to have been forgorten. The discussion
has tried ro focus on background presumptions abour right rela-
tionships. As best | can, T have tried to describe a “respect-in-
depth” way of thinking about our lives and surroundings.

By contrast, thanks to modern communication echnology,
virtually everything we are now lured to pay attention to focuses
on fleeting foreground features and short-lived personal
encounters. The [nternet and its related technologies have given
almost everyone something that is unique in human hiscory—
the means for indiscriminate self-expression, and this in a “vir-
tual” world where nothing ceally endures or has substance. The
aliure of the ephemeral is now enveloping us, and it seems des-
tined to do nothing but grow:'
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In such times it makes exgellent sense both to distrust and
to value institutions—to distrust because institutional purposes
are pursued through the actions of fawed hunian beings, and to
valiie because institutions have enduring purposes worthy of our
efforts and loyalties. Thinking institutionally is about using our
reason. However, it pushes a person to go beyond being instru-
mentally rational—that is, simply making intelligent choices
regarding means to some arbitrary and self-validating goals we
happen to have chosen simply to please owrselves. It calls on a
substantive rationality regarding intelligent choices about the
ends of action warth choosing,.

The mtional basis for evaluating institutions is not a matter
of personal whim. The basis is the good any given instinttion
produces for human well-being. The deep-seated purposes of
institutions are aspirations in that’ upward direction. Those are
aspiradions to which we can appropriastely hold curselves
accountable, In a perplexing world, they can orient the modern
search for "authenticity” in ouvr individual life conuniunents.
They can help us discern the limits of loyalty to any particular
orpanization or process, though they can never shicld us from the
agony of having to niake hard choices.

Is it really so difficult to cut through the flufl and blather of
our popular culture to see the things that need to be taught and
learned? The chronicle of misdeeds discussed at the beginning
of this book points toward the immense gains to be had from
thinking institutionally. Those guins are both societal and per-
sonal in mature.

At the most basic level, there is the matter of sustainability
and survival, We noted an elemental form of institutional think-
ing that consists of not critically questioning everything you are
doing and simply carrying on with your job as it is supposed to
be done. If nothing else, the steady habits in such thinking {not
the same thing as addicrive behavior) have immense survival
value for society at large. They give implicit testimony to and
support for the value of the going concern of the social order.
The sultitude of nameless people who are—in Ryne Sandberg’s
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phrase—"just doing what 'm supposed to do” amounts te ag
immense sheet anchor sustaining civilized life, something we
unever are likely to notice unti! disaster strikes.

Flistory offers compelling examples of societies surviving
through devastating cataclysms by virtue of ordinary people
simply carrying on with their appointed duties. A historian has
described the similar grounds of social survival in the atomic
bombing of Japan and the Black Death in fourteenth-century
Europe: ‘

In the worst years of the morality, Europeans witnessed horrors
comparable to Hiroshima and Nagasaki, but even when death was
everywhere and only a fool would dare to hope. the thin fabric of
cvilization held... Enough notaries, municipal and chuarch
authorities, physicians and merchanys stepped forward 1w keep
governments and courss and chorches and financial houses run-
ning—albeit at 2 much reduced level.?

In ordinary times as well, insticutional thinking holds greac
value on a variety of fronts. It injects a concern for something
more than the claims of personal power and temporary advan-
tage. With at least some people around you who are thinking
instivutionally, there is a greater chance of being told whar you
need to hear rather than simply whar you want to hear. Institu-
tional thinking also helps protect against the willtul ignormce
called presentism—the arrogant privileging of one’s own ficde
moment in time. lusticutional thinking translorms the past into
memory, which is a way of keeping alive what is meaningful in
_, the qualitative significance of our experiences. Because it is

attentive to rule-following rather than personal strategies ta
achieve personal ends, thinking institutionally enhances pre-
dictability in conduct. Predictability in turn can enhance truse,
which can enhance reciprocating loyalty, which can facilitate
bargaining, comprouiise, and fiduciary relationships. All chis is o
chain of relationships that amounts ta a civilized way for people
to live together.
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In the end, the advantages pf institutional thinking come
down to what is distinctly human. Humans flourish through
attachments to authorittive communities, not as totally unen-
cumbered selves. Because institutional thinking gaes‘beyomf
merely contingent, instrimental artachments, it takes daily life
down to a deeper level than some passing parade of personal
moads and feelings. By its natore, institutional thinking tends to
cultivate belonging and a conunon life.

To be sure, works of modern fiction routinely portray rebel-
lion apainst all institutions as courageous adventures of libera-
tion. The promise is perfect freedom. Bur that promise is an itlu-
sion. The truth—to be found in any reliuble work of nonfiction
(whether history, biography, or current events)—is that a life
devoid of institutional attachments becomes a perfect hell of
seli-destructive excesses. At the centér of such real-life accounts
is the ultinmte excess, the overweening seli-life. Without author-
ity for freedom to play against, the liberation adventure extin-
guishes itsell in existential meaninglessiess, When you really
look at the facts of everyday life, the "adventure” of total self-
liberation turns out to be a self-destructive trajectory. Thac is the
real story line about the egoists in our modern celebrity culture.
Throughout our tabloids and Internet blogs, the sub-texts are
usually appealing to an inward, unacticulated moral outlook.
OQur popular culture laves its celebrity heroes, but it loves even
more the sight of their crumbling sel-made pedestals. That is a
backhanded way of affirming that there really are pedestals of
merit on which te stand, even though the humans atop may be
rather wobbly.

Thete are good, conumonsense reasons why an anti-institu-
tionalist perspective does not work in real life (which is a world
quite ditferent from the thought-palaces of many tenured intel-
lectuals). However much we might prerend otherwise, we
fmans are not complete enongh to complere ourselves. We are
nor rich enough that we can do without institutional acach-
ments and intergenerational kisses. We simply do not have the
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tullness of resources that would he required. If nothing is impor-
tant but self-fulfillment, there is nothing of substance available to
help us do the filling,

Thinking institutionally offers us a more excellemt way of
being in the world. Tt demarcates a middle zone of libem'{ing
constraints. To the one side is the lone cultural wanderer facing
a bewildering army of choices. Because they are SL‘If—Vﬂ[idiltiﬂ"’
they are choices without any larger substantial meaning. \V!m‘:—.
ever peace and meaning is to be found must come from inter-
nally generated expressions of the Selfand resistance to all exter-
nal threats to one’s autonomous sell-determination. To the other
side of the institutionalist’s zowe is the yearning for unity and »
poo!ing of particularities into somerhing whole. It is the toraliz-
ing vision that answers to the cultural wanderer’s lostness. The
promise 15 an “I" capable of knowing itself only because it is
absorbed into a monistc “we” '

The institutionalist middle zone yields a more realistic view
of life. Human beings find meaning as they five in the tension
berween the universal and the particular, between what has been
given and what is not yet fulfilled. This middle zone does not
claiim to provide ultimate meaning, because thinking instisution-
ally is not a religion or comprehensive secular ideology. It is a
place for finding proximate, human-scale meanings. Such mean-
ing emerges through engagement in the historical tsks and
obligations that lie at hand for each one of us, These are the
mundane but rewarding tasks and obligations embodied in insti-
tutions that involve family, work, education, local communicy,
religious congregation, citizenship, and—to retuen 1w where \\:e
started-——sports,

And increasingly we are realizing that the same instirutional
way of thinking should apply to whatever piece of geography we
happen to occupy. Qur piece of earth and proximate surround-
ings are another kind of middle zone, a localization that pareici-
pates in a larger world environment. Through lorce of physical
circumstance, we moderus are having to learn what it means to
faithfully receive, to infuse with value and thoughtfully pass on
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to others our earth home. Again, events rather than philosophi-
cal arguments are mainly teaching us the lesson. The material
world is not simply an ensemble of objects for our use; it is
something that makes a claim on us and our sense of steward-
ship. We tead implicated lives. “The environment” is only the
most visible object in a larger world of buman relationships that
is suffering and quite possibly decomposing for want of institu-
tional thinking.

So what should you and 1 do? Perhaps one day someoue
will produce a self-help book or twelve-step program for those
who want to improve their lives by thinking institutionally. Thac
is niot on offer here. It makes no sense to exhort people to be
good or think institutionally until they have a better under-
standing of what that good thing is. Many people do have a
sense of the matter even if they cannot verbalize it very well.
That is why from time to time [ have appealed to a common-
sense understanding that we seent to share about such things as
sporsnmanship, marriage, law, and the first day of school. We
should take thiis as a sign of hope for the future. The “apprecia-
tive viewpoint” | have called thinking institutionally forms a
deep stratun in our human makeup. k does not need to be
invented by some social philosopher or political leader, 1t needs
to be recovered and articulated. Hence this book’s rationale.

Thinkinyg institutionally is really not thar difficult to under-
stand. We more or less know it when we see it. [t is simply very
difficult to live out. This way of thinking and being in the world
is hard work. The reasons for this have been discussed in the last
chapter. So, awaiting publication of the next seli=help book and
twelve-step program, what is a person to Jo? Like all the advice
we have heard regarding a healthful diet and exercise pragram,
the practical answer is as straightiorward to state as it is dificult
to carry out.

Moral sealism understands that the grand movements of
history, from fife to deatli and everything in between, are played
out in the particular acts of individuals. Those acts, influenced as
they must be by all sorts of larger contextunl factors, remain
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choices that we as moral agents have the freedom to make of
nor mnke.’-fhs:y are not the automatic result of blind, determin..
istu': Hecessiry. Insticutionalists have an essentially hopetul view
b.clmvmg i a better future. That is why they try 0 use the nue :
rials of the past to invest in thar future. , .
At the same time, thinking and acting institutionally does
nat come easily for us, especially in light of the modern dangers
a.ncf obstacles it faces. Institutional thinking is learned. And it is
learned, or not learned, in the home, the schools, the market-
phace, and the political forum. It cannot be learned if it is 1ot
taught, and most teaching oceurs through example. Doesa’t th
tell us something we should do? . "
fA‘ recent multiyear study has tried to understand how peo-
ple in various domains of employment come to do “goud
w:ork‘.: \V‘l‘mt t!‘ie researchers mean by this rerm is not ﬁ;-li)' a
high J(?[J perfornunce rating but work that reflects a humane
responsible, and consistent quality of moral behavior. Gom;
work i"f‘ what our earlier discussion subdivided into the concepts
of pn.)tcsﬂou. office, and stewardship. Anyone who has read thi;
far will not be surprised by the researchers’ tindings. What fos-
ters such good work is, first, 1 strong sense of moral conmunit-
ment tP larger purposes that one brings to the job; second, the
pmtcss:on‘al ethic exemplified by those individuals pmvitii;lg a
pErSf.ltl with his or her early job training; and finally, the “line-
ages of_ worthy models from the past with whom one identifies
in vﬂ.f()rinng toward the future.? In shore, a person Jearns to think
institutionally by being around and identifving with people who
rno’dcl and reinforce one’s appreciation for institutional values
This produces a gradual, perhaps only halt-conscious shaping f
character, e e
’Fur anyone left wondering what to do, the most practical
uld.w;ie 03 this matter is also the most ancient. A prrson learns to
thunk and act institutionally by doing i ; e ic s ke
“art.” It is riot a matrer of Ii.‘:r'niné; l;fl,l:fi)s!:p[i:::r;e:s:- B "
: al argunrents. Iris
A matter of doing it in order 1o learn niore deeply about what
one is doing. Aristotle put it this wiay: “The virtues we get by

-
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first exercising them, as also happens in the case of the arts. For
the things we have to learn before we can do them, we learn by
doing them, for example, men become builders by building and
lyre players by playing the lyre. So too we become just by doing
just acts. temperate by doing temperate acts, brave by doing
brave acts.”™

This sounds rather abstract, but it is actually quite practical.

In fact, to acquire a way of thinking, institutional ar otherwise,
is probably the most practical thing a persou ever does. So, for
example, in today’s atmosphere of cynical distrust, there s at least
one thing you and 1 can realistically do to mise the level of
healthy trust in society. [t may be the only thing we can do.That
is to strive to be trustworthy. The same advice applies to sl the
other aspects of being insticutionally minded that we have dis-
cussed. By carrying out the actions that follow from thinking
institutionally, we enhance a culture of institutional values.
Therefore, while our modern culture does shape us, we also
shape our culture by the ways of thinking and being thar we
choose to embrace. The habitus that makes up our daily lives
marks the point of contact where other people are touched by
and may be brought to consider institutional values. Our exam-
ple is much smore important than any theoretical maidel or book
on the subjeet, :

There is no golden age ol institutional vahues to return to,
but neither need we remain stuck where we are in our modern
impasse. To repeat, living in a world of nothing but institttional
thinking would be a moustrosity. But to live in a world in which
institutional thinking is absent, or so heavily discounted as to
fade into insignificance, would be an even greater monstrosicy.
The evidence lying all around us is hardly ambiguous. Our cur-
rent danger is not too much bue too little institutional thinking.
The modern mind has lost its equilibrium with regard to insti-
tutions. The Enlightenrnent taught us to think for ourselves, and
the Romantic countermovement taught us to express ourselves.
The rise of bureaucratized mass industrial society showed thae
we had to protect the Self, and the development of our
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constuner socivty has assured all of these Selves that we have a
right to have things our way, and quickly so. The culural
uphieaval of the 19605 insisted on having it both ways: on the one
hand to be dismissive of institutions as mere formalites thac we
could remake at will and on the other to thoroughly condenin
institurions as oppressive power structures of the Establishment.

It is surely ironic that as long-teriy commitinents, iscitu-
tional and otherwise, are fading from the modern consciousness,
we humans are now on the verge of living longer than our kind
has ever dared hope to live. But buried in that statement is
something more important than the possibility of long life. We
are the creature that hopes. We are nor just an animal that
“wants” for the next meal or mating or escape from a predator.
tn our natute we pass beyond the bounds of wanting to a realin
of things greater than we have experienced and yet have the
capacity to yearn for. Of course, we can tell ourselves that i
might be wishful thinking. But even in telling ourselves that, we
are affirming some minimal faith in the possibilicy of a larger,
hopeful truth of things. We have at least enough faith to doubt
and ask questions. And the answers we yearn for are not a sweet
brew of lies.

Thanks to medical technology we, our children, and grand-
children are now being promised a vast expansion in the human
life span (unless we willtully eat, drink and/or smoke ourselves
to an early death). The old 70 and 80 may become the new 130
or 200. Is that good or bad news? { think we will discover that
Jong life is not what we really hoped for. Mere longevity will
not take away the sadness of a self-life that offers no lwger
meaning and yet cannot help yearning for such meaning. Our
longer time span will then appear as simply the lengthening of
aurumnal shadows felt by die aging medievalist:

Time of mourning and of tempration,
Age of tears, of envy and of torment,
Time of languor and of damnation,
Age that brings us to the end,
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Time full of horror which daoes all things foalishly,
Lying age, full of pride and envy,
Time withow honor and without troe judgment,
Age of sadness which shortens life.3

Should it occur, humankind will probably survive any even-
tual trivmph of anti-institutionalism, whatever our life span.
Our species has a very clever, small-mammal quality to it—a
quickness, adaprability, and subtlery of maneuver that will prob-
ably help us avoid extinction.

The larper question, of course, is whether we will survive as
something more than mere survivors, that is, as something in the
image of what it is to be fully human. As individuals and as a
society, we need not lose our bearings on that subject, There is
available to us a valid, though incomplete, vision of that fuller
image. [t is the reflection caught i our deep-seated human
capacity to think and act institutionally. We would do well to
take that capacity more serionsly—to learn about it, appreciate
it, teach it, and act on ic

“Does the road wind uphill all the way?" Yes, to the very
end. But that is no reason to lose heart. The way up can alsa be
the way out, toward something beer.



